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DEAR FRIENDS

W hen I was a child, Christmas was my favorite holiday. The
sweet smell of gingerbread cookies baking in the oven, the

joyful bells jingling on our front door, the presents piled high under 
the tree—these were the things I remember fondly from my childhood.
Christmas, more than any other holiday, rang with the promise of won-
derful things to come.

Christmas continues to be my favorite time of year. During this joy-
ous season, I love to sit by the fireside and reflect on the true meaning of
the holiday. Beneath the tinsel and wrapping paper and all the colorful
lights, there lies a simple message of God’s love for us all.

When I paint my Christmas scenes, I try to capture the beauty of the
season and all of its promise. Homes with candlelight shining through
the windows, welcoming all who pass by, this glowing light is so
poignant—a symbol of warmth and love and rays of hope that shine
through the dark of winter.

So come with me this Christmas to Cape Light, a small coastal New
England town, and we will visit the glowing homes along the shore. Cape
Light is a place where the people celebrate their joys and help each other
through their sorrows. Like all towns, Cape Light has people with open
hearts and others whose hearts have yet to open. . . .

Let’s visit with a young woman named Leigh Baxter, an outsider who
comes to Cape Light desperately in need of a haven, and a minister
named James Cameron who wonders if he has lost his calling. Let’s look
in on Sam and Jessica Morgan who, in the midst of holiday celebrations,
are facing challenges that will shake their relationship to its core. Let us
see how Cape Light bestows on them the true gifts of the season. These
are, of course, love and forgiveness and faith, the very gifts that God
gave to us on this most joyous of days.

Welcome to Cape Light, where it is my hope that these same gifts
will find their way into your heart.

—Thomas Kinkade
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J ames Cameron stepped from the church into the
frigid night air. Snowflakes drifted down on his cheeks and

hair, melting wet and cold as they landed. He stopped short and took a
sharp breath. Then, reaching out, he caught a few and watched as they
magically disappeared.

Reverend Ben Lewis lagged a few steps behind, locking the heavy
wooden door. “Been a while since you’ve seen the white stuff, James?”

“More than two years, I guess. It’s funny how you forget.”
“I forget myself. The first snowfall always catches me by surprise.”
Standing side by side, the two men looked out at the village green,

already covered by a thick, silvery blanket; the snow-covered branches,
hanging heavy and low. Just past the green, the village harbor stretched
empty and mysterious as snow drifted down to the dark shifting water.
The sight was mesmerizing, and neither man spoke for a long moment.

“It looks like a painting,” James said.
“Yes . . . doesn’t it? And we know who the artist is without checking

the corner for His signature.” Ben grinned at his friend and pulled his
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car keys from a pocket. “Let me give you a lift. You can pick up your car
tomorrow.”

“That’s all right. I’m not going far.”
Ben wondered if he should say something more then stopped himself.

He knew the visiting minister hadn’t driven in weather like this for a long
time, at least two years by his own admission. But he also knew how James
valued his independence. He resisted all coddling, despite the fact that he
was still recuperating from the illness that had demanded a leave from his
mission work in Nicaragua.

He’ll be all right, Ben reasoned. He’ll have to drive in snow sooner
or later and probably worse than this flurry once the winter goes into full
gear.

“It doesn’t usually snow this early up here, does it?” James asked.
“Two weeks before Thanksgiving? No, this is unusual,” Ben admit-

ted, though he held back from saying that he was afraid that the mid-
November snowfall might betoken a severe winter.

Huddled in their parkas, Ben and James tromped across the green
and started up their cars.

James turned the ignition key, sending up a quick prayer as the
engine coughed and sputtered before finally turning over. A well-
intentioned gift from a church member, the gray hatchback was hardly
the newest model in town. But it had good tires and brakes and, so far, a
reliable battery. The radio got three stations if you slapped the dash-
board. James was grateful for it.

The snow was still soft enough to whisk off with windshield wipers.
James found a brush in his trunk and cleared off the rear window. He
glanced down the street and saw Ben doing the same. Finally, Ben pulled
his car out. He waved through the window, then turned at the first cor-
ner he came to, and headed for the parsonage, which was walking dis-
tance from the village.

James drove up Main Street, past the shops and restaurants, toward
the Beach Road. It was Friday evening, just past ten, but Cape Light had
never been a place known for its nightlife, and the snowfall seemed to

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 2



A Christmas Promise

3

have made Main Street even more deserted than usual at this time of
night. One café near the green, the Beanery, was still open. Farther
down, the movie theater marquee was still bright. Since it was Friday
night, there was a late show, James recalled. But the rest of the street
looked empty and still, the dark storefront windows reflecting a glow
from the old-fashioned street lamps that lined the sidewalks.

Main Street had been plowed and sanded, but when he reached the
Beach Road he found it slower going. The winding, two-lane route was
bordered by trees and narrowed by drifts of snow on either side. James
felt his small car swerve as he navigated a tight bend and slowed to a near
crawl.

I’d better be careful. I don’t want to miss the turn. It’s hard enough to
find that road in broad daylight. . . .

James had been staying with Vera Plante since September, when he’d
arrived in town. A widow living on a small fixed income, Vera made ends
meet by renting rooms in her large Victorian-style house. James
wouldn’t describe it as a boardinghouse, but it wasn’t quite a bed-and-
breakfast either. Vera did serve her houseguests—as she preferred to call
her paying customers—breakfast and dinner a few days a week, though
her schedule was random and her cooking skills questionable. While the
house was often full in the summer, James was the only guest at present.
He could see that Vera really didn’t like sharing her home with strangers
and did so only out of necessity. She hid this reluctance under an air of
particularity, and he sometimes wondered if even he, a minister and the
very model of an ideal boarder, met her high standards.

He spotted a turn coming up on the right but didn’t recognize any
landmarks. He slowed down, straining to read the sign. Evergreen Way.
No, that wasn’t it. He wanted Meadowlark Lane. Funny how the snow
changed the way things looked, he thought.

James leaned forward, peering at the road through the frost-covered
windshield. Chunks of ice clung to the wipers now, streaking the glass
and obscuring his view with a frost coating. He reached down and
turned up the defroster, but the windshield quickly fogged over and he
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realized he’d turned the wrong dial. He swiped at the fog with his hand,
smearing the glass all over, which helped for a moment then seemed to
make matters even worse.

“Now I’ve done it. . . . Cover your ears, Lord. I’m about to say
something really outrageous. . . .”

Then the road took a sudden dip and James put both hands back on
the wheel, steering into the turn as he felt the car swerve over an ice
patch.

The red taillights of another vehicle suddenly appeared straight
ahead. Too close, he realized. He hit the brakes but it was too late. His
car skidded forward. He pulled the steering wheel hard to one side, try-
ing to avoid impact, but his brakes had locked. Seconds later, the front
fender of the hatchback plowed into the other car’s trunk with a dread-
ful crunch.

“Dear God . . . help me, please,” James managed through gritted
teeth. Finally, his car slowed and stopped, stuck in a high ridge of snow
at the edge of the road.

The other vehicle lurched forward, swerving off the road, then
down the snow-covered shoulder. It rolled on slowly for a few feet,
finally coming to a stop against a line of bushes and deer fencing.

James felt his seat belt pull taut against his shoulder, pinning him to
his seat, and suddenly opened his eyes. He hadn’t even realized he had
shut them. His hands still gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles
white. I’m not dead was his first thought. Thank you, his second.

He took a deep breath. A spot on top of his leg, just above his knee,
throbbed with pain, and he reasoned he must have slammed it into the
underside of the dashboard. Other than that, it seemed he was
unharmed.

What about the other driver or passengers? He swallowed hard,
opened his door, then stumbled through the snow to the other car. Its
door hung open and he saw that the other driver was a woman. The air
bag had opened and now drooped deflated across her lap.

“Are you all right?”
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She stared at him, her large brown eyes reflecting his own sense of
shock. “I think so. . . .”

“Are you alone?” Finally reaching the car, he peered in through the
door.

She nodded then stared down with a sudden change in her expres-
sion that made him afraid she might faint or be sick.

He crouched by the open car door. “Don’t try to get up. Take a few
deep breaths.”

She stared straight ahead then did as he advised. The overhead light
in her car revealed wisps of curly brown hair framing a pale face.

“At least I hit something soft and not a tree,” she said after a
moment.

That was something to be thankful for, he thought.
“My windshield fogged and by the time I saw you, it was too late,”

he began to explain. “I couldn’t stop.”
“It wasn’t your fault. It’s the snow. You couldn’t help that.”
That was true, James thought. But it was still good of her to say so.

A lot people would be ranting at him right now. Especially considering
the condition of her car, which was crunched in accordion-style in the
rear and buried hood deep in front.

“Sit tight. I’m going to call the police and get some help.”
“The police? Do you really think you have to? Can’t we just call a

tow truck or something?”
He glanced at her, surprised by her reaction. Beneath her reasonable

tone he sensed a certain note of anxiety.
“I mean, we both seem to be fine,” she added, “and we’ll probably be

sitting out here in the cold forever if we have to wait until someone
comes.”

All that was true. He knew that many people settled their little
fender benders without making official reports. But he wasn’t the type to
go around the law.

“That’s all right; I’ll deal with it. You’re really supposed to report an
accident.”
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She sat back again and took a breath. “Yes, of course. I just wanted
to spare you the bother, that’s all.”

James watched her face as he took out his cell phone and dialed 911.
He had a feeling that calling in the police made her nervous. Maybe she
had parking tickets or some other reason to feel anxious about her driv-
ing record. People were funny that way. Lots of people who were per-
fectly law abiding got totally unglued by the mere sight of a uniformed
policeman.

She certainly didn’t look like a person who had something to hide.
Her features were delicate and even, her smooth skin bare of makeup
except for a worn dash of lipstick. She wore small pearl earrings and a
thin gold watch but no wedding ring, he noticed.

He knew that you couldn’t judge a person by his or her appearance.
Still, he got a feeling about her just from the way she’d spoken to him,
saying the accident wasn’t his fault. He tended to trust his impressions.
As a minister he was trained to be perceptive, and he’d always had an
innate sense of the human heart; all of which made him a good judge of
character. But not infallible, he reminded himself.

The 911 operator came on quickly and James explained the situa-
tion, estimating their location. “An officer is in the area. He’s on his
way,” the emergency dispatcher said.

James ended the call and turned back to the other driver. She’d
pulled on a pair of leather gloves and a stylish wool hat and now sat rub-
bing her hands together. “Someone will be here in a few minutes,” he
told her. “The heater is still working in my car. Why don’t we wait
there?”

“All right.” The woman nodded and turned slowly in her seat,
preparing to get out of the car. James offered his hand, seeing how the
car was sunk so deeply in the snow.

She glanced at him a moment then grabbed his hand and levered
herself forward. As she pushed the deflated air bag aside and swung her
legs around, James felt his mouth drop open but couldn’t stop his reac-
tion.

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 6



A Christmas Promise

7

She was pregnant.
About six months, or maybe more, from the looks of her rounded

belly underneath a wraparound wool coat.
“You’re . . . expecting?”
She blinked at him and glanced down at her stomach. “Seems so.”

Her flat, faintly amused tone made him feel embarrassed.
“I’m sorry to sound shocked . . . but you should have told me. Are

you sure you’re all right? Maybe I should call an ambulance.”
Once again, he noticed a wary look in her eyes, but when she spoke

her voice was level and calm. “The air bag worked perfectly. I didn’t feel
a thing. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.”

She did seem fine and he fervently hoped that was true. Still he felt
concerned. “Are you sure? I could come with you if you’re concerned
about going to the hospital alone.”

“Is the hospital far?”
“Well . . . yes. About an hour or so south of here, in Southport.”
“Oh . . . that is far. And I would be sitting in some waiting room for

hours, I’m sure, since it’s not really an emergency. . . .” She stared out at
the snow for a moment then turned to him again. “I think I’ll just try to
see a doctor tomorrow. I’m sure I’m okay, honestly.”

Her brown eyes were wide. Her tone, quiet and persuasive. Still, he
worried. If the collision had injured the baby, he’d never forgive himself.
But he couldn’t force her to go. Perhaps she didn’t have insurance and
was worried about the cost and that was why she was so reluctant.

“All right. Let me help you to the car at least.” He took her arm and
helped her through the snow.

Maybe a police officer would persuade her to go to the hospital,
James thought. And what was an extremely pregnant woman doing trav-
eling alone on a night like this? That didn’t seem right either. But then
again, the heavy snow had been a surprise; the forecast had only called
for flurries.

When they reached his car he opened the passenger-side door for
her. “Have a seat. I’ll get the heater going.”
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She climbed in and he shut the door. Then he got in the driver side
and turned the keys, which were still in the ignition. Luckily the car
started easily. He turned up the heater and flicked on the emergency
flashers. The car had ended up far to one side of the road, out of the way
of anyone passing; waiting inside seemed safe. The road was so empty
tonight. Nobody had come by yet, he noticed. Most people in this town
would stop to help if they saw two stranded cars, even if they didn’t
know you. Unusual, but that’s just they way they were in Cape Light.

“By the way, my name is James Cameron. Reverend Cameron, actu-
ally.” James turned to his companion and stuck out his hand. She looked
surprised by his title then smiled slightly and shook his hand. People
were often surprised when he told them what he did for a living. He
wasn’t sure what they expected a minister to look like, but it certainly
wasn’t him.

“How do you do, Reverend. I’m Leigh Baxter.”
James smiled at her briefly. His usual response would be “nice to

meet you” but that seemed inappropriate under the circumstances.
Instead, he asked if she was warm enough.

She nodded and he didn’t know what else to say. An awkward
silence hung between them, and James glanced at his watch. He felt bad
for wrecking this woman’s car, no matter that it was more the fault of
the weather. And she being pregnant to boot.

“Is there anyone you’d like to call? You can use my phone if you
like.”

She stared at the phone for a moment, as if tempted, then shook her
head. “No, thank you. I have a cell phone in my bag.”

“Oh . . . okay.” James glanced down the road, wondering when the
police would come and wondering about her reply. Why wasn’t she call-
ing anyone?

There was no one waiting for her to arrive somewhere? No one who
needed to know what had happened to her? He found that curious, then
thought maybe she just didn’t want to have a private conversation in
front of him. That was possible, too.
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Red lights flashed in the rearview mirror. He turned to see a blue
and white cruiser pull up behind his car. “Looks like the police are here,”
he said. “Wait here, I’ll bring the officer over to speak to you.”

James opened his door and climbed out as the uniformed officer
tromped toward him through the snow. It was Tucker Tulley, James
realized, a member of the church.

“Reverend Cameron! For goodness’ sake. I didn’t know it was you
out here.” Officer Tulley picked up his pace, running the last few steps.
“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. The other driver was alone. A woman. She seems to be
okay but she’s pregnant. Doesn’t want to see a doctor, though. Maybe
you should ask her again,” he added with concern.

“I will,” Tucker said. He leaned over to peer into the hatchback.
“Officer Tulley, ma’am. I’m just going to take some information and get
you out of this weather ASAP.”

James heard Leigh murmur a quiet greeting and politely answer
Officer Tulley’s questions. She fumbled for a while, locating her license
and car registration, James noticed, but otherwise seemed perfectly at
ease and James wondered if he’d only imagined her anxiety earlier when
he’d mentioned the police. Officer Tulley quickly took down his infor-
mation and arranged for a truck to tow Leigh Baxter’s car to a service sta-
tion in town.

One fender on James’s car had a small dent, but he could still drive
it. “Can I drop you somewhere?” he asked Leigh.

“I’m not sure . . . is there a motel around here?”
“There’s one up on the highway,” the police officer answered. “But

the roads are getting worse. I don’t recommend going all that way out of
town.” Officer Tulley turned toward James again. “Why don’t you take
her over to Vera’s? She probably won’t mind putting Ms. Baxter up for a
night.”

Contrary to Officer Tulley’s optimistic impression, James knew that
his landlady probably would mind. She did not like surprises, especially
after eleven at night.
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Still, it did seem like the best and most logical solution.
“Who’s Vera?” Leigh asked. “Is she a friend of yours?”
“In a way. I rent a room in her house. But it’s a big place. I’m sure

she has room for you.”
“I guess that would be all right. If it isn’t too much trouble for her,”

Leigh said.
“She won’t like being woken up if she’s already gone to bed,” James

said honestly, “but she’ll understand.”
Officer Tulley offered to wait for the tow truck. James retrieved two

pieces of luggage from the trunk of Leigh’s car and stowed them in his
backseat. They were leather bags, the expensive kind with designer ini-
tials stamped all over them. Incongruous with her well-used-looking car,
he thought as he climbed behind the wheel again.

The turn to Vera’s house was barely a half mile farther down the
road. Meadowlark Lane was unplowed and even harder driving than the
Beach Road, and James wondered a few times if he was going to end up
in yet another accident before the night was over. But he soon pulled up
to Vera’s house and maneuvered his car as far up the curving drive as he
could manage. He stopped the car with a deep sigh and turned off the
engine.

“Well done,” Leigh said quietly. She met his glance with a slight
smile. He suddenly realized she hadn’t said a word for the entire drive
and must have been sitting there terrified of what would come next.

“I’m really not a bad driver. You just caught me at a real bad time.”
She laughed at him and he realized that his answer did sound funny,

though he hadn’t meant it that way. He smiled then, too.
It had been a difficult night. He was glad to be home in one piece

and able to laugh about the accident. It seemed so basic, so clichéd, but
the night’s events had served to remind him that we never know what
God has in store for us around the next bend in the road. Anything
could happen at any moment. One’s entire life could change in the blink
of an eye, in the time it took to draw a single breath.
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He glanced over at Leigh, wondering what she was thinking. She
was probably just eager to get in from the cold, he realized.

“Wait right there; I’ll help you up to the side door.”
James came around to the passenger side and helped Leigh out of

the car, then grabbed her bags from the backseat.
Vera always left the light on at the side door that opened to a mud-

room and then the kitchen. She kept the large house spotless. If she was
still awake, the prospect of melting snow on her clean floors was proba-
bly sending her into a tizzy.

Surprisingly, the door swung open as they approached. “Reverend
Cameron . . . is that someone with you?” Vera called out. Her voice
sounded puzzled and alarmed, and he could barely keep a smile from his
face as he imagined her panicked thoughts. Why would her boarder be
coming home at this hour . . . with a woman on his arm?

“Yes, Vera. It’s me.” When he got a bit closer, he added, “I had a lit-
tle car accident on the Beach Road. This poor lady was my victim. Her
car had to be towed, and the motel being so far, I thought maybe she
could stay here.”

“Oh, dear. What a terrible thing. Thank heavens you’re all right.”
Vera opened the door wider and stepped aside so that Leigh and James
could enter. Dressed in her bathrobe and slippers, with a scarf tied
around her pin curls, she wielded her beloved sponge mop like an armed
guard.

“I hope I’m not putting you out, Mrs. Plante,” Leigh said quietly.
James watched Vera stare at Leigh, her expression pinched. He could

see that Vera did feel put out but her better nature was battling valiantly,
trying to help her live up to the virtues she held so dear. Rather than
judging her harshly, James thought she should get extra credit for trying
so hard.

Finally, Vera sighed and stepped back. “Well, it is an emergency.
We’ll have to make do.”

James nodded in agreement, relieved that she had not made a fuss.
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“Here, give me that wet coat. You’re dripping all over the place,”
Vera said a bit sharply. Leigh just smiled and slipped off her coat then
handed it to her hostess. He watched Vera hang the coat, then mop up
around their feet. Then James noticed Vera’s eyes widen as she realized
that Leigh was pregnant.

“Oh! Sit down, dear!” Vera said suddenly. “I mean, sit down on this
bench and take off those shoes,” she added in a softer tone. “Give them
here. I’ll put them on the boot tray. They need a bit of newspaper inside
to dry them out, too.”

“Thank you very much.” Leigh watched as Vera expertly stuffed
wadded balls of newspaper into her shoes.

James took off his parka, hung it on the coat tree, then added his
wet boots to the tray.

Vera instantly began mopping up around his feet again. “What a
mess. I don’t want anyone to slip. . . .”

“Here, I’ll do that.” James took the mop. There really wasn’t much
snow on the floor, but he knew it would make the older woman feel
better.

“Can I make you some tea?” Vera asked Leigh kindly. “Or maybe
some nice tomato soup and crackers? Are you hungry?”

James suppressed a smile. Vera was clearly moved by Leigh’s plight.
Tomato soup and crackers was his landlady’s notion of a real treat.

“No, thank you.” Leigh shook her head and smiled. “I guess I’d just
like to get some sleep, if that’s okay.”

“Yes, of course. It’s very late. You must be tired. And what a shock,
to have an accident in your condition. Just follow me and I’ll find a nice
comfortable room for you,” Vera promised as she led Leigh upstairs.

James put the mop on its proper hook in the utility closet and soon
followed with Leigh’s bags. After mulling aloud a bit, Vera finally picked
a room for Leigh on the second floor, toward the back of the house and
adjacent to a bathroom.

“I made up the bed fresh this weekend, expecting my sister Bea who’s
down in Gloucester. Then at the last minute, she canceled on me. But here
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you are, so it’s just as well. Just goes to show, you never know. There’s a
reason for everything,” Vera chatted on as she showed Leigh the room.

Leigh gazed around, taking in the pink flowered wallpaper, match-
ing curtains and quilt, and an oval area rug at her feet, also edged by a
border of flowers. A milk-glass lamp sat on a small night table that was
covered by a piece of lace-edged linen. Judging from Leigh’s clothes and
luggage, James had a feeling that Vera’s surprise guest was used to finer
surroundings, but still she seemed pleased.

“What a pretty room. Your sister missed out,” Leigh said.
“Didn’t she, though!” Vera shook her head in agreement. “I’ll leave a

fresh set of towels in the bathroom for you, and that closet is empty if
you want to unpack a few things.”

“Thanks. I’m sure I’ll be very comfortable.” Leigh watched James
put her bags by a wooden chest at the foot of the bed. “Thanks for
bringing up my bags,” she said to him.

“That’s all right. Good night now.” He glanced at Vera, hoping to
convey that it was time to leave her newest guest alone.

“I won’t wake you for breakfast, though I usually serve at half past
seven,” Vera added as she followed James out of the room.

“Half past seven sounds fine.” James caught Leigh’s eye and they
shared a brief, secret smile. Leigh bid them both good night again and
shut her door.

Alone in the room, Leigh sat on the edge of the high, old-
fashioned bed, listening as Vera’s scuffling steps retreated to a room
nearby. She heard James climb the stairs to the third floor and then his
steps echoed down a hallway above.

Her hands moved automatically to her stomach, where she felt the
baby’s fluttery kicks. She thought again of the accident and the way
James had urged her to visit a hospital. She’d come very close to giving
in. But it was the same old problem, a choice between two evils: to take
a risk with her baby’s health . . . or to risk losing her baby altogether.

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 13



Thomas Kinkade and Katherine Spencer

14

Showing her fake identification to Officer Tulley had been stressful
enough. Going through that a second time in one night, especially in
some hospital emergency room, would be pushing the odds. She had to
move along as if invisible, without leaving any trail, any imprint, any
chance for discovery.

Besides, Leigh had a strong feeling that the baby was just fine. She
was almost positive she’d know if something were amiss. Still, as soon as
she had a chance she would find a private doctor and make sure, she
promised herself.

She rested her hand on her stomach. “You’re all right. I know you
are,” she said softly. “I’d never let anything happen to you. You’re all I
have. Don’t worry. I think we’ll be fine here. It feels safe.”

It did feel safe. James Cameron and Vera Plante both seemed so
trusting; she wasn’t worried about them. Though it was disorienting to
end up in this strange place. She wasn’t even sure where she’d landed.
Cape Light, the police officer had said. She hadn’t noticed the town on
her map. Now she pulled the Massachusetts state map from her bag and
studied it again. No Cape Light; it was just another dot on the shore
road she’d chosen in lieu of the highway. Maybe that hadn’t been such a
smart idea, since at that point the snow was already coming down heav-
ily, but she hadn’t been willing to take any chances. She was almost sure
a car had been following her from the highway rest stop. So now she was
lost and stuck without a car, at least for a day or two. Had she just imag-
ined someone following her? Had it been worth all this trouble?

It was worth whatever it took to get away, an inner voice insisted.
Whatever it took to keep her baby safe.

Leigh dug her phone out of her purse and turned it on to check her
messages. She found a new one and quickly played it back.

The warm, familiar voice of her friend Alice greeted her. “It’s me. I
had a call today, your cousin Eileen, in Canada. She said you mustn’t go
there right now or even call her. A private detective came to her house
today. She has no idea how they found her. Martin must have given
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them an old address book or something, and they’re just tracking every
single name down at this point. Anyway, she’s afraid that her house is
being watched now. She was even afraid to call you directly. I feel so
badly for you, honey. It seemed like such a good plan. . . .”

Leigh fought down a stab of panic. She’d been counting on Eileen as
her haven and Canada as the place where she would safely give birth to
and raise her baby.

“I don’t know what to say,” Alice’s distressed voice went on. “Wher-
ever you are, be careful. Call me when you can. I just hope you’re all
right.”

Leigh clicked off the phone, caught in a familiar sense of dread and
frustration. She felt like a mouse trapped in a maze: she would come so
close to escaping she could practically smell freedom; then she would
turn and hit another dead end. She felt tears well up and took a shaky
breath. By tomorrow, she would have reached Bar Harbor and boarded
the ferry. It just wasn’t fair.

What was she going to do now? Martin’s investigators were every-
where and sooner or later, he’d bring the police into it. She was almost
sure of that. His family liked to keep things quiet, and he rarely went
against them. But he must be desperate now, she reasoned, desperate and
irrational.

Sometimes she felt desperate, too, almost wishing she could just dis-
appear off the face of the earth. Her life seemed such a mess. Sometimes
she didn’t think she could ever set it straight again.

But she couldn’t think that way, she reminded herself. Not with the
baby inside of her, her burden and her joy.

Okay, her plan to stay with Eileen on Prince Edward Island was
derailed, but maybe she could still go north. Another route perhaps, to
someplace where nobody knew her? Or maybe south again? She had
some money from trading in her new car for an old one, but she would
need most of it for the baby. She was no longer insured and she knew
how many thousands it would cost to have the baby in a hospital, and
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that was assuming everything went smoothly. She’d gone without eating
anything today except a roll and coffee, just to save for gasoline. She had
a credit card but couldn’t use it. It was just too risky. Her ID didn’t even
match anymore.

But I’ll think of something, Leigh told herself. Some way around him.
Maybe not tonight, but something will come to me.

It just had to.
She couldn’t let him win.
Leigh suddenly felt so tired, weary to her bones, her mind a blank,

gray screen. She stretched out on the bed and pulled the quilt up around
her shoulders. I’ll just rest for a few minutes, she told herself. Her head
had barely touched the pillow before she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

Jessica Morgan stood in the dark, staring out at the falling
snow covering the land behind their house. The soft white coating made
everything outside look different. That’s the way winter was; it changed
everything, she thought.

She had imagined her life would be different by now, too. That was
the problem. She’d floated through the summer with an image in her
head, a vision of how it would be once the holidays came. How happy
she and Sam would be, preparing for their baby. But it hadn’t turned out
that way at all. She had lost the baby in September, just as the nights
began to cool and the leaves turned color and dropped to the ground.

Fall had come and gone, and now winter had arrived. But she knew
she was not over the shock of her miscarriage.

Jessica tightened the belt on her robe. She touched her stomach, per-
fectly flat. She should have been . . . what, six months by now? She had
pictured herself in maternity outfits and Sam’s big shirts around the
house. Working on this room, picking out paint and wallpaper, ordering
baby furniture. Instead, the room stood empty and bare. Waiting. The
way she felt inside.

It wasn’t rational but she felt as if she had failed.
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Suddenly the holidays loomed up before her, Thanksgiving less than
two weeks off and Christmas not far behind. She had no spirit this year
for the season. She wished she could hide out somewhere until it was all
over. She hadn’t felt that way since the year her father died. She couldn’t
imagine how she would get through it.

“Jess? Are you okay?”
Sam stood in the doorway, staring sleepily at her. She was embar-

rassed that he had found her here again, but in another way, glad of it.
“I’m all right. I just couldn’t sleep.”
He walked over to the window and put his arm around her, then

gently kissed the top of her head. “Worried about something at work?”
Jessica shook her head, avoiding his gaze. He knew why she came in

here all the time when she couldn’t sleep. He just didn’t want to say.
Sam sighed and pulled her close. “Oh, sweetie, it’s okay. We’ll have

a baby soon. We need to be patient, that’s all.”
Jessica pressed her head against his shoulder and nodded. Her throat

was too tight to speak. What if they couldn’t have a baby? What if it just
didn’t work out for them? Sometimes that happened to couples. She
knew it did. Sam wanted children so badly and she was so afraid she
would disappoint him.

“It looks like the snow is stopping,” she said finally.
“I hope so. We certainly got enough of it. Guess I’ll go dig your

mother out tomorrow.”
“That’s sweet.” She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Not that she’ll

thank you for it.”
Sam laughed. “I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t call the police and report a

burglar.”
“Come on, Sam. She’s not that bad.”
“No comment.” Sam leaned back and smiled down at her.
“I guess you could stop by at Dr. Elliot’s and see if he needs any

help, too,” Jessica suggested.
“Don’t worry, Ezra is already on my list. I might bring Darrell Lester

along. He could help me, maybe earn a few dollars.”
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“Darrell Lester?” Jessica glanced up at him. The name didn’t ring a
bell.

“You know, that kid at New Horizons. The one who made the key
chain for me.”

“Oh, right . . . sure, I remember.” She felt embarrassed for forget-
ting. Darrell hadn’t been at New Horizons very long, but he already had
a major case of hero worship for Sam.

It wasn’t surprising. Sam was great with kids and a good guy,
besides. With his outdoor work slowing down these last few months, he
had been spending more time at New Horizons, a learning center for city
kids who were at risk: getting into scrapes with the law or having trouble
in school or in the foster system. As Jessica recalled, Darrell Lester fell
into all three categories. There were so many children with sad stories
there. Jessica often thought about volunteering but somehow never got
around to it. Sam went regularly, though, helping with schoolwork and
teaching woodworking and basic building skills.

Sam was so nonjudgmental, so generous with his time. She admired
that about him. Sometimes, though, she wished Sam would be more
focused on their own problems, instead of getting so involved with
strangers.

Maybe I’m just jealous because I can’t distract myself so easily. Sam’s
found a way to have kids in his life before we have a baby, but I can’t find
anything to fill this gaping hole in my heart.

“Ready for bed?” Sam glanced down at her, pulling her a bit closer.
Jessica nodded. “I guess so.”
They stood together a moment longer, staring out at the snow. A cres-

cent moon shone brightly through the parting clouds. Jessica saw a star and
squeezed her eyes shut, making a quick wish. She glanced up and knew
Sam had been watching. He leaned forward and gently kissed her forehead.

“Hope it comes true,” he whispered.
Jessica nodded, her head tucked under his chin. Me, too, she said

inside. Me, too.
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C h a p t e r  Two

J ames thought he would be the first one up, but as he
came down the back stairs that led into the kitchen he heard

the women’s voices. Leigh stood by the table, fully dressed, setting out
mugs and silverware while Vera ransacked a cupboard. Leigh looked up
and smiled at him briefly then turned toward Vera again.

“Here it is. I knew I had some.” Vera held out an oatmeal box like a
hard-won trophy. “Perfect on a snowy morning.”

“Just some milk will be fine for me. I can’t eat too much in the
morning,” Leigh said.

Vera frowned sympathetically. “Morning sickness? You’re far along
for that. I had a terrible case myself with my second child, right up to
the finish line. It’s a wonder she turned out so big and healthy. She—”

“Is something burning?” James gently interjected.
Vera turned in alarm to the stove. “The milk for the cocoa . . . oh,

my gosh. I’m sorry, dear. I’ll have to start from scratch.”
“That’s all right. Cold milk would be fine. In fact, I’d prefer it.”
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“And I’d be perfectly happy with some cold cereal, Vera. I need to
get outside and start digging us out.”

“I appreciate your help, Reverend. I used to have a teenager who
came around when it snowed, but he’s gone off to college now.” Vera
turned and grabbed another pot, about to start the oatmeal anyway, he
noticed. “Quite a bright boy. Hoped to be a doctor, I think. . . .”

Fearing another rambling tale, James jumped right in. “A doctor?
Really? He’ll be gone a long time then. Is the coffee ready?” he asked
hopefully.

“I think so.” Leigh smiled at him with quiet understanding. James
poured himself a cup and took a seat at the table. “Have you called the
service station yet? They probably open early.”

Leigh sat down across from him. “No, I haven’t tried. I left the
phone number upstairs somewhere.”

“Harbor Auto, down on Scudder Lane.” Vera squinted at the oat-
meal box then at her measuring cup.

“That was it, Harbor Auto.” Leigh sounded surprised, and Vera
laughed.

“Of course that was it. Where else were they going to take your car
at that hour? The number’s on the bulletin board by the telephone. You
can call from down here.”

Leigh rose and went to the phone. James started on his cereal. He
didn’t mean to listen in on her conversation, but it was impossible not
to. Besides, he felt responsible for the damage. It was such an old car, she
might not have collision coverage. He was wondering how long the
repairs would take when Leigh’s voice rose on a note of distress.

“But I don’t live around here. I can’t really wait that long.” She
paused and briefly turned so that he could see her face. She looked very
worried, a deep crease between her brows. “That much? Can’t you do it
for less? I just need the car up and running. It’s really not even worth
very much. . . . Yes, I see. I’ll wait to hear from you then. Thanks very
much,” she said slowly, then hung up the phone.

Leigh returned to the table. Her expression was composed, but she
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seemed suddenly absorbed in the pattern of the tablecloth and he sus-
pected she was trying to mask her distress.

“Listen,” he said, “the accident was all my fault. I’ll pay for your car,
whatever it costs. Don’t worry. I have insurance. It should cover most of
the damage.”

Leigh’s gaze rose to meet his. “I appreciate your offer, but insurance
companies take so long to settle these things. I really need my car back.
The mechanic said it might take a few days, maybe even until next
week. He’s not sure yet. He may have trouble getting parts since it’s so
old. He’s going to call around and call me back.”

Feeling terrible that she was so upset, James began to rack his mind
for other options. “Well, let’s see. I guess you could have it towed to
another shop, maybe up to Newburyport. It’s a bigger town than Cape
Light. But they might not be able to have it done for you any sooner if
it’s a matter of finding the right parts.”

“Yes, I thought of that, too. I doubt it would help to move the car at
this point, though, and it would cost a lot for the tow truck.”

“I can rent a car for you,” James offered. “The insurance might even
cover some of that. Then you could come back and pick up your car
when it’s done.”

“I guess I could do that. But it sounds sort of . . . complicated.”
Leigh picked up a piece of toast, looked about to eat it, then put it down
again. “Besides, what if your insurance company won’t cover the cost? I
don’t want you to spend all that money.”

“Don’t worry about me. I feel responsible for your predicament. Not
only is your car out of commission but you must be inconvenienced,
being stuck here. I’d be happy to take you someplace today. Wherever
you were going last night, I mean,” he added, recalling how he had made
the same offer last night but she never said where she was headed.

“Oh . . . well, thanks. That’s good to know. I was on my way to see
a friend. She lives out on the Cape . . . in Wellfleet. I called her last night
and told her what happened. So she knows I’m delayed.”

Wellfleet was a distance, but he would have been willing to drive her
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there if she wanted. It was funny, he thought. She had been driving
north, the opposite direction from the Cape. But maybe she had been
lost.

“Wellfleet is lovely.” Vera came to the table carrying a bowl of
lumpy-looking oatmeal. “My late husband, Arnold, had family there.
Wonderful oysters. Arnold loved oyster stew, though I haven’t made that
in years. Easy as pie, once you get them shucked. He was quite handy at
that task, believe me, though all thumbs around here for the most part.”
Vera sat down at the table. “And what about you, dear? Where’s your
husband? You didn’t say.”

Vera’s tone was polite though pointed. She carefully sprinkled sugar
over her oatmeal, waiting for Leigh’s reply.

James waited, too. Leigh wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, he had
noticed. He, too, had wondered about a husband, but it took Vera to
plunge right in.

Leigh stared at Vera a moment then looked down at the table. “My
husband is dead. He passed away a few months ago very suddenly . . . a
heart attack.”

James felt leaden inside and saw Vera’s bright expression go dark.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “What a tragic loss for you.”

“Oh, my dear. I’m so sorry.” Vera put her spoon down and leaned
toward Leigh. “Sorry to bring it up. I just wondered, was all. What a
heartbreak . . .”

Leigh glanced at both of them. “It was . . . a shock. A great shock.
He was only a few years older than me and very healthy. I mean, he
seemed to be.” She took a deep breath and sat back in her chair. “I’m
trying to just think of the baby now.”

“Of course you are.” Vera touched Leigh lightly on the wrist. “What
about family? Isn’t there anyone to help you?”

Leigh shook her head. “Not really. I don’t have any brothers or sis-
ters, and my parents both passed away. A friend from college invited me
to stay with her in Wellfleet until the baby comes. She has a shop and
I’m going to help her out for the holidays.”

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 22



A Christmas Promise

23

She must need money if she was traveling all the way out to the
Cape to work part-time in a shop, James reasoned.

“What did your husband do for a living, dear?” Vera asked.
Leigh paused and looked down at her dish again. James sensed it was

difficult for her to answer. “He worked for a textile mill, up in Maine.”
“Is that where you’re from?” James asked.
Leigh shook her head. “Not exactly. After he died, I moved down to

Boston for a new job. . . . But it didn’t work out.”
“What a shame. He must have been so young. I bet he didn’t even

have insurance. You don’t think of that much at your age. You think
you’re going to live forever. . . .”

James read the distress on Leigh’s face and realized that Vera had
struck a nerve. “Is there any more coffee? It’s very good. Did you try a
new brand, Vera?”

Vera gave him a curious look then passed him the pot across the
table. “Same brand I always use . . . Leigh fixed it though.”

“Funny, it tastes different.” He glanced at Leigh and could see she
was relieved at the sudden shift in conversation.

No husband, no family, at least six months pregnant, and looking
for work. She didn’t have it easy, did she? Still, she didn’t relate this
information as if she was looking for sympathy. Quite the opposite, he
thought. She seemed reluctant to share the sad details or take him up on
any offers of help.

The phone rang and Vera got up to answer it. Left alone with Leigh,
James felt he wanted to say something, but he didn’t know what more he
could offer that wouldn’t sound worn and clichéd. More condolences
about her husband seemed redundant. Ministers were supposed to be so
adept at these moments, but like many people, he often found himself at
a loss for truly sincere, honest words when confronted by the enormity
of death.

Leigh sat across the table from him, sipping a glass of milk. She
somehow looked different to him now than she had the night before.
She had faced some rough days, with more ahead, he thought, yet still
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seemed composed, carrying on, doing what she had to do. He admired
that.

“It’s for you, Leigh. Harbor Auto again,” Vera called out. Leigh rose
and went to the phone, and James helped Vera clear the breakfast dishes.
Leigh soon returned to the kitchen. James could tell from her expression
that the news wasn’t good.

“Sounds as if it will take a few days. The mechanic is having trouble
finding parts and with the snow and the weekend, everything is slowed
down.”

“You can stay here then,” Vera quickly offered. “That will be fine
with me. I’m not expecting any new arrivals.”

“Thank you, Vera. I’d appreciate that,” Leigh replied. “What is your
rate for the room? You never told me.”

Vera turned from the sink, holding a scouring pad in one hand and
looking flustered. James could see that she was torn. She wanted to let
Leigh stay on for free, and yet she depended on the income from her
guests to support herself.

“I’ll work it out with Vera. Don’t worry,” James said.
“No, I can’t let you do that.” Leigh carried her glass to the counter

by the sink. “I can pay for myself. I have to—”
“But if I hadn’t smashed up your car, you would already be staying

with your friend in Wellfleet. It’s my fault you’re stuck here. You must
let me take care of it. I insist.”

Leigh stood staring at him, her lips in a tight line, weighing her
pride against her pocketbook, he thought.

“I don’t care who pays, quite frankly. Or even if either of you do, all
things considered. The room is sitting up there empty and so far, you eat
less than a bird, miss . . . which isn’t good for your condition, I might
add.” Vera spoke while leaning over the sink, working on the oatmeal
pot with her scrub pad. “And by the way,” she continued before anyone
could reply, “if you’re interested in earning a few dollars while you’re
stuck in town, I happen to know that Dr. Harding can use a little tem-
porary help. His receptionist took off yesterday on a family emergency.
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You would have thought her house was on fire. Just picked up her purse
and raced out the door. I was sitting right there. She left a big waiting
room full of patients. It was bedlam. And I know he’s got the word out,
asking if someone can fill in a little.”

“A doctor’s office?” Leigh asked.
“That’s right, Dr. Harding. He came to town last winter, took over

old Dr. Elliot’s practice. Nice young man, too.”
“I’ve worked in offices but not as a secretary. . . .”
“All you have to do is answer the phone and keep the appointment

book in order. It’s not exactly brain surgery—well, not for you, any-
how.” Vera shot Leigh a quick grin as she set the pot on the drain board
and wiped her hands on a towel. “I can call him for you right now, see
what’s up.”

James watched Leigh curiously. He couldn’t tell from her expression
what her answer would be. Would she want to take a part-time job in
town? Did she need money that badly?

Finally, she shrugged. “I suppose I can go speak to him about it. I
did want to visit a doctor today. Just to check on the baby. I’m sure
nothing’s wrong,” she added with a quick glance at James. “But it
wouldn’t hurt to make sure.”

“It wouldn’t hurt at all.” James had meant to talk to her again about
seeing a doctor and was relieved that Leigh brought it up first.

“I’m sure he’ll make time to see you,” Vera said to Leigh, then left
again to call Dr. Harding’s office.

Leigh turned to James. “If I get the job, you’ll have to let me pay
Vera for the room and board.” She was smiling but her voice sounded
quite firm and determined.

He couldn’t help but smile back. “We’ll see.”
Vera returned, talking excitedly as she walked back into the

kitchen. “Dr. Harding was busy with a patient, but I got Molly
Willoughby on the line and she practically jumped out of the phone
and hugged me. She said, ‘Send her right over. I can’t wait to get out of
here.’ ”
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“Molly is Dr. Harding’s girlfriend. I guess she’s in the office, holding
down the fort for him this morning,” James explained.

He would trust the formidable Molly to hold down any fort, any
time. But she did have her own business, and he expected she was eager
to get back to it.

“Molly is a dynamo, but she can be a little brusque. I think Leigh
will have a more pleasant manner with the patients, don’t you?” Vera
asked as she began to sweep the kitchen floor.

James laughed. “Probably.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Leigh looked surprised but also

pleased by the sudden turn of events.
“I have to go over to the church this morning. I’ll drop you on my

way. I just need to clean off the car and do some shoveling.”
“Okay, if it’s not out of your way,” Leigh said. “I’ll run upstairs and

grab my purse.”
Vera emptied the dustpan into a trash pail and let the lid fall with a

resounding slam. “ ‘All’s well that ends well.’ That’s what Arnold used to
say. He did love his Shakespeare.”

More an example of God moving in strange ways, James thought as
he pulled on his parka. But he didn’t bother to debate the point with
Vera.

As James drove toward town he found the Beach Road sanded
and easy to drive. The snow-covered road, so treacherous last night,
seemed benign, even beautiful, in the brilliant sunshine.

“A big difference from last night,” he said to Leigh.
“It’s another world,” she agreed, glancing out the window. “Look,

that must be the place where we had the accident.”
James slowed the car, noticing the telltale marks in the snow across

the road. His throat tightened for a second, and he felt grateful all over
again that no one had been harmed.
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“We were lucky,” Leigh said quietly. She turned her head away and
stared out the window.

“I’m glad you’re going to ask Dr. Harding to check the baby,” James
said honestly. “I could never forgive myself if anything was wrong.”

“I’m sure I’m all right. But I guess it is a good idea to check.”
He didn’t answer, but felt relieved at her reply.
“You’re so nice, James. . . . No wonder you’re a minister.”
“Thanks. I think.” He glanced at her and smiled. Her tone had been

complimentary but also held a note of wry humor. As if she didn’t have
a very positive outlook on people.

He soon turned off the Beach Road and came to the edge of town.
“Did you get to see the village at all last night?”

Leigh shook her head. “No, I drove off the connector from the high-
way.”

“You wouldn’t have seen much with the bad weather anyway. We’re
coming down Main Street now. That’s the movie theater . . . and that’s
the village hall and police station.”

James looked out at Main Street, seeing it the way a stranger might.
The town looked magical today, covered in sparkling snow. Most of the
storefronts dated back to the 1800s, and some, like Grace Hegman’s
antique store, the Bramble, were Victorian houses, converted to shops
with apartments tucked above. A bit farther down the street, the Cape
Light Historical Museum, a stately brick building, stood covered with
ivy and a snowy banner that announced the latest exhibit about whaling.

“It really is so pretty here.” Leigh turned again, watching out the
window. “I’m surprised. . . . I’d never even heard of the place before last
night.”

“It’s a very well kept secret. I’ve come to think the locals like it that
way, too.” James glanced at her and grinned.

It was a place out of time, he thought, an ideal pit stop for his recov-
ery, though he sometimes wondered if Cape Light was too relaxing for
him, almost too idyllic.
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“There’s a diner down here on the left,” he added, pointing out the
Clam Box. “The atmosphere isn’t much but the food is pretty good.”

James turned and drove down a side street then stopped and parked
in front of Dr. Harding’s office. “This is it. I’ll take you in and introduce
you.”

“No need. Vera said they’re expecting me. I can manage from here.”
Leigh opened her door and smiled at him. “Thanks for the lift.”

“Here’s my number. Call me at the church if there’s any problem.”
James fished a card out of his wallet and handed it to her. “Let me know
what time you’ll be done. I’ll give you a ride back.”

Leigh looked surprised. “Aren’t there any taxis around here?”
“Believe me, I’m more reliable—and cheaper, too.”
She sighed and smiled then leaned over the open car door. “All right.

I’ll let you know. But if I’m going to stay a few days, you’ll have to stop
treating me like visiting royalty. I’m only pregnant. It’s happened to
quite a few women before me.”

“Okay, I’ll try to remember that. Good luck in there.”
“Thanks. See you later.” She slammed the car door shut and waved

briefly at him, then turned and began walking toward the small house
that held the doctor’s office.

James turned at the corner and headed back down Main Street
toward the church. Was he being overly protective? he asked himself. In
his years as a missionary, he’d certainly encountered pregnant women in
far worse circumstances than Leigh Baxter: malnourished and often dis-
eased, giving birth on dirt floors in huts without running water or any
hope of medical assistance.

Still, he felt responsible for Leigh. He couldn’t help that. Maybe it
was because of the accident or hearing about her husband’s death.
Maybe it was because she intrigued him.

And of course, being a minister, he couldn’t help wondering if God
had brought this woman into his life for some reason. He had to help
her, he realized, in any way that he could. Even if she were only here for
a few days. That was both his calling and his nature.
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* * *

Leigh paused in the doorway of Dr. Harding’s waiting room and
took in the scene. It wasn’t exactly bedlam, as Vera had described it, but
it certainly was busy, with patients of various ages milling about, babies
crying, and small children vying for attention.

A woman about her age with dark curly hair sat at a desk on the far
side of the room, speaking on the phone in a loud, animated fashion
while shuffling through some papers on the desk. The infamous Molly
Willoughby, Leigh assumed. A few people stood near the desk while
others sat reading magazines.

For a moment, Leigh felt tempted to turn around and slip back out
the door before anyone could notice her. Was it wise to put herself in a
place where so many people would see and possibly remember her?
Wouldn’t it be smarter to just hide out at Vera’s house and wait for her
car to be repaired?

But before Leigh could decide whether to stay or go, Molly looked
up and practically gasped with relief. “Are you Leigh?”

Leigh nodded and before she could answer, Molly ran across the
room to greet her. “Thanks so much for coming. I promised Matt—Dr.
Harding, I mean—I’d help him today. But I’m catering a wedding to-
night and we’re nowhere near ready. I’ve been on the phone all morning
with my crew—”

“You’re a caterer?”
“Mostly. I have a shop around the corner. Takeout and catering.”

Molly had led Leigh over to the desk and now motioned for her to sit
down. “I’ll bring you some lunch. I always bring Matt something on Sat-
urdays. Soup and sandwiches. How’s that sound?”

“I’m hungry already,” Leigh admitted.
“Amy stashes some pretzels and cheese crackers in the lower right-

hand drawer of the desk. Help yourself if you need a snack.” Molly
pulled the appointment book out from under a sheaf of insurance forms
and sat on the edge of the desk. “Here’s the book. Basically, all you need
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to do is figure out who’s coming and going and give Matt the files. I
already took out most of them. They’re in this pile over here. And I
made this list. . . . If someone calls to make an appointment, just fill it in
as you go along. The spaces have time slots. Ask Nancy or Matt if you’re
not sure how long he’ll need for the visit.”

“Nancy?”
“Nancy Malloy, Matt’s nurse. Sorry, I almost forgot. They’re in with

a patient now, giving stitches. They should be done soon.”
“That sounds simple enough.” Leigh was in awe of the speed at

which Molly spoke, her flashing blue eyes, and changing expressions.
Molly hadn’t even bothered to ask if she actually wanted the job.

Leigh wondered again if she should do it. She certainly needed the
money. This is such an out-of-the-way place, she reminded herself, and it
will only be for a day or two. It probably doesn’t matter if a few more people
around here see me. Isn’t there some expression about “hiding in plain sight?”

“It’s a snap. You’ll be fine.” Molly’s optimistic words broke into
Leigh’s wandering thoughts.

Molly quickly reviewed a few more essentials of the job—how to
schedule appointments and collect any fees.

“Any questions?” Molly grabbed her coat off the back of Leigh’s
chair and pulled it on.

Leigh did have a few but could see that Molly was desperate to go, so
she simply shook her head. “I think I can manage.”

“Of course you can.” Molly lightly touched her shoulder, then
reached for her handbag on the floor beside the desk. “Vera told me
about your car accident. Tough break, but if you’re struck with a lemon,
make lemonade, right?” Without waiting for Leigh’s reply, she added,
“Well, see you later. Good luck!”

Before Leigh could say good-bye, Molly was out the door. Leigh
turned, noticing a blinking light on the phone. She hit the button and
picked up the call.

“Dr. Harding’s office. Can I help you?”
The woman on the other end of the line told Leigh about an earache
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that had kept her up all night. Leigh made some sympathetic sounds and
scheduled an appointment for two o’clock. The woman hung up, sound-
ing pleased and grateful.

So far, so good, Leigh thought.
The door to the doctor’s office opened and a patient came out fol-

lowed by a tall, dark-haired man in a lab coat who, Leigh assumed, must
be Dr. Harding. His warm smile put her instantly at ease. “You must be
Leigh. Thanks for helping out.”

“That’s all right. Nice to meet you, Dr. Harding.”
“Call me Matt. This is Mr. Wilkie. He slipped on the ice this morn-

ing,” he said, turning to his patient, a middle-aged man with a large ban-
dage on the top of his bald head. “He needs to come back on Tuesday so
I can take off that bandage.”

“Lucky I’m so hard-headed,” Mr. Wilkie mumbled. “At least that’s
what my wife says.”

“Yes, you are lucky.” Matt patted his patient’s arm and then turned
to the exam rooms again.

“Um . . . next Tuesday, let’s see.” With a small smile, Leigh turned
to the proper page in the book and arranged Mr. Wilkie’s next visit.

When she looked up, a woman wearing a nurse’s uniform stood by
the desk. “I’m Nancy Malloy, Dr. Harding’s nurse,” the woman said as
she reached down for the list of patient names that lay beside the
appointment book. “It’s wild in here this morning. But it should calm
down in an hour or two.”

“It does seem busy. It might take me a while to figure out which file
is which.”

“That’s all right. If you have any questions, just let me know.”
Nancy was a large woman in her early forties with a wide face and

large brown eyes. She had a friendly but no-nonsense air and seemed to
Leigh someone who would remain completely calm and focused in any
emergency. Her straight, chin-length auburn hair and lack of makeup
seemed to suit her efficient manner.

Nancy glanced down the list of names again and called the next
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patient. Leigh quickly found the right file in the stack Molly had showed
her and handed it up to her.

“Thanks, dear.” Nancy took the folder and flipped it open. “By the
way, we need to take care of a little bookkeeping. I’ll need to make a
copy of your Social Security card and some photo ID. Your driver’s
license would be fine.” She closed the folder and looked down again.

Leigh felt a tightening in her chest but tried to act unfazed by the
request. “Sure . . . I think I have my license with me. . . . I don’t know
about my Social Security card, though.”

“Oh, well, as long as you know the number, I guess that should be
all right for today.” Nancy turned to follow the patient to the exam
room. “We’ll take care of it later.”

Leigh nodded and turned back to the desk. Of course they would
need some identification, even if she only worked here one day. Why
hadn’t she thought of that this morning before she agreed to let James
drive her over here? She considered getting up and walking out but
quickly discarded that idea, realizing it was bound to arouse suspicion.

She did have identification. It just wasn’t authentic. Though it
looked like the real thing—and she had certainly paid dearly for it—she
wasn’t comfortable showing it around. Last night was the first real test.
To her profound relief, Officer Tulley hadn’t batted an eye when he
checked her license and registration.

It would never have even occurred to her to get counterfeit anything
if it weren’t for Alice. Leigh knew she had to change her name in order
to hide from Martin, but Alice was the one who’d suggested the false
documents. Alice had a nephew who had been in trouble with the law
and had what Alice called “contacts.” Though reformed, her nephew was
happy to offer his felonious knowledge for a worthy cause. Leigh had
simply given him money and he had taken care of everything.

The fake ID passed for real with a police officer, Leigh reminded her-
self, so it should satisfy Nurse Malloy. If not, I’ll need to leave here in a
hurry—without a car. No, it won’t come to that. I’m just panicking now.

Leigh put the worrisome thoughts aside, forcing herself to get
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acquainted with the stacks of files on the desk. She answered the phone
and tried her best to help the patients who came to her with questions.

The hours flew by and Leigh found herself so busy she didn’t have
time to worry about her car, her fake ID, or any of the secret troubles
that so often circled her heart and mind like baleful, scavenging birds.

Jessica pushed open the kitchen door with one shoulder, plas-
tic sacks of groceries dangling from each arm. She dropped the grocery
bags on the counter and stared around at the messy evidence of Sam’s
cooking: a Sahara Desert of crumbs drifting across the countertop, a
greasy fry pan and spatula, and a half-melted stick of butter on the
stove. On the table two empty soup bowls and two plates with crusts of
grilled cheese sandwiches lingered alongside an open bag of chocolate
cookies.

It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to guess the menu or to discern there
had been a guest for lunch. A guest who was probably still here, she real-
ized.

She listened to the quiet in the house. No sound of voices. “Sam?
I’m home. . . . Are you around?”

No answer. Then she turned and glanced outside. She saw a sudden
movement through the window of the barn where Sam had set up his
home workshop.

Jessica slipped on her jacket again and headed out the back door. She
walked across the yard, noticing two sets of footprints in the snow, one
Sam’s size, the other set much smaller.

The door to the barn stood open and she soon heard voices, Sam and
a boy. Before she even entered she realized it must be Darrell Lester, the
boy from the New Horizons Center. Jessica had been curious to meet
him; still, she was surprised that Sam had brought him back to the house
for a visit. Well, there were no rules against that sort of thing, she
guessed. Somehow, though, she doubted that most of the people in town
who volunteered at the center got quite so involved with the kids there.
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Jessica stood at the open door a minute. Sam was using a small
power tool, a hand-held sander, and Jessica knew he wouldn’t hear her
over the sound.

A small, dark-haired boy stood by his side, focused on his every
word. Sam ran the sander across a piece of wood, then shut it off and
handed it to the boy, who seemed hesitant to take over.

“Go ahead, you can do it. This is just practice.” Sam’s voice was
calm and reassuring. “We won’t use the good wood until you’re ready.”

The boy took the sander, turned it on, and made a face. “Man . . .
that feels weird. Feels like it’s alive or something.”

Sam laughed and helped him guide it over the wood. “You can use
two hands if you want. That’s okay.”

Jessica walked over to the workbench and finally caught Sam’s eye.
“Hi, honey.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “How long have you
been standing here?”

“Just a little while. How’s it going?”
“Good. We were looking for a sled, but Darrell wanted me to show

him around the workbench and we got started on a project.”
Jessica smiled at Darrell but he avoided her gaze. Dark, with thick

curly hair, bright eyes, and a round face, he wasn’t quite what she’d pic-
tured from Sam’s stories. A husky boy, he looked as if he spent too
much time cooped up inside, watching TV. And he was younger than
she had imagined, about eight or nine. He definitely seemed young to
have been tossed around in the social services system, tossed around and
toughened by it, she guessed, like most of the kids that ended up at New
Horizons.

“Hi, I’m Jessica, Sam’s wife.”
She saw the boy glance uncertainly at Sam. Then he ducked his head

and nodded at her. “Hi.”
“What are you making?”
“Oh . . . nothing. We’re just fooling around on some old wood.” He

looked down and rubbed the toe of his sneaker against the floor. No
boots, she noticed, despite the high snow outside. He seemed either shy
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or annoyed to be interrupted during his shop lesson. Or maybe a bit of
both.

“Darrell wants to make a jewelry box for his mom. For a Christmas
present. We’re going to use this piece of mahogany.”

Sam showed Jessica a piece of wood. She really ought to know the
difference by now—between pine and walnut and all the rest—but she
really didn’t. She nodded admiringly and made an effort to sound
enthusiastic. “That’s going to be great. I bet your mom will love it.”

Darrell met her glance for an instant but didn’t smile back. She
sensed that talking about his mother was sensitive ground and suddenly
felt awkward, sure that she had sounded inanely chipper.

Darrell’s sullen expression changed as Sam reached across the table
and handed him a little cardboard box.

“Hey, buddy. Check this out. I knew I had one of these around for
you.”

Darrell opened the box and took out a small metal gadget. He
looked up at Sam, his brow furrowed. “What is it?”

At first Jessica didn’t recognize it either; then she realized it was the
inner workings of a music box.

“It plays music. See, here’s the key.” Sam found the key at the bot-
tom of the carton and wound it up. He set it back on the workbench
and it began to turn. “We can put this in your mom’s jewelry box, and it
will play music when she opens the lid.”

Jessica heard the tinkling notes of “You Are My Sunshine,” which
always made her smile. She watched Darrell listening, his expression
growing brighter.

“Maybe I should just send her that part. I don’t know if I can make
a whole big box for it.”

Sam laughed. “Sure you can. One step at a time.”
Darrell didn’t look convinced. “Okay. But if it doesn’t come out

good, I’ll give it to my grandma. She likes any old thing I make for her.”
Jessica had to smile at his honesty. He wasn’t intentionally insulting

his grandmother, just stating a fact. At least his grandmother was a nur-
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turing presence in his life. From what he didn’t say, though, she sensed
that pleasing his mother was something he worried about more. “Maybe
after you make the music box for your mom, you could make something
just for your grandmother,” she suggested.

Darrell gave her a blank look, as if she couldn’t possibly say any-
thing that interested him, and Jessica felt herself flush with embarrass-
ment. This was nuts. She was feeling awkward—like she was
intruding—in her own home.

Sam didn’t seem to notice. “Ready to fire up that sander again?” he
asked the boy.

“I guess I’ll get back to the house,” Jessica said. “I have to unpack the
groceries.”

“What’s for dinner? I thought maybe Darrell could stay and I could
bring him back to New Horizons later.”

Jessica thought a moment, not really wanting the boy to stay but also
not wanting to give in to such uncharitable thoughts. Then she remem-
bered what day it was. “Gee, I don’t think that works out, honey. We’re
going to that play in Newburyport with Suzanne and her boyfriend.”

“Oh, right. I completely forgot.” Sam shook his head, and she real-
ized he had already invited the boy and was now in a bad spot.

She glanced over at Darrell. He was examining the music box intently,
acting as if he wasn’t listening to them but not missing a word. She saw the
way his shoulders slumped when she announced that he couldn’t stay, and
she instantly regretted not phrasing her words in a softer way. She might
not be exactly comfortable with the boy but she didn’t want to hurt him.

“I’m sorry, Darrell,” Jessica said. “Maybe we can have you over some
other night.”

“Sure. We’ll figure it out,” Sam said.
Darrell stared at her; the bright expression he had worn listening to

the music had turned moody and grim again.
“No problem. Whatever,” he said. Then he turned and picked up a

block of wood, casually smacking it against the workbench, as if to test
the sound it would make.
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Sam didn’t seem to notice.
He’s mad at me, disappointed, Jessica thought with dismay. She felt

mean-spirited and horrible but didn’t know how to change things. She
resisted an impulse to run back inside; that would look even worse.

Sam glanced at his watch. “It is getting late. We can work for a while
longer, Darrell. Then I have to bring you back.”

Darrell didn’t look happy to hear that news but seemed resigned.
“Can I try the sanding thing again?”

“Sure. Wait here a minute. I’ll get some more scraps to practice on.”
Sam walked with Jessica toward the doorway and paused at a large

plastic bin full of odd-shaped bits of wood. He pulled out a few small
pieces and looked them over.

“I’m sorry,” Jessica murmured. “It just didn’t work out for tonight.”
“It’s okay. I’ll explain it to him later. How about tomorrow?”
“Lunch after church at my mother’s. Emily and Dan are going, too.”
“Lucky me. At least we’ll be done in time to catch the Patriots

game . . . I hope?”
“I hope so, too. Didn’t she remind you when you shoveled this

morning?”
“We didn’t exactly speak. She just gave me one of her regal nods

from the window.”
Jessica sighed. Her mother was impossible sometimes. She’d nearly

boycotted their wedding last year and still acted as if Sam were persona
non grata. Sam put up with her valiantly, which was another reason why
she loved him so much.

“Maybe Darrell can sit with us in church tomorrow,” Sam said.
“He goes to our church?”
“Luke brings some kids there on Sundays, any who want to go. Dar-

rell says his grandmother used to take him sometimes and he wants to
try it here tomorrow.”

“Oh . . . that’s nice.” Jessica guessed that Darrell would volunteer to
hike barefoot to the North Pole if he knew Sam would be there. But no
matter the motivation, the result would be a good one. Their church was

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 37



Thomas Kinkade and Katherine Spencer

38

full of warm, caring people, and she hoped kids like Darrell Lester
would find some comfort there.

“Sure, let him sit with us if he wants to. I don’t mind,” she said
lightly. “Do you want some hot chocolate when you come in?”

“That would be great. We’ll be in in about fifteen minutes.” Sam
smiled and she felt instantly better.

So that’s Darrell Lester, she thought as she tromped back to the
house. He didn’t like her much, it seemed. But she wasn’t sure how to
take it. Maybe the boy was just shy . . . or moody . . . or doesn’t like
women, she thought. Many of the New Horizons kids had issues—
they’d been abandoned or even abused by parents or foster parents and
had trouble making connections.

I shouldn’t take this personally, Jessica reminded herself. Besides, the
boy was Sam’s friend—his little project, it seemed. It didn’t matter that
much if Darrell liked her, did it?

“Here are a few files that were left in my office. And here’s a
check for you, Leigh.” Dr. Harding stood by the desk and handed her a
paycheck for her day’s work.

Leigh glanced at it briefly and realized he’d overpaid her. “I think
there must be some mistake. Nancy told me—”

“No mistake,” he cut in. “I just wanted to give you a little bonus for
running in here on such short notice. Molly told me you’re only in town
for a few days, but do you think you could come back again?”

Leigh sat back and considered the idea. She’d had a tense moment
handing Nancy her identification, but that had passed without a hitch so
the worst was really over, she reasoned. She would meet a lot of people
working here, but the village was so far off the beaten track, it wouldn’t
be much risk for a few days. And she did need the money for the baby.
That point now seemed most pressing.

“I don’t think my car will be ready until Wednesday. I can work for
you until then if you want.”
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“That’s good news. You did a great job, too. You have a very nice
way with the patients.”

Leigh shrugged, feeling self-conscious at his compliment. “I was just
trying to be polite.”

Nancy Malloy came out of the doctor’s office, her coat unbuttoned
over her white uniform. “Well, I guess it’s a wrap. I hope we didn’t burn
you out in one day, Leigh.”

“I’m okay.” Leigh smiled, feeling relieved the day was over.
“How’s that baby doing?”
“She’s fine.” Leigh smiled slightly and touched her stomach. “Dr.

Harding checked and everything’s okay.”
“That’s good. I had a feeling it would be. It’s a girl, isn’t it?”
Leigh nodded. “I had an amnio a few months ago. That’s what they

told me.”
“You’re lucky. I’d take a girl over a boy any day. I’ve got two of

each,” she added proudly. She checked her watch and hitched her purse
up higher on her shoulder. “Time to see what they’ve been up to all day.
When my husband takes over, I’m never sure I’ll find the house still
standing. Will I be seeing you again?”

Leigh nodded. “I’ll be back.”
“Good. Nice working with you.” She headed toward the door then

turned to call over her shoulder, “Good night, Doc.”
“Night, Nancy. See you Monday.”
As Nancy pulled open the door, Leigh glimpsed James standing on

the other side. “Sorry, we’re closed for the day,” the nurse told him.
“I’m here to pick someone up.”
Nancy glanced back at Leigh. “Oh, sure. Go on in. She survived.”
“Glad to hear it,” James replied. He walked in and smiled at Leigh

then looked up at Dr. Harding. “Hello, Matt. How’s business?”
“Fine, and yours?” he replied with a laugh.
“Slow today. Tomorrow’s my big day.” James glanced at Leigh.

“Ready to go?”
“I’m all set.” Leigh put on her coat and grabbed her purse. She felt a
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little odd having James pick up her like this, as if there were some rela-
tionship between them when they were actually strangers. Still, what did
it matter? She’d only be in this town a few more days. In a week or two,
no one would even remember her, she told herself.

She said good night to Dr. Harding and thanked him again for the
check then walked with James to his car, which was parked just outside
the office.

“How did it go?” James asked once they were under way.
“Fine. Dr. Harding must have been desperate. He practically paid

me double. I’m going back again on Monday. Maybe until my car is
done.”

James nodded, his gaze fixed on the road. “Sounds good.”
“It was very busy in there but interesting.” Leigh leaned her head

back on the seat and closed her eyes. She had enjoyed dealing with all
the different patients during the day. She didn’t really think of herself as
very social. She was naturally more of a loner, the very definition of one
since she’d left Martin. But it was a great relief to be so nonstop busy
and distracted.

James went silent, and she could almost guess what he was thinking.
“I told the doctor about the accident and he checked the baby. He said
the heartbeat was very strong and everything seemed fine.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear it.” James turned to face her briefly then
looked out at the road again. “Thanks.”

“Why are you thanking me?”
“Because I was concerned and I appreciate that you followed

through,” he said simply.
“Oh.” He was so straightforward and open about his feelings. She

wasn’t used to that, especially coming from a man. It set her off balance.
“I feel better myself. I was just a bit overwhelmed last night,” she

admitted. And trying to avoid complications, she added silently. He
glanced at her but didn’t say anything.

James turned on the radio, a classical station that was playing a
soothing piece Leigh thought she recognized—Bach, maybe, or Vivaldi.
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They drove the rest of the way to Vera’s house without talking, and to
Leigh’s surprise that felt just fine.

The silence between them was the opposite of the tense, oppressive
silences that used to hang between her and Martin, Leigh realized.
Those silences made her feel she was sitting on a time bomb that any sec-
ond, without warning, might explode.

She glanced at James, his gaze fixed on the road. She didn’t know
him well—she didn’t know him at all, in fact—but she somehow felt
certain he was never like that.

Vera’s house was dark except for a lamp in the front sitting
room and lights on in the kitchen. They entered through the side door
again and Vera called out to say hello.

“You didn’t come back so I figured it must have worked out at Dr.
Harding’s,” she said to Leigh.

“It was all right. I’m going to work there again on Monday.”
“A baby needs a lot of things. I’m sure the extra cash will come in

handy for you.”
Leigh took a glass from the cupboard and filled it with water. She

watched Vera snapping the ends off of string beans.
“Dinner will be ready in about half an hour. Are you hungry?”
The cooking smelled tempting but Leigh felt her stomach churn.

She didn’t feel up to sitting with Vera and James for the next few
hours. She was exhausted and liable to slip and say the wrong thing. It
would be safer to stay in my room and read a book or something, she
decided.

“I’m sorry. It smells great but I had a big lunch. Molly Willoughby
sent over a huge basket of food from her shop. I guess I overdid it. I
think I’ll just go up and lie down for a while.”

“I’ve got just the thing for you.” Vera reached into a cupboard and
pulled out a small round tin. “Ginger tea. Settles your stomach like
magic. I’ll fix you some and bring it right up.”
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Leigh was touched by the older woman’s concern. Why was every-
one around here so kind to her? She was just a stranger.

“Thank you, Vera. You don’t have to serve me I can come down and
make some later.”

“It’s no trouble. You go put your feet up and rest.”
Leigh thanked her again then went upstairs to her room and closed

her door. She snapped on the small lamp on the bedside table and
glanced around the room.

Did I leave my scarf folded on the dresser top that way? she wondered.
She didn’t think so. She walked over to the dresser and picked up the
scarf. Maybe Vera came in to straighten up . . . or to check up on me.

Leigh looked around the room again and had the funny feeling her
belongings had been touched. She felt a sudden wave of panic, wonder-
ing if she had left out anything that might give her away. She quickly
sifted through the drawers of clothing and a few personal items she had
left on the dresser top: a bracelet, a key ring, and a paperback book. Her
heart began to pound as she opened the book and saw her real name
written inside the cover.

Had Vera noticed that? But what would it prove? A book could be
borrowed or bought secondhand. Leigh sat on the edge of the bed and
took a deep breath. She was getting herself into a state over nothing. She
was so emotional lately. They said being pregnant did that to you. And
the rest of my life doesn’t help either.

She opened the book again and stared down at the name, her mar-
ried name. The name of a person from another life, one she couldn’t
bear to think about. The woman with this name was gone, as good as
dead, she realized. Still, she couldn’t help feeling a pang of guilt for
deceiving Vera and James this way.

But I really have no choice. And there’s really no harm to it. I’ll be gone
in a day or two and they’ll never know. It won’t make a difference to them
one way or the other.

Leigh reached for her purse on the night table and took out her cell
phone. She dialed her friend Alice at home, hoping she would be free to
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talk. The phone rang three times and Leigh’s stomach knotted with
dread. If the machine clicked on, she would have to hang up. Fortu-
nately, Alice didn’t have caller ID.

“Hello?” Alice’s familiar voice was instantly comforting.
“It’s me,” Leigh said. “Are you alone? Can you talk?”
“Thank goodness! I was waiting for you to call. Pete’s out, walking

the dog, so I can talk for a while,” she replied quickly. “I got your mes-
sage about the car accident. Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m just fine. The baby is fine, too. Can’t say the same for the
car, but it should be repaired in a day or two.”

“Well, as long as you and the baby are okay, that’s all that matters. I
looked for that town on the map. I could hardly find it,” Alice added.
“How in the world did you end up there?”

“Oh, it’s a long story. I thought someone was following me so I tried
to take a back road instead of the highway. I guess I panicked. I don’t
even think anyone was really there.”

Alice didn’t answer at first and her silence made Leigh nervous.
“Well, you can’t be too careful. I’m sure you’re disappointed that
Canada didn’t work out, but maybe it’s all for the best.”

“If Martin had someone watching my cousin’s house, I guess it is.”
Leigh tried to sound resigned about that disappointment, but heard her
own bitterness.

“Oh, I know it’s frustrating for you, honey. But don’t give up. . . .
Listen, there’s a lot going on at the office.” Alice was not only Leigh’s
dear friend, she was Martin’s assistant. Ever since Leigh had fled her
marriage, Alice had voluntarily been her spy. “The company’s in trouble.
They announced some layoffs this week, and Martin might be investi-
gated for mishandling company funds.”

“Investigated? By whom?”
“The state attorney general’s office. He’s tried to keep a lid on it, but

the word is getting out. Something about falsifying the books. From
what I can tell, he presented inflated profits going into that merger.
Meanwhile, he was having trouble meeting the payroll and paying taxes.”
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Leigh had mixed feelings about that. She hated to think of employ-
ees being laid off for her husband’s greed. Then again, if Martin was in
trouble, that might bode well for her.

“And that’s not all,” Alice continued, “I overheard something else
last night—more to do with you. Everyone else had gone and he must
have thought he was alone, so he was on the phone with the door open.
He’s definitely hired a new detective, and this one seems a little sharper
than the last guy. He found your car. Boy, were you smart not to buy
another one at the same lot. I think he’s still looking for you in Boston,
so that’s good news. But sooner or later, he’s bound to figure out you’ve
left town.”

Leigh felt her stomach drop, as if she were standing in an elevator
that had missed a few floors. Needing cash, she’d sold her expensive for-
eign car at a small car lot on the outskirts of Boston. She knew she
wasn’t getting full value but it was a quick deal, with few questions
asked. She hadn’t meant to cover her trail on purpose; she simply hadn’t
trusted the used cars for sale there so she had gone to another lot to buy
a cheaper replacement car.

“I guess someone was going to find the car sooner or later. But I’ve
been very careful. I don’t think I’ve left much of a trail—unless he’s
using bloodhounds.” Leigh tried hard for a light tone but her joke fell
flat.

“I’m sure you’ve been careful. But these guys are relentless. Espe-
cially . . . Martin.” Alice seemed hesitant to even say the name of Leigh’s
ex-husband. “If it came down to bloodhounds, he’d pay for the best.
Whatever money can buy. You know that.”

“Yeah.” Leigh felt tears of hopelessness well up behind her eyes and
tried hard not to cry, not with Alice still on the line.

“You okay?”
“I was just thinking . . . maybe I should give up. I’m so tired of this,

Alice. It’s so hard. I just want to have my baby and have a real life again.”
“Oh, sweetie. Please don’t say that. I know it seems bad right now,

but you’re doing the right thing. Really.” Alice paused and Leigh could
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almost feel her sympathy and concern coming through the line like
waves of energy. “You know what I think?” Alice asked without waiting
for a reply. “This car accident was a blessing in disguise. That town is the
perfect hiding place. I’ve never even heard of it.”

Leigh took a deep, steadying breath. “It is very . . . tucked away.
And it’s pretty, too. You should see it. It’s like a postcard or something.”

“It’s more than tucked away, it’s practically invisible. I think you
should stay there and sit tight, maybe even until the baby comes. Mean-
while, I’ll let you know what’s happening on this end. As best as I can,
of course.”

“Thanks, Alice. Thanks for everything. I don’t know what I’d do
without you,” Leigh said honestly. She felt a new wave of emotion well up.

“I’m here for you, dear. You’re going to make it, too. Do you need
any money? I can wire some on Monday.” Leigh was touched by Alice’s
offer. She had already borrowed more than she knew her friend could
afford to lend.

“I’m okay, really. I’ve even found a temporary job here, a reception-
ist at a doctor’s office.”

“That was fast work. See, I told you this was meant to be.”
A soft tap on the door made Leigh sit up sharply.
“Leigh? I have your tea,” Vera called from the other side of the door.
“I’ll be right there,” Leigh called back. She turned to the phone

again. “Someone’s here. I’ve got to go,” she whispered. She heard her
friend’s quick farewell, then clicked off the phone and quickly pulled
open the bedroom door.

Vera stood holding a tray with a teapot, a cup, and a plate of plain
crackers. “I hope I didn’t wake you. I knocked and then I thought, oh,
maybe she’s sleeping, I shouldn’t disturb her—”

“No, not at all. I wasn’t asleep.” Leigh took the tray and placed it on
the dresser. “I don’t think I’ve ever had ginger tea. It smells good.”

“I always made it for my kids. Works in a flash. If you feel hungry
later, there’ll be leftovers from dinner in the refrigerator. Just help your-
self.”
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“Thank you, Vera. And thanks again for the tea.”
“No trouble.” Vera started to turn away, then paused. “By the way,

Reverend James and I will be going to church tomorrow morning if
you’d like to join us. We usually leave here around half past ten.”

The invitation caught Leigh by surprise. She hadn’t been to church
in years or even thought about going. “Um . . . thanks for asking but I
think I’ll just stay in tomorrow morning, sleep late if I can.”

Vera nodded agreeably. “Yes, of course, dear. You need your rest. I
just thought I’d let you know.”

Vera turned toward the staircase and disappeared. Leigh went back
into her bedroom and closed the door again.

She poured herself a cup of ginger tea and took a testing sip. It
tasted good, spicy but not sharp, and a few sips later she felt her stomach
settling. She wondered why she had never had ginger tea before. She
smiled to herself. It suddenly seemed perfectly logical, almost inevitable,
that she would discover this miracle cure in this remote, picturesque
place.

Maybe Alice was right. Maybe she had stumbled on a safe haven
here. Maybe being stranded in Cape Light was a blessing in disguise.
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e

J essica hated being late for church. She could tell
from the number of cars parked around the church and the

sight of the closed arched wooden doors that the service had already
started.

Sam gripped her hand and quickened his pace. “It’s my fault. I
shouldn’t have begged you for those pancakes.”

“I wanted them, too.” It was true; plus, facing lunch at her mother’s
house, where the portions were notoriously spare, Jessica knew her hus-
band needed something substantial to start the day.

Sam held the heavy door open for her and they slipped into the
vestibule. Inside, the congregation was standing, singing a hymn led by
the choir. At least they hadn’t missed much, she thought.

With his hand lightly touching the small of her back, Sam led her
through the side door into the sanctuary. “There are some seats on the
left,” Sam whispered. Jessica spotted a space on the aisle in a middle row
and slid in. She slipped off her coat, grabbed a hymnal, and held it out
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for Sam to share. As they started to sing she heard someone quietly call,
“Hey, Sam! Over here!”

She turned to see Darrell Lester seated across the aisle a few rows
behind them. Sam turned, too. He smiled and nodded at the boy. That
seemed to be all the encouragement Darrell needed. He quickly left his
seat and came over. “I was waiting for you. We’re going to sit together,
right?” Darrell whispered eagerly.

Jessica felt Sam nudge her to move in and make room. “Sure thing.
You sit right here,” he said quietly.

Jessica shifted over and Sam held the hymnal out to Darrell so they
could share. Darrell held up his side, Jessica noticed, but didn’t sing. He
kept glancing up at Sam, who had a deep, impressive voice and wasn’t
shy about singing in church. Jessica found another book and quickly
looked for the page, but by the time she found it the hymn was over.

Settling into her seat, Jessica looked around the pews for her family.
She soon spotted her mother sitting in her usual place, front and center,
alongside her older sister, Emily, and Emily’s fiancé, Dan Forbes. Jessica
found it secretly amusing that Dan, the former newspaper publisher and
avowed skeptic, was now a regular at the Sunday service. But perhaps he
just came to help with their mother and to stay on Lillian’s good side,
Jessica thought. Although Dan’s prominent background made him a far
more acceptable son-in-law than Sam had ever been, that still didn’t pre-
vent Lillian from subjecting him to her barbs.

As if sensing Jessica’s thoughts, her mother slowly turned and met
her younger daughter’s gaze. She nodded slightly in greeting, then her
cool, gray gaze took in Sam, and finally, Darrell Lester, which caused her
eyes to widen and her eyebrows to arch. She stared at Jessica again,
pursed her lips in what could only be displeasure, and turned to face for-
ward.

Jessica felt a small knot of tension in her stomach. Of course there
would be questions later. “Who in the world was that strange child sit-
ting with you? One of those troublesome boys from that center?” her
mother would say.
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The unavoidable comments would rub Sam the wrong way. And I’ll
be right in the middle of it, as always, Jessica thought. Not that it was any
of her mother’s business if Sam let a kid from New Horizons sit with
him in church. It was just that her mother had a true genius for making
tempests out of molehills . . . or whatever the expression was.

Jessica looked up, realizing her thoughts had wandered. The service
had begun, and Reverend Ben was making this week’s announcements.
“. . . And in two weeks, on November thirtieth, we’ll be celebrating the
first Sunday of Advent. Though it’s far too soon to start hearing Christ-
mas music in shopping malls, it’s certainly not too early for us to begin
work on our holiday projects.

“Particularly, the Christmas Fair, which will be held over two days
this year, starting on Friday, December nineteenth. As most of you
know, the fair is a big fund-raiser for the church. The proceeds are an
important part of our budget. While I know this is a hectic time of year,
if we each donate some hours and effort, we’re bound to have a success-
ful event. The sign-up sheets are out in the hallway. I’m sure everyone
can find a job they’re suited for, from making floral arrangements to
cleanup crew—”

“And if you don’t see anything you want to do, come see me. I’ll put
you to work.”

All eyes turned to Sophie Potter, who half-stood in her seat then sat
down again at the urging of her granddaughter, Miranda.

“Sorry, Reverend,” Sophie added in a meeker tone.
“Not a problem,” Reverend Ben said easily. “Sophie is in charge of

the fair this year . . . in case any of you haven’t guessed. Sounds like we
got the right woman for the job.”

The comment drew some laughter, and he paused and smiled. Jessica
wasn’t surprised to hear that Sophie was going to organize the fair this
year, even though Sophie had lost her beloved husband, Gus, only last
spring. It wasn’t that she didn’t still mourn Gus, Jessica knew. Sophie
simply believed that the best way to honor Gus’s memory was to keep
active and contribute what she could for as long as she could.
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“Last, but not least, is our annual outreach to the Helping Hands
Mission,” Reverend Ben continued in a more serious tone. “This year we
have the honor and pleasure of having Reverend Cameron, the mission
director, visiting us and serving as our assistant pastor. In the coming
weeks, he’ll be talking to us more about the mission and the latest devel-
opments there.”

Jessica saw Reverend Cameron sitting in the front row near the pul-
pit. She hadn’t spoken with him much since he had arrived in Cape
Light earlier in the fall, though she enjoyed his sermons on the weeks he
stepped in for Reverend Ben. Jessica admired the work he did with the
mission. She could barely imagine the degree of personal sacrifice and
hardship he seemed to so willingly embrace. Yet his personality gave no
hint of that. James Cameron was bright and humorous, clearly commit-
ted to his work but not weighed down by his calling.

It took a special kind of person to be so selfless, Jessica thought, so
empathetic. She thought of herself as a good person with good inten-
tions most of the time. But she knew she didn’t have whatever it took to
make that kind of effort. Sam was more the type. He didn’t seem to
notice a person’s “container”—the type of clothes someone wore, their
age or profession, their status or lack of it. He looked to the light inside
a person, the spirit common to everyone. Which was probably why her
husband had so many friends . . . and such a motley crew of them.

She glanced at Sam and the boy seated beside him. Darrell had
made a paper airplane out of the church bulletin and was now tugging
on Sam’s sleeve, trying to show it off. Sam looked down, smiled gently,
and shook his head. Then Jessica saw him whisper something in Dar-
rell’s ear. Darrell nodded and put the plane down carefully between
them.

At least he’s not going to launch it out over the pews, she thought. With
my luck, it would probably hit Mother right in the head.

It was soon time for the children to go to Sunday school. Darrell left
with the others without complaint. Jessica felt relieved. Although she
couldn’t pin down the what or why of it, something about the boy
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unsettled her. Maybe it was because he wasn’t very friendly to her. He
hadn’t even spared her a glance this morning. No matter, she told her-
self. It’s great if Sam can help him while he’s here.

After the service Jessica and Sam walked out to the vestibule, where
Jessica looked around for her mother and sister. She saw them some dis-
tance back, coming out of the sanctuary. Dan was the easiest to spot,
standing head and shoulders above the crowd.

“I guess I should wait for my mother and Emily. I’m not sure what
time she expects us.”

“I hope we don’t get stuck there all day. The Patriots are playing San
Diego. I really want to catch some of the game.”

“Just tell me one thing, honey. Will there ever be a weekend when
you don’t want to watch some part of some game?” The Patriots, the
Celtics, the Red Sox—in the short time they’d been together, Jessica had
quickly learned there was a sport for all seasons.

Sam caught her eye and laughed but didn’t attempt to deny it.
“There’s Luke. I need to talk to him. I’ll be right back.” He grinned at
her again and walked over to talk to his friend.

She’d married a charming man, that was the problem. All he had to
do was look into her eyes and turn up the wattage on that smile of his
and she forgot what day it was. I still fall for it, too. After almost a full year
of marriage. I guess that’s a good sign, Jessica thought with a secret grin.
My mother was definitely wrong about my choice of husbands.

“There you are. We tried to save a seat for you but you came in quite
late, I noticed.”

Jessica turned to find her mother wearing one of her many annoyed
expressions.

“We weren’t that late, Mother. We didn’t even miss the announce-
ments.” Jessica forced a bright note into her tone. It must be hard to be
Lillian Warwick, she thought. The world was just so irritating, in a con-
spiracy to frustrate her at every turn.

“Mother, please. Does it really matter?” Emily gave Jessica a sympa-
thetic glance and leaned over to kiss her cheek. “Nice service, wasn’t it?”
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“I didn’t notice anything unusual about it. Seemed rather mundane
if you ask me.” Lillian offered her critique without waiting for Jessica to
reply. “Who was that little boy sitting next to Sam? They seemed very
cozy.”

“Oh, just a boy from New Horizons. Sam’s been volunteering out
there, teaching woodworking and doing some tutoring and sports.” Jes-
sica felt her mother’s cold stare but didn’t meet her eye.

“Is he really? Good for him.” Emily sounded genuinely impressed.
“I’ve been thinking of doing that myself one of these days. When
things slow down a bit.”

“When you give up being mayor, you mean?” Lillian said.
“I’m not giving it up, Mother. I’m only taking a honeymoon trip.”
“A rather extended one, I’d say. I’m surprised the town council lets

you get away with that. I only hope Dan doesn’t expect you to give up
your career and run off to live on some tropical island.” Lillian sniffed
and shook her head. “Such a silly fantasy for a grown man.”

Everyone in town knew that Dan Forbes, a dedicated sailor, had
long planned an extended sail through the Caribbean once he retired
from the newspaper. Emily’s appearance in his life had slowed down the
schedule. Though his long-awaited solo adventure had unexpectedly
turned into a honeymoon, he was still determined to carry out his plan.

“Maybe I should give you a grass skirt for your trousseau.” Lillian
persisted when her first barb brought no reaction.

“I think she would look cute in a grass skirt. She certainly has the
legs for it.” Dan came up behind Emily and kissed her on the cheek. Jes-
sica thought it was sweet the way her older sister actually blushed.

“There you are. I thought we’d lost you, too,” Lillian said to Dan.
“You can’t shake me that easily, Lillian. I’m going to be around for a

while.” Dan gave his future mother-in-law a calm smile. “I stopped to
talk to Reverend Cameron. He’s an interesting guy. He would make a
nice feature for the paper.”

“There’s a good idea—if you know someone who writes for the
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paper.” Emily glanced up at Dan and squeezed his arm. “You have a
book to write, remember?”

“Right, the book. Thanks for reminding me.” Dan nodded duti-
fully.

Dan had been running the paper for so long that it was hard for him
to stop looking at the world in terms of what made a good story. But Jes-
sica knew he was in the middle of writing a book about the town’s his-
tory, and the couple couldn’t get married and sail off into the sunset
until the first draft was at the publisher’s.

“It’s a good idea for Sara, I meant.” Dan turned to Lillian with a
hopeful look. “Is she coming by this afternoon?”

Sara Franklin was Emily’s daughter by her first husband, Tim Sut-
ton, a local fisherman. Emily had defied her parents and run away from
home just after high school to marry him. The young couple lived on
the Maryland shore for two happy years until Tim died in a car accident.
Grieving, eight months pregnant, and completely alone, Emily called
her mother. Lillian agreed to help her reprobate daughter but with a ter-
rible condition: she insisted that Emily give up the baby for adoption.

Sick and vulnerable and convinced she had no other recourse, Emily
finally agreed. She returned home and went to college, taking up her life,
as if marriage and motherhood had never happened. But Jessica knew
how her older sister had suffered silently, living a half life, never able to
maintain a real relationship, steeped in regret and self-reproach for hav-
ing given up her daughter.

Emily had searched for Sara without success. Then about a year ago,
Sara had come to Cape Light searching for her birth mother and had
finally introduced herself to Emily. Jessica had seen her sister’s life com-
pletely changed and Emily’s spirit renewed in a way she’d never dreamed
possible.

Luckily, Sara liked the town enough to stay on and she found a job
on the Messenger, the newspaper Dan’s family had founded, which was
now run by his daughter, Lindsay.
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Jessica hoped Sara was coming today. Though Lillian feigned indif-
ference, it was clear that she actually delighted in her only granddaugh-
ter. Sara seemed to have a mysterious gift for getting along with Lillian
that had completely eluded Emily and Jessica.

“Sara Franklin may deign to arrive after lunch, with her boyfriend,
Luke,” Lillian said. “But only for dessert. She has some previous engage-
ments, something more important than visiting her grandmother.”

Lillian pulled her gloves from her handbag then closed it with a loud
snap. “Well, let’s not stand around here all day. I need to get back to the
house for our lunch, Emily.”

“Yes, of course, Mother.”
“Do you need any help?” Jessica asked her sister.
“There’s not much to do. All the food is ready. I just have to set the

table. Where’s Sam?”
“I don’t know. He was talking to Luke McAllister,” Jessica answered

as she looked around for her husband. “I don’t see him now.”
“Well, he can’t have gone too far. Come along whenever you find

him.”
Jessica watched her family depart through the church’s front doors.

When she turned again she spotted Sam coming toward her, along with
Reverend Ben and Darrell.

Reverend Ben greeted her with a smile. “I hope we haven’t kept you
waiting long. Sam’s friend wanted to see how the organ worked, so I
gave him a special tour.”

“That was nice of you, Reverend. Did you get to try it?” she asked
Darrell.

“A little. I didn’t hit too hard though. I didn’t want to break it.”
“Of course not.” She smiled at him again, but the boy wouldn’t

meet her eye.
He’d spoken to her quickly, she noticed, then stared down at the

floor. Jessica wondered if she’d said something wrong, something that
had sounded unintentionally accusatory. But she hadn’t. He was just
touchy—around her, at any rate.
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“Darrell loves music. He wants to learn to play the piano.” Sam
placed his hand on Darrell’s shoulder.

Jessica just smiled. She didn’t know what to say. Would it even be
kind to encourage him? What were the chances of a boy like Darrell get-
ting the opportunity to learn to play the piano? Who would pay for the
lessons? Where would he practice? Learning to play an instrument
seemed such a simple thing; most kids she knew took it for granted. But
for a boy like Darrell, it wouldn’t be so simple, she realized.

“So, where are you off to today? Doing anything special?” Reverend
Ben asked.

“We’re having lunch at my mother’s house. In fact, we should prob-
ably go. I want to help Emily set things up.” Jessica glanced at her watch
then at her husband. “Where’s Luke? He must be looking for Darrell.”

“It’s all right.” Something in Sam’s tone made her wary. “He’ll pick
up Darrell later . . . at your mother’s.”

“At my mother’s?” Jessica heard the harsh note in her voice and felt
embarrassed in front of Darrell and Reverend Ben.

“Luke said he was going over there later with Sara.”
Luke and Sara had been going out for several months. Of course

he’d be coming over to Lillian’s with her today. But how did that add up
to Darrell coming along with them?

“You mean Darrell is coming with us?” Jessica asked in a deliberately
milder tone.

“Well, he asked if he could visit with us a little longer today, and I
thought it would be okay to bring him with us. I mean, it’s only lunch.
Luke thought it was a great idea.”

Jessica felt her cheeks growing warm with embarrassment and
annoyance. What could Sam be thinking? He knew it was anything but
a great idea. He knew her mother hated surprise guests. She practically
hated any guests, surprise or otherwise. But Jessica couldn’t argue about
it, not in front of Reverend Ben and Darrell. For one thing, she didn’t
want to hurt the boy’s feelings again.

Finally, she drew in a breath and forced a small smile. “Sure, it’s only
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lunch. I’m sure there’s plenty. Darrell might get a little bored with only
grown-ups to talk to, though,” she added.

Darrell looked up at her. “Sam’s not a grown-up. I mean, not like in
a bad way.”

Jessica just stared at him a moment. “I definitely agree with the first
part.” She glanced up at Sam and he gave her a relieved look. He knew
he was safe, for a while at least.

“We’d better get going, I guess.” Sam held out his hand to the min-
ister. “See you, Reverend.”

“See you, Sam. Have a good day, Jessica.” Reverend Ben nodded
encouragingly at the boy. “Good-bye, young man. I hope to see you
again.”

“Count on it,” Darrell said, making both Sam and the minister
smile.

Jessica, however, was stonily silent as they walked to the car and got
in. She sat without saying a word all the way to her mother’s house.

Darrell was the first one out of the car when Sam parked in front of
Lillian’s.

“Hey.” Sam reached over and gently touched Jessica’s cheek. “It’s
going to be okay,” he said softly.

It’s going to be a disaster, Jessica wanted to respond, but all she said
was, “I hope you’re right.”

They both got out of the car to find Darrell standing perfectly still.
He seemed hesitant to go any farther.

“What’s the matter, pal? Feel okay?” Sam stared down at Darrell
curiously.

Darrell looked up at him and then back at the imposing three-story
Victorian. “We’re going in there?”

Sam nodded. “Sure, that’s where Jessica’s mother lives.”
“Is it haunted?” His voice trembled with fear. “It looks like a

haunted house.”
Sam grinned and glanced at Jessica, who was frowning at the house,

realizing that the boy had a point. The house was the kind of Victorian
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relic Darrell had likely only seen in the movies: a three-story mansard-
roofed structure, charcoal gray with faded white trim and black shutters.
On this overcast, chilly winter day, she had to admit, it did look like
something out of an Edward Gorey cartoon.

“No, it’s not haunted. Now come on, Darrell. We’re late,” Sam
coaxed him. “Aren’t you hungry?”

Darrell nodded and took Sam’s hand in a firm grip.
“The house is just old and needs to be painted. There’s nothing to be

frightened of,” Jessica said as they started up the walk.
Darrell glanced at her but didn’t reply. Jessica felt the old familiar

tension in her stomach as they climbed the steps to the porch. There
were ghosts here, she knew very well. But not the kind that would mat-
ter to Darrell or even Sam. Ghosts from her family’s past, denied by
everyone, but still lingering in the shadows.

At the front door, before they could stop him, Darrell reached up
and pressed the doorbell three times. Jessica blanched; her mother would
hate that.

“Calm down,” Sam whispered in her ear. “It’ll be fine.”
“No, it won’t,” she insisted quietly. “And you’re going to explain it

to her.”
The door swung open. Jessica was relieved to see her sister, not her

mother, standing there. Emily took them in with a welcoming smile that
did not falter for an instant as it landed on Darrell, who stood beside Sam.

“Come on in. You’ve brought your friend from church, I see.” She
stepped aside to let them enter then held out her hand to Darrell. “Hi.
I’m Emily Warwick.”

Darrell looked confused for a moment then shook Emily’s hand.
“Hi. I’m Darrell.”

Sam put his hand on Darrell’s shoulder. “Emily is Jessica’s sister.
She’s also the mayor of Cape Light.”

Darrell stared up at Emily and gave a short nod. “Cool,” he said.
“Did you hear that? I’m finally cool. I like this boy already.” Emily

smiled, looking pleased with the compliment.
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Jessica nearly laughed then, but she was distracted by the sound of
her mother approaching from the living room.

“Are you coming in or has the party moved out to the foyer?”
Lillian walked slowly toward them. She was using her cane, which

meant her hip was acting up. Since she almost always refused to take her
pain medication, this did not bode well, Jessica thought.

“Hello, Mother. These are for you.” Jessica kissed her mother’s cheek
and handed her a bouquet of long white flowers, one of her mother’s
favorites.

“Calla lilies . . . how clever of you.” Lillian looked over the flowers
at Darrell Lester. “Are you trying to distract me from something?”

Sam placed a protective hand on Darrell’s shoulder. “This is Darrell
Lester, Lillian. He’s visiting with us for the afternoon. Luke McAllister
said he’d be dropping by later with Sara and would pick up Darrell
then.”

“Luke McAllister. Of course, he would have something to do with
this. I don’t know why you encourage that romance, Emily. Sara could
do much better than that fellow.”

Emily shrugged. “Sara has her own mind. You know that. Besides,
what’s wrong with Luke? I like him very much and I think he’s well
suited to her.”

“This is neither the time nor the place to get into that topic. But
remind me to take it up with you sometime.” Lillian released one of her
trademark sighs of indignation then moved with a crablike motion back
toward the living room. “Come along. I’ve waited long enough for my
lunch. I can feel my blood sugar taking a swan dive. I don’t know why I
bother to organize these family get-togethers. Everyone’s on their own
schedule. Nobody really wants to come visit me. . . .”

Behind their mother’s back, Emily rolled her eyes and Jessica nearly
laughed out loud. Sam and Darrell lingered a moment in the foyer and
Jessica turned to see what they were up to.

Darrell was staring up at the high ceiling and the long, zigzagging
staircase. “That old lady, she really lives here? All by herself?”
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“She does indeed.”
“It looks like a hotel or something in here. I bet you could fit, like,

ten families in all those rooms up there.”
“It doesn’t seem fair, does it?” Jessica heard her husband reply.
Darrell shrugged in answer. As if he’d already learned the world was

not fair, especially when it came to some people having and some not
having.

A hard lesson to learn when you’re that young, Jessica thought. She
felt suddenly embarrassed by her mother’s big empty house, all the
antiques, paintings, and expensive bric-a-brac. Ten families could prob-
ably put this space to good use, she thought, ten families Darrell knew.

Jessica helped her sister set an extra place for Darrell, then carry
bowls and platters from the kitchen while their mother enthroned her-
self at the head of the long dining room table and directed traffic.

“No, Dan, don’t sit there. You go here, next to me. I’ll put Emily
next to you and Jessica in the place across.” She fixed Sam with a disap-
proving glare. “You may take that seat down there, Sam, and put the boy
at the corner. Less likely to interrupt at that end,” she said to Dan.

Jessica saw her husband give her mother a look, but he didn’t say
anything. He’ll deserve to watch his football game this afternoon, Jessica
thought, the whole interminable twelve hours of it.

Her mother picked up her linen napkin and spread it across her lap.
“Why don’t you say grace, Jessica?”

“All right.” Jessica glanced around the table then bowed her head.
“Dear heavenly Father, thank you for gathering us today around this
table and for the food we are about to share. Thank you for our many
blessings, and help us to be mindful of them. Amen.”

“And thank heaven that Sam’s sister is such a wonderful cook.
There’s roasted potatoes, butternut squash, sweet peas, and Cornish
game hens with herb and chestnut stuffing.” Emily lifted the bowl of
potatoes and passed them to her mother.

“The meal is all from her shop? I thought you made it.” Lillian eyed
the potatoes suspiciously.
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Dan laughed. “Emily has many fine qualities, Lillian, but you
should know by now that culinary talent is definitely not one of them.
Once she got all these little chickens home from the market, she’d be
more likely to line them up and call a meeting than cook them.”

Sam and Jessica exchanged a glance and both of them broke out
laughing. The image was just so perfectly Emily.

“Hey, I’m not that bad.” Emily stared at her fiancé, managing a
moment’s indignation before giving in to laughter.

Unsmiling, Lillian took a spoonful of potatoes and passed the dish
to Dan. “Is that why you haven’t set a wedding date? Wary of her cook-
ing?”

“Mother, please . . .” Emily still looked amused, but Jessica could
tell from her sister’s tone that Lillian was once again pushing buttons.

Jessica focused on the far end of the table where Sam was filling
Darrell’s plate. Darrell didn’t look that interested in the food. He was
sliding a teaspoon around his place setting, weaving it in and out of the
china and crystal glasses, as if it were a little vehicle on an obstacle
course.

Jessica stared hard at Sam, trying to signal a warning of imminent
danger. She didn’t even want to imagine the scene if Darrell tipped over
one of her mother’s Waterford goblets.

“Well, I was just wondering.” Lillian gave an innocent shrug and
stabbed her fork into a pile of peas. “I thought long engagements had
gone out of fashion. Especially for people your age. Then there’s that
trip you’ve been planning. I can’t imagine what you’re both waiting for.
Unless of course, there are some problems?”

Emily and Dan had been engaged since May, about six months. Not
really long at all, Jessica thought. But she, too, was starting to wonder
why they hadn’t set a date.

Dan smiled at his future mother-in-law and said smoothly, “There
aren’t any problems, Lillian. Don’t get your hopes up.”

Sam started to laugh again but with his mouth full, nearly choked.
Darrell jumped up at once and began pounding him on the back. “Are
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you okay, Sam? Do you need the Heimlich maneuver? I can do it to you.
I saw it on TV.”

Darrell tried to grab Sam from behind but Sam peeled him off with
one hand, as if dislodging a small, affectionate pet. “That’s all right. . . .
I’m okay,” he sputtered. He took a sip of water. “Something must have
gone down the wrong way.”

“It’s your sister’s cooking. Too many spices. I can’t see how she stays
in business.” Lillian sat back in her seat and set her fork on the side of
the plate, as if she suddenly found the meal inedible.

Jessica hated it when her mother criticized Molly. Though Sam had
never said so, she knew it hurt his feelings. Besides, the criticism was
completely unwarranted; Molly was an incredible cook.

Now that the emergency was over, Darrell had returned to playing
with his flatware again, Jessica noticed, though Sam leaned over twice to
discourage him. He had made a seesaw-type lever of the sterling silver
fork and spoon. He suddenly brought his fist down on the knife’s han-
dle, launching the fork into the air. It landed on the floor with a
resounding clatter. Oh, great, Jessica thought as Sam gave Darrell a stern
look then leaned over to search for the fork.

Before her mother could comment, Jessica loudly continued the con-
versation. “I think the food tastes great. I love the stuffing. Maybe Molly
will give me the recipe for Thanksgiving.”

“Yes, very tasty,” Dan agreed.
Emily shrugged. “She must be doing something right. The shop is

so busy you can hardly get waited on.”
Lillian was half listening to their conversation and half watching the

far end of the table. She pinned Sam with a stare as he sat up again and
straightened the napkin on his lap.

“Where’s the boy? Did you lose him under there?”
Sam looked around. Jessica could see he was baffled to find Darrell’s

chair empty. “Here was right here a minute ago. . . .”
“For heaven’s sake! What was that?” Lillian pressed her hand to her

chest and jumped out of her seat, as if poked by a cattle prod.
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Jessica heard Darrell’s laughter under the table and instantly knew
what had happened.

Sam leaned over. “Darrell, come out from under the table. That’s
not a place to play.”

Jessica thought Darrell would emerge at the head of the table,
somewhere near her mother, but she suddenly felt something scurry
past her legs and realized he’d wisely decided it would be best to come
out near Sam.

Sam helped him up and brushed off his clothes. “You shouldn’t have
gone under the table. That’s not polite.”

“I was looking for my spoon.”
“Well, I found it. Now, say excuse me and we’ll go wash your

hands.”
“Excuse me,” Darrell mumbled.
“That’s all right. See you later.” Emily smiled at him, clearly

amused. “I’ll bring out dessert.”
“Dessert? Do you think a child should be rewarded for such behav-

ior? I can see you’ve never been a parent.” Lillian took her seat again and
the table went silent.

It was true that Emily had never raised a child, but that was mainly
because her mother had robbed her of the opportunity. Though her sis-
ter had sorted out this long-buried issue and more or less forgiven Lil-
lian, Jessica could tell that the comment still stung. And she could tell
from Dan’s expression that he was keenly aware of it.

“Little boys will crawl under tables, Lillian,” he said evenly. “That’s
one of the things they do best. Having raised one, I do know. So let’s
not make a federal case of it.”

Dan’s tone was firm and Jessica saw her mother shrink back in her
seat. She also saw a flash of gratitude in her sister’s blue eyes.

Lillian made a huffing sound, regaining her composure. “I suppose
you can clear the dishes, Jessica. I don’t think anyone has any appetite
left, after that episode.”

Jessica glanced around. It did look as if everyone had finished eating,
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though she was sure Darrell going under the table had little to do with
that. She rose and began to collect the dishes.

“Let me help you.” Emily rose, too.
“That’s not necessary. Jessica can manage. You did everything else.”

Lillian pinned her older daughter with a stare. “Besides, I’d like to get
back to your wedding plans. Or lack of them.”

Emily sat down again and gave Jessica a secret look as she brushed past.
From the kitchen, Jessica could hear her mother begin her interrogation.

“With all the commotion around here today you never actually
answered my question.”

“What commotion?” Emily’s counter question was designed to dis-
tract and get her mother off the point; Jessica recognized it as one of
Emily’s favorite tactics.

Dan spoke up. “We haven’t set a wedding date yet, Lillian, for a per-
fectly good reason. We can’t agree on what type of wedding we should
have. I want something small, quick, simple. Emily seems to have her
heart set on a more lavish affair.”

“I never said lavish. I’m hardly the lavish type, Dan. You know that
by now.”

Jessica could tell from the pitch of her sister’s voice that the topic
was a thorny one. Emily had mentioned the problem to her once or
twice in the past few weeks, and she had assumed they would work it
out, as most couples do. But Dan was very set in his ways, and Emily
was very independent and accustomed to being in charge—a combina-
tion that did not favor compromise.

“Maybe lavish is not quite the right word,” Dan allowed. “But some-
thing more elaborate than I feel is necessary. Would you call that a fair
assessment?”

“Elaborate? That sounds as if we’re picking out a chandelier. I just
know more people around here than you do.”

“I ran the newspaper for over twenty years, dear. How could you
possibly know more people than I do?” Dan’s voice was cajoling yet held
a tense edge.
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“Maybe that’s not the right way to put it, then. I only mean that of
the large group of people we both know, I’d like to have more of them
sharing our wedding day.”

Jessica entered the room and removed a few more dirty dishes just in
time to see her mother tap her empty water goblet with a teaspoon. It
made a delicate ringing sound, as if signaling the end of a round
between two high-class boxers.

“Time. Time out.” Lillian glanced from Dan to Emily, positively
enjoying the confrontation. “Why don’t you get married here, in this
house? That will solve everything, don’t you think?”

Jessica couldn’t see how the offer, though surprisingly generous,
would solve the problem. It would only generate new ones. She watched
Emily and Dan gaze at each other across the table, communicating
silently.

“Thank you, Mother. That’s very nice of you to offer . . . but I don’t
think we’ll need to have it here.”

“Really? And why not?” Lillian sat up straight in her chair, looking
insulted. “A wedding at home is always more intimate and personal. Far
more tasteful than some . . . drafty, tacky restaurant. It was good
enough for your engagement party,” she reminded them.

“That was different,” Emily replied.
Dan looked down at the table and fiddled with his napkin. Finally,

he looked up again. “We’re just not sure what we want to do, Lillian. We
need a little time to work this out.”

“You do want to marry her, don’t you? Are you getting cold feet?”
“Mother, really!” Emily’s cheeks were flushed, and Jessica was cer-

tain she was angry, maybe also embarrassed.
Dan laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I love her madly. I’d get married

tonight if she’d agree to it.”
“Elope, you mean? Heaven forbid! You won’t pull that again on me,

will you? I’d never survive it.” Lillian pressed a hand to her heart, her
eyes wide with shock.
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“Calm down, Mother,” Emily said, sounding weary. “We’re not
going to elope. Dan was just . . . making a point.”

“I was totally serious. But don’t worry, Lillian. I can’t persuade her
to run off with me. She’s too busy—too many meetings to attend.”

“Thank heaven for small favors,” Lillian grumbled.
Jessica slipped into the kitchen with the remainder of the dinner

dishes. After loading them into the dishwasher, she located a bag of
ground coffee in the freezer and then began the search for Lillian’s cof-
feemaker.

Sam entered the kitchen from the hallway just as Jessica was switch-
ing on the coffeepot.

“Have you seen Darrell around?” he asked a little too casually.
“No, I thought he was with you.”
“He sort of disappeared on me. I thought he must have come down

here.”
“Sam, you shouldn’t let him just wander around the house like that.

He could get into trouble. He could hurt himself.”
“I know that,” Sam insisted. “We were just upstairs, walking around

a little. I thought it would be good to let him stretch his legs. I turned
the game on in the spare bedroom to check the score, and he disap-
peared. Are you sure he didn’t come down here?”

“I haven’t seen him. Maybe he crawled under the table again.” Jes-
sica leaned over, trying to see under the table through the kitchen door-
way. She didn’t see Darrell there.

She tried to ignore a rising sense of alarm. After all, Darrell wasn’t
going to get lost inside the house. But she didn’t like the idea of him
roaming around alone, able to get into all kinds of mischief—able to
break any number of her mother’s fragile, irreplaceable treasures.

“I don’t see him.” She glanced at Sam, trying to hold on to her
temper.

“I guess I’ll go back upstairs and take another look around.” He
looked a bit unnerved, too, she noticed. Not a good sign.
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“What’s going on in there? What’s all that whispering about?” Her
mother’s shrill voice caught Jessica off guard.

“Everything’s fine.”
“Then why are you whispering?” Lillian demanded. “Did something

break? Some of my stemware?”
Not yet, Jessica nearly answered aloud. She glanced at Sam and could

tell they were both thinking the same thing.
Suddenly, a strange cry broke through the silence, a mixture of both

terror and delight that reminded Jessica of the way people yell on a roller
coaster. And in the background, there was an odd bumping noise, like a
suitcase tossed down the steps. Everyone stood stone still for an instant
then ran toward the noise, which seemed to be coming from the foyer.
Lillian, moving as quickly as her bad hip would allow, brought up the
rear.

Before they reached the foyer, Jessica heard the sounds again: the
muffled, bumping noise and the roller-coaster scream.

Then came a loud crash, the sound of breaking glass, and a different
kind of crying. Real crying, with tears.
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D arrell, are you okay? What happened in here?” Sam
reached the boy first, with Jessica close behind him. Darrell

was sprawled facedown on the floor of the foyer. He lifted his head and
Jessica saw blood stream out of his nose.

Sam quickly pulled a hankie from his pocket and covered Darrell’s
nose and mouth. “Just sit up slowly and lean your head back.” Sam
turned quickly to the rest of them. “Can somebody bring some ice,
please?”

Jessica suddenly realized that she, Emily, and Dan were all just
standing there, frozen in place.

“I’ll get it.” Dan ran back to the kitchen while Darrell tilted his head
back, as Sam had instructed. The wadded-up hankie covered most of his
face and all Jessica could see were his dark eyes, wide with fear and glossy
with tears.

One of her mother’s Persian wool area rugs, which usually covered a
stretch of the second-floor hallway, was crumpled up beneath him. Jes-
sica wondered how it had ended up downstairs.

“
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“Is he hurt—other than his nose, I mean?” Jessica asked Sam.
Darrell shook his head as best he could. “I’m okay,” he mumbled

from under the hankie. Sam checked him anyway for broken bones, but
there didn’t seem to be any serious damage.

Except for one small item, Jessica realized. An antique Oriental bean
jar, prized for its unusual ceramic finish, now lay in shards, scattered like
pieces of jigsaw puzzle across the foyer floor.

Dan returned with a plastic bag of ice and handed it down. Sam
pulled the hankie away and replaced it with the ice bag. Darrell winced
but didn’t say anything.

“What in heaven’s name is going on here?” Jessica turned to see her
mother standing in the doorway, her face ashen white.

Lillian looked down at Sam and Darrell. Then Jessica saw her gaze
shift to the blue shards of pottery.

“My bean jar! It’s demolished! That piece has been in our family for
over a hundred years!”

She tottered precariously on her cane, her hand pressed to her throat
as if she couldn’t breathe. Jessica was afraid she was about to faint—or
maybe even have another stroke—and started toward her. But Emily
and Dan reached her first, each grabbing an arm to hold her upright.

“Come back into the living room, Mother.” Emily’s tone was quiet
but persuasive. “You need to sit down.”

Lillian let herself be led away from the demolition site, her voice
carrying clearly. “I loved that jar. It’s positively irreplaceable. It was a
wedding gift to my great-grandmother.”

“Yes, it was a lovely piece,” Emily agreed. “But you have so many
lovely things, you can find something else to put there. You probably
won’t even miss it.”

“Don’t tell me I won’t miss it! I most certainly will. They showed a
jar just like that last week on that rambling antiques show. It was
worth a bloody fortune. That awful little boy! I knew he’d do some-
thing like this. I knew it from the moment I set eyes on him. A little
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rabble rouser. Like the rest of those . . . those delinquents at that reha-
bilitation farm—”

“Mother, please. Control yourself. He’s right outside—”
“Don’t tell me to control myself! What do I care if he hears me?

Who invited him here today anyway? I certainly did not!”
“Lillian, please calm down. Do you want your pills?” Dan asked.
Her mother’s voice finally grew softer but Jessica didn’t need to hear

more. She walked over to Sam, still crouched near Darrell and holding
the ice pack to the boy’s nose. “Is he okay?”

“I think so. Just shook up.” Sam looked at Darrell again. “What
happened? What were you doing in here?”

“Nothing.”
“Nothing doesn’t break stuff and give you a bloody nose,” Sam

pointed out.
Darrell stared at Sam, his eyes wide with fear. Jessica could see he

was struggling, wanting to confide in Sam, but afraid.
“Don’t worry. Just tell me the truth and it will be okay. No one is

going to hurt you.” Sam touched the boy’s shoulder. “I promise.”
Darrell took the ice pack off his face. His nose was red and his upper

lip a little swollen. He wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve. “I
didn’t mean to break anything. I was just playing, fooling around.”

Sam nodded at him. “Playing with the rug?”
“Yeah, with the rug. I was sliding on it in the hallway. Then I tried it

on the stairs. Like a snowboard.”
Jessica blinked in astonishment, picturing Darrell’s inventive game.

“You rode down the stairs on the Persian rug?”
Darrell finally looked at her and shrugged. “It was really fun . . .

until I came down too fast and wiped out.”
“Until you slid into the wall and knocked the jar over, you mean?”

Sam’s voice was firm but quiet.
Darrell nodded, looking scared again. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t

even see it. I’m really sorry. Will you tell that lady Lillian I’m sorry?”
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Sam sighed and stood up. “I think you should tell her yourself.”
“Do I have to?” Darrell look terrified and Jessica sympathized.
“Yes, Darrell, you do. But first I want you to go upstairs, wash your

face, and tuck your shirt in. Then come back downstairs and we’ll go
talk to her.”

“Okay.” Darrell slowly stood up, his head hanging.
“And take the rug with you and put it back where you found it.”
“Sure, Sam.” Darrell gathered the rug in his arms and headed for the

staircase.
Jessica felt what she recognized as an uncharitable surge of righ-

teousness. She had known from the start that bringing Darrell to Lil-
lian’s was a terrible idea. But she also couldn’t help marveling at the way
Sam handled the boy’s misbehavior. He’d been calm but firm, making
his point without flying off the handle. He’ll be a great father someday,
she thought. Someday soon, I hope. Maybe then he’ll no longer need a sur-
rogate kid.

Sam watched Darrell climb the long stairway then turned to her. “I
guess I’ll clean up this mess. Should I save the pieces?”

“Probably . . . though there’s really no point to it.”
He gathered up more of the jagged pieces, his expression grim. “I’m

sorry. I should have kept a better eye on him.”
“Obviously.”
“It could have been worse. I mean, he could have broken his neck

pulling a stunt like that.”
“Yes, it’s lucky he wasn’t really hurt.” Jessica knew her tone sounded

curt but she couldn’t help it. “Honestly, Sam. I knew something like this
was going to happen. You never should have brought him here.”

Sam looked up at her, his eyes narrowed. “I was trying to give him a
nice day, an afternoon away from the center when he could have some
companionship and attention. Was that so wrong?”

“Of course not. But clearly he has some behavior problems. He
doesn’t know how to act appropriately in any place other than a play-
ground or a gymnasium.”
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“Jessica, come one. You’re not being fair. You sound just like your
mother,” he muttered.

Jessica felt her face redden. It was true. She did sound like her
mother, and the realization made her even more annoyed at Sam and
Darrell and the entire unnecessary situation.

“Maybe for once in her life my mother is right,” she said. “Let Dar-
rell apologize and we’ll go. We can drop him at the center on the way
home. Luke will understand.”

Sam stared at her a moment. “Okay. I’ll go upstairs and get him.”
Jessica knelt down to see if there were any shards they had missed.

She heard a sound at the top of the staircase and realized Darrell was on
his way down again. She looked up at him, wondering if he’d heard her.
She couldn’t tell. He just looked terribly unhappy. Which was not the
point of the day at all.

She suddenly felt embarrassed by her outburst, then angry that she
should be embarrassed at all. She wasn’t the one who went snowboard-
ing down the staircase.

She got to her feet as Sam joined the boy at the bottom of the stair-
case. Sam glanced at her then back at Darrell. He seemed to be waiting
for her to say something. Jessica honestly wanted to but couldn’t think
of what to say. Should she be apologizing when Darrell was the one who
had behaved so badly? That didn’t feel right, though neither did berat-
ing him. She didn’t want Darrell to feel worse; she just wanted this
whole uncomfortable situation to go away.

Finally, when it became clear that she wasn’t going to say anything,
Sam took Darrell’s hand and led him toward the living room. “Let’s go
tell Lillian you’re sorry and say good-bye.”

Darrell nodded, looking contrite. “Okay, I will.”
Left alone in the foyer, Jessica saw another piece of the bean jar near

her foot and picked it up. She didn’t want to be mad at Sam. It wasn’t
entirely his fault. But she had tried to tell him that bringing Darrell here
was a recipe for disaster. Why hadn’t he just listened to her? Sometimes
Sam’s good intentions were such a blind spot.
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Now she had Sam and Darrell and Lillian mad at her. It just didn’t
seem fair.

Leigh sat with Vera in the small front parlor, the Sunday
paper spread out on her lap. She scanned the headlines, unable to
focus on a single article. She hadn’t slept well the night before, dis-
turbed by her conversation with Alice. Now she felt too drowsy to con-
centrate on anything other than the clicking rhythm of Vera’s knitting
needles. Vera was working at an impressive pace, she noticed. It was
one of the few times Leigh had ever seen the older woman refrain from
conversation.

Leigh put down her paper and watched. “What are you making?”
“A cardigan, for my granddaughter, cable-knit. I have to keep care-

ful count of the stitches.” Vera glanced up and smiled. “Do you knit,
Leigh?”

“I never learned how. I sew a little,” she added, hesitant to reveal
even the most minor detail about herself.

“I could teach you if you like. It passes the time in the winter around
here. Of course, you’ll have your hands full once the baby comes.”

“I’m sure I will.” Leigh glanced at the paper, wanting to change the
subject. “Do your grandchildren live nearby?”

“Not far. Down in Hamilton. There’s my latest picture, up on the
mantel.”

Leigh rose and picked up the framed photograph. The children were
adorable, a girl with long wavy blond hair, missing her front teeth, and a
boy, who looked a bit older. They were playing in a pile of leaves with a
big yellow dog, their two parents in the background.

“They’re beautiful,” Leigh murmured. A perfect, happy family.
Hardly the picture of my future, she realized sadly.

“They look cute, but don’t get fooled. Those two can be a handful.”
Vera shook her head and turned her work over.

Leigh smiled at that frank comment, though the thought that her
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own child would be growing up without grandparents made her spirits
sink again. She sat down and picked up another section of the Boston
Globe, the business news. She turned to the second page and her gaze
fastened on a headline and the familiar names in the article beneath. She
felt her breath catch in her throat. She glanced at Vera, who was count-
ing stitches again, her lips moving soundlessly while she scanned her
handiwork.

Leigh quietly tore off the article and slipped it in her pocket. Then
she sat back and took a deep breath, trying to collect herself.

Vera glanced at her. “Are you feeling all right, dear? You look a lit-
tle . . . peaked.”

“I’m okay. I think I ate too much lunch. Everything was very good.”
Vera looked back at her knitting. “Glad you enjoyed it.”
Leigh stared down at the newspaper, pretending to read while her

thoughts scattered in a thousand directions. She didn’t even realize that
James had come into the room until he stood right next to her chair.

He had changed from the suit and tie he wore for church that morn-
ing into jeans and a heavy gray turtleneck, with a dark green parka over
it. He was also toting a strange object over his shoulder that she couldn’t
make out at first. She smiled as she realized it could only be a set of bag-
pipes.

“You’re going down to the beach with those pipes again?” Vera
shook her head. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

Leigh noticed James flush a bit, as if Vera’s comment had embar-
rassed him, though she didn’t understand exactly why.

“Vera, please . . . you don’t have to worry about me.”
“I don’t?” She made a hurrumphing sound as she pulled more yarn

from the ball in her lap. “Excuse me, then. But I think somebody
ought to.”

“I feel great,” James said. “Besides, I can use the fresh air.”
Leigh put the paper aside and looked up at him. “Would you mind

if I came with you? I’d love to see the beach. Isn’t there a famous light-
house there?”

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 73



Thomas Kinkade and Katherine Spencer

74

“I don’t know if it’s famous, but it’s very pretty.” James smiled at
her. “Get your things. I’m in no rush.”

“You’re both crazy, if you ask me. The beach, at this time of year? I
bet there’s no one out there but Digger Hegman.”

Leigh didn’t understand the reference but it made James laugh. “Yes,
he probably will be.” He turned to Leigh. “Digger is an old fisherman, a
former clammer and lobster man. He’s failing now, but no one can seem
to keep him away from the shore when it’s low tide.”

“Digger’s half daft. A person ought to have better sense is my
point.” The older woman cast Leigh a disapproving look, thinking about
her pregnancy, Leigh guessed. But she really did need to get out. If she
sat here much longer, she’d go crazy, too.

Leigh rose abruptly. “If I get too cold, I’ll wait in the car.”
“Suit yourself.” Vera shrugged. “There are some extra gloves and

scarves in the mudroom.”
Leigh dressed quickly in all her heaviest clothes and two pairs of

gloves. She laughed as James helped her into his car. “I hope I don’t fall
on my back in this outfit. I’ll get stuck, like a turtle.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll roll you over. Just give me a signal or something.”
He glanced at her, his blue eyes flashing with good humor as he started
up the car. “You should have brought some earmuffs. Or at least some
cotton for your ears.”

“Because of the wind?”
“I meant my playing. Most people don’t like the sound of bagpipes.”
“I like the bagpipes.” He glanced at her doubtfully. “Honestly, I

really do.”
“Well, you’re not like most people, then. But I already knew that.”
It was a nice compliment but she didn’t know what to say. He

smiled again, his eyes fixed on the road. He had a strong profile, she
thought, a long straight nose and even features. Tiny lines crinkled
attractively at the corners of his eyes. She hadn’t noticed that before.

Leigh realized she was staring at him and deliberately turned her
attention to the scenery. They were driving on the same winding road
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that led to town—the Beach Road, she thought it was called. But she
noticed that James turned in the opposite direction this time.

“What made you take up the bagpipes?”
“It was more like who. A music teacher at school. He was a piper

and insisted I learn to carry on ‘our proud heritage, laddie.’ ” James
spoke the last few words in a perfect Scottish brogue. “He gave me les-
sons every Friday afternoon, free of charge—while I was itching to get
out and play baseball with the other kids.” James laughed to himself,
remembering. “He was an excellent piper. I’d love to watch him in
parades in our town. I think he must have marched until he was over
eighty.”

Leigh smiled at him. “Did you grow up in New England?”
He nodded. “In Essex, not far from here.”
They reached the beach and James pulled into the big, nearly empty

parking lot. It took Leigh a bit of effort to lever herself out of the car,
but once she stood up and looked out at the water, she was transfixed.
The day was surprisingly mild, the bright sun melting away most of the
snow.

The sun was still bright and the sky was clear, turning the ocean a
deep shade of blue. The waves were high, laced with frothy caps, curling
to great heights and crashing with a booming sound against the long, flat
shoreline.

Down on the beach, Leigh saw the distant figure of an old man dig-
ging in the sand. A big yellow dog ran around in circles, racing between
the man and a woman, who sat some distance away on a driftwood log.

“Is that the old fisherman you and Vera were talking about? Down
there with the dog?”

James followed her gaze and smiled. “Yes, that’s Digger, and that’s
his daughter Grace there on the log. She has to watch him all the time
now. He’s become quite senile.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.”
“Yes, it is sad. . . . But it’s really been quite beautiful to see how all of

their friends in town and at the church have gotten together to help out.”
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Leigh nodded, glancing again at the trio, who had moved even far-
ther down the shoreline. A community showing concern was a lovely
idea, but Leigh was fairly certain James was exaggerating. She chalked it
up to his being a minister. He probably liked to think things like that
could happen, the way they did in the movies. But not in real life, she
reminded herself. In real life, it was hard to find even one person to
really help you.

She took a deep breath and glanced out at the ocean again. “It’s
beautiful here. It takes your breath away.”

“It does, doesn’t it? It makes me feel good instantly.” James had
come around to her side, carrying his pipes. “That’s the Durham Light,
down there.” He pointed down the shoreline to a an old stone light-
house, set high on a rocky jetty. “The local populace is quite proud of it.
I think the light has some kind of special antique lens.”

“Can we go see it?”
“We might get too cold walking but let’s try.”
Leigh hesitated as she saw that to get onto the beach, they had to

cross a high mound of snow.
James held out his hand to her. “I’ve got you. Don’t worry.”
She put her gloved hand in his. Moving slowly and concentrating on

each step, she began to clamber over the hard-packed snow. She almost
slipped once but James steadied her, and they made it over the slippery
mound without incident. When they at last stood on the beach, she
stopped and let out a long breath.

He flashed her another brilliant smile and released her hand. “Not
bad for a pregnant turtle.”

“Thanks, I think.” She smiled, pushing aside a strand of hair that
had blown across her eyes.

She still wasn’t used to wearing her hair so short. She had cut it her-
self, hastily snipping it in the bathroom the night she left Boston. Mar-
tin had liked her hair blond, but she’d stopped highlighting it once
they’d separated and now it was back to its natural color, which she liked
much better.
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They walked toward the shoreline and James stopped a minute to
sling his pipes over his shoulder. He glanced at her as he brought the
mouthpiece to his lips. “Here it comes. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

He puffed out his cheeks and let loose an earsplitting blast, then
another, the opening notes of a tune. Leigh resisted a strong impulse to
cover her ears.

James began walking along and she fell into step beside him. He
played a few more notes then suddenly stopped, turning to face her.

“What’s the matter?”
He shook his head, trying not to laugh. “It’s nothing . . . just the

look on your face.” He met her eye and she had to laugh, too.
“I’m sorry . . . it’s nice, really. I’m just not used to it at such close

range, I guess.”
“Of course not. Listen, you walk on ahead. I’ll stay here and practice

a little. Then I’ll catch up with you.”
“You don’t have to do that. We can walk together.”
“This will be better for me, too,” he assured her. “I don’t usually

play for an audience. Besides, it might be harmful to the baby. They say
unborn children can hear all kinds of sounds. I don’t want to traumatize
her and make her end up hating music.”

She knew he was partly joking, but once again, she was surprised by
his thoughtfulness, his awareness and consideration for the feelings of
others.

“I’m sure the baby is in no danger of that,” Leigh told him, smiling.
“But all right. I’ll meet you at the lighthouse, then.”

She turned and walked along the shoreline, mindful of keeping her
booted feet out of the foam. A few moments later, she heard James start
up again, behind her. At a distance the sound was much easier to take,
even enjoyable. She didn’t recognize the tune but it was lilting and
upbeat, not slow and mournful like some of the Scottish airs.

Leigh fixed her sight on the rolling waves, walking in time to their
rhythm. A few gulls and smaller birds ran along the wet sand, pecking at
bits of shells and seaweed each time a new wave rushed to shore. She
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loved the beach, no matter what time of the year. The vast space of sea
and sky made her heart feel open and even hopeful. The ceaseless ebb
and flow of the waves soothed her jagged nerves, and the sound of the
pipes mixing with the waves was almost magical. Martin didn’t like the
beach and she hadn’t seen the ocean much while they were married.
Now she realized how much she had missed it.

She saw the lighthouse up ahead, painted white with bands of red. It
had been built on a rocky hill, with a small stone cottage nearby. Even
from a distance, she could see that it was quite old. The light on top
seemed to be working, though it was only late afternoon and not dark
enough to see it clearly. From time to time, she did notice a brief flash.

That’s about right for me. I never get any brilliant, dazzling signals.
Just a flash here and there, signaling I might be on the right track.

Though the lighthouse hadn’t seemed that far at first, she could see
that it was still some distance off and she already felt tired. Trudging
along the sand in her heavy boots was an effort. She glanced over her
shoulder and saw that James was getting closer. She stopped to watch
him walk slowly along the shoreline, seeming lost in his music.

Deciding to wait for James to catch up, Leigh sat down on a big
driftwood log. She felt so far away in this place, far away from her past
life and the troubles that still hounded her. Who would ever find her
here? It did seem safe. And all that really mattered now was that she keep
the baby safe from Martin.

Leigh shook her head. On the face of it, it seemed morally wrong
somehow—having to keep a child from her own father. But Leigh knew
that she could never risk subjecting a child to her ex-husband’s rages.

Leigh put a hand on top of her belly. “Don’t worry,” she whispered.
“I’ll find a safe place for us. And I’ll never let him come close to you,
even if I have to fight him to my last breath.”

She remembered the newspaper article stashed in her pocket. With
James still a good distance down the beach, she decided it was safe to
take it out and read it closely. She had only had a chance to quickly scan
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it in Vera’s living room, but even that brief glance had confirmed what
Alice had told her the night before.

Garret Mills Cuts 200 Jobs, the headline boldly stated. Leigh
bent closer and eagerly read the rest.

Garret Mills, the largest employer in Brighton, New Hampshire,
announced that 200 factory jobs will be terminated as of
December 1. This latest and most dramatic cost-cutting mea-
sure seems to support growing rumors of serious financial prob-
lems at the textile mill, one of the largest and oldest in New
England. A proposed merger with Martex, due to be completed
this month, soured when Garret Mills came under scrutiny by
the state attorney general in a preliminary investigation of the
firm’s accounting procedures. Investigators suspect that com-
pany principals conspired to falsify records to show inflated
profits. The volatile, erratic behavior of CEO Martin Garret III,
grandson of the company’s founder, has also been a red flag to
potential investors. Arrested twice in the last three years while
driving under the influence, Garret was also charged with
spousal abuse during divorce proceedings last year. When asked
to comment, Garret flatly denied any connection between his
personal life and current company woes. He also added, “We are
cooperating fully with the investigation and have no doubt that
the firm will be found innocent of any wrongdoing.”

Just seeing Martin’s name in print gave Leigh a chill. Reading the
quote, she could almost hear his voice. Who would ever suspect, hearing
that rational, oh-so-respectable tone, that he could so easily lose all con-
trol? Like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, turning from a button-down execu-
tive into an out-of-control monster in the blink of an eye.

Maybe the world at large was finally getting wise to him, Leigh real-
ized. He couldn’t hide that side of himself forever. His self-destructive
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nature was starting to contaminate everything he touched. She had little
doubt that he had falsified accounts to promote the merger. He never
flinched at cheating. He was bitterly contemptuous of people, especially
those who trusted him most. In his twisted, grandiose self-vision, he
probably felt entitled to take unfair advantage.

Leigh read the last few lines again, hoping with all her heart that
Martin’s dire problems would distract him from searching for her. But
he was obsessive. He hated to lose. He might well hang on to the very
end. She could never be sure.

Leigh crumpled up the paper and stuck it in her jacket pocket as she
realized James was only a few yards away.

He was walking toward her, breathing heavily as if he’d just been
running. He lifted his hand and smiled, but when he slipped off the
pipes and plunked down next to her, his ruddy complexion looked
ashen. She watched him open his jacket and wipe sweat from his brow.
She recalled Vera’s questions and concern just before they’d left and how
James had brushed it off. Leigh hadn’t thought anything of it at the
time, assuming it was just the older woman’s usual coddling. But maybe
there was some reason.

“Are you all right, James?” she asked quietly.
“Just winded from playing and walking at the same time. I’m out of

shape. Been lying around ever since I got here, like a big fat house cat.”
His self-mocking image made her smile, yet she sensed an underly-

ing seriousness.
“Since you came to Cape Light?” she asked. “I assumed that you’ve

been living here awhile.”
“I came to Cape Light in September,” James said. “I’ve been work-

ing at a mission in Central America for almost ten years now. But I had
to come back to the States . . . for health reasons.”

Leigh could see it wasn’t easy for him to talk about this and won-
dered if maybe she should stop asking personal questions.

“Don’t worry. I’m not dying and it’s not contagious.” James glanced
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at her, his somber tone cast off and his usual good-natured humor
returning.

“Oh . . . I wasn’t thinking about that.”
“I’m just teasing you, Leigh. Some people get awfully nervous when

they hear you’re sick. Now you’re thinking, I wonder what he has, only
you’re too polite to ask.” Leigh smiled self-consciously; she had been
thinking just that very thing. Before she could admit it, he said, “I have
malaria, a particularly drug-resistant strain. It’s partly my own fault. I
got lax about taking the pills that ward it off. I’d been down there so
long, I got complacent, I guess . . . and now I’m paying for it.”

“That’s too bad. But you seem very healthy. I would have never
guessed. You must be getting better.”

“I am. At least I think so, though my doctors and I disagree on that
point. The infection is under control but it never really leaves your body.
And I have some complications since I waited so long to come up here
for better treatment.”

James took a breath, staring straight out at the sea. Leigh felt both
sympathy and admiration for this man. He had serious problems in his
life, just as she did, and yet he always managed to act cheerful and
upbeat. And he had a gift for reaching out to others; he had asked her a
lot about herself these past few days while she had asked him next to
nothing. He must think I’m completely self-centered, she thought.

“I don’t know much about missions,” she admitted. “What’s it like?
What kind of work do you do there?

“Hard work most of the time, but good work.” He glanced at her,
the start of a smile in his eyes. “It’s just helping people who don’t have
much. When I was in the seminary I went there for a visit. Back then I
never guessed my calling would be in a foreign mission. But I was very
moved—inspired, really—to return. I’ve studied engineering, too, so
that’s come in handy,” he said lightly.

“And you’ve been there ten years?”
“Yep, just about that. I’ve been the director of Helping Hands for
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the past five. It’s hard to believe it’s been that long. The time has passed
so quickly for me. We’ve dug wells, built a school and houses and a med-
ical clinic. . . .”

“Wow. That’s amazing. You must be very proud.” James was so
modest. She’d had no idea he’d done so much with his life. He had
impressed her as a good person from the start, but now her image of him
took on new dimensions.

“I am proud. We’ve done good work—with God’s help, of course—
but there’s still so much more to be done. We were just getting under
way expanding the clinic when I left. Here, where life is so comfortable,
it’s hard to believe that so many people in this world live without the
most basic needs being met: enough food to eat and clean water to
drink, clothing for their children, medicine—” He stopped, as if afraid
he had said too much.

Leigh was again at a loss for words. She felt a pang of guilt, knowing
that she had never given much thought to the kind of people James was
talking about.

“You sound eager to get back,” she said at last.
“I am. I love visiting this church and the people around here, but I

feel as if I’m goofing off.”
From the little she knew about him, Leigh guessed that James

worked hard wherever he was, giving the most he could to any situation.
“After ten years, it sounds as if you deserve a few months off.”
“That’s one way of looking at it, I guess. I do love what I do there,

so it doesn’t seem a hardship to me.”
“But enjoying yourself does?” she teased him.
“Hmm . . . there’s a tough question.” His dark blue eyes twinkled.

“Not today it doesn’t, being here with you.”
His compliment made her self-conscious. Was he attracted to her or

just being nice again? She couldn’t see how he could be interested in her,
a totally pregnant turtle. Besides, she told herself, he was probably
involved with someone. And that someone was undoubtedly more spiri-
tual, a woman who shared his interests and idealism.
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Why not? He was intelligent, warm, kind, and had a sharp sense of
humor. And he was quite good looking, too, she decided. It was funny
how she hadn’t really noticed that before. In his quiet way, James
Cameron was sort of a catch.

Leigh shook her head, wondering at the strange turn of her
thoughts. What did it matter if James Cameron liked her? Or if he had
a string of girlfriends? It was so entirely irrelevant to the life-on-the-run
that she seemed to have fallen into.

“How did you end up here?” she asked, determined to stop consid-
ering romantic possibilities. “I mean, at this church during your leave?”

“This congregation has always had a special relationship with the
mission,” James explained. “We’re supported by a wide range of donors
but Bible Community Church sort of adopted us. They’re the ones who
always come through. They have a real interest in and commitment to
what goes on there. I think it’s because the minister who founded Help-
ing Hands grew up in Cape Light. He was part of this congregation as a
boy.”

“Oh, I see.” She didn’t really. She didn’t understand much about
missions or churches or how they fit together. “And you grew up around
here, too? In Essex, you just told me, right?”

“That’s right.” He nodded, looking pleased that she remembered.
“But I don’t have many connections around here anymore.”

“Did your family move away?” Leigh noticed an odd look on his face
and wondered if she’d asked too personal a question.

“Oh . . . you might say that. I grew up in an orphanage. I’ve lost
touch with most of the boys I knew there, though I still write to the
minister and some of the teachers who ran the place.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pried,” Leigh said, realizing that her
question brought back unhappy memories for him. Even though her
own childhood had been difficult, it wasn’t nearly as sad. Still, she could
relate to his feeling of being alone with few connections.

James brushed off her apology. “It wasn’t a bad childhood. The
teachers and counselors at the orphanage were kind, for the most part.

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 83



Thomas Kinkade and Katherine Spencer

84

And now I think of the church and the people at the mission as my fam-
ily, so I’ve more than made up for the one I lacked growing up.”

Leigh had to smile, surprised at how he was able to turn an awkward
moment into something brighter.

“How about you, Leigh? Did you grow up in a big family?”
“No, not at all. It was just me and my mom. My father died when I

was about five—a car accident. My mother loved him very much. She
never wanted to remarry. She died about five years ago, still living in
Ohio, where I grew up. I really miss her,” Leigh added honestly.

“Sorry to hear that. Were you very close?”
Leigh nodded. “Yes, we were. She really encouraged me and tried to

help me in any way she could. It was hard for her to send me east to col-
lege, but she thought it would be best for me, so she did. I didn’t see her
much once I moved to New England. I regret that. I came to go to
school and ended up staying.”

“What did you study?” he asked curiously.
“Fine art. I wanted to be a painter . . . but that didn’t work out.”
He didn’t respond at first; instead he seemed to study her with a

thoughtful expression.
“You’re still young. You have lots of time to pursue it.”
“Theoretically, I suppose. Once the baby comes, though, I doubt I’ll

be doing much artwork. . . . Maybe when she goes off to college.”
His mouth tilted up in a charming half smile. “Don’t wait that

long.”
She smiled back, then stared out at the ocean, suddenly realizing

that she had told him a lot about herself, a lot that was actually true.
How had that happened? She hadn’t meant to. It was just that easy way
he had of talking and asking questions that had caught her off guard.

I’ll have to be more careful in the future or I’ll wind up giving myself
away.

“When will you go back to the mission?” she asked, wanting to turn
the conversation back to him. “Do you know?”

He shrugged and sighed. “Soon, I hope. I wanted to get back for the
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holidays, but I don’t have a doctor’s stamp of approval yet. We never
know what God has in mind, do we? I guess He has the final say.”

“Is that what it is?” she asked softly. Her own life had taken so many
unexpected twists and turns. Whether you wanted to call it fate or des-
tiny or the hand of God, it didn’t much matter. It still seemed undeni-
ably true that she had very limited control over the shape of her life. Yet,
she didn’t feel able to share all that with James—not now, probably
never.

James picked up a handful of sand and let it sift slowly through his
fingers. Leigh watched it fall, reminded of watching sand in an hour-
glass. When he spoke again, his voice was brighter, more upbeat.

“A friend of mine once told me that life is like booking a hotel room
over the Internet. You have this false sense of confidence that you know
what you’re getting, but once you get there it’s always different from
what you expected.” He grinned. “I’ve never booked a hotel room over
the Internet, but I still found it an amusing way to look at things.”

“It is.” Leigh found herself smiling again, too. She hoped he’d be
able to return to his mission soon. It seemed so important to him.

Where would she be by then? Long gone from this place. She sud-
denly felt uneasy, drawing so close to him, talking about such personal
matters. What was the point? In a few days, she’d be gone and they’d
never see each other again.

She turned and looked down the beach. “Look at the light. You can
really see it now.”

The sun had started to set in the winter sky, and the thin beam from
the lighthouse was clearly visible, sweeping over the beach and rolling sea.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” James said. “Lighthouses seem so charming
to us now—quaint, scenic relics of another era. But in the days before
radio and electronic signals, they were critical to life up here. Keeping
the light was an important job. That beam must have guided thousands
and saved countless lives at sea.”

“Probably,” Leigh agreed, looking back at the light. “But it must
have been lonely living there in the winter, even if you had a family.”
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“Ideal if you play the bagpipes, though. Especially rather badly.”
She could see from his expression he was teasing her again. “But I know
what you mean. You’d need to be a certain kind of person. Still, every-
one has their talents.” He smiled at her. “You never told me what you do
for a living, Leigh. I mean, what you did in Boston before you left to see
your friend in Wellfleet. Is it some kind of work related to your art?”

Leigh felt her mouth go dry. She hated lying to him. She felt so
comfortable talking with him like this, and he was so trusting. But I can’t
help it. I can’t tell him the truth.

She shrugged her shoulders and pulled out her gloves. “No, not at
all,” she lied. “I was never able to make a living with art. I just did . . .
this and that. I worked in stores and offices, whatever I could find.”

Before James could ask any more questions, a sudden puff of wind
whipped off her hat. Leigh felt her short curls blowing around her face
as she stood up and saw the wool hat tumbling down the beach. James
jumped up and took after it.

She watched him chase it along the sand, the wind jerking it out of
his reach a few times just as he made a grab for it. Then finally, the hat
landed in a tall clump of beach grass and stuck there.

James plucked it out and started back to her. She could see that he
was breathing heavily again.

“Here you go.” He brushed off some sand and handed it back.
“That’s a nice hat. It suits you.”

Once again she didn’t know how to respond to his compliment.
“Thanks. Sorry to make you chase after it. The wind picked up a lot. I
didn’t even notice.” She tried to put her hat back on, but it was an
impossible task as her thick hair seemed to be blowing wildly in every
direction.

“Would you like me to hold your hat while you fix your hair?”
“Um, no . . . no, thanks.” She quickly bunched up her hat and stuck

it in her pocket. “My hair is so thick. It’s such a nuisance sometimes.”
“It’s a beautiful nuisance then.”
Leigh glanced up at him, and a certain look in his eyes surprised her.
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It had been a long time since a man had looked at her that way. She had
to admit, it did her ego good, but she felt awkward again. Maybe she was
just imagining it.

Feeling self-conscious, she looked away, back up at the lighthouse
again.

“I’m sorry, James. I don’t think I can make it the rest of the way. It
feels too cold now that the sun is going down.”

The temperature had dropped, but that wasn’t the real reason she
said she didn’t want to stay. She knew she had to bring the outing to a
close.

In his own quiet way he’s dangerous to me. So no matter how kind or
charming he is, I can’t let myself get too close.

“That’s okay,” he quickly agreed. He leaned over and picked up his
pipes, taking one last long look at the ocean.

Maybe I’ve saved him the trouble of admitting he feels too tired for the
rest of the walk, she thought.

“We’ll come back another day and do it, okay?”
She nodded and stuck her hands in her pockets as they began the

slow trek back over the sand. “Sure. Another day.”

Jessica set some dishes and napkins on the table. She checked
the oven but the pizza didn’t seem hot enough yet. That was the prob-
lem with living so far from town. When you ordered takeout it
inevitably arrived cold, that is, if the restaurant would even deign to
deliver.

Sam walked in from the TV room and set an empty glass in the sink.
He had been watching football all afternoon, ever since they had come
home from her mother’s house. They had barely spoken. Which was just
as well, Jessica thought, since he still seemed a bit moody.

But someone has to bring up the subject of Darrell, she thought, so it
might as well be me.

“I’ve been thinking about the bean jar,” she started off slowly. “I
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guess we’ll have to pay for it, though I doubt it’s worth nearly as much
as Mother claims.”

Sam sat at the table and opened the newspaper, barely glancing at
her. “That’s okay. Just write her a check.”

If only it was that easy, Jessica thought. If only handing her mother a
check would buy her silence. Jessica anticipated hearing recriminations
over this for years to come.

“You know my mother. She might not take the money, just to prove
her point.”

“What point is that?”
“That the jar was irreplaceable.” And that we should have never

brought Darrell to her house, uninvited . . . and unwanted. Jessica thought
the words but didn’t dare say them aloud.

“I know it was valuable, but I don’t understand the big fuss. It was
just . . . a ceramic vase. She has a million of them.”

“Maybe I could look for one like it at antique dealers. Or maybe I’ll
find one on the Internet. People say you can find all sorts of things at
those auction sites.”

“Whatever.” Sam shook his head. “If your mother had half a heart,
she wouldn’t make such a big deal about it. Darrell apologized to her.
And she just sat there like a fire-breathing dragon.”

“Well, what did you expect her to do?”
“She could have said ‘Thanks’ or ‘I accept your apology.’ Or even

‘Okay.’ It wasn’t easy for him to face her like that. I know how a kid’s
mind works at that age. He wanted to just cut and run, but he stuck it
out and took his medicine. I don’t think she sent him the right message.
She could have been more gracious. Then he would have learned a real
lesson.”

“Sam, really. This is my mother we’re talking about. Besides, she
had every right to be upset. He went through her house like wrecking
crew—”

“He broke a bean jar, Jessica. It wasn’t the end of the world. Mean-
while, she said some very harsh things about him. You did, too,” he
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pointed out honestly. “And I saw his expression. What Lillian said hurt
his feelings. Frankly, I think that’s far more important than some stupid
vase. If you ask me, she was the one who owed him the apology.”

Jessica swallowed hard. She’d heard what her mother had said, too.
It was hard to defend her and equally hard to defend herself, too. Impos-
sible, actually.

But on the other hand, that didn’t let Darrell off the hook in her
book. Nor did it mean that they weren’t obligated to make some amends.

“What my mother said was wrong,” Jessica admitted. “And what I
said was wrong, too. I guess I just lost my temper. And I thought Darrell
was upstairs. I never thought he’d hear me.”

Sam just raised a dark, skeptical eyebrow.
“And that was after he acted out,” she plunged on. “My mother was

so upset. I didn’t know what to do. . . .”
Sam glanced at her and shook his head. “I know you were upset. I

hate to see your mother get to you like that, Jess. But honestly, all things
considered, I thought Darrell’s behavior was pretty good.”

“Pretty good?”
“Think about it. Where is this kid coming from? His mother is a

drug addict, in and out of rehab. He’s never even met his father. He’s
been shifted around, living in foster homes, sometimes even in shelters
with his mother. He’s never once finished a grade in the same school,
Luke told me. So considering all that, I can understand why he doesn’t
have very good table manners. Can you?”

Jessica felt her heart sink. Sam’s tone was quiet but censuring.
“Yes . . . yes, of course I can. I know he’s had a terrible time. He

wouldn’t be at New Horizons otherwise.” She ran her hand through her
hair and sighed. Once again, she was caught like a deer in the headlights,
between her mother’s imperious demands and her husband’s big-hearted
principles.

She let out a long breath, feeling guilty for not having more sympa-
thy for Darrell, for failing to show more charity and compassion, for not
having more control over her own emotions.
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“You’re right, of course.” He was, too, though sometimes her
mother’s demands clouded her vision and it took her a while to see her
way clear.

“Thank you.” Sam nodded but didn’t quite look at her. She could
see he was still fired up but probably willing to drop the subject if she
did. Still, she couldn’t quite let it go, not when everything about Darrell
Lester made her so uncomfortable.

“He doesn’t seem to like me much. Today I just made it worse.”
“Who, Darrell?” Sam seemed surprised by her observation, though

she thought it was perfectly obvious. “Don’t worry. He likes you.”
“I’m not worried about it. I’ve just noticed it, that’s all.” Jessica

opened the oven again and took out the pizza. She placed it in the mid-
dle of the table and served herself a slice. “Maybe he doesn’t want to
share you with anyone.”

“Come on, you’re being silly. He just needs to get to know you bet-
ter. He’s a great kid, honestly.”

“If you say so. You know him a lot better than I do. How long is he
staying at New Horizons?”

“I’m not sure. Until January, I think.”
It wasn’t all that long, Jessica told herself. She would manage to stick

it out. The boy was important to Sam, for some reason she couldn’t quite
understand. Maybe he was a substitute, a way for Sam to deal with his
own disappointment about not having a child of their own yet. She
knew Sam loved her. They were best friends, as well as man and wife.
But there were some things she knew he didn’t share with her, and those
feelings were part of it.

Maybe by the time Darrell leaves I’ll be pregnant, Jessica thought hope-
fully. It was possible.

When the pizza was finished there wasn’t much to clean up. They
worked together, clearing the table and cleaning up the kitchen.

Sam turned on the dishwasher and dimmed the kitchen light. “Man,
I’m beat. I’m working in Gloucester tomorrow. I’ll probably be home
late.”
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“Gloucester? But we have a doctor’s appointment. It’s with that new
specialist in Southport. Did you forget?”

“Gee . . . I guess it slipped my mind.” Sam paused, looking abashed,
even in the dim light. “What time were we supposed to be there?”

“Four-thirty. We need to get there a little earlier to fill out some
forms.”

He was quiet for a moment, and she wondered if he was going to ask
her to cancel the appointment. Had he given up on their having a baby?
He glanced at her, then touched her shoulder. “Four-thirty. No prob-
lem. Just write down the address. I’ll be there.”

Jessica stepped closer and quickly hugged him. She realized that
tears had welled up in her eyes and hoped that Sam hadn’t noticed.
“Okay, I will. I’ll leave it on the kitchen table. Thanks.”

He put his arms around her and gave her a tight hug back. Jessica
squeezed her eyes closed; after the day’s tension it felt so good to be back
in his arms.

“You don’t need to thank me, sweetheart. We’re in this together. I
want a baby as much as you do.”

Jessica didn’t answer. She knew how much Sam wanted a child.
That made it easier for her . . . and harder sometimes, too.
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C h a p t e r  Fi v e

L eigh walked to Harbor Auto on Thursday during her
lunch hour. Art Kroger, the mechanic there, had called the day

before to say her car would be ready by noon.
“What do you think?” Art asked as she looked over the car.
“Oh, it looks great.” It did look fine, as good as ever. But Leigh real-

ized she had mixed emotions. She’d been so eager to have the car fin-
ished, and now that it was ready, she wasn’t nearly so eager to leave town.

“It’s running good, too. You don’t have to worry. Of course, if
there’s any problem, let us know.”

“Thanks, but I’m probably leaving here tomorrow.”
“Oh, sure. That’s right.” He nodded and handed her the keys.

“Well, you have a good trip.”
Leigh smiled at him. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” When he

stared back blankly, she added, “You never gave me the bill, Mr. Kroger.”
“Oh, that’s been taken care of. Reverend Cameron stopped in last

night, took care of everything. I thought you knew.”
Leigh took a breath, feeling surprised. “No . . . I didn’t.”
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She and James had already talked this over. She knew that his insur-
ance wouldn’t cover all of the repairs. She had told him she wanted to
pay some share, but he had never given her a firm answer about it one
way or the other. Now she knew why. James had been harboring a secret
plan to swoop in and pay for everything.

“I guess I’ll have to speak with him about it.”
“Yeah, I guess so.” Art Kroger looked puzzled as he helped her into

her car and waved good-bye.
Leigh pulled out of the station and drove past the harbor. She spot-

ted the church at the far end of the village green and considered stop-
ping there to speak to James, but she didn’t have enough time. She
needed to get back to Dr. Harding’s office. Even though it was her last
day, she didn’t want to leave on a bad note; she knew Nancy Malloy was
watching the reception area and was eager to get out herself.

When Leigh walked into the office she found Nancy seated at the
front desk, handing a file to Dr. Harding.

“How’s your car? Is it all fixed now?” Dr. Harding asked.
“Good as new . . . well, I bought it secondhand, so it’s good as used,

I guess.”
Nancy chuckled as she stood up to get her coat. The office was in

one of its temporary lulls. The waiting room stood empty, and there
didn’t appear to be anyone in the exam room either.

Leigh stopped at one of the lamp tables and straightened a pile of
magazines.

“We’ll be sorry to see you go, Leigh. Any chance we could persuade
you to stay a little longer?”

Leigh looked up at Dr. Harding, surprised at the request.
“Amy Mueller, my regular receptionist, just called. She needs to stay

with her family a few weeks longer and says she can’t come back now
until after the holidays,” he explained.

“Gee . . . I’m not really sure.” Leigh mulled over the possibility.
Should she stay here? Working those extra few weeks until the baby was
born would help her limited finances.
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She had sold her fancy car, the one Martin had given her, for a fairly
large sum. But then she’d had to buy a car, something safe enough for
the baby. A good car, even used, wasn’t cheap. She still had some money
left over, of course. But without health insurance she knew having the
baby would deplete another large chunk. And then she would need some
money to set up another apartment, for a security deposit and rent and
furniture. And she still had several weeks until the baby came. She was
using money every day just to live. She’d even put off doctor visits in
order to save, though she knew it wasn’t very wise. If she started on the
road again, she would be using up the small gain she had made so far,
and she wasn’t likely to find another job so easily.

Still, was she safe here? That was the big question. There had been
no further news from Alice about Martin’s attempts to find her. Alice
suspected he was distracted by his business problems, but she couldn’t
say for sure if he had given up his search. Nobody could.

Leigh sighed, weighing the pros and cons. She felt both Dr. Harding
and Nancy watching her, waiting for her answer.

“I’ll give you a raise. How’s that sound?” Dr. Harding grinned, and
Leigh wondered if he thought she was hesitating on purpose.

“Don’t be silly. The salary is fine.” Leigh thought he was already pay-
ing her very generously, probably out of relief at finding some reliable
help in his emergency or maybe because he felt sorry for her. “It’s just
that this offer is a surprise,” she explained. “I’m not sure what to do.”

Nancy gave Leigh an encouraging look. “I hope you’ll stay, Leigh.
For one thing, you’re so organized. Those temps from the agency are so
scatterbrained sometimes. They come in for a day and mess up every-
thing.”

Leigh felt honored to have earned the highly efficient Nancy’s
approval but couldn’t really let that factor into her decision. “Can I
think it over and tell you at the end of the day?”

“Excellent idea. Think it over,” Dr. Harding said, turning back
toward his office. “Just don’t forget my offer to raise your salary.”

Leigh nodded. It was hard to imagine a nicer place to work or a
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more considerate boss. She glanced down at her ever-expanding stom-
ach. What do you think, baby? she asked silently. Can we risk it?

James returned to Vera’s house on Thursday night and pulled
his car up the long gravel driveway, parking behind Leigh’s tan compact.
He shut off the engine and stared at Leigh’s car, feeling wistful. The
shop had told him that the repairs were done and Leigh had picked up
the car earlier in the day.

But maybe I was secretly hoping for some other delay. If her car is here,
she’ll be gone soon, he reasoned. Probably not tonight—it’s late to start the
drive out to Cape Cod—but tomorrow or the day after.

James walked slowly up the path to the side door, toward the warm
yellow light shining in the kitchen window. He saw Vera there, making
dinner. Leigh stood beside her, helping, as she usually did, a patient
audience for Vera’s scattered conversation.

Vera will miss her. Then he caught himself. I guess I’ll miss her, too.
He hadn’t realized that. Or hadn’t wanted to face it. She’s only been

here a few days, not even a week, but I will miss her. Their walk on the
beach had changed something. Though she never completely let down
her guard, she seemed more relaxed with him these past few days. He
wondered if she was always so reserved or if that held-back quality was
connected to her husband’s death. She had such a heavy load to bear and
did it without complaint. He had hoped to help her more somehow—as
a friend. As a Christian, he told himself.

And she’ll need a lot of help once her baby comes. I hope her friend in
Wellfleet is up to the job. I’ll ask her to keep in touch, just in case. I’ll still
want to know how she’s doing.

James let himself into the mudroom and slipped off his coat.
“Is that you, James?” he heard Vera call in her singsong voice. “We’ve

been waiting for you.”
James felt himself smiling despite his downcast mood. Of course it

was him. Who else would it be?
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“I’m sorry I’m late. I was held up at church.”
As he walked into the kitchen he saw Leigh first, arranging some

flowers in a dark blue glass jug. She had a certain way of doing things,
he noticed, a creative touch. He hadn’t been surprised when she told
him she once wanted to be an artist.

She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at him. “Aren’t these
pretty? Molly Willoughby gave them to me. She had some left over from
a party.”

“Put those on the table, dear. Perfect for our celebration.”
Vera picked a lid up off a pot and stirred something inside. “Leigh

got her car back.”
“Yes, I noticed. It looks good.” James took a seat at the table, willing

himself to sound composed.
Obviously, Leigh’s departure wasn’t a big deal to Vera. A celebra-

tion, she called it? Maybe she was trying to put an upbeat face on the sit-
uation. Leigh must be happy to be leaving, he realized.

Leigh set the jug of flowers in the middle of the table and took a seat
across from him. The steamy kitchen had made her hair even curlier, he
noticed, with thick, tight curls falling over her forehead and framing her
face. She had a lovely face, oval-shaped with clear skin and dark eyes. A
small dimple marked her chin; he had never noticed that before. He felt
now as if he needed to study her, commit her image to memory. Then
he realized he must be staring.

He picked up the newspaper from the chair and snapped it open.
“Maybe you should drive your car around a day or two and test it out.
You don’t want to get stuck somewhere on the way to Wellfleet.”

“She’s not going to Cape Cod. At least not yet.” Vera stood at the
head of the table, obviously pleased to deliver her announcement.

Behind the shield of the opened newspaper, James felt his heart take
a joyous, if disbelieving, leap. How could she be staying? Had he mis-
understood something?

He slowly put the paper down and glanced at Leigh, but it was Vera
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who continued to explain. “Dr. Harding’s receptionist can’t come back
until after the holidays, so he asked Leigh to stay until then.”

“I thought about it awhile and decided I should.” Leigh looked down
at the table and smoothed the cloth under her hand. “For one thing, I’d
like to pay you and Vera back for all the kindness you’ve shown me the
last few days. And I want to pay for my share of the car repairs.”

She fixed him with a stern look, and he couldn’t help but answer
with a smile. He’d known she would be annoyed when she found out he
had paid the bill.

“Don’t be silly. You don’t have to worry about that, I’ve already told
you.”

“Don’t worry about me, either.” Vera put in. “You need all your
money for the baby now.”

That was certainly true, James thought. He had been trying not to
pry, but as far as he could tell, Leigh didn’t seem to be in any way pre-
pared for the child’s arrival.

“What about your friend?” he asked.
Leigh looked confused at the question. “Oh . . . my friend in Well-

fleet, you mean? She was actually relieved to hear I was going to stay.
Her mother was in the hospital and is getting out later this week. My
friend will be caring for her while she recovers. As it turns out, if I had
made it there last week, I would be a major unwanted guest right now.”

James couldn’t believe the surge of happiness that filled him. It was
as if someone had just turned on the lights in a dark room.

“Well, you’re wanted here.” Vera touched Leigh’s shoulder as she
carried a bowl to the table. “It’s funny the way things work out. I think
the good Lord wanted Leigh to end up right here all along. Don’t you,
Reverend James?”

Those were his very thoughts, though he didn’t feel as free as Vera
did to share them.

“That might be.” He glanced across the table and smiled at Leigh.
“Now we’ll have another chance to try that hike to the lighthouse.”

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 97



Thomas Kinkade and Katherine Spencer

98

“Before I get too huge, you mean,” she added with a laugh.
James laughed, too, then realized that if Leigh stayed until the holi-

days, she would most likely have her baby in Cape Light. That was an
awesome thought. He would get to see the baby. He felt unaccountably
happy about that, too.

The night of the accident, when he first heard Leigh’s story, he had
felt that perhaps she came into his life so he could help her. James real-
ized now that he had been given a second chance. Grateful, he resolved
that this time he wouldn’t waste it. He would make a better effort to
really help her and her child. Maybe that was God’s plan, after all.

“You need to hold the paddle lower, honey. Swing across your
body.”

Jessica sighed and blew a strand of hair out of her eyes. She tried
again, swinging wildly and missing the ball by a mile. She couldn’t help
it. She had never played racquetball before. Well, maybe once, and she
had hated it equally then. The only reason she had come along on this
outing to Sports Zone was because Sam asked her to.

Behind her she could hear Darrell snickering. Sam glanced over his
shoulder and gave the boy a warning look. Then he picked up the small
blue racquetball, which seemed to bounce as if it had supernatural prop-
erties whenever she touched it though it was totally tame in his hands.

“Okay, Jess. Let me show you one more time.”
Jessica waved her racquet at him. “That’s all right. You just go ahead.

I’ll try to hit it if it whizzes by.”
“Okay. Let’s play.” Sam turned and served the ball. She knew he was

holding back, trying to serve gently for her sake, but the ball still eluded
her. She swatted her paddle and missed again, feeling foolish but trying
to hide it.

Behind her, she could hear Darrell’s sneakers squeaking on the pol-
ished wooden floor as he ran and dove for the ball. He dipped down and
whacked it, nearly falling on the floor with his effort.
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He looked so thrilled to make contact, Jessica had to smile at the
sight of his face.

The ball pinged off the ceiling and then the wall. Jessica felt as if she
were trapped inside a pinball machine as she tried to follow it.

“Get ready, Jess. That’s yours. Here it comes . . . ,” Sam coached her.
“All right. I’ve got it. . . .” Jessica ran toward the ball but totally

mistimed her swing. Once again, her paddle swished through thin air
while the ball dribbled off in another direction entirely.

“Oh, man . . .” Darrell tried to keep the volley going, but the ball
had lost its momentum and rolled weakly toward him. He picked it up,
looking frustrated. Jessica could see the boy wanted to play at a much
more vigorous pace than she was capable of. They had taken him here as
a special treat and now, thanks to Jessica, he was clearly being robbed of
his fun. “Can I serve this time?” he asked Sam.

Before Sam could answer, Jessica said, “Why don’t you come up
here and take my place? You guys can play one on one. I think I need a
little break.”

Sam looked at her curiously. “We just started playing. Do you feel
okay?”

“I’m fine, really.” Jessica headed for the camouflaged door in the far
corner of the court. She couldn’t help but notice how Darrell suddenly
perked up.

Jessica found her gym bag outside the court’s door and pulled out a
bottle of water. This morning when Sam had suggested this outing, she
tried to tell him that Sports Zone was not her zone. But Sam, in his
charming way, had cajoled her into coming.

Now she watched Sam and Darrell through the window, going full
out as the little blue ball ricocheted madly around the room. Darrell
made a tough point and they whooped and hollered, playing their
hearts out.

Sam’s point in getting her to come along, of course, was to bring her
and Darrell together on neutral ground, to show her that the boy wasn’t
the “horrid little creature” her mother thought he was.
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Despite Sunday’s misadventure, Jessica didn’t think badly of Dar-
rell. But apparently, it wasn’t enough to accept him from a distance. For
reasons she still didn’t understand, Sam seemed determined that she
and Darrell really get along.

Sam stepped out of the court just as she drained her water bottle.
“Why don’t you come back in? You play with Darrell. I’ll sit out.”

Jessica glanced at the boy. He rarely spoke to her directly, but she
had become expert at translating his eloquent facial expressions. He
looked as if Sam had just suggested a lunch of spinach and sautéed liver.

“I don’t think—” she began.
But Sam wasn’t giving up. “Come on, Jess. Show the kid your stuff.

Don’t wimp out on me.”
She met her husband’s dark eyes and read his unspoken message.

She had retreated to the sidelines and he wanted her to try again. To
make contact with the ball—and the kid.

She took a breath and picked up her paddle. I can do this, she told
herself. So what if I look like a chicken running around with her head cut
off? It’s just a game, for goodness’ sake. And he’s just a little boy.

“Okay. I’ll play,” she agreed.
Sam leaned forward, kissed her cheek quickly, and murmured,

“You’re an angel.”
“Don’t you forget it,” she replied as she stepped back into the court.

Darrell stared at her with a neutral expression as she said, “Why don’t we
just hit around a little? We don’t have to play a real game. You want to
serve first?”

Her young opponent seemed pleased by the suggestion. “Cool.
Ready?”

To Darrell’s credit, he didn’t try to kill the ball and humiliate her
totally. The ball bounded just ahead of her and she ran toward it. Luck
was with her. Jessica managed to stand in the right place at the right
time. She held out her racquet, made contact, and the ball gently
bounced toward Darrell again, an easy shot for him to return.

They volleyed back and forth for a while. Jessica felt some of her
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tennis skills finally kicking in and was able to keep up without too much
trouble. Gee, I’m practically enjoying this, she thought. She smiled over at
Darrell, but his expression was serious, his playing intense despite the
nongame.

Was he trying to show off for Sam? she wondered. The boy seemed
to feel he was in some sort of competition with her for Sam’s attention.
But that’s just because he’s had so little, she reminded herself. He doesn’t
know that with someone like Sam, there’s always enough to go around.

The ball whizzed past her and she realized she had lost focus. “I
didn’t even see that one. Good shot, Darrell.”

She picked up the ball and glanced at her partner. He returned a
grudging smile, looking pleased with himself.

She served the ball again, trying her best to keep the ball in play. If
Darrell enjoys himself out here with me, he might like me a little better, she
thought. Maybe it will even make up a bit for the way I lost my temper on
Sunday. She wanted to apologize to him for that but so far hadn’t found
the chance.

They rallied a while longer before Sam called, “Time to wrap it up.”
“Already?” Jessica looked at the clock, surprised to see their court

time was almost up.
Sam came onto the court. “Hey, great game, guys. You were both

awesome.” He walked over to Darrell and put his arm around his shoul-
der. “Why don’t we have some lunch and see what we want to do next?”

“Those minicars look cool,” Darrell said as they started toward the
food court.

“Yeah, they do look fun,” Sam agreed.
Jessica walked behind, feeling like a third wheel again and not quite

sure if Sam’s plan for a day of fun and bonding was really working. Her
racquetball rally with Darrell went as well as it could, but it hadn’t really
changed anything between them.

The dining area, called Munchie Zone, was in the center of the
sports complex. Sam found them a table from which they could view
several different activity areas: basketball, floor hockey, volleyball, and a
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corner where there seemed to be a massive water balloon fight in
progress.

“What would you like to eat?” Sam asked her.
“Anything . . . I don’t care. A salad or something?”
He rolled his eyes. Okay, so he wasn’t going to find a salad here, not

even a deep-fried one. “How about pizza or a hot dog?” he suggested.
“A hot dog would be okay. And a diet cola,” Jessica turned to Dar-

rell. “How about you, Darrell? What would you like for lunch?”
“Pizza and coke,” he answered quickly.
“You got it,” Sam told him. “The line doesn’t look too bad; I’ll be

right back.”
Darrell looked suddenly alarmed and glanced from Sam to Jessica.

“Can I come with you? I could help you carry stuff.”
Sam considered the offer a moment. “I can handle it. You wait here

with Jessica.”
Darrell looked unhappy at the answer but sank back into his seat.

He sighed and stared out at the nearby basketball court, his chin resting
in his hand. Jessica felt distinctly snubbed. Darrell obviously didn’t want
to sit alone with her, not even for as long as it might take for Sam to buy
a few hot dogs and sodas.

Hey, I’m good with kids, she reminded herself. Molly’s girls adore me.
I can win this kid over. He’s not such a tough customer. Jessica caught his
eye across the table and smiled. He didn’t smile back, but at least he
stopped ignoring her.

“So . . . how’s it going at New Horizons, Darrell? Do you like it
there?”

He shrugged. “It’s okay. They make us work a lot—schoolwork and
homework. We help make the food, clean up the dishes. Stuff like that.”

“Sounds like you do work hard.”
“I’m only there because if I didn’t go, I’d have to be in jail instead.”
“Is that so?”
He nodded. “Absolutely. The policeman put the handcuffs right on

me. Just like you see on TV.”
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“Wow . . . that must have been scary for you.”
“I wasn’t scared,” he insisted. “I said, ‘Go ahead. Lock me up. I’m

not scared of you.’ ”
Jessica suppressed a smile, sure he was trying to act tough, to show

off for her. He had a wonderful imagination, that was for sure. She
knew for a fact that though this story was true of some other kids there,
usually older, it wasn’t Darrell’s at all. He’d been suspended for truancy,
caught wandering around Boston alone when he should have been in
school. He may have been caught stealing some food from a convenience
store. Jessica wasn’t sure. Sam had said his mother was in a drug rehab
program, and the social services agency had sent him to New Horizons
instead of foster care.

“I guess you miss the city and your family.”
He shrugged again. “My mother . . . she’s sick. She’s not home any-

way right now.”
“I hope she gets better real soon and you can be with her again.”
Darrell’s face took on a thoughtful expression. “Yeah, me too.” Sud-

denly, he stared up at her. “Why are you saying all this stuff to me? You
don’t even know my mother.”

Jessica felt stung but she also saw that he had a point. She shouldn’t
have gotten so personal so quickly. He was upset about his mother and
maybe even ashamed of her situation, and Jessica, who barely knew him,
had no right to pry.

“That’s true. I don’t know your mother,” she said slowly. “But I
know you, and—”

Darrell shook his head. “You don’t know me. You don’t even like me.”
“I do like you,” she insisted. “I like you very much.”
Was that true? she asked herself. She didn’t feel close to the boy, and

she was fairly certain he didn’t care much for her. Mostly, she felt sorry
for him.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to lie to me. I heard what you said at your
mother’s house when I went upstairs to wash up. When you thought I
couldn’t hear.”

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 103



Thomas Kinkade and Katherine Spencer

104

Jessica felt her cheeks flush with shame. “I was upset, Darrell,” she
admitted. “I really didn’t mean it, honestly . . . I just lost my temper, I
guess. I’ve been meaning to apologize to you, but I didn’t know how to
bring it up.” Her excuse sounded weak, and she had an awful feeling
that she had just made everything worse.

He gave another of his shrugs and stared out at the basketball play-
ers again. “Lots of grown-ups think I’m bad. You don’t have to act all
nice and lie about it just because Sam is around.”

Jessica started to reply then stopped. She felt painted neatly into a
corner. No matter what she said now, he’d argue with her. No matter
what she did today, she couldn’t seem to get it right.

Sam suddenly appeared beside the table; he set down the loaded tray
and took a seat. “Sorry that took so long. There was this guy in front of
me ordering about a hundred hamburgers.”

He handed out the paper plates of food, seeming not to notice that
Jessica and Darrell were so quiet. Jessica stared down at a cold, partially
cooked hot dog on a stiff-looking roll. It didn’t matter; her appetite had
already vanished.

“I took another look at the minicars. They do look cool. They really
move, too.” Sam’s voice was bright and excited, just like another kid.
“How about we do those next?”

Darrell chewed his pizza with a thoughtful expression. He looked up
at Sam and then at Jessica. In his dark eyes, Jessica could see a question.
He was wondering now if she was going to tell Sam what he had said.

She sighed and took a sip of her drink. She wasn’t sure what to do.
She told Sam just about everything. On the other hand, she didn’t want
to seem as if she could only see negative traits in the boy. Sam would
just remind her how tough Darrell had it and how that was why he acted
the way he did, all of which was true.

She did feel sorry for him. And she did want to like him. She
couldn’t help it if he didn’t like her. How could she be friends with him
if he wouldn’t let her?
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“What do you think, Jess? The line doesn’t look that long right
now.”

Sam’s voice broke into her wandering thoughts and Jessica blinked.
“Gee . . . I don’t know. They seem sort of noisy.”

“You didn’t eat your hot dog. Should I get you something else?” Sam
looked at her with concern.

“Oh, no, thanks. Why don’t you and Darrell try the cars? I think
I’m going to head home. The racquetball was more of workout than I’m
used to, and that new medicine I’m taking makes me feel tired.”

The specialist they saw in Southport had prescribed some pills he
hoped would help her get pregnant. Jessica had only been taking them a
few days and they did make her tired; she wasn’t lying about that. Luck-
ily, she had needed to do some errands this morning while Sam picked
up Darrell, so they came in two cars.

“All right. I’ll meet you at home then.” Sam still looked worried.
“Do you want me to drive you back?”

“I’m just a little tired. I’m fine to drive home,” she assured him.
Though she was touched by Sam’s concern, she didn’t want him to cut
short his outing with Darrell on her account. That would undoubtedly
breed even more resentment from the boy, and things were already tense
enough.

Jessica got up from her chair and picked up her bag. She kissed Sam
on the cheek and patted his shoulder.

“Have fun in the cars. I think you’d better drive, Darrell. Sam gets a
little wild in those rides,” she added, trying to part on a light note.

“I will if he lets me.” Darrell’s expression was solemn as they parted,
and Jessica felt a twinge of sadness, though she wasn’t sure why.

Out in the parking lot, the bright sunlight and relative quiet was a
welcome relief to the dim, raucous interior of the Sports Zone. Jessica
felt instantly calmer and more clearheaded as she started up her car and
pulled away.

She felt relieved but also a bit guilty for abandoning the outing
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halfway. Sam would just have to understand. She had come along as
he’d asked and done her best. The boy just didn’t like her. She couldn’t
seem to do anything right where Darrell was concerned. Some things
just weren’t meant to be.
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C h a p t e r  S i x

L eigh had pretended to be asleep when Vera knocked 
on her bedroom door earlier that morning. Now she sat on the

edge of her bed, fully dressed, carefully calculating how long it would be
before both Vera and James left for the Sunday church service.

James never mentioned a word about church to her. But she knew
that Vera would coax her again to come along, and she wanted to avoid
the conversation.

At a quarter to eleven, Leigh walked down to the kitchen, expecting
the house to be empty. She was surprised to hear Vera in the hallway on
the phone.

“What do you mean, you can’t pick me up until twelve?” Vera
sounded nervous and frazzled. “That won’t do at all. . . . Well, I’ve
already called that outfit. They won’t send a taxi way out here. . . .”

Leigh glanced down the hallway, and Vera quickly turned toward her
as she hung up the phone.

“Oh, you’re up, dear. I didn’t want to wake you, but my car won’t
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start and James left so early for church today. Could you possibly give
me a lift into town?”

Finding an appropriate break in Vera’s rambling request, Leigh
quickly answered, “I can drive you to church, Vera. It’s no problem.”

“Would you? I’d appreciate that so much. I didn’t want to put you
out . . . but it is sort of an emergency. It’s my turn to bring some cakes
and things for the coffee hour. You hate to disappoint people once you
make a promise.”

Vera was dressed in her coat, hat, and gloves, her bag hooked over
her arm. Leigh noticed three foil-covered trays on the kitchen counter
and a pleasant, cinnamony scent hanging in the air. She didn’t know
what time the service started but guessed it must be very soon.

“I’ll just grab a glass of orange juice and we can go. I can get some
breakfast in town.”

Vera watched as she poured the juice and drank it down. “There’s
always a lovely coffee hour after the service—so much to eat, you won’t
even want lunch. And James is going to speak today about his mission. It
should be very interesting.”

Leigh set the dirty glass in the dishwasher, avoiding Vera’s searching
gaze. “I’m sure it will be. Let me run up and get my bag. I’ll be right
down.”

Up in her room, Leigh found her purse, then paused at the mirror to
add a dash of lipstick. She didn’t want to go to the church service, but
she thought she still ought to look presentable. It was such a small town,
faces were already starting to look familiar.

She helped Vera carry the cake pans out to her car and they started
off for the village.

“I need to stay at church today for a few hours after the service, so
you’ll have to fend for yourself at lunchtime. Maybe even dinner, too.
I’ll probably come back exhausted. The Christmas Fair committee is
meeting and I always get roped into doing more than I intend. But it’s all
for a good cause. I may not have much, compared to some people, but I
count my blessings. . . .”
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They were driving down Main Street now. Leigh had taken a few
walks during her lunch hour to explore the village, so she knew where to
find the church. It was really a beautiful little church, she thought, set on
the end of the long village green, which was filled with tall trees and bor-
dered on one side by the town’s harbor.

“Here we are,” Leigh said. “You’re not late at all. There are still some
people going in. Shall I drop you off in front?”

Though she usually didn’t mind Vera’s rambling monologues, Leigh
was looking forward to being on her own for a cup of decaf coffee and a
pile of the Sunday newspapers.

“Yes, right in front would be fine, dear. Oh, the cakes. I almost for-
got.” Vera glanced at Leigh with another worried look. “Could you help
me carry in the pans? It will only take a minute. You’ll need to park,
though. Look, there’s a space.” Vera pointed to a nearby parking space
that had just become empty.

“Yes, I see it.” Leigh put her blinker on and steered her car into the
space.

With Vera carrying two of the pans and Leigh holding the third,
they proceeded into the church. A woman about Vera’s age approached
them. She had a friendly, round moon face and wore a coil of white hair
on her head that still held a tinge of a former strawberry-blond hue.

“Here, let me help you, Vera. I’ll take that back to the kitchen.” She
reached over and took one of Vera’s cake pans. “You’ll be at the meeting
later, won’t you?”

“Yes, of course I will. Sophie, this is Leigh Baxter. She’s staying with
me awhile. She works in Dr. Harding’s office.”

The woman smiled and Leigh realized her face was familiar, though
she couldn’t quite recall her name.

“I’m Sophie Potter,” she introduced herself. “I think we met in the
doctor’s office, though I had a dreadful cold that day and you probably
were just trying not to get sneezed on.”

Leigh smiled back. “I remember. How are you?”
“Just fine, thanks. Here, let me take your pan, too. Why don’t you
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two get your seats? I think Reverend Ben might even start on time
today.” Chuckling at her own joke, Sophie swept off to a different part
of the church.

“I should get a seat. I’ll hang up my coat later.” Vera started toward
the door to the sanctuary.

“Okay, I’ll see you tonight.” Leigh headed back in the direction of
the vestibule, intending to leave, but she felt someone touch her arm.
She turned to see Molly Willoughby.

“Hi, Leigh. Want to sit with us? I think there’s still room in our row.
It’s a full house today with Reverend Cameron speaking.”

Leigh hesitated, wondering if she should stay to hear James. Every-
one seemed so excited about it. And he’d been so kind to her. It would
seem rude now to run out, especially when she didn’t really have any-
thing better to do. Besides, she was genuinely interested in hearing more
about his work.

She glanced around for Vera and saw that she was talking to another
friend. “I came with Vera but it looks like she’s busy. I’ll catch up with
her later, I guess.”

Leigh followed Molly into the sanctuary, where someone handed her
a program. The man smiled knowingly at her and she suddenly recog-
nized him, the police officer who had taken the report the night of her
accident. Tucker . . . something?

She followed Molly up the side aisle and soon spotted Molly’s two
girls, Lauren and Jill, who often stopped by the office. They were sit-
ting beside Dr. Harding and his daughter Amanda, whom she also
knew by now.

“Look who I found,” Molly whispered happily to the group.
“Hi, Leigh. Good to see you,” Matt Harding said.
“Leigh! What are you doing here?” Jill’s frank question made her

mother cringe but Leigh had to grin. It was a good question. She wasn’t
quite sure herself how she’d wound up here this morning.

“Just scoot over and make some room, please, Jill. And give Leigh
your hymnal. You can share with your sister.”
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Whenever Leigh heard what Molly called her “Commander
Mommy” voice she was totally in awe. Mentally, she took notes. She had
learned that Molly had more or less raised her girls without her ex-
husband’s help. Leigh only hoped that she would do as well as a single
parent. She was sure it wouldn’t be easy.

Settling back in her seat, Leigh glanced around. The church was just
as pretty inside as out, simple but elegant and old-fashioned, with
cream-colored walls, polished oak pews, and tall stained-glass windows
that filtered the light in hues of rose and gold. She saw James sitting in a
front row, to the side of the pulpit. Another minister with spectacles and
a beard sat beside him. Reverend Lewis, she thought. She’d heard a lot
about him from James and Vera, but so far they hadn’t met.

James seemed different somehow. She realized it was because he was
wearing a long white vestment. It was a bit of a shock to see him in his
“work clothes.” He didn’t make much of being a minister and most of
the time she thought of him as just a regular person. Now he seemed to
have a kind of solemn authority.

He dispelled that impression at once, smiling as he met her eye and
looking surprised but pleased to see her there. She smiled back, but
quickly looked away.

The choir sang a hymn to start the service. Leigh spotted Sophie
Potter in the second row and a tall young woman with striking looks
standing beside her. The resemblance was so strong, Leigh thought they
had to be related. She recalled Vera saying Sophie had been recently wid-
owed and that a granddaughter was living with her now. Leigh felt satis-
fied for a moment at having made the connection, as if fitting a piece
into a large puzzle. Then she caught herself, taken aback by how well
and quickly she was getting to know the people in this small community.

It’s just the job at the doctor’s office, she told herself. I see so many peo-
ple there every day. It doesn’t mean anything. I’m sure I’ll forget all about
them soon after I go. And they’ll forget me.

Reverend Lewis stepped up to the pulpit and began to address the
congregation. He covered some announcements about church activities,
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giving special emphasis to the meeting Vera had mentioned. The church
Christmas Fair didn’t sound like much to Leigh, but it was obviously an
important matter here.

Leigh couldn’t bear thinking about Christmas. It brought up so
many unhappy memories. Even good memories of holidays she spent as
a child with her mother seemed bittersweet now. The last few years of
her life had soured everything for her.

The service went by quickly with rounds of hymns and prayer, and
then Reverend Lewis was introducing James.

“As the holidays draw near, we think of the Helping Hands Mission
and our annual outreach to that special community,” he began. “Since
the mission was started in Nicaragua over fifty years ago, by a minister
who formerly headed this congregation, Bible Community Church has
maintained a close and special relationship with Helping Hands. The
mission is now blessed to have Reverend James Cameron as their direc-
tor, and for the past few months, we’ve all shared in that blessing while
Reverend Cameron has visited here with us. I’ve asked him to give us an
update on the mission this morning and on the work going on there.”

Leigh sat up a bit taller as James came to the pulpit and took Rev-
erend Lewis’s place. He looked out over the congregation with his usual
warm, easy smile; he might have been saying good morning to her over
the breakfast table. Leigh didn’t know what she expected but this was
not quite it. He seemed so relaxed, so casual, even though he’d now
stepped into such a formal, spiritual role.

“I want to thank Reverend Ben for that gracious introduction. I’m
not sure I’ve entirely been a blessing to him, since it seems we both pre-
fer the same section of the morning paper each day.” His joke made
Leigh smile and drew a few laughs from his audience. “This congrega-
tion has been so generous to Helping Hands Mission. Not just at Christ-
mastime, but throughout the year. Yet I don’t think that you fully
understand what your gifts mean to the people in our community and
those who come to us for help. Your donations have provided the simple
necessities like nutritious food, blankets, and clothing. Immunization
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for children who now will live without threat from the most serious
childhood diseases, like measles and polio. The schoolbooks that help
both children and adults learn to read, or the tools they need to farm
their land, or raise livestock, and have a self-sufficient life.

“I do want to update you with specifics, and I have a detailed talk
scheduled for this evening, complete with pictures of our school, the
new water treatment facility we built last year, and the expansion to our
medical clinic which is now under way.

“But when I considered what I really wanted to say to you this morn-
ing, I thought about so many of my friends at the mission who came to
me and asked me to convey their thanks and tell you their stories, so you
could understand how your gifts have truly transformed their lives.

“First, there’s Azura Esteban. She’s a young woman, still in her early
twenties. She gave birth to three children, each of whom died during
their first year of life—”

Leigh shuddered inwardly. What if she lost her baby that way? She
didn’t know what she would do. How did any woman survive that?

“Though our immunization program has helped lower the infant
mortality rate, unfortunately it’s still quite common for children to die
before they reach school age. Finally, Azura had a fourth child, but that
baby became ill with pneumonia. Azura brought her to our mission
clinic for treatment, where, by the grace of God, the child was saved.

“That was six years ago. Azura’s daughter has grown healthy and
strong and now attends our mission school. She tells me she wants to be a
doctor someday and help people in her village. I pray that this will be so.”

James spoke simply, without any deliberate drama, but his words
were powerful and held Leigh and everyone around her riveted.

“There are many stories that don’t have happy endings,” he went on.
“There are many who come to us who are beyond help in this mortal
life. All we can do is provide comfort, support their faith, and help them
pass on in dignity. There are many who need help beyond our limited
resources. Though we’ll never be able to solve every problem that comes
our way, our goal is to ever expand our reach.
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“Above all, I think the greatest gift our mission gives is hope, a light
where there was only darkness. And the gift grows tenfold and tenfold
again because those whom we help reach out and lift up others, like a
handful of seeds tossed on the earth that grow into a garden. That
remarkable transformation is God’s miracle, the way He takes our small
gifts and uses them for His great purposes.

“So please remember that beyond the immediate aid of a hot meal
or some new clothes, your gift to our mission gives hope and inspires
faith. It’s God’s love, working through all of us, passed on and on in an
endless chain. The impact is immeasurable, and very often, lifesaving.”

The congregation was silent. Leigh felt a bit stunned and saddened.
It was hard to imagine people who had so little in their lives and strug-
gled so hard just to survive. You knew that people lived at such a desper-
ate level of existence but you didn’t want to think about it. It was like
passing an accident on the highway; you might glance at it quickly but
you just couldn’t focus on the gruesome details for very long. It was too
disturbing, too upsetting. Most people felt helpless to do anything about
such overwhelming problems.

But James had dedicated his life to solving those problems and will-
ingly lived in those conditions, day in and day out. Leigh had always
been impressed by him, by his kindness and intellect. This morning,
though, she had seen him in a whole different light. He seemed not sim-
ply nice or kind but strong and courageous, daring to do difficult, often
heartbreaking work.

Martin pretended to be strong, flaunting his wealth and ordering
people around like the imperious ruler of a little kingdom. But he was
weak, a coward, crippled by his insecurities. He was the very antithesis
of James.

Maybe that’s what she was doing here, Leigh reflected, recalling Jill’s
forthright question. God wanted her to hear James talk, to see that there
were some truly good people in the world. Not everyone was as small
and self-serving as her former husband and his family.

And maybe to see her own self-centeredness, too. She had woken up
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that morning and hid out in her room from poor Vera. She had been
feeling sorry for herself, thinking her life was so difficult. Now it seemed
easy in comparison. Yes, she had her problems, plenty of them. But she
still had food to eat, a roof over her head, and money in her pocket. She
had her health and when the time came she would provide for her baby.
She decided she would make a donation today to the mission. She didn’t
have much money but she had enough.

James’s talk had been disturbing but also inspiring. If people with so
little means and so little hope can make their way, so can I. It does take some
hope and faith, though, she thought. She’d been so short on both for so
long, like a car running on empty.

The service ended and Leigh was swept along by the crowd leaving
the sanctuary, down the main aisle to the doors that opened to the
vestibule. Molly glanced over her shoulder and met Leigh’s eye. “Just fol-
low along. We won’t lose you.”

Leigh soon found herself face-to-face with Reverend Lewis. He held
out his hand to her, his blue eyes sparkling behind his gold-rimmed
spectacles. “Nice to see you this morning. Welcome to Bible Commu-
nity Church.”

“This is Leigh Baxter.” James leaned over Reverend Lewis’s shoulder,
speaking before Leigh could reply. “She’s the woman I ran into on the
Beach Road.”

“Oh, yes, I remember. James tells me you’ve taken a job and decided
to stay in town.”

“It’s a beautiful town.” Leigh forced a smile. News certainly traveled
fast around here. She glanced at James, wondering what else he had said
about her. “The job is only temporary, until Dr. Harding’s secretary
comes back.”

Reverend Lewis smiled again. “I hope you enjoy it here, no matter
how long.”

“Thank you, Reverend. I enjoyed the service,” she added.
“Good. Maybe we’ll see you again.”
“Maybe . . .” Leigh’s voice drifted off. She didn’t want to lie, but she
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didn’t know what else to say. She wasn’t much of a churchgoer, not
since she was a little girl and her mother used to take her. When she went
to college she fell out of the habit.

The line ahead of her moved forward, and she found herself facing
James. He held out his hand and she shook it. It seemed a funny thing to
do, considering they saw each other all the time.

His grip on her hand was warm and strong. “It’s good to see you this
morning, Leigh. I was so surprised when I looked out and saw you sit-
ting there.”

He was also so honest about his feelings. As usual, it caught her off
guard.

“Vera had trouble starting her car so I gave her a lift. Your talk was
very interesting . . . and very moving,” she admitted. “I’d really like to
hear more about the mission sometime.”

“Anytime at all. I have some photographs back at the house. I can
show you some of my friends, the ones I spoke about.”

“I’d like that.” Leigh suddenly realized that she was holding up the
line. “Well . . . I’d better catch up with Vera.”

“Okay. See you.” James watched for a moment as she walked away.
Leigh glanced around for Vera but ended up meeting Molly again.

“Have you seen Vera?” Leigh asked her.
Molly quickly scanned the crowd. “She must have gone to the

Christmas Fair meeting.”
“Can you show me where it is? I just want to let her know I’m leav-

ing.” Leigh knew she could probably ask Molly to convey the message,
but she wanted to make sure Vera had a ride home.

“I think they’re meeting in the all-purpose room. It’s this way.”
Molly led Jessica through the church and then through a set of double
doors.

The big room looked exactly the way it sounded, Leigh thought.
There were folding tables with cake and coffee on one end, a piano in
one corner, and long drapes over one wall, concealing storage and possi-
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bly a small stage. The polished wood floor could have been either a bas-
ketball court or a dance floor.

Most of the congregation was now gathered here, talking and laugh-
ing, with children who had just come from Sunday school chasing each
other around the big space.

“I see Vera back there with Sophie Potter.” Molly directed Leigh to a
group at the far end of the room that was gathered around a square table.
As Leigh began to walk toward them Molly touched her arm again. “Oh,
wait. Here comes my big lug of a brother. I want to introduce you.”

Molly’s brother was a big man but not quite what Leigh would call a
lug. His striking good looks and brilliant smile were distinctly unluglike.
A very pretty woman walked beside him, also greeting Molly with a
smile. Leigh assumed she must be Jessica, Sam’s wife, whom Molly had
mentioned.

Molly quickly introduced Leigh to the couple, extravagantly praising
her work at Dr. Harding’s office. “It was like a miracle, I mean it. She
just dropped in out of the blue and saved the day. I think she’s even bet-
ter with the patients than Amy. But don’t tell Amy I said that—if she
ever comes back, that is.”

Jessica met Leigh’s eyes and smiled, then her gaze wandered lower,
taking in her pregnancy, unmistakable beneath Leigh’s sweater. For just
a moment Leigh thought she saw the woman’s clear blue eyes cloud over
with a troubled expression.

“Amy will be back,” Leigh said. “I just spoke to her on Tuesday.”
“We’ll see. She’s always been a little flaky.” Molly shook her head

and turned her attention to her brother. “Are you going to Mom and
Dad’s for Thanksgiving? Mom said she wasn’t sure.”

“Gee, I guess I forgot to call her. Sure, we’ll be there.” Sam said.
Leigh noticed Jessica glance at her husband then back at Molly.

“Will there be a big crowd?”
“Just the usual suspects—five hundred adults and ten million kids.

I’m doing some of the cooking so that should help her out a little.”
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“I can bring something. I’ll call your mom tonight and see what she
needs.”

“Holiday prep talk. I don’t think I’m ready for this yet. You’ll have
to excuse me.” Sam gave them a charming grin as he headed toward the
coffee table.

“He won’t mind eating the dinner though. Just for that, no dessert,”
Molly called after him.

Jessica took a sip of her coffee. “When are you due, Leigh?” she
asked.

“In about six weeks. January fifth.”
“You’ll probably be late,” Molly predicted. “Or early, depending.

They actually don’t know, which is what you really need to remember.
Which reminds me of this joke: A woman asks her doctor, ‘Should I
have a baby after thirty-five?’ And he says, ‘Thirty-five children are
probably enough, don’t you think?’ ”

Leigh laughed but noticed Jessica’s smile seemed halfhearted.
“By the way, since you are sticking around for a while, have you

found an obstetrician?” Molly asked her.
Leigh had thought about that the other day when she told Dr. Hard-

ing she would stay. She was due for a checkup and didn’t want to miss
the visit. “I’ve been meaning to ask Matt for a recommendation but
haven’t gotten around to it. Do you know someone?”

“I have a great doctor for you. She’s just down in Hamilton. Matt
thinks very highly of her, too. Here.” Molly took a pen and a small note-
pad from her purse and scribbled the doctor’s name on it, then handed it
to Leigh.

“Great, I’ll call her this week.” Leigh was grateful for the recom-
mendation but noticed that Jessica had grown very quiet. Perhaps she
felt left out of the conversation, Leigh thought, hoping she hadn’t been
rude. “Well, I’d better catch up with Vera,” she said. “I just want to
make sure she has a ride.”

“Oh, I can take her. We live out on the Beach Road. I have to pass
the turn to her house on my way.” Jessica finished her coffee and tossed
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the cup in a nearby trash can. “I ought to be back there myself. They’re
going to send someone after me in a minute.”

“You’re sure it’s not any trouble?” Leigh asked.
“Not at all. It was nice to finally meet you, Leigh. Good luck with

your baby.” Jessica lightly touched Leigh’s arm and her eyes held a sin-
cere, caring light.

“My brother and sister-in-law are trying to start a family,” Molly
whispered as Jessica headed back to the Christmas Fair meeting.
“They’re having some problems though.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” That explained Jessica’s interest in her preg-
nancy, Leigh thought. It also made her mindful of her own blessings, for
the second time that day. At least her pregnancy was going well so far,
and soon she would have her very own baby. “I hope it works out for
them.”

“Me, too.” Molly sighed. “I’d better go round up my gang. Enjoy
your day off. I’ll be in the library, doing homework projects. Ah, the
joys of motherhood.” Molly rolled her eyes. “See what you have to look
forward to?”

Leigh couldn’t help laughing at her. “I do. See you.”
Molly ran off to look for her family, and Leigh slipped on her coat

and headed out of the gathering. As she walked toward her car, she real-
ized that she felt suddenly lonely; she was almost sorry to go. She nearly
turned back, thinking she would sit in on the meeting and wait for Vera.
How long could it take?

Then she stopped herself. She didn’t understand what was going on
with her today. All this time, she had been waiting for the chance to slip
away and have some time alone. Now she wanted to go back inside?

No, she shouldn’t do that. She pulled open the car door and got
inside, then started up the engine and pulled away from the church. She
wasn’t sure where she should go, back to the house again? Or maybe out
to the beach? It was a sunny, calm day, and she was dressed for cold
weather. Maybe the fresh air would help clear her head. She wished that
James was around to walk with her, then stopped herself again.
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She knew that when you were pregnant you had to expect mood
swings. Maybe that was it. Or maybe it was that everyone at the church
had been so warm and welcoming. The whole morning had been a little
overwhelming. Still, the last thing she needed was a bout of self-pity.

Okay, so I’m feeling a little low and lonely. It’s only normal, considering
what I’m going through. Living under a fake identity doesn’t exactly lend
itself to close friendships. She touched her stomach gently and murmured,
“But you’re worth it all. So if I stay on here for the next few weeks, I
can’t let myself get too close to anyone—no matter how tempting or
harmless it may seem.” I could let my guard down for one minute and lose
everything.

On Sunday night it was Sam’s turn to cook. Jessica sat on a tall
stool by the stove and watched him cut an onion into thick chunks as he
started to make steak and stir-fried vegetables.

Everybody in Sam’s family seemed to know how to cook. Not sur-
prising, since his father was a professional chef.

“Can I help with anything?” she asked.
“Just sit there and look pretty. That helps.” He glanced over his

shoulder and grinned at her, and she smiled back.
“I spoke to your mother this afternoon and told her we were coming

for Thanksgiving. She sounds as if everything is under control. I don’t
know how she manages with all those people in that tiny house. She’s
planning on two turkeys. Big ones, too.”

Sam laughed and stirred something sizzling around in the big metal
wok. “She always makes two birds, Jess. I’m surprised she isn’t going for
three. It got pretty ugly when they ran out of drumsticks last year.”

He was joking, of course. But with six sisters and brothers, even if
only half of his clan and their children came, there was always a house-
ful and the table could get pretty raucous.

“You can buy drumsticks separately. Maybe I should cook some here
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and bring them. Your mom asked me to make cranberry sauce. I think
I’ll need a gallon of it.”

“Sounds about right. Every holiday my parents get in a lather about
not having enough food. Then there’s always way too much. The real
question is, what are we going to do with all the leftovers my mother will
try to send home with us?”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Jessica said. She liked her in-
laws very much; she had never found their generosity hard to take.
There were other aspects of the Morgan family gatherings, though, that
were difficult for her. Harder and harder, it seemed.

“I don’t know, Sam. I’m sorry to sound like such a downer, but I’m
sort of dreading the holiday. It’s hard for me, being around all your sis-
ters and brothers and all their kids.” She waited, watching his expression
change, seeing that he was starting to understand. “I know that everyone
feels sorry for me about the miscarriage, and they’re either giving me
these long sympathetic looks or pulling me aside to get a progress
report.”

Sam nodded and cast her an understanding look. “I know. I get the
same thing, in a way. They mean well. But they’re all too nosy some-
times.”

“Sometimes?” Jessica’s expression made him smile again. She tried to
smile, too. It was better than crying, which was what she really felt like
doing.

Her mood was just out of control today. Maybe it was the medica-
tion she’d been taking. Meeting Leigh Baxter in church today had set
her off track, too. She couldn’t help thinking about Leigh’s due date.
Her baby’s due date had been exactly one month after: February fifth.

Sam walked over to her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Honey,
don’t worry. We’re going to have a family. The doctor said our chances
are good, very good.”

Jessica sighed. “He didn’t say very good. Just good was all. What else
could he say?”
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Sam leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Please don’t worry like
this, Jess. I know it’s tough right now, but let’s try to be more patient.”

“I am trying. It’s just—hard.”
“I know. It’s hard for me too. But we’re making some progress with

this new doctor, I think. Hey, Reverend Cameron asked me to read in
church next week. You know what my verse is going to be?”

Jessica shook her head, unsure of whether this little tangent had any-
thing to do with their conversation. “What is it?”

“ ‘Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and
it shall be opened unto you.’ ” Sam smiled at her. “It felt like more than
a coincidence when Reverend Cameron told me. It felt like . . . like a
message or something, about you and me. That we’re on the right track
and we have to be hopeful.”

She nodded, knowing he was right. The verse lifted her spirits, too.
“I think part of it is, Jess, that we have to keep an open mind. I

mean, sometimes the Lord sends us what we asked for, but it isn’t exactly
what we had in mind.” He paused and rubbed her shoulders a bit. “I
mean . . . if we try and try and try and still can’t have a baby, maybe we
ought to consider adoption. Don’t you think?”

Jessica could see that it was hard for Sam to talk about this with her,
and she could tell from his tone that it had probably been on his mind
for some time.

“I don’t know,” she said truthfully. “Right now, I just want to see if
I can have our own baby. I want the experience of being pregnant and
giving birth, Sam. That might be hard for you to understand, being a
man. But it’s very important to me. I’m not thinking of giving up so
soon and adopting.”

“Sure, I understand. I’m not giving up either, honey. I was just try-
ing to say there are other things we can think of. If the pills you’re tak-
ing don’t work, there are plenty of other ways to increase our chances.
The doctor offered a lot of alternatives.”

“Yes . . . he did.” Jessica nodded, whisking her moist eyes with the
back of her hand. The list of infertility treatments he had given them
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seemed long and—if she was perfectly honest about it—quite daunting.
She truly hoped she and Sam would not need to work their way down
the long list of treatments. She wanted a baby in the worst way . . . but
she wasn’t really sure how much anticipation and disappointment she
could endure.

“It’s just that I love you so much, Jess. I hate to see you unhappy.”
He put his arms around her and kissed her then touched her cheek with
his hand. “It’s going to be okay, I promise.”

Jessica stared into her husband’s eyes for a moment and tried to
smile. She knew he couldn’t really promise her that but thought it was
very sweet of him to try.

Finally, Sam returned to the counter. He flipped a red pepper on the
cutting board and began cutting long thin strips. Jessica picked up a
Christmas catalog and thumbed through the pages. Each photo seemed
to show an athletic, all-American family dressed in stylish outdoor wear,
with ruddy cheeks, windblown hair, and golden retrievers prancing at
their heels as they strolled through snowy woods or decorated Christmas
trees.

Jessica suddenly wished she could step into the pages, as if through a
magic glass, and be part of that perfectly color-coordinated world where
problems like infertility didn’t exist. She’d be happy to be a mother to
any one of those pretty children. If only you could order a baby from a
catalog . . .

“Listen, Jess, I wanted to ask you something. I thought on Thanksgiv-
ing we could bring Darrell with us to my parents’ house. Luke said some
of the other kids at the center are going to different homes around the vil-
lage for the holiday, but so far, Darrell hasn’t been invited anywhere.”

I’m not surprised, either was her first thought. Then she caught her-
self, ashamed of her response. When she didn’t answer, Sam glanced
over his shoulder at her.

She avoided his questioning look. “Gee . . . I don’t know. I’m not so
sure that’s a good idea. I mean, considering the way he acted at my
mother’s house . . .”
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Sam had his back to her now, but she could see the tense set of his
shoulders as he kept slicing. “We had a good talk about that. I think
Darrell understands now that what he did was wrong. I think we should
give him another chance, to show that we trust him to behave himself.”

That you trust him, you mean, Jessica wanted to say.
“I’m sorry, Sam. I just don’t think it’s a good idea. What if he dis-

rupts the whole party? What if he fights with the other kids? You’ll have
to watch him every minute. It could spoil our entire day.”

Sam pushed the pile of chopped vegetables to one side of the cutting
board and turned to face her.

“I know this will be inconvenient. I know I’ll have to keep an eye on
him, and it might not be the most relaxing Thanksgiving of my life. But
it will be worth it to me, Jessica, because I think I’ll be giving Darrell a
great day, maybe the best holiday he’s ever had.” Sam’s tone softened
and he grinned. “It will certainly be the most food he’s ever seen on a
table at one time. What better time to share what we have and show him
what a real family is like? Isn’t Thanksgiving the perfect day for that?”

Jessica met his gaze then looked away. Why was it that every time
they talked about Darrell, she wound up feeling selfish and mean-
spirited and Sam sounded like a finalist for the Nobel Peace Prize? She
slipped off her stool and walked across the room to stand opposite him.

“I know what you’re saying is true,” she said. “But think about it a
minute. Is it really the right thing to do? Darrell might enjoy himself for
the day and then end up feeling even worse about his life, seeing every-
thing he’s missing out on. I mean, it builds up his hopes, his expecta-
tions. Is it fair for you to get so involved with him when it can’t lead
anywhere?”

Sam crossed his arms over his chest. “Why can’t it lead anywhere?”
Jessica felt flustered by his reply. Was he saying that he wanted them

to be even more involved with Darrell?
She took a breath and tried to speak calmly. “I thought we were

starting our own family, Sam, not adopting or becoming foster parents.
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Besides, we don’t even know what his situation is. Maybe his living
arrangements after New Horizons are already settled.”

Sam stared at her with a moody expression. “Maybe they are. I’ll
have to talk to Luke about it. He can tell me.”

Jessica had no reply to that. How had they even gotten started on
this topic? Now she had opened up an entirely new can of worms.

Sam scooped the cut vegetables into the wok and added a jolt of soy
sauce. “Why don’t you set the table and we’ll eat? I’m starving.”

“Fine.” She rose and pulled some dishes from the cabinet, glad to
concentrate on something other than these worrisome issues. She and
Sam were clearly at odds when it came to the questions of Darrell Lester
and adopting a baby. She knew adoption or fostering were perfect solu-
tions for some couples, but she couldn’t get her mind around either one
of them yet. If ever.
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C h a p t e r  S ev e n

J ames? You don’t look well. Is everything all right?”
James looked up from his desk and found Ben standing

beside him. He had been so lost in thought, he hadn’t even heard the
older minister approach.

Ben wasn’t usually around on Monday mornings. That was his time
to visit older members of the congregation who were in a nearby nursing
home. James hesitated then realized it might be a good thing that Ben
had changed his schedule today. He did need someone to talk to.

“I’ve had some bad news about the mission,” James admitted. “I got
a fax this morning. There are some serious problems with the clinic
expansion. They haven’t been working for the past three weeks . . . but
no one wanted to worry me.”

Ben took a seat in a leather armchair in front of the desk. “That is
bad news. What’s the issue? Is there a problem with the plans?”

“I only wish. I could fix plans from here. It’s something I can’t man-
age so easily at this distance. There’s some dispute between the builder
we’ve hired and the local authorities. They can shut you down some-

“
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times for no reason at all. It’s just the way the government works there.
I’ve always been good at navigating my way around the bureaucrats and
their demands. I’ve been there so long, I’ve gotten to know a lot of peo-
ple who can help us. Sometimes it takes me a while, but I usually find
the right door to knock on.”

“What about the people on your staff that you left in charge? Can’t
you tell them who to call or visit?”

“I guess they tried—or they wouldn’t have brought me in on it. I’ve
been gone for almost three months. The political scene there changes
quickly. The same bureaucrats who controlled things when I left might
not have any influence now.”

“I see. That does sound tricky,” Ben agreed.
“I’ve been on the phone for hours, and I’ve accomplished exactly noth-

ing. I don’t know who to call or fax or harangue next.” James pushed aside
a pile of papers in frustration. “The building is at a crucial stage. They
have to get the roof on and the walls up before the bad weather hits again
or all that effort and money will be lost. The place will be washed away.”

He sat back in his chair and looked up at Ben. “I need to get back
there right away. They need my help.”

Ben took a long breath. “I know the situation sounds very serious,
James. But physically, do you really think you’re ready to go back?”

James gazed out the window as he said, “Yes, I am. I feel fine. Better
every day.”

“When was the last time you checked in with a doctor?”
James shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. A few weeks ago, I suppose.”
“I remember. More like September, just before you got here. That

wasn’t very good news, as I recall.”
“Doctors don’t know everything, Ben. That specialist would be

happy if I didn’t go back to Nicaragua at all.”
Ben’s tone was grave. “He’s a very well known specialist. Maybe you

shouldn’t brush off his opinion so quickly. I’ve seen you looking tired
lately, James. I know you try to hide it from us, but I think you’ve been
rushing yourself to recover. Or at least, to convince everyone that you
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have. I don’t think you’re ready to go back—not even for an emer-
gency.”

James picked up a glass paperweight and examined it, as if it might
hold the solutions to his problems. Ben’s response wasn’t the one he had
been hoping for; in fact, it just seemed to make everything worse. Still,
he had to give Ben credit for his honesty. “Well . . . what can I say? I
appreciate your advice, Ben. I just don’t happen to agree with it.”

“I’m saying this as your friend, James, because I care about you. We
all do. I know you set high ideals for yourself and I admire that. But
you’re not . . . Super Minister.”

James felt himself cracking a smile despite his low spirits. “I’m not?”
“Sorry to disappoint you, but no. Don’t try to leap off any tall

buildings while you’re in town either. That’s my second bit of advice.”
Ben sat back in his chair and slipped off his glasses. He carefully

cleaned them on a handkerchief.
“What do you suggest? I just sit here and let the construction site

crumble?”
“Of course not. But I do think you could have a little more faith in

the people you’ve left in charge. Give them some guidance, some sug-
gestions. See what they can do.” Ben put his glasses back on and pushed
the frames up the ridge of his small, straight nose.

“I simply don’t think you need to rush back to the mission yet. Not
when I consider the gamble you’d be taking—with your recovery, your
future health, maybe even your life.”

The heavy words were hard to accept, but James knew what Ben said
was true.

Ben rose and pushed the chair aside. “Will you at least think about
it a little more?”

James nodded. “Yes, of course I will.”
“And will you see a doctor and check your progress?” Ben’s tone was

quieter but still firm.
James felt backed into a corner. He didn’t want to lie or mislead

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 128



A Christmas Promise

129

Ben, but he dreaded visiting a doctor again. He wasn’t sure what he
would do if he were told his condition hadn’t improved.

Finally, under Ben’s uncompromising gaze, he relented. “I guess I
should. Maybe I’ll just check in with Matt Harding here in town, see
what he thinks.”

“That’s a good idea. Let me know how it turns out.” Ben stood by
the doorway. “Is there anything I can do for you—anything at all I can
do to help?”

James shook his head. “No, but thanks for listening. And for the
advice,” he added. “Though it wasn’t what I wanted to hear.”

Ben smiled gently at him. “I know. But what are friends for?”

The Clam Box was packed with its usual lunchtime crowd. Jes-
sica glanced around quickly. She saw Tucker Tulley at the counter, eat-
ing a bowl of soup and chatting with Charlie Bates, the diner’s owner,
while he flipped burgers on the grill.

At a table in the front, Reverend Ben was having lunch with Digger
Hegman. Both men said hello, though Jessica wasn’t entirely sure if
Digger always remembered who she was these days.

Finally, she spotted Emily seated at a booth near the back. Although
they both worked on Main Street, with Jessica at the bank and Emily in
the village hall, they rarely got together for lunch. But this morning,
Emily had called sounding cheerful. Her usual Tuesday afternoon meet-
ing had been canceled and she wanted to take Jessica out for lunch.

Jessica always found the Clam Box an odd choice for her sister’s
favorite restaurant. Charlie Bates was Emily’s archrival and most outspo-
ken critic, using his lunch counter as a soapbox for his political rants. But
Jessica knew that in her quiet, dignified way, her sister was a fighter. In
fact, she had started to believe that Emily enjoyed coming here just to
show Charlie she wasn’t afraid of him and didn’t care a whit what he
said about her.
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“You got here early. I’m in shock,” Jessica teased, referring to her sis-
ter’s well-earned reputation for always being late. Jessica slipped her suede
jacket over the back of her chair and sat down. “This must be important.”

“Good news. Dan and I figured out our wedding.” Emily sat back
and beamed, as if she had just announced the discovery of a cure for the
common cold.

“That is news. Will there be a parade down Main Street?”
“Seems like there should be after all this haggling, doesn’t it?” Emily

picked up a cracker from a basket on the table and took a bite. “Dan
won’t agree to anything nearly that grand, though.” She laughed. “I
know it sounds sort of ‘Duh . . . so what’s the problem?’ But what we
finally agreed to is just a medium, low-key sort of gathering, like a cock-
tail party with a very strict limit on the guest list.”

“A strict limit?” Jessica knew her sister. That stipulation was going
to be a tough one. “How many?”

Emily sighed. “Don’t ask. It’s impossible. I’m trying to convince
Dan that there are some people in town I have to invite just to be polite,
knowing they won’t come—”

“Did you say polite—or political?”
“I said polite,” Emily affirmed with a laughing glint in her eye. “He

doesn’t get the concept.”
“Maybe he’ll come around once you show him the list. Have you fig-

ured out a date?”
“Not yet. Very soon, though. That was another stipulation. The only

way I got him to go along with it was by promising I could pull it
together before our trip.” Emily sighed. “Who can plan a nice wedding
in that amount of time? It’s just insane.”

Jessica patted her sister’s hand. “I think it’s sweet that he’s so eager to
marry you and whisk you off to a tropical island. It’s very romantic.”

“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Emily smiled again, her eyes getting a little
dreamy looking, Jessica thought with amusement; that was so unlike her
no-nonsense older sister. “Dan can be very romantic, but don’t let it get
around. He likes everyone to think he’s a real curmudgeon.”
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“Don’t worry. I wouldn’t want to ruin his image. So where do you
want to have the party? The Pequot Inn is charming. I think they even
have a private room upstairs with a fireplace.”

“That is a pretty place. But I go to so many political functions there.
It would just feel like another Rotary Club meeting to me.” Emily
slipped on her reading glasses and scanned the menu.

“How about having it at our house? I know Sam wouldn’t mind.
He’d love the idea.”

Emily looked up and smiled at her. “You’re so sweet. . . . You’d
really do that for me?”

“Of course I would. I’d love to.” Preparing for Emily’s wedding
would also provide the perfect distraction from her baby-making wor-
ries, Jessica realized. “It would be fun.”

“I love your house. It would be perfect if I can keep the guest list
down. I’m going to ask Molly if she can cater it for us. I was afraid she’d
refuse if the party was at Mother’s.”

Jessica answered Emily’s grin. Emily’s engagement party had been
held at their mother’s house and Molly had catered it, battling with Lil-
lian every inch of the way. Molly had come through gallantly, but Jessica
doubted her sister-in-law would agree to repeat that experience.

Lucy Bates appeared at the table. “Good to see you, ladies. Want to
hear the specials?”

“I think we’re set,” Jessica said.
“Just what I like: decisive customers.” She laughed and pulled her

order pad out of her apron pocket.
Jessica ordered her usual, a turkey sandwich on rye. Lucy nodded.

“No pickle, extra cole slaw.”
“You got it.” Jessica smiled up at her. Lucy was so upbeat and

friendly, the complete opposite of her husband. It amazed Jessica that
the two had remained married all these years, though everyone knew
Lucy had already left Charlie once.

Emily started off ordering the fried clam roll, then deducted the roll
and finally ended up with a salad.
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“Lucy, order up. What are you doing over there, having a coffee
klatch?”

Lucy glanced over her shoulder at her husband, who glowered at her
from his post at the grill. She turned back to Jessica and Emily, rolling
her eyes. “It’s called being pleasant to the customers,” she mumbled
under her breath.

“Be right back with your order,” she added as she scurried away.
Once Lucy left, Emily said, “That’s another thing. I don’t even have

time to lose a few pounds.”
“Don’t be silly. You look great.”
“I’m well past forty and I’ll have to wear a bathing suit in February.

And gravity isn’t doing me any favors, either.”
Jessica laughed. “You’ll be alone on a tropical island with a man who

adores you. Just wear one of those wrap things over your suit. He’ll
think you look exotic.”

“Words of wisdom from a happily married woman.” Emily grinned
and picked up another cracker. “So, how are things? What’s new?”

“Oh, nothing much.” Jessica shrugged but could tell from Emily’s
discerning gaze her sister wasn’t buying it. “We went to a new doctor last
week. He put me on some pills he says should help.”

“That’s encouraging.”
“I guess so. I don’t want to get my hopes up, though.”
“How’s Sam? Does he feel discouraged, too?”
“Somewhat. But not as much as I do. He has Darrell to distract him

now, which is good in some ways and not so good in others.”
Emily looked curiously at her as she slipped off her reading glasses.

“I can see the benefits of it. Sam has so much, well, love to give. New
Horizons is lucky to have him there, and Darrell is lucky Sam’s singled
him out. But what’s the bad side? Do you feel Sam’s not giving you
enough attention?”

It was hard to admit but perhaps that was part of her problem, Jes-
sica realized. But it wasn’t all of it. “I’m not really sure,” she said hon-
estly. “Maybe it’s that I lost the baby and”—her voice faltered but she
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forced herself to continue—“and the next thing I know, Sam’s bonding
with this kid and bringing him into our lives and expecting me to care
about him. And he never even asked me.” She pressed a hand over her
mouth, appalled by the resentment in her own voice. “You must think
I’m a horrible person and—”

“I have never thought anything of the sort,” Emily said firmly, “and
I’ve known you since you were born. Jess, what you just said—it’s not
unreasonable that you’re upset. Have you told Sam this stuff?”

Jessica shook her head and swallowed hard. “No. I just figured it out.
All I’ve known is that I’ve been uncomfortable with Darrell, and I
couldn’t understand why. He’s really not a bad kid. It just seems that
ever since Sam took him under his wing, there’s been all this tension.
Sam really wants us to get along. He even tried taking us all out for a day
at this indoor sports complex—which to me was an automatic
migraine.” Emily gave her sister a sympathetic glance, and Jessica went
on. “I really have tried to get along with Darrell, despite what happened
at Mother’s house. But I can’t seem to do anything right around him.
The boy just doesn’t like me, and Sam can’t see it. If anything, he thinks
it’s my fault.”

Emily sighed. “That’s pretty hard. Especially when you’re both so
focused on this pregnancy issue.”

“I think it’s great for Sam to help Darrell,” Jessica finished, her voice
growing steadier as the situation finally became clear to her. “But maybe
it’s also a way for Sam to avoid worrying about our problem.”

Emily took a sip of her coffee. “Do you think it will help you get
pregnant faster if you’re both worrying?”

“No, of course not.” Jessica tucked a loose strand of her long hair
behind her ear. “But we just don’t seem to be on the same track anymore
about all this stuff. The other day, we somehow got onto the topic of
adoption, which I suppose is an option if all else fails. But I’m not ready
to consider that yet. Then, a few minutes later, Sam is talking about tak-
ing in Darrell as a foster child. It’s like some huge snowball heading
down a big hill at me and I can’t do anything to stop it. When I try to be
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honest with Sam about it, I sound like a heartless, selfish monster. Is it
wrong to just want my own baby right now?”

Emily’s expression softened. “There’s nothing in the world wrong
with that, Jess. And you’re the last person I’d call a heartless monster.
Sam knows that. He loves you very much.” Emily sat back in her seat.
“You’re in a tough spot. Maybe you should just wait and see. You never
know. You might start to like Darrell better and see what Sam sees in
him. Or maybe you’ll get pregnant and Sam will get more focused on
you and his own baby.”

Jessica nodded. “Yes, I’ve thought of all that. I guess I will have to
wait.”

She sat back, feeling curiously lighter. She was glad she had confided
in her sister and aired her feelings honestly—more honestly than she
could with Sam right now. Although she knew that nothing had actually
been solved and the question of taking Darrell in remained, at least she
wasn’t so confused about it anymore.

Lucy returned with their dishes and Emily began talking of other
things, lighter matters than wedding planning and pregnancy problems.

Emily was relating some annoying incident from a town council
meeting when her expression suddenly brightened. She sat up and waved
to someone up front and Jessica turned to see her niece Sara walking
toward them. Sara’s long dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her
cheeks were flushed from the cold outside. She wore a navy blue peacoat,
her leather knapsack slung over one shoulder.

“Hi, honey. What a nice surprise.” Emily stood up and quickly
kissed Sara’s cheek, then slid over in the booth to make room for her.

“I called you back and your secretary said you were probably still
here. Sorry I couldn’t make it for lunch. I wouldn’t mind some dessert,
though, if you’re going to hang out longer.”

“I’d like some, too, now that you mention it.” Jessica glanced around
for Lucy. “But your mom’s on a diet.”

Sara turned and gave Emily a look that Jessica identified as pure
Emily. Sometimes their resemblance was so strong, Jessica couldn’t
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believe it. Though Sara had her father’s coloring, she definitely had her
mother’s eyes and many of her expressions.

“You don’t need a diet, Emily. For goodness’ sake.”
“I absolutely do. For the wedding. It’s a tradition.”
Sara looked surprised. “Don’t tell me. Have you and Dan finally set

a date? Can I have an exclusive for the paper?”
“Not exactly, but we’re making progress. . . . And no need to be

snide.”
Sara glanced at Jessica and shook her head, trying hard to keep a

straight face. “I didn’t mean to tease you but honestly, I’m starting to
worry. I almost agree with Lillian. Don’t you dare tell her I said so,
though.”

Jessica and Emily laughed, and Emily put her arm around Sara’s
shoulder. “Don’t worry, honey. We definitely won’t.”

“Well, what do you think, Doc?” James sat on the edge of the
examining table and slowly buttoned his shirt.

Matt Harding’s expression hadn’t been very encouraging through-
out the examination and now, as the final verdict was about to be deliv-
ered, he looked even grimmer.

Matt sat in a chair at a small wooden desk and looked over his notes.
“I wish I could give you better news, James,” he began, and James felt his
heart fall. “But it doesn’t seem to me that you’ve improved very much at
all from your last visit to a doctor. Your blood test wasn’t very good and
your kidney function is still impaired. Frankly, from what you’ve told
me—and I doubt you’ve told me everything—I’m surprised that you’re
able to manage working at the church.”

James rubbed his forehead with his hand. “I must feel a lot better
than those tests indicate or—”

“Or you’re just a stubborn Scotsman,” Matt finished for him.
“That too.” James slipped off the table and picked up his sports coat

from the back of a chair.
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“I’m not a specialist in malaria and its complications. But from what
I can see and what I know about your mission, I wouldn’t advise you to
return there yet.”

“Isn’t there something more you could give me, to speed things up?”
Matt glanced at the chart again and shook his head. “I think we’re

doing all we can medically. Your body needs more time to build up
strength and rebuild your immune system. Your vital organs are working
hard, too hard sometimes. You’re in danger of a relapse and vulnerable
to any kind of bug that comes along, some that I don’t even know the
names of.”

James didn’t answer. He’d expected better news—well, perhaps
wished for better news was more honest. He still had his bad days, feel-
ing weak and feverish despite the medication. Often it was just his
willpower that kept him moving. But he didn’t think he could wait for
an entirely clean bill of health to return to the mission. That day seemed
as far off as ever.

The two men stood facing each other and James could see that Matt
Harding, too, had found their meeting difficult.

James held out his hand to bid Matt good-bye. “Well, thanks for see-
ing me on such short notice.”

“You can call me anytime, you know that.” Matt shook his hand and
sighed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you better news, James. As I said, I’m
not an expert. You might want to get another opinion from that infec-
tious disease specialist in Boston.”

“Maybe I will. Thanks again.”

James had been the last patient of the day, and the waiting
room was empty when he came out. His exam had taken a long time and
though she was free to go, Leigh decided to wait for him. She smiled
when she saw him; his answering smile was faint.

“How did it go?”
“More or less what I expected.” By now she knew him well enough
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to tell that he was trying to be offhand about the exam, but it hadn’t
been good news. She could see he was disappointed, and she felt badly
for him.

“Do you need to make another appointment?” she asked politely.
He glanced at his watch then back at her. “No . . . I don’t. Have you

been waiting here all this time just to ask me that?”
“Of course not. I just needed to work a little later, clear some things

off my desk.” She had stayed late to talk to him but didn’t want to admit
it. “They’re going to light the Christmas tree in town tonight. Molly told
me about it. She says it’s fun. Are you going?”

“Oh . . . the tree. I almost forgot. . . . I don’t know.” He gazed down
at her. “I’m feeling a little tired. I might just head home.”

Leigh had half a mind to say the same. She wasn’t in the mood for
Christmas this year and didn’t need any large-scale reminders, like a
giant outdoor tree and a high school chorus singing carols. But the look
on James’s face changed her mind. He was always so kind to her; she
could put her feelings aside tonight and try to cheer him up.

“Don’t go home yet, James. Come with me and see the tree. It won’t
take very long. I bet it looks pretty set up in that park, near the harbor.”

He looked surprised at her invitation. Very surprised, she thought,
still wondering if he would say yes. Then he smiled, a real smile this
time, making her glad she had gone out on a limb and asked him.

“Sure, I’ll go with you. I haven’t seen a tree lighting for years. It
might be fun.”

Once outside, they decided to walk down Main Street to the green,
rather than take a car. There wouldn’t be any parking left, James
thought, and Leigh wanted the exercise after sitting all day.

They reached the area set up for the tree lighting and found a huge
crowd already gathered.

“Looks like every seat is filled. I didn’t think we were late.” She
glanced at James, who was still scanning the rows for some empty seats.

“There must be someone here who’ll give up a seat for a very preg-
nant lady.”
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“No, don’t be silly. Besides, then we wouldn’t see it together. That’s
not the idea.” It wasn’t her idea, at any rate. “Let’s just walk up front and
stand on the side.”

James considered her suggestion a moment. “I think I know a good
place—if someone hasn’t already claimed it before us.”

He grabbed her hand, catching her off guard, and led her away from
the crowd into the green.

Leigh followed James down a gravel path and past a stone monu-
ment. On the other side of the monument, she saw a high stone retain-
ing wall, exactly in line with the big tree and the chorus risers.

Leigh gazed at the wall and then at James. “Perfect. If you have a
crane in your pocket to lift me up there.”

James laughed at her. “Come along, O ye of little faith.” They fol-
lowed another path that led to a flight of stone steps, and when they
reached the top Leigh could see that they were now above the monu-
ment, looking down.

“Here, let me help you sit down,” James said, holding her hand again
as she lowered herself onto the wall. “Are you all right up here?” he asked
with concern. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, after all.”

“I’m fine.” Leigh sat back, swinging her legs a bit over the edge. “I
just hope no one mistakes me for Humpty Dumpty.”

“No chance.” He shook his head and grinned at her.
“Wow, what a view.” Leigh stared out, amazed at her bird’s-eye per-

spective of the harbor and green. “Look at the sunset. I didn’t really
notice it before.”

The sun was low in the sky, casting the horizon in a rosy hue, with
large blue-gray and lavender clouds puffing up behind it, the colors
reflected in the dark harbor. As they watched in silence a few radiant
golden beams arched up, like final, silent bursts of a fireworks show.

“It’s a beautiful night. It was a good idea to come. Thanks for per-
suading me.” James glanced down at her and smiled.

“I’m glad you decided to. I don’t think I would have come to watch
it alone,” she said honestly.
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A town official welcomed everyone and the chorus sang a few familiar
holiday songs. Leigh enjoyed watching the show from a distance, away
from the crowd with everything in miniature, though she wasn’t sure quite
why. Maybe because she was a loner at heart, always feeling on the outside,
looking in. She glanced at James, who also seemed at ease in this secluded
perch. She wondered if he was more like her than she had first thought.

No, of course not. He was a minister; he loved working with people.
Hadn’t he once told her he considered the church his family? They were
very different that way.

Emily Warwick, the town’s mayor, spoke for a moment. Leigh had
not yet met her, but Molly Willoughby seemed to know her well and
sometimes mentioned her in passing. She kept her remarks light and
brief, just right, Leigh thought.

Emily announced it was time to light the tree and started a count-
down. The audience quickly joined in, their voices growing louder and
louder. Leigh watched silently. Then beside her, she heard James count-
ing. “. . . Seven. Six. Five . . .”

She joined in. “. . . Three. Two. One!”
She stared out at the tree and watched the lights flicker a moment

then go on fully. She suddenly realized James was holding her hand
again—for no real reason, unless he thought she was so excited she was
liable to slip off her seat. But she did like the feeling of his large, warm
hand surrounding hers. She couldn’t deny that. Not even to herself.

He turned and smiled at her. “I think Santa’s arrival is next on the
program. Want to stay?”

Leigh shook her head. “If we leave now, we’ll beat the rush.”
“Good idea.” James helped her stand up and they left the green,

heading back to Main Street. Leigh heard a siren and they paused at a
corner as a fire truck slowly rolled by. Santa was in the front seat, waving
wildly while his elf helpers tossed out candy canes to the crowd. James
reached out and caught one, then handed it to her with a gallant flourish.

“Here you go. That’s for the baby.” He grinned at his own joke, and
she was glad to see him looking cheerful again.
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“Thanks. But I have a firm rule about candy so close to dinner.”
“Very wise. Why don’t we grab a bite to eat somewhere? Are you

hungry? I don’t think Vera’s home tonight so it won’t spoil her plans.”
Leigh recalled that Vera had said she would be out and wouldn’t be

serving dinner. But she hadn’t expected to eat with James. It wasn’t why
she’d invited him to the tree lighting.

This was starting to feel like a regular date, she thought with alarm.
Then she caught sight of her reflection in a store window—mainly,

her very pregnant tummy—and reminded herself she had nothing to
worry about on that score. She didn’t feel very attractive these days; she
couldn’t even imagine anyone being interested in her that way. James
was just being friendly.

“Sure. Where shall we go?”
“How about the Clam Box?” James pointed to the diner just across

the street. “Have you tried it yet?”
“One of my favorite lunch spots. The waitress already knows my

name.”
“Lucy Bates? She makes it a point to know everyone. She could run

for mayor if Emily Warwick ever steps down. Though I understand
that’s her husband Charlie’s fondest ambition.”

Leigh had met Charlie, too, but wasn’t very impressed. The brief
moments of interaction she’d seen between Lucy and her husband had
left her ill at ease, bringing on a wave of her own bad memories. If she
ever got to know Lucy better, maybe she would have an honest talk with
her about the dangers of putting up with someone like Charlie.

But she wasn’t going to be around here that long, Leigh reminded
herself. She might get to know people by name and even be friendly, but
that wasn’t the same as making real connections and true friends.

Except maybe for James, she realized as he held open the diner door
for her. James was in a different category, maybe because of the way
they’d met or simply because of his caring, disarming personality. Even
so, she couldn’t let their relationship go very far. She suddenly felt a lit-
tle sad about that, and a little guilty.
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James suggested a table by the window. The restaurant was nearly
empty, with only a few other customers. Leigh slipped off her coat and
placed it on the chair behind her. Lucy Bates stood behind the counter,
leaning over a thick book. She hadn’t lifted her head at the sound of the
jingling bell over the door, or even seemed to notice when they entered.
Holding a yellow highlighter in one hand, she practically pounced on
the page and began underlining text.

“Lucy is trying to finish her college degree,” James explained quietly.
“She wants to be a nurse.”

“That’s wonderful. That must be hard while working here.”
“Yes, it is. But she’s a hard worker and very persistent. I think I’ve

come to see that, more than anything, persistence is the key if you’re
trying to accomplish something. And faith, of course.”

“That’s probably true.” Leigh thought of her own life, what she’d
been through lately. She had only escaped her nightmarish marriage by
sheer force of will and that’s what still kept her going: her will to protect
her baby.

“Oh . . . for goodness’ sake. I’m so sorry.” Lucy looked dismayed as
she rushed over to the table with two menus. “I hope you weren’t wait-
ing long? Hello, Leigh. Hello, Reverend James.”

“Hello, Lucy. We just walked in, honestly. How are you tonight?
Catching up on schoolwork?”

“Aren’t I always?” Lucy shook her head and smiled. “I have
midterms next week and a bunch of papers due. And of course, one of
the boys is sick with the flu. But we’re still running a diner here.”

Lucy quickly took down their orders and ran off to the kitchen.
James watched her go, smiling ruefully. “I don’t know how she does it. I
wish I had half her energy.”

His wistful words reminded Leigh of his health problems. He had
brushed off her questions at the doctor’s office. Maybe he would open
up more now.

“I was wondering, James, were you in Dr. Harding’s office for a
checkup today—or was there some specific reason?”
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He seemed startled by her question and didn’t answer right away. “It
was a checkup, more or less. I’ve been meaning to stop by and see him
for a while.” He paused and fiddled with a spoon on the table. “Some-
thing came up this week at the mission, a pretty big problem. I was
thinking I ought to go back right away. But I needed to get an update on
my condition first. Ben thought so, anyway.”

Leigh felt a small jolt as she took in his reply. He had been thinking
of leaving here, just like that? She knew he didn’t plan on staying in
Cape Light for very long, but she had always assumed she would be the
first to go. The idea of staying on without James around seemed
unthinkable. Like finding herself stranded on a desert island.

“So . . . what have you decided?” she asked carefully.
He glanced up at her, his blue eyes looking dark and shadowed. “I’m

going to stay a while longer. Seems I really have to. At least Matt Hard-
ing thinks so. I’m going to see a specialist in Boston, though, just to get
a better idea of what’s going on and find out if there’s anything more I
can do to speed up my recovery.”

“That makes sense.” Leigh sat back in her seat and stared out the
window. She took a breath. So he wasn’t leaving, after all. Thank good-
ness, she thought. Then she wondered at her own reaction.

Well . . . I just like him, as a friend, she reasoned. He’s so easy to talk
to. I’m so emotional these days, up and down. And he’s so steady and reas-
suring to be around. It doesn’t mean anything.

“This whole malaria thing is really frustrating. Well, it was this week
anyway.”

The tone of his voice caught her attention. She’d rarely heard him
sound so upset. Here she was, lost in her own feelings and he had a real
problem to talk about. He was always so good at listening to her. She
ought to be here for him now.

“What was going on at the mission? Why did you want to go back?”
James briefly explained the situation to her. “I’ve always been the

intermediary between the mission and the local authorities and politi-
cians. At times it can be critical to say just the right thing to just the
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right person. It’s not as if I don’t trust anyone else to do it . . . but in a
way, I guess I don’t.”

“So you felt you had to go back to work things out, so that the proj-
ect wouldn’t be ruined by the delay?”

“I was ready to run off on Monday, as soon as I got the fax. But Ben
made me slow down and think it over.”

“I’m glad he did,” Leigh said impulsively. Then she wished she could
take back the words. James met her gaze, staring at her across the table.
She couldn’t quite read the expression on his face, but she felt embar-
rassed by her rash admission.

“I mean, from what Dr. Harding said, it sounds as if it isn’t really
safe yet for you to return.”

James didn’t answer at first. “Seems so,” he said finally.
“Here you go.” Lucy set their dinners on the table. “Enjoy! And just

holler if you need anything more,” she added before dashing away again.
Leigh squirted some ketchup on her hamburger and cut it in half.

“What’s happening at the mission now? Has there been any progress?”
“I got a fax late this afternoon, before I left my office. It looks as if

things will work out. Construction could start again as soon as tomor-
row.”

“Well, that’s good news. You must be very relieved.”
“To be honest, yes . . . and no. I was happy, of course, to hear the

work would start again and the building wouldn’t be ruined by the
delay. On the other hand, I have to admit, it’s hard to hear that you
aren’t nearly as indispensable as you think.”

He was laughing at himself, but Leigh could see that his admission
hurt a bit.

“From the little you’ve told me, James, it sounds as if you’re the cor-
nerstone of that place. I think it’s to your credit that work can go on
without you. When a person is a good leader there isn’t mass confusion
if they walk out the door for a few minutes. People on your staff know
what to do because you’ve taught them well and helped them develop
their own judgment and abilities.”
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He gave her a questioning look, and she again wondered if she had
said too much. But all he said was, “I’ve really encouraged the people I
work with to be self-sufficient and use their own judgment. Right now, I
guess I’m like a parent who sees that his children don’t need him any-
more and feels . . . superfluous.”

She considered his words for a moment. “That’s not what it sounds
like to me.”

“What do you mean?”
“Well . . . I really don’t know anything about mission work, at least

nothing more than what you’ve told me. But perhaps your role is done
there and it’s time to start something new, to go where another commu-
nity needs you more.”

He stared out the window and shook his head. “I originally went to
Helping Hands as a seminary student, for a few weeks during a summer
vacation. But by the end of my first day I knew I would be back. Once I
started working there, I never pictured myself anywhere else.”

Leigh had never heard anyone sound so certain of anything. It was
so different from her own life, which seemed like the fault line of an
earthquake, always about to open into a chasm beneath her. She
couldn’t seem to get a grip on anything solid or permanent. She had
married a man she thought she loved only to find out he was someone
else entirely. She didn’t even trust her judgment anymore.

There was only one thing she felt completely sure about in her life:
her love for her baby. That was her touchstone, the center of reality.

“That must be a wonderful thing,” she said, “to feel so sure of what
you’re doing and where you belong.”

“Yes, it is.” He turned to look at her again. “It always has been—
until I had to come back here. I guess I’m starting to see it differently
now. Maybe it’s like you said. Maybe my work there is done. Maybe
God wants me to pray outside the box?”

Leigh had to smile at his choice of words. “I guess you’ll just have to
see.”

They sat and ate, not talking. James finished his burger, then sipped
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his coffee, looking thoughtful. At last he said, “What are your plans,
Leigh? I mean, after you have the baby.”

“Oh . . . I don’t know. I don’t have a real plan,” she said honestly. “I
might go stay with my friend in Wellfleet for a while, if she has room for
me by then.”

The truth of the matter was that there was no friend in Wellfleet.
There was no friend anywhere to run to. Ever since the plan to stay with
her cousin Eileen in Canada had fallen through, Leigh had been trying
to figure out the next step. She considered driving down to Florida or
Texas or maybe even Mexico. But she was too low on money to get far.
Now it seemed safer to hide out here for a while.

James didn’t say anything. His quiet, appraising look was unsettling
to her. She didn’t want him to ask any more personal questions. He was
getting too close and she was afraid she might tell him the truth about
herself. Would he be sympathetic and understanding? she wondered. Or
would he be angry about the way she had deceived him, deceived every-
one she met in this town? She felt so guilty, she could hardly bear to look
at him.

Lucy arrived and cleared away their plates. “How about some
dessert? We have some good pies tonight—apple crumb, pecan, and
pumpkin, which I highly recommend. I’ve already had two slices,” she
admitted with a grin.

“I’ll try the pumpkin, with a big glob of cream on top, please. How
about you, Leigh? You can’t let me do this alone.”

“The pumpkin sounds good. And more tea when you have a
chance?”

Lucy jotted down the order and soon returned with their servings of
pie. Leigh took a small testing bite and then closed her eyes to savor the
spicy flavor. “I do love pumpkin pie. I’ve never understood why you
only find it at Thanksgiving.”

“Me, neither,” James agreed heartily as he took a large bite. “Maybe
we can start some sort of movement, the pumpkin-pie-all-year-long
advocacy group.”
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“Good idea. We’ll need a catchier name, though, don’t you think?”
“I’m just an idea man. I’m not very good with marketing.”
He smiled at her, his blue eyes flashing. Leigh had to force herself to

look away; he really looked so attractive to her at times.
“I can’t believe it’s nearly Thanksgiving. Only two days away,” he

said. “Do you have any plans for the holiday?”
“Not really. Molly Willoughby asked if I wanted to go to her par-

ents’ house. She’ll be there with her girls and Matt Harding, and his
daughter Amanda. I thought it was very nice of her to invite me.”

“Yes, very considerate. Is that what you plan to do, then?” he per-
sisted.

She looked up and met his eyes. She couldn’t lie to him about this,
too. Besides, he would find out the truth easily enough. “Well, I’m not
sure. I appreciate Molly asking me, but it sounds as if it will be a very big
crowd there. She has such a large family. I’m not sure I’d feel comfort-
able with all those strangers.”

“I know what you mean.” James nodded. “Would you like to come
with me to Reverend Lewis’s house? There won’t be many people there,
just Ben; his wife, Carolyn; their son, Mark; their daughter, Rachel; and
her husband, Jack. Oh, and they have a little boy, William. He’ll be one
in January.”

Leigh was surprised by the invitation. Vera was going to her daugh-
ter’s house and Leigh had expected to be alone and make the best of her
solitude. “That’s a lovely invitation, James, but I don’t want to impose.”

“Don’t worry about Ben and Carolyn. I’ve already asked them.
They’d love to have you, really.” She tried to avoid his gaze, but couldn’t
quite. “It’s not good to be alone on a holiday, Leigh. Especially with all
you’ve been through this past year,” he added quietly.

She wondered for a second what he meant. Had he somehow
guessed the truth about her? Then she realized he meant the story she’d
told him—that her husband had died. She felt overwhelmed for a
moment, wondering how she was able to fool him so well. It just wasn’t
right.
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“I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said.
“No . . . it’s not that. I’m not upset, honestly.” She took a breath and

tried to get control of her emotions.
“I hope not, and I hope you’ll think it over. You’d actually be doing

me a favor, you know. I think the Lewises are wonderful people, but it’s
hard to be the only nonfamily member at a gathering like that. If you
come, at least I’ll have some company. I won’t be the only outsider, I
mean.”

He cast her a warm smile and she couldn’t help smiling back. Leave
it to James to frame the question in a way that made it look as if she
would be helping him. She could suddenly imagine him talking circles
around bureaucrats.

“All right, I’ll think about it.”
“Good.” He sat back, looking calm and satisfied.
Lucy stopped by. “Can I get you folks anything else?”
“I think we’re fine. The pie was great, by the way.”
“I thought you’d like it.” Lucy set the check on the table and James

quickly picked it up.
“You don’t have to treat me, James. I should be taking you out.”

Leigh took out her wallet and pulled out some bills.
“You’ll do nothing of the kind. Besides, I owe you for the therapy

session.”
“The therapy?”
“For listening to my woes . . . and cheering me up.”
Leigh felt her cheeks color from his compliment. She didn’t deserve

his gratitude. “Don’t be silly. That was nothing.”
“It was something to me.” He was smiling, as usual, but his tone was

very serious.
Leigh didn’t know what to say. “You’re very welcome. Thanks for

dinner.”
“My pleasure.” He rose and held out her coat to help her. She

slipped into it, suddenly aware of his nearness.
They walked outside and down Main Street, where their cars were
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both parked near Dr. Harding’s office. “You could leave your car if you
like, and I’ll give you a lift to town tomorrow,” James offered.

“No, thanks. I’ll drive myself home.”
“All right. I’ll wait and follow you, though.”
Leigh got into her car, smiling to herself. She had tried to tell James

not to fuss over her, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. It was just
his way.

She turned off Main Street and onto the Beach Road. The lights of
James’s car reflected in her rearview mirror, following her, just as he’d
promised.

I have feelings for him, Leigh realized, good and serious feelings. Feel-
ings that scare me if I let myself dwell on them too long.

There was no sense in thinking about James, she reminded herself.
Soon they would each leave Cape Light and go their separate ways.

Nothing could ever come of it.
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C h a p t e r  E i g h t

Thanksgiving Day at her in-laws’ house was just as Jessica
expected: cheerful and crowded, with music playing in one

room and the TV blasting a football game in another. Every room was
filled with guests; a folding chair or snack table was squeezed into every
corner space. Jessica had no idea how they would all manage to fit at the
table, though it stretched from the Morgans’ small dining room out into
the living room and even made an L-shaped turn, to avoid the piano.

It was the same at every holiday she spent here. It seemed like utter
chaos, with adults charging about with platters and steaming pots, and
children chasing each other through the narrow hall. But it all fell into
place eventually. Even magically, it seemed.

She drifted into the kitchen, wondering if she could help. Molly and
Sam’s mother, Marie, stood at the stove, debating the best way to roast a
turkey. “I know what they say in cooking school, but I’ve been cooking
our turkeys for over thirty years, honey. Don’t you think that by now I
know how to do it?”
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“I know, Mom, and they always come out great. I’m just saying
there’s more than one way to do it, that’s all.”

Molly turned to Jessica and rolled her eyes. Jessica noticed that even
the indomitable Molly didn’t bother to argue with Marie.

Molly’s younger sister Lisa sat at the kitchen table, feeding one of
her twins. The baby was about six months old, a beautiful little girl with
a round face and a pink button nose.

Just the way she’d imagined her own baby would look. The one she
lost.

“She’s getting so big,” Jessica said softly, trying to sound bright and
positive, despite her own wrenching emotions.

“Isn’t she?” Lisa answered without looking up. She kept offering the
bottle, and the baby kept turning her head away. “She’s so fussy today.
Must be all the excitement. The slightest change in routine throws them
off.” Lisa sighed and glanced up at Jessica. “Just wait. You’ll see,” she
promised.

Jessica forced a smile. “I hope so.”
She knew her sister-in-law meant well but the comment still stung.

People didn’t realize how it could hurt to be around children when you
were longing for your own. Why was it so easy for some women and so
hard for her? It just didn’t seem fair. Lisa hadn’t even been trying to start
a family when she ended up with twins.

Jessica shook off the feeling. She didn’t want to mope the whole day.
She went to stand near her mother-in-law and finally caught Marie’s
attention. “Can I help with anything?”

“Oh, well, let’s see . . . can you take this tray into the TV room? I
fixed some special snacks for the kids.”

Molly leaned over her shoulder and appraised the tray of tiny hot
dogs and miniature pizza rounds. “Oh, Mom, you spoil them with all
that junk food.”

“Oh, hush. It’s their holiday, too, you know. What are grandmas
for?”

“Exactly,” Jessica replied. She took the tray and slipped out of the
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fray, then worked her way through the clusters of guests and finally
reached the TV room without spilling anything.

Another large group was gathered in front of the television, mostly
male Morgans: Sam’s dad, his sons and sons-in-law, and a few
boyfriends of the unmarried daughters. They were watching a football
game while assorted children played board games on the rug. Through
the glass sliders, she spotted a group in the backyard playing touch foot-
ball. Darrell was one of the kids out there, she noticed. Then she saw
that Sam was playing, too, and keeping the action from getting too out
of hand.

She watched for a moment, realizing that Darrell wasn’t acting any
wilder or more mischievous than any of the other boys. She thought
again of her mother’s house. It had been hard for him there, surrounded
by adults and Lillian’s fragile knickknacks. The place was almost a
museum.

Sam spotted her and took a break from the game. He stepped inside
and put an arm around her. “Did I see you carrying some food in here,
or was that just a mirage?”

“There was some on that tray about five seconds ago . . . but I think
it’s mostly gone.” The crestfallen look on his face made her laugh.
“Don’t worry. Your mom has enough to feed an army. I don’t think
you’ll starve today.”

“You don’t understand, it’s survival of the fittest in this family.” Sam
reached across his brother and beat him to the last mini hot dog. His
brother Paul, who had been best man at their wedding, glanced up at
Sam with a startled look.

“Sorry, I need my protein. Those kids are running me into the
ground.”

Paul laughed. “I’ll come out and help you. That kid Darrell looks
pretty good. Is that the boy from New Horizons that you told me
about?”

Sam suddenly looked a little uneasy. “Yeah, it is. We’ve been spend-
ing a lot of time with him lately.”
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“That’s really nice of you guys. He seems like a good kid. Are you
trying to adopt him or something?”

Paul’s question was innocent enough, but it still made Jessica do a
double take. She shot Sam a questioning look. Exactly what was he
telling his family about Darrell?

Sam kept his eyes on his brother. “We’re looking into it. Being his
foster parents, I mean.”

He finally looked at Jessica but she was so angry at him, she couldn’t
speak.

They had never agreed on anything. They’d barely discussed it. But
now was neither the time nor the place.

She shot him a scathing look and picked up the empty tray. “I’d bet-
ter go back and help your mom. I think dinner’s almost ready.”

“About time! I’m starved,” Paul said, oblivious to the tension.
Sam just looked at her wordlessly. He had to know that she was

upset. Maybe he, too, thought it best to save the conversation until they
were alone.

Sam rubbed his chin. “I guess I’ll go out and round up the kids and
get them to wash their hands before they sit down.”

“You do that.” Her tone was sharper than she intended but she
couldn’t help it.

She turned and headed for the kitchen, hoping she could drum up a
better mood to get her through the rest of the day.

Leigh noticed the number of cars in the driveway and guessed
that she and James were the last to arrive. James had picked up a pie at
Molly’s shop and she was holding a bouquet of flowers.

They stood on the doorstep side by side. Leigh felt a little nervous as
James rang the doorbell. She wondered again if coming here had been
the right thing to do and wondered now why she hadn’t made some
excuse to stay home alone.

Anyone spotting them there would mistake them for a couple, she
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realized. Of course they weren’t. Just two loose ends, finding a place to
spend the holiday. Together.

Suddenly the door opened and Carolyn Lewis appeared. “Welcome,
welcome. Come right in,” she said brightly.

James stepped aside to let Leigh enter first. The house seemed cozy
and warm compared to the crisp fall weather outside. Her senses were
overwhelmed by wonderful cooking smells: turkey and sweet potatoes
roasting and sweet scents of desserts. From some distant room, she heard
the soft notes of classical music.

“Come on in out of that cold weather. They’re saying we might get
a little snow flurry tonight, though I hope not. I like my Christmas
white, but Thanksgiving seems rushing it.”

Carolyn’s smile was wide and warm. She spoke with a slight south-
ern accent, Leigh realized. She could also hear an occasional slur in her
words, the only remaining trace of her stroke. Leigh had heard that Car-
olyn had been in a life-threatening coma last January just as her daugh-
ter was rushed to the hospital to give birth to her grandson. But both
women had pulled through valiantly, and Carolyn had made an amazing
recovery.

James kissed Carolyn on the cheek, wishing her a happy holiday,
then helped Leigh off with her coat. Reverend Ben walked in from the
living room, nearly shouting his greeting.

“There you are! Happy Thanksgiving, James. So good to see you
today.” Ben leaned forward and gave James a hug. He turned to Leigh,
beaming a welcome as warm as his wife’s and folding the hand she
offered in both of his.

“Hello again, Leigh. We’re so happy you could join us.”
“Thank you for having me,” Leigh said.
“Our pleasure. My wife’s made us an enormous dinner. We needed

more customers. I hope you’re up to the challenge.”
“I’ll try my best.” She smiled at him, feeling at ease already.
“There’s a good attitude. We’ll have to work on James, though. We

need to fatten him up a bit, don’t you think?”
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“Thanks a lot. What am I, a Christmas goose?” James’s expression
was comically indignant and Leigh laughed.

James glanced down at Leigh, who stood close beside him in the
small foyer. Their eyes met, sharing the good humor, and he was glad he
had persuaded her to come with him here.

As Ben and Carolyn led them into the living room James stepped
aside to let Leigh go first, noticing the golden lights in her rich brown
hair. She wore a navy blue dress with gold buttons, very stylish, he
thought, despite her pregnancy. He knew by now that she felt self-
conscious about the changes in her body, but he thought she was beauti-
ful. She had a natural, unassuming type of beauty, the kind that takes
time to really see.

Her cheeks were still rosy from the cold air outside and her eyes
bright, as she took a seat on the long couch. James quickly sat beside her.
So she wouldn’t feel adrift in this sea of new faces, he told himself,
though he knew very well it was also because he liked to be near her.

Ben’s son, Mark, and son-in-law, Jack Anderson, were seated across
from each other, a chessboard set up between them on the coffee table.
They both looked up to say hello, and James introduced Leigh.

He glanced over the board. Only a few pieces were left standing.
“Who’s winning?”

“I am.” Both men spoke at the same time then laughed at each other,
though neither took his eyes away from the battlefield.

“Why don’t you play the winner, James?” Mark reached out and
moved a pawn one space forward.

“Sure, but I’m not great at chess.”
“That’s all right, neither is Mark.” Jack slid his bishop forward, took

the pawn, and sat back. “Check.”
Mark looked distressed. He hadn’t seen that coming.
“Here’s someone who’d like to play,” Ben announced.
James followed Ben’s gaze and saw Ben’s daughter, Rachel, coming

into the room, bent over almost double as she held up the two tiny
hands of her ten-month-old son, William.

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 154



A Christmas Promise

155

“Here he comes. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. . . .”
William was dressed in miniature blue corduroy pants, small black

boots, and a green-and-blue-striped rugby shirt.
“Hey, buddy. Come to your uncle Mark. Help me out here. This is

an emergency.”
James watched as Rachel led the baby over. He glanced at Leigh,

who looked enthralled. “He’s totally adorable,” she said quietly.
“Isn’t he?” James agreed, mesmerized by the sight of the tiny person.
Rachel popped her head up and smiled. “Thanks. I can’t wait until

he starts walking. My back can’t take much more of this.”
Carolyn followed close behind. She was holding a wooden spoon

and wore an apron tied over her dress. “You say that now. Just wait. He’ll
be into everything once he’s roaming around on his own.”

William had finally reached the chess table where Mark and Jack
beamed down at him.

“Let him go a sec, honey. Let’s see if he can stand.”
Rachel carefully released William’s tiny hands, one by one. He

looked perplexed a moment and stared up at her, holding on to the edge
of the coffee table for dear life, James thought.

“You’re okay, honey. You can do it,” his mother coaxed.
“Look at that big boy.” Jack’s voice was full of pride. The baby

responded happily; he looked up at his father with a laughing gurgle.
Then he let go of the table and moved toward Jack with an awkward
step.

Suddenly the chess table caught his attention. He quickly turned to
face it, reached out, and grabbed for everything in sight.

“William! For goodness’ sake!” Jack leaped up and scooped up his
son just as the toddler began to sway, heading for a fall along with the
cascade of chess pieces. “Did you have to do that, honey? Daddy was
finally going to beat your uncle Mark. I’ve waited years for this!”

“Way to go, Willie-boy.” Mark reached up and patted his nephew’s
diapered bottom. “I knew you’d come through for me.”

“See, I told you.” Carolyn laughed, shaking her head at her grand-
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son. “Well, I guess the chess game is over. You can all come in to din-
ner.”

Ben showed them to their seats, and James was relieved to see he and
Leigh were seated side by side. Then he felt a little odd, realizing that the
Lewises were treating them very much like a couple. Was it just his
imagination? He had spoken with Ben about Leigh a few times since she
arrived in town. Ben knew very well that she and James were merely
friends, thrown together by circumstances. He had told Ben plainly
enough that as much as he admired Leigh, he simply wanted to help her
while she was in town.

Still, his host and hostess continued to give him knowing looks, and
there was nothing James could do about it. He glanced at Leigh, who
was now helping Carolyn light the candles on the table. Well, there are
worse things people could think about me than to assume I claim a special
place in this woman’s life, he decided.

“It’s so nice to have you all here today,” Ben said when everyone was
seated. “We all have so much to be thankful for: our health, our family,
our friends.” His gaze came to rest on James. “I was wondering if you’d
care to say the blessing for us today, James?”

“I’d be honored,” James replied.
Around the table, everyone bowed their heads and held hands. James

was keenly aware of holding Leigh’s smooth hand in his own. He
thought for a moment about what he might say.

“Thank you, Lord, for bringing us together today, to share in this
wonderful meal and to share in all the love and good feeling within these
walls. Please keep us mindful of our duty to share our bounty with those
less fortunate, not just today, but every day. Please help us to be thank-
ful and aware of our many blessings today and throughout the year to
come. Amen.”

“Amen.” Ben raised his head. “That was perfect, thank you. Though
I might ask the Lord to help us be mindful of both the blessings that are
obvious to us—and those that might come in disguise.” He pinned
James with his sharp blue eyes, then stood to carve the turkey that Car-
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olyn had set before him. “You’ve outdone yourself, dear. This looks too
beautiful to eat.”

Bowls of vegetables, stuffing, cranberry sauce, and two kinds of
potatoes were passed as Ben filled everyone’s plate with a portion of
turkey. The family banter continued, interspersed with compliments on
the food, which was amazing, James thought. Or maybe it had simply
been too long since he’d been back for this most all-American holiday.

Rachel sat on Leigh’s other side, with the baby’s high chair to her
right at the end of the table. James was glad to see Rachel engage Leigh
in conversation, asking about her work at Dr. Harding’s office and how
she liked Cape Light, and about her pregnancy.

“Come to think of it, I have tons of things I can give you for the
baby. William got so many clothes, he didn’t get to wear half of them.
And it’s not all blue. Most of the things are for a boy or a girl,” she
added.

Leigh smiled. “I won’t mind dressing my daughter in blue once in a
while. I don’t think of colors as strictly for boys or girls.”

“I totally agree,” Rachel said. “Some people get so silly about things
like that. . . .”

Carolyn needed some help in the kitchen and Leigh started to rise.
“Oh, no, you sit. I can go,” Rachel said. She had William on her lap,
though, and he didn’t want to go back into his high chair. “Jack, can you
take the baby?”

“I can take him. Give him here.” Leigh smiled and held out her arms
to William, and he went to her willingly.

Rachel stood by and watched a moment. “Are you sure you’re all
right?”

“We’ll be fine. I need the practice,” Leigh replied.
Rachel bent down to retrieve a small stuffed giraffe from underneath

the table. “Okay, just call if you need me.”
James pulled his seat a little closer and draped his arm around the

back of Leigh’s chair, so that William wouldn’t wiggle away and fall
between them.
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William grabbed a silver spoon from the table, banged it on the
tablecloth, then put it in his mouth. James quickly cleared away anything
potentially dangerous within his reach.

“If we’re not careful, he might try one of those stunts, where the
magician pulls the tablecloth off the table with all the dishes still on.”

“Oh, I hope not.” Leigh gave a short laugh and glanced at him just
for a second before focusing back on William.

James smiled again, watching her, and got the oddest rush of feel-
ing. What if she were his wife and this was their son? Then he wondered
where the strange question had come from. It was this house maybe, so
filled with family warmth and the love the Lewises shared for each other.

Though James always assumed he would marry someday, he never
seemed to make the time or space for it in his life. His commitment to
the mission was all-consuming. It fulfilled him, gave his life structure
and meaning and a deep spiritual dimension. Perhaps it was the most
obvious truth in the world, but it now occurred to him that family life
was rich and meaningful, too. Was there a more profound or more spir-
itual experience than raising a child? Watching Leigh amuse William
while he sat on her lap, James didn’t think so.

The mission and the church were his family. Hadn’t he told Leigh
that when they first met? Yet now, that didn’t seem enough. He had
deep connections but no one truly intimate to share his life, no partner
whose life was entwined with his through love and children and the
many vital threads that married couples shared.

Maybe the problems at the mission had set off this chain of
thoughts. First had come the unsettling realization that he wasn’t indis-
pensable. His presence was valued and respected but not essential.
Even his calling as a minister was not quite as he had always pictured it.
His work was important, but it didn’t take the place of having a fam-
ily. It wasn’t supposed to, he realized as he watched Ben sitting at the
head of the table, the patriarch of this warm, loving clan. James
admired Ben, his experience and wisdom, the way he had with people.
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Now he wondered if Ben was perhaps a better minister in some ways,
because his life experience had been made richer by marriage and chil-
dren.

Rachel returned and reached down to take William off Leigh’s lap.
“Come here, big guy. Time for a nap, I hope.”

Leigh looked at James and raised an eyebrow. “He doesn’t look very
sleepy, does he?”

“Not at all. But they have certain schedules, I understand.”
“Yes, I’ve been reading about that. It’s not as easy as it looks.”
He sensed a note of worry beneath her joking tone. He gave her

shoulder a light squeeze. “Don’t worry, you’ll be a great mother. You’re a
natural. I can see it already.”

“Thanks.” She glanced up at him and smiled slightly. He was sud-
denly aware that he still sat with his arm around her chair. Around her
shoulder now, actually. But Leigh didn’t seem uncomfortable with this
closeness and he didn’t move away.

What about Leigh? he thought, gazing down at her.
Could he love her?
She had already touched his heart in a certain way he had never quite

known before. But was that love or just a kind of empathy? The two of
them were so different, on completely different paths it seemed. When-
ever he thought of the woman he might someday marry, it was someone
who shared his commitment to the church and who would embrace mis-
sion life. Leigh didn’t seem to fit either of those images. But maybe there
were other things that were more important, things he’d had little expe-
rience with and didn’t even expect.

“This is the last of it. Do we have any more bags?” Sam dropped
his rake and pulled a pair of work gloves from his back pocket. Jessica
found a box of plastic lawn bags and pulled out one more. It felt good to
get outside and do some hard work after all the eating and lying about
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she had done yesterday at Sam’s parents’ house. She needed to stretch
her muscles and clear her head in the fresh air.

She snapped open the bag and began stuffing the raked leaves inside.
“I still need to put those bulbs in. They say Thanksgiving is the absolute
latest you can plant them.”

“We can do it tomorrow. They’ll still sprout.” He leaned over and
scooped up an armful of leaves. Then he paused and pushed up the
sleeve of his fleece pullover to check his watch.

“I want to get over to the center this afternoon. I promised Luke and
the kids I’d come by for some basketball.”

“Basketball, today? I thought we were going to do yard work.”
“We’ve been raking for hours, Jess. It’s almost three o’clock. You

must be ready for a break, too.”
Jessica stood up and picked a few leaves off her sweater. “You just

saw Darrell yesterday, Sam.”
“What’s Darrell got to do with it? I promised Luke I’d help him

coach the kids.”
“All right. You’re just going there to help coach. . . . But I want to

talk to you about something that happened yesterday. I just didn’t get
the chance . . .”

Sam shoved more leaves into the bag. “Something about Darrell,
you mean?”

“Nothing he did, nothing like that. . . . I’m upset with you for
telling your brother that we’re taking Darrell in as a foster child.”

Sam stood up and stared at her, clearly surprised by her outburst. “I
said we were looking into it. And I only said that when Paul asked me,
point-blank.”

“Telling Paul is like broadcasting it worldwide.”
“Maybe, but I still don’t see the problem.”
I’m not thinking about taking Darrell in. You are, she wanted to say.
But that response was far too harsh. It would only make everything

worse, she thought.
Jessica chose her words carefully. “I would just like to talk it through
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more before we start telling people we’re considering it. I don’t even
know Darrell that well yet.”

“And you still don’t really like him, right?” he finished for her.
“I didn’t say that.” Jessica crossed her arms over her chest. Now that

they had stopped working she was chilly. “I actually like him a little bet-
ter than before. He was pretty good at your parents’ house. You must
have had a talk with him or something.”

“I did. But it wasn’t just that. Darrell felt more comfortable at my
folks’ house than he did at your mother’s, calmer and more accepted
probably. And there were plenty of kids there to play with, so that
helped a lot.”

“That’s what it looked like to me, too.” She kicked at the leaves with
the toe of her sneaker, sending a few into the air and watching them
float down.

“You were nicer to him, too, I noticed.”
Jessica didn’t look up at him. “Well, he was nicer to me. He didn’t

play any tricks on me or crawl under the table.”
“I laid down the law about that.” Sam crouched down and started

working on the leaves again, stuffing handfuls in a steady rhythm into
the open bag. Jessica stood watching him, her thoughts on the boy.

Darrell had been awed by the Morgan gathering, and she had found
herself touched by that. It was clear to her now that Darrell had been
raised with very little: tenuous family connections, sparse emotional sup-
port, and few material comforts.

“I saw him break the wishbone with your father,” she said, her voice
a little softer. “How did he get that job?”

“My dad always pulls one kid’s name out of a hat. We did it that
way when we were kids, too.”

“Darrell was the lucky winner. I didn’t realize.”
“That day he was.”
Jessica bent down and helped again. The bag was almost full, and

she used her hands to compress the leaves. “Have you spoken to Luke
about him yet?”
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“I asked him to find out if Darrell will be available for fostering. He
might tell me more today. He thinks it’s possible.”

“But he doesn’t know for sure?”
“No, not for sure.”
Sam picked up the bag, pulled the ties, and sealed it. “Why don’t we

call it a day?”
Jessica nodded to a smaller pile of leaves on the other side of the

yard. “I want to clean those up, but why don’t you get going? It is get-
ting late.”

“I can help you finish.”
“No, it’s all right. I can manage.” She stopped and faced him. “I

don’t want you to hate me over this, Sam, but I need to be honest. If
we’re going to do something as major as fostering a kid, I need you to
talk to me about it first. And now that it’s come up, I’m not sure I can be
a good parent to Darrell. Maybe it’s just a bad time for me, and I’m too
stressed about getting pregnant or something. I don’t want to disappoint
you . . . but I’m just not ready for it.”

She watched Sam take a breath. He started to move toward her, then
stopped. “Okay. Well. At least you’re being up front with me, Jess. It’s
important that we know where we stand on this.”

Though he would never admit it to her, she could tell from the
sound of his voice and the look on his face that he was crushed. She
didn’t regret being honest with him—that was necessary—but she
didn’t feel good about hurting him either. It left her feeling bleak and
hollow inside.

Sam rubbed his chin. “So the idea of taking in Darrell is closed for
good?”

She could say yes, end this discussion once and for all, but the
moment she thought about doing that the bleak feeling inside got worse.

“Maybe we can think about it some more,” she allowed.
“Can I talk to Luke? It might not even be possible, you know.”
She nodded quickly. “Sure. Let’s see what Luke finds out. I guess I’m

curious now myself.”
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That much was true. If Luke were to say that Darrell had already
been placed in foster care, then there wouldn’t be much of an issue here.
And I’d be off the hook, in a way, Jessica realized.

“Okay. I’ll be back around five.” Sam leaned over and kissed her
cheek. “Is that good?”

“That’s fine.” Jessica forced a small smile.
She watched Sam walk heavily across their property, then climb into

his truck and drive away. She leaned on the rake, feeling as if she might
suddenly cry.

She looked up at the darkening sky and the web of bare branches
above, then pressed her fingers to her eyes.

Dear Lord, this is so hard for me. I’m sorry I can’t seem to love this boy
the way Sam does. It doesn’t seem right to take him if I feel the way I do, but
I also can’t bear hurting Sam. I don’t know what to do. Please show me some
way through this. Please let this question pass.

Leigh often had trouble sleeping, getting comfortable with
the weight of the baby inside her and with her many worries flocking
around her bed once the lights were out. Sunday nights, for some reason,
seemed particularly hard, and tonight was no different. It was worse, in
fact, since something she had eaten for dinner wasn’t settling quite right.

She pulled on her robe and crept down the stairs, planning to make
some more of Vera’s foolproof remedy, the ginger tea. But at the end of
the staircase she saw all the lights in the kitchen still on.

In the kitchen, Leigh found Vera standing at the table, her eyes
downcast.

“Vera? Are you all right?”
Vera nodded her head vigorously but couldn’t answer. Her mouth

was filled with straight pins.
That’s the first I’ve ever seen her at a loss for words, Leigh thought with

merry affection. She noticed scraps of cloth on the table, satiny white
stuff and some other type of fabric that appeared to be fake fur. In her
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right hand, Vera was holding a long pair of shears at an odd angle, look-
ing as if she was afraid of it.

She put the shears down and took the pins from between her lips.
“Would you look at this mess? Such a waste of good material . . . I’ll be
so embarrassed.”

She shook her head sadly, and Leigh suddenly saw that this was no
laughing matter; Vera was truly dismayed.

“What is it? What’s the matter?” Leigh stepped beside her and sur-
veyed the table. “Are you trying to make something?”

“Costumes for the pageant. I don’t know how I got stuck with the
job. I told the committee I’m all thumbs when it comes to sewing. But
they insisted it would be easy. ‘Just cut it and pin it, then bring it in to
the meeting and we’ll all help you sew,’ they said.” Vera shook her head.
“Well, it’s well past midnight, I’m almost asleep on my feet, and I’ve cut
this stuff out all wrong and have no idea how to get it together and—”

“Don’t give up yet.” Leigh patted Vera’s arm, which felt thin and
fragile as a bird’s through her flannel robe. “It may not be as bad as you
think.” She picked up some pieces of the white material and held them
in the air. “Is this supposed to be some type of tunic?”

“Angel’s clothes. This fur stuff is for the shepherd and maybe the
kids who play the animals, too. I got it all mixed up.”

Leigh studied the chaotic array of fabric, notions, and tissue-paper
pattern pieces that covered the table. “Do you have a picture or some-
thing?”

At the counter Vera showed Leigh the pictures of the costumes that
had come with the patterns. “Then I have all these measurements of the
children in Sunday school. So you need to adjust, but I wasn’t sure
which lines to follow, once I started snipping.”

“I see. . . . Well, I think I could do something with this. It won’t
look exactly like the pictures, though.”

Vera’s expression grew a hundred watts brighter. “Could you, dear?
You told me you knew how to sew, but I didn’t want to bother you. I
thought it was beyond all hope, quite frankly.”

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 164



A Christmas Promise

165

“Not at all. I think I can make something angel-like out of it. When
is your meeting?”

“Tomorrow night, down at the church.”
“So we have some time, then. Dr. Harding goes to Southport Hos-

pital on Monday afternoons for his rounds. So I can help you some more
tomorrow, when I get home.”

“Bless you!” Vera leaned over and gave her a quick, tight hug. Then
she hopped across the kitchen and grabbed the teakettle off the dish
drainer. “I’ll make some tea. Or would you prefer some hot cocoa or
warm milk maybe?”

“Some ginger tea would be perfect. I couldn’t sleep and I was com-
ing down to make some.”

“The good Lord answered my prayers and sent you down. That’s
what happened.”

Leigh smiled to herself as she made a rough sketch on the back of
the pattern package and then sorted through the pieces of material. She
doubted that God had sent her down to the kitchen tonight—it was
more like her secret worries and upset stomach—but she didn’t bother
to debate Vera about it.
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C h a p t e r  N i n e

No matter how many times Sam passed the sign that
said new horizons, he would always think of the place as

the Cranberry Cottages. Some of the old cottages were still standing,
now renovated as sleeping quarters for the students and counselors. Luke
McAllister had bought the property on a whim, simply because he’d
spent summers at the place as a boy and it brought back fond memories.

Luke had been at loose ends back then, with the rest of his life ahead
of him and no clear plan. Injuries from a shooting had forced him to
quit the Boston police force and left him bitter and scarred, inside and
out. The town had been deeply divided when he announced his inten-
tions to build a rehabilitation center for troubled city kids. Many in
town had wanted him to take his “troublemakers” and ideals elsewhere.
They tried to drive him out, but Luke had stuck with his plan.

Sam was one of those who had taken Luke’s side, and one of the
only workmen in town willing to help him renovate and put up the new
buildings that now held classrooms, offices, and a gym.

Once the center opened, Sam kept coming back, New Horizons’ on-
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call Mr. Fix-it. Gradually, that role expanded to volunteer counselor and
sports coach. It wasn’t always easy to connect with these kids—some
had real issues and seemed unreachable—and it wasn’t always clear that
the help he offered made any difference. But he tried to keep in mind
what Luke had once told him: “Even if one little thing you say or do
reaches one kid, that’s enough. You’ve changed someone’s life, and that’s
a lot.”

Sam hadn’t come today to change anyone’s life around. He was here
to repair a broken gutter. He also hoped to ask Luke whether he had
found about more about Darrell’s situation with foster care. Sam had
never gotten a chance to mention it last Friday when he came to coach
basketball. Or maybe, he reflected, his conversation with Jessica that
afternoon had made him hesitate to bring it up.

Sam felt caught. He thought Darrell was a terrific kid in a terrible
situation. He wanted to help him, but now he was worried about where
that help might lead. What if it all just added up to another disappoint-
ment for the boy? He prayed to heaven that wouldn’t be so.

The truth was, the situation wasn’t looking good. Jessica still hadn’t
really warmed to Darrell, and Sam couldn’t blame her. She wanted a
baby, their own child. He did, too. But he had gotten so involved with
Darrell, he was just seeing it from a completely different angle. The look
on her face Friday when she admitted her real feelings had finally broken
through. He was just starting to understand her side of it.

And he finally realized he couldn’t ignore it anymore—or hold out
great hopes that it would change.

Still, he wanted to talk to Luke and find out what he could. Jessica
thought it was okay to go ahead that much at least.

He found himself on a path leading to the main building, where
Luke’s office was located. Then he spotted some kids playing soccer on
the nearby athletic field. Except for himself, Sam had never known a guy
less suited to sitting behind a desk than Luke. He knew there was a good
chance he would find his friend outside, watching the game or maybe
even kicking the ball around.
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Sure enough, Luke stood with a whistle around his neck, watching
from the sidelines. He saw Sam and grinned.

“Hey, Sam. Want to play? The red team could use a sub.”
Sam shook his head. “I’m here to work, remember?”
“Oh, right. The gutter. It’s the one on the back of the building, just

over my office window. Need me to go with you?”
“I can find it. . . . Listen, I was wondering if you learned anything

more about Darrell. Is he going into foster care when he leaves here?”
“Oh, right.” Luke nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you on

that. I called the social worker who’s dealing with the family and basi-
cally, the situation is still undecided. It sounds as if Darrell’s mother has
more or less faced the fact that she can’t take care of him right now.
She’s thinking about signing him into foster care, but she hasn’t gone
through with it yet.”

“Oh . . . I see.” It wasn’t the answer Sam had hoped for, but it
wasn’t the worst. “Wasn’t there a grandmother or a neighbor taking care
of him too? How do they fit into the picture?”

“There’s a grandmother but she’s not well. The boy is a little too
much for her to handle. She could possibly apply for custody, but the
social worker doesn’t think she will. There was also a neighbor who got
involved with him, but she has children of her own to care for. Darrell
and her son are friends, and she was just trying to help out.”

“Darrell told me about the neighbor,” Sam said. “He talks to his
buddy on the phone a lot. He hasn’t heard much from his mother lately,
though, and I know that’s hard for him. He tries to understand, saying
she’s sick and needs to get better before he can go home again.”

“That’s one way to look at it. The least painful for him, I guess.”
Luke stared out at the soccer players, his arms crossed over his chest.
“His mother has a serious problem. She’s in and out of rehab. It’s hard
to give a child up to foster care. I don’t know if I could do it. But the
counselor working with her thinks that’s what Darrell needs right
now—some stability, a real home life. Even being here a few weeks has
helped him. You’ve helped him, Sam.”
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Sam shrugged. “Darrell is special. We just seemed to click.”
“Well, there’s no doubt you’d be a great guardian for him. I’ve

already told the social worker about you, and I’ll be the first one to help
you fill out the forms to apply. But what about Jessica? How does she feel
about the situation?”

Sam dug his hands into his pockets. He didn’t know how to answer.
He knew it might hurt his chances, but he had to be honest about it,
especially with Luke.

“Jessica and I are still talking this over. She’s very focused on getting
pregnant and having a baby. I’m afraid the whole idea just sort of side-
swiped her. She and Darrell haven’t really gotten to know each other
that well, either. I’d love to say they get along great, but it just hasn’t
worked out that way . . . so far.”

Luke considered his words. “I’m sorry to hear that. It won’t really
work if you’re not both willing—more than willing, I’d say.”

“I know.” Sam nodded. “I haven’t given up hope yet, though.”
“I hope not. There’s a lot of ball game left, pal. Darrell is scheduled

to be here until January. A lot could happen by then.”
Sam felt grateful for his friend’s encouragement. That was one thing

he had always liked about Luke—he wasn’t a quitter. Sam knew he
wasn’t a quitter, either. He wouldn’t give up on Darrell. He wouldn’t
turn into another grown-up who abandoned him. He knew it was hard
for Jessica, but he prayed that by some small miracle, she would come
around to the idea.

Emily couldn’t help feeling a little wary as she entered her
living room, where Dan sat on her couch, her two cats snuggled on
either side of him like fur bookends. Dan seemed oblivious to the cats as
he stared down at a yellow legal pad with a grim expression. His pencil
was poised just above the paper, swooping down every few seconds to jot
a note or two. He was reviewing the guest list she had made for their
wedding, as if it were copy about to run on the front page of the New
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York Times. She loved him to the stars, but when he got into this cranky
editor mode it made her sort of crazy. Besides, she’d had a wretched day
at the village hall, trying to get a squabbling committee to agree on the
size of new street signs. She had left her office at six, with the debate still
raging, only to find that Dan was set on coming over to discuss the wed-
ding list. It was a Monday in spades.

She watched him a moment then went to tend the fire. She poked
the logs around, making them spark, and tossed on another log. She
started back to the couch but didn’t sit down.

“Do you want some more coffee or something?”
“I’m fine.” The pencil swooped; another guest knocked off the

list—or, at least, put into the doubtful category.
“I’m sorry, Dan. . . . I know it looks like a lot of people. But half of

them probably won’t even come.”
“Then why invite them at all?”
Emily sighed. They had been through this so many times. Why

couldn’t he understand?
“I have to,” she said, enunciating every word. “If we’re inviting cer-

tain people that we do want, then we really have to invite other people
that maybe we don’t want or we’ll end up insulting them.”

“If we don’t really want them at our wedding, why would we care if
they’re insulted?”

“Dan, come on. This always happens with a big party.”
“That very well might be true, dear. But I recall a certain person

who agreed in this very room—on this very couch, no less—that she
would keep the guest list down to fifty.” He held up the pad and flipped
the sheets of names. “This is not fifty guests, Emily. It’s more like five
hundred.”

She cringed and looked away. “It’s actually a hundred and twenty-
three.”

“And that’s not even counting our immediate families, who are the
only people I really want or need to be with us in the first place. That
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would be seven, a perfect number. My two kids and son-in-law, Jessica
and Sam, Sara and your mother.”

“Sara would want to bring Luke.”
“All right, Luke is invited, too. I have no problem with that.”
“What about Betty?” she asked quietly, mentioning her best friend.

“I can’t leave Betty out. And she’ll probably want to bring a date along.”
Dan glanced at her over the edge of his glasses. “Okay, Betty Bow-

man and date. Counting us, that’s still only twelve. We could all sit at
the same table in some nice restaurant.”

“Just a little gathering at a restaurant? That’s all you want to do for our
wedding? That doesn’t sound like . . . like much of a celebration to me.”

She hadn’t meant to sound so forlorn, but their wedding was sup-
posed to be the happiest day of their lives . . . well, one of the happiest
at any rate.

“Oh, Emily, please. Don’t look at me like that. Please?” Dan stood
up, took her hand, and led her back to the couch. For a moment they
just sat watching the fire, leaning into each other in contented silence.

“I don’t want you to be unhappy, sweetheart,” Dan finally said. “But
we just can’t seem to find a common ground. We agreed on a medium-
sized party, and you make up a guest list suitable for the inaugural ball.”
He leafed through the pages on the pad and she finally had to laugh.

“All right . . . maybe I did get a little carried away,” Emily said. “But
I knew you’d do a real hatchet job. I had to overcompensate.”

“Oh, that was just a trick then?”
“Not really. But if we don’t decide on something soon, we’ll have to

push back the date of the trip, and I know you don’t want to do that.”
He looked alarmed now, sitting up straight. “We can’t change the

trip, honey. You know that. I’ve got the boat all lined up. Those weeks
are the only time it’s available until next fall and it’s all paid for. At least
our honeymoon is planned.”

“And you’ve done a great job of it,” she admitted.
She had to give him credit. While she muddled over the wedding
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arrangements, coming up so far with zilch, Dan had figured out their
entire six-week trip. Then again, he’s been planning a trip like this for years
and only had to make a few adjustments to accommodate me, his unexpected
traveling companion, she thought. They would fly to St. Martin and pick
up the sailboat Dan was renting from a friend. The thirty-five-foot,
three-mast boat was quite beautiful but looked like a lot to handle. Dan
had been teaching her how to sail and promised she would be able to sail
it herself before their trip was through.

It was going to be a perfect trip, a perfect adventure to start their
married life together, she thought. If only they could get through the
getting married part. . . .

“Which is why you should let me plan the wedding, too.” Dan drew
close and whispered the last words, tickling her ear. “Why don’t we just
elope? Then we can have the big party you seem so set on in the spring
when we get back.”

Emily settled against him, resting her head on his shoulder. “Oh . . .
I don’t know. That might work. I would hate to hurt everyone’s feelings,
though. Like Jessica and Sara and your kids, I mean. They might feel left
out.”

“And your mother will be apoplectic. You forgot to mention that.”
“That, too.” She glanced at him and grinned. The thought had

crossed her mind, of course, but it seemed so obvious it didn’t bear men-
tioning.

“Will you at least think about it? Won’t it be great to finally be mar-
ried? Isn’t that what we really both want?”

Marriage to Dan was exactly what she wanted. She had waited a
long time to meet someone like him. She had thought she would never
marry again or have anyone to share her life. Their love was a precious
gift, a true blessing. She had to focus on that, she reminded herself,
instead of on how and when and where they would celebrate.

“All right, I’ll think about it,” she agreed. “It would certainly cut
down on the list making.”

She pushed the legal pad aside and it fell on the floor. Dan watched

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:25 PM  Page 172



A Christmas Promise

173

her, looking very pleased by the gesture. “That’s the spirit. I knew you’d
see this my way sooner or later.”

Then he pulled her close for a deep, warm kiss, and Emily decided
she didn’t want to think about party planning any more. She was
going to like being married to Dan. She just had to keep focusing on
their future. This wedding glitch would sort itself out one way or
another.

“Thank you so much for coming, dear. I know it’s an inconve-
nience, but you’ve done such a beautiful job with the costumes, and I
really didn’t think I could show the ladies how it’s all supposed to fit
together on my own.”

“That’s all right, Vera. I understand.” Leigh glanced at Vera seated
beside her in the car, nervously twisting her gloves.

Just as she promised, Leigh had worked on the costumes and
changed the design to compensate for the mistakes Vera had made cut-
ting the fabric. Leigh had drawn sketches of how the costumes would
now look and written out instructions for the sewing, but at the last
minute Vera got nervous about showing her group the revised designs.
More than nervous, actually; Vera was more like terrified.

She had practically begged Leigh to come along, and Leigh found
she couldn’t refuse—which didn’t really make Vera any calmer. Now she
rubbed energetically at a speck of dirt on Leigh’s dashboard.

“They’ve always done it just the same way for so many years. I hope
no one is upset.” Vera turned to Leigh again. “Not that what you’ve
done isn’t lovely. It’s even nicer, I think, but some of the women on
these committees can be very particular.”

Leigh smiled to herself, guiding the car into a parking spot. The
church committee didn’t faze her—she had certainly faced down far
worse—though she doubted they were half as intimidating as her land-
lady seemed to think. Besides, what did she care what the women
thought of her? She might not even be around for the Christmas Fair. In
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the meantime, though, she could lend Vera some support. Leigh felt as if
she owed it to her.

They started toward the church, each carrying shopping bags with
the costume pieces.

“Into the lion’s den,” Vera murmured. “At least I brought a coffee
cake.”

Leigh only laughed. Vera always seemed to have a coffee cake handy.
A short time later, Vera was slicing up her cake and basking in the

rave reviews. The group of women had looked wary as she confessed to
botching the fabric cutting. But once she passed around Leigh’s sketches
and showed them a sewed-up sample of one of the costumes, their
expressions had changed from apprehension to delight.

“This is absolutely exquisite. It looks like it belongs in a Broadway
show.” Sophie Potter held up the angel costume and spun it around,
showing it off from different angles. “I don’t think we’ve ever had any-
thing nicer.”

“Look at the sheep’s outfit. I love the little ears.” Carolyn Lewis held
up the headpiece Leigh had made for the manger sheep. She smiled at
Leigh. “Where did you learn to sew like this, Leigh? Have you worked in
the fashion industry?”

“No . . . not exactly.” Leigh paused, unsure of how to answer with-
out an outright lie. “My mother taught me. I’ve just always had a knack
for it.”

Rachel Anderson stood near her mother, admiring the tulle sash
Leigh had fashioned for a belt on the angel tunic. “This is so cute. You
must be making things for your baby.”

“I haven’t had a chance,” Leigh said honestly. “I don’t have a sewing
machine handy.”

“I can loan you mine, dear. It’s only a little portable, but it should be
fine for baby clothes.” Carolyn hung the angel costume on a hanger
again, taking great care. “I’ll ask Ben to bring it over to Vera’s house for
you.”

Leigh was surprised and moved by her generosity. Rachel had
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already given her several boxes of clothes and linens, most of the items
brand new. She did need more things for the baby, though. She would
buy most of the clothes, of course. But she had always imagined making
some special things if she ever had a child. Still, she couldn’t accept Car-
olyn’s offer. She didn’t feel right, not when she was lying to her—lying
to them all.

“That’s nice of you, Carolyn, but I don’t know. The noise might
bother James and Vera—”

“It wouldn’t bother me at all.” Vera appeared carrying plates of her
cake, which she proceeded to hand out. “You can set it up in the living
room if you like. James won’t hear a thing up on the third floor.”

“If you had a machine handy, maybe you could help us a little more,
Leigh?” Sophie’s voice was both hesitant and coaxing. “We’re so short-
handed on a sewing crew this year. I know you’re not a church mem-
ber . . . but it would be a great favor to us. We would appreciate it so
much.”

Leigh felt herself the focus of the small cluster of women, all gazing
at her, all waiting for her reply. The attention made her nervous. Her
first impulse was to say she couldn’t help and give some plausible excuse.

Then she thought of Vera and James and how kind they had been to
her. The church was important to them both, certainly to James. She
would be helping both of them in a way if she helped these women. Per-
haps the gesture would help them think a little better of her when she
was gone. And the truth was, she didn’t have anything better to do at
night than sit in her room reading or in the living room listening to
Vera’s knitting needles. Sewing, which she loved, would be a welcome
distraction.

“I guess I could help you if you really need me to,” she said finally.
Sophie clapped her hands together. “Oh, we need you, dear. I think

you were heaven sent.” Leigh found her choice of words amusing.
Hadn’t Vera said almost the same thing when she had shown up in the
kitchen Sunday night? “I have some more fabric to give you for costumes
for the wise men and the shepherd—”
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“I bet you could help with some of the items we’re making to sell at
the fair, too,” Carolyn added. “Table runners and aprons, that sort of
thing. We sold a ton of them last year and hoped to do even better this
year. I can show you what we have so far. Maybe you’ll have some new
ideas for us, though.”

“I bet she will. She’s so artistic.” Vera beamed at her.
All the praise and attention was embarrassing, but Leigh’s protests—

she really didn’t want them to get their expectations up—fell on deaf
ears. It seemed settled that she was the newly crowned sewing authority.

When the meeting ended, Leigh found herself carrying out several
more shopping bags of fabric than she and Vera had come in with. She
now had enough sewing projects to keep her busy for weeks. How had
that happened? She had only meant to stay for a few minutes, to help
Vera explain the new costumes.

This town was a strange place, she decided. She had tried her best to
stay aloof and uninvolved, but something about the people here kept
drawing her in.

Vera sat beside her in the car, looking far calmer than she had on the
ride over. She smiled and gently shook her head. “Dear me, one thing
leads to another, doesn’t it?”

“It does around here.” Leigh gave a short, amazed laugh. She could
tell that Vera didn’t understand her little joke, but it was too difficult to
explain.

It was nearly eleven when they arrived back at Vera’s house. Vera
wanted to catch up on some knitting and watch the news. Leigh went
straight up to her room. She clicked on the light on her bedside table and
carefully shut her door.

Taking her phone out of her purse, she checked her messages. One
from Alice. She had just spoken to Alice last night. The situation was
status quo then. Now Leigh wondered if there had been some sudden
change. She hoped Martin’s business problems had gotten even worse,
so much so that he couldn’t spare the time to pursue her.
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But maybe it was bad news, a change that shifted things the other
way. Maybe she would need to leave here right away.

She dialed the replay code and strained to hear Alice’s soft tone. “Hi,
honey, it’s me. I have some news for you. He fired the detective. It was
one of his fits. He practically threw the poor man right out of the office.
I don’t think he’s found anyone else yet. The bills go through me and
these PIs always want something up front to start. The layoffs and inves-
tigation have been distracting. He had to turn over some records this
week. I thought he was going to lose it. That’s when he fired the guy,
took it all out on him, I guess. So much going on. All the better, right?

“You sounded good the other night. Sounds as if you’ve met some
good people down there. God is watching over you, honey.” Alice’s voice
sounded a little husky, as though she felt overwhelmed. She was such a
good friend. She worried so much. Leigh wished she could tell her again
she was all right. “Okay, don’t mind me. Sit tight. I’ll call if I hear any-
thing.”

Leigh glanced at the clock. It was too late to call back. She would try
Alice tomorrow, first thing.

She got ready for bed and shut off the light, letting the idea sink in
that for the first time in a long while, she wasn’t being hunted down,
with someone liable to spring out at her from any shadow and drag her
back to her ex-husband.

It was hard to believe it might really be over. But I can’t get too
excited yet, she told herself. He might be hiring someone new, any day,
someone even better. Still, it was tempting to hope he had given up the
chase for good. Couldn’t that happen someday?

Leigh closed her eyes, pressing her hands on her stomach, aware of
the new life inside her. She felt the oddest impulse to pray, though she
hadn’t for such a long time.

Dear God, thanks for the good news I heard tonight from Alice. Thanks
for this safe place I’ve found. Please watch over us, especially my baby. Please
help me to protect her, no matter what . . . and when the time does come for
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me to leave here, she added, please don’t let James and Vera think too badly
of me.

That last request might be unreasonable, she realized. She had delib-
erately deceived everyone; sooner or later, they were bound to find out.

But maybe she would never be forced to leave Cape Light, Leigh
thought. Maybe she had stumbled into the place where she was meant to
be, just as Vera had said. Did things like that really happen to people? It
was a pleasant thought. Pleasant enough to lull her into the first peaceful
sleep she’d had in months.

Jessica stood up from her seat as the choir began the final
hymn. “This Is the Day” was one of her favorites, but she listened impa-
tiently, eager for the service to end. She knew the thought was irreverent,
but instead of the lyrics recalling the Scripture, all she could think was
“this is the day” she’d planned to start her Christmas shopping, a full-
scale attack at the mall. There were only three more weeks left, more or
less, and she usually had more done by now.

She glanced over at Sam and Darrell, sharing a hymnal. Sam’s hand
rested casually on the boy’s shoulder. She didn’t mind that Darrell had
asked to sit with them again, but she hoped Sam didn’t plan on spend-
ing the day with him. She needed help to pick things out for his family;
there were so many Morgans and so little time. Taking Darrell along
would be a major distraction. He would just get bored and antsy and
they would probably wind up in a bowling alley or at a skating rink. And
she wouldn’t get anything done.

The hymn ended and Reverend Ben delivered his final words of
blessing. Jessica followed Sam and Darrell out of the sanctuary. There
was such a long line waiting to stop and chat with Reverend Ben, she felt
impatient.

“I’ll go get our coats,” she whispered to Sam. “I’ll meet you out
front.”

“Okay. I won’t be long.”
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Jessica left the sanctuary from the side door, then gathered up the
coats from the hooks near the all-purpose room. She navigated through
a swarm of friends and fellow committee members, carefully avoiding
anything more than a quick greeting. The last thing she needed was to
be lured back for yet another Christmas Fair meeting.

A few minutes later, she found Sam again. She was relieved to see
him standing with Luke McAllister. Darrell was no longer in sight.

But as she drew closer Jessica could tell that the two men were dis-
cussing something serious. Sam’s expression looked grim. He barely
noticed when she came to stand beside him.

“. . . But when did this happen? I mean, she can’t just make a phone
call and yank him out of here.” Sam sounded shocked and angry.

“I’m sorry, Sam. She’s his mother. She can do whatever she
wants . . . well, practically.”

Sam looked shaken; Jessica could tell it was hard for him to speak.
She turned to Luke. “What’s happened? Has something happened to
Darrell?”

“His mother is taking him out of the program,” Luke explained.
“She’s decided she wants him back.”

“Just like that?”
“Just like that. The social worker called me yesterday. I’m driving

him down to Boston this afternoon.”
Jessica didn’t know what to say. The news solved her problem,

instantly. Yet, to her surprise, it was also disturbing. She felt so bad for
Sam. And for Darrell, too. The poor kid was being tossed around like a
piece of baggage. No wonder he acted defensive at times.

“That’s too bad. I mean, he seemed to be doing so well here.”
“Yes, he was—mostly due to your husband’s interest in him.”
Sam finally snapped out of his daze. “But his mother, how can she care

for him? I thought the social worker said she wasn’t able to right now.”
“She agreed to go into rehab again and do what she has to do.

They’re going to live with Darrell’s grandmother for now. The social
worker has approved the plan. So his mother will get another chance.”
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Sam took a breath. Jessica saw how hard it was for him to take this
all in, and her heart went out to him. “Does Darrell know?”

“I told him last night.”
“I’m surprised he didn’t say anything to me. I mean, this morning

during the service.”
Luke shrugged. “I guess it may have been too hard for him to tell

you.” Luke paused, considering what to say next. “Darrell misses his
mother and grandmother. He’s happy about going back to them. He was
worried about you, though, Sam.”

“About me?” Sam nearly laughed but it was a sad sound.
“He knew you would be sad to see him go.” Luke stood by quietly,

concern in his eyes as he watched his friend.
Sam’s dark head was bowed, as if he had just taken a blow. Jessica

reached out and touched his arm, but Sam didn’t seem to notice the ges-
ture.

“Can he at least spend some time with us?” Sam asked Luke. “A few
hours? I’ll drive him to the city myself.”

Luke considered the idea a moment. “Sure, I think that will be okay.
I’ll take him back to Boston, though. I have some business at the main
office tomorrow morning. Can you get him back by four o’clock?”

“Absolutely.” Sam glanced at Jessica. Did he think she was going to
object?

“We’ll do something special with him—take him out to a video
arcade or something,” she suggested. “Isn’t that what kids his age like
to do?”

“That would be a treat . . . if you don’t mind a funny ringing sound
in your ears for a few days afterward.” Luke smiled knowingly at her. He
had been inside a few video arcades lately, she gathered.

Sam looked surprised but pleased by her suggestion. “We’ll do some
shopping, too,” he added. “He needs some things before he goes.”

Yes, they ought to buy him some new clothes. That was the least
they could do. Still, Jessica’s good feelings about these generous impulses
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felt tainted, mixed with a vaguely guilty feeling. She had gotten her way,
and now she felt ashamed that she had wished him away.

Well, she couldn’t help what had happened. The boy’s mother
wanted him back. She had her rights as his parent and no one could
stand in her way. Hadn’t Luke just said that?

They found Darrell waiting outside on the green, playing tag with
the other kids and two counselors. He acted a bit shy with Sam at first,
Jessica thought. Until he realized that Sam wasn’t mad at him for keep-
ing his sudden departure a secret.

“Don’t be crazy, Darrell. Why would I get mad at you for that? I’m
just surprised. It’s sort of sudden,” Sam admitted. “Luke said it was okay
if you wanted to hang out with us today. We thought we might try that
video arcade near the mall and then find you some new clothes and things
to take home with you. What do you think? Want to come with us?”

Darrell’s eyes grew wide and bright. “Are you fooling me?”
“No, I’m not joking.” Sam rested a hand on Darrell’s shoulder.

“Come with us. We’re going to have a good day, a real blowout, okay?”
Darrell looked incredulous but followed. He paused abruptly and

looked at Jessica, checking to see if maybe she was going to be the one to
pop this happy bubble.

She smiled at him, feeling wistful and not understanding her reac-
tion at all. “Hey, the arcade was my idea. I ought to get some credit,
please.”

“Oh, boy, now I know I’m dreaming,” Darrell said.
Sam burst out laughing and mussed the boy’s hair with his hand. He

glanced over his shoulder at Jessica, to see if she shared in the joke. She
smiled, despite herself. I guess I deserved that, she thought.

The day went by quickly. The arcade was as noisy, overwhelming,
and insane as she expected. Sam and Darrell seemed enthralled, how-
ever, taking in a simulated jet, a NASCAR race through a field of volca-
noes, and a deep-space clone adventure all in the first fifteen minutes.

Jessica tried to keep up with the score but couldn’t follow any of it.
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She turned over her Christmas list and made another, of items she
thought Darrell might need, clothing mostly—though she was sure Sam
would find time to hit a toy store or two.

There was a quick lunch break—Darrell’s favorite, pizza—then off
to the mall, where Sam swept them through the boys’ department, hav-
ing Darrell choose jeans, shirts, sweaters, and even underwear. They
shopped for new sneakers and snow boots. Sam took great care choosing
a thick, warm jacket, too.

“It’s going to be a cold winter,” he kept saying. “I think you need a
jacket with down inside, something with a hood that keeps the wind
out.”

Darrell tried on the jackets Sam offered, very agreeable about colors
and styles. He was in a happy daze. “Tell the truth,” he said to Jessica as
Sam paid for the jacket. “Am I on one of those TV shows where you’ve
won some big super prize, but you don’t see the hidden camera?”

Jessica couldn’t quite tell if he was kidding or not. She shook her
head. “It’s sort of Christmas coming early,” she explained.

“I never saw this much stuff for Christmas. Not under ten Christ-
mas trees.” His tone rang with disbelief at his good fortune.

“It’s all for you, pal,” Sam assured him.
Their last stop was a toy store. Darrell had begun dragging a bit but

suddenly got a second wind. Sam had also been looking a little less cheer-
ful at the last store, Leigh noticed, possibly realizing that the hours were
slipping by. But at the toy store, his spirits picked up considerably, too.

“Well, here we are. Let’s do it,” he said to Darrell. Sam glanced at his
watch and then at Jessica. “It’s nearly three. We don’t have much time
left.” His voice was even but she could see the sadness building in his
eyes.

“Why don’t I wait out here with the bags?” she suggested. “That way
you guys won’t be loaded down.”

“Okay, thanks.” Sam nodded at her, appreciating the gesture.
“Yeah, thanks,” Darrell said for about the hundredth time that day.
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Then he smiled at her, too, as Sam took his hand and led him into the
store.

If only this kid had acted half as reasonable for the past few weeks,
maybe I would have reacted differently. Jessica shook her head and found
a spot on a nearby bench, dropping the many packages around her feet.
Then again, what difference would that have made? His mother would have
wanted him back anyway. Sam and I would have both ended up disap-
pointed.

When Sam and Darrell emerged from the toy store twenty-five min-
utes later, they had so many bags that Jessica and Darrell had to wait by
the entrance to the mall while Sam brought the car around.

Darrell was very quiet as they headed back to New Horizons. But it
wasn’t the angry kind of quiet that Jessica had experienced with him
before. He kept glancing at her shyly, as if he wanted to talk, but didn’t
know what to say. He seemed sad, she thought, despite his bounty of
gifts. The manic shopping spree had been a distraction for all of them,
she realized, but now the truth was setting in.

It was already growing dark as they turned toward Cape Light. Sam
tried to keep up a conversation but Jessica could tell his light tone was
forced. Darrell answered in monosyllables, seeming lost in thought as he
stared out the car window at the lights on the highway.

Luke was waiting outside when they reached New Horizons. He and
Sam transferred the packages from Jessica’s car to his SUV. Darrell went
inside to say good-bye to some of the kids and counselors. He came out
carrying a black duffle bag. Jessica could see he’d been crying.

“I guess I’m ready,” he said.
“Okay. You guys say good-bye,” Luke told him. “I’ll start the car.”
It was thoughtful of Luke to give them some privacy, Jessica

thought. Standing near Sam, she felt that she too was an intruder on this
scene. She stepped back, giving him some space.

Sam crouched down, putting his face at Darrell’s level. “You take
care of yourself, okay? We don’t have to make a big deal out of this.
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We’re going to keep in touch. Maybe I can come into the city sometime
and take you to a ball game or something.”

Darrell nodded solemnly. “Sure. That would be cool.”
He had his head down and Jessica thought he was about to walk

away. Then he suddenly dropped his bag and flung his arms around
Sam’s shoulders.

Sam looked overwhelmed. Jessica could see his dark eyes getting
glassy. “Hey . . . hey, pal. It’s okay. Everything’s going to be okay. You’re
going home to see your mom and your grandma. They’ve really missed
you. I know it’s hard to go but once you get home, you’ll feel better.”

Darrell just stood hugging Sam as Sam hugged him back. Then Jes-
sica heard the boy take a long shaky breath. Slowly, he stepped back.

“I’m going to miss you, Sam.”
“I’m going to miss you, too.” Jessica could hear her husband’s

strained tone, forcing his voice to sound bright when he was clearly on
the edge of tears.

“Thanks again for all the stuff. Nobody’s ever been so nice to me.
You’re the best, man. I’ll never forget you.”

Sam didn’t answer for a moment. “I’ll never forget you, Darrell. I
mean that.”

Sam looked so grief-stricken, Jessica could hardly stand. Darrell
turned to her then. “Bye, Jessica. Thanks for all the clothes and stuff,
too.”

She nodded. “Sure thing.” Their gifts didn’t seem like so much sud-
denly, just the things that most kids she knew were given as necessities
and totally took for granted.

“You take care, Darrell. I hope everything works out for you.”
“Thanks. Me, too,” he said.
Sam opened the door to Luke’s truck and helped Darrell in, check-

ing the seatbelt twice.
They said good-bye again and Darrell shut the door. As Luke began

to pull away Jessica saw Darrell wave through the window. She waved
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back. Sam didn’t, though. He just stood watching the truck until it dis-
appeared out of the parking area.

He turned to her finally. “Let’s go, I guess.”
She nodded and followed him to their car.
Once they were on the road, she felt as if she had to say something.

He looked so bleak, retreating into some dark, painful place. “He’s a
good kid, Sam. I really do hope everything works out for him.”

Sam glanced at her. “I hope so, too.”
Jessica glanced out the window, her throat growing suddenly tight.

She felt sad, too, surprisingly sad. When had she started to care about
the boy? It was all so sudden, so unexpected, though she wondered if it
would have been any easier if they’d had some warning. Probably not.

It was so ironic, Jessica realized. She never expected that she would
grow so attached to Darrell. She never expected that his sudden depar-
ture would be a problem.

She didn’t feel as bad as Sam, of course. His heart was broken. But
as surprising as it seemed, her heart was a little broken now, too.
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C h a p t e r  Te n

“

W hy is it that every time someone in this town shouts
‘Rummage Sale!’ you two dash into my house, like two

barbarians on a shopping spree?”
Enthroned in her wingback chair, Lillian Warwick punctuated her

words with emphatic thumps of her cane. Emily glanced at her sister,
who hid a grin behind an empty cardboard carton.

“I knew something was up. Since when do the two of you ever come
here to see me?”

“Oh, Mother. We come all week long.”
“Not for dinner on a Tuesday. Not the two of you together. Not for

the sheer pleasure of my company.”
“It’s for the Christmas Fair, Mother. You signed up to donate,” Jes-

sica reminded her.
“I remember no such thing.” Lillian turned to Emily. “Did you

forge my signature?”
“Of course not. We were at coffee hour a few weeks ago, and Sophie

Potter came by with a list. Don’t you remember?”
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“Was that what I signed up for? I thought I was ordering poinsettia
plants.”

“I think you signed up for that, too.”
“That’s it, then. There’s been a misunderstanding. I think you

should run along, find some other house to ransack.”
Emily ignored her, scanning the room for possible contributions.

Their mother was the undisputed knickknack queen. The mantel, book-
cases, and china cabinets were stocked with rummage-worthy items. But
just when you thought you’d found a dusty, forgotten trinket she would
never miss, Lillian suddenly decided it was her absolute favorite, a pre-
cious necessity.

Jessica put the carton on a library table along with a pile of newspa-
pers. “Where shall we start?” she asked brightly.

“In your own house, if you know what’s good for you!”
“Mother, be reasonable,” Emily said. “You have so much stuff here,

things you’ll never use in a hundred years. Those china birds, all these
old books—it’s all going to a good cause.”

“Yes, yes, I know. The problem with you girls is that you have no sen-
timental attachment to things. You would just put it all out on the street
if I let you. What’s the difference? You probably will anyway when I die.”

Emily rolled her eyes and glanced at her sister. “You’ve guessed our
secret plan again, Mother. A combo garage sale and wake to commemo-
rate your passing.”

“Very witty, Emily. I’m very amused.” Lillian sniffed and drew a
lace-trimmed hankie from the pocket of her cardigan.

“I would think that you and your sister would value some of these
items as mementos of our family. Those old books, for instance. Some are
rare editions, first printings, and quite valuable. I’ve set aside a few for
Sara and planned to give you some, too. Your fiancé might appreciate
them, even you don’t. . . . You are still marrying Dan Forbes, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am.” Emily watched her mother’s slow, careful pace
across the room, wondering if it was the right time to disclose her plans.
Too bad her mother wasn’t still sitting down.
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“We haven’t heard much about it lately. Have you set a date? Or will
I simply receive my invitation in the mail and find out the specifics with
the rest of the guests?”

Jessica seemed interested now as well. Emily felt them both waiting
for her answer.

“Well . . . Dan and I talked it over some more and we’ve decided on
a very small affair. Just the immediate family and dinner or lunch at a
nice restaurant afterward. Something very simple and uncomplicated.”

Emily could see that Jessica was surprised to hear about the revised
plans but was trying not to show it. Emily had meant to tell her about
the change, but it was just last night that she had agreed to keep the
wedding as small as Dan wanted.

“That sounds nice. Very . . . intimate,” Jessica said cheerfully. “Why
go crazy planning a big party? You have so many other things to think
about right now—”

“Yes, keep it simple, Emily. We all know you have such a busy sched-
ule.” Her mother’s tone was chiding. “Will the ceremony be performed
during a lunch hour? Or right at your desk?”

“Mother, you’re being silly now.” Emily sat down on the couch. She
could see that her plan to forage here for the rummage sale had hit a
major snag.

“I’m being silly? You’re being absurd. The last I heard, it was going
to be a medium-sized gathering with a cocktail party, at your sister’s
house out there in the woods.”

Had she told her mother about that phase of the planning? Emily
recalled that she had and regretted it now.

“The guest list just got too long,” she explained. “We couldn’t seem
to trim it. And Dan doesn’t want a big party.”

“Yes, I remember. He has this aversion to talking to people—funny
trait for a former reporter. Meanwhile, he gives your situation no con-
sideration. You still have a position in this town, a reputation,” her
mother reminded her. “You can’t get married in secret, as if you’re
ashamed of the match or are too socially inept to plan a decent party.
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The next thing you’ll tell me is that we’re all going to meet at the Clam
Box, for fried fish sandwiches.”

“Perfect. Why didn’t I think of that?” Emily smiled at her own joke,
though she noticed her mother did not join in. “We still haven’t booked
the restaurant. Maybe Charlie Bates has the date open.”

“Always a comedienne, aren’t you?” Lillian shook her head and sat
back down on her chair again.

Her mother had gone off on a tangent, which was really no surprise.
The problem was, she wasn’t entirely wrong.

Though Emily had agreed to go forward with the minimalist wed-
ding Dan preferred, she knew in her heart it was not what she really
wanted. She glanced at Jessica, who had come over now, too, to sit with
them. She was sure her sister somehow sensed this but wouldn’t give her
away here in front of their mother.

“If this is what they both want, Mother, then that’s what they
should have. We should all attend and enjoy ourselves.” Jessica sent
Emily a sympathetic look. “You can always have a big party later when
you get back from your trip.”

“That’s what Dan said. We think that might be easier. We’ll have
more time to plan something nice. We don’t really have enough time to
plan a big wedding now, and we can’t delay the trip.”

Emily noticed a small china dish on the lamp table. She picked it up
and turned it over to check its pedigree. Her mother leaned forward
with surprising speed and snatched it from her hand.

“The trip, the trip, the trip!” Her mother sat back in her seat with a
long, dramatic sigh. “Well, maybe you should get married on that ship.
The captain can perform the ceremony. You don’t need us there.”

“Mother, you know that’s not the kind of sailing trip we’re going
on. There won’t be any captain, except for Dan.”

“That’s just the problem.” Lillian thumped with her cane again.
“You defer to him too much. It’s a very bad precedent to set, believe me.
It’s probably your age. You’re afraid to stand up for yourself, afraid
you’ll scare him off—”
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“Mother! What in the world are you going on about?” Jessica
demanded.

“All things considered, I never thought your sister would marry
again, did you?”

Emily could see that Jessica was about to defend her, and she quickly
jumped in. “I’ve been single a long time; there’s no denying it. But mar-
riage is all about compromise. Dan and I are very eager to start a life
together. I think we’ve figured out that the way we get married isn’t that
important to us. As long as we have our family with us to celebrate, we
know it will be a perfect day.”

“Of course it will. Just tell me if there’s anything at all you want me
to do, Emily.” Jessica gave their mother a stern look, defying her to con-
tinue the argument.

Lillian sighed and settled back in her seat, like an old queen who has
been overruled by her advisors. She turned the china dish over in her
hands and slipped on her glasses to take a closer look. “Lenox . . . hmm.
Not bad but fairly mundane. I suppose you can have it for your good
cause . . . and some of those books, too, though I need to check the
copyright before you cart them off.” She thrust the dish toward Emily
without meeting her eye. “Don’t you dare touch the china closet in the
dining room.”

“We won’t, Mother. Don’t worry.” Emily came to her feet and shot
Jessica a look; it was time to gather what they could before their mother
changed her mind again.

She hadn’t planned on announcing her wedding plans tonight. But
now that it had all come out, Emily felt relieved. Maybe a small wedding
wasn’t exactly what she wanted, but Dan was right: it was the logical,
sensible solution. Once she’d agreed, he seemed so happy and relieved.
That was the important thing . . . wasn’t it?

Leigh forced herself to hold on until the waiting room was
empty. She swallowed hard and took a deep breath. She had been trying
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all day to ignore her discomfort, telling herself she was just tired and
feeling the symptoms of a late-term pregnancy. But she couldn’t ignore
it any longer. Something just wasn’t right.

“Nancy?” Leigh waved the nurse over and tried not to sound
alarmed. “Could you watch the desk for a few minutes?”

Nancy had been standing at the nearby counter, filling out a chart.
She stepped over and looked down at Leigh, her expression concerned.
“You don’t look so good. What’s up?”

Leigh shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ve just been so tired all day. A little
dizzy, too . . . and now I seem to have cramps.”

“Any bleeding?”
Leigh shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Here, let me help you to an exam room. You lie down and rest and

I’ll get Dr. Harding.”
“All right. Thanks,” Leigh added as she leaned on Nancy’s strong

arm for support.
“It’s probably nothing, but I want to check your blood pressure and

temperature. Dr. Harding will come listen to the baby’s heartbeat. You
do have an OB-GYN around here, don’t you?”

Leigh nodded. “Dr. Olin, in Hamilton.”
“She’s good, one of the best around.” Nancy helped Leigh lie down on

a cot in one of the exam rooms, then felt Leigh’s forehead with her hand.
Leigh’s fears were beginning to get the best of her. “I hope there’s

nothing wrong with the baby. Do you think it’s something bad, Nancy?”
“Well, you look like you’re retaining water and you might have a

temperature. I’ll check in a second. You just rest a minute. Don’t worry,
I’ll be right back with Dr. Harding,” she said in a gentle tone. Leigh
noticed Nancy had not answered her question.

Left alone in the dimly lit room, Leigh tried to close her eyes, but
another cramp came and she curled her knees closer to her chest, feeling
a sudden wave of panic.

Please God, don’t let there be anything wrong with the baby. If I lose her
this way, I don’t know what I’ll do. . . .
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* * *

“I would take her myself but I can’t leave the office.”
“I understand.” James glanced at Matt, unable to focus completely

on what the doctor had just said. He paused in the waiting room and
looked around for Leigh. “I’m glad you called me. Where is she?”

“She’s back here resting.” Matt started toward the exam rooms and
James followed.

Of course she was lying down. She felt sick. She wouldn’t be sitting
at the desk taking phone calls. He had to pull himself together. He
didn’t want to look panicked. That wouldn’t do her any good right now.

He was normally so calm and collected in an emergency. He had
faced down some real calamities at the mission—fires, hurricanes, scores
of medical emergencies. He didn’t understand his reaction today.
Maybe it was the malaria that was causing him to feel so easily shaken—
or maybe it was his feelings for Leigh and her baby.

Matt knocked softly, then opened the door to a small exam room.
“Leigh, it’s just me. James is here. He’s going to take you to your obste-
trician. I’ve called her and told her what’s going on.”

Leigh was lying down on a leather cot. She had her eyes shut tightly,
as if against pain. At the sound of Matt’s voice she opened her eyes and
looked up, clearly surprised to see him.

“James? I thought Matt called Vera.”
“She was out and I picked up the phone.” He sat by her bed and

pulled his chair closer. He had an urge to take her hand but that didn’t
seem right somehow. She looked so pale, her eyes ringed by dark shad-
ows. She turned her head but didn’t try to sit up, and that worried him.

“How do you feel?” he asked.
“Not so good. Matt thinks I should get a sonogram right away.”
“Yes, he explained all that to me.” He reached out impulsively and

stroked her soft curly hair. She glanced at him with a question in her
eyes but didn’t move away. “Where’s your doctor, Leigh? Is she far?”

“Just in Hamilton.” She turned her head away. “I’m scared, James.”
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“Of course you are. Anyone would be. But I’ll be right there with
you, Leigh. It doesn’t have to be bad news. Matt said it could be some-
thing very ordinary. We just need to find out for sure.”

She took a breath and nodded then levered herself to a sitting position.
“Are you ready to go?” he asked quietly.
“I just need my shoes.”
He handed her the shoes, then helped her up from the cot. She

walked unsteadily, leaning on his arm as they left the room. In the
reception area he helped her into her coat.

Nancy Malloy cast them a sympathetic glance as they passed the
front desk. “You hang in there, Leigh. Let us know what’s happening.”

Leigh nodded and tried to smile, but James could see it was an effort
for her.

Matt followed them out to the car. “Call me as soon as you know
what’s going on, okay?”

James nodded. “We will. Thanks again, Matt.”
Leigh, lying down across the backseat, barely said a word as he

drove. James thought it was just as well. He was secretly so nervous he
needed all his wits to concentrate on the road. He was glad to be with
Leigh in her moment of need, but he also dreaded the possibility that it
might truly be bad news. Staring out at the highway, he said a silent
prayer. Please help Leigh’s baby, Lord. Please let this just be a false alarm.
Please have mercy on both of them.

They soon reached Hamilton, where Leigh showed him the way to
her doctor’s office, located in an office building just off Main Street.

There was only one other patient waiting, a young woman who sat
reading a magazine with a baby on the cover. The nurse at the reception
desk recognized Leigh and was expecting her. She ushered them back to
a darkened room and helped Leigh up on the exam table.

James watched her take Leigh’s temperature and then her blood
pressure. She glanced over her shoulder at James. “Are you a relative?”

James was startled by the question and shook his head. “Just a
friend,” he said quickly.
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She must have wanted to ask if I was the father, he realized. He cer-
tainly felt as anxious as one.

He glanced at Leigh, noticing again how nervous she looked. He
wanted to step closer and at least hold her hand. But the nurse was in
the way.

The nurse put her blood-pressure kit away. “I’m going to get her
ready for the sonogram now.”

Now what? James wondered. Did Leigh want him to stay or would
he be intruding if he suggested it?

“Can he stay? . . . I mean, if he wants to?” Leigh asked.
“Sure. It’s up to you.”
“I’d like to stay,” he said, meeting Leigh’s gaze. She nodded and he

could see that she really did want him there.
The nurse snapped open a paper gown, which she placed over

Leigh’s lap. Then she lifted Leigh’s sweater a few inches to smear some
clear gel over her stomach.

The door opened a few minutes later, and a woman in a long white
lab coat came in. James knew she had to be Helen Olin, Leigh’s doctor.
Tall and slim, with short dark hair, she looked about forty or so. Her
expression was serious but when she met Leigh’s gaze it softened with
concern.

“Hello, Leigh. What’s going on?”
“Nothing good.” Leigh sighed. “This is Reverend Cameron, a friend

of mine.”
The doctor glanced at James and said hello. If she was curious about

his relationship to Leigh, she didn’t show it.
She asked Leigh some questions about her symptoms then listened

to the baby’s heartbeat with her stethoscope. James thought the doctor
looked worried.

Finally, Dr. Olin sat beside Leigh on the opposite side of the table
from James and started the sonogram. “Okay, let’s take a look,” she said
quietly.

James stared at the small black TV screen. It looked as if it was
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transmitting images from outer space. Suddenly, he saw the unmistak-
able outline of a baby. The fetus was curled into itself, yet each of its
parts was remarkably distinct. He looked down at Leigh and grabbed her
hand. She didn’t pull her gaze away from the screen but gave his fingers
a hard squeeze.

“Is she all right? Can you tell?” Leigh’s voice was quavering.
Dr. Olin didn’t answer right away, and he felt himself holding his

breath. Please God, let her say it’s okay. I’d give anything not to hear bad
news right now. . . .

Finally, the doctor glanced up them and smiled. “Yes, everything
looks good. Just let me take a few more pictures. Then I’ll need to give
you a quick exam.”

James felt his body sag with relief. He glanced down at Leigh and
rubbed her shoulder with his free hand. “She’s beautiful,” he whispered.
“She looks just like you.”

Leigh laughed quietly but when she gazed up at him, she had tears in
her eyes. “Oh, you can’t tell anything like that from these pictures. As
long as she’s okay, that’s enough for me.”

James closed his eyes a moment. “Thank God,” he said softly.
“Yes . . . thank you, God.” Leigh’s tone was surprisingly solemn, and

he saw that her eyes were closed as well.
James left the examining room and sat in the waiting area. Five, ten,

fifteen minutes passed. Did exams typically take this long? He hoped
everything was all right. He tried to distract himself by reading a news
magazine. As he flipped through the pages, a photo caught his eye. The
picture showed a village of huts in some impoverished, tropical locale. A
dark-skinned boy with large eyes and a pathetically thin body stared up
at him. It could have been a photo from his own mission, and James felt
a jolt inside, as if a slack line hooked to some bit of hardware inside him
had suddenly been jerked tight.

He realized how far that distant life had drifted away from him
today. He suddenly felt guilty and ashamed of himself. How could he
forget so easily? So much was waiting there for him, so many people
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who relied on him, so many plans for the mission’s future. That was his
real life. This place was just a rest stop.

But Leigh and her baby were important, too, another part of him
insisted. He had an obligation, a duty, to help them, too. It was more
than duty, that dry, bloodless word. He still felt some intimation that
God had brought him into Leigh’s life for a reason. And even beyond
that feeling, he wanted to be here for her. He was happy he had answered
the phone instead of Vera and had the chance to take care of her. He
hoped she would let him do even more.

James closed the magazine and put it aside, then stood up and paced
around the small room. He didn’t know what was happening to himself
lately. One minute, he was chomping at the bit to get back to the mis-
sion; and the next, imagining a life here, staying with Leigh and helping
her raise her baby.

Ridiculous ideas. He’d been idle too long. His brain was turning to
marshmallow. She thought of him as a friend, sure, but she had never
indicated that she felt anything more. She was still getting over her hus-
band’s death and dealing with her pregnancy. A new relationship was
probably the last thing on her mind.

And we’re so different, he thought. I’m not the type of man she would
get involved with, anyway.

A door opened and Leigh walked into the waiting area. She smiled at
him. “I just need to make another appointment and we can go.”

“All right.” He stood waiting for her, and then they walked out to
the car, where he helped her into the front seat.

“What did the doctor tell you? Did she know what happened?”
“She said it was something called preeclampsia, a very mild case. It

used to be called toxemia, I think, too. They really don’t know what
causes it, though it’s most common with first pregnancies. It seems the
mother’s body is just overworked. There’s not too much you can do for
it. It can become worse, but Dr. Olin doesn’t think I need to worry
about that right now. She told me to rest and stay off my feet for a few
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days. I feel bad for Dr. Harding, though. Tomorrow is Saturday, his
busiest day.”

James began driving back to Cape Light. “Matt wouldn’t want you
working if your doctor told you to rest, Leigh. You have to do what she
says. Think of the baby.”

Leigh stared at him, wide-eyed, clearly surprised by his tone, which
was far sterner than he intended. He’d overreacted.

“I’m sorry,” James said quickly. “I have no right to tell you what to
do. I’m just worried about you. We’re lucky everything turned out okay.”

There, he had done it again. He said “we’re lucky,” as if he had some
real place in her life. He glanced at her, expecting her to say something,
to set him straight.

Leigh stared out her window, and he felt her hand cover his on the
seat between them. “It was frightening,” she said at last. “Thank you for
bringing me to the doctor and for staying with me.”

James took her hand and brought it to his lips. It was not exactly
what a friend would do, he knew. But he couldn’t help it. And he
couldn’t take the gesture back once it was done.

Leigh looked a bit surprised but didn’t seem to mind. She kept hold
of his hand, watching out her window at the passing scenery.

It suddenly seemed clear to him. He knew what he had to do now.
He needed to stay and help Leigh—at least until she had the baby. The
mission would have to get along without him a few weeks longer.

“I’m going to keep helping you, Leigh, you and the baby.”
Leigh hesitated a moment before saying, “I appreciate your friend-

ship, James. But you don’t have to make any promises to me.”
“I know I don’t have to. It’s what I want to do.” He kept his eyes

straight ahead, almost afraid to look at her again—afraid of what he’d
see, her beauty and strength and vulnerability.

He didn’t understand his own motives entirely, just this compelling
need to stand by her, to help her if he could. It just seemed the right
thing, the only thing, to do.
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* * *

“I’ve always liked this place.” Emily sat back in her chair and
looked out at the Newburyport Harbor. It was Saturday afternoon
and the restaurant wasn’t even half full. She and Dan had walked in
without a reservation and been shown an excellent table right at the
window.

“It’s such a beautiful view,” she said, looking out at the whitecaps on
the water.

“And the food is good, too. This chowder is perfect, hardly any
potatoes.”

“That’s impressive.” They hadn’t been together that long, but Emily
already knew how Dan hated too many potatoes in his chowder. Too
much celery was an even greater affront.

He put the cup aside and touched his mouth with his napkin. “I
think this would be an excellent choice for the reception. It’s a pretty
place, fancy enough but not too formal.”

In Emily’s mind their planned postnuptial get-together for a dozen
guests could hardly be called a reception, but she didn’t want to sound
negative. The restaurant was a viable suggestion, and she knew Dan was
trying to please her.

“Would they let us have that little private room on the side or would
we have to take a regular table? They might not let us have it,” she con-
tinued, answering her own question. “We’re only twelve.”

They had decided to invite Dr. Elliot, a close friend of Emily’s fam-
ily, which brought the list up to an even dozen since Betty wasn’t bring-
ing an escort. But still, Emily didn’t think it was enough to rate the
private space in such a fancy restaurant.

“No harm in asking.” Dan smiled at her amiably. “If it’s not in use,
they might not mind.”

“It would be nice to have it there, so people can get up and walk
around. Maybe they have some minimum number,” she mused. “We
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can always invite Reverend Ben and Carolyn. Since he’s performing the
ceremony, we probably should.”

“Just to be polite, you mean?”
“Not just that. I love the Lewises. Reverend Ben’s been a great help

to me.”
Dan leaned forward and touched her hand. “I was just teasing,

honey.”
Emily tried to smile but didn’t feel cheered by his gentle joke. “I

don’t know what to do about Harriet DeSoto.” Emily picked up her fork
and took a bite of her salad. Harriet, the town clerk, was not exactly a
close friend but had always been a loyal political ally. Emily didn’t want
to hurt her feelings—or alienate her. “She overheard me talking about
the wedding on the phone the other day, and I know she thinks she’s
going to be invited.”

“Just tell her it’s only close family.”
Emily shook her head and speared a tomato on her fork. “Harriet

knows Betty is invited and she assumes she will be, too. Of course, Betty
is my oldest friend from high school, so it’s completely different. But
Harriet is close, too, in a way. We’ve been through a lot in the office and
through two campaigns.”

Dan massaged his forehead. “Emily . . . are you trying to tell me
something?”

Emily looked up at him. “What do you mean?”
“Emily, don’t give me those . . . those big baby blues.” He was try-

ing to sound stern, but she could tell her baby blues were indeed work-
ing on him.

“You aren’t really happy with this small wedding idea, are you?” She
started to reply but he interrupted her. “Come on now, be honest. We’re
going to be married a long time. We have to be honest with each other.”

She put down her fork and looked straight at him. “Okay, then no,
Dan. I’m really not—”

“I knew it.”
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“It’s not that I don’t agree with you, honestly. I do think a small
wedding is the easiest and most sensible solution. And I know we don’t
have any time left at all and can’t change our trip.”

“But?”
“But it’s not the way I want to celebrate getting married to you. It

just doesn’t feel right to me. Does that make any sense?”
He stared at her a moment, then reached over and touched her cheek

with his hand. “I can tell that you’re not that happy about it. That
means something to me. If you’re not happy, Emily, we just have to
think this thing through again.”

“Dan, that’s sweet, but we’ve already gone over all the options. I told
you a small wedding was okay, and I’ll stick to it.”

“Well, the problem is, I can’t do it that way now, knowing you’re
unhappy about it. You seem to be forgetting something.”

“Which is?”
“I love you. I want to see my beautiful bride radiant with smiles on

her wedding day.”
She grinned at him. “Well, when you put it that way, I guess I can

give in. But what about you? I feel the same way. We can’t do something
that you’re going to feel glum about.”

“I’ll never feel glum getting married to you, silly.”
“You know what I mean.”
Dan tilted back on his chair, and Emily spotted an unusual glimmer

in his eyes. “Well, I do have an idea. I wasn’t going to say anything since
we finally seemed settled. But since we’re not as settled as I thought . . .
I don’t know about this idea of mine, though. It’s a bit outlandish.”

Emily’s curiosity was peeked. “Sounds interesting. Will it work for
you?”

“In a strange way . . . yes.”
“Well, tell me about it!”
Emily leaned closer and Dan described his inspiration. It was com-

pletely outlandish, but it definitely appealed to her. The more she heard,
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the more she liked—and the more she thought it could be exactly the
solution they had been looking for.

“Jess? Are you ready? You’d better hurry up or we’re going to
miss the movie.”

Jessica heard Sam calling from the foot of the stairs. She ran to the
bedroom door and poked her head out. “I’ll be right down. Just a
minute . . .”

She took a breath, stared at the white plastic stick in her hand, and
quickly whispered a prayer. “Thank you, Lord. Thank you. Thank you.
Thank you. . . .”

“Jess? I’m going outside. I’ll warm up the truck.”
“Wait, Sam . . .” Jessica raced down the hallway, swung around the

banister, and flew down the stairs.
Sam stood in the small foyer staring at her. “Are you okay?. You’re

not even dressed yet. If you’re tired from those pills again, we can stay
home. . . .”

“Me? I’m great. I’m not tired at all.” She took a breath and swal-
lowed hard. “I think I’m pregnant.”

Sam stared at her and blinked, his expression frozen in utter shock.
Then his words spilled out in a rush. “You do? I mean, you are? I mean,
you know for sure? Or you just think you might be?”

She held up the white plastic stick. “See? The dot is blue. That
means baby in progress.”

He took the stick in his hand and examined it. “This tells for sure?”
“Ninety-nine percent accuracy, that’s what the box says. I used

about five of them. Blue all the way.”
She watched his face melt into a delirious smile. “Baby in

progress . . . yes!” He hugged her, lifting her up off her feet, then sud-
denly put her down again, looking worried. “Is that okay? I didn’t hurt
you or anything, did I?”
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“No, silly.” She laughed at him and hugged him back.
“Come on, let’s sit down. I’m sort of in shock,” he confessed. He

took her by the hand and led her into the living room, where they sat
together on the couch. He pulled her close and she rested her head on
his chest.

“Happy?” he asked quietly.
She laughed. “What do you think? More like delirious.”
“You got your Christmas wish, Jess. Now I don’t have to worry so

much about what to buy you.”
“You’re off the hook on that one.” She lifted her head and glanced at

him. “Are you happy?”
“Me? I’m over the top, honey. I didn’t think it would happen again

so fast. Like I said, I’m sort of in shock.” He paused and she felt him
take a deep breath and heard his strong, steady heartbeat under her
cheek. “Did you call the doctor yet?”

She laughed at his overly concerned tone. “I just found out two min-
utes ago. When would I have called the doctor?”

“Oh. Right. You’d better call first thing on Monday. He’ll probably
want to see you.”

“Yes, I will,” she promised. “But let’s not tell anyone right away,
okay?”

He tipped his head to look at her. “Are you worried something
might go wrong?”

She nodded. “I guess so. I mean, I felt so excited the first time. I
didn’t even think anything bad could happen, and then when it did . . .
I guess I’d rather wait a week or two until we tell everyone. Let me see
what the doctor says.”

“Sure, honey. I understand. It will just be our secret for a while.” He
hugged her close and stroked her hair. “I think everything is going to be
fine this time. I just have a good feeling.”

“I do, too.” Jessica forced her voice to sound more positive than she
really felt. She had her worries, but anyone who had been through a mis-
carriage would. Her doctor had already told her that the chances for a
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second pregnancy to work out were very good. She had gotten pregnant,
that was the main thing.

“I’m going to try not to worry. I’m just incredibly thankful,” she
confessed.

“I know what you mean. Now we have something to really cele-
brate.” He kissed her brow and held her close again. “Why don’t we dec-
orate our tree tomorrow after church? We can put it up in the
afternoon.”

“Sure, that would be fun, but I thought you had to go into the shop
tomorrow.”

“Oh, that can wait. I’d much rather spend the day with you.”
Jessica didn’t reply. She knew she didn’t have to. She held Sam close

and felt her eyes drifting closed. She had felt so sleepy the last week or
two, she probably wouldn’t have even made it through the movie.

She was glad that Sam wanted to decorate their Christmas tree
tomorrow. They had bought it that morning, but when they got it home,
Sam said he wasn’t in the mood to set it up, which wasn’t like him. Sam
was usually completely into Christmas, especially trimming the tree and
decorating the house. This year, though, he didn’t seem nearly as inter-
ested.

It had only been a week since Darrell had left town and Jessica knew
Sam was still thinking about him, feeling the loss keenly. He hadn’t
been back to the New Horizons Center all week, but that was to be
expected, too, she thought. She was sure Luke would understand if Sam
took a break from his volunteer work.

Maybe now that she was pregnant, it would be easier for Sam to get
past missing Darrell. If anything could put the situation into perspec-
tive, expecting their own baby had to be it, right?

She certainly hoped so.
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C h a p t e r  E l ev e n

“This one says ‘Eggnog set. Music box. Elvis Santa.’ ” James
stood in the doorway to the living room, holding a cardboard

box he had carried down from the attic.
Vera walked over and peered at the label. “Those are just extras. I’ll

open it later.”
“I think it’s the last of it, then. I’ll just run up and take one more

look around.” He smiled briefly at Leigh, then headed back up to the
attic.

James must have made about a hundred trips so far up from the liv-
ing room to the attic. He didn’t seemed tired, though. Just the opposite,
Leigh thought. His eyes were bright and his cheeks ruddy, as if he’d
been outdoors, walking on the beach. He didn’t talk about his illness
much, but she could see how pale and worn he looked some days. He
must be getting better, she thought. Either that, or he really liked
Christmas.

“Well, let’s get started. I’ll get the lights going.” Vera stood on a
stool, draping a string of lights on the branches.
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Leigh noticed her tip precariously and jumped up to help her.
“Here, let me get the other end. Where do you want it?”

“Any place that looks empty.” Huffing a bit, Vera stepped down and
regarded her handiwork. “It’s a good tree, has a nice full shape. I hate a
tree that’s too round or too skinny. This one is just right.”

“Yes, it’s very pretty.” Leigh nodded and sat on the couch again, watch-
ing Vera kneel among the boxes, carefully unwrapping the ornaments.

“Oh, here’s a beauty, my hummingbird. See, it’s even got little feath-
ers for the wings. My granddaughter Meg gave me that one. She knows
I have those feeders by the kitchen window so I can watch the birds
while I’m washing the dishes.”

Leigh smiled at the story but didn’t answer. She really wasn’t in the
mood to decorate anyone’s tree but had been swept into the project by
the others. She was just waiting for the right moment to make an excuse
and slip off upstairs.

Christmas didn’t mean much to her anymore. Even in this pictur-
esque little town, where the streets and shop windows were so beautifully
decorated, Leigh couldn’t muster any enthusiasm for the holiday. She
didn’t have anyone to get gifts for this year. Maybe she would pick up
something small for James and Vera, but she still felt so distant from it all.

Why did people say the holidays brought out the best in everyone? It
seemed to Leigh they often brought out the worst: fighting for parking
spaces, snapping at sales clerks, being brainwashed by TV advertisements.

It was the season when tensions in her disastrous marriage had always
reached a pitch. That’s what she remembered most now about Christ-
mas. How her husband would fly into his rages then try to bribe his way
back into her good graces with expensive presents. Last year it had been a
fur coat and diamond earrings—things she had never asked for, never
really wanted. That’s what all the lights and decorations and songs on the
radio reminded her of. She wished it wasn’t so but she couldn’t change it.

Was she the only one who saw it all with such jaded eyes? Christmas
was a vast marketing conspiracy, designed to get the public to spend,
spend, spend. As if you could buy that fantasy feeling of warmth and

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:26 PM  Page 205



Thomas Kinkade and Katherine Spencer

206

belonging, of perfect family harmony and goodwill to all. Those were
the golden virtues of Christmas she had learned as a child. She knew
now that was all a fairy tale, as enticing to believe in as Santa Claus—
and just as unreal.

“I’m feeling a little tired. I thought I’d rest upstairs awhile.” Leigh
started to leave but met James coming into the room with another box.

“Why don’t you rest right here?” he asked. “Just sit and watch. I’m
not very good at this. You can warn me if I’m hanging all the ornaments
on one side.”

“You can probably manage without me—” she began.
“Oh, Leigh, don’t go up yet,” Vera chimed in. “You’re so good at

decorating things. Just give us a little help here and there.”
There was something in James’s eyes that made her not want to dis-

appoint him. Besides, she couldn’t imagine Vera giving up.
“Okay, I’ll stay for a little while.” She shrugged and sat back on the

couch again. “Can I hand you the ornaments or something?”
“That’s a good idea. We’ll make an assembly line.” Vera got up on

the stool again. “Where should we start?”
Leigh noticed an interesting-looking box and pushed the tissue

paper aside. “How about these angels? They’d look good near the top.”
“Yes, perfect. See, I knew you’d have good ideas.” James smiled at

her. She could tell he was pleased that she had stayed to help.
“I’ll get to work on the fire.” He stood at the hearth and rolled up

the sleeves of his denim shirt. She watched him toss the logs into the
hearth and add bits of kindling. Despite his slim build, his shoulders
and arms were quite muscular, she noticed. He had mentioned that a lot
of the work at the mission was hard, physical labor, which probably
accounted for his build—and his taste in clothes.

He didn’t dress like a minister or look like one—or even behave the
way she thought ministers behaved, Leigh mused as she fastened hooks
to Christmas balls. Sometimes she totally forgot what James did for a liv-
ing, but his actions and words so often reflected his kindness and rich
spirit, she never forgot for very long.
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They worked on the tree together for a while, with Vera and James
hanging ornaments and Leigh directing. When Vera went into the
kitchen to make popcorn, Leigh and James finished up; all the orna-
ments were on the tree except the treetop angel.

James put the box with the angel aside. “I’ll save this for Vera. She
might have some special feeling about it.”

Vera walked in the room with a tray. “That’s all right. Let Leigh do
the angel. She didn’t get to do any of the ornaments.”

“She’ll have to get up on the stool. I don’t know.” James cast Leigh a
worried look.

Leigh got up from the couch and smoothed out her dress. For some
reason she did want to place the angel on the treetop. She wasn’t quite
sure why. Maybe because it was always her job when she was growing
up. Even if their tree was tall, her mother would somehow manage to lift
her up high enough.

“I can do it. I’ll be all right.”
James looked surprised at her eager reply. “Okay. Let me help you

though. I’ll put the stool here.” He moved the small wooden steps closer
to the tree. “Hold on to my shoulder for balance, okay?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be very careful.” Leigh climbed up the steps, hold-
ing the angel in one hand and holding on to James’s solid shoulder with
the other. The tree wasn’t too tall and she easily reached over and slipped
the cloth and papier-mâché angel over the top.

“There, how does that look? Is it straight?”
“Just right. That angel looks just like you, Leigh, with her brown

curly hair and all. Don’t you think, James?”
“Yes, definitely.” James grinned up at her, and Leigh couldn’t quite

tell if he was teasing or not.
The phone was ringing and Vera ran off to answer it. “That’s my sis-

ter Bea,” she called over her shoulder. “This could take a while. . . .”
Leigh was relieved to see Vera go. Some angel. If they only knew the

truth about her. The compliment made her embarrassed and distracted.
She couldn’t even look at James as she started down the steps.
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“Oops . . . oh, my . . .” Leigh felt herself tilt off balance, but James
caught her in a strong embrace. She turned to find she had her arm
around his shoulder and his face was very close to hers.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice came out in a whisper.
“That’s okay. That’s what I’m here for.”
His tone was hushed and husky. She knew she ought to let go of

him, but she didn’t pull away. He held her gaze for a long moment, then
leaned his head closer and kissed her, a deep kiss that was warm and
soulful.

Finally, he pulled his head back. He looked dazed and surprised.
Leigh was sure her expression was identical. Her heart was racing and
the room seemed to spin.

They stared at each other in shock for a moment and then both
quickly looked away.

“Um . . . let me help you down. Would you like some of this hot
chocolate? I think Vera has some tea here, too.”

He sounded nervous and self-conscious and didn’t look at her as he
took a mug of tea. She sat on the couch, wordlessly.

She felt self-conscious, too. But she didn’t feel sorry he had kissed
her. She hadn’t even realized it until now, but for a long time she had
been wanting him to do just that.

James sat down near her and looked up at the tree.
“It’s been awhile since I decorated a real Christmas tree,” he said

after a moment. “I guess the smell of the pine is what I like best . . . and
I like sitting down and admiring it afterward.”

Leigh had to smile. She started to relax again. “I like that part, too.
What did you do at the mission? Did you decorate at all?”

“We had an artificial tree. And we would hang decorations on a
palm tree or a big bush. It’s not that I don’t enjoy Christmas there, but
it’s different. This is more the kind of Christmas I grew up with.”

His tone was wistful, she noticed with surprise. It was the first time
he had ever said anything even vaguely negative about living at the mis-
sion.
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She picked up a mug of hot chocolate and sat back again. “I’m not
really in the mood for the holidays this year. It just seems like an
ordeal.”

She stopped herself. She hadn’t meant to be that honest. But then
James still believed she had recently lost her husband. He would assume
she was talking about that.

The sympathy in his eyes confirmed her guess. He nodded, his
expression more serious. “The holidays create a lot of pressure for peo-
ple. There are such high expectations to feel happy. And if you don’t,
you sit around wondering, What’s wrong with me? Why don’t I feel like
everyone else?”

That was exactly the way she felt. He understood perfectly.
“But just think of it, Leigh. This year you’re going to get an amaz-

ing gift. It’s going to change your feelings about the holidays forever.
Now you can look forward to celebrating Christmas with your little girl
and making happy memories for her.”

Leigh knew what he said was true. She couldn’t dwell on the past.
She had to look to the future and try to picture a good life for herself
and her baby. Things seemed bleak right now, but she could get through
it. She had to.

“I guess holidays are hard for anyone who’s alone,” she allowed.
“Once I have the baby, though, I won’t feel that way anymore.”

“You’re not alone, Leigh,” James said. “There are so many people
here who care about you. I know you’ve only been in Cape Light a short
time and you still feel like a stranger. But believe me, you’ve won a lot of
friends.”

I am a stranger, she wanted to say. You don’t even know my real name.
She met his gaze and quickly looked away.

“Okay,” he said, “you want a list?”
“A list?”
“Well, there’s me and Vera, obviously. But also Matt Harding and

Nancy Malloy, Molly Willoughby and her girls, and Ben and Carolyn
Lewis and Rachel Anderson. Not to mention Sophie Potter and all the
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ladies at church who think you’re a genius with a sewing machine,” he
teased. “I could probably name more. Do you want me to?”

“You don’t have to. . . . I see what you mean.” She shook her head
shyly and turned to watch the fire. She felt James’s arm around her
shoulder, urging her closer, and she leaned her head on his shoulder.

They sat there quietly for a long time. Then Leigh said, “You’re
number one.”

“Number one?”
“Number one on my list.” Leigh lifted her head slightly to look at

him. “Of friends. I know I keep repeating myself, but you keep on help-
ing me. I need to thank you for that.”

“I already told you, I help you because I want to, because you’re
important to me—” He stopped midsentence. She waited to hear what
he would say next, unconsciously holding her breath. “I care about you,
Leigh. I care very much.”

“I care about you, too.” Her words were so soft, she wondered if he
even heard them. But then she felt his cheek against her hair and she
knew he had.

Leigh found herself blinking back tears. It’s being pregnant that’s
making me so emotional, she reminded herself. I normally don’t cry, no
matter what.

She hid her face from James, her head tucked under his chin. His
softly spoken admission had made her feel so happy, so . . . secure. He
hadn’t said much but it was enough, more than she deserved. She really
couldn’t handle anything more than that. She had been here over a
month now. Every instinct told her that soon she would have to leave or
risk being found by one of Martin’s detectives. She wanted to stay at
least until the baby was born, but she doubted she had that long.

She would miss James so much. In such a short time, he had become
so important to her. She had done the thing she had promised herself
she wouldn’t do. She had made connections here, and it would hurt so
much when she had to go.

Could she tell James the truth about her past? Could she trust him
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with her secret? Part of her wished she could tell him everything right
now. More than once she had imagined confiding in him and James
understanding, believing her, and seeing at once that she’d never meant
any harm. Sometimes, though, she pictured him angry and hurt. He
would turn away, hating her.

It was such a huge risk—not only the risk that he might not keep her
secret, but the risk of losing his respect and affection, their special con-
nection, which now seemed even more precious to her.

She heard Vera’s footsteps approaching from the hallway and real-
ized James must have heard, too. Without exchanging a word, they drew
apart. Like two teenagers, Leigh thought, feeling herself blush.

“Here’s the popcorn,” Vera announced. “Sorry I took so long. Ever
since Bea got that low-rate long distance, I can’t get her off the phone.”

Vera put a bowl of popcorn on the coffee table and began gathering
the empty boxes. She hadn’t noticed anything between them, Leigh real-
ized.

James rose and went over to the hearth to tend the fire. The logs
crackled and popped, and Leigh watched a shower of sparks fly up the
chimney.

Just the way she felt inside, Leigh thought. Her happiness, just as
temporal and elusive.

They had been invited to a Christmas party at the New Hori-
zons Center. It was Tuesday night, a little more than a week before
Christmas. Jessica probably wouldn’t have been invited at all if not for
Sam’s work there, but here she was, she thought, driving down the
Beach Road on a cold, dark night, on her way to the party all alone.

She had come home early from work and packed up the food she
made the night before, a baked ham, potato salad, and a tray of choco-
late chip cookies. It looked like a lot, but she was sure it wouldn’t go very
far in that crowd. She remembered Darrell’s enormous boy-sized
appetite the times they had taken him out, and a certain wistful sadness

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:26 PM  Page 211



Thomas Kinkade and Katherine Spencer

212

washed through her. The feeling no longer took her by surprise; she felt
it often lately, and she knew now that Sam wasn’t the only one with
unresolved feelings about the boy. It just seemed her own feelings had
shown up a little too late.

While she was packing the food, Sam had come home, saying he felt
sick, probably a cold coming on. He’d been working outside all day and
felt chilled and achy and already had the sniffles. But Sam usually car-
ried on no matter what, even when he should have been in bed. Jessica
hadn’t argued when he said he wanted to stay home. Everything con-
nected with the subject of New Horizons and Darrell Lester still seemed
a sensitive topic between them.

He had helped her carry the food to the car and she’d promised to
come back early. It seemed ironic to her now, as she turned up the drive
to the center, that she would turn out to be the one going and Sam
would stay in. But things worked out strangely sometimes, didn’t they?

Jessica found the party set up in the main building, in a big room
that doubled as gym and auditorium. There was a huge Christmas tree
by the door, decorated with colorful paper chains and handmade orna-
ments of all shapes and sizes. Some were in the shape of large stars that
held framed photos of the kids at the center.

It wasn’t the fanciest or most stylish tree, but Jessica found that of all
the trees she had seen this year, it gave her the nicest feeling.

She looked around and realized she was early. The room was nearly
empty, except for some adults and students setting up. She noticed Luke
nearby and he quickly walked over to greet her.

“Jessica, Merry Christmas!” He leaned over and kissed her cheek.
“Here, let me take that from you.” He took the tray of cookies and
placed it on a table.

“There’s more in the car, a ham and potato salad. I’ll be right back,”
Jessica said.

“I’ll help you. Lead the way.” Luke pushed open the swinging door
and they walked together along the gravel path. “Where’s Sam? Is he
coming straight from work?”
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“Sam’s not feeling well. He came home with a bad cold and wanted
to stay in tonight. He said to tell you he was sorry he couldn’t make it.”

Luke considered her news with a thoughtful expression. “I’m sorry
too. I was looking forward to seeing him. He hasn’t been around much
lately.”

Jessica felt awkward. “Yes, I know. . . . He often plans to come, but I
guess he doesn’t get here.” Jessica stuck her hands in her pockets. The
sky was clear and a light breeze tossed the bare branches of the trees
overhead. “He doesn’t talk about it, but I know he still feels bad about
Darrell.”

“Has he spoken to him at all, do you know?”
“I don’t think so. Sam said he wanted to wait a week or two before

he called—to give Darrell time to settle in with his family again.”
She secretly thought Sam needed some time, too, so that the feelings

weren’t so fresh and raw.
“Are you still in touch with Darrell?” she asked. “We bought him a

Christmas present—well, a few presents. I wasn’t sure where to send
them.”

That was all true. She had planned to ask for Darrell’s address to-
night, but now she found she was actually eager to hear news of the boy.
She had been thinking about him a lot lately, wondering how his life was
working out, if he was being properly looked after and encouraged—if
he was really being cared for.

Maybe being pregnant had made her more sentimental or simply
more empathetic to Darrell’s plight. She wasn’t quite sure what had hap-
pened, but she seemed to see things differently now, wishing she had
been kinder to him when she had the chance.

They had reached her car but Jessica didn’t open it. Luke dug his
hands in his pockets. It was a cold night and he had come out in only a
sweater and sports jacket. He didn’t seemed mindful of the cold,
though, as much as unsure of what he wanted to say.

“Listen . . . I guess this is sort of privileged information, but I was
going to tell Sam tonight, so I guess I can talk to you about it, Jessica.”
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Jessica felt instantly alarmed. “Did something happen to Darrell? Is
he all right?”

Luke touched her arm. “He’s all right. It’s just that the plan for him
to go back home isn’t working out. I heard today from one of the social
workers that his mother disappeared again. He’s living with his grand-
mother, but she’s not sure she can handle the responsibility. He might
end up in foster care, after all.”

“Oh . . . dear. That’s too bad.”
The news seemed stunning. Jessica was having trouble taking it in. It

made her feel confused—and sad for Darrell.
Then suddenly, happy, too. As if some precious item she had given

up for lost had suddenly reappeared.
“It is sad. The kid can’t seem to get a break.”
Jessica looked up at Luke. “Can you find out more? I mean, could

Sam and I apply to be his foster parents?” The idea was impulsive but
the moment she spoke it aloud, it felt right.

Luke’s dark eyebrows rose in surprise. “Are you sure you really want
to do that?”

Jessica nodded. “Yes, I am. Being around Darrell was hard for me at
first, I guess Sam told you. But . . . something’s changed, Luke. I feel
different now. Sam and I need to talk about it some more, I suppose, but
I would like to look into it, see what we need to do. I don’t want to tell
Sam anything, though, unless it’s really possible.”

“I know what you mean. Sam doesn’t need to have his heart broken
twice over this.” Luke touched her arm lightly. “I’ll look into it and call
you at the office. How does that sound?”

“That sounds perfect. I’ll be waiting to hear from you.”
Luke gave her a knowing smile. She sensed that he wanted this to

work out for them but was wary of being too optimistic.
Jessica opened the trunk and gave him the rest of the food. Luke

encouraged her to return to the party, but she was eager to get back
home. Even if she couldn’t tell Sam the news, she just wanted to be
with him.
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Jessica drove home down the dark, quiet road. It was a clear, starry
night. A bright crescent moon glowed behind the bare trees, lighting her
way. She still couldn’t quite believe what Luke had told her. She felt
nearly overwhelmed to hear about this turn of events and so happy to
have the possibility of a second chance. But was she really feeling happy
for herself or for Sam?

No, she realized, it wasn’t just for Sam. She knew if that were the
case, her reaction would have been, Oh, no, if Sam finds out, he’ll want to
take Darrell in and I just don’t want that.

She honestly didn’t feel that way at all anymore. Something inside
her had changed; at some moment when she hadn’t even been paying
attention, some door inside her heart had opened to the boy. Maybe
because she was going to have a baby of her own now, she saw things
differently, felt willing and able to include Darrell in her life with Sam.

That could happen, couldn’t it? Wasn’t that the miracle of love the
Scriptures were always teaching about?

Jessica walked into the darkened house and up to the bedroom. Sam
was asleep, an open book resting on his chest. She put the book away
and turned off the light. She wished she could wake him and tell him
about Darrell. Instead, she just stood looking down at him in the dark,
thinking how much she loved him, how much she learned from him.

Jessica closed her eyes and said a silent prayer.
Dear God, please give us a second chance with Darrell. Please help us

bring him into our family and please help me be the loving parent he needs
right now. I’m sure you already know that Sam will be.

James sat on a bench in the village green, huddled into his
coat, hugging himself for warmth. It was a bright, clear day, the sunlight
deceptive—strong enough to bother his eyes but not lending much
warmth. The harbor was frozen solid, a few old boats stuck in the ice,
looking trapped and beyond repair. Which was very much the way he
felt right now.
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He knew he ought to either get back to work or go get some lunch,
but he couldn’t seem to rouse himself. He considered returning to Vera’s
house and getting back into bed instead. It was one of his tired days
when he pushed himself along by sheer will and his favorite theory: If he
forced himself to do what he should be doing, then he couldn’t possibly
be as unwell as the doctors claimed.

But yesterday’s visit to the specialist in Boston had brought more
bad news, and this morning he saw his theory crumbling under the
weight of it.

A gull swooped down from the sky and perched on the hull of one
of the boats trapped in the ice. James watched the bird peer around, toss
its head, and fly away again, eager to move on to a place with better pick-
ings.

The sight made his spirits dip even lower; he wished he were the bird
but knew full well he was the boat.

“It’s a cold day for sitting outside and watching the harbor.”
James turned to find Ben standing beside him. Ben must have been

in the church and seen him sitting here, wondering what was keeping
him from coming inside.

James managed a bleak smile. “There’s not much to see, except for
the gulls.”

“The gulls never quit. They’re either God’s most persistent creatures
or His most unimaginative,” Ben said, taking a seat on the end of the
bench.

“The fishermen must hate the winter,” James mused. “They can’t get
out and do their work.”

“This time of year is frustrating for them, no doubt about it. But
many don’t mind some time off the water or the winter work they take
in town. It’s a chance to be around the house more and be with their
families.”

Ben sat back and looked out at the harbor. “How was your visit with
the doctor in Boston yesterday?”

“Not good. But you must have guessed that by now.”
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James rubbed his hands on his knees and leaned forward. He didn’t
really want to share the news with anyone. As long as he didn’t say it out
loud, he could continue to pretend that maybe it wasn’t really true. But
he couldn’t avoid telling Ben what the doctor had advised. He certainly
wouldn’t lie to him.

“The doctor doesn’t think I’ve recovered enough to return to the
mission. To hear him tell it, it will be several more months. If ever.”
James tried but couldn’t keep the bitter edge from his words. “It’s just
one opinion, of course. He doesn’t know everything.”

“True. Doctors aren’t infallible.” Ben looked out at the water again
and turned up the collar on his coat. James realized his friend must be
feeling half-frozen, but his manner and tone were the very definition of
patience and interest. “Why did he say you needed to wait, James?
What’s going on with your recovery?”

James took a breath. This was hard for him to talk about. “It’s not
just the malaria anymore, though my body is still weakened from the
infection. My kidneys are the main problem now; they’ve been over-
worked from fighting the malaria. I have to take medication, and possi-
bly dialysis if I don’t follow the course of treatment. Any new infection
now would be very dangerous. He says I can’t risk it.”

Ben didn’t answer for a long moment. “I’m sorry, James. I know that
isn’t what you hoped to hear. How long did he think it would take for
you to get past this part?”

James shrugged. “He was purposely vague on that point, but it
sounds like a minimum of two to three months. I need to go back in
two weeks to see how the medication is working.”

“At least you will recover and the condition won’t be chronic.”
Ben glanced over but James wouldn’t meet his eye. “A few months
more isn’t so bad. You’re like a fisherman, James, who woke up and
found the harbor frozen over. But God still gives you these precious,
brilliant days. The question is, how do you make the best of them
anyway?”

James knew what Ben was trying to tell him—to count his blessings,
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to feel gratitude for what he had in hand, and not waste his time moping
over a door that stood closed.

Still, he felt himself fixed on that door, rattling the handle, angry
and unwilling to give up and turn away.

“I don’t really know the answer to that, Ben. All I know is that I
need to return to the mission. I’ve invested my entire life there. It’s the
work I was called to do. If the good Lord has some new plan for me, I
wish He’d let me in on it.”

Ben stared at him a moment. James could see that he was trying hard
not to smile, though he could hardly understand what could be striking
Ben as funny at this moment.

“I think He has let you in on it. In fact, I think you had a total, text-
book collision with it.”

James didn’t catch his meaning at first or understand the teasing
sparkle in his eye. Then he knew. It was Leigh, Leigh and her baby. He
looked away, out at the water again.

“What if the specialist in Boston had given you a clean bill of health
yesterday? How would you feel about leaving Leigh? Would you be rush-
ing off to catch a flight back to Nicaragua tonight?”

“No . . . of course not . . . I couldn’t do that.” He glanced at Ben
and met his gaze. “She needs me. I promised myself I would stay until
her child was born. I wouldn’t leave before then.”

“I didn’t think you would, even if you were able to. But is it just
about helping her with the baby? Leigh has a lot of friends here now. She
has Vera and Dr. Harding. There are many people who would help her.”

That much was true. James had told Leigh the same thing the other
night by the Christmas tree. Right after he’d kissed her. He was still
shocked at having done that; he wasn’t even sure now that he should
have acted on his feelings that way. Then again, whether he acted on
them or not, the feelings were there, far deeper and more intense than
what he’d told her—far stronger than he wanted to admit, even to him-
self.

“I care for Leigh very much. I’ve even said as much to her. She’s
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changed my life, you know?” He glanced at Ben, searching for the right
words to capture his feelings. “She doesn’t even realize how happy I feel
around her. She thinks I help her because I’m trying to be nice, because
I’m a minister or something.” He laughed self-consciously. “She doesn’t
have any idea how much she gives me.”

Ben smiled gently. “I’m glad you’ve found someone that makes you
feel that way. It’s very, very rare.”

James thought that went without saying. He knew he didn’t have
much experience with women, especially for a man his age. He had
never had much time for relationships or met women he wanted to get
involved with. But, even so, he’d never felt quite like this about anyone.

“I know you’ve been a good friend to her, James. But she has a lot of
challenges in her life right now. Is she ready for a new relationship?” Ben
asked quietly.

“I’m not sure. Sometimes I think she might be. Other times, she
pulls away. It’s hard for me, too. I don’t know where this could lead,
Ben. What will happen when I am able to go back to the mission? Leigh
knows I have to, someday. Maybe that’s why she keeps her distance.”

“Possibly. But when feelings are strong between two people, things
have a way of working themselves out.” Ben turned to him and caught
his eye. “Be here now, James. Did you ever hear that expression? My son,
Mark, likes to say it to me when I start fretting over things that haven’t
happened yet.”

James considered Ben’s words for a moment. “ ‘Take therefore no
thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things
of itself’?” he said, reciting from the book of Matthew.

“Exactly.” Ben’s expression was full of sympathy and goodwill. He
reached over and rested a comforting hand on James’s shoulder.

“Christmas is coming. Focus on that for a while. Only seven shop-
ping days left. Have you bought Leigh a present yet?”

“I plan to. I just don’t know what. I asked Vera what she thinks the
baby would need, but she says she doesn’t really remember. Maybe Car-
olyn could give me some advice?”
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“I’m sure she can. Our house is fully equipped for Prince William,
as I’m sure you’ve noticed.” Ben smiled and got to his feet. “Come on,
let’s get out of the cold. I don’t think the harbor is going to melt down
today, no matter how long we stare at it.”

James had to laugh. “I think you’re right.” He stood up, gave the
frozen water one last look, then turned back to his friend. “Are you hun-
gry? I’ll buy you lunch at the Clam Box.”

“Fine idea. I could use a bowl of Charlie’s chowder right now.” Ben
put on his hat, and the two men set off across the green.

Ben was a good friend, James mused. He had listened to him
patiently but hadn’t let him indulge his bleak, self-pitying mood. But
one thing Ben said gave him pause. Had God really changed the course
of his life? Or was meeting Leigh just a temporary roadblock? James
knew even Ben couldn’t answer that question. He needed to pray about
this now, and ask the Lord to help him figure it out.

“Surprise!”
Leigh pushed opened the door to the all-purpose room, expecting to

see a final flurry of work for the fair that started tomorrow. But that was
not what she saw at all. Awestruck, she took a quick step backward.

She bumped into Vera, who stood close behind her, grinning like
the Cheshire Cat. Then she felt Vera’s gentle touch on her back, pushing
her into the room again.

“Go on, dear. It’s your baby shower. They’re all waiting for you.”
A circle of women swarmed forward to surround her, bright-eyed

and smiling. Sophie Potter, her granddaughter, Miranda, Molly
Willoughby and her two girls, Jessica Morgan and Rachel Anderson,
Nancy Malloy, Grace Hegman, and Carolyn Lewis—all of the women
on the Christmas Fair committee, as well as several more she’d gotten to
know during her stay in Cape Light. Leigh gazed around, feeling
stunned.

Carolyn was the first to break ranks. She leaned over and gave Leigh
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a hug. “You’re really surprised, aren’t you? We did a good job of keeping
the secret.”

“I was bursting to say something. I must have nearly slipped a hun-
dred times today,” Vera confessed.

Sophie patted Vera’s arm. “Good job, Vera. I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”
Especially for Vera, Leigh thought with a secret smile. “I had no

idea. This is . . . amazing,” Leigh said as she gazed around.
The room had been totally transformed from its utilitarian decor.

Pink and white helium balloons floated from the ceiling, trailing long
curly ribbons; matching crepe paper streamers and stork decorations
covered the walls. Long tables covered with pink and white cloths were
set up with tea—sandwiches and salads, a huge punch bowl, and several
cakes. Bunches of fresh flowers mixed with holiday greens, a subtle hint
of the season, seemed to be everywhere.

A fan-backed wicker chair had been decorated as the place of honor,
with more pink ribbons and baby trinkets.

“This is all so beautiful. . . . I can’t believe it.” She met the eyes of
her eager audience and felt herself tearing up again. “You didn’t have to
go to all this trouble for me.”

Molly came up beside her. “It’s not for you, it’s for the baby. Now
come and sit down and start opening your gifts. Her gifts, I mean.”

Leigh followed Molly meekly to the special chair and took her seat.
“Look what I got you,” Molly said sassily, handing down a box of

tissues with a bow stuck on top. “The extra-soft kind, with lotion.
Remember, now that you have a baby, think lotion. That’s all the advice
I can give you, pal.”

Still crying a little, Leigh had to laugh as well. She pulled some tis-
sues from the box, wiped her eyes and determinedly got a grip on her
emotions. There were so many gifts piled around her, she would be
opening them from now until Christmas.

With some help from Molly and Carolyn, Leigh worked her way
through the presents. There was a car seat and a portable crib, a bounc-
ing infant seat, a feeding set, blankets, a baby backpack, a sling for carry-
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ing the infant, and mounds of clothes. There were gadgets and equip-
ment that Leigh wasn’t sure how to use or even what they did.

Finally, she came to a small carefully wrapped box. She read the card
and saw that it was from Vera. She looked up to see Vera beaming at her,
waiting for her reaction.

Leigh unwrapped the box then folded back sheets of ivory tissue
paper. The box was filled with the most exquisite knit and crocheted
baby clothes—hats, mittens, booties, a matching blanket, and two tiny
sweaters with hoods.

Leigh could tell in an instant all the items were handmade. “Vera!
These are gorgeous. . . .” Leigh held up a sweater in one hand and a tiny
hat in the other as the other women oohed and ahhed. “When did you
ever get the time to make all of this?”

Vera laughed, clearly pleased with her own stealth. “Oh, here and
there. As soon as you left the room, I’d slip it out and get to work again.
I hate to make such a corny joke, but I really pulled the wool over your
eyes.”

All the other women laughed. Leigh felt an odd twinge, realizing
that Vera naïvely believed she’d pulled off a great deception. While all
the time, she was the one being deceived.

Feeling a mixture of gratitude and sadness, Leigh rose and gave Vera
a hug.

“Me next.” Sophie stood up next to Vera and her stout arms sur-
rounded Leigh, her hands patting her back. “You’re a great gal, Leigh.
Your baby is getting a wonderful mom.”

Before Leigh knew what was happening, the rest of the women were
taking turns giving her hugs, their good wishes, and words of encour-
agement.

For the second time that evening, Leigh felt stunned. She never real-
ized she had made so many friends here, that she had won so much
goodwill and trust. She felt another pang of guilt at how she had
deceived them all but quickly pushed the thought aside, not wanting to
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mar the happy moment and the flutter of hope that suddenly sprang up
inside her heart.

Maybe she had truly found a place where she could make a home for
her baby. Maybe she could really stay here.

James and Ben arrived at the end of the party. James touched her
shoulder and smiled into her eyes. “I heard you needed some help bring-
ing home presents. I didn’t realize I should have rented a moving van.”

“You knew all about this, didn’t you?” Leigh did her best to sound
stern.

“I knew a little.” He shrugged. “Do you like your gifts?”
“Everything’s so beautiful.” Leigh’s voice caught in her throat as she

again felt overwhelmed by everyone’s generosity. “They gave me too
much. Honestly.”

“Babies need a houseful of things. That’s what I’ve heard, anyway.”
He touched her cheek briefly with his hand, framing her face. “See, I
told you you had friends here. Now do you believe me?”

She nodded, unable to speak for a moment. “Yes. I do believe you.”
With the help of Molly Willoughby and the van from her store, they

transported Leigh’s haul. Vera didn’t want her house overwhelmed with
the boxes, so she directed the helpers to carry everything upstairs to the
empty room next to Leigh’s bedroom.

“This room could be a nice nursery, Leigh.” Vera pushed aside an
armchair, revealing a door that opened directly into Leigh’s room. “You
can keep this door open and you won’t even need to go out in the hall-
way when the baby needs you at night.”

“That’s a lovely idea, Vera. I never noticed it before.” Leigh opened
the connecting door then shut it again.

Would she really settle in here with her baby? Though Leigh knew
her time was quickly closing in on her, the idea of actually making a
home with her baby still seemed far off, something she couldn’t quite
visualize.

Vera frowned at a corner of the floor. “I’m just going to get my
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DustBuster out for a minute. I know it’s late and hope you don’t mind,
but carrying up all the boxes tracked in some dirt. I’d better catch it
while I can.”

“Catching” dirt was Vera’s passion, Leigh had long ago learned. She
was never too tired to chase after a promising specimen.

Leigh walked back into the room with the presents and started sort-
ing out the boxes. James was still there, browsing with interest, especially
in the toy section.

“What do you suppose this is for—baby bungee jumping?” James held
up a small cloth sack-shaped seat with a long springy cord on one end.

“It’s a bouncy seat. You hook it in a doorway. It’s supposed to keep
them quiet.” Leigh took it from him and looked at the picture on the box.

“Of course it keeps them quiet. The child is totally terrified. What
happened to rocking in a cradle?”

“That’s gone the way of the wagon train, James. Infants need stimu-
lation for their brain cells to grow.”

“Sounds like you’ve been reading up on this.” He sat in the nursing
rocker she had been given and tested it out. “They can still get rocked
though. I mean, for bedtime and such?”

“That’s still okay, I think.” Leigh nodded, fighting back a grin. He
looked so cute sitting in the chair, a stuffed rabbit with floppy ears in his
lap, as if he were practicing for a turn at feeding time.

“And babies need CDs of classical music now?” He picked up a CD
off a stack of boxes to read the label.

“Makes them smarter, they say. Especially Mozart.”
He nodded, approving. “I like Bach better but Mozart’s all right. I

can go with that. Do you put tiny headphones on them, too?”
“No,” she said, laughing. But I can get you some, she nearly added.

Then she caught herself.
She was letting her imagination go too far, seeing James as the father

of her baby. It wasn’t hard to picture, especially lately. He would be a
wonderful father, too—gentle and patient, responsible and loving. She
couldn’t imagine a better man for the job.
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But that could never be. Not when he learned how she had lied to
him. Leigh gazed around, feeling suddenly deflated—and guilty for
accepting so many beautiful gifts. She hadn’t meant to deceive all these
good people. She hadn’t meant to exploit their trust.

She sighed and pushed back her hair with her hand. James noticed
and rose from the chair. “Maybe you ought to be sitting here. Want to
try it? It’s amazingly comfortable.”

Leigh managed a tired smile and shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m
ready for bed. It’s been quite a night.”

“Yes, a big night.” He looked at all the gifts again. “Christmas came
early for the baby but perhaps just in time. What does your doctor say?
Will it be soon?”

“I’m really not due for at least two weeks, though she said it could be
any time now.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “Any time? Any time at all?”
Leigh nearly laughed at his nervous reply. “They always say that,

James. They just want you to be ready. Most of the women tonight said
the first baby is usually late.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that. Well, either way, it won’t be long now, will it?”
“No, not very long at all.” She didn’t know why she suddenly felt so

blue. The thought that her baby would soon be born should have made
her feel excited and full of joy, not depressed and nervous. But she
couldn’t help the way she felt. She was scared, for one thing. And sud-
denly it seemed that the sooner the baby arrived, the sooner they would
have to leave here.

James seemed to sense her disquiet but didn’t ask any more ques-
tions. He took her hands in his and stepped closer, then gently kissed
her, a brief touch of his lips on her forehead.

“Good night, Leigh,” he whispered as he stepped back. “And don’t
start moving these boxes around. I can help you sort it all out tomorrow
night, after the fair. Maybe we can put that crib together.”

“Oh . . . that would be great. Thank you.” She heard herself thank-
ing him yet again and felt silly and self-conscious.
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He gazed at her, his blue eyes soft and tender. “That’s what I’m here
for. You ought to know that by now.”

She nodded as he smiled and headed out the door and up to his
room.

Leigh closed her door and got ready for bed. She waited until she
heard Vera retire to her room down the hall, then she took out her phone
to call Alice. She knew it was late, but Alice had left her a message dur-
ing the day, saying she could call back anytime. Leigh had been so dis-
tracted by the baby shower, she nearly forgot all about it.

The phone rang several times but no one answered. Leigh finally
heard Alice’s answering machine pick up. Leigh hesitated, debating.
Alice’s husband, Pete, was a good man, but he didn’t approve of his wife
getting so involved in Leigh’s problems, especially when it entailed
snooping on her employer. Understandably, Leigh thought. She didn’t
want to cause problems between Alice and her husband, and she cer-
tainly didn’t want to endanger Alice’s job. She decided not to leave a
message.

I’ll call her tomorrow first thing, she resolved. She knew it might be
hard for Alice to talk if Pete was around, but maybe she could just give
her some idea of whatever was going on.

Leigh slipped under the covers and shut off the light. Maybe Alice
had some good news for her. Maybe Martin had given up his search.

That would be a miracle. But it was funny; living in this town, mir-
acles didn’t seem as impossible as they once did.
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C h a p t e r  Tw e lv e

D r. Harding’s office was mobbed on Saturday morn-
ing, busier than Leigh had ever seen it. Christmas prepara-

tions had caused an epidemic of stuffy noses, coughs, and sore backs.
Half the town seemed to be waiting to see the doctor, looking over their
holiday to-do lists and quietly grumbling that they wished their turn
would come.

The phone light blinked and Leigh quickly caught it. “Doctor’s
office. Can I help you?”

“Leigh? It’s me, Vera.” Vera’s voice sounded shaky and far away. “I’m
sorry to bother you at work, dear. But the oddest thing just happened.”

“What is it, Vera? Are you okay?” Leigh sat up straight in her chair,
worried about her landlady. She didn’t sound right.

“Well, I suppose so. . . . This man came to the door just now. He
had a picture of you. He asked me all kinds of questions.”

Leigh felt her heart jump into her throat. “A man asked questions
about me? Did he give his name?”

“He gave me a business card, said he was a friend of your family.”
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Vera took a long breath. “He said some awful things about you, Leigh. I
don’t even care to repeat them.”

Leigh’s mind snapped to attention. She felt her body break out in a
cold sweat. This was it, her worst fear. Martin had found her. She had to
think fast.

“Vera, what did you say?” she asked sharply. “Did you tell him
where I am?”

“What? Oh. No, I didn’t. He asked a few times, tried to trick me.
But I didn’t like the man. Something about him scared me. I wouldn’t
even let him in the house. I told him I just washed the floor and it was
still wet and—”

“Vera!” Leigh had no patience for the older woman’s rambling. She
felt as if her head were about to burst. “Listen, I’m sorry he bothered
you. You were right not to let him in. If he comes back, I don’t think
you should even answer the door.”

“Do you think I should call the police?”
“No, I don’t think so,” she said firmly. “Let’s talk about this later

when I get home. I’ve really got to run now. There’s a room full of peo-
ple waiting for me.”

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry to bother you. But I just thought you
would want to know.”

“Thank you for telling me. You did the right thing. Thank you,”
Leigh said again, eager to hang up. “We’ll figure it out in a little while.
Don’t worry.”

Vera said good-bye and Leigh hung up the phone. Two other lights
flashed on the phone, but she didn’t bother to answer the calls.

She sat frozen in her seat, her mind racing. One of Martin’s detec-
tives had found her. She had to leave, there was no question about it. But
how could she go? How could she leave this town and all the people who
had opened their hearts to her? James, most of all. She pictured him
smiling at her, his gentle blue eyes full of warmth and affection. It made
her feel so good inside just to have him smile at her that way. How could
she just leave him? He would never understand.
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For an instant Leigh shut her eyes against the pain that was sweeping
through her. She felt as if she were being cut in two. She had finally
found someone she could love and trust. After Martin, she hadn’t
thought such a thing would ever be possible again. But it was possible.
Everything wonderful was possible with James.

And now she had to choose between the new love she’d found by
some miracle and protecting her baby. If Martin caught up with her, he
would find a way to get custody; she was sure of it. So it was having
James in her life or losing her baby. That was the choice laid before her
at this moment. It couldn’t be any clearer.

Leigh fought back the tears that were welling up inside. She had to
go. Right now. She couldn’t wait. The detective could be on his way here
at this very moment.

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and took a deep
breath. Lights flashed on the phone, but she didn’t pick it up. Should she
call James, just to say good-bye? Just to let him know how much she
cared, even though she wouldn’t have time to explain anything?

No, I can’t. I would break down the minute I heard his voice. I’ll write
him a note and explain. I’ll leave it at the church or mail it to him. No, I
could never put all that in a note. All I could really do is thank him and say,
“I love you.” And he might not even believe that, once Martin’s detective gets
through with him.

Leigh rousing herself into motion grabbed her handbag from the
desk drawer. Time was wasting. Her heart was breaking. But there was
nothing she could do. She had to go.

Nancy Malloy walked toward her, her gaze fixed on one of the
patient files.

“I need to run out for a minute, Nancy.” Leigh forced a steady tone
into her voice. “Can you watch the desk for me?”

“Sure, no problem. Are you all right?” Nancy put the file on the
desk, studying Leigh with concern.

Leigh nodded quickly, trying her best to feign a normal expression.
She stood up and grabbed her coat from a rack near the door. “I just
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remembered I had to drop something at the post office and they close at
twelve today. I’ll be right back.”

“Why don’t you take your lunch hour? I’ll cover for you. And take
your time, Leigh. It’s going to be one of those days.”

“Thanks.” Leigh gave her a brief nervous glance and rushed outside.
She walked quickly to her car, feeling tears begin to fall. Brushing

them away, she opened the car door and got inside. As she pulled away
from the curb, she wondered if she was being watched. Even though
Vera said she hadn’t told the man where Leigh worked, he could have
shown her photo around and tracked her through someone else.

She took another deep breath and started driving down the street,
watching to see if anyone followed. She headed down Main Street at an
agonizing speed, careful to stay under the speed limit so she wouldn’t get
stopped. She glanced at her rearview mirror. There were a few cars behind
her, but it was impossible to tell if anyone was actually tailing her.

At the village green, Leigh took a turn and the church came into
view. She suddenly thought of James again, and her heartbeat quick-
ened. He would be there right now, working at the Christmas Fair. She
had planned to stop in during her lunch hour. The cars glutted the side
street, overflowing from the parking lot. She could almost feel her hands
pull on the wheel, steering her car into the lot. She could run inside for
a moment. Maybe she could just catch a glimpse of him one more time?

A car honked, demanding her attention. Leigh turned quickly out of
the way, driving past the church entrance and weaving a path through
the traffic. She took several quavering breaths, feeling the opportunity
pass, then turned at the first corner she came to, Providence Street, a
long wide avenue with stately houses.

Again she felt the urge to turn around and go back to the church,
but she pushed her foot down on the gas pedal, driving a bit faster than
she should have in such a quiet neighborhood.

She had to get away. If she stopped to see James, she might be
tempted to stay. The baby was what mattered most. She had to protect
her, even if she broke her own heart in the bargain.
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Leigh dared another glance in her rearview mirror, checking to see if
a car was following. The street was empty. She made a few more turns
and found herself again on the Beach Road, headed for the highway.

She passed the turn for Meadowlark Lane, feeling her panic over-
shadowed by a deep wave of sadness. She couldn’t even stop at Vera’s
house for clothes or any of the beautiful baby gifts. Well, she didn’t
deserve them, anyway, she reasoned, trying not to think of how hurt
and betrayed everyone who had treated her so kindly would now feel.

They would never learn her true story, either, Leigh realized. They
would all believe whatever Martin’s detective told them. Vera might be
at the fair right now, telling everyone about the detective and what he
had said about her.

They might not believe it at first, but they will when they find out I’ve
gone.

She drove on quickly, her mind on automatic. She couldn’t let her-
self weaken. She couldn’t give up. She had to think of the baby. That
was her only concern now.

James could not recall ever seeing a Christmas Fair like this
one, not even when he was a boy. Every inch of the building—the class-
rooms, the all-purpose room, and even the sanctuary—was dedicated to
the purpose. Bows of greenery and satin ribbons arched over doors.
Bright lights twinkled. Holiday music sounded, and the scents of pine
and savory treats perfumed the air.

It seemed like half the town was there, crowded into the all-purpose
room that had been magically transformed to a Christmas bazaar. The
crowd roamed up and down aisles of long tables, buying wreaths, hand-
made ornaments, fancy Christmas stockings and candles, and home-
made baked goods.

Sam Morgan manned a table with Digger Hegman, who showed
children how to work the wooden toys they had made. Carolyn Lewis
stood nearby, showing a customer a long table runner of deep green vel-
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vet with gold trim. James thought it looked familiar then realized Leigh
had been sewing up a bunch of those one night. How different the place
looked from the night of Leigh’s shower, he thought. He glanced
around, hoping to spot her in the crowd. She had promised to stop by
around lunchtime.

He checked his watch, noticing it was just about one. A performance
of the children’s choir was due to begin in the sanctuary. He followed
the flow of the crowd in that direction. Leigh had helped design the
choir costumes, he recalled, and had especially wanted to see the kids
sing.

James stood at the back of the sanctuary, searching for her once
again. She wasn’t there, he realized, so he positioned himself near the
doorway, hoping to catch her if she came in.

The audience grew quiet as the lights dimmed. James heard angelic
voices and turned to find the band of heavenly angels marching past
him, two by two, down the center aisle to the front of the sanctuary.

They did looked adorable, he thought, with their delicate tissue
paper wings and tilting halos. They definitely looked as if they had just
dropped down from the clouds above.

Fittingly, the first song was “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing,” which
they sang as they climbed onto the risers and lined up in two imperfect
rows. Sophie Potter’s granddaughter, Miranda, stood to one side direct-
ing them. James recalled that she had been an actress briefly in New York
but had decided to live with her grandmother and run the family
orchard when her grandfather died. It seemed a surprising choice for a
young woman, but knowing Sophie and this town, maybe not so sur-
prising after all.

The choir sang several more songs, delighting their audience. Mostly
parents and grandparents, James noticed. They finally concluded with
“Silent Night.”

James clapped hard as the angels took their bows. He wished Leigh
hadn’t missed it. She would have loved seeing the kids sing, he thought,
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and he would have liked watching it with her. It could be her little girl
up there, someday.

He caught himself with a rueful shake of his head. So much fanta-
sizing lately, so much daydreaming. It’s going to get you into trouble some-
day, he warned himself. Still, he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face, the
smile that seemed to appear automatically every time he thought of
Leigh.

The lights went up and the audience began to leave. Still standing by
the doorway, James was one of the first into the vestibule.

Vera rushed toward him out of the crowd, startling him from his
pleasant daze.

“There you are. Oh, thank goodness! I’ve been looking all over for
you.”

“What is it, Vera?” he asked. “Is something wrong?”
“A strange man came by the house. He started asking all these ques-

tions about Leigh. He showed me her picture. He said she . . . she’s com-
mitted a crime and is wanted by the police. . . .”

James squinted down at her. “Leigh? There must be some mistake.
That couldn’t be—”

“He seemed very certain. He showed me her picture,” Vera repeated.
“And he said that Leigh Baxter isn’t her real name.”

James felt as if he had just been struck with a large wooden plank.
He shook his head, as if to clear it from the blow. He noticed the curious
glances of people passing by and suddenly realized that they were caus-
ing a small scene.

“Come to my office, Vera. I think we need to talk about this pri-
vately.”

Vera pursed her lips and then followed. This is ridiculous, James told
himself, some absurd mistake. Leave it to Vera to get in a complete tizzy over
nothing.

But when he glanced over at the older woman walking silently beside
him, all the bright decorations and holiday cheer that surrounded them
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melted away. A dark, heavy panic engulfed him. There was something
about this story that made his blood run cold.

James followed Vera’s car as it turned down Meadowlark Lane
and then down the driveway. Leigh’s car was not there, he noticed, but it
was barely five o’clock. She usually didn’t get home from Dr. Harding’s
office until six. Maybe they would find a message on the machine, a mes-
sage that explained everything.

James was trying to keep a cool head and not jump to conclusions.
The truth was, though, that Vera’s story shook him. And it hadn’t
helped when he called Matt’s office and discovered Leigh had left for
lunch and never returned. Still, he was determined to be rational.
Maybe Leigh had a doctor’s appointment in Hamilton and forgot to tell
them. Maybe she had gone off to the mall to do some Christmas shop-
ping. There could be a hundred reasons why she had taken the after-
noon off. There was probably a perfectly simple explanation.

James followed Vera up the path and watched as she put her key into
the lock, her hand trembling. She had been so jumpy, he had hardly
been able to get the whole story. He decided not to dwell on it right now.
Asking more questions only made Vera more nervous and incoherent.
He would wait for Leigh. That made more sense, he thought.

He hung his jacket by the side door and Vera went into the kitchen
to start dinner. James felt at loose ends. He picked up the newspaper and
went into the living room. The big house seemed eerily quiet, too quiet.
He sat down with the paper and scanned the headlines, wondering if he
should call the police and report Leigh’s disappearance. No, that was
panicking. But she was due to have her baby any minute. What if she
was out running an errand this afternoon and found herself going into
labor?

No, that couldn’t be it. If something like that happened, she would
have called somebody. She would have called me, James thought. He was
sure of it.
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Every sound outside made him lift his head—a branch brushing the
window or a car passing on their lonely road. It wasn’t Leigh’s car
though, he thought, listening. He didn’t hear the familiar crunch of
gravel in the drive. He reached for the paper again, and the doorbell
sounded.

“James, would you get the door please?”
Vera came into the hallway, watching as he went to answer a second

ring of the door chimes. “If it’s that man again, I don’t want you to let
him in.” Her voice was stern and she held the frying pan at her side, a
weapon at the ready.

“Don’t worry, Vera. I’ll take care of it.” He willed his voice to sound
calm while his heart beat wildly. He took a breath and pulled open the
door.

The man who stood before him was just as Vera had described him:
about fifty, dressed in a tan all-weather–style jacket, with a brown knit
shirt underneath. His black hair was thinning on top and sprinkled with
gray, cut conservatively short. He wasn’t quite as tall as James but stoutly
built, with broad shoulders and a paunch that hung over his belt.

“Can I help you?” James asked politely.
The man smiled at James, his face wide and soft-looking. “I’m sorry

to bother you, sir. I’m looking for this woman. Have you seen her?”
He held out a photo of a woman. James didn’t recognize her at first

and felt himself start to relax. But as he looked more closely, familiar
features began to surface through the stranger’s image. It was Leigh, he
realized, though her hair was lighter, a tawny shade, and fell straight to
her shoulders. She wore a lot more makeup than he was used to seeing
on her, and she was dressed in some sort of formal dress with what
looked like very expensive jewelry. Still, her dark eyes were the same, as
was her smile—her rare, unforgettable smile.

“You do recognize her,” the man said softly.
“Who are you?” James said. “And what do you want here?”
The man smiled even wider, an unctuous grin that put James’s

nerves on edge.
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“Walter Coleman, I’m a private investigator. Here’s my card and my
license.” He pulled a small leather folder from his pocket and showed
James his identification then handed him a business card.

What does this prove? James thought. He could have made this today at
a copy shop.

“May I come in a minute? Just a minute, I promise. I have some-
thing to tell you about this woman. It’s important.”

James stared at him a moment, then stepped aside to let him in.
Behind him he could hear Vera gasp. She had come out of the kitchen
and ventured as far as the staircase.

Walter Coleman smiled at her and nodded his head. “Hello again.
Mrs. Plante, right?”

Vera just stared at him coldly.
“Why don’t we go in here and talk?” James led the man to the living

room. He offered him a seat on the couch and sat on a chair opposite.
“I’ll get right to the point, sir—”
“My name is Cameron, Reverend James Cameron.”
The investigator looked surprised by his title but set the photo of

Leigh on the table between them.
“You recognized her,” the investigator began. “I bet she looks differ-

ent now, though. Changed her hair color or something?”
James was about to agree, then instinctively stopped himself from

giving Coleman more information. He didn’t like or trust the man. He
was dreading what he might tell him, and yet he had to know. “Please,
Mr. Coleman, get to the point.”

Walter Coleman sighed heavily. “What I’m going to say about this
woman will probably shock you. You both look like nice folks, and I
know it might be hard to take it all in at first. But please, just try to hear
me out.” He leaned over and tapped Leigh’s photo with his finger. “This
woman is a con artist, sir, what you might call a pathological liar. I’ve
been looking for her for a while now, but she’s clever, always stays one
step ahead of me.”
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“A con artist?” James practically choked on the words. “That’s
absurd!”

Walter Coleman showed no reaction to his outburst. “I guess I ought
to have added an actress, too, an Academy Award winner just about.”
He gave James a pitying look. “I’ll bet she told you some sad stories
about herself. I’ll bet she borrowed plenty of money from you, too,
didn’t she?”

“Well . . . yes,” James admitted. “I did help her out a bit financially.
Vera and I both did. But Leigh felt very bad about accepting any help.
She was very reluctant. She promised to pay us back, as soon as she was
able.”

The investigator’s mouth twisted, as if he were trying not to laugh.
“Sure. She was going to pay you back, every cent of it.”

“She was,” James insisted. “She took a job in town even though I
told her I didn’t want the money back. She needed it to support her
child—”

“Have you noticed any valuables missing from the house since she
arrived?” Coleman asked. “Little things, silverware, say? Or small pieces
of jewelry, things she could bring to a pawn shop.”

“A pawn shop?” James heard Vera gasp and suddenly remembered
she was also in the room, standing by the door.

James looked over at her. “I haven’t noticed any belongings missing.
Have you, Vera?” Silently, James willed Vera to stand tough and deny the
accusation.

Vera blinked, her skin as white as paper. “I haven’t really . . . but
there could be. I haven’t checked the silver chest in a while. . . .”

“Don’t feel badly,” Coleman said. “You aren’t the first. She’s done
this before, taking advantage of innocent people like you with her
schemes and deceptions.”

James had had about enough of this man and his accusations; he cer-
tainly didn’t need him swaying Vera.

“Leigh isn’t like that,” James insisted. “I know her. You’ve made
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some mistake here, I’m sure of it.” But his words sounded weak and
unconvincing, even to his own ears. If only Coleman didn’t sound so
blasted sure of himself.

“Leigh? Is that what she told you her name is? Leigh what?” Cole-
man pressed.

“Leigh Baxter,” James answered sharply. “I’ve seen her license and
her car registration. That’s her name.”

The investigator gave him another of his pitying looks, as if he
couldn’t believe James’s gross naïveté.

“Fake identification is fairly easily to come by, Reverend, if you
know where to go. Unfortunately, even a driver’s license doesn’t prove
much these days.”

James sat in stunned silence. He felt the blood drain from his head
and for a moment thought he might be sick.

He couldn’t quite take in what Coleman was saying, but he had an
awful feeling that, without meaning to, he had given the man something
that he wanted. Whatever Leigh had done, whoever she was, and no
matter how she had deceived him, James still felt an impulse to protect
her. Maybe because the truth—or this man’s version of it—had not
quite sunk in yet. Or because the two drastically different versions of her
were so hard to reconcile in his mind.

And though he couldn’t put his finger on it, there was something
wrong with this man. James studied him a moment then asked, “Who do
you work for, Mr. Coleman? Who hired you to find her? You didn’t say.”

Coleman sat back, his expression going blank. “Her family. Her
parents, actually.”

“She told me she had no family. She said she was raised by her
mother in Ohio and that her mother was dead.”

Coleman shrugged a beefy shoulder. “I’m sure she told you a lot of
things, Reverend. That’s just my point. She’ll say anything to play on a
person’s sympathy.” His condescending tone set James’s nerves on edge.

“If she’s such a hardened criminal, why aren’t the police looking for
her?” James challenged him. “Why did her family have to hire you?”
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The detective squared his shoulders, his expression going hard again.
“This woman is wanted for stealing money from a former employer. A
great deal of money, actually. Luckily, the company didn’t press charges.
They don’t want the bad publicity. But her family has asked me to find
her, to bring her home so she can get help.” He looked down at Leigh’s
photo again, his tone striking a serious note. “If you have any interest in
her welfare at all, you ought to tell me what you know, Reverend, so I
can bring her back to the people who can help her.”

“Oh, James, make him go.” Vera sat heavily in a chair by the door-
way. She shook her head and stared at the floor.

James came to his feet. “I think you should leave now, Mr. Cole-
man.”

The investigator stood up then leaned over and retrieved the photo-
graph. “I know you think you’re helping her. Believe me, you’re only
making it worse. She’s in trouble, Reverend Cameron. She’s on the run.”

“On the run?”
“She’s gone, sir. Mark my words, you’ll never see her again.”
James felt as if the man had just picked up the fireplace poker and

run him through the heart. He was sure his expression must have regis-
tered his reaction, but he couldn’t think fast enough to hide it.

“I don’t think you two really understand. This woman is a criminal.
You ought to check your valuables, ma’am, see if anything is missing.”

Vera gasped and shook her head. “Oh, no, not Leigh. I can’t imagine
that.”

“You’re wrong,” James said. “You don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

The detective looked at him, a knowing flash in his eyes, and James
was certain the man had guessed the depth and nature of his true feelings.

James walked to the front door and opened it. The detective fol-
lowed slowly, taking his time. He paused at the threshold.

“If I can find her, and take her home, it will be much better for her
in the long run. You could tell me where you think she’s gone. Maybe
she mentioned someone, a friend somewhere? A place she likes to visit?”
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“She never said anything like that. Now please go!” James stood
shaking with rage. Even worse, he had knowingly lied. He hoped the
good Lord in His mercy would understand.

Coleman was unfazed by his anger. “Think it over. Maybe you’ll
remember something. I’m sure this has been upsetting news for both of
you, but it’s better that you know the truth about her.” He closed his
coat and stepped out the door. “I’ll be in touch, Reverend Cameron,
Mrs. Plante. Thank you for your time.”

James shut the door and slid the bolt. He turned to Vera, who leaned
on the banister.

“Oh, James, I don’t know what to think. Where’s Leigh? Why hasn’t
she come back yet?” Vera started crying and dabbed at her eyes with the
edge of her apron.

James stood watching her, just a few feet away but feeling miles
apart, as if he were watching Vera from a great distance. He felt over-
whelmed himself, as if the earth were crumbling beneath his feet and he
had nothing left to hold on to.

He thought of a thousand and one things Leigh had told him about
herself or done. Things that didn’t seem the least bit suspicious at the
time, but now flocked back to taunt him. The story about being a widow
and her husband passing on from a sudden heart attack. Had there ever
been a husband? he wondered. And that night on the road when they
met, she said she was on her way to Cape Cod—but she had been driv-
ing in the wrong direction. Her sudden decision to stay on here seemed
suspect as well. There probably was no friend in Wellfleet, he realized
now. All the financial help he had offered her, paying for her car and
covering her room and board with Vera; the way Vera had let that slide
as well. . . . He felt the blood rise to his face, feeling played for a fool.
Was it all true? Had she lied to them both so boldly, deceived them for
so long?

“Mark my words, you’ll never see her again.”
The grim prediction echoed in his heart, like the peal of a bell, shat-

tering everything inside him.

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:26 PM  Page 240



A Christmas Promise

241

James pressed his hands to his head, feeling as if his brain might
burst. Dear God, this can’t possibly be true. This can’t be happening.
Please . . . let there be some explanation and help me to see it clearly.

James felt it deep inside, an answer to his silent cry to heaven: the
knowledge that it was all true. He had been deceived and betrayed.

Then another voice, even stronger and unequivocal, filled him. But
the love I feel for her is still there, no matter what she’s done. I love her and
she’s out there, all alone, running away, trying to hide from that man. She
needs me now, more than ever. She needs my help and protection.

He took a deep breath and wiped his hands across his eyes. He
might have been crying, he wasn’t sure. He turned to Vera, who sat
silently on the staircase, looking numb and, for once in her life, dumb-
struck.

“I’m going out to look for her. She can’t be far. Maybe she’s waiting
someplace until that man goes away, so she can come back.”

Vera looked up at him, as if shaken from a daze. “Come back? Come
back here? Didn’t you hear what he said? She’s a criminal. She stole
money—”

“Vera.” His sharp tone silenced her. “I’m not going to judge Leigh
and reject her just because of what that investigator said. We never met
the man before today. We’ve lived with Leigh now for weeks. That must
count for something. Before I decide she’s a criminal, I at least want to
hear what she has to say.”

He pulled on his parka and grabbed his keys from his pocket. “I’ll
call you later. Don’t wait up for me though.”

Vera glanced at him then down at the floor again. “That isn’t even
her name, you know. Her real name isn’t even Leigh.”

The quiet comment stopped him in his tracks. He stared at her a
moment, then shut the door.

James heard knocking on the window. He slowly opened his
eyes, feeling as if his eyelids were made of sandpaper. He tried to turn
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his head, a major kink in his neck halting his progress. He had fallen
asleep in his car—at the beach, he realized. His body felt cramped and
sore, as if he had been stuffed into the trunk instead of curled up on the
front seat.

Ben’s face peered through the window, as if James were a fish in a
bowl.

“Are you all right?”
James watched him mouth the words and nodded. Finally, he

opened the door and slowly unfolded his aching body.
“I’m sorry I missed church this morning, Ben. . . . I tried to call

you.”
Ben stared at him with an incredulous look. “That’s the least of it,

I’d say. Did you sleep in there all night?”
James turned his head from side to side, trying to loosen the stiff

muscles. “I drove around for a while, a long time actually. I thought
maybe I could find her . . . stupid, right?”

He laughed at himself, at his gullibility, at his willingness to believe
her and even chase after her.

Ben didn’t answer right away. “You drove around. Then what?”
James shrugged. “I didn’t feel like going back to Vera’s. I’m sorry if

she got worried. I did call to tell her I was all right.” He stared out at the
ocean. “I came here around daybreak. I parked and fell asleep.”

Actually, he had prayed for a long time, then fallen asleep. Ben
noticed the bagpipes in the backseat of the car. “Did you play your pipes
out here?”

“I just keep them back there sometimes.”
Ben stuck his hands in his pockets. A light wind ruffled his hair.

“Would you play something for me now? I haven’t heard you in a while.”
James nearly laughed out loud at the request. “You’re kidding, right?”
“Not at all. Let’s take a walk. It’s not cold out here at the moment.

We can walk and you can play.”
Ben’s suggestion seemed as good a plan as any. James took the pipes

from the backseat of the car and slung them over his shoulder.
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James fitted the main pipe into his mouth and began to play, and
together they started toward the sea. Ben walked beside him, seeming
unaffected by the noise level, nodding his head in time to the music.
They walked for a distance, several songs’ worth of shoreline. Then
James stopped to catch his breath.

“That was fine. ‘Greensleeves,’ right?”
James nodded. “Everybody loves ‘Greensleeves.’ ”
“A haunting melody, poetic lyrics, too.” Ben picked up a stone and

tossed it into the water. It skipped twice and sank into the waves. “I used
to be very good at skipping stones as a boy, a real champion. You should
have seen me.”

“I believe you.” James slipped off the pipes and sat down on the
sand. “That’s my problem. I believe anything people tell me.”

“I wouldn’t call that a problem, more like a blessing.”
Ben sat down next to him and sifted a handful of sand through his

fingers.
Neither of the men talked for a long time. Then James finally spoke,

staring out at the sea.
“I loved her, Ben. I loved her very much and she lied to me. The

whole time, she was lying.” James felt his voice tight in his throat. “No
wonder she kept saying I was such a good person, and she didn’t feel
comfortable having me help her so much. . . .”

Ben reached out and touched his arm. James stopped talking and
swallowed hard.

“I don’t know what went on between the two of you, James. I’m not
even sure if you really know right now.” Ben spoke slowly, and James
sensed that he was carefully choosing his words. “But I believe that you
did love her, that you still do. And from what I’ve heard from you and
Vera and known of her myself . . . well, I’m sure that no matter what
she’s done, there was some good in it between you. Does that make any
sense to you?”

James started to reply and stopped himself. He felt so empty and
numb, as if he had nothing left to say or feel about anything.
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“I don’t know if this investigator’s story about Leigh is true,” Ben
went on. “But I do know that no one is all good or all bad. Life would be
much simpler if we were, but God’s design is much more intricate,
much more mysterious and challenging.”

“I won’t argue with that, but there’s such a thing as the truth.”
“Pinning down the truth about a person is a funny thing,” Ben said.

“I often find, the more I try to get my hands around it, to dissect and
analyze it, the more it slips away. It eludes me.” He lifted another hand-
ful of sand and let it fall through his open fingers.

“Are you trying to tell me it doesn’t matter?”
Ben shook his head. “Of course it matters. Love always matters.

Love is God working through us, James. You know that. ‘He that loveth
not, knoweth not God . . . ’ ”

“ ‘ . . . for God is love,’ ” James replied quietly, completing the verse
from the First Epistle of John. He sighed and stared out at the water.

Ben didn’t speak for a moment, but when he did his tone was low
and persistent. “Real love is indescribable and unconditional. If that’s
the kind of love you felt for Leigh, the love you still feel, it’s a gift. It’s a
miracle. A blessing to you both, even though it might not feel that way
right now, even if you don’t understand God’s purpose in this love He’s
given you.”

“I don’t,” James admitted sadly. He shook his head. “I don’t feel it’s
much of a blessing either, Ben. Truthfully, it feels more like another
cross I’ve been sent to bear. What can it all mean? I have no idea, except
that I seem to have proved myself a complete fool.”

“Maybe,” Ben agreed. He picked up a shell, looked it over, and
tossed it away again. “Maybe being a fool over Leigh was God’s purpose
for you. I couldn’t really say. I think it takes a long time to understand
what a person means to you, what purpose they played in your life—
even when it’s someone close to us whom we live with day in and day
out, or someone we may have lost decades ago. Every time you glance
over your shoulder, the image shifts and changes meaning. Sometimes, it
takes a lifetime to see it clearly.”
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James considered his words, thinking of people he had known. He’d
certainly experienced losses and heartbreak before this one. No one can
pass through this mortal life without them. But this felt different some-
how. He had been blindsided. He didn’t know how to handle it.

James was silent for a while, letting his gaze rest on the sea and find-
ing comfort in its ever-changing beauty. When he spoke again, his voice
was calmer.

“I’ve decided something out here this morning,” he said. “I’m going
back to the mission. I’m not going to worry about what the doctor said
last week. I think he exaggerated to put a scare in me.”

“I don’t know about you, but he terrified me,” Ben said honestly.
James bit back a smile and forged ahead with his explanation. “Look,

I know you think this is just a reaction to Leigh. But it isn’t, Ben . . . at
least not entirely. I’m not running away. It’s just that there’s nothing
holding me here now. I have important work to do and I’ve neglected it
too long. I’ll feel better if I’m busy, back where I belong. Work is good
medicine, Ben, the best I’ve found. I know it’s what I really need now.
There’s really no reason for me to stay here any longer.”

Ben took a breath, looking as if James had announced he was going
to run straight into the icy cold surf.

“You clearly have a calling, James. I’ve never questioned that. But
stop a minute, think this through. You can at least wait until Christmas,
can’t you? I mean, it’s only a few days from now.”

James nodded. “I guess so. Will that make any difference?”
“It will make a difference to me—and to the congregation.”
James saw his point. He had been so lost in his pain, he had forgot-

ten his obligations. “Of course I’ll stay. You’re right. I shouldn’t just
leave you flat.”

“You shouldn’t leave us at all, though I know someday you’ll need
to. But at the right time, James, when the dust has settled and you can
see your way clearly.”

James didn’t reply. He looked out at the water again then down the
shoreline. He spotted the lighthouse, and couldn’t help but recall the
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day he had come here with Leigh—how he had promised that they
would come back and walk all the way to the light.

It was a funny feeling, realizing that wouldn’t happen now. As if
something precious had been stolen away from him, a golden day, true
happiness, the kind you could feel seep right into every part of you, like
the warmth of the sun.

She was a thief, he decided. She had truly robbed him.

Emily was holding Dan’s hand under her mother’s dining room
table. She glanced at him and he gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze.
He leaned forward and she saw the edge of the white envelope inside his
sports coat’s breast pocket. The wedding question was finally settled
between the two of them, and they had vowed to stick to their solution.
Now if she could only find a way to spring it on her family. . . .

“Well, that just goes to show, you never know about a person.
Believe me, I’ve learned that lesson by bitter experience.” Lillian War-
wick nodded righteously, her silver fork hovering in the air as she spoke.
“Everyone in this town is far too trusting. Any flimflam artist can walk
right in and get away with the crown jewels.”

Sara, who sat across from Emily, raised her eyebrows. “What crown
jewels? I thought we were in America.”

“You know very well what I mean,” Lillian snapped.
Sara bit back a smile and Emily again marveled at her daughter. She

was perhaps the only person in all of Cape Light who was completely
unintimidated by Lillian Warwick.

Jessica spoke up before her mother could continue. “Leigh Baxter
seemed to be a very nice person, Mother. Did you ever meet her?”

Lillian made a huffing sound. “A nice person. Now what does that
mean?”

“She was . . . nice. Very quiet and unassuming.” Emily shrugged.
“Molly said she was great with Dr. Harding’s patients, and she absolutely
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rescued the costumes for the children’s choir. Everyone liked her. The
women at church even gave her a baby shower.”

“And now she’s skipped town—with all the baby gifts, I’ll bet. She’s
probably planning to sell them or something.”

“Actually, I heard she left everything, even her clothes,” Sara said in
a more serious tone.

“Well, that’s some compensation. Maybe the gifts can be returned. I
wish I could say the same about my own belongings.” Lillian fixed her
daughters with her trademark glare. “Half my house is all over town
today, thanks to that infernal rummage sale. . . .”

“The fair was very successful this year,” Sam said. “The church
raised a lot of money.”

“Lucky that con artist didn’t run off with that, too.”
“Mother, can we please talk about something other than con

artists?” Emily asked.
Lillian replied with an indignant sniff then smoothed down the but-

tons of her sweater.
Jessica sat up very straight in her chair, and Emily saw her nudge

Sam with her elbow. He looked back at Jessica and smiled.
“We have something to tell everyone today,” Jessica began. She was

beaming now, her fair skin glowing. Emily already guessed what her sis-
ter had to say and felt a rush of sheer happiness.

“I just want you all to know . . . that Sam and I are expecting a baby.”
Emily clapped her hands together. “I knew it! I could just tell by the

look on your face. Congratulations!”
Lillian pursed her lips. “Well. That is news.”
Emily couldn’t tell if her mother was happy, surprised, or simply

had such mixed feelings about motherhood, she didn’t know how to
react.

Dan jumped up and shook Sam’s hand, then leaned far across the
table to kiss Jessica’s cheek. Sara hugged both her aunt and her uncle
while Emily ran around the table and waited her turn.
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“I’m so happy for both of you,” she said.
“When is the baby due?” Sara asked Jessica.
“Not until August—if everything works out okay.” Jessica sounded

more subdued now, Emily thought, with good reason.
“Of course it will. August is a perfect time for a new baby.”
“It seems far off. But it’s going to take at least that long to get used

to the idea,” Sam admitted.
“The time goes by quickly,” Lillian said. She cast a disapproving

look at Emily and Dan. “I hope the two of you will be back from your
sojourn by then.”

“We’ll only be gone for six weeks,” Dan said. “Remind me to give
you our itinerary.”

“Yes, do that. I’m going to get a map and stick little pins in it to
chart your progress. It will provide some distraction for the rest of the
winter.”

Emily couldn’t quite tell if her mother was joking or not. She
wanted to laugh but didn’t quite dare.

“That reminds me.” Dan sounded perfectly casual. “We have some-
thing to show everyone.” He glanced at Emily then slipped his hand into
his sports jacket and pulled out the white envelope.

Emily saw her mother’s startled expression as she put her hand to her
throat. “Don’t tell me. You’ve run off and gotten married at some drive-
thru window.”

“It’s not our marriage certificate, Mother. But you’re close,” Emily
praised her.

Sara leaned forward eagerly, nearly tipping her water goblet. “What
is it? Let me see. . . . What have you two been up to?”

Standing now, Dan seemed to be enjoying building the suspense.
He held the envelope out for everyone to see. “And the nominees are . . .
for Most Elegant Bride in a last-minute production . . .”

“Dan, please. Just show them what it is.” Emily couldn’t help it. She
just wanted to get this over with.

“Sorry, You’re right. Here it is, folks. . . .” He pulled out the sheet of
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paper and unfolded it then held it up for everyone to see. “Emily and I
thought we should give you all some advance warning. This is sort of a
notice, I guess, that will run on the front page of tomorrow’s Messenger.
I still happen to have some connections at the paper,” he added mod-
estly.

“Get to the point, man. What does it say? I can’t bloody well read it
from here at my age.” Lillian shifted in her chair, looking thoroughly
disgruntled.

Unfazed by her outburst, Dan slipped on his reading glasses and
looked down at the page. “It says, and I quote, ‘Ms. Emily Louise War-
wick and Mr. Daniel Theodore Forbes respectfully request the honor of
your presence at their marriage, to be performed at one o’clock in the
afternoon on Saturday, January third. The ceremony and reception will
take place at the Gazebo on the Village Green, Cape Light, Massachu-
setts. Any and all are warmly invited to attend.’ ”

He’d barely finished when Emily heard a loud thump from the other
end of the table and the china and silver flatware rattling in response.
She turned to see that her mother had pounded her fist on the table and
now sat with her hand in the air, ready to do it again.

“You can’t be serious! Have the two of you gone insane?”
“Mother, please, calm down. You’re going to make yourself sick.”

Jessica rose and quickly went to her mother’s side. She glanced nervously
at Emily. Emily remained seated; she’d expected something like this and
had even warned Dan. She wasn’t at all surprised.

“Make myself sick? I’d rather go into a coma right here than die of
shame on January third . . . for all the world to see.” Lillian put her hand
to her chest. “You’ve done this on purpose, to embarrass me. Admit it,
Emily. I know how you think.”

“Mother, please. It’s my wedding. It doesn’t have anything to do
with you.”

“I’ll say it doesn’t. You don’t give a fig about my opinion. Or my
feelings. You never did—”

“Please, just calm down a minute. Dan and I went back and forth
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about this for weeks. This is what we’ve decided to do. I think it’s going
to be perfect.”

Dan spoke up, his tone calm and blithe, a sharp contrast to Lillian’s
thunderous expression. “I know it seems a bit extreme, Lillian. But
Emily wasn’t really going to be happy until we invited the entire town so
it seemed like the perfect solution.”

“Mother, please. It’s our day. Don’t spoil it for me.”
“Oh, I won’t spoil it for you, miss. Don’t worry. I won’t be there to

spoil it. Go and make a public fool of yourself. Get married on a flying
trapeze with a rose between your teeth. See what I care!”

Emily watched, appalled, as her mother stood up and grabbed her
cane, then hobbled off toward the living room at a surprisingly quick
pace.

Emily got up to go after her but Dan touched her arm. “Let her cool
off for a while. She’ll be all right.”

“Dan’s right,” Sam said. He was doing a poor job of keeping a
straight face. “But how long does it take for a nuclear reactor to cool
down? Do we need protective gear or anything?”

Jessica poked him in the arm with her elbow. “Sam, please.”
Sara laughed. “I’ll go talk to her. You guys stay here.” She touched

Emily’s shoulder as she passed behind her chair. “I think it’s a great idea,
Emily. It’s really perfect for the both of you. I can’t wait.”

Emily smiled fondly at her, tipping back her head. “Thanks, honey.
You’re still going to be my bridesmaid, right?”

“Absolutely. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Sara gave Emily a
quick hug, then left to check on her grandmother.

“And you’ll be my bridesmaid, too,” Emily said to Jessica. “I’m only
going to have you two.”

“We’re keeping the wedding party simple,” Dan said.
“And the reception,” Emily added. “It’s hard to figure out what to

serve for so many guests. We hope Molly has some creative ideas for us.”
“I’m sure she’ll be totally inspired by the challenge. It’s the best idea

for a wedding I’ve ever heard.” Jessica smiled brightly, then reached
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across and touched Emily’s hand. “Don’t worry about Mother. She’ll
come around. I predict a sweeping, dramatic, last-minute entrance—the
way she showed up at my wedding.” Jessica laughed quietly. It was a
cherished memory now, though at the time, it had seemed like one of
the most harrowing moments of her life.

Emily remembered, too. “That sounds about right. Let me know if
she asks you to get her fur coat out of storage. Then I won’t be worried.”

Emily winked at her sister and they both laughed. Dan put his arm
around her shoulder and squeezed her closer.

She knew it would be a happy day, no matter what. She was going to
start a new life with the man she loved. Nothing and no one could take
that happiness from her.
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V era rinsed the breakfast dishes and lined them up
carefully in the dishwasher. She liked to put them in in a

certain way, so it was more efficient when she took them out.
She watched out the window while cleaning the sink. There wasn’t

any activity at the bird feeder this morning. It was bitter cold outside,
the temperature suddenly dipping below fifteen degrees on this last
Tuesday before Christmas. The birds must have found a place to wait
out this cold, she figured, though she would refill the feeders before she
left tomorrow for the holidays, just in case.

She was going to visit with her daughter Gail’s family in Connecti-
cut this year. She would pick up her sister Beatrice tomorrow in
Gloucester and they would drive together to beat the Christmas Eve
traffic. Vera liked to have some extra time with her grandchildren before
the madness began. Maybe they could bake cookies and make decora-
tions for the table.

Although she usually didn’t like to miss Christmas service at her
own church, this year she felt differently. Leigh Baxter had ruined it for
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her. Vera was eager to leave town and get away from all the talk for a
while.

She still didn’t know what to do with all the baby gifts. It preyed on
her mind more than it should. Leigh had only been gone three days, but
Vera had called everyone from the shower and promised to return their
presents. Most of the women didn’t care one way or the other. “Oh, give
mine to charity,” they said. Now she had the job of sorting it all out, fig-
uring what had to go where. James said to leave it until after the holi-
days. He promised to help her, though she knew he had even less heart
for it than she did.

She hadn’t been able to go in that room, the one she thought of as
the nursery. The piles of boxes seemed to mock her each time she passed
the open door, so she kept it shut now. Leigh’s old room was still full of
all her belongings, not a thing touched from the way she had left it. Just
run off and left everything! It was still unbelievable to her.

It was as if someone had died, Vera thought, only worse in a way. It
was as if they had died and then you found out all kinds of terrible
things about them. You found out they weren’t the person you thought
you knew, and you had been tricked and made a fool of.

The phone rang. She dried her hands on a dish towel then walked
down the hallway to answer it. It was probably Bea, she thought, calling
about their arrangements for the hundredth time.

“Hello?” she said. No one responded. “Hello? Who is it?”
Vera felt impatient, thinking she’d picked up a sales call, the kind

that was so hard to hang up on once they got you talking.
She moved the phone away from her ear, about to hang it up. Then

she heard someone speaking and moved it back again.
“Hello, Vera? . . . It’s Leigh.”
Vera gasped. She felt her hand tremble. “Leigh? Why . . . how dare

you? You have some nerve calling here. Haven’t you caused enough trou-
ble for everyone?”

She heard Leigh breathing hard, as if she had been running a race.
She pictured her, her soft brown eyes and sweet face, so tired and preg-
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nant. She felt her heart soften for a moment. But just as quickly, she
remembered everything.

“Vera . . . I’m so sorry. Please . . . just let me talk to James a minute.
Is he there?”

Vera drew in a sharp breath. She heard James coming down the back
steps into the kitchen, and she quickly turned her back to the doorway.
“No. . . . He’s gone out. I don’t know where he is. Just leave him alone
now. You’ve caused enough trouble for us. Don’t call here anymore, do
you understand?”

She heard Leigh start to reply, but she reached out and slammed
down the phone, as if it was suddenly burning her hand.

“Vera . . . who was that? Who were you yelling at on the phone just
now?”

James stood behind her. Vera wiped her hands on her apron, a
clammy feeling on her palms. “It was . . . no one. Just a salesman.”

She walked past him and opened the utility closet. She couldn’t
remember what she was looking for and pulled out her electric broom.

James followed her. “What did the salesman want? Why were you
shouting at him?”

Vera finally turned to face him. He looked awful, she thought, his
complexion pale with a yellowish cast, dark shadows ringing his eyes. He
hadn’t shaved yet either, wasting the morning away in bed. She worried
about his illness getting the best of him again over this. He was such a
good man. She bit the inside of her lip. She might as well tell him. It
wasn’t right to lie to him about this. No matter what she really thought.

“It was Leigh. I told her not to call here anymore, not to bother us.
“Leigh?” He stepped forward, his dull expression suddenly coming

alive. “Why did you hang up? Why didn’t you call me?”
Vera stepped back, frightened for a moment by the look on his face.

“I . . . I didn’t think you should talk to her, James. Not after the way she
tricked us. She probably thought she could still get around you. Maybe
she was looking for some money or something. I don’t know. . . .” Com-
pletely flustered, Vera let her excuses trail off.
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“Oh, Vera, what did you do?” James shook his head and leaned back,
staring at the ceiling. She could tell he was angry and trying hard to hold
on to his temper. “Don’t you understand? She’s sick and broke and
about to have a baby. The baby, Vera. You should have thought of the
baby.”

“Yes . . . yes, you’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I heard her voice and I
just flew off the handle.” Vera felt herself weeping a little but couldn’t
stop. “I’m just so angry at her, James. I can’t help it. I treated that girl
like my own daughter and she made such a fool out of me.”

A bigger fool out of me, by far, James thought. He stepped over to
Vera and rested his hand on her shoulder.

“I’m sorry I yelled at you. Believe me, I understand how you feel.”
He paused and took a deep breath. “Did she say anything about where
she was? Did she leave a phone number?” he asked hopefully.

Vera shook her head. “No, it wasn’t like that. She hardly said a
thing. Just that she was sorry and wanted to speak to you.”

James sighed again and rubbed the back of his neck. “Did you hear
anything in the background? Any clue about where she was calling
from?”

“It sounded as if she was outside somewhere. I might have heard
cars, maybe from a road.”

James walked to the phone and punched three keys. He waited a
moment, listening, then jotted down a number on a pad on the phone
table.

“She called from this area code,” he said, sounding brighter. “She
can’t be that far.”

“How did you figure that out?”
“I dialed a code that gives you the number of your last incoming

call—star-six-nine. See, here’s the number.” He showed her the slip of
paper then picked up the receiver again. “I’m going to call. See where
it is.”

Vera followed him into the hallway. Half of her wanted to find
Leigh; the other half never wanted to hear about her again.
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She watched James with the phone to his ear, listening. Finally, he
hung up.

“No answer. Must be a pay phone somewhere.”
“Maybe the police could help you. You know, trace the phone num-

ber, like they do on TV?”
James glanced at her and shook his head. She guessed right away

what he was thinking. What if the story Walter Coleman had told was
true? What if Leigh really was a criminal? She knew James was the last
person on earth who would let the police find her.

Not before he did, anyway.
James brushed through the kitchen and grabbed his parka and gloves

from the coat tree in the mudroom. Vera watched from the doorway.
“I’m going into town,” he said. “If she calls back, try to be calmer

and get a number. Tell her I want to speak to her.”
Vera drew in a sharp breath and nodded. “All right. If you say so.”
It wasn’t so hard to agree. She had a feeling Leigh would not be call-

ing there again.

“Have you heard from Leigh, Matt? Did she call here today?”
James trailed Matt from the reception area into his office, oblivious

to the other patients in the crowded waiting room.
Matt closed his office door behind them and waited until James had

taken a seat before answering. “No, Leigh hasn’t called. Do you think
she will?”

“She called Vera’s house this morning. I didn’t speak to her, but I
found out the number. She isn’t far. I’m worried that she might be hav-
ing some problem with the pregnancy.”

Matt’s expression was grim. “That’s very possible, considering all the
stress she’s under right now. And she’s so close to term.”

“I had an idea. Maybe she’s trying to find a doctor to help her. I’ve
already called Dr. Olin. She hasn’t heard from Leigh but promised she
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would get in touch if she did. Could you give me a list of doctors
around here that Leigh might try to visit? I thought I would call them
and ask them to call me if she contacts them.”

Matt nodded and walked to a bookshelf behind his desk. “That’s
not a bad idea, especially if you know she’s still in the area.” He pulled
out a thick black reference book and thumbed through the pages.
“Here’s a directory we can start with. I can make some calls for you later.
Let’s look at the list and split it up.”

James released a long breath. “Thanks, Matt. I appreciate all the
help I can get.”

James wasn’t sure what Matt thought about Leigh now, whether or
not he believed the stories about her. If he felt betrayed or tricked, he
didn’t show it. James sensed he was thinking of Leigh as a woman about
to have a baby, who needed care. Doctors were trained to be as non-
judgmental as clergymen, James realized. Matt, though, was doing a far
better job of it than he was. Of course, there weren’t the same emotions
involved for Matt—and not nearly as much at stake.

Jessica checked her watch: five forty-five. She still had fif-
teen minutes before their guests were due to arrive. She couldn’t believe
she was ready on time this year. Her guests might be late, though. A
light snow had fallen during the day, which meant the Beach Road
could be slow going. Everyone claimed to love a white Christmas, but
no one liked to drive around in snow on Christmas Eve, she thought.

She glanced around the living room, checking things one more time.
Tiny lights on the Christmas tree twinkled. An assortment of gaily
wrapped boxes were piled beneath the lower branches. Sam had already
started a fire, and it cast a warm golden light over the room. Pine bows
and sprigs of holly were draped across the mantel; a band of carved
wooden angels Sam had made for her were arranged in the greenery,
each holding a long taper.
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The candles. I almost forgot. She lit the candles on each angel and
then some others around the room, then stood back, looking things over
once again.

“Honey, you’re fussing too much. Everything looks great.” She
looked up, wondering how long he’d been standing there watching her.

“You don’t look so bad either, come to think about it,” she said,
smiling at him. He had just finished dressing and looked wonderfully
handsome, she thought, his thick hair still a bit damp from his shower
and a soft burgundy wool sweater complimenting his dark looks.

He walked over and put his arms around her. “You worked too hard
today. I hope you’re not too tired for all this company tonight.”

She shook her head. “I feel great. I can’t believe we’re ready on time
this year . . . well, practically.”

Sam led her to the armchair and coaxed her to sit down. “You sit
down and take a break. Just tell me what to do.”

“Well, let’s see. . . . We need to make some more room under the
tree for presents. Can you move some of those boxes around?”

“No problem.” Sam crouched down and began shifting boxes.
“Hmm . . . this one just says ‘Baby.’ Who could that be?”

Jessica laughed. “You know who it’s for. Sara dropped it off before
she went back to Maryland.”

Sam nodded. “Very thoughtful.” He moved some more boxes
around and shook his head, laughing softly. “Gee, there seem to be a lot
them marked for ‘Baby.’ Okay, here we go. Finally, one for me.” He held
up a small box, as if finding a prize.

“That’s from me, but you can’t open it until later.”
“I know. I know.” He sighed theatrically and put the box back on the

pile. “It’s tough to wait, though.”
Jessica knew he was joking. Well, half-joking at least. Sam could get

as excited as a kid about Christmas. She knew the joy of the season had
been shadowed this year by his sadness over Darrell, so she was glad that
he seemed to be in a bright mood tonight for their Christmas Eve gath-
ering.
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“What’s this one? Is this for Darrell?” Sam’s tone became subdued as
he held out a long package.

“Oh . . . yes, that’s for him. Just something I saw in a toy store I
thought he might like. I didn’t get over to the post office this week. I
guess I’ll have to wait until after the holiday to mail it.”

“I guess so.” Sam looked up at her briefly. “If we can figure out
where to send it.” He stood up and brushed off his hands. “I tried to call
this week at the number he gave me. The line’s been disconnected, and I
didn’t get a chance to ask Luke about it. I just hope everything’s all
right.”

Jessica took a breath. I know about Darrell, she wanted to say. Still
she hesitated, wondering if it was the right time to talk about him. Luke
had called her during the week at work. He had found out that Darrell
was coming back to New Horizons. He wasn’t quite sure when, but it
would be very soon, he said. Darrell’s mother seemed about to agree to
put the boy in foster care. That meant that she and Sam could apply to
be his guardians. There would be interviews and applications to com-
plete, of course. A social worker would visit and do a home study, Luke
had told her. “But the chances are in your favor,” he said. “Sam’s rela-
tionship with Darrell will count for a lot, and I’ll be in your corner, all
the way.”

Jessica had thanked him but still felt hesitant about telling Sam the
news. What if Darrell didn’t come back to New Horizons? And what if
his mother changed her mind again at the last minute? Luke had agreed
to call her when he finally went to pick up Darrell in the city. She had
waited all day and hadn’t heard a word.

“Jess, are you all right?”
“I’m okay. It’s just that there’s something I’ve been meaning to

speak to you about.”
“Okay.” Sam walked over and stood by her chair. “Something trou-

bling you?”
“Not exactly. . . .” She sighed, not knowing quite where to begin.
Then they both heard the sound of a car pulling up in the driveway.
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A few minutes later, they heard the car doors slam and the sound of
voices just outside. It was Emily and Dan, along with her mother.

“Sounds like someone’s here.” Jessica rose and smoothed out her
long satin skirt. “Do I look all right?”

“Perfect, as always.” Sam gave her a questioning look. “I guess we’ll
have to talk about it later. You’re not mad at me for anything, are you?”

“No, not at all. Don’t be silly.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed
his cheek. “It’s nothing bad, just something that’s hard to talk about. It
could be a good thing for us, actually.”

“Now you’ve got me curious.”
The doorbell rang. Sam smiled down at her a second, then started

off to the foyer. “But I guess I’ll have to wait.”
Jessica didn’t answer. Saved by the bell, she thought. If Luke doesn’t

call tonight, I guess I will have to tell him. . . .

James turned on the flame under the frying pan and tossed in
a pat of butter. He opened the egg carton, cracked open two eggs on the
rim of a bowl, added a dash of milk and some shredded cheddar cheese,
and beat the mixture together. A high-cholesterol dinner, but so what? It
was Christmas Eve. He’d never eaten scrambled eggs on Christmas
before, but there was a first time for everything, he decided.

His toast popped up from the toaster and he dropped them into a
dish. A few crumbs fell to the floor and he reflexively thought of Vera’s
DustBuster. The crumbs could wait. Vera wouldn’t be back for a few
days. He would clean the house before she returned.

It was actually a relief to be alone. He loved Vera but he needed a
break right now, a rest. He hadn’t slept well for days, ever since Leigh
had left. It was barely seven in the evening, but all he wanted to do was
eat his eggs and toast, take a shower, and go straight to bed.

He bowed his head and silently said grace. “Thank you, Father, for
this meal. Please bless this food and forgive me for . . . for my seclusion
tonight, for indulging my low spirits. Please give me the strength and
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peace of mind to focus tomorrow on Christmas and your gift to the
world, the birth of your son, Jesus Christ. Please give me the courage
and faith to get through these difficult days. . . .”

James took a breath and abruptly ended his prayer. His talks with
God were rambling on these days, he’d noticed. God’s going to think I’ve
been living too long with Vera.

He chewed mechanically, staring into space, his gaze falling on
Vera’s Elvis Santa, perched on the refrigerator. About a foot high, the
mechanical music box—with Santa’s outfit and beard and Elvis’s side-
burns, sunglasses, and a red plastic guitar—suddenly intrigued him.

He rose, set it in the middle of the kitchen table, and turned on the
switch in back. Scratchy music suddenly drifted out of Santa’s belly and
the figure began to sway from side to side. A pseudo-Elvis voice began to
croon. It took James a moment to recognize the tune. . . .

“ ‘Blue Christmas.’ Just what I needed tonight.” He let the doll sing
a few more choruses then tried to shut it off. It wouldn’t go off, it
seemed, until the song was over. He carried it to Vera’s utility closet,
placed it among the vacuum cleaner collection, and shut the door. He
could still hear the singing a little in the kitchen, but at least he didn’t
have to look at it anymore.

His eggs looked cold now, unappetizing. He wasn’t hungry anyway,
just forcing himself to eat something.

The phone rang and he wondered if he should even answer it. He
expected it to be Ben, checking up on him again. His friend had tried
to understand when James had begged off on the invitation to spend
the holiday with the Lewises. But James had a feeling that Ben, or even
Carolyn, would make one last effort to get him out of the house to-
night.

He stood listening to the ringing, thinking it might be best if he
didn’t talk to anyone right now. But finally, he reached out and picked it
up. “Hello?”

“James, I’m glad I caught you in.” Matt spoke in rush. “I just got a
call from a friend of mine in Southport. He’s on call tonight at the hos-
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pital there. He said a woman was just admitted who fits Leigh’s descrip-
tion. He was on his way to the hospital to take care of her. . . .”

James pressed the phone to his ear, fumbling for a pencil to write
things down. “Southport. Okay, what’s the doctor’s name?”

“Dr. Dunbar. Frank Dunbar. I told him I would call you. You
shouldn’t have any trouble getting in to see her. I don’t know what name
Leigh gave when she signed herself in, though.”

“I’ll find her. Thanks, Matt. Thanks a lot.”
“That’s okay. Good luck. . . . Call me later. Whenever you can. I’ll

be at Sam Morgan’s house but I’ll give you my cell number.”
James quickly took down Matt’s number and hung up the phone.

He grabbed his parka and car keys and ran out the door to his car.
Southport was over an hour away, even with some speeding. He

hoped there wasn’t any traffic left on the highway and that everyone had
reached their Christmas Eve destinations by now. He thought of calling
Ben, then realized he had left his cell phone in the house. He would have
to call later from the hospital, from a pay phone.

He reached the connector to the highway and headed south. His
eyes fixed on the straight wide road, he whispered a quick prayer.
“Please, Lord, please let everything go all right tonight with Leigh’s
baby. Please let me be there in time.”

James talked to anyone who would listen to him, but he was
still told to wait outside the big double doors of the maternity ward,
where large letters on a red and white sign read no unauthorized
admittance.

He paced back and forth, waiting for a passing nurse or orderly who
might again relay his message to someone inside. A nurse at the infor-
mation desk had promised twice already that she would get in touch
with Dr. Dunbar and tell him James was waiting. It didn’t help matters,
James thought, that he wasn’t even sure of the name of the woman he
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was looking for and couldn’t quite describe his relationship to her. It was
agony to have to just wait on the other side of the doors, knowing Leigh
was in there and maybe even wanted to see him.

At last the doors opened and a man dressed in green scrubs walked
toward him. “Reverend Cameron? I’m Dr. Dunbar. Sorry I took so long
to find you out here.”

“How’s Leigh? Did she have the baby yet?”
“Her labor stopped. We’re trying to induce and waiting to see what’s

going on. The baby seems fine so far. She has some toxemia but we’re
dealing with that.”

James wasn’t sure what all this meant and felt too nervous to ask.
“Can I see her? I mean, will you ask if she’ll see me?”

“I told her that you’re here. She’s waiting to see you. You can go in
now for a few minutes if you like.”

James followed the doctor into the maternity ward. Leigh was alone
in a small room. There were monitors attached to her arm and to her
body. Her eyes were closed, her face turned toward the window. She
looked exhausted, he thought, worse than he had ever seen her, and still
impossibly beautiful.

He stood at the side of her bed, afraid to wake her.
A moment later, she turned her head and opened her eyes.

“James . . .” She grabbed his hand. “How did you find me?”
“I had some help, God’s help mostly.” The moment he said the

words aloud, he knew they were true.
Leigh didn’t respond at first. “I’m sorry, James. I never meant for

you to find out about me that way. . . .”
He took her hand and twined his fingers through hers. “We don’t

have to talk now, Leigh. It’s okay.”
But she seemed determined. “I tried to leave—for good, I mean—

but I couldn’t, not without talking to you again. That first night I found
a motel room, down in Spoon Harbor. I knew I was taking a chance, but
I didn’t think he could find me there. I felt so sick. It was hard to travel,
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so I waited there. I didn’t know what to do. I called Dr. Olin . . . but
hung up. I called Molly Willoughby, too, but I didn’t have the nerve to
speak to her either.”

“I’m sorry Vera hung up on you. I would have found you sooner. I
had a feeling you weren’t very far.”

She held tight to his hand, as if for courage. “I meant to go, but I
couldn’t leave without talking to you. I need to tell you the truth,
James.”

He cupped her cheek with his hand. “It’s okay. Just relax. You need
to have this baby. I’m not going anywhere.”

She stared up into his eyes and managed a small smile. He leaned
over and kissed her. “Leigh—I don’t even know if that’s your real
name—I know I love you, though.”

She lifted her head and pressed her face against his. “I love you, too.
Please believe me.”

He gazed down at her. Was he fooling himself again, seeing only
what he wanted to see? No, he did love her. He was willing to forgive her
and accept her for whoever she was, whatever she had done. He believed
that God had brought them together for a reason, and that reason would
be revealed to him in God’s own time.

With peace in his heart, James leaned closer and gently stroked
Leigh’s hair. Nothing seemed to trouble him anymore now that he’d
found her again.

Hours later, James sat waiting again, this time on a different
set of plastic chairs just outside another room where Leigh had been
taken to recover after the delivery.

A nurse came out of the room, leaving the door open. “You can go
in now.”

The room was dimly lit and he walked in slowly. The first bed was
empty, then behind a half-drawn curtain, he saw Leigh. She was sitting
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up, holding a small bundle to her chest. She looked at him, her dark eyes
radiant.

“Here she is. She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”
James nodded, unable to speak. He moved toward the bed, wanting

to see the baby but afraid to get too close. She looked so tiny and fragile,
wrapped tightly in a white blanket and wearing a little pink cap.

“It’s all right,” Leigh said. “You can touch her.”
The baby’s fist was curled on Leigh’s shoulder. He reached out and

gently stroked the back of her hand with his fingertip. “Her skin feels
like . . . like a flower petal. Look at her fingers. They’re so tiny and pre-
cious. She’s a miracle, isn’t she?”

Leigh nodded. “It’s like meeting an angel.”
James nodded, speechless again. “What are you going to name her?

Do you know yet?”
Leigh glanced at him. “Julia. After my mother.”
“That’s a beautiful name.” He paused and leaned back a bit. “How

about you? Do you have some other name besides Leigh I should know
by now?” he asked quietly.

Leigh looked away nervously for a moment and he was sorry he
asked, but when she turned back to him and began to speak, her voice
was steady and resolved. “My real name is Natalie, Natalie Weber. My
mother used to call me Leigh, as a nickname, so I felt comfortable using
it. You can still call me that if you like. I don’t mind. I like it, actually.”

“Okay, I will then.” He sat down on the chair next to the bed and
touched her hand. “What are you hiding from, Leigh?”

She sighed and shifted the baby to her other arm. “I don’t know
what that private detective told you, but I have a good guess. I’m not a
criminal. And I’m not a—a con artist, out to steal everyone’s money.”

“All right. What then? Tell me. I want to understand.”
“I’m hiding from my ex-husband, James. I didn’t want him to know

I was having his baby. He would come after me, and he wouldn’t just
share custody. He would do everything he could to take her away.”
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To James the charge sounded extreme, but the real fear in her eyes
made him hold his questions.

“About three years ago I married a man named Martin Garret. His
family is extremely wealthy. They own a huge textile mill and design stu-
dio in New Hampshire. I was working there, and Martin and I started
dating. He’s older than me, nearly ten years. He had been married
before, but he seemed to have good reasons why it didn’t work out, and
I believed him. Maybe because I never had a father growing up, his
maturity was attractive to me. He was very charming and attentive—
and possessive. It bothered me sometimes but I overlooked it. I over-
looked a lot of things. It was sort of a whirlwind romance. I felt like
Cinderella. At first I did, anyway. . . .”

Her voice trailed off, and James could see that it was hard for her to
talk about this, hard for her to go back and remember.

He stood up and went to the window and pulled back the edge of
the shade. It was still dark outside, the first rays of sunlight just coloring
the edges of the horizon.

But it was already Christmas Day, he realized, a Christmas he would
never forget. The light slowly grew stronger, the sun slowly rising,
brightening the sky. He is the Light of the world, he thought.

Love is God, working through us.
He loved this woman and her child, and he would stand by her,

from this day on, no matter what she had to say.
Leaning on the window ledge, he turned back to face her. “What did

you do at the mill? What kind of work?”
“I’m a textile designer. I do designs for fabric and wall covering, that

sort of thing.”
“So what you told me about studying art and wanting to be a paint-

er, that part was true?”
“Yes, that was all true. I grew up in Dayton, Ohio, raised by my

mother, and I came to New England for college.”
He allowed himself to feel a glimmer of encouragement. Just as Ben
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had predicted, not everything Leigh told him had been false. “So, you
and Martin were married. What happened then?”

“We were only married a few months when Martin began to change.
Well, he always had a bad temper. His moods were either high or low,
and little things set him off. At first it was never me he was angry with. I
told myself he was just a very passionate person. But once we were mar-
ried, he began to direct his rages at me. He became . . . abusive, ver-
bally . . . and physically.”

James felt a stab of shock then anger. He realized he had suspected
this, yet had never let himself think it through. Even now, he couldn’t
bear to imagine someone hurting her.

“So, you left him?”
Leigh gave him a bitter smile. “I tried. His family hated the idea of

us getting divorced. They kept encouraging us to stay together, to get
counseling, to try harder. Martin was willing to do anything his parents
said. He talked me into staying with him and we had some counseling.
It would work for a while, and then the cycle of rages and abuse would
start all over again. We finally separated and I started proceedings for a
divorce. My lawyer said I could ask for a big settlement, but I didn’t
want anything. I just wanted to get away, to start a new life.”

James came back to the side of the bed and reached for her hand.
She had been through a terrible ordeal. No wonder she’d often seemed
so distant, so distrustful when they first met.

“He made it hard for you to divorce him?”
“Very hard. He persuaded me to come back one last time and try to

make it work again. He said he was seeing a new therapist. He promised
he had changed. That’s when I got pregnant. I never told him, and the
first time he tried to hit me again, I ran away. I had to think of the
baby.”

“Of course you did.”
“I didn’t have any money. Martin’s family kept control of our

finances, including the salary I earned at the company. I managed to
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hide a little, though, for an emergency. A friend of mine, Martin’s assis-
tant, loaned me some, too, so I could start over. Of course, as soon as he
realized I was truly gone, Martin claimed I had stolen the money from
the firm. He closed our bank accounts and I wrote a bad check or two. I
guess I was just very naïve and in a panic at first.”

“Where did you go? How did you manage?”
“I went to Boston. I probably should have gone farther away, but I

had a friend there who let me live with her and helped me get a job.
Martin was difficult for a while, but he finally gave me the divorce. I
don’t think he wanted the abuse charges to come out. Then about two
months ago, somebody told him I was pregnant. He must have counted
back the months and figured out it was his child, and that started it all
up again. Suddenly, it was all about his baby that had been wrongfully
taken from him.” She hesitated and took a sip of water from the cup on
her bedside table before continuing. “Martin once told me he would
never let me leave him. He would rather I was dead. I knew he and his
family would use all their money and influence to force me to go back to
him—or simply make up stories about me in court and figure out a way
to take the baby.”

James leaned over and kissed her forehead. “No one is going to take
your baby, Leigh. That’s just not going to happen.”

“I know you think that’s true. I want to believe it, too, James. But
just think back to your own reaction. When that detective came to see
you and Vera, you must have wondered about me. At the very least, you
must have thought that what he said might be true. I know Vera did.”

James sighed. He couldn’t deny it. He had doubted her. He had let
himself believe the worst. “I did, Leigh. And I’m ashamed of myself. I
hope someday you can forgive me for that.”

“Oh, James, of course I forgive you. I just hope you can forgive me
for lying to you all those weeks.”

“That goes without saying. You know,” he said slowly, “there was
one good thing that came out of that man visiting us. I had to face
something I wouldn’t let myself see before.”
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“And what was that?”
“That I love you. I knew it had to be love, because losing you hurt so

much, and no matter what I heard about you, I still wanted you back.”
“Well, here I am.” She smiled and glanced down at the baby sleeping

in her arms. “Here we are, rather.” She touched the baby’s cheek lightly
with her fingertip, then looked back up at him. “I didn’t want to face my
feelings for you either,” she admitted. “I was afraid I would get too close
and you would uncover my secret. But you helped me, James, more than
you’ll ever know. Your kindness and your caring, the way you worked so
hard to make me smile and laugh sometimes—you’ll never know what
that meant to me. . . . It saved my life.”

James was so moved he could hardly speak. “I’ll always be with you,
Leigh—you and Julia—to care for you and make you laugh. I’ll always
love you, I promise you that.”

James leaned over and put his arms around both of them, kissing
Leigh deeply. And he knew he held a miracle in his arms, a new path, a
new purpose to his life.

“Don’t start yet, I’ll be right in.” Jessica stalled, arranging
mugs of coffee and some date-nut bread on a tray. She and Sam had
agreed to open their gifts for each other on Christmas Day.

Sam was in the living room by the tree, making a stack of the boxes
he had wrapped for her. “C’mon, Jess,” he said eagerly. “I want to see if
you like this diamond tiara I bought for you.”

“A diamond tiara?”
“Well, not exactly,” he admitted, “but I think you’ll like it anyway.”
Jessica had a few presents for him under the tree, too. She didn’t

think he would be disappointed with her choices, though the best was
yet to come.

She walked into the living room and put the tray down on the coffee
table. The doorbell rang and Sam glanced at her. “Who in the world
could that be?”
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“One of your buddies, looking to borrow a cordless drill?”
“Jessica, it’s Christmas, for goodness’ sake.” Sam stalked to the front

door, tightening the belt on his robe.
Jessica followed him, her stomach doing somersaults.
Sam opened the door and Luke greeted him. “Hey, Sam. Merry

Christmas.”
“Luke, Merry Christmas! I thought you were down in the city, with

your family. . . .” Then Jessica saw Sam’s jaw drop in shock. She could
tell that he had finally noticed someone else standing on the doorstep—
someone considerably shorter than Luke.

“Darrell? For goodness’ sake . . . what are you doing here?”
“Luke brought me. I’m coming back to New Horizons. He said Jes-

sica invited me for Christmas.”
Sam glanced over his shoulder at Jessica, a question in his eyes. She

smiled at him and rested her hand on his arm.
“I’m sorry, Sam. I should have warned you, but I wanted it to be a

surprise.”
“A surprise? I’m totally . . . speechless.” Sam leaned down and gave

Darrell a huge hug. “Come in, you guys. It’s cold out there.”
“That’s okay. I’ve got to run.” Luke grinned at Sam and slapped his

arm. “You have fun. Just bring him back to the center this evening by
nine. I should be there all day—call if you need anything.”

They said good-bye to Luke and went into the living room. Sam’s
gaze was fixed on Darrell, Jessica noted, as if the boy were a mirage. Dar-
rell stood wide-eyed, taking in all the decorations and holiday trim-
mings. He walked toward the tree, staring up at its ornament-laden
branches.

“Like the tree, Darrell?” Sam asked. “We picked it ourselves at a tree
farm.”

“You chopped that thing down? Like a lumberjacket or something?”
Jessica laughed at his observation. Sam was like a “lumberjacket” at

times, wasn’t he?
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“There’s a present under there for you, that big one in the back. See
it?” Sam walked over to help him pull it out.

“There are a lot more, too, hidden in the closet upstairs,” Jessica
said, thoroughly enjoying her role as Santa. “I’ll go up and get them. I
just want to watch you open this one, though.”

Darrell glanced at Jessica. She could see that he found her new inter-
est in him a bit confusing but not unwelcome. This time, he wasn’t
resisting her attentions at all.

“Okay, here goes.” He tore at the gift, eagerly ripping off the paper
and bow. “A snowboard! Awesome. It’s a real one, too. Look, Sam!”

“I see. It’s a beauty.” Sam smiled at Jessica, thanking her for finding
a gift that pleased Darrell so much. He still looked stunned with delight
to see Darrell here again. As happy as the night she had announced she
was pregnant, Jessica realized. Yet the thought didn’t make her feel
threatened or nervous. Instead, she felt she was just starting to under-
stand what Darrell meant to Sam, what he meant to both of them.

Darrell brought the snowboard over to Sam, and they examined the
bindings together. “Too bad the snow isn’t deep enough right now,” Sam
said. “I wish we could test it out.”

“Yeah, me, too.”
“Maybe we can drive somewhere tomorrow—to a ski run or some-

thing.”
“Could we really?” Darrell asked.
“Sure.” Sam looked at Jessica. “What do you think?”
“That’s okay with me. Darrell doesn’t have any classes for the next

few days, I understand. There’s a lot of fun things we can do.” She
paused and smiled, then slung her arm around Darrell’s shoulder. “But
why go all the way to a ski lodge? There’s always the front stairs.”

Sam and Darrell stared at her a moment. She shrugged and laughed,
and finally they did, too. That was a good feeling, she thought. Maybe
they had a long way to go, but this time she really felt hopeful.
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C h a p t e r  Fo u rt e e n

J ames ran up the path and pulled open the side door 
to the church. A few members of the congregation who had

arrived early for the service cast him curious looks, but he simply nodded
and smiled in answer. It wasn’t hard. Ever since he had left Leigh and
the baby, he couldn’t seem to stop smiling.

He’d had just enough time to make a pit stop at Vera’s house, where
he put in a quick call to Ben, one of several since the night before, and
then rushed to shave, shower, and put on his suit. Now James tugged off
his overcoat as he swept into his office. He grabbed his vestments off the
coat rack in the corner, pulled the robe over his head, slung the scapular
around his neck, then checked the neck piece in the mirror. The scarf
was a special pattern and color today for Christmas. Every so often his
mind kept slamming into that fact: it was Christmas Day. His heart was
so full, his joy so deep, his relief so complete at having found Leigh, his
emotions overshadowed everything.

This had to be the best day of his life, certainly the best Christmas
he had ever known. Once again, he bowed his head and sent up a silent
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prayer of thanks for God’s answer to his prayers. James knew he had
been answered with a miracle, and he would live in gratitude to the end
of his days.

A knock on the door startled him and he spun around. Ben stood in
the doorway, smiling at him. “So, you made it. I knew you would. A full
seven minutes to spare too,” Ben noted, glancing at his watch.

“Miracles happen.”
“So I’ve heard.” Ben stepped forward and clasped James in a warm

embrace. “Merry Christmas, my friend.”
James nodded, too choked up to speak for a moment. “Merry

Christmas, Ben. Merry Christmas.”
He stepped back and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

“Look at me. . . . I’m a mess.”
“Par for the course, after what you’ve been through. I remember

when Carolyn had Rachel and Mark. I felt like sleeping for a week. You
would have thought I’d gone through the labor and delivery myself.”

James laughed. “Pacing all night is pretty exhausting, but I still feel
like I could run a marathon.”

“That, too.” Ben nodded wisely. “How was Leigh when you left?”
“She was great. Tired, of course, but great. The baby is so beautiful,

Ben. She’s unbelievable.”
“I can’t wait to meet her. Julia will be her name, did you say?”
“That’s right. Leigh named her after her mother.”
Calling from the hospital that morning, James had already told Ben

the basic facts of Leigh’s story. James still wanted to talk the situation
over at length—Ben always offered such a wise, rational perspective—
but there was no time for that now.

“I suppose you’ll be running right back to the hospital after the ser-
vice, but Carolyn and I wanted you to know that you’re more than wel-
come to join us at the house today.”

“Thanks, Ben. That’s a lovely invitation, but I will be going back to
spend the day with Leigh.”

“Understandably.” Ben patted James on the shoulder. “Well, time to
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start. I always love Christmas Day service, but this one is going to be
very special for me.”

The two ministers entered the sanctuary side by side, following the
chorus as they walked up the aisle, singing the opening hymn. They
took their seats and when the hymn was finished Ben stepped up to the
pulpit.

“Merry Christmas, everyone,” he began. “Before we start the service,
I’d like to make a few announcements. We have the final tallies from the
Christmas Fair and I want to thank everyone who gave their time and
effort. It was an ambitious idea to hold it over two days, and a consider-
able amount of extra work was needed to pull it off. The good news is,
it was a great success and we should all be proud. The bad news is, it was
a great success and we’ll most likely be doing the same again next year—
or maybe even shooting for three days, heaven help us.”

The congregation groaned and laughed at Ben’s remarks, and James
smiled. Yet, though only a week’s time had passed since the fair, he could
hardly recall it. Last Saturday seemed like a dream to him, a bad dream.
It was the day Leigh had left town and his heart had been broken; that
was all he would ever remember.

“The Outreach Committee and the deacons met over this past
week,” Ben went on, “and they have determined that this year the prof-
its from the fair, nearly ten thousand dollars, will be donated to the
Helping Hands Mission in Nicaragua.”

James sat bolt upright. Did Ben just say that the church was going to
send his mission ten thousand dollars? Ben caught his eye and smiled,
and he knew that he had.

James got to his feet in a daze of happy astonishment. Ben urged
him forward and he stumbled up the few steps to the pulpit. He took a
deep breath, trying to organize his delirious thoughts into some sort of
coherent sentence. “I’m overwhelmed,” he finally admitted. “I don’t
know what to say, except that right now I must be the most blessed man
on the face of the earth. I thank you all, from the bottom of my heart,
for your generosity, your kindness, and your Christian spirit. I thank
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you on behalf of those at the mission, who will see their lives trans-
formed by this gift, this miracle of generosity—of God’s love and His
spirit at work in the world.”

James stood tall and looked out at the faces of the congregation, see-
ing their warm, familiar smiles and sensing their gentle, silent answers.

“I feel God’s love in this room right now because of all of you. I
guess that’s what Christmas is all about. So I thank you for reminding
me and for that gift, too. May God bless each and every one of you.”

James bowed his head to say a silent blessing over the group then
stepped back to his seat, feeling his legs weak and rubbery.

Ben returned to take his place and led the group in the first prayer.
James’s thoughts were spinning. How much he could do with this
money back at the mission! Dozens of projects sprang to mind. Then he
thought of Leigh and Julia. How could he leave them? He couldn’t. Not
now, not ever. Would Leigh return with him to Nicaragua? That seemed
too much to ask of any woman and besides, there was so little settled
between them right now. . . .

He sat back and forced his mind to put aside his worries. Haven’t
you learned anything at all from these past few days and all you’ve been
through? Have faith, James. Take one step at a time and have faith that it
will all work out for the best. “All things work together for good to them that
love God . . . ,” he recalled. The simple verse from Romans could never
have seemed any truer than it did today.

He felt relieved that he wasn’t giving today’s sermon—he knew he
would have been too distracted—but when Ben stepped up to the pulpit
James focused with complete interest, eager to hear what his friend had
to say.

“Merry Christmas, everyone,” Ben greeted the congregation. “You
know, no matter how old we get, I think we still wake up on Christmas
morning with that tingle of anticipation. Or at least, we think back to
the time when we were children, or relive that feeling by watching our
children and grandchildren. I guess you might say that Christmas is the
season of Great Expectations.
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“One year, I recall, I asked Santa for a pony. . . .” He paused, smil-
ing in response to the laughter that rippled through his audience. “No
matter how my parents tried to gently steer me toward something more
realistic, like a baseball mitt or roller skates, I wanted a pony and I
believed that Santa was going to deliver it to me.” He shrugged and
grinned. “Why not? I had been a good boy, done my chores, gotten
good grades. I had only been in one scrape in the schoolyard, and the
other kid started it, of course.” The congregation laughed again and Ben
continued. “So you’ve already guessed how this story ends. I didn’t find
a pony under the tree. I did find a baseball mitt, roller skates, a big book
about horses, too, I think. Was I disappointed? Oh, you bet. But perhaps
not any more so than my dear mother, who had wanted my father to
buy her a bottle of French perfume—Chanel Number Five, I think it
was. Well, the poor woman ended up with an electric coffeepot—or was
that the year of the gardening tools? My father couldn’t help himself, no
matter how plainly my mother asked for what she wanted. He thought a
Christmas gift should be a useful thing. He didn’t know the first thing
about buying perfume.” Many men in the audience were grinning
sheepishly, James noticed.

“Sometimes gifts are perfect, of course,” Ben went on. “And some-
times they even exceed our expectations. But what is the spirit of Christ-
mas, really? Anticipation . . . and disappointment? Expensive, jaw-
dropping gifts that overwhelm us? Disillusionment when we don’t find
that pony and plain blindness to the pile of gifts we do receive? Fretting
over our endless to-do lists and gifts lists, wondering if we’ve gotten the
right size and color, if we’ve spent too little or too much? Feeling tired
and empty before the party has even begun? That’s the prevailing spirit
for some of us, I know.”

He paused and gazed out at the congregation. “This morning, we
each received a gift that never disappoints, a gift that always fits, a gift
that embodies the true spirit of Christmas—the very essence of the first
Christmas. ‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten
Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have ever-
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lasting life.’ ” Ben paused to let the familiar yet powerful words sink in.
“God’s gift of unconditional love, His love and His forgiveness. And
through His love, we are connected to the world and given the power to
love and forgive others. That, to me, is the true spirit of this season, the
spirit we need to draw upon and put into action the whole year through.

“Think of the shepherds, guarding their flocks in the fields that dark
night Jesus was born. And the wise men, how they heard of the birth
and followed the star, believing the Scriptures had finally been realized.
That is the spirit of Christmas, too. Great expectations that God’s
promise would be fulfilled. In the middle of the dark night, they went
forward on faith, following a star, trusting and believing they would be
led to the right place. That is the true spirit of Christmas, too, I think.
To look up at the stars and see God’s love and to keep moving forward
on faith. That’s what it means to me to keep the spirit of Christmas in
our hearts every day.”

He stood back and took a breath, his hands braced on either side of
the podium. “May God bless you all. Now, let us bow our heads in
prayer. . . .”

James prayed along with the congregation, feeling the power of
Ben’s Christmas message deep in his heart. These past weeks he had
learned something about unconditional love—and about moving for-
ward in faith, too.

Leigh had the oddest feeling as James drove them toward Mead-
owlark Lane on Sunday morning, as if her past and present were coming
together. Memories surfaced of the first night he had driven her to Vera’s
house, after their accident. But of course, that night had been quite differ-
ent—dark and snowy, whereas today was bright and clear. James had been
a stranger and she had sat stiffly beside him, afraid to say a word, with no
idea of where she was or where she was going. Now she sat in back, feeling
overwhelming love for James and finding every bend of the road famil-
iar—and still marveling at the strange and mysterious turns life takes.
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Julia slept soundly in her car seat, swaddled in a hooded fleece snow-
suit and tucked cozily under several blankets. Leigh had read that it was
safer for infants to face backwards in a car, but she felt uncomfortable
sitting up front, not being able to see Julia’s face. James had understood
perfectly and didn’t mind at all chauffeuring them. In fact, he had
insisted. Julia had arrived in the world only three days ago, but Leigh
knew her daughter could not have found a more attentive, loving
guardian if the child had picked him out from heaven above while float-
ing around in some angelic state. Or maybe Julia had done just that,
Leigh reflected with a secret smile. It would explain a lot.

She glanced over at James, catching his strong profile as he stared out
at the road ahead. She did love him with all her heart. They had some
difficult decisions to make, some challenges ahead, but she felt so hope-
ful now. She was hopeful about her life again, because he was part of it.
She hadn’t felt that way in such a long time; it still seemed unbelievable
to her that they had managed to find a way back to each other.

“We’re almost there,” James said as the turn for Meadowlark Lane
came into sight. “Vera was so excited this morning, she was spraying
everything in sight with disinfectant. I barely escaped being sanitized
myself.”

Leigh laughed, though inside she felt a twinge of nerves. It was dif-
ficult to face Vera again. So far, they had only spoken over the phone—
after James sat down with Vera and explained things. When Leigh had
finally talked to her, Vera had sounded her usual self, asking questions
about the baby and Leigh’s recovery. She seemed to assume Leigh would
be returning, yet Leigh still felt misgivings. So much had been left
unsaid.

As the car pulled up the drive and came to a stop, Leigh saw the side
door swing open. Vera stood watching them, an eager expression light-
ing her face.

Everyone is excited to see Julia, no matter what they feel about me,
Leigh thought. Though she’d never realized it before, a newborn baby
was the perfect ambassador.
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Leigh started to unfastened the car seat that doubled as a baby car-
rier, but James poked his head in from the other door. “You go ahead.
This contraption is heavier than it looks. I’ll carry the baby.”

She nodded and swallowed hard then slipped out of the car and
started toward Vera.

“So you’re back. I can hardly believe it.” Vera’s voice sounded
breathless and her eyes looked glassy with unshed tears. Did Vera really
care for me that much? Leigh wondered, feeling a fresh stab of guilt.

“It’s okay, I hope,” Leigh started nervously. “I mean, James said it
was. But I don’t think I ever asked you.” Leigh looked down at the
ground a moment then straight into the older woman’s blue-gray eyes.
“I’m sorry for deceiving you, Vera, and for deceiving everyone. . . . Do
you think you can forgive me?”

Vera’s chin trembled and Leigh saw that she was crying. “Well, to be
perfectly honest with you, I’ve wondered about that myself.”

Vera stopped to sniffle into a hankie and Leigh held her breath. If
Vera couldn’t forgive her, she would have to accept that, but it made her
heart ache to think she’d hurt the older woman so badly.

“I’ve given it some thought and prayed about it, too,” Vera went on.
“And I finally decided I can forgive you. And I do.”

Leigh released her breath and felt her whole body relax in a whoosh
of relief. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “Oh, Vera, thank you.”

“I was fit to be tied when you ran off, without even a word or a note
to say good-bye. James must have told you how I acted. But when I
heard what you’d been through . . . well, of course I understand, dear.”
She shook her head and took Leigh’s hands in her own. “Can you forgive
me for hanging up the phone on you?” She glanced over Leigh’s shoul-
der at James, who was standing nearby. “I don’t know if James ever will.
You should have seen the look in his eye. Not befitting a minister, I’ll tell
you that much. I guess I ought to count my blessings I’m still standing
here in one piece.”

James’s burst of laughter suddenly lightened the mood and Leigh
had to smile. “We should all count our blessings, if you ask me.” He,
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stepped forward, presenting Julia in the baby carrier. She was still fast
asleep with just a small bit of her face and the tip of her nose visible
under all the blankets.

Leigh watched Vera practically melt on the doorstep. “There she is!
Oh . . . my word. What a little dumpling! Look at that face . . . ,” she
cooed softly. She quickly stepped aside to usher them in. “Bring her in!
Bring her right upstairs. Everything’s ready.”

James carried Julia inside and then up the staircase to the room that
adjoined Leigh’s bedroom, where they had stored the baby gifts after the
shower. Leigh remembered the scene as a jumble of boxes and now
stepped inside, gazing around with amazement. The walls had been
painted a soft buttery yellow, the moldings and trim bright white. Tie-
back curtains with an animal print in pastel colors covered the windows,
and a plush area rug cushioned each step. The crib, complete with flan-
nel sheets, quilted bumpers, and a colorful mobile floating above, was set
up near the door that connected to her bedroom, and there was also a
changing table, a toy chest, and a rocker in a corner.

“You can arrange it as you please, of course,” Vera said. “But I
thought the crib would be best away from the windows. You don’t want
her sleeping under a draft.”

“This is beautiful, Vera. Thank you so much. James told me he put
the crib and a few other things together, but I had no idea . . .”

Vera nodded, looking pleased. “It wasn’t easy, believe me. I rushed
right back from my daughter’s house the day after Christmas. Luckily,
they kept you in the hospital a few days. I hope you like the color. The
fellow in the hardware store told me parents don’t go for blue or pink
anymore. Yellow is sort of—equal. And cheerful, too.”

“It’s very cheerful. It’s like sunshine. You did a wonderful job, thank
you.” Leigh reached out and squeezed Vera’s hand.

“Somebody wants her mommy.” James had the baby cradled on his
shoulder and now carried her over to Leigh. Julia seemed a little fretful,
but settled down again quickly once Leigh held her in her arms.
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“Look at that, she knows you already.” Vera’s voice was hushed as
she gazed down at the baby. “Does she need to eat?”

Leigh shook her head. “Not for a few hours. I think she wants to
sleep some more.”

“Probably. They sleep all day at this stage.” Vera stood quietly a
moment, gazing down at the baby, then looked up at Leigh. “I’m glad
you’ve come home, Leigh. We missed you.”

Leigh felt a lump in her throat. “Me, too, Vera.”
“You put her down for her nap. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need

anything.”
“I guess I’ll go down, too,” James said. He leaned over and dropped

a quick kiss on Julia’s forehead; then, with a small smile, he kissed
Leigh’s cheek before he stepped away and left the room.

Leigh cradled Julia to her shoulder and gently swayed from side to
side. She hummed a quiet tune and gazed around the yellow nursery.
She soon felt the baby’s body grow heavy and slack against her and knew
she had fallen asleep. She laid Julia down in her new crib and covered
her with a blanket. Then she sat in the nearby rocker and watched her
sleep, her tiny pink fist curled up against her cheek.

This is our home now, Leigh thought. Julia and I have finally come
home.

A short time later, she found James in the living room. He was sit-
ting on the couch, reading a newspaper. A fire crackled in the hearth.

He smiled and looked up as she entered. “Was she fussy?”
Leigh walked over and sat down beside him, setting down the baby

monitor on the lamp table. “Not at all. She fell right back asleep again.”
“So far so good.” James put his arm around her shoulder and she set-

tled back against him. She gazed at the Christmas tree, which was still
up on the other side of the room.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.
Leigh shrugged. She didn’t want to answer, then forced herself to be

truthful. “About the night we decorated the tree.”
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“And I kissed you?” he finished for her.
She felt herself blush. “Yes . . . but more about putting the angel on

top. I made a wish then. That was what I always used to do when I was
a kid.”

She had made a wish, out of habit and reminiscing for bygone days,
but she had never dreamed it could come true.

He turned his head to look at her fully. “What did you wish for?”
“To be safe again. To have my baby be born healthy and to finally

stop running and be able to start my life over.”
James was very quiet. She tried to read his expression but couldn’t

tell what he was thinking. “Do you feel it’s come true, Leigh? Do you
believe you and Julia are safe here?”

Leigh sighed. “I do feel safe with you, James—safe in this house and
in this town. But I’ve given it some thought and I’ve decided that I have
to get in touch with Martin. He is Julia’s natural father, and he has a
right to know her. I’m just afraid of what might happen when I do.”

James nodded. “I understand, and I admire you for making that
decision. You do need to face your ex-husband and settle this once and
for all. But you’re also right to be wary, so I’ve spoken to a lawyer in
town on your behalf, asked him a few questions about the situation. I
hope you don’t mind?”

“Of course not. What did he say?”
“Well, he’s not an expert in the area. But when I told him your story,

he thought you had solid grounds for keeping custody. Your husband’s
abuse was documented in your divorce, I think you said, and the way
he’s chased you down these past months is basically stalking. Not to
mention paying these private detectives to defame your character. The
lawyer thought, all things considered, the situation might never go to
court. Your husband should settle without fighting it. Didn’t you tell me
that Martin was also having some legal problems with his business?”

“Yes, it’s quite serious. There was more in the newspaper just yester-
day.”
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“In that case, he might not want a big messy custody battle going on
as well. I think the first thing to do, though, is find good representation
for you, someone who really knows this area of the law. My friend in
town gave me a few names. We can get some advice and take it from
there.” James took Leigh’s hand in his own. “I know this will be very
hard for you, but try to think of it as the last hurdle. We’ll get through
it, and you’ll never have to worry again.”

Leigh gazed into his eyes. It would be hard to finally face down Mar-
tin. But with James beside her, she felt her courage returning.

“I can do it. If you help me.”
“Every step of the way. With the good Lord’s help, too,” he added.

He leaned over and lightly kissed her hair.
Leigh rested her head against his shoulder. “And what’s going to

happen after that, James?” she asked quietly. “After you help me deal
with Martin, I mean. Will you return to the mission soon?”

“Yes . . . the mission. That’s a bit complicated. . . .”
Leigh lifted her head and turned to face him. “I just want you to

know that I understand what your work means to you. I mean, I try to
understand. And I don’t want you to feel that you’re forced now to make
a choice between staying here with me and Julia and going back. I know
how you feel about us. I believe everything you’ve said to me, James. But
I want you to do what you need to do, whatever will make you happy. I
don’t want you to stay here out of some sense of—of obligation or duty.
I could never be happy that way.”

James touched her cheek. “Obligation? I love you, Leigh, with all my
heart. You’re a gift from above. The truth is, I’ve been unwilling to face
the facts about my health for a long time. And those facts are that I’m
still dealing with the aftermath of malaria, and it will be a long time
before my body is sound enough to return to the kind of life I had in
Nicaragua. That’s the bottom line. I’ve just been too scared to face it.
Now that I have you and Julia, though, I don’t feel so frightened any-
more. I think, with God’s help, I can sort it all out. There are people in
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need all over the world. Right here in this country, in fact. I don’t have
to travel halfway around the globe to continue my work, and I don’t
have to abandon my calling entirely.”

Leigh stared into his eyes, knowing there was one more truth to tell.
“I don’t know if I could do the kind of work you do, James. I don’t
know if I’m cut out for that kind of life. But I’d be willing to try, if you
want me to.”

James looked surprised and pleased. “All right, I may take you up on
that offer someday. We’ll work it out, one way or the other—but
together. You know, in Ben’s sermon on Christmas Day he said some-
thing that really stayed with me. He said that even in our darkest hour,
we should always remember to keep our eyes fixed on the brightest star
and walk forward in faith. And with God’s love to guide us, we’ll be led
on, step by step, to the right place.”

“That’s lovely, James. I’ll try to remember that,” she promised.
“So will I. But if I forget, you remind me, all right?”
He smiled then pulled her close. Leigh melted into his strong

embrace, feeling loved and secure, happy and hopeful. Finally, at peace
in her heart.

“Do you think you’re ready to tell him?” Sam spoke in a hushed
voice as he walked over to the kitchen table where Jessica was setting out
sandwiches for lunch.

Darrell was in the den, watching a Star Wars video. He had spent a
good part of every day with them since Christmas, and just the night
before, when they dropped him off at the center, Luke had pulled them
aside to deliver big news: Darrell’s mother had decided to sign Darrell
into foster care. Jessica and Sam had already agreed between themselves
that they wanted to foster Darrell, so Luke suggested they talk to Darrell
and then begin the process of applying to be his guardians.

Now that everything was falling into place, Jessica felt a little ner-
vous too—mainly because she was still unsure of how Darrell felt about
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her. She knew that it took time to build a trusting bond. She had fum-
bled things badly the first time around; she desperately want to get them
right this time.

She thought about Sam’s question. “I guess so. Luke said we ought
to tell him and talk it over today, so it won’t be a total surprise when the
social worker comes to speak with him tomorrow.”

“He hasn’t asked me any questions outright, but I think he knows
something’s going on.”

“Because I’ve been so nice to him, you mean?” Jessica asked with a
nervous laugh.

Sam shook his head. “No, silly . . . well . . . maybe a little. I mean, I
think Darrell thought you didn’t like him and all this attention has him
wondering.”

“I understand. I just hope that over time he’ll see that I’m sincere.
It’s hard to put my feelings into words, Sam. I don’t know how to
explain it to him. But I do know that, deep inside, something’s really
changed. It’s like some switch in my heart just flipped over one day. I’m
glad we’re going through with this. I want us to take Darrell in and to
care for him as much as I wanted a baby.”

Sam stared at her and blinked. “Well, that says it all, I guess.” He
reached out and rested his hands on her shoulders. “I owe you an apology.”

“For what?”
“I was hard on you, Jessica. When you had the miscarriage, I acted

like you were the one who needed comforting and everything was fine
with me. I couldn’t admit that I was hurting, too, and that I was scared
we might not have the family I wanted so badly.”

“Oh, Sam—”
“Let me finish, please. I think—originally—maybe I did get focused

on Darrell as a way of avoiding our problems. But then I really got to
know him and I got attached and I just expected you to feel the same
way I did. I couldn’t see what was going on at the time. But I should
have been more understanding about what you were going through and
more considerate of your feelings, and I’m sorry for all of that.”
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Jessica put her arms around the man she loved so much. “It’s all
right. We were both dealing with a lot.” She laughed softly. “Think of it
this way. Now we’re ending up with two children instead of just one.
That’s a good start, don’t you think?”

“Plenty for me.” Sam held her close and she rested against him. “I
think this is all going to work out.” His tone was soft with excitement.
“I’m praying it will.”

“Me, too,” she admitted. She heard footsteps approaching and
opened her eyes to find Darrell standing in the doorway, watching them.

“You guys kissing again?”
“Kind of gross, huh?” Sam guessed.
Darrell nodded emphatically. “Yuck.”
“I guess that’s one way of describing it,” Jessica said with a grin.

With one arm slung around Sam’s waist, she opened her other arm,
beckoning the boy forward. “Come here, Darrell.”

Darrell didn’t move. He looked confused, as if he didn’t under-
stand, or couldn’t quite believe, that she was welcoming him into their
embrace.

Sam also held an arm out to the boy. “Come over here, buddy. We
just want to give you a hug, too.”

Darrell gave them both a tentative smile then walked over to where
they stood, stopping a few steps short of his mark.

“It’s okay,” Jessica coaxed him. She stepped closer to him and put
her arm around his shoulder and stroked his hair. Sam slung his arm
around Darrell from the opposite side, so that together, they formed a
complete circle.

“We’re happy to have you with us, Darrell. We really are,” she said.
Darrell tolerated about twenty seconds of hugging before saying,

“Uh—isn’t it time for lunch?” They broke apart and Darrell rolled his
eyes at them, and Jessica wondered if once again she’d done the wrong
thing. But as Darrell sat down at the table he gave them both a smile that
left no room for doubt—it was pure happiness.

The three of them dug into their sandwiches. Darrell combined two
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into a peanut-butter-and-jelly-and-ham-and-cheese hybrid, and seemed
quite proud of himself when Jessica told him it was gross.

Sam waited until the boy had finished eating, then said, “We’d like
to talk to you about something, Darrell, something sort of serious.” Jes-
sica felt her heartbeat pick up its pace. “I know Luke told you this morn-
ing that your mother has decided to let you live with a foster family, so
you can be cared for while she’s trying to get well again.”

Darrell nodded, his expression suddenly serious. “Yeah, he told me
that.”

“Well, Jessica and I would like you to come and live here with us.
We’re not sure yet if that’s the way it’s going to work out. But we’re fill-
ing out all the papers and doing what we need to do. Would that be okay
with you?”

Darrell’s eyes widened in shock. “Live here with you? Me? Like,
every day and night, too?”

Jessica had to smile at his reaction. “Every day and night, too. You
would have your own bedroom—that spare room at the top of the
stairs. We’ll fix it up, just for you.”

“Wow . . . awesome. . . .” He stared at Jessica, then back at Sam
again, looking as if he still didn’t quite believe it. “Of course I want to
live with you guys. What do you think—I’m crazy or something?”

Sam’s grin stretched from ear to ear. “Well, we thought you might
like the idea. But we had to ask, just to be sure.”

“Thank you, Sam. Thank you for working this out for me. I’m
going to be really good from now on. You’ll see.” Darrell glanced over at
Jessica, as if she was the one who might doubt his words.

Sam reached over and rested his hand on Darrell’s shoulder. “Jes-
sica’s the one who really got the ball rolling, Darrell. I think you ought
to thank her, too.”

Jessica felt suddenly self-conscious, especially when Darrell looked at
her curiously, as if he were trying to figure out if what Sam said was true.

He seemed to think it over and reach a decision. “Uh, thanks, Jes-
sica. I’m going to be really good. From now on, I promise.”
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“I know you will, Darrell. I know you’ll try your best. But don’t
worry. We don’t expect perfection around here. Nobody’s perfect. Not
even Sam,” she added with a teasing grin.

She tilted her head to one side as she caught the boy’s eye. “I know
our relationship got off to a bad start, Darrell. But I’m going to try my
best now too. I think we can be really great friends. I’m sorry for the way
I acted toward you. I think I just didn’t expect a little boy in my life,”
she admitted.

“That’s okay. . . . I was a little mean to you sometimes, too. Because
Sam likes you so much, I guess. I guess I was just jealous or something.”

Jessica had suspected as much but was surprised to see that Darrell
could be so honest about his feelings. Maybe he was starting to trust her.

“Let’s just start off again with a clean slate. And if you come to live
with us, I’ll tell you one thing, you never have to be jealous. There’ll
always be enough love to go around.”

Sam glanced across the table with a loving look and she felt his silent
approval.

“Guess what, Darrell,” he said. “Jessica is going to have a baby in
August. What do you think about that?”

“I like babies. That’s cool.”
Jessica grinned. “Yeah . . . I think it’s pretty cool, too. I think we’re

going to have a pretty cool family.”
Sam laughed at her and squeezed her hand. She felt his happiness,

almost too much to contain. There were going to be a lot of changes for
them in the new year, she reflected. But after all, that’s what life was all
about, wasn’t it? No matter how carefully you scheduled and planned,
you had to keep your mind and heart open to the unexpected ways God
answered prayers. Maybe that’s what she had learned from all of this,
Jessica thought as she gazed fondly at Darrell. And to think, she could
have missed out on so much adventure and so much joy.

* * *
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It was clear and sunny out, not a cloud in sight. That was all
she really cared about, Emily realized. She tilted her head to glance out
the bedroom window, checking the sky for what must have been the
hundredth time since dawn. She hadn’t slept a wink, worrying about the
weather, despite the fact that the forecasts had called for a dry, cold spell
for days to come. But this was, after all, New England, what did fore-
casts know?

Dan had laughed at her. “It won’t dare snow on our wedding day.”
And when that pronouncement failed to calm her, he’d added, “So we’ll
get hit with a few snow flakes. They say it’s good luck.”

She had never heard that bit of folklore and was sure he was making
it up. Tossing and turning all night, all she could think about was how,
if it did snow, the only one who would be happy would be her mother,
who would undoubtably take it as evidence that she was, once again,
right. To Lillian it would be proof that Emily’s daring nuptial plan was
ridiculous, sheer insanity, an event that would make them all laughing-
stocks.

But the sun did shine, giving Emily great hope that her ambitious
scheme might triumph after all.

She turned back to the mirror and lifted the mascara wand toward
her eyes. Her hand shook wildly and she decided it was best to go with-
out that final coat. Her hair didn’t look quite right, either, she thought.
The salon had made it too . . . fluffy or something. She wasn’t used to
the way it looked and hoped her headpiece would smash it down a bit.
Her suit had been a good choice, she thought. Cream-colored wool,
with a short jacket that had a nipped-in waist and a satin shawl collar,
paired with a long skirt. Betty had spotted it for her; she had such a
wonderful eye for clothes. Emily added a set of pearl earrings but left her
throat bare.

The doorbell rang. It must be Jessica, coming to pick her up in the
limo. Emily was glad her sister had arrived early. She needed help with
the headpiece—and a calming presence.
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Emily swung open the door, glad to see Jessica but surprised to see
her daughter, Sara, there as well.

“Is everything all right? I thought you were going to pick up your
grandmother.”

“I did.” Sara glanced back over her shoulder. “But she didn’t want to
ride in my little car. She demanded a seat in the limo.”

“She’s in there, right now? All alone?”
“The driver is waiting with her,” Jessica explained. “Though I doubt

Mother will condescend to have a conversation with him.”
“Oh, dear . . . well, we’ll have to give him a bigger tip, I suppose.

Where’s Sam?”
“He’s in town, helping Dan make sure everything is set up right. I

told Mother to come in, but she insisted on waiting,” Jessica added. She
shrugged. “At least we won’t be holding up everything, wondering if
she’s coming at all.”

Emily knew Jessica was thinking back to her own wedding day,
when their mother had made a dramatic, last-minute entrance.

“Good point. Well, I won’t be long. I just need some help with this
headpiece. Look at my hair,” she moaned as she closed the door. “I don’t
know what happened. . . .”

“You look beautiful, Emily. Don’t be silly.” Sara leaned over and
kissed her cheek, and Emily felt instantly cheered.

“She’s right. You’re an absolute knockout. Where’s the headpiece? I
have some bobby pins in my purse in case you need them.”

Jessica and Sara followed Emily into her bedroom, and she allowed
them to work on her, as bridesmaids were supposed to do.

A short time later, Jessica glanced at the bedroom clock. “That’s it,
Emily. We promised Dan you wouldn’t be late.”

“I promised him, too . . . though he might die of shock if I actually
do get there on time.”

Emily picked up her tiny handbag and cream-colored satin gloves.
The florist had delivered their bouquets a few hours earlier, and now she
handed out the flowers: cream-colored roses clustered with pale peach
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phlox and miniature off-white orchids. There was also an orchid corsage
for her mother.

Jessica took the clear box. “I’ll give it to her, though I don’t think
she’ll want any pins in her fur coat.”

Emily laughed. “It could use a few pins if you ask me. It’s practically
falling to pieces.”

They finally left the house and walked out to the car, where the uni-
formed driver opened the door and waited to help them in. Emily
searched his face but saw no sign that he’d been traumatized by Lillian.
Maybe her luck was holding.

The back of the limo was the size of a sitting room, Emily thought
as she slid inside. Her mother looked very small, perched in one corner
of the bench seat that faced to the rear. Lillian sat huddled in her volu-
minous mink coat and matching hat, both of which harkened back to a
style decades past.

“Well, there you are. Finally. I thought you were having second
thoughts in there or something.”

“Hello, Mother.” Emily settled herself on the rear seat, facing for-
ward. Jessica sat beside her and Sara sat next to her grandmother.

“Well, fasten your seat belts. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.” Lillian
cackled at her joke, a quote from an old Bette Davis movie.

Sara refused to let her grandmother get away with such pessimism.
“Doesn’t Emily look beautiful, Lillian? That suit is perfect for her.”

Lillian surveyed her oldest daughter with a critical eye. “Not bad.
Very nice lines. I’m glad to see you chose something sensible. No use
dressing up like Cinderella going to the ball at your age.”

“Emily could have worn a gown if she’d wanted to.” Jessica tugged
off her gloves and frowned at her mother.

“What did I say? Why is everyone so touchy today? I’m just trying
to pay her a compliment, for goodness’ sake.”

Sara laughed. “Sometimes it is hard to tell, Lillian, you have to
admit.”

Sara caught Emily’s eye and Emily had to grin.
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“I’ll admit nothing of the sort.” Lillian huffed and rearranged her
coat over her bony knees. “I was going to compliment the flowers as
well, but now I’m in fear of rubbing someone the wrong way. So I won’t
say anything at all.”

Emily noticed the corsage on the seat between her and Jessica. She
picked it up and held it out to Lillian. “Here, Mother, I almost forgot.
Here are some flowers for you.”

Lillian took the plastic box in her hands and gazed down at it. “An
orchid. How thoughtful of you. It’s not the most practical choice for an
outdoor affair in this weather, however. I think I’ll put it on later, so it
won’t freeze and then turn to mush.”

Emily met her gaze but didn’t answer. Her house was less than a
mile from the center of town, but the ride seemed agonizingly long. She
twisted her gloves in her hands and glanced out the window. The limou-
sine couldn’t travel on some of the narrow side roads, so they had been
forced to take a less direct route.

Lillian cleared her throat. “I have something for you, too, Emily.”
Emily felt her heartbeat quicken as she saw her mother’s hands flutter
around the black leather clutch on her lap.

Was she going to take out the pearls? Emily wondered. Or was she
just baiting her? During all the time she had been planning the wedding,
her mother had never once mentioned the necklace. The wedding pearls
were a family heirloom, prized by Lillian, who had been denied wearing
them herself when she eloped with Emily and Jessica’s father. They had
come into Lillian’s possession later, when both her parents had passed
away. They were one of the few treasures she had inherited after her
wealthy family cut her off when she married Oliver Warwick against
their wishes.

Lillian had nearly denied Jessica the use of the pearls because she
disapproved so strongly of Sam Morgan. But finally she had given in
and Jessica had carried on the family tradition. Emily knew that, despite
her barbs, Lillian actually did approve of Dan. Still, her mother nursed
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old grievances and had never entirely forgiven Emily for running off at
age eighteen and marrying Tim Sutton, Sara’s father.

Emily had to admit, she did want to wear the pearls. She had per-
haps even chosen her bridal outfit with that piece of jewelry in mind.
But she would never admit it to her mother. She had promised herself
that if her mother didn’t mention the pearls, she wouldn’t either.

“I don’t believe in all that ‘something borrowed, something blue’
business,” Lillian said as the limo turned on to Main Street and
approached the village green. “I had all the necessary ‘somethings’ on
my wedding day, and little good did it do me. But, at a certain stage in
life, one needs to be magnanimous, I suppose. While I disapprove of
this public spectacle you’ve chosen to subject us to, you may as well wear
the wedding pearls, Emily. I doubt you’ll have another chance at them,
quite frankly.”

Her mother thrust out a dark blue velvet box, her face averted so
that Emily couldn’t see her expression.

Emily didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She took the box and
opened it. There were the pearls, gleaming on their faded satin bed,
probably not worth a fortune, as her mother believed, but rich in
another kind of value altogether.

“Thank you, Mother. I do want to wear them,” Emily confessed.
As the limo pulled up to the green and came to a stop, Jessica took

the jewelry box from Emily’s hands. “Here, turn around. I’ll put them
on for you. Just in the nick of time.”

Emily turned her back to her sister and felt the cool necklace on her
skin. She touched her hand to her throat. “How do they look?”

“What a question! They look perfect. A bride isn’t dressed without
pearls.” Lillian shook her head in dismay. “If I taught you girls one
thing, it had to be that.”

Emily and Jessica glanced at each other, sharing a secret smile. “Yes,
Mother. I do believe you’re right,” Emily agreed. She leaned forward
and gave her mother a quick hug. “Thank you, Mother. Really.”
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Lillian shook her head, as if to shake off an unwanted sentimental
lapse. “You’re very welcome. Now, on with the show.”

Emily sent up a quick prayer for courage and stepped out of the car.
She felt her eyes widen in amazement. The sight that greeted her was
unbelievable. The green was absolutely filled with people. Though every
available folding chair within a ten-mile radius had been requisitioned
for the event, there were still more people standing than seated, all of
them circled around the white gazebo at the center of the park. It
seemed everyone in Cape Light—and all their distant relatives—had
shown up.

The gazebo had been decorated with flowers and garlands of green-
ery, and town’s grounds crew had set out a long green runner that
stretched from where she stood to the gazebo steps.

She spotted Dan in his morning coat and Reverend Ben at the end
of the aisle, waiting for her, and she felt her stomach flutter with nerves.

Sam came to greet them, looking like the leading man of an old-
time movie, Emily thought, in his tuxedo and high starched white collar.
He kissed her quickly on the check. “Happy wedding, Emily. Every-
thing’s set. We can start anytime.”

Emily swallowed hard. She felt everyone’s eyes on her. People waved
at her and lifted their children to see. Some of the faces were close
friends and some were strangers. She was used to making public appear-
ances at parades and town events, but this was different somehow. This
was her wedding day and these were her guests. She felt a certain, intan-
gible energy rising up out of the crowd, equal parts warmth, love, and
good wishes. She felt herself smiling in response, buoyed up by all the
goodwill that surrounded her.

It was certainly a strange, even crazy, idea to celebrate her wedding
this way, Emily thought. Her mother had not been totally off target
there.

But it’s the right way for me, she realized. She would look back on this
day with wonder for the rest of her life.
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“Sam, why don’t you bring Mother to her seat and we’ll start?” Jes-
sica suggested.

Sam sketched a little bow and offered his arm to Lillian.
“Wait. . . .” Emily stepped toward them. “I have another idea.

Would you like to wait up front and give me away, Mother?”
Emily had planned to bypass that tradition but now felt inspired.

Why not her mother? Even if she refuses, at least I’ve made the gesture.
Lillian stared at her curiously, suspiciously even, Emily thought.

“Well . . . I suppose I could do that. I am the mother of the bride, after
all. I should have some official capacity.”

Emily watched as Lillian took a firm hold of Sam’s arm and allowed
him to help her up the aisle. “This may take me a while,” she warned
Emily over her shoulder. “I’ll meet you at the other end.”

Finally, the music started, and the immense crowd simmered down
with respectful silence. Emily watched Sara and then Jessica proceed up
the aisle before her. She felt her legs get wobbly.

She pushed herself forward and began walking slowly, staring
straight ahead at first, then glancing from side to side. It was so much
fun spotting so many familiar faces; she couldn’t resist sending a nod or
a glance to so many friends and acquaintances who had come here today:
Sophie and Miranda Potter, Grace and Digger Hegman, Molly
Willoughby and her girls along with Dr. Harding and his daughter. A
little farther down she spotted Tucker and Fran Tulley and then Lucy
Bates, waving madly while Charlie stood beside her. He seemed to be
smiling a bit under his usual scowl, in spite of himself, Emily thought
with wonder. Had he actually abandoned his diner to see her get mar-
ried?

Toward the end of the aisle, she saw Carolyn Lewis, sitting with her
son, Mark. Rachel and Jack Anderson sat nearby, and next to them were
Reverend James Cameron and Leigh Baxter, her newborn baby in her
arms. Emily had heard the happy ending to that story and her smile
grew even wider at the sight.
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Finally, she reached the end of her journey. Her mother came to
stand beside her, as stoic as a soldier. Dan stood on the top step of the
gazebo, beaming down at her. He couldn’t have looked more handsome,
she thought, and she couldn’t have loved him more if she tried. He
walked down the steps with Reverend Ben, who stepped between them.

“Who gives this woman away to be married?” Reverend Ben asked.
“I do,” her mother said firmly. She turned to face Emily and Emily

saw her mother’s chin quiver. Her mother touched her shoulder then
leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “Be happy, dear. You’ve
earned it,” she said quietly.

Then she took Emily’s hand and gave it to Dan. “Take good care of
her. She’s a jewel, you know.”

Dan looked shocked speechless for a moment. “I will, Lillian.
Believe me.”

Sam came forward and helped Lillian to her seat, and Reverend Ben
led Emily and Dan up to the top step of the gazebo.

The blessings and readings went by in a blur. Emily kept thinking
she was glad she had decided to videotape the event, after all. Her mind
was spinning so wildly, she couldn’t take it all in.

“. . . And do you, Emily, promise to take Dan, for richer or poorer,
in sickness and in health, until death do you part?”

Emily stared into Dan’s eyes. “I do,” she said.
Simple words that somehow held all of her heart. She slipped his

wedding band onto his ring finger as he had already done for her.
They stood for a moment holding hands and gazing into each other’s

eyes. They were married and Emily felt wildly happy, floating ten feet
off the ground.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” Reverend Ben said in his
sonorous tones. “You may kiss the bride.”

Dan didn’t need to be told twice. He slipped his arm around her
waist and planted a deep kiss on her mouth that nearly made her swoon.

The crowd cheered and clapped and when Emily finally looked up
she found confetti and streamers flying through the air. Out on the
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dock, a cannon sounded. It was the town’s cast-iron antique, usually
reserved for the Revolutionary War enactments and the stroke of mid-
night on New Year’s Eve.

What a nice touch, she thought, and wondered who had arranged it.
It had to be one of her friends at the village hall. 

“Ready?” Dan asked her quietly.
“I’m ready if you are.”
He hooked her arm in his and they started down the steps, then

down the long aisle of onlookers. More confetti, birdseed, and streamers
pelted them. Friends burst through the ranks to give unauthorized hugs
and kisses and to shake Dan’s hand. Emily felt as if she’d just won the
presidential election, the Nobel Prize, and the Miss America Pageant, all
rolled into one. It was wild. It was rowdy. It was spontaneous. It was
pure joy and truly the happiest day of her life.

Just behind the noise of the crowd, she heard a dull hum. She
looked up at the sky and at a distance across the harbor, she spotted the
plane approaching. Sam, bless his heart, obviously heard it, too. It was
one of his jobs as a groomsman to make the announcement, and he now
jumped up to the microphone.

“Your attention, please. The bride and groom would like a photo-
graph with all their guests as a remembrance of this happy day. A plane
is approaching in about . . . thirty seconds, and we’re all going to be in
an aerial shot. Please stay right where you are. Everyone on the green
will be included. All you need to do is gather a little closer to the gazebo,
look up, and smile.”

Sam paused and looked over his shoulder, checking the horizon for
the plane’s progress. The group had gone relatively quiet now and every-
one could hear the low thrum of the small plane’s single engine.

Emily noticed people pointing up at the sky. Dan slung his arm
around her shoulder and shook his head. “You didn’t tell me about this.”

“It was Sara’s idea, a wedding gift. I couldn’t say no, could I?”
Dan laughed. “I guess not. . . . But don’t be surprised if it’s on the

front page of the Messenger tomorrow.”
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“Oh . . . goodness. I didn’t even think of that!”
Dan laughed at her surprise and hugged her even closer. “Too late

now.”
“Okay, here he comes,” Sam coached the crowd. “Five, four, three,

two, one! Everyone shout, ‘Good luck, Emily and Dan!’ ”
The crowd responded and just as the plane swooped low over the

green, Emily heard the roar.
“Good luck, Emily and Dan!”
Emily looked up too, conscious only of the great shout around her,

Dan’s loving embrace, and the clear blue sky above. She felt surrounded
by the love and goodwill of her family and friends and the joy of the
day, and she felt God’s love pouring down like the brilliant white sun-
shine.

She felt truly and deeply happy.
To live each day, aware and thankful of your blessings, that was the

secret, wasn’t it? Well, now she’d always have a picture to remind her.
With one arm raised, she waved as the plane passed overhead, know-

ing that this moment was one she’d never forget. It was etched upon her
heart forever.

23389_ch01.001-298.qxd  7/28/04  6:26 PM  Page 298




