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They all left their small town only to return and face what forced them to run.

Five sisters each left Amherst, Ohio. When they come home again, they find love and family as well as a chance to redeem themselves. 

Forever Love 

When a chance meeting happens, can the two former friends allow themselves the chance to become friends again, or will the sparks turn a childhood friendship into a forever love? 

Beach Desires 

Can a summer fling last a lifetime? Will Stacey and Mandy make their long distance relationship work? Or will they let the prejudices of their upbringing ruin their chance at happiness? 

A Christmas Accident 

When a horrible blizzard causes an automobile accident that puts the lives of those Sherri loves on the line, can a Christmas miracle save them? 

Coming Home 

Can a blind woman and the womanizer rely on each other to rescue Mr. Wilder or will insecurities and stress cause their blossoming relationship to self-destruct?

Holiday Homecoming

Two broken hearts mend as love blossoms, but when danger comes calling, can the two loners learn to rely on each other or will they lose all they have found?
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To TJ, who will always be remembered as my first kiss and to my husband, who will be my last.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Winding my way down the Ohio Turnpike gave me a lot of time to think. Unless you counted the many big rigs on the road, there wasn’t much to look at while driving. Having left behind small-town life, I was nervous about coming home. It’s funny. I’ve lived in Chicago for the last fifteen years, but still considered this small town, Amherst, my home. I don’t know what scared me more—coming back to a small town after having escaped it or facing the demons that caused me to leave in the first place.

When Dad called last week, he sounded so exhausted it scared me. My memories of this robust man with a wicked sense of humor didn’t fit the voice on the other end. When we were children, he would chase us around the house, trying to catch and tickle us. He taught me and my sisters how to shoot guns, ice fish, and ride our bikes. We stood on his feet as he twirled us around the room to Dean Martin songs, teaching us to dance. When I was older, Dad was the formidable bear that boyfriends had to get past in order to date us. I had only seen him cry once, at my mother’s funeral. In other words, he was our first hero. No other man could measure up.

This man, who had worked in the steel mills all his life and scared away my childhood monsters, was older now and needed me. There was no question about whether or not I would go home. That’s what family is for. Of course, as the oldest, it was my job to help out, but also my career allowed me to move back to Ohio and be there for Dad. My four sisters were wrapped up in various enterprises, either trying to establish themselves in their careers or getting situated in new homes. My jewelry website and store could be run from Amherst as easily as it could from Chicago.

The urge to take a look around town before heading to Dad’s hit me, so I exited the turnpike and headed left toward Lake Erie. Driving past so many memories unleashed the ghosts of my past, both good times and bad.

Amherst was already showing sad signs of the economy that many cities were currently faced with—empty storefronts, unrepaired roads and a vast sadness in the eyes of its people. Finding work was even harder in a small town than it was in a big city like Chicago. Unless you owned your own business or worked for the city government, you worked for one of the three big mega-corporations that had plants nearby.

There was an arcane quaintness about Amherst, from its brick-covered streets to its old sandstone buildings. There were churches dotting almost every corner of the town. People still gathered regularly at the small town diner right in the heart of downtown on Main Street. Nothing had really changed in the fifteen years since I left. How sad, I thought pulling into my dad’s driveway. It appears I’ve changed more than the town. I wonder if anyone will even recognize me anymore.

Frightened, nervous, and anxious were all good words to describe how I was feeling as I grabbed my overnight bag and purse and approached the door. The first man I ever loved stood behind the screen door, watching me with a smile on his face. I gave him a big hug, then we went inside and sat down in the living room. “Gosh, I’ve missed you, Dad!”

“How was your drive? Did you get something to eat? Are you hungry?” Yep, that’s my family, always trying to feed you as soon as you walk through the door. Food has always been a large part of our family gatherings, from the special traditional soup at Easter to the canned treats from our summer garden.

“The drive wasn’t too bad once I got away from Chicago, and no thanks on the food. I stopped along the turnpike and grabbed a sandwich.” I looked around the room and noted the house hadn’t changed since I left. In fact, my childhood rocking chair still sat over in a corner of the living room. It felt good coming home to a comfortable place, for sure, but it was strange to do it as a grown woman who faced down things like scary spiders on her own.

“Then something to drink,” he announced as he climbed out of the recliner and headed for the kitchen. From the living room, there was a straight view into the kitchen. As I watched him putter around, I noticed how old my father looked. He still had a full head of dark hair, although now it had more gray around the edges. My dad always was a handsome guy. The crow’s feet that etched his face gave him character, as well as showing evidence of the hard life he spent working to bring home a paycheck to support our family. The lines weren’t really what made him seem old, though. It was the curve of his shoulders that made him look older, like the weight of the world was on him now. I hope my being around will help.

Settling in that first night was challenging. I felt like a child again, back home with Dad. It had been awhile since I slept in a twin bed. Every little sound and noise startled me, but there was comfort in knowing that I was here in case Dad needed me.

After leaving the local steel mill, Dad had enjoyed a happy retirement, going fishing and drinking at the local Veterans of Foreign Wars club with his buddies. But in the last six months, he seemed to be forgetting things. When this first began, he would call me two to three times a day with the same piece of important information, often forgetting we’d just talked. Then, there was the frantic phone call he made from the grocery store, unable to figure out how to get home. Thank goodness his memory loss only lasted about five minutes that time. I was so far away and couldn’t help him. My sisters and I didn’t want to think about Alzheimer’s, but our minds always came back to that possibility. One of us moving back to Amherst was our only solution, to discreetly discover the cause of my father’s forgetfulness.

Dawn shone bright the next morning. I was anxious to do something, anything. I wasn’t used to having time on my hands. With the change in location, I didn’t have all the tools needed to begin working on my jewelry. Those boxes were coming later in the week. After putting on jeans and a T-shirt, I decided to take a drive to the local beach, which held a lot of memories for me. Hopefully walking along the shore would lead to finding some sea glass for my designs.

As I approached the beach from the road, I saw the picnic area and park where families ate and children played. My grandparents often took us to play in this park, with its giant Easter basket, beautiful fountain, and lawn-bowling court. I parked in an empty spot, watching the children playing on the sand near the water’s edge and remembering my times here. This park held more than just good times with my grandparents. It held numerous memories of teenage make-out sessions behind fogged-up windows with nameless boys from my past. I was a good girl, so kissing was the most I’d do, it cost me many a boyfriend. I remembered how we would all bring our cars to the parking lot to listen to loud music and dance. It was a place to both see and be seen by everyone. It’s funny how a child’s playground could turn into a place for such behavior as soon as the sun goes down.

After getting out of my car, I hiked down the stairs. It was a mild September day, and the beach was fairly empty—just myself and a few seagulls. I walked slowly along the shoreline with my head down, not noticing the person swimming in the water until he began to climb out of the surf.

A dark, cropped haircut framed a face so beautiful that it could be described as the face of a Roman god. He had a strong nose and jawline that showed just a sprinkling of whisker stubble. However, it was his body that made me pause. His muscular shoulders and upper arms looked like they could carry a girl off to bed. His wet torso was covered with hair that immediately drew my eyes and tempted me to caress it. The chest hair tapered down his narrow waist and seemed to lead the way to paradise. I stopped walking and just stared. God, please let there be no drool dripping off my chin. This guy was smokin’ hot! Then he smiled and I noticed his face, complete with a little dimple in his chin. He seemed familiar, but I wasn’t sure where I recognized him from. When he saw that I noticed him, he winked as if he recognized me too.

“Hello! Nice day for a walk, huh? The weather has been kind to us this year.” He spoke and my knees wobbled. His voice was like chocolate, smooth and delicious.

“Hi...Yes...I’m glad the weather is nice enough to get out, but isn’t the water too cold for a swim?”

“Not at all. I enjoy my morning workouts after a long shift at the station. You don’t remember me, do you, Syndie?”

My mind was drawing a blank. How did he know my name? Who was this hottie? “Not really. You do look familiar, but I can’t place you. I’m sorry.”

“It’s been a long time. We grew up together, our parents were best friends. We even went out in high school. I’m not surprised you don’t remember me, you hightailed it out of Amherst like your butt was on fire after graduation. We never saw each other again. I’m Thom Johnson, but everyone called me T.J.”

Oh wow. I’ve got a lot on my plate and he has changed over the years, but to not know someone so connected to most of my life was baffling. This man had been my best childhood friend. I was T.J.’s girlfriend for a while, but he dumped me for someone who put out. Before we went out in high school, I grew up with images in my head of him as the ideal guy. Our families encouraged our dating, thinking we were perfect together. When he dumped me, it broke my heart. I couldn’t stand watching him move on without me.

“Yes, I recognize you now, T.J. I took off because I thought that a big city had more to offer me. Well, it was nice to see you again. I had better get back to my walk, you seem busy.” I took off wanting to escape this awkward moment. Having to explain to T.J. why I was back in town was the last thing on my to-do list today.

“All right, Syn. See you around.” T.J. smiled. “Glad you’re back!”

I began heading back to my car, no sea glass having been found. Instead, I’d discovered the one guy who broke my heart and, based upon my initial reaction to the sight of him, has the potential to do it again. I backed out of the parking spot and headed back onto the main road into town, thoughts of T.J. occupying my mind.
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After settling in, the first order of business was to get Dad into the doctor’s office and get some answers. He was still seeing the local doctor who had delivered me, handled my mom’s illness, and patched up our family’s many broken bones, so getting an appointment was easy. We arrived around ten o’clock and met with Dr. Freeman in his office. He shared the results of all of the tests he had already run, as well as his diagnosis. It turns out that Dad had been secretly seeing Dr. Freeman for years about the memory issues. He was trying to protect us from the diagnosis—it was Alzheimer’s. My heart dropped when the doctor said those words.

What would this mean for Dad? How much would he change? It was just like him to try to keep this quiet and from worrying us. Now that I knew the truth, though, I planned on making sure Dad got the best care he could. Dr. Freeman suggested some meds that might help slow the onset of the disease, and as soon as Dad agreed to take them, I agreed to get them.

* * * *
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MY BOXES ARRIVED THAT afternoon. I unpacked everything in the workspace I’d set up in the spare room at Dad’s. There was nothing like the feeling I got while creating a beautiful piece of jewelry from pieces of glass and stones. It gave me pleasure to know the jewelry I was crafting would end up as gifts of love for others. Humming to myself, I laid out my tools and begin sorting through my beads.

Dad was apparently running the vacuum in the living room, based upon the loud and annoying sound echoing through the house. I listened with half an ear, idly wondering why the vacuum was so loud. All of a sudden, a high-pitched whine came from downstairs, followed by the smell of smoke. Was that the fire alarm? What was going on?

I ran down the stairs to the living room, barely able to see through the haze of smoke. “Dad? Where are you?” I screamed over the noise of the smoke alarm and vacuum.

Hearing a coughing noise coming from the kitchen, I ran into the room to see flames coming from the oven and my father using a towel to try to put them out. “Dad, we need to go. We need to call the fire department.” I pulled him toward the door and grabbed the cell phone out of my pocket.

“Hello, we have a fire at 224 West Front Street. Please send someone right away.”

Within minutes, firemen arrived and set to work putting out the fire. I held on to my dad and wondered what happened. “Dad, why was there a fire in the oven? Were you trying to cook something?” Dad looked lost, like a small, frightened child. His eyes were glazed and his body was being wracked by coughing fits. The paramedics came over to take a look at him, alleviating a little of my worry. At least his cough was being treated. What was I going to do about his kitchen though?

The fire was quickly put out. When the screeching of the alarm stopped, one of the firemen came over to talk with me. As he pulled off his helmet, I noticed his familiar face. It was T.J.

Smiling at the soot on his cheek, I said, “Thank you, T.J. Is everything okay in the house now?” I wanted to run my hand over his face and brush the smudge off. Just being around him made my knees weak. You would think after sixteen years I would be over him. Maybe my mind knows, but my body doesn’t yet, I thought sarcastically.

“Syn, were you trying to cook again?” His eyes sparkled, making the butterflies in my stomach flutter. “The fire is out. It was mainly contained in the oven. It appears that someone was trying to dry their laundry in there. There was minor smoke damage to the kitchen and living room areas, but I think that if you open the windows and air the place out, it should be okay in a couple hours.”

I felt safer knowing someone I knew personally was here checking things over, but wished it had been someone who hadn’t broken my heart. “Thanks again, T.J. It’s my dad, he has Alzheimer’s, and isn’t himself these days. He must have thought he was being helpful. First, I heard the vacuum going. Then, the fire alarm goes off. I can’t believe he put his laundry in the oven!”

“I’m sorry about your dad. He was always such a big, scary guy. Remember that time I came over to see you in high school and he wanted to show me his shotgun collection?”

We laughed together at the memory. Dad always thought it was funny to clean his guns when a boy came over to pick one of his daughters up for a date.

“You might have to keep a closer eye on him; we don’t want to have to come out here for something more serious than an oven fire. Honestly, I would much rather come over and take you out to dinner than respond to a 911 call from your house.”

“It’s hard to see him going downhill so fast...And every guy got the same treatment in high school! No one was good enough for his daughters...Wait. Did I hear you right? Are you asking me out?”

The rest of the firemen were back at the truck, yelling for T.J. to come back so they could leave. “You bet. You were always my best gal.” He grabbed my cell phone, entered his number in my contacts and headed back to the fire truck.

Shaking my head at his antics and smiling to myself, I headed over to the paramedic’s ambulance to talk to them about Dad’s condition. They had him huddled in a gray blanket. He looked so frail that the smile left my face. “How is he?”

“He has a slight cough from the smoke, but that’s the only damage we see. He was lucky you got him out before he could inhale more of the smoke. Just have him take it easy for a few days. If the cough doesn’t go away, have him see his doctor.”

I pulled the paramedic aside, out of Dad’s range of hearing. “My dad’s been forgetful lately.

Are you sure he’s okay?”

“You may want to have his dementia checked out. But really, nothing happened as a result of today’s incident. He’s fine.”

I thanked the paramedics as we headed to the ambulance, and hugged my father tightly. Today was a close call. Losing Dad was unimaginable but in many ways, I suppose I’ve already begun to. As I worried about how to keep an eye on everything at all times, I put my arm around his shoulders and walked him back into the house.

After sending Dad off to shower, I opened all the windows and scrubbed the kitchen clean. The smoky smell still lingered on the air, but it was getting better. When he came back downstairs, Dad seemed more like himself.

“Syn, what do you want me to cook for dinner? Are you hungry? Why’s the house all stinky? Did you try baking a pie again? You know that you forget to cover the crust every time.” Opening the oven, he noticed the black remains of the fire on the inside of the door.

“Well, Dad, we need to talk.” I led him over to the kitchen table, where we sat down. “Today you put your laundry in the oven instead of the dryer and started a fire,” I said with what I hoped sounded like loving sincerity.

“I did what? That’s crazy! I was cleaning up today, running the vacuum. I don’t remember doing laundry. Are you sure?” Dad’s voice broke on the last question, his eyes filling with confusion and sadness. “I’m sorry. I can’t seem to remember things these days. I know that the doctor talked about memory loss with Alzheimer’s, but I never thought I’d put anyone in danger, let alone you. What am I going to do?”

As his shoulders slumped, his face looked so crestfallen. This man, who had faced hot molten steel each day in the steel plant and had been burned a time or two, had just struggled to remember why he put his laundry in the oven. My heart shattered.

“Don’t worry, Dad. We will get through this.” Secretly, I wondered and worried myself about what we were going to do.
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Chapter Three
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Life returned to our new state of normal after the fire. Dad had mostly good days. He was more like the man I’d always known, alert and engaging, but the fear of leaving him alone was always present in my mind. I worked on my jewelry in the kitchen from the day of the fire on, where I could be close by in case he tried to do laundry in the oven again.

Deciding to get out of the house, we headed out for dinner at a popular local restaurant. The Armors Diner was located in an old home that had been converted into a homey place to eat. They had a full menu, containing anything that might tickle your fancy, but they had the best Coney dogs and fries. The Armors was a favorite hangout for the high school crowd, so the walls were covered with photos from all the sports stories covered by the local newspaper. The place was packed, but we found a spot at a small table near the large front window.

The Armors held a lot of fond memories from my time in high school. I used to come to the restaurant as much as I could to hang out and visit with my friends. We would always order the large fries and talk about the boys we liked. The restaurant also had its share of sad memories too—mostly surrounding T.J. and our time together. As if just thinking about him caused him to appear, I looked up to find him walking through the door, alone, and heading directly over to our table.

“Hi Syn, Mr. Wilder. Do you mind if I join you? This place is packed, and I hate to eat alone.”

“Hello Thom. Nice to see you. What have you been up to lately? I haven’t seen you since you dated Syn, here. I must have scared you off good,” Dad replied with a grin.

“Mr. Wilder, you didn’t scare me off. Syn decided to run away to the big city and leave this small town behind.” T.J. winked at me, so I stuck my tongue out at him.

I felt like an idiot while they spoke about me, and a little shocked that Dad didn’t remember

T.J. being at the recent fire. “Hello—I am sitting right here. You shouldn’t talk about me like I’m invisible.” They continued to ignore me, in favor of the conversation. I took the moment to look at T.J. He certainly had grown up. I studied his profile, trying to find a small part of that little boy who was my best friend growing up. His strong jawline and full lips were new to me. His baby fat was gone, but his strong nose was the same. The aquiline had a bump that always looked like he had broken it, which earned him the nickname Rocky. I loved his smile. It was a full grin that lit up his whole face and made his eyes twinkle. I wish I could go back and have a chat with my teenage self. I would share with her just how sexy T.J. was today. Of course, I would probably also have a few words to say to teenage T.J. too. After all, I wasn’t the only one in that relationship.

My ears perked up when I heard Dad invite T.J. over for dinner tomorrow night. It will be nice to give Dad something to do, but another evening with T.J...can my heart handle it?

The Armors provided a nice dinner among friends. Dad seemed to enjoy talking with T.J. about guns, hunting, and his job at the fire station. Sitting there in the background watching them interact was a treat. Dad was animated, reminding me more of the guy I grew up with than the pale version of himself he had become since my return. He hasn’t been so upbeat in a long time. I don’t think I’ve felt so upbeat in a while, as well. T.J. had many fun stories of life in the station that made us laugh. I was getting reacquainted with the guy I left behind, as he was filling in the missing years.

T.J. had been my best friend growing up. We were childhood playmates. Then, in high school, we turned into a couple. He became my boyfriend. We used to spend a lot of time hanging out at the train depot and talking about our future, but that didn’t last. T.J. was looking for a girl who was sexually active, which wasn’t me. He broke up with me and went on to date other girls who were more physical with him. It was hard watching him move on, but I was going to leave our small town for bigger pastures when I graduated, so I didn’t need to be tied down. Now that I was back, though, would we try to make it work?

* * * *
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DAD WAS IN HIGH SPIRITS the next day as he was getting ready for our dinner company. He decided to make some perch that he had caught last year, so he pulled it from the freezer and set about getting things ready. I watched him while I worked on my jewelry at the kitchen table, listening to him share stories about his fishing trips with friends. My stomach was bothering me. Every part of my body was nervous about hanging out with T.J. Was I still feeling something for T.J.? Was I still in love with him?

Around six o’clock, T.J. arrived with a six-pack of green bottled beer. “I remembered that your dad loved this brand.” As he wrapped me in a tight bear hug, my body responded to his hard, muscular body.

“Thank you. Can I take your coat?”

As he stripped off his dark canvas jacket, the light blue denim shirt stretching across his chest drew my attention. His shoulders filled out the shirt and made me want to caress them. I couldn’t help but notice that his dark blue jeans hugged tight to his butt and legs, as if the denim was painted on, as he walked into the kitchen to say hello to Dad. The cowboy boots he wore looked well-used and gave him a sexy walk. My mouth watered not from what we were having for dinner, but who we were having it with.

The meal was a memorable event filled with reminiscing and laughter. After cleaning up the dishes so that the guys could continue their conversation, I rejoined them. Dad was sharing his story about his turkey hunting trip that ended in a car fire. I’d heard that story a million times, but it was nice to enjoy the night without worrying about having to always be on guard with Dad. “Well, I’m an old man here, so I’m gonna hit the sheets. You guys enjoy the rest of the evening. Just remember T.J., I still have that shotgun collection,” Dad said with a snicker as he left the living room and climbed the stairs.

“It’s a beautiful night. Would you like to sit outside on the deck? We won’t bother Dad with our voices that way.” I handed T.J. the last beer and grabbed myself a soda, and we walked outside.

The night was dark, revealing a million stars in the sky. Looking up at them, I realized how many more stars I saw here than I ever did in Chicago. The air smelled fantastic, the scent of lilacs filling my nose. It was the guy sitting next to me, however, that made my heart soar. I hadn’t enjoyed myself as much as I had tonight in a long time. That was all because of T.J. I felt that I could relax and be myself with him. I loved that we challenged each other with our sarcastic wit, that we shared a history together. This was dangerous territory, though. I hadn’t been with anyone in ten years. No one had ever made me feel the way I felt about him. He was the one man who I never got over, even after all those years.

Breaking the silence, T.J. asked, “So, how was the big city? What was life like there?”

“I enjoyed being able to see the museums and always find something to do, no matter what time of night it was. It was an exciting place.”

A look of pain crossed T.J.’s face. Is he worried my life in the big city is what I still wanted?

Small town life had some definite perks, like the guy sitting here with me.

“But there are benefits to small towns too. Since I’ve gotten back, I am beginning to see just what I missed out on by running to the big city right after high school. Like these stars, for example, and the smell of flowers on the air. Chicago was bright lights and delicious food aromas, but there is something about a night like this...What has life been like for you?”

“I’ve enjoyed being in Amherst and taking care of the people I grew up with and the town I grew up in. I get to see many of the people we went to school with. I even play baseball on a summer league team with Steve Newman and Mike Stevens, remember them? In many ways, nothing about my life has changed, and yet...” his voice wandered off.

“I remember your best friends. They loved to torment me in high school. I think their nickname for me was inaccurate, Sinful Syndie. Too bad I wasn’t sinful, I might have had more dates,” I added sarcastically.

“I missed that—your sense of humor and possessive nature. No one was like you. Do you remember the night of your big sleepover? When you got so jealous that you froze that girl’s bra because she came on to me? I wish I could have seen her face! Syn, there were times you were hell on wheels.” I gave him a shove. He started to laugh as my face warmed from embarrassment, and continued talking. “I’m glad you’re back. I missed you.”

“I missed you too. You were my best friend. I’m sure if my mom was alive today she would’ve already had out those old photos of us in the sandbox and been rambling on about how cute we were.”

“I visited the funeral home when your mom died, even though we hadn’t seen each other in five years, but I couldn’t face you, so I hid and watched you grieve. I was too upset to even face you when I had the chance to make amends for my behavior. I wanted to comfort you, but I knew how angry you must have been at me. I felt so bad about breaking up with you for those other girls in high school. You shut me out of your life and I didn’t notice. I lost my best friend for a little tail. I realized my mistake when I joined the fire department and we had training about trusting each other. In a fire, each firefighter relies on the others to protect him. I have to count on these guys so we all make it out alive. During the training, it occurred to me that I treated you badly. Best friends don’t do that...and neither do people in love.” T.J. looked in my eyes and grabbed my hand. “I’m sorry.”

Stunned, I sat there for a moment, watching him hold my hand. His words sounded sincere, like they came from a place deep inside his heart.

“Love?” My voice came out in a whisper.

“Yes. I have been in love with you since we were kids. In high school, I let my hormones rule my head and made the worst mistake of my life. I let go of my best friend and my heart at the same time. I love you, Syn. I don’t know how you feel about me but I had to tell you.”

I held my breath, not knowing what to say. “T.J., I want to tell you that I love you too, but I don’t know if I do love you romantically at this moment. I care about you as a friend. I’ve missed having you in my life. You were the one person I could share things with, who understood everything about me. But sixteen years is a long time. How do you know that you still love me? That what you’re feeling isn’t just sex? After all, I’m the one that got away.”

He pulled me close and kissed me. The kiss started out chaste, but then he put his hands on my face and deepened it. His tongue ran over my bottom lip as if trying to tease my mouth open. Our tongues intertwined as I granted him access. My breath caught in my chest and a whimper escaped. I pushed back on his chest to catch my breath, and he grabbed my hands.

“At least you’re honest. But I’m going to prove to you not only that I love you, but also that your love for me is deeper than you think. Thank your dad for dinner. I will see you tomorrow.”

I was in shock. I could only nod.
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Chapter Four
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After waking up from a highly erotic dream involving T.J., my body felt languid and spent. I wish I could just stay in bed and dream all day, but T.J. was coming over. I jumped out from under the covers and into the shower, then spent a little more time on my makeup and clothes than I usually did. I felt like I was back in high school again, waiting for a date. Dad was still asleep, so I got to work on some jewelry pieces that were ordered. I was so caught up in my work that I didn’t hear Dad come down to the kitchen.

“Susan, why aren’t you at work?” he asked, looking confused.

Oh, no. It looked like today wasn’t going to be one of his better days. Dad had me confused with my mom. Getting up from my chair, I walked over to him and kissed him on the cheek. “Dad, it’s Syndie, your daughter, not Susan, your wife. I live here with you, remember?”

“Oh. Good morning, Syn. I was just a little confused. You look so much like your mom.”

I didn’t trust that he was okay. I kept one eye on Dad and the other on the clock. When was he coming over? Because of Dad’s issues in greeting me this morning, I decided to put away the jewelry and help him with the yard work today in order to continue to look after him. For as long as I can remember, Dad always had a garden. He loved growing vegetables for our family. His pride and joy were the grapevines he grew from clippings that he gathered from my grandfather’s vines.

Later, while Dad made sandwiches for lunch, I finished up the jewelry I had been working on. We enjoyed a quiet meal, talking about the garden. We decided to make Dilly Beans and Sun Pickles when the green beans and cucumbers came in. After cleaning up the kitchen, I looked at the clock again. Would T.J. ever be here? What if he changed his mind?

A knock sounded on the door, followed by the door opening and a booming voice shouting out, “Hello...anyone home?” Heading to the front door, I told Dad that I would get it. T.J. was standing in the entryway with a petite older woman. He took her coat off and put her arm through his. “Hey Syn, do you remember my mom? Mom, you remember Syn. She’s back in Amherst living with her dad.”

I gave the woman a hug. “It is wonderful to see you, Mrs. Johnson. Thank you for visiting us. Dad! T.J and his mom are here.”

We all went into the living room and sat down. Dad came in from the kitchen and smiled at Mrs. Johnson. “Hello T.J., Elizabeth! It is nice to see you. Beautiful as ever, I see, Elizabeth. Can I get you something to drink?”

T.J. was the one who answered. “No, thanks. Mom and I were hoping that you and Syn would like to go with us to the VFW for some drinks and dancing. They have an early bird happy hour with a local band that plays the oldies.”

Dad answered for us. “Sure! I love the VFW, haven’t been there since Syn has been back in town. We would love to go. Give me a moment to get changed, I didn’t plan on going out today and have my gardening clothes on.” As Dad rushed upstairs to change, looking spry for a man of his age, I sat in the living room, catching up with Mrs. Johnson. It was fun to hear about all the things that I missed while in Chicago.

When Dad arrived back downstairs, his hair was slicked back and he had on a nice button- down shirt and tan slacks. He looked very handsome, as if he was trying to impress someone.

At the VFW, the band was just beginning to set up. We picked a table near the dance floor, but not too close to the band so that we could still talk to each other. As the guys went to get us something to drink, Mrs. Johnson and I had a longer chance to talk.

“It’s nice to see you back in Amherst. I sure have missed you. I’ve kept up with your jewelry business. In fact, I’ve bought a few pieces myself for gifts over the years.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Johnson. I’m glad to be back in Amherst, but I’m worried about my dad.

He has Alzheimer’s. Some days are good, others aren’t so good.”

“Call me Elizabeth, please. I was sorry to hear about your mom. She was such a nice lady, and a good friend. When you left for Chicago, it devastated T.J. I think he’d come to his senses about how he treated you and realized what he messed up. He missed your friendship too and, well, I always thought you two would marry,” she replied sincerely.

“I don’t know what T.J. told you, but our breakup wasn’t easy for me. I felt like I lost my best friend because he wouldn’t give me the time a day. His girlfriends were always more important than I was. I’d have been happy being T.J.’s wife a long time ago, but I don’t know my feelings right now. We’re friends, but I don’t know if there’s something more.”

When the guys came back, Dad began to monopolize Mrs. Johnson’s time as the two of them talked about their past and shared stories of their children. It gave T.J. and I a chance to talk ourselves. He looked gorgeous in his blue jeans and dark blue sweater, which brought out his eyes.

“So, have you decided you love
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