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			Miracles, in the sense of phenomena we cannot explain, 
surround us on every hand: 
life itself is the miracle of miracles.

			GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

			To anyone who believes in miracles—or would like to.
The evidence is all around us.

			—K.S.

		

	
		
			DEAR READER

			Thanks for the letters you’ve sent, letting me know that you enjoy the Cape Light books and how the stories have touched your lives. Writing is a solitary business, and I appreciate your thoughtful, encouraging words. So often, readers also say how much they’d like to live in a town like Cape Light, where even the most impossible problems are solved in a positive and, often, surprising way.

			The Cape Light books were inspired by the paintings of Thomas Kinkade. The town of Cape Light is a fictional place located on the eastern coast of Massachusetts, at about the same spot as the village of Ipswich, sharing much of that town’s atmosphere. But it’s also closely modeled on my hometown in New York, the village of Northport, which was also founded in the Colonial era, and is a picturesque harbor town where people live, work, and raise families. Like Cape Light, Northport has a diner like the Clam Box, a fancy café bakery like Willoughby’s, an old stone church, and an annual Christmas tree lighting on the village green.

			But Cape Light is a place you cannot find on any map. It’s a perspective on life, an optimistic state of mind that rests in the belief that anything is possible. Yes, in Cape Light there are challenges that must be faced—head-on, at times. But it’s a place where one goes forward with hope, courage, and faith that things will work out for the best. Even when solutions don’t seem obvious at all. As Sam Morgan tells his sister Molly in this book, “Faith is to believe what you do not see; the reward of this faith is to see what you believe.” Those words of Saint Augustine neatly sum up for me the Cape Light philosophy.

			What I’ve become aware of while writing these books is that even in real life, not just in Cape Light, difficult circumstances often resolve better than anyone ever expects. And, if you take the time to really look, miracles are all around us.

			Is it any wonder that Cape Light, a place that celebrates possibility—even miracles—is a perfect setting for Christmas stories? Miracles and possibilities, great and small, are the very stuff of this season.

			In Together for Christmas, many lives are touched by that theme. Molly Willoughby Harding faces dark moments, nearly losing her beloved bakery . . . and her best friend, Betty Bowman. But she finds that the people who love her most won’t give up on her dream. Even when she does.

			Carrie Munro, a newcomer to town, doesn’t believe in miracles, at Christmastime or otherwise. But her son Noah’s imaginary friend, Theo—whom Noah claims is an angel—tests his mother’s doubting mind and opens her heart to trust . . . and even love.

			Once more, it’s the perfect season and place to share surprising, joyful outcomes. I hope this visit to Cape Light will stay with you throughout the year and help you see the infinite possibilities in your life every day, wherever your journey takes you.

			 

			All best wishes,

			Katherine Spencer

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			Molly Willoughby Harding rarely worked at her shop the day after Thanksgiving. She was always exhausted from the big push the day before, cooking and delivering holiday dinners all over town. Including her own home, where she had entertained over twenty at her table, happy to offer turkey and all the trimmings from Willoughby’s Fine Foods and Catering.

			Her three oldest daughters, who lived in all directions now, were home for the long weekend, and she loved to spend time with them doing girl things—manicures and movie nights. Even rallying enough energy to kick off their Christmas shopping.

			But on the morning after the holiday, she hurried out at the usual time while all her sleeping beauties were still in dreamland.

			She drove to town quickly, the streets of Cape Light empty and peaceful. A crew of town workers were already at work stringing lights and pine garlands, and wrapping the parking meters all along Main Street in red and white candy cane striping. The annual Christmas tree lighting on the green would take place that night, Molly remembered. Her seven-year-old daughter, Betty, still “believed” and wanted to meet Santa, and the rest of the family wanted to watch.

			Molly saw only a few cars parked near her shop; nothing like the usual morning rush, but respectable enough, she thought.

			She parked in back, next to the catering vans. Betty Bowman’s white Volvo was already there. Molly hated to keep Betty waiting; she knew Betty’s free time was rare these days.

			Betty’s husband, Nate, had fallen off a ladder in late October while cleaning the gutters. He had fractured one of the vertebrae in his lower back so badly that he needed surgery. After weeks in the hospital, he was now in a rehabilitation facility. Betty had been in the shop very little the last month or so. Not that Molly blamed her; Betty was handling such a heavy load right now.

			But Molly couldn’t help wishing Betty’s schedule would allow for a little more hands-on work as they began the long, tough march toward Christmas. Molly wasn’t sure she could do it on her own. Betty had asked to meet this morning and Molly had her fingers crossed, hoping that meant Betty was ready to jump back in.

			I’m not going to pounce on her, Molly promised herself as she pulled open the shop’s back door. I definitely don’t want to stress her out even more. Or make her feel guilty.

			Molly and Betty were best friends first and business partners second. It had been true from the start and was even truer now. Molly’s first concern was for Betty and Nate; everything else, even everything she had been juggling on her own in the shop, came in at a very distant second.

			The big commercial kitchen looked clean and empty and was uncommonly quiet. The familiar sweet, buttery scent of baked goods mingled with the comforting aroma of roast turkey. No mystery there. Molly knew it might take days to air out the place entirely.

			Both of the ovens, large and small, were cold and dark, the baker’s racks practically bare. Most of the staff—especially the kitchen workers—had the day off to rest and recuperate. But a few would wander in soon.

			Out at the counter and café, she heard the hiss of the cappuccino machine, the hum of the bread slicer, and the voices of her cheerful staff and customers. Sonia, the shop’s manager, had opened at the crack of dawn, and Molly never worried with their longtime employee in charge.

			“Morning, Molly. I thought I heard you come in.” Betty emerged from the small office they shared. Tried to share, actually. The space had been converted from a closet and was filled by a tiny desk, a chair, and a file cabinet. They could never comfortably fit in there together, which had become a long-standing joke between them.

			“Sorry I’m late. Were you waiting long?” Molly hung up her coat and headed for the coffee urn.

			“Not at all. I’m sorry to make you come out so early. You must be exhausted.”

			Molly shrugged and poured herself a mug of coffee, then selected a muffin from the pan that had been left on the worktable. “A little tired,” she admitted. “That turkey run takes it out of me. I’m not sure if I’m getting too old for deliveries or if we just have a lot more business these days.”

			“More business. You’re fit and fearless as ever.” Betty smiled as she sat at the worktable and set down a large file and a pile of mail she was holding. Molly took a seat across from her.

			“I wish I could have helped this year,” Betty said.

			“I know . . . I didn’t mean to complain. I’m thankful for the work, honestly.” Molly looked up and spoke to the ceiling, as if she didn’t want to give the heavenly powers the wrong idea. “Every day, too. Not just yesterday.”

			Betty laughed. “How did your dinner go? I bet you had a houseful.”

			“The usual suspects.” Molly took a bite of her muffin. “Sam and Jessica and their kids,” she said, referring to her brother, “and my folks, of course. Matt’s sister and her family . . .”

			“Are the girls home?” Betty’s smile was wistful. Molly knew Betty felt sorry about missing the gathering. She had been invited, of course, but needed to spend the day with Nate at the rehab facility in Peabody, where he was now staying.

			“Everyone checked into Hotel Harding by Wednesday night. Lauren came in late Tuesday. At least I had one princess handy to help me,” Molly added, talking about her oldest daughter. “Jill and Amanda came in on Wednesday. Little Betty is in her glory, having all her big sisters around.” Molly’s youngest daughter, who had been named for Betty, was now seven years old.

			“Amanda was with Gabriel’s family for Thanksgiving dinner,” she went on, mentioning Amanda’s boyfriend, “but they showed up later, for dessert.”

			“Really? Did his folks come, too?” Betty’s curiosity was piqued, her romantic radar on full alert.

			“His father passed away a few years ago. But his mother and younger brother came. They’re very nice,” Molly reported. “And they love Amanda.”

			“Who wouldn’t?”

			Molly had to agree, even if Amanda was her daughter. Her stepdaughter, actually. She and Matt were both single parents when they met—Molly divorced and Matt a widower—both raising adolescent girls alone. Molly had always felt a special bond with Amanda and loved her as her own. Amanda had lost her mother when she was only eleven years old and once told Molly she could never think of her as a “stepmother.” That term made her think of someone mean from a fairy tale, and Molly was more like the fairy godmother—sweet and loving, always granting everyone’s wishes.

			Probably the nicest thing anyone has ever said about me, Molly reflected.

			Amanda was a classical musician and had landed a seat in the Portland Symphony string section about two years ago. She had met Gabriel in Cape Light during a brief stay at home when her career had hit a real low point. She had taken a temporary job at the church, as the music director. Gabriel had been restoring the stained-glass windows there, listening to her music almost daily as he worked. He had encouraged her dream and, after a brief separation, had even relocated his business to Maine so they could stay together.

			They were soul mates, Molly thought, and felt comforted each time she realized her daughter was so happily and lovingly settled.

			Betty sipped her coffee, her blue eyes mischievous behind the edge of the mug. “I hear wedding bells. You’d better prepare yourself.”

			Molly squinted, but smiled as well. “I thought my ears were ringing from all the banging in the kitchen yesterday. But maybe you’re right. I’ve seen enough brides to know that dreamy look.”

			“And we’ve planned enough weddings to know how to do it right. It will be so much fun to work on Amanda’s.”

			“Yes, it will,” Molly agreed. She would plan perfect weddings for her daughters, having learned by trial and error on scores of other brides. “I have loads of ideas, don’t worry. But let’s not rush it. They aren’t even engaged.”

			“A small hurdle for true love,” Betty countered. “Santa never minds putting diamond rings under the Christmas tree.”

			Molly couldn’t argue with that either. But as much as she loved talking about her daughters—and could go on all morning—she did want to catch up on Betty’s news and find out if she planned to come back to work anytime soon.

			“Enough about the lovebirds. How was your Thanksgiving? And how’s Nate doing? Any better since we saw him?”

			Molly and Matt had visited Betty’s husband about two weeks ago, when he first checked into the new facility. Nate was the type of person who always put on a bright face, but Molly could tell he felt discouraged that he was still confined to a wheelchair several weeks after his injury.

			“He’s in a lot of pain, but he’s coming along,” Betty replied. “Yesterday I made a turkey dinner, including an apple pie, and brought it to him. He appreciated that. Even considering the way I cook,” Betty added with a self-effacing smile.

			“I’m sure he did,” Molly replied. Everyone knew that Betty was not at her best in the kitchen. That was Molly’s forte. But Nate always said his wife cooked with love, the most important ingredient.

			“I have to be honest with you, Molly; there hasn’t been much improvement. Nate’s working hard in therapy, and they’re doing other things—special massage and electric impulses on the muscles—but walking is a struggle. The doctors say it often takes time for the muscles and nerves to respond. It looks like it’s going to take much longer than we expected. It’s been very frustrating for him. For both of us.”

			Molly didn’t know what to say. Her heart went out to her dearest friends. All her own complaints and irritations seemed so trivial in comparison.

			“These things do take time.” Molly forced a bright note into her voice that she really didn’t feel. “He hasn’t been there very long.”

			“About two weeks. We’re trying to be patient. He’ll be better by Christmas. That’s what I think.” Betty’s tone was resolute. Molly could tell Betty wasn’t sure, but was determined to be optimistic.

			“Absolutely. That’s a whole month away.” Molly forced another smile. Which drained from her face as she also looked ahead to all the holiday parties they would cater, and the huge amount of food and baked goods they would sell from the storefront, too. On top of all that, they were opening a new, second shop in Newburyport, Willoughby’s Too. Was she really going to have to run all of it on her own?

			Betty flipped open the red folder she had carried in from the office. “Looks like you’ve booked a good number of parties already. The file is plumping up nicely.”

			“Like a Christmas goose,” Molly agreed. “But I wouldn’t mind a little more padding. I was thinking of making some calls, reminding everyone we’re ready to make their holidays carefree and wonderful.”

			I was thinking you could make some calls, Molly really meant. Dealing with clients was Betty’s special gift, polished by years of real estate sales before she had come to work at Willoughby’s. Betty was a genius at handling customers. Her warm, smooth, soothing manner always reeled them in. Molly, on the other hand, knew that she was best in the kitchen. She tried hard to match Betty’s panache but often grew impatient and ruffled privileged feathers.

			“I can help with that,” Betty offered, and Molly felt a minor surge of relief. “I’ll beat the bushes and see who jumps out.” Betty glanced over the sheets in the folder again. “But I don’t see how we can handle too many more. Unless you plan to hire more help? I’d hate to overbook, Molly, and not be able to deliver.”

			“We took on some new people for the season,” Molly reminded her, knowing they could not afford to hire anyone else. But then Betty hadn’t been there last week when Molly realized she hadn’t invoiced for two major parties and had to borrow a little from the renovation fund to meet the payroll. She would pay it back, though, as soon as the next check came in. She wished she could just ask Betty to write up those invoices. Betty seemed to zip through those things in no time; Molly knew it would take her hours. I’ll take care of it today. No sense adding to Betty’s load. Or making Betty worry. She might think I haven’t been on top of things.

			Betty hooked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “It feels so strange to be away from the shop so much at this time of year. I can’t believe the Christmas rush is almost here.”

			Like a giant wave peaking overhead, about to crash down on us, Molly thought. She could almost hear a fizzling sound, her high hopes that Betty would return evaporating like drops of water on a hot grill.

			But she quickly put on a brave face. “We always say we can’t do it, and then we always pull it off. At the very least, we need to hang on to our big, long-standing clients. That new outfit, Silver Spoon, is moving in on us,” she added. Silver Spoon was their latest rival in town.

			“Really? They’ve been poaching our territory?”

			“Like a fox in the henhouse. They stole the Essex County Garden Club right out from under my nose,” Molly confessed. “I don’t know how. I met with Patsy Tolland personally and offered a very nice package. I was cutting our profit to the bone, just to keep the account,” Molly explained. “I thought I’d totally nailed it. But she sent me an email last week and said they were going with another caterer. So . . . guess who?”

			Molly delivered the news with a tone of apology. She had done her best, but she really believed that Betty would have done much better. Betty would have hung on to those garden club ladies; it was a plum account.

			“Patsy sent you an email? After all these years? That’s so rude.” Betty was annoyed on Molly’s behalf, and all sympathy. “She could have at least called.” Betty reached over and patted Molly’s hand. “Don’t fret, there are plenty more holiday galas in the sea. I love their annual show, but those ladies can be a bit of a pain. Remember when Patsy threw a hissy fit over the cheese puffs? They didn’t poof up to her standards.”

			“That was classic. You would think she was judging a rosebush competition.” Molly had to smile now, too. They did deal with a lot of fussy personalities, that was for sure.

			“I hope Silver Spoon’s cheese puffs are droopy, dry, and flat. The garden club will be sorry they dumped us,” Molly said. “Meanwhile, we can’t let that silver vacuum cleaner suck up any more of our clients.”

			Besides, we need the profits, Molly wanted to add. But she didn’t want to alarm Betty with all she had to worry about now.

			It’s mostly my own anxiety, Molly told herself, and being such a scatterbrain with the bookkeeping. Another job that Betty had handled so smoothly but was left to Molly now. We aren’t in any real trouble. I just have to get more organized.

			“Agreed. I’ll get to work on it as soon as I have a few minutes to spare at home. Oh dear . . . look at the time. I’ve got to run. I have to get over to Peabody for a meeting with Nate’s doctor and the physical therapist.” Betty stood up and pulled on her jacket. “I have the client list at home on my laptop. But what about all this mail? Maybe I should go through some of this?”

			Molly felt herself flush. “I can do it. I was just so busy with the turkey rush last week.”

			The pile of mail was clearly more than a week’s worth of procrastination, but Betty didn’t comment. They both knew Molly was disorganized with paperwork and a disaster at figures. Unless the math involved a recipe.

			“It’s okay,” Betty said. “I have time to sort it out. I can pay a few bills, too. But you’ll have to post them on the accounting program here.”

			“That would be great. I’ve been meaning to catch up.”

			Molly was relieved that Betty was going to take the pile of mail away. She just never seemed to find the time to work on it. She wasn’t very good at posting the accounts, but would force herself to muddle through.

			“No problem. I’m glad to do what I can. Besides, it will be a good distraction for me.” Betty stuffed the mail in her big tote and pulled out her gloves and car keys. Then she looked up at Molly, her blue eyes wide. “Oh my gosh . . . we didn’t even get to talk about the new shop. How’s it coming? Is the renovation on schedule?”

			Once again, Molly wasn’t sure how honest to be without worrying her friend. Their new shop was opening soon in elegant, upscale Newburyport, about fifteen miles north of Cape Light. But just like Nate’s recovery, progress on the renovations had been frustrating.

			“You know how these things are. It looks like a gigantic mess right now, but I’m sure it will shape up in time. ‘If you want to make an omelet, you have to break some eggs,’ right?”

			Betty shook her head. “Uh-oh. You only say that when things really are a mess and you’re trying to put a good spin on it.”

			Molly felt herself blush. Betty knew her too well. “I always say that because it’s true. There are bound to be a few . . . eggshells to deal with.”

			Betty laughed, heading for the door. “Good thing you got Sam to oversee the job. He’ll get it done, one way or another. A Morgan family trait, I’d say.”

			Sam was Molly’s older brother, and though they still fought like teenagers sometimes, Molly had come to see that they were more alike than she had ever guessed.

			“There are pluses and minuses to ‘managing’ your older brother, believe me. I hope all goes well with Nate today. Keep me posted.” Molly followed Betty to the door, reluctant to see her go. Apart from the actual grunt labor they both put into this shop, she missed Betty’s company, her companionship and conversation, savoring their victories and talking over their problems. It seemed to all be on her shoulders now, and had been for a while.

			But she wouldn’t complain or give Betty the slightest hint that it had been hard for her. It was Betty who needed her help right now, her understanding and support. Betty needed every ounce of her own energy to help Nate get out of that wheelchair, and Molly knew the best thing she could do right now was to keep Betty’s spirits up and not distract her with business stress.

			Molly leaned over and gave her friend a big hug. “I know Nate is going to get well. Sooner than you think,” she said. “I love you guys. If there’s anything I can do to help—anything at all—just let me know, okay?”

			“Oh, Molly . . . I love you, too. I am so grateful to you for stepping up like this. I hate to leave you with all this work. But maybe I can help more in a week or two? I’ll check in with you soon. And I’ll definitely call those clients and drum up more business. I can still work from home on a few things like that.”

			“That would be great. Whatever you can manage. And you don’t have to thank me. It’s what friends do.”

			“Friends like you. Who are very rare, believe me.” Betty touched her shoulder a moment, then she stepped out into the chilly air and headed for her car.

			As Betty drove off, Molly shut the door. Then she turned back to the worktable, the overflowing party file waiting for her. She felt deflated, like an old balloon. Or a cold, flat cheese puff. She suddenly realized how much she had been hoping Betty would jump back on board. How much she’d counted on Betty being more available in the coming weeks. Not less.

			But what kind of a friend would I be if I made Betty feel bad right now? No friend at all.

			Molly sat down and sighed. The steep climb to Christmas looked even steeper now. But she had to think positively. Maybe Betty would come back for the “boots on the ground” party work? Maybe she would jump in and manage a few of the events? A few hours a week? Nate could improve before the holidays and wouldn’t need her as much. In a week or two things could look very different.

			You have to keep the most positive possible outcome in mind, Molly reminded herself, a truth she had learned long ago. Worrying about the worst, spinning out fearful fantasies, never helped anything.

			Somehow, some way, I will get through all the parties and pressure, and the renovations on the new shop, too. With or without Betty. Then I’ll look back and laugh, she promised herself. And treat myself to an extra cup of coffee and a few cookies . . . which I might as well do now, she decided, heading for the coffee urn. I can use a little boost to get me through the rest of the morning—that’s for sure.

			•   •   •

			“How’s that cookie?” Carrie Munro asked her son, Noah. They were sitting in Willoughby’s, where Noah had just started in on a double chocolate chip cookie, one of his favorites. “Is it up to your standards?”

			“A lot of chips,” Noah reported.

			Carrie smiled. Noah was only seven, but he often answered her questions with a serious, thoughtful tone, as if he gave even her silliest questions great consideration.

			Carrie often came to Willoughby’s to buy bread or cake, or even some of their delicious soup and take-out foods. Her employer, Mrs. Vincent, loved the raisin loaf, with its cinnamon-sugar crust. But today was the last time Carrie would make that purchase for Mrs. Vincent. It was her last official day on the job.

			“Do we have time to go to the playground?” Noah gave her a hopeful look.

			“Not really, honey. But we’ll go later, I promise.”

			Carrie rarely sat in the café, lingering over coffee, but she and Noah were early for their appointment and it seemed a good place to wait, and a good way to distract her son while she studied the newspaper. She browsed two sections today—Help Wanted and Apartments for Rent, marking both columns with a red pen.

			It was hard to believe that she was suddenly both jobless and homeless, and through no fault of her own. She would have been sulking right now if not for Noah, who depended totally on her. For all his material needs, of course, but even more importantly, for a sense that he was safe and protected. Wasn’t that the very reason she had taken him away from his father? She would feel like an utter failure now if she couldn’t keep him both safe and happy.

			They had gotten through tight spots like this before, and they would get through this one, Carrie reminded herself. She just needed to stay calm and take one step at a time. And put a cheerful spin on solving these problems.

			“We’ll hit the park right after we visit Mrs. Vincent’s friend, I promise.”

			“Are you going to work for this lady, too?”

			“I’m not seeing her for a job, honey. But she may have a place for us to live.” Carrie ruffled his soft brown hair. “I need to find a new job, too. But it won’t be hard. There are a lot of ads in the paper. I’m going to call up about a few today . . . maybe while I watch you play.” She forced a smile, trying to make the changes sound easy. When she put it that way, it did sound simple.

			But she wasn’t surprised that Noah assumed they would live in the same place she worked. They had been living with Mrs. Vincent for over a year now while Carrie played the dual role of live-in companion and housekeeper.

			Most elderly people didn’t want a little boy in the house when they hired an aide, but Helen Vincent was not most people. She was exceptionally sweet and kind. Visits from her daughters and grandchildren, who lived in New York and North Carolina, were rare, and she had happily agreed to take Noah when she hired Carrie. Mrs. Vincent had never complained about him, even at his most boisterous, though Noah was a good boy generally, and very considerate. He was more mature than most children his age, his teachers always told her. Carrie was proud of him. He was, in fact, too good at times, she thought. So quiet and so much to himself. She hated to uproot him again, but there was no help for it.

			“I’ll miss Mrs. Vincent,” Noah said. “Why do we have to leave her?” he asked, pressing his fingertip down on the last crumbs.

			“I’m going to miss her, too,” Carrie said honestly. “But we can always visit her. She won’t be far. Her daughters decided that she needs to be in an assisted-living place now, where she’ll be near doctors and nurses if she gets sick again. We’ve taken good care of her, but this will be safer.”

			Carrie watched Noah’s expression, wondering if he understood. Everything had happened so quickly, she hardly understood herself.

			A few days ago, Mrs. Vincent had felt heart palpitations, more than her medication could control. Carrie had finally called 911, and Mrs. Vincent had stayed in the hospital for two days while adjustments were made to her pacemaker.

			It was nothing serious, but it had been a scare—one that had brought her daughters running. Very soon after their arrival, they decided it was time for their mother to give up her semi-independence. Time for her to give up her home—and Carrie and Noah’s home, too.

			Helen was very sorry to give Carrie the news, but her family had been pushing for this next step for a while and she couldn’t put them off any longer.

			“I’m so sorry, dear, but they’ve worn me down. I guess it is time. I hope you understand,” Helen said sadly.

			Carrie did understand, but she also felt the rug being pulled out from under her. Mrs. Vincent’s daughters had already chosen a nursing home. They must have been working on this for a while, Carrie realized, and the hospitalization gave them the chance to put their plan in motion.

			Helen had to move this weekend or lose the opening. And her daughters were eager to clean out the house and put it up for sale. To have “everything settled” they kept saying, while they were both in New England.

			It wasn’t that Carrie and Noah couldn’t stay a few extra days after Helen left. No one was going to put their belongings on the sidewalk. But their presence was obviously an inconvenience for the family. Besides, Carrie couldn’t imagine staying in the house without Helen. It wouldn’t feel right. The sooner she found a new place, the better for all.

			“I have a friend in Cape Light, Vera Plante. She owns a big house and rents out rooms. She’s a good woman, very active in the church,” Helen had told Carrie. “Why don’t I call and see if she has room for you and Noah?”

			Carrie had quickly agreed, appreciating the offer.

			Noah’s voice drew her attention as he got things clear in his mind. “So we look at this house and see if we want to live there . . . and you’re going to work somewhere else?”

			“That’s right. If it’s nice enough,” Carrie added. “It’s going to be different from Mrs. Vincent’s. So it may look . . . different to you,” she added. “But this lady is Mrs. Vincent’s good friend, so we need to be polite, right?”

			They were used to comfortable surroundings. Carrie feared that if Vera’s house wasn’t as nice as Helen’s, Noah might blurt out something insulting . . . as children who are guileless and frank often do.

			She also wondered about Vera’s house. It might be run-down, or the furnishings shabby-looking. But it was worth a try. Maybe they would stay just a week or so until she found a job and they could rent a real apartment or a cottage. It would be hard to rent a place if she had to tell a landlord she was unemployed.

			“I get it. I won’t say anything . . . even if it looks really weird there,” Noah promised.

			“Don’t worry. If it looks that weird, I won’t want to live there either.” Carrie smiled and handed him a napkin. “Finish up and we’ll get going.”

			Carrie checked her watch. It wouldn’t take long to get to Mrs. Plante’s house from town. But she didn’t want to be late and make a bad impression.

			She guided Noah through the shop, which was more crowded now than when they’d come in, the counter line snaking around to the table section. They were just about to leave when she suddenly remembered Mrs. Vincent’s cinnamon bread.

			“I forgot something at the table, Noah. Wait right here, I’ll be right back.”

			She positioned Noah to one side of the front door, next to a newspaper stand. Then she dashed back to the table for the bag. Luckily, it was still there, though a counter girl was just about to clear the table and take it away.

			Carrie rushed back to the front of the store. Her heart jumped in her chest as she realized Noah was no longer standing by the newspapers. He wasn’t anywhere in sight.

			She spun around, wondering if he had followed her back to the table or decided to check out the glass case of cupcakes. Finally, she spotted him, just outside the door.

			She rushed outside, nearly knocking over a customer who was coming in. “Noah, what are you doing out here? You scared me half to death.”

			Noah turned, and she suddenly noticed a very large dog tied to a railing in front of the store. The dog was sitting at attention, panting happily as Noah gazed at it in amazement.

			“Look at this dog, Mom. She’s so big. I wonder what kind she is?”

			The dog was almost as big as a Saint Bernard, with the same sort of white and brown coat—but without the droopy muzzle, Carrie noticed. A friend of hers once had a Bernese mountain dog, and this one looked similar, but a bit shaggier—with a little bit of pony mixed in, too?

			“Hopefully she’s the friendly kind.” Carrie loved dogs, but gently took Noah’s hand and drew him back. “You know you’re not supposed to pet strange dogs, honey. She seems nice, but what if she wasn’t?”

			“I’m just talking to her. I think she’s lonely. Her owner went inside.”

			Carrie had to smile. Noah wanted to be a veterinarian—the kind who talked to animals, no doubt.

			“I’m sure they’ll be right out. Say good-bye. We have to go.”

			“Good-bye, dog. Don’t be scared,” Noah said solemnly. He glanced up at Carrie with an expectant look.

			“Good-bye, dog,” Carrie echoed. But before they could step away the big dog jumped up, put her paws on Carrie’s shoulders, and licked her face.

			Carrie leaned back. “Oh my gosh!”

			Noah laughed hysterically. And a man came flying out of the bakery, calling out in alarm, “Elsie! Bad dog! Get down right now!”

			The dog jumped down again, staring up at Carrie with an apologetic expression. Her owner grabbed her collar. “I’m so sorry. Did she hurt you?”

			Carrie wiped her face with a tissue, then dabbed at the muddy paw prints on her down jacket. “No, not at all. She was just being friendly.”

			“Let me pay to have your coat cleaned. I insist.”

			She looked up at him finally and was surprised by his warm, disarming expression. He met Carrie’s gaze with startling blue eyes that crinkled at the corners. Eyes that matched the blue sweater under his gray down vest, which was marked with a few paw prints identical to the ones on her jacket. He was about her age, maybe a bit older, with thick sandy brown hair and an athletic build.

			Carrie felt her breath catch as she hesitantly smiled back. “Don’t be silly. I’ll just throw it in the washer. She’s very sweet. Besides, I think we encouraged her.”

			“It doesn’t take much,” he replied ruefully. “Elsie’s very friendly, but not well trained. I shouldn’t have left her out here.”

			“She was worried. She didn’t know when you were coming back,” Noah finally explained.

			Carrie and the dog’s owner looked down at him, then glanced at each other and shared a smile.

			“That was it,” Carrie agreed graciously. She petted the dog again, making her pant happily. “No harm done. Have a nice day.”

			“Same to you both. Thanks again.”

			Carrie smiled and met his glance, then took Noah’s hand and walked to her car, feeling a certain lightness in her heart.

			The silly dog and her handsome owner had been a bright spot in her morning and gave her and Noah something to laugh about as they headed for Vera Plante’s house.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			[image: ]

			It was a short drive from the village to Meadowlark Lane, a narrow street lined with tall trees and Victorian houses set back on large plots of property. The street looked quiet and safe. Carrie knew she wouldn’t worry if Noah played outside here, and if she found a job in town, this house would be convenient.

			“There it is . . . thirty-three.” Noah pointed out the window on his side of the car. Carrie spotted a large dark blue Victorian with peaks, chimneys, and even a turret tower. The faded old house would have looked a bit ominous if not for the bright pink shutters and yellow door.

			Carrie worked on the paw prints again with a wet wipe she had in the car. Fortunately, her jacket was dark green and the marks quickly blended in. She added a dab of lipstick and checked her hair, which was gathered in a clip. It was some relief to know that Mrs. Vincent had smoothed the way. She was sure her employer had said only good things about her and Noah. Mrs. Vincent had also written her an excellent letter of reference to give to prospective employers. She wondered if Mrs. Plante would need to see that, too.

			As they headed up the walk, she took Noah’s hand, to help settle her own nerves as well as his. Vera Plante was waiting for them. She must have been watching for the car, Carrie realized. The door opened before they even found the bell.

			“Come in, come in . . . you must be Carrie and Noah,” Vera Plante greeted them cheerfully. Carrie and Noah stepped into a large, shadowy entryway while Vera shut the heavy door.

			A wide, curving staircase faced them, leading to the second floor. Straight ahead, a long hallway extended from the entryway to the back of the house, where Carrie could see a brightly lit kitchen. She also noticed large rooms on either side: a dining room and a parlor with old-fashioned pocket doors and old-fashioned furniture and lamps to match.

			“Thanks for making time to see us this morning,” Carrie said. “We’ll try not to take up much of your time, Mrs. Plante.”

			“Please, call me Vera. No trouble at all. Would you like a cup of tea? Some hot cocoa? Vera glanced down at Noah, who did look interested in the offer, despite his very recent snack.

			“We’re fine. Thank you.” Carrie appreciated Vera trying to make them feel welcome. That meant a lot.

			The place had seemed a little worn down at the heels from the outside, but it was very well kept within. Freshly painted walls, the wood floors and furnishings bright and polished. It was certainly better than she had expected.

			“Let’s look at the rooms, then. I have two bedrooms adjoining, with a private bath in between. I thought that would suit you and your son. All the rooms on the first floor are open to guests. There’s use of the washer and dryer in the basement and use of the kitchen anytime—as long as you don’t make noise late at night and clean up after yourself. I don’t serve dinner, but breakfast is included,” she added.

			“That sounds very generous.” Carrie and Noah followed Vera up the long staircase. She wondered about the monthly rent, but Helen had said it would be reasonable.

			Vera was a small woman, at least a head shorter than Carrie, and quite thin. A large baggy sweater and long wool skirt were covered by a ruffled kitchen apron and hung from her birdlike figure. She had small bright eyes and a quick, abrupt way of speaking, which Carrie thought birdlike, too. She certainly seemed nice enough so far.

			Vera led them down a wide hallway and opened one of the varnished wooden doors with an old brass skeleton key. “This is the smaller bedroom. I thought it might suit your son.”

			Carrie walked into the room and Noah followed. She could tell he was pleased as he gazed around at the blue walls and a large soft area rug and then ran over to a set of bunk beds.

			“Look, Mom . . . bunk beds!”

			“Yes, I noticed,” Carrie said with a smile.

			Despite being an only child, Noah had always wanted bunk beds. Carrie saw a bookcase and a small student desk on the wall opposite the window. Everything Noah needed, and just as nice as his room at Helen’s house.

			Vera opened a door next to the desk, and Carrie saw another bedroom through a shared bathroom. It was larger, with yellow walls and a four-poster bed covered by a flowery quilt. Carrie followed her into the room while Noah tested out the bunk beds.

			“This is the larger bedroom. Just had it painted last summer. I hope you don’t think the color is too bright.”

			“Not at all. I love yellow. It’s perfect.” Carrie imagined how cheerful the room would look on a sunny morning.

			“There’s an extra little sitting area, too, if you want to read or write letters and such.”

			Carrie noticed a comfortable armchair and small antique desk near the window. She didn’t know anyone who wrote letters anymore. Everyone sent emails or text messages. Except people Vera’s age, she realized with a small smile.

			“I like to read,” she told Vera. “I read every night before I go to sleep. It helps me relax.”

			“Me, too.” Vera nodded with approval. “Nothing like a good book.”

			Vera showed Carrie the bathroom, which was clean and updated, despite the claw-foot bathtub. Then she brought them down a back staircase, which Noah found very mysterious and exciting. They soon found themselves in the kitchen, which was large and bright, with rows of white cabinets and old white appliances. There was a long oak table with ladder-back chairs, and a black-and-white tile floor circa 1950.

			“I’ll give you a space in the fridge and your own cabinets, for groceries. Like I said before, there are no other boarders right now, so there’s plenty of room. Still, it’s good to label things. I don’t like arguments when people find their favorite snacks missing.”

			“That sounds fine,” Carrie said. She had shared a house when she was in college and recalled the ground rules.

			As Vera closed a cupboard door, a large cat appeared, taking cautious steps down the stairs. It sat on the very bottom step and observed them with big yellow eyes. It was mostly black, with a big white chest and belly, white legs and paws, and a large pink nose.

			“That’s Chester. He’s a big fellow, but very gentle. I hope you don’t mind cats? No allergies or anything like that?” Vera glanced at Noah, who was eager to interact with any furred creature.

			“Nothing like that. Noah loves animals.” He was longing for a pet, even more than bunk beds, but they had not been in one place long enough lately to take on that responsibility.

			“Can I pet him, Mom?” he asked quietly.

			Vera answered before Carrie could. “Sure you can. He’s a big mush. Give him one of those treats from the jar on the counter. He’ll be your friend for life.”

			Noah found the treats and held one out to his new friend. Chester came running, gobbled it down, and twined himself around Noah’s legs, begging for more.

			Vera watched them a moment, then looked back at Carrie. “So, what do you think?”

			“It’s very nice, just what we need. I think Noah is sold, too, but . . . Helen didn’t mention what you charge for rent.”

			“Oh, right. Nearly forgot that part . . . Senior moment.” Vera laughed at herself, then quoted a reasonable rate. “A few weeks’ notice is helpful if you decide to leave, but I don’t fuss about that either. People come and go here. I’m used to that.”

			Carrie nodded, glad to hear that Vera was so easygoing. No lease or security deposits to sign. Luckily, Helen had given her an extra two weeks’ salary as a thank-you gift, and Carrie felt she could afford the rooms even though she didn’t have a job yet.

			“I think that will be fine,” Carrie said. “I’m assuming Helen told you I’m unemployed right now. But I saw a lot of ads in the paper today. I’m going to look online, too. With the holidays coming, a lot of stores are hiring. I’m sure I’ll have something soon.”

			“Don’t worry. Helen told me the whole situation. Those daughters of hers . . .” Vera shook her head. Carrie guessed she wanted to say more but didn’t want to gossip. “I know you’re in a tight spot now, dear. But you seem bright and able. Helen thinks the world of you. I think you’ll find something soon if you call around and you aren’t too particular.”

			“I think so, too,” Carrie replied. “And I’m not fussy, as long as the pay is decent,” she added, hoping to reassure Vera again. She glanced over at Noah, glad to see he was still playing with the cat and not listening in on the adult conversation.

			“I know of a job you might be interested in. It’s only temporary, but it’s something.”

			“Really?” Could she actually find a new place to live and a new job in one day? Especially considering that it was the day after Thanksgiving, when many people were taking a holiday. Carrie didn’t think that was possible, but she was curious. “What sort of job—as a housekeeper again?”

			Vera shook her head. “Nothing like that. It’s office work. The secretary at our church has to leave town for a few weeks. Her daughter is sick or pregnant or something. She’s not sure when she’ll be back, though definitely not until after the holidays. I was at church just this morning when she got the news,” Vera explained. “Worst time of the year for our pastor, with Christmas coming. That’s his big busy season.” Vera’s bright eyes searched Carrie’s. “Can you do that sort of work?”

			“I’ve worked in offices. I was an executive assistant at an insurance company for several years.”

			Carrie had to leave college just one year short of her degree. She always meant to
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