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      Norma Wells didn’t know who to thank for the state of her silver anniversary party plans—Pinterest boards or her pastor’s wife. A quarter-century married to the same man should be celebrated in style. So what if she didn’t love him anymore?

      Norma blinked at the photo of the elaborate cake on her smart phone. No one would guess it was a Wells family recipe beneath all that fluff. After Tabitha Olson balked when Norma insisted on baking her own cake, Norma agreed to let a professional frost and decorate it.

      “It’s a landmark anniversary,” the pastor’s wife had argued, and Tabitha knew the pitfalls to matrimonial longevity.

      At least she had a daughter and grandchild to show for it.

      “Waiting for me again?” Her boss, Kyanna Patchett, stopped beside her elbow. “Is that for the party tomorrow?”

      Norma held her phone out to the principal. While Kyanna studied the photo, Norma clicked through the log out and shut down protocols on her desktop computer before fumbling with her bottom desk drawer. She shoved an open bag of sunflower seeds out of the way and grasped her well-used leather handbag.

      “What flavor?” Kyanna handed the phone back and sidled away so Norma could stand.

      “Secret family recipe.”

      Kyanna’s eyebrows shot up. “A nameless secret recipe?”

      Norma forced her lips to smile. “Maple spice cake.”

      The principal dipped her chin. “Hoping to spice things up, are you?”

      Norma tried to chuckle as she followed the well-built woman, only a couple years her junior, into the hallway. Kyanna fumbled with her keys and locked the office door.

      “Are Roth and Ariel attending the party with you?” Norma loved that her friend had found romance with one of the single parents. The two had been “an item” since October the previous year.

      Kyanna’s lips quirked into a smile. She held the outer door for Norma. “Of course. You are Ariel’s honorary aunt.”

      Norma loved the teenagers at the high school. She knew many of them from her first job as an attendance secretary at the Sweet Grove Elementary ten years ago. Her heart pinched. If only the Lord had seen fit to give her babies of her own.

      I’m trying not to be ungrateful, Lord.

      “She’s a good girl. I’m glad she’s turned things around.” Norma had supervised Ariel Stryker on numerous afternoons while she worked off her detention. When she’d started school in the fall, Ariel had fallen in with a rough crowd, but after a scary attack, she’d distanced herself from them. Finally, the teen formed cozy friendships with a few girls from the First Street Church youth group, but Norma still worried about her.

      “She’s a teenage girl, so she has her moments, but Roth is learning to deal with them.”

      “With your help.” Norma glanced over, noting the pink in her supervisor’s cheeks that had nothing to do with the early spring sunshine and everything to do with finding love.

      Her stomach knotted. She imagined shaking a finger at herself. Rather than envying those who found happiness in middle age, she should be rejoicing with them. Didn’t the Bible say as much?

      I’m becoming a bitter old woman.

      The pair reached their vehicles. Norma groped for the handle on the old white truck she used so Herman could commute to Austin in the newer sedan.

      “Any big plans for tonight?” Norma faced Kyanna, who paused in the open door of her cute Toyota SUV.

      “Dinner and movies at Roth’s house later.”

      “Have fun.”

      Kyanna waved. “See you tomorrow.” She ducked inside the front seat.

      Norma waited until Kyanna drove off before opening her own door. The hinges squealed. She tossed her purse onto the bench seat and grasped the handle above the open door. With a push from the ball of her foot, she heaved into the cab, ducking to avoid beaning herself on the door frame. Its cracked rubber lining smoothed along her poofy brunette hair as she settled into her seat.

      Her breath hitched in her chest, and she leaned her head back, gasping a few times. Those extra twenty pounds were starting to make a difference in her movements. Was it any wonder her husband couldn’t be bothered to come home except on the weekend?

      Norma slammed the door and slid the key into the ignition. She hadn’t been either old nor fat when she’d first suspected he could be stepping out on her. At the time, he’d spent half of every month in the New Mexico office and half in the Austin office. Even once he’d been reassigned full-time to the Texas capital, he only came home on weekends.

      You can’t expect a man to go without sex for weeks on end. Her mother’s non-attempt at comforting Norma so many years ago rang in her mind. Norma hadn’t bothered to mention the truth: she gave Herman as much intimacy as he wanted whenever he was home, and he always seemed satisfied.

      She feared what drove him into another woman’s arms was the fact that Norma couldn’t get pregnant. They’d planned to fill their home with four children—three boys and a girl. In preparation, she’d never worked an outside job until years of futile attempts hadn’t netted her a full-term pregnancy. Oh, he’d grumbled about her taking a job, but he couldn’t expect her to sit at home with no one to take care of while he lived elsewhere most of the time.

      When she turned the key, the engine grated and coughed before roaring to life. Today was Friday, and Herman would come home. She’d filled the Crock-Pot with a whole chicken and a variety of vegetables, and she intended to whip up a batch of dumplings. Cooking was one thing she could do.

      Norma worked hard to keep Herman satisfied in every way, and she could still hear her mother goading her when anything slipped. But she couldn’t make a baby grow in her womb.

      What would you say to that, Mama?

      She cranked the window up so her hair wouldn’t be mussed. Herman wanted his wife looking put together, like the women from those black and white television shows they’d grown up watching.

      Everything she struggled to perform perfectly for him could never outweigh the empty rooms in their rambling farmhouse.

      Norma stifled a yawn. After twenty-five years, she was tired of trying to please the husband she’d vowed to honor, cherish, and obey for a lifetime.
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      Herman Wells stared through the dusty windshield, lips curled into a scowl. Townspeople, churchgoers mostly, teemed around the yard and into the fellowship area of First Street Church, where the women of the church had organized a silver wedding anniversary party for him and his wife Norma.

      Twenty-some years ago, he chose Sweet Grove as a haven for raising children, mainly due to the sense of community he’d experienced when they visited the berg. A twist in his chest reminded him that the children they’d planned for never arrived, but Norma settled into the family of Sweet Grove without them.

      Herman swiped a moist palm over his face. March and already it was too hot to sit in a parked vehicle. He’d grown up in the South, so the heat was nothing new. His fingers tugged on the Windsor knot at his throat, which felt like a hangman’s noose and raised his temperature ten degrees. Norma had bought a new shirt and fancy silk tie for him to wear to the party.

      “Look how they match my dress.” She’d held the two hangers up in front of her.

      The worry lines around her mouth had relaxed, and she’d smiled at his acquiescent nod. That smile had won him years ago. It lit her face, warm and inviting, like Texas sunshine.

      He preferred the string ties and Western shirts he’d been wearing for his job with Macadam Rigging for the past twenty-five years. It was one benefit of working for a Texas-based company. Even when branch offices took him as far west at Arizona, he was never expected to give up his cowboy boots and dress.

      The springs in the door squawked as he shoved it open. Hot air blasted him, but he swung his well-worn boots onto the ground and slammed the door.

      Herman slapped the fender of the white truck. Flecks of rust marred the paint in spots. He’d bought the truck only months after purchasing the farm, twenty minutes outside of town and closer to Austin.

      He gripped a bag from the Sweet Grove Market, his ticket for escaping the crowd of church folk, in one hand. He’d had to put the pastor’s wife in her place before he could fly the coop and purchase those few cans of juice and pop for the punch.

      “You’re the guest of honor,” she had argued.

      “I need a breath of air. I’m going, woman.”

      Norma’s eyes had widened at his growling tone. Calling Tabitha Olsen “woman” hadn’t sounded very respectful, but he wasn’t about to apologize. These women were entirely too bossy, and it made him miss…but, no, he wasn’t thinking of that.

      He swiped a hand across his forehead, conscious of his thinning hair. Age had found him, and he didn’t like it in the least. A man was meant to be virile and domineering, not stoop-shouldered and tired.

      As he approached, a blonde-headed couple ducked through the doors and scurried behind a pecan tree. It had been months since Ben Davis married Iris’ niece Summer, but they still snuck around like newlyweds. A twist in his chest reminded him of what he’d been missing. Once they’d spent half their lives together, things would be different.

      But as cold as it is in your bedroom?

      Herman ignored the annoying voice. Ever since Macadam cut his Regional Sales Director position, random commentary flitted through his mind, aggravating to the nth degree. He was sick of the internal nagging.

      A couple kids rushed out the door. Herman caught it on the back swing, glowering at the rude young’uns. Children should be seen and not heard, and apologize if they nearly ran over an adult. But they continued past as if he was invisible.

      As he entered the fellowship hall, the pastor’s wife rushed him. She turned to call over her shoulder, “He’s here!”

      Herman bristled. Norma whirled to face him, standing at the table beside a cake, some gifts, and a basket of cards. He didn’t need anything from these people, except maybe a little room to breathe. And he certainly didn’t want to be beholden to any of them.

      Norma’s lips tilted up, and the furrows between her brows smoothed. She was still a fine-looking woman, her soft, full form alluring beneath the flowery dress. Desire stirred in his chest, but Herman ignored the sleeping giant.

      People wished him a happy anniversary as he circumvented the crowd on a mission to reach the table. It was obvious they were waiting for him. A loose half-circle fanned around the gaudy cake. Girls with bottles of sparkling cider poured the golden liquid into narrow glasses.

      When he stopped beside his wife, she tucked her hand beneath his elbow, fingers splayed over his forearm. Warmth seeped through him, and he shifted closer. With her other hand, Norma reached for a glass sitting beside the cake and handed it to him. As she picked up her drink, the overhead lights sparkled on the facets of her ring, nearly blinding him with its brilliance.

      His chest swelled. The center stone was a one-carat princess-cut diamond, and the smaller diamonds surrounding it brought the total weight to two carats. With a ring like that, everyone would know her husband was a successful man who knew how to appreciate fine things and treat his wife well. He would do anything for Norma.

      “Speeches.” Bernie Olsen raised his glass toward them. “What marital wisdom can you share?”

      An itch clawed up Herman’s spine. The pastor had likely been married as long, and had a grown daughter and a grandson to prove it. Was he mocking them?

      Norma’s breath tickled his jaw as she leaned close and whispered, “You first.”

      Herman grunted and covered it by clearing his throat. He drew his business persona around him. He’d had decades to perfect it, and speaking to a bunch of church folks couldn’t be more daunting than facing oil men seeking a bargain.

      “Sweet Grove has always welcomed me and Norma. Thank you for honoring us with this gathering.” Herman raised his glass.

      Smiles faded on many faces. A few men exchanged glances with their wives. After an ominous pause, the pastor saluted with his drink.

      Herman drank in unison with most of the crowd. Beside him, Norma barely sipped from her glass.

      After a silent moment, she cleared her throat and straightened her spine. “Marriage is work, but the benefits are many. God has blessed me with a great provider.”

      Herman’s gaze slid back to the diamond glinting on her finger.

      “I don’t know if we have another twenty-five years, but we have each other. And the Lord.” She raised her drink a few inches.

      Herman’s ears burned, dissecting the last things she’d said. Why wouldn’t they make it to their golden anniversary? Both of them were hale, right?

      As he sipped his cider, Herman studied his wife through narrowed eyes. Was she hiding something? Should he be worried about her?

      His fingers tightened on the glass.

      Norma set her drink aside and picked up a knife. She slid behind the table and cut a sliver off the rectangular cake. The words “Happy Anniversary Herman & Norma” were painted with glittery silver frosting on the smooth white surface.

      She held a fork of cake toward him, so he slid closer. The walnut crumbs flecked with spices made his mouth water. He hoped it was his grandmother’s spice cake recipe, which had won ribbons at the county fair back in Oklahoma.

      As he lowered his mouth to the fork, his mind flashed back to their wedding day. His grandmother’s cake was pinched between Norma’s fingertips. Her brown eyes glowed with excitement and adoration.

      The cake touched his lips, and his mind returned to the present. Norma’s dull eyes stared at his chin rather than into his eyes. When had she last looked at him with loving admiration?

      He shook the thoughts away, savoring the rum-laced flavor of the cake. Nutmeg, cloves, and cinnamon exploded on his tongue. The recipe was right, but he imagined it wasn’t quite as good as his grandmother’s.

      Norma held the paper plate to him, another fork resting beside the sliver of cake. He stabbed it but the moist dessert crumbled. He scooped the portion with icing onto the plastic tines and held it toward Norma. Her head ducked and her lips opened.

      As her shiny coral mouth closed over the fork, Herman imagined kissing her, gobbling the frosting from her soft lips. His pulse spiked. Norma pressed closer, still not touching him, and tilted her head toward him.

      “Kiss the bride,” someone hooted.

      Herman’s lips brushed against hers, tasting the trace of vanilla from the buttercream frosting. Delicious.

      She pulled away before he’d finished sampling her sweet lips. Kissing in public wasn’t something they did, and she was probably embarrassed, but the simple action made the sleeping giant of desire rumble to life.

      People crowded around them. A couple church ladies sliced up the cake and served it out on the tiny plates decked with silver bells. Their efficient teamwork made short work of the line of well-wishers.

      Norma was opening cards, handing each one to him when she finished reading. He glanced at them before setting them aside, but his mind didn’t really comprehend the words. Conversation flowed around him.

      Norma addressed everyone by first name, smiled, touched them with warm hands. She asked them about pets, children, gardens, and their health. It struck him that she belonged in Sweet Grove, but most of the faces were only vaguely familiar to him since he’d been on the road for so many years.

      Herman stood beside her, munching on a generous slice of cake. Everyone loved her. A stirring in his chest reminded him of his affection, dampened by time and distance, and the bitterness of her broken dreams and his unfulfilled plans. He’d never stopped loving her, even when his duty kept them apart.

      If the gem on her finger didn’t prove his love, certainly the four-bedroom farmhouse on twenty acres must do the trick. Every anniversary and birthday, he brought rose bushes and flowers, which she loved planting. And that darned gazebo she’d wanted a few years back, situated just so beneath the arching shade of pecan trees, had been a special addition.

      Norma’s hand stayed on his arm as she led him through the crowd. Herman spoke a few words to everyone, nodding in acceptance of their well wishes. Talk of the Apple Blossom festival circulated, smothering him. Finally, a woman hugged his wife and her hand dropped away from him. He sidled toward the door.

      A motor revved, roaring nearby before cutting off. Many heads turned toward it. Herman stepped closer, yearning for fresh air and space without clingy near-strangers.

      A dark-haired young man in a black leather jacket swished through the doors. His fawn-colored skin contrasted with the white walls. Tousled curls flopped nearly to his shoulders, and he glanced around the room. White teeth flashed when he answered a query from one of the men clutching a cup of coffee near the door.

      Herman glanced toward Norma, meeting her questioning gaze. He jerked his head toward the door. It was too soon to expect they could leave, but surely she wouldn’t begrudge him a few moments away from the crush.

      He shuffled toward the door in time to hear the coffee man growl, “Don’t know no Manny Wells.”

      The sound of the name anchored his feet in place. Only one person called him Manny Wells. One person he never wanted to see in his hometown.

      “Do you mean Herman Wells?” Summer Davis slipped beside the older man, a carafe of water in her hand. “This is his anniversary party.”

      “Can you point him out?” The younger man’s voice was smooth but unfamiliar.

      All three of them turned, and Summer’s finger pointed directly to him. Her lips moved, but Herman heard nothing above the slamming of his heart against his eardrums.

      The handsome stranger’s amber-flecked brown eyes fixed on Herman’s pale ones. His square jaw and wide nose were twins of Herman’s, while the rest of him reflected the Hispanic beauty of his mother.

      “Dad.” Fire lit the boy’s eyes, and his full lips didn’t smile.

      Herman stiffened. Questions swirled through his mind at dizzying speed, and the sinking sensation in his stomach turned the spice cake to gravel.

      “Hello, Adonis.” His voice cracked, and he swallowed, aware of his Adam’s apple scraping along his neck.

      “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Awkward silence fell on the crowded room. The stuffy air pressed against Herman’s nose until he feared it would suffocate him.

      “Looks like you found me.”

      Herman’s little secret had crashed his anniversary party.
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      Norma’s heart dove into her feet while her pumps turned to cement. Dad?

      Her husband, suddenly a stranger, rested his gnarled hand on the obviously Hispanic boy’s shoulder.

      “Why are you here?” Herman’s face was a stone mask.

      Norma’s jaw sagged. Less than thirty minutes ago, she had guided the knife through a cake proclaiming twenty-five happy years with this wide-shouldered man. Now, a young man she’d never seen gazed at him with chocolate eyes and called him Dad.

      “I had to find you.”

      The one called Adonis stood nearly as tall as Herman, and his shoulders were as wide, too. Jeans worn thin at the knees hung low on his narrow hips.

      “This might not be the best place to talk.”

      Adonis gazed around, his glare resting on Norma for a moment. Her stomach bucked. He blinked, and his gaze slid past her.

      “Did I crash your party?” Malice edged the tone, and chills raced down Norma’s back.

      Maybe it was a prank. But if that was true, why didn’t Herman say anything? Why did he seem to accept the boy’s statement?

      A cool hand wrapped around Norma’s bicep. She twisted her head. From beside her, Kyanna glared daggers at Herman and the stranger. “Let’s take a walk.”

      “I don’t—” But whatever Norma had planned to say slipped away.

      Kyanna led her through the crowd, which parted like the Red Sea at their approach. Looks of pity, confusion, and ire graced the faces of Norma’s friends and church family. The bodice of her dress seemed two sizes too small. Dark spots edged her vision, and she stumbled.

      A warm hand rested on her lower back. Someone pulled the cup from her frozen fingers. Norma blinked, trying to clear her fuzzy vision. Anna Ring walked beside her, gently pressing her palm into Norma’s flesh, guiding her toward the parking lot.

      A motorcycle blocked the pathway into the church yard. From the seat, a helmet glared at her with its vacant face mask. This would be the cause of the roar that turned everyone’s attention away from their comfortable chatter.

      Stewing emotions bubbled into her throat. Wasn’t it bad enough that everyone felt sorry for the woman whose husband cheated? Now the childless wife was replaced by a fertile mistress. This must have been how Sarah felt when Hagar presented Ishmael to Abraham. Although, hadn’t it been Sarah’s idea for Abraham to sleep with the Egyptian? Norma had never given her blessing to Herman’s philandering.

      Anna nudged Norma into the back seat of Kyanna’s car and pressed her thigh against Norma’s. Tissues appeared in her boss’s hand. Norma clenched them against her nose and eyes with one hand and squeezed Anna’s fingers with the other, like they were the ledge keeping her from plunging to her death.

      Because at the moment, they were.

      Norma’s fantasy world with a loving husband collapsed. He gave her everything she wanted, except for children.

      But that wasn’t his fault. The ravenous wolf of truth tore and snarled, shredding her soul.

      A wound she’d been sure had healed gaped and bled. She’d accepted that there would be no children. After begging God and then railing on Him, she’d come to the place where she’d moved forward on a path that didn’t involve motherhood. Sure, she volunteered in the nursery at church and stepped into the toddler classroom when no one else could handle it, but those little ones never healed her barrenness.

      Herman had a son. He’d had a son for most of their married life. The boy’s age was difficult to determine since his cheeks were smooth, but he had to be close to twenty. Which meant she had Herman for all of five years before he found someone else, and that was before they struggled with infertility for a decade.

      Had he already given up on her? Is that why he’d run into the arms of another woman? Did she even want to know his supposed reasoning? She thought she accepted the gossip that he slept with a woman now and again when travel kept him away week after week.

      But setting up house with someone else? Raising a child with this woman?

      When the SUV jerked sharply onto the road leading to Cider Mill Park, Norma bounced out of her reverie. On a Saturday afternoon, they’d be lucky to find a bench not occupied by screaming families or necking teenagers.

      “Sorry,” Kyanna muttered. The edge in her voice was something Norma hadn’t heard in the time they’d worked together.

      And the woman had faced more stressful situations than Norma could easily recount.

      Kyanna parked at the unshaded end of the lot, away from most of the other vehicles. Norma dabbed her face. Anna handed her a fresh wad of tissues.

      “Do you have a box of these in your purse?” Norma gaped at the woman who didn’t even curl her nose as her hand closed around the snot-encrusted tissues.

      “Allergies.”

      Norma focused on the younger woman. Her round face framed by bouncy light brown curls held compassion. Summer sky blue eyes studied her as her slender fingers offered a new wad of tissues.

      “Walk? Sit here and talk?” Kyanna peeked between the seats. “How can we help, Norma?”

      Norma reached for the door handle. Part of her soul had been irredeemably blasted to smithereens by a truth she’d never even imagined. Heat slapped her face, drying the streaks on her cheeks to tight splotches.

      Anna slid out behind her, hand resting on her elbow.

      A cluster of trees shaded a dilapidated bench. The trio moved slowly off the path and across fresh grass to sit on the faded wood. Norma, sandwiched between her friends, sighed.

      Both women, members of the weekly Bible study group the pastor’s wife led, were divorced. Would they encourage her to leave Herman?

      “What a trashy, lying womanizer!” Kyanna’s voice shook with controlled rage.

      “If he can’t keep it in his pants, that’s one thing. But having a full-grown son in his secret closet?” Anna growled the words.

      Their ferocity pulled Norma from the numbing fog of denial. How many other people in the church were blaming him? Norma was so quick to take responsibility for every wrong in their life. Were these friends taking her side rather than seeing the reality of it?

      “That’s not how I expected today to go.” Norma heard the sarcasm, a familiar ingredient of conversation at her day job, and it made her gummy lips quirk.

      “It’s your party and you can cry if you want to.” Kyanna snorted after she sang the 60’s beach tune.

      “Or walk out instead of facing his dirty laundry.” Anna wrapped her hand around Norma’s. “As much of a horror story as my ex is, even he wouldn’t have pulled something like this out of his pocket.”

      Norma stared at her friend, who might be on the high side of thirty-five. “He didn’t have enough time to pull a twenty-year-old son out of his pocket.”

      Anna laughed, a brutal slash of sound. “I wouldn’t have put it past him if he wasn’t the kind who got a vasectomy to avoid anything paternal.”

      “This isn’t about our exes.” Kyanna’s meaningful look at Anna didn’t escape Norma’s notice.

      “I don’t want an ex-husband.” Norma glanced between them. “Nothing against the two of you.”

      “No one wants an ex-husband, darling.” Anna’s drawl thickened. “But the risk of life is death, and the chance you take with a husband is that he’ll become an ex.”

      Norma shook her head and sagged against Kyanna.

      “Tell us.” Kyanna wrapped her cool fingers around Norma’s other wrist. How could she have cool hands after all the drama?

      “Everyone assumed he had affairs. I never…” She never wanted to believe it, but now the proof was evident.

      A bird in the branches above them called harshly. An answer came from a lone tree closer to the path. Laughter spilled from somewhere nearby, stinging like acid in a wound.

      “We were going to have four kids. Both of us only had one sibling, and we always wished we’d had more.” She swallowed and closed her eyes against the rising emotions. “That’s why he bought the farm out here, so far from his job in Austin.”

      “Poor planning on his part,” Kyanna said.

      “Unless he was planning his adultery even then,” Anna said, then grunted.

      Was he? Was that the true motivation for bringing Norma hours away from where he worked? She shook her head.

      They loved each other once. In the back room of her memory, she could see adoration shining from his eyes. Him kneeling in front of her with a ring. You’re too good for me, but I’ll work hard to deserve you.

      “It wasn’t like that. We were like newlyweds. Every weekend was a honeymoon.” She gasped to a stop.

      She’d dressed carefully for his homecomings, and he undressed her with slow, heated movements. There’d been roasts cooked beyond done and jerky-like chicken, dinners she’d planned and prepared with care. Only to forget about them in the circle of his arms, under the pressure of his lips, and beneath the weight of his passion.

      Could he have been sharing similar moments with the mother of that strange boy?

      A sob tore from her throat. Every memory was suspect now. If he hadn’t been faithful to her when their marriage was a torrid love affair, she couldn’t imagine what he’d done during the decade of barrenness that underscored their unfulfilled dreams.

      God, tell me it was real. Please let him have loved me once.

      But if he didn’t love her now, was there any reason to stay with him?

      Love is a choice. Pastor Bernie’s voice echoed in her head. She knew he was right. When she was nothing, Jesus loved her enough to die for her. He chose her before she even knew He existed.

      Could she choose to love Herman after such an enormous betrayal?

      “When I couldn’t get pregnant, he wouldn’t see the specialist. Refused to get tested.”

      “Tested?” Anna started to say more, but a glower from Kyanna, her most powerful teacher look, assassinated the diatribe.

      No one needed to say it. He had a son hidden away, so he knew the problem was with her all along. The only thing she couldn’t comprehend was why he hadn’t left her for the fertile woman who gave him a family. Why keep coming home to her on the weekends when he had what he wanted elsewhere?

      Her chest ached. Catching her breath became excruciating.

      “Why...didn’t he leave me?” She gasped the words.

      Kyanna rubbed her hand down Norma’s upper arm. “They say women are hard to understand. Men do completely illogical things.”

      Was staying with the wife of his youth illogical? If he was a man of faith, Herman might have stayed as a matter of conscience. But he disdained her belief in God, constantly tried to convince her to spend Sundays with him doing anything but church.

      “Money or guilt.” Anna’s voice dripped spite in a way Norma had never heard.

      She looked at her friend’s pinched mouth and furrowed brow. “I don’t know your story.”

      Anna glanced up, and Norma imagined Kyanna giving her a pointed look. “Now’s not the time.”

      Norma squeezed the hand resting on her arm. “I’m sorry you had to go through pain like this.”

      Anna snorted. “At the moment, I’m thinking my donkey’s hind end wasn’t as horrible as I thought. At least he didn’t have a secret family.”

      Another sob ripped through Norma’s chest, sounding like someone strangling an angry cat.

      All those years, she’d pretended the gossip about Herman didn’t matter. But he’d proven every speculation true. Worse than that, he’d managed to silence the backbiters with the outlandishness of his sins.

      She’d never guess a man could have a family in every town.

      Until now.
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      Dust clouded behind the tires of his truck as Herman turned off the main highway. He checked his mirror and ignored the niggle of pity in the pit of his stomach.

      He hadn’t seen Adonis for five years. The last day was branded into his memory, but he didn’t regret his decision. Osaria knew he wouldn’t be back once the district sales manager duties at the branch were shuttled to someone else. Herman didn’t need to spend weeks on end in Las Cruces, and he’d found excuses to never return.

      Now his son had come looking for him, and he was coating him in road dust.

      His son. The only child he had sired was with his Mexican-descended mistress. If his mother had lived to see this day, she would have died from shame.

      Herman braked and turned into the driveway. A few hundred yards later, he pulled the truck in front of the detached garage -- his workshop.

      Rose bushes decked in new growth lined the sunny side of the house. Tulips and daffodils shed purple, pink, and yellow joy in the bricked flower boxes on either side of the front porch. Herman shut off the ignition and stared at the proof Norma loved their home and worked hard to make it welcoming.

      And he’d shamed her today.

      She deserved better. The part of his heart that froze during their decade-old struggle with infertility thawed a little. She’d never understood his reluctance to get testing, but the roaring motor as the street bike pulled beside the truck revealed it. Herman knew who couldn’t bear children, and the thought of her feeling more crushed and inadequate had wilted him. Of course, he wasn’t all that fond of the idea of doctors poking and prodding his privates, either.

      Herman slid out of the rig and waited for Adonis to join him.

      His son stood eye to eye with him. Osaria had light skin for a Mexican native, and Adonis’s was a shade paler. Herman saw himself in the boy’s stubborn jaw.

      “I wanna change.” Herman waved toward the house. “Come on in. There’s tea.”

      Adonis strode beside him, eyes scanning the property. When Herman had bought the old place, he’d imagined it teeming with children and animals. A country haven, what he’d always dreamed of having when he was a kid. Instead, he had lived out of a travel trailer following the oil field jobs with his father while his mother waited tables or cleaned motel rooms to keep them fed.

      This property had turned into another field of broken hopes. The story of his life, really, and he needed to explain it to the son he abandoned in ways his own father never had.

      His boots clomped on the solid wooden steps. The screen door moved with well-oiled silence, and the door handle turned easily under his palm. He never left anything unlocked in Austin, and he hadn’t wanted his family to feel insecure.

      Guilt gnawed in his gut. He pulled a glass from the kitchen cupboard and set in beside the fridge. “Make yourself at home.”

      Herman’s fingers loosened the tie on his walk down the hallway to the master suite. It was one of the first things he’d added when they’d moved into the house. His boots sunk in the plush carpeting, and he shed the jacket, hanging it in the smaller of two walk-in closets. Indirect sunlight flooded through the double picture windows overlooking their backyard.

      At the sight of the gazebo, his heart wrenched and dipped toward his stomach.

      How could he do this to Norma? She would never forgive him. Why should she? He couldn’t forgive himself. If he had never moved her so far from Austin, maybe things could have been different.

      He tossed the dress shirt over a hanger. Rather than changing further, he clomped back toward the kitchen wearing his undershirt.

      The kitchen was empty, but he snagged a glass and poured it full of sweet tea. After gulping half the liquid, he filled it to the rim again and returned the pitcher to the refrigerator. Norma’s sweet tea hit the spot. As with everything, she’d learned exactly how he liked it and made it to suit him.

      And he committed adultery. Could he sink any lower?

      A sound from the front room drew his attention. No use putting it off. The boy had traveled halfway across Texas to find him. There was no way he could avoid facing the consequences for abandoning him.

      His boots thudded on the satin-finished walnut boards. He’d spent hours on his knees sanding and refinishing the original wood until it glowed.

      The boy stood beside the flowered sofa, holding a photo book in his hand. It was one Norma had ordered from some online retailer after they’d returned from a cruise several years ago.

      The dark eyes glanced up, and the book slammed shut. “Why?”

      “Company restructure.”

      Adonis shook his head and snatched a half-empty glass of tea from the coffee table. The book smacked beside the abandoned coaster, and Herman gritted his teeth to keep from reacting. The boy knew better than to disrespect furniture and possessions, because he’d taught him to treat everything as if it belonged to the richest man in the world.

      “Why did you pretend we were your family?” The boy pointed an accusing finger at the book. “You already had one.”

      “I didn’t pretend. Norma and me...” He swallowed another mouthful of tea. “We had no kids.”

      Adonis turned away and stalked toward the far end of the room. His shoulders were wide and his frame strong. At fifteen, he’d been working with his uncle in the maintenance business that had paid to bring many of Osaria’s siblings to America legally.

      Herman waited for more accusations. Finally, the silence became too much. “Tell me about your mother.”

      “Why pretend to care?”

      A violent emotion, long suppressed, roared inside Herman’s midsection, clawed its way up his throat. His jaw ached as he clenched to keep it caged. Pain twinged in the left side of his chest and sparked down his arm.

      “I loved you and your mother. She knew from the very beginning what I could offer her.”

      Adonis whirled toward him, eyes narrowing into slits. “What you could take from her, you mean?”

      Herman stiffened. He’d paid the woman’s rent and medical bills for fifteen years, and made certain she worked unmolested in the Las Cruces office. She’d been sweeping floors and scrubbing toilets when he’d met her, barely able to speak English. She ran the administrative team when he left.

      “I’m sorry it wasn’t enough.”

      “She died. You broke her heart when you left.”

      Herman’s breath choked him. He sipped the tea, letting the cool liquid sit in his mouth until he was sure it would clear the obstruction in his throat. After he swallowed, he returned his son’s stare. “It was the best I could do.”

      “You know who helped me build that bike?” The boy gestured in the direction they’d parked. “Not my father. I finally got old enough to do all those things you promised—” His voice cut off.

      Herman’s fingers squeezed the glass, slipping on the damp surface. What could he say? The accusations were true. He’d made plans to be the best father possible for two weeks of every month, and then the company had pulled the rug out from under him by sending him back to Texas.

      “How long ago?” His voice was a raspy whisper. Osaria was twelve years younger than him, barely twenty when he’d first met her.

      “Seven months.”

      How could the boy blame him? He hadn’t spoken to Osaria in five years, not since her dark eyes begged him to stay until she saw he wouldn’t relent.

      “How?”

      “Pancreatic cancer. She didn’t even know she was sick until a year ago.” The boy whirled away, voice thick with emotion.

      Herman set his nearly empty glass on an end table. It was one of the few items his grandfather had built that survived the liquidation of his estate. Herman’s knees wobbled as he walked toward Adonis and he set a hand on the boy’s trembling shoulder.

      They stood that way for many minutes. Silence seeped into Herman’s soul. It was the thing he loved most about this place. Noise surrounded him in Austin where he spent Monday through Thursday nights, but as soon as he shut off the car in Sweet Grove, absolute quietness blanketed him.

      “I’m glad you found me.”

      After a few more moments, Adonis said in a shaky voice, “You didn’t make it easy. The people at Macadam didn’t want to tell me anything.”

      No, they wouldn’t. Privacy issues and all that, even though Adonis could prove his relationship because Herman was named on his birth certificate.

      “But you’re smarter than them.”

      His son snorted. “More determined.”

      “Like a dog with a stolen steak.”

      Adonis twirled and studied him with eyes very like his mother’s. Herman’s skin crawled under the perusal, but he forced away the impulse to squirm and met the boy’s gaze.

      “So you always said.” A warmth Herman didn’t deserve bled into the boy’s tone.

      “I’m glad you’re here.” Herman nodded toward the front door. “Want to see the place?”

      “Won’t your wife be mad?”

      Herman’s flush of pleasure froze. How had he forgotten about Norma? She’d be home eventually, and he’d have to face her wrath. But she wouldn’t make his son leave, would she?

      “She loves kids.”

      Adonis shook his head. “I’m not a kid. And I doubt she even likes me.”

      Herman squeezed his shoulder. “You’re my kid, and she’ll respect that.”

      Adonis’s eyes screamed disbelief, and he shrugged from Herman’s grip.

      Herman walked to the door. “This place is twenty acres, cross-fenced for cattle.”

      The boy followed him onto the porch, and the screen clanged behind them with booming finality.
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      Norma’s stomach clenched tighter and tighter as Kyanna wheeled her SUV onto Armstrong Road. Would she still live there in a month? Or would the other woman take her place?

      Herman had a family, something Norma could never give him. So much for thinking she wanted children more than he did.

      “You can stay as long as you like.” Kyanna’s tone held the same compassion she used with students in the throes of drama.

      “Just until Monday.”

      “The invitation’s open.”

      Norma appreciated the sincerity and the friendship, but she wasn’t going to run from the problem even though she wasn’t ready to face it today. A quiet night or two far from the cause of the expanding abyss in her chest was in order if she wanted to function in the morning.

      The Rav4 turned into the narrow gravel drive. Norma straightened against the seat, fingers hovering over the seatbelt release. Maybe they would be out in the fields.

      Please God.

      Once inside the house, Norma threw a change of clothes for lounging and something to sleep in into her overnight bag. She tossed her cosmetic case and hairbrush on top, snagging the hangers for her dress and jacket and work clothes for Monday with her right hand. She’d almost made it to the front door when the back door opened.

      She walked faster, sighing when she flung open the door.

      Except Herman stood there blocking her path to the waiting vehicle.

      “Norma—”

      “Don’t, Herman. I need some time.”

      His gaze swung between the bag and the clothes. He pinned her with those pale eyes, and emotion shivered along her spine.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Not now.”

      “Don’t walk out.” His gruff words could have been a command except for the way the last word broke off too soon. Emotion from the stoic one?

      “I’ll be back. Monday.” She met his gaze. “After work.”

      He stepped forward, touched her hand. She flinched away. His grunt of surprise landed a punch in her stomach. She was not the type of person who repaid hurt for hurt.

      “I can carry these.” His hand stopped inches from the handle of the bag.

      “I’ve got it.”

      The stare-down stretched, and her knees began to tremble.

      “I’m sorry about hurting you.”

      She sucked in a deep breath. Couldn’t he be sorry for sleeping with another woman? Or for slaying any hope the childlessness wasn’t one hundred percent her fault? Or maybe that apology was supposed to cover all that.

      It didn’t. Not even close.

      “I’ll be home Monday.” When you’re back in Austin.

      He stepped aside. She felt his warmth and bulk as she brushed by him. She rushed toward the car as quickly as her trembling legs would carry her.

      Kyanna waited beside the car, holding the back door. Norma shoved her clothes and bag inside, while Kyanna stood sentinel at her back. Norma could feel the waves of animosity and protectiveness from her boss.

      Finally, they were in the car again, driving back toward Sweet Grove.

      The gaping hole inside her soul wasn’t left behind so easily.
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        * * *

      

      When Norma had been a stranger, First Street Church welcomed her and drew her into its community. As Kyanna pulled into the parking lot on Sunday, Norma’s stomach tightened. It wasn’t the nervousness she’d felt all those years ago, but trepidation at seeing the location of the party gone wrong. The expressions of pity she imagined almost kept her from exiting once the car stopped.

      Kyanna walked beside her. The usher greeted her with his usual smile, shook her hand, and offered the weekly bulletin. Norma sighed, and tension seeped from her neck and shoulders.

      Inside, Norma blinked to acclimate her not-so-young eyes to the dim lighting. Tabitha Olsen bustled her way, brows furrowed and mouth pressed in a straight line. Her cool hands squeezed Norma’s, feeling almost warm to the chill that had permeated her since she’d discovered the news.

      “I’ve got someone to cover your class.”

      Norma huffed out a breath. She loved the first graders, but the thought of facing those innocent faces had sent her into a crying jag an hour before. Kyanna promised to take care of it, so she must have called the preacher’s wife.

      Norma shot a grateful look toward her boss. Her chin dipped slightly.

      “I can sit with you—”

      Norma cut Tabitha’s words off with a shake of her head. Everyone had responsibilities, and she could huddle at the back of the sanctuary without drawing too much attention. She hoped.

      A sudden twang in her bladder made Norma motion toward the ladies’ room.

      “I’ll wait out here.” Kyanna’s gaze drifted past her.

      Roth Stryker and his daughter entered the building. A smile lit his thin face. Norma raised a knowing eyebrow at Kyanna.

      At least someone was happy.

      In the bathroom, only the hum of the light interrupted the silence. Later, they would pipe in the music and sermon, but Norma appreciated the stillness. She finished and stood to readjust her hose when the door to her stall shuddered and feminine voices shattered her calm.

      “Everyone knows he’s been cheating on her for years.” The words came in a stage whisper.

      “But to bring that…that…” The other woman spluttered.

      “Illegitimate son? Looking like something produced with a Mexican princess.” Snideness stole the pretend secretiveness.

      “I just feel so, so, so sorry for Norma.”

      The snide one harrumphed. Norma shrunk against the wall. The cool toilet tank pressed against her hip.

      “She should have put her foot down about his traveling years ago.” Water ran in the sink, muffling the next words.

      Norma pressed her palms over her mouth, breathing shallowly. Her heart slammed against her breastbone. Could they hear it? It sounded louder than a bass drum in her ears.

      The water stopped running. Rattling announced the retrieval of paper towels.

      “Did you see the ring he got her?” This was the sympathetic voice.

      The other woman snorted. “Guilt drives a man to buy the prettiest things. Doesn't excuse his infidelity.”

      The women exited the bathroom. The sudden silence felt sharp rather than comforting.

      Norma steadied her breath. Her hands shook as she washed and dried them, glad the enormous ring wasn’t there to bear witness to the truth of what she’d overheard. She’d left it on the dresser, putting her plain band back on.

      I don’t want pity. But do I deserve scorn?

      She stared into her reflection, waiting for some answer to her prayer. Purple bags underscored her pale brown eyes.

      Finally, her heart and stomach settled. She joined her friend, but cotton filled her ears and muted the songs and sermon.

      Saddest of all, she couldn’t find God anywhere.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Work on Monday flashed by. Norma’s stomach ached as she headed the beastly truck toward home. Would it still feel like home?

      As she bumped down the drive, she sighed in relief when she saw both the car and motorcycle were gone. After pulling the truck beside the garage, Norma stared into the grit-covered window. Darkness beyond cloaked Herman’s workshop. He’d spent hours there, and she loved watching him measure and cut. When he sawed and sanded his projects into works of art, an enticing woody scent filled the space.

      In the past few years, he’d spent more time in the shop, and their weekend hours together became numbered in single digits. Was it because he was in love with the boy’s mother? Or maybe she’d become too immersed in her volunteerism at the church. The distance seemed vast, wider than the Grand Canyon.

      Norma shook the thoughts away and carried her purse and lunch bag inside. A strange aroma wafted to greet her, but she found nothing amiss in the kitchen. Her feet dragged down the hallway. The bedroom door was open a crack. When she swung it wide, the musky scent of Herman swelled over her.

      Tears blinded her. She strode to his closet and threw open the door. Inside, she pressed her face to a white dress shirt—part of his work uniform—letting tears soak it. The scent of his aftershave lingered, nauseating her as she thought of another woman nuzzling into its lively warmth. Spicy with a hint of the outdoors, the smell had been distinctly Herman since she’d purchased the aftershave for their first anniversary.

      The memory flowed.

      

      Norma pressed her face against his neck, breathing deeply. “It’s too sexy for you to wear to work.”

      Herman grunted. “Only you think I’m sexy.” His hands cupped her hips, and he pulled her hard against him.

      

      She shook her head. The split inside her ribcage she’d managed to ignore while working yawned wider. She gasped at the agony.

      It wouldn’t do to remember the good times. They hadn’t been enough to keep him faithful. She couldn’t give him children, and in recent years their bedroom had become a chamber for strangers. Was it any wonder he’d strayed?

      Norma slammed the closet door, pretending it would close out half a lifetime of memories. But she couldn’t force herself to strip the bed to rid it of Herman.

      Every morning, she awoke, gripping his pillow as if it comforted her emotional hurts.

      Her morning’s prayers were, “Lord, help.” They seemed to rebound off the ceiling and back into her gaping chest wound.

      But life carried on.
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      Austin’s downtown area was an eclectic mix of rustic brick and adobe, and modern steel and glass buildings, but it seemed noisier, hotter, and smellier than Herman had ever noticed. Adonis spent the days checking out the universities while Herman hounded local oilers to purchase rigging. On Thursday, Herman took a long loop from his small house on the south side of town toward the office, giving his son a quick tour of Texas’ capital. Macadam Rigging owned a building several blocks from the capitol in a refurbished office complex.

      Herman parked in the lot, glancing longingly at the spot close to the entrance which belonged to him when he’d been the Regional Sales Manager. A breeze crackling with electricity kept the morning from being too warm.

      Adonis stared up at the building, a five-story rectangle with the company logo on one corner. Herman knew the opposite side of the building had been converted into a main entrance for a digital marketing firm, the third tenant to sublet the portion of the building no longer needed by Macadam’s shrinking staff.

      He shook thoughts of decline away. Today, he’d show Adonis the inner workings of the business. He doubted the boy would want to enter the crippled oil industry, but Herman was proud of his life’s work. Thanks to allegations about climate change and the demand to reduce carbon footprints, the decline would continue. It made him glad he would retire in another decade.

      An uneasy stirring tightened his chest. The familiar portent of doom washed through him. He’d experienced it regularly since returning to the position of sales director.

      Adonis reached the door first and yanked it open. Herman signed the boy in at the security desk in the lobby. An older guard joked with Herman, but the younger one crossed his arms and scanned Adonis with suspicion.

      In the elevator, Adonis sighed. “Mom liked her job at Macadam, but she quit a month after you left.”

      Herman ignored the hint of bitterness in his son’s tone. “What’d she do then?”

      “Office manager for one of Tio’s clients. The manager who was leaving fell in love with her.”

      Herman’s chest tightened. Osaria was easy to love, and her kindness shielded her from a wealth of bigotry. She chose to see the best in people. It was the main reason she’d fallen into bed with him even though he was so much older. If he had met her first, would he have married her instead of Norma?

      He shook away the pointless thoughts. The elevator jerked to a stop, and the doors whirred open at the fourth floor. Even having an office here rather than on the top level was a demotion. It had hurt when his things had been boxed up and relocated from the window-lined office on the fifth floor to a tiny closet-sized room here.

      Herman introduced Adonis to the woman who worked as assistant to all four sales directors. She whisked Adonis away to get him something to drink and show him “the lay of the land.”

      In his office, Herman booted up the computer and checked his appointment calendar. He had only three client calls on the schedule. All of them were with companies whose orders had fallen off in the last quarter. His job was to sell them equipment that would return them to previous levels.

      He groaned. After having disappointing conversations with three clients the previous day, he didn’t expect positive results. He’d already begun preparing the report excusing and explaining the lack of sales. In recent months, he’d become more adept at finding documentation to explain away the decreasing revenues.

      Adonis listened to the first conversation, which went better than Herman anticipated, and then bowed out.

      “I’ll be back when it’s time for lunch.”

      “11:30, then.”

      Adonis nodded and shut the door softly behind him.

      Herman’s second call wasn’t as friendly.

      “We’ve got no budget.”

      “But some of that equipment will need replacing.”

      “And it won’t be replaced. Sorry, Herman.”

      While Herman recovered from the disappointing call, he idly added information to his report. He changed the fonts several times and tried adding green headings to match part of the company logo.

      His office phone rang, and the president’s secretary asked him to “come upstairs.” A few years ago, he’d have been pleased to have a meeting with the boss, but since Old Man Macadam retired and his son took the reins, things hadn’t been so easy or comfortable.

      Herman took the elevator. A guard sat behind what should have been a reception counter. The robust woman scanned his identification card and made him sign a log. He didn’t understand the need for these protocols and scowled at the woman. She waved him through.

      Down a hallway, he entered the outer office of the president. The secretary nodded him into a plush chair beside a table covered with a smattering of business magazines. Tension knotted his shoulders. His stomach roiled in nauseous dread.

      After answering a phone call, the woman in a sleek suit motioned for Herman to follow her. Old Man Macadam had made a point of ushering upper sales staff into his office with a warm greeting. Herman’s gut tightened further.

      The secretary let him open the door but closed it after she left. As he stepped forward, his boots sank into plush carpeting.

      His boss glanced up and leaned away from his computer. The smile on his lips was forced.

      “Sir.” Herman had been berated a few months ago for addressing the man by his first name. He’d always done so with the boy’s father and grandfather, but times were changing.

      “Wells. Have a seat.” The tone was magnanimous.

      Herman’s shoulders slumped a fraction, and he sat in the chair, holding his back away from the padded cushions.

      After a few moments of small talk, the President said, “You’ve been with the company since before my grandfather retired.”

      Herman nodded. “Your father trained me on the sales circuit before he took over your grandfather’s position.”

      “You’ve seen plenty of changes in the oil industry, haven’t you?”

      “Yessir. The bureaucrats aren’t making it easy for us to stay profitable.”

      “Indeed.” He leaned forward, steepled his fingers, and settled his elbows on the sleek desk. “More changes ahead.”

      A cramp knotted behind Herman’s belt buckle. His toes twitched as something in his brain warned him to flee.

      “I’m sure you’ll steer the company through it.”

      The man’s eyebrows rose. “If only the board had as much confidence. Instead, they’re screaming about budgets and profitability.”

      The pain in his stomach doubled. “My clients seem split on whether to be optimistic or not.”

      The President leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. “The only way to get the board off my back was with more personnel cuts.”

      Herman swallowed hard. He tried to tell himself that it was a generic statement, but with the way things had been imploding around him, his bravest salesmanship failed.

      “Cutting the sales directors by half.” The man glanced at his desktop. “I’m sorry to let you go, but the board is more interested in innovation than tenure.”

      Herman’s jaw numbed. He should say something, but his mind blanked out.

      “The guards will help you clean out your office, and the HR manager will deliver your final paycheck.”

      “Today?”

      The man nodded. “Consider it an early start to an extra-long weekend.” He forced his lips into a curt smile.

      Herman stood. The floor wavered, and he clutched the back of the chair to remain upright.

      The president held out his hand. “Thanks for sticking with us, and enjoy your retirement.”

      Retirement? Herman couldn’t afford to retire. He had two mortgage payments. Besides, he was only fifty-three years old, too young to sit home doing nothing.

      They shook hands before Herman walked away. The young guard from the front desk waited at the security station near the elevators. “I’ll help you, Mr. Wells.”

      Herman nodded. Agony knifed into his chest. Shards of pain flashed down his left arm. He drew in a ragged breath, willing the spinning world to stop tilting.

      Adonis sat on the corner of the secretary’s desk. His eyes widened when he saw the guard behind Herman, and Herman’s face flushed.

      He packed his personal items—very few things—into a box waiting on his desk. Had everyone known? Or did every firing run so smoothly?

      A few moments later, Herman stood beside the secretary’s desk. She handed him an envelope. “Sorry to see you go, Mr. Wells.” Her gaze flitted to Adonis. “It was sure nice to meet your son.”

      He muttered some sort of reply. Adonis, eyes wide, fell into step beside him.

      This wasn’t the day Herman had planned. He’d wanted to show his son the measure of his success. Instead, the boy had witnessed his ultimate disgrace.

      What was left to go wrong?
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      Somehow, Norma made it through the worst week in her tenure with the Sweet Grove School District. If she had to endure one more well-meaning expression of pity or ire, she’d…she didn’t know what she’d do. Scream? Pull her hair out?

      “Lord, I can’t handle this.”

      Praying into the silent cab of the truck relieved the knot in her stomach. She gripped the steering wheel, staring at the house she’d shared with Herman for two decades. Tears blurred the sight of the rose bushes and red shutters.

      Everything had been a lie. Her so-called solid marriage had evaporated like a drop of liquid on a summer day. Did Herman ever love her? Why did he bother to stay when he had another family waiting elsewhere?

      Sweat beaded on her nose. Norma grabbed her purse and insulated lunch bag and slid to the ground. Her feet made their way onto the porch, but she doubted they would carry her further.

      She slumped onto the porch swing, which gyrated before settling to quiver back and forth. The hole gaping in her chest since she’d accepted her barrenness leaked blood. It had been her fault all along. A part of her had railed against Herman for refusing to endure infertility testing with her, imagining he was the impotent one. But he’d known it was her womb that was defective.

      Had he laughed at her? When she’d wept into his chest during those tortuous years of failed conception, was he silently berating her, blaming her?

      A stream of tears coursed down her cheeks. Hot drops plopped onto the hands she clutched over her fruitless middle.

      She groaned and pushed to her feet. She still knew very little about the boy who’d crashed her anniversary party. Maybe he was the product of a short-term fling. The expression of recognition on Herman’s face when he saw his son said it all. But that didn’t mean the boy’s mother was in the picture, did it?

      “Does it matter?” She dragged across the porch and entered the house.

      Cool air scented with pineapple dried her face. She tottered into the kitchen and hung her keys on the wooden rack Herman had made for that purpose. Reminders of him were everywhere.

      The purse and lunch box thudded onto the counter. Norma unzipped the bag, pulling out the sandwich she hadn’t touched and the half-eaten bag of carrot sticks. After returning them to the refrigerator, she rinsed out the yogurt container and spoon before tucking the bag in one of the lower cabinets.

      She wandered toward the master suite. In her closet, she shed her loafers and jeans before pulling on a pair of sweats. They hung from her hips until she tightened the drawstring waistband.

      She trudged back to the kitchen. After pouring a glass of lemonade and sliding her feet into gardening clogs, Norma padded out the French doors and into the gazebo. She admired the scroll work around the doorway until a pang reminded her that was Herman’s doing.

      One of the barn cats raced her up the stairs into the shaded retreat. Norma slumped into a padded chair and set her glass on the table beside it. The ginger cat rubbed along her shins, and she idly petted his head.

      The gazebo was her special place. She’d picked the design, saved money for the project, and ordered all the supplies. Herman had led the construction, but she’d been beside him every day, holding boards and fetching tools. By the end of the week of building, she could wield the nail gun and install screws using the drill with professional efficiency.

      When it was finished, she’d pulled an old camping mattress onto the floor and served up a special meal.

      “It’s perfect,” she’d told Herman. “Thank you for building it.”

      Herman had grunted. “You worked hard, too. I’m impressed.”

      She’d stared at him in amazement. His compliments were rare and focused on her meals or homemaking. A blush suffused her face. “Why, Herman.”

      When the food was cleared away, they’d made love on the same mattress, clinging to each other like young lovers.

      An ache strangled her. She blinked away new tears.

      It had been a special moment, and other intimate moments had been initiated under the gabled roof.

      Had it been nothing more than sex for him?

      She swallowed the tart lemonade, trying to wash the bitterness from her throat. The cat leapt onto the railing, curled its tail over its feet, and stared across the fields.

      The sound of a slamming door roused Norma from her stupor. The sun had sunk halfway toward the horizon. She stood, surprised when her knees cracked.

      She finished off her lukewarm drink but didn’t make it down the steps of the gazebo before the back door opened.

      Herman stalled in the doorway, screen door held open. Dark purple ringed his eyes, and his salt-and-pepper hair hung across his forehead. Their gazes locked. The lemonade tried to swell up from Norma’s stomach.

      She pressed a palm against it. It was Friday night, so she should have expected him to come home around 7:30. Was it so late?

      Herman stepped from the house. The screen slammed shut behind him.

      Norma looked past him, searching for the boy.

      “He’s inside.” His gravelly voice made her stiffen. “We need to talk.”

      “Your actions have given me plenty to mull over.”

      He strode toward her, stopping at the base of the steps. His head tilted back, and he stared up at her. “I never wanted to hurt you, Norma.”

      She snorted, but it came out in a whimper. Her fingers pressed over her mouth.

      Please, God, don’t let me cry.

      “His mother is dead.”

      Norma’s heart melted for the boy’s pain. “Your mistress?”

      “I haven’t seen either of them for five years. They lived in Las Cruces.”

      She should have guessed it would be New Mexico. For six years, he’d lived there half the time, and she’d been lucky to see him more than two weekends each month. Another sob choked her.

      Herman stepped up until they were face-to-face, although he stood on the second step. He reached toward her, but Norma flinched away and scooted backward.

      “How could you?” She lowered her trembling hand. “You had a family.”

      “You were my family, Norma.” He growled the words in that way she’d found so sexy the first time she’d heard it. He’d been asking permission to kiss her after their—what was it?—fourth date.

      Her breath stalled. Her body tried to lean toward him, wanted the comfort and security he had offered for more than half her lifetime. She steeled herself and drew back another step.

      “I never considered leaving you.”

      “So you abandoned your son instead?”

      He flinched as if she’d struck him. “I provided for him and his mother.”

      “Did you love her?”

      The question fell like a boom. The sounds of the coming night cut off.

      He nodded, a very slight drop of his chin, but his stare remained fixed on Norma. “She was impossible not to love.”

      The familiar knife twisted in Norma’s shattered heart. How could he act like it was nothing? Her hand twitched and then slapped his cheek. The sting of her palm matched the burn of tears marring her vision.

      She tried to shove past him. His large hand closed around her wrist, hot and strong. She froze.

      “I can’t change what’s done.” His breath brushed her cheek. “But I have always loved you.”

      Norma refused to look at him. Shame and embarrassment warred in her stomach. She jerked her arm away, and he let her go.

      She rushed into the house. Her heart banged on her ribs, a woman buried alive. She could hardly catch her breath. She leaned against the counter, set the glass there, and pushed away when her legs stopped shaking.

      She stumbled into the hallway, scurrying toward her bedroom, and plowed into the boy. He studied the gallery of photos on the large wall at the backside of the staircase. His hands grasped her upper arms to steady her.

      “Excuse me, ma’am.” The timbre of his voice was soothing, higher and gentler than Herman’s.

      “I’m…” But her mind blanked.

      In these close quarters, it was obvious he was Herman’s son. His square jaw and bulky nose were replicas of her husband. The boy studied her with golden-brown eyes, an unspoken apology for more than the collision written there.

      “Norma Wells. You have a lovely home.”

      Norma stepped back and gripped the sides of her sweats. Her hands fumbled to push windblown strands of hair out of her face.

      “You’re the son.” It sounded rude, and she cringed, closing her eyes for an instant.

      “Yes, ma’am. Adonis Velasco.” He extended a hand toward her.

      She stared at it dumbly.

      “If you want me to leave, I’ll stay elsewhere.”

      Norma glanced at his serious face. She touched her fingers to his palm, noticing callouses on his fingertips when his hand closed around hers.

      “No, you won’t. It’s not your fault that Herman...” But she couldn’t say it.

      He nodded slowly.

      “I’ll show you a room upstairs.”

      The back door slammed. Norma’s shoulders tensed, but no footsteps came into the hallway.

      After she showed Adonis to a bedroom at one end of the upstairs hallway, she threw open the door to the guest room at the other end. It had been the master bedroom before they’d added the large, airy suite to the bottom floor.

      With automatic movements, she flung open the closet doors and rearranged things stored there. She considered the bed and decided the sheets were fresh enough. No one had slept in them, she was certain, since her brother’s family had visited at the holidays. But the old rocking chair would have to go.

      She jostled it around, using the runners as feet to walk it to the nearest room—one filled with material, yarn, and a host of other crafting supplies. The chair burned her palms. Herman was so proud of this walnut rocker, the first project of magnitude he’d completed without his grandfather’s help.

      After washing her hands to remove the feel of the wood, she trudged down the stairs, relieved not to meet the boy—Adonis—in the hall. In the master bedroom, she emptied a few drawers of her unmentionables and swiveled toward the door. Herman blocked the doorway.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Moving to the guest room.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” He stepped closer.

      “I do.”

      “My suitcase is already packed.” He gestured toward the battered case sitting beside his closet door.

      “This is your room.”

      “Our room. I built it for both of us.”

      Tears blinded her, and she blinked, wishing for a free hand to slap them away. She wasn’t normally a crier, and she’d spent too many tears already.

      “It smells like you. I don’t want to sleep here.” Liar. She’d slept in the Herman-scented sheets all week while he was in Austin.

      He jerked as if she’d slapped him again. Her gaze flicked to the red print on his cheek.

      “Norma.”

      She closed her eyes and employed the begging tone she despised, the last weapon in her depleted arsenal. “Let me go.”

      After a pause, she opened her eyes. Herman’s gaze stroked over her features, studying her with an intensity she hadn’t felt in...she didn’t remember the last time he’d looked at her that way. His pale eyes darkened to steel.

      “I’m going to barbecue some steaks.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Norma.” The gentleness in his voice rubbed the raw spot where her heart used to beat for him.

      “If I get hungry, I have a sandwich left from lunch.” She raised her eyes and hardened her gaze. “Enjoy dinner with your son.”

      After another pause, he said, “Thank you for letting him stay.”

      “He’s your son. He belongs here as much as I do. Maybe mo…”

      Herman stepped toward her until she felt the heat of him. Her knees wobbled.

      “Most women wouldn’t feel that way about their husband’s…” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Bastard.”

      Norma raised her chin, wished she had a free hand to drive home her next words. “Don’t call him that. He doesn’t deserve to be branded for your sins.”

      Herman blinked and stepped out of her way. Norma rushed past him and up the stairs.

      Once she reached the guest bedroom, she shut the door with her hip and dropped her clothes on the bed. She crumpled to her knees beside it and freed the stifled sobs.

      She wept until her throat was raw and the bedding was as damp as a used towel.

      But she didn’t feel any better. Not even when she began to pray, Lord, make the pain stop.
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      Herman wandered through the strip mall in Harrison and perused the hardware store in Rosewood. The fact they were in opposite directions on the highway through Sweet Grove meant he burned up daylight hours doing it. Adonis spent the same time searching for jobs, which Herman knew he should do.

      But it still seemed surreal that he didn’t work for Macadam Rigging. His mind kept tricking him into believing this was just a vacation.

      His stomach churned if he thought about employment in more than a passing manner, although he preferred that to the dull ache in his chest whenever Norma avoided and ignored him.

      On Wednesday morning, he drove down Main Street. He intended to turn right on Lonestar Drive and wander through the hardware store. Instead, he turned left onto First Street and parked his commuter car in the small lot beside Mabel’s.

      As expected, the diner was fairly empty at half-past ten. The only patron seemed to be Pastor Bernie, who nursed a cup of coffee in a booth at the back of the room, his Bible opened before him. Herman hesitated.

      A curvaceous, dark-skinned woman emerged from the kitchen, cheeks flushed. Herman scanned her face and figure, and she haughtily jammed her hands onto ample hips.

      “I’d say you’ve done enough looking at women who aren’t your wife.”

      Herman straightened, and his gaze snapped to her face. A dark-skinned man stepped behind her, placing a possessive hand on her waist. Herman nodded to the pharmacists’ son, Jeffrey Berkley.

      “What can I do for you?” Jeffrey’s voice was bland, but his eyes held obvious warning.

      “Bring him to my table.”

      Herman turned to see the pastor beckoning. The fight drained from the woman.

      “Kristina will get you coffee. Or maybe a slice of pie.” The pastor gazed past him, the smile on his face meant for the waitress.

      Herman hesitated a moment, but then realized he’d chosen this time and place to see the preacher. All week he’d noticed him at the diner between ten and eleven.

      Herman walked over, each boot clomp on the tile floor sending a tremor of dread into him. What did he expect to gain from speaking to this man? Surely the preacher would judge him as harshly as the waitress.

      Herman slid into the seat across from Bernie, darting a gaze out the window to a pickup rumbling past on First Street. He fumbled with the sugar jar, even though he despised sweet coffee.

      Bernie spoke to the waitress, but Herman’s ears felt strangely muffled. A steaming cup of coffee slid toward the hand he’d rested on the tabletop.

      “That’s good for now.” Pastor Bernie’s voice broke through the bubble in his hearing.

      “Give me a sign when you’re ready for pie,” Kristina said.

      Bernie smiled. The waitress turned away without a single glance cast toward Herman. Yep, she didn’t like him. He guessed most of the town felt the same. Norma was one of them while he’d remained aloof, a stranger, visiting often but never embracing the community.

      “I’m glad to see you, Mr. Wells.”

      “You are?”

      The pastor cocked his head. “Why wouldn’t I be happy to see the husband of one of my church members?”

      Herman fumbled with the handle on the cup to avoid the pastor’s gaze. Silence hung between them. Dishes clattered from the kitchen. When his gaze lit on the Bible, still open in front of the preacher, he stared into his cup.

      Herman sipped the coffee, enjoying the scald on his tongue. The pain was honest and obvious, not like the assassin’s blade that struck with his secrets. And Norma still didn’t know he’d lost his job.

      “I don’t listen to gossip, Mr. Wells.”

      “Herman.” He glanced up to meet the pastor’s steady look.

      The man’s lips twitched into a smile, and Herman realized the relaxed look of joy was familiar.

      Bernie nodded. “Some people make up stories out of pure speculation. And you’ve been a mystery in Sweet Grove—a man who brings his wife to town and then is only around on weekends.”

      Herman straightened against the vinyl booth. “My job requires a lot of travel. The office is in Austin.”

      “Why move so far from your job?”

      “This was the perfect place to raise a family.”

      A family he and Norma never had. Herman’s gut twisted, and the familiar pain ghosted down his left arm.

      “But God never blessed you and Norma with children. Is that why you sought another woman?”

      Herman’s eyes widened at the direct question. “I didn’t seek her.” He clamped his teeth together, unable to stop the growling denial. The words were the truth, and they were a lie.

      Herman considered himself a one-woman man. He loved Norma, and they were good together. Until she couldn’t get pregnant. In the year before he’d met Osaria, Norma’s desire for a child had turned the physical aspect of their marriage into a string of obligatory appointments. Rather than enjoying intimacy and release, he’d felt pressure to perform, to father a child, and to give her what she desperately desired. But he still hadn’t planned to stray.

      Bernie studied him with hazel eyes. A slant of sunlight turned his red hair into burnished copper. The man waited patiently for the story, but Herman wouldn’t tell him what he hadn’t even told his wife.

      “So you got a woman pregnant.”

      Herman jolted against the seat. He swallowed more coffee, grimacing at the heat streaking down his throat.

      “You felt responsible for the child?” The preacher nodded to himself.

      “My dad never could take care of us.” Herman raised the coffee cup to block the words.

      The pastor stroked his chin. “And you thought your secret would never come out?” Bernie leaned forward, forearms relaxing on the table. “They always do, you know.” There was a hint of bitter experience in the man’s tone.

      “She was an immigrant from Mexico. She had no means to provide for herself and the baby, so I took care of them.”

      Bernie nodded, face open and non-condemning.

      “At the time, I was working in New Mexico for one week out of every three. I bought a house.” He shrugged and stared at his clasped hands. “I helped her get a better job with Macadam.”

      Bernie raised his eyebrows. “Why not leave Norma? You had it all with this other woman.”

      Herman shook his head. “I loved Osaria, but not like I loved...love...Norma. We had a passionate connection.” Herman stared into his coffee. “As soon as I left Osaria, I would think of Norma, but never the other way around.”

      Bernie studied him. “You lived two separate lives.”

      “Three.” A lump formed to cut off his words. He’d had a family and a career, but Norma was his home. Why was he only realizing that now?

      “Love relationships need constant care and attention.”

      Herman shrugged. “I thought material things were more important. I didn’t…” He sipped the coffee, noticing his hand trembled on the handle. “I grew up poor, and I promised myself I would never let my wife and kids live like that.”

      The pastor nodded, and a spark of understanding entered his eyes. “Why not bring the boy here?”

      Herman’s gaze shot to the pastor’s face. Nothing in the man’s expression suggested he was joking, but how could he be serious?

      “The boy didn’t exist in Norma’s world.”

      “You can’t live in three different worlds, Herman. You are one man with one life.”

      Herman shook his head. In his mind, each part of his life was walled off from the other. Sweet Grove was the haven he wanted for his love, a place he would have wanted to grow up. Las Cruces was obligation and duty, and Austin was a job, a means to provide for his responsibilities.

      “Do you know the Lord?”

      Herman snorted. “I’m an adulterer, preacher. That should clarify things.”

      Bernie shook his head. “Jesus condemned those who brought the adulteress to him, but he didn’t condemn her. She chose to repent and follow him.”

      Herman’s eyes widened. “So if I have a come-to-Jesus moment, all this will go away?”

      Bernie pursed his lips. “That’s not how it works. There’s the law of the harvest. What we sow, we have to reap.”

      Herman stared at the pastor. He knew he had to live with the consequences of his mistakes. Part of him had hoped that his provisional care of everyone would count for something. He’d tried to give them everything they needed.

      The ache in his heart surged. He couldn’t grant Norma’s wishes. He couldn’t cause her body to conceive, and the irony of the ease with which he’d impregnated what would have been a one-night stand was a whip on his back.

      “I can’t undo anything. But I want to make it right with Norma.”

      The pastor took a drink of his coffee and stared out the window. “Did you tell her that?”

      Herman made a strangling noise. “She hasn’t been keen to listen to anything I have to say.”

      “She hasn’t left yet. That’s a good sign.”

      Herman’s stomach slammed into his heart. Tingles vibrated up his chest and into his shoulder. Norma couldn’t leave him. He didn’t deserve her love or forgiveness, but he would grovel at her feet for the rest of his life if she would only give him another chance.

      Would she ever let him explain that?
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      Norma stopped beside the motorcycle, and her stomach flopped like a dying fish. Even though Herman and the boy hadn’t gone back to Austin on Monday, she’d been able to avoid the boy for most of the week. The reprieve was over.

      “Help me out here, Lord.” The muttered prayer sprang off her lips before she considered it.

      At least this crisis wasn’t causing problems in her spiritual life. A cramp where her heart used to be gave her conscience a little twinge.

      Except for the burning anger and unwillingness to forgive.

      Norma swished into the house and dropped her lunch bag on the counter. She rushed upstairs and changed into sweats and an over-sized shirt. Her favorite part of being mad at Herman was how little she cared about her appearance around him. She used to spend hours at the hair salon on Friday after work, and wear a dress and heels to greet him at the door.

      A fat lot of good that did. He’d been sleeping around anyway.

      Back downstairs, she cleaned out her lunch box and poured a glass of sweet tea. As she spun to return the pitcher to the refrigerator, Adonis entered the kitchen.

      Shorts hung to his knees, baring hairless, muscular calves. The sight of them had her picturing the thick hair on Herman’s legs. A shirt clung to Adonis’s toned chest and revealed his shoulders and arms. Norma froze, sure she resembled a deer caught in headlights.

      “Hey, Miss Norma.” She’d finally managed to get him to stop calling her ma’am, and now he sounded like one of the kids at church or school.

      “Tea?” She raised her glass.

      He nodded. She fumbled for a glass and poured it full before returning the pitcher to the refrigerator. She snagged her tea and padded toward the back door. Guilt stabbed her gut.

      “I’m going to the gazebo if you want to join me.” Norma threw the invitation over her shoulder and hurried out, not waiting to see his response.

      She’d just stretched her feet out onto the ottoman when his footsteps creaked on the stairs. A moment later, he sat in the chair beside her. Herman’s chair. Her chest ached.

      “What were you up to today?” She could be friendly. If she didn’t look at him, she could forget he was Herman’s son. Herman’s son, not hers.

      “Looking for jobs up in Rosewood. Not much I’m interested in.”

      “Oh? What are you looking for?”

      He didn’t answer for a moment, and Norma kept her eyes trained on the pasture.

      “Building, maybe.”

      “Is that what you did in Las Cruces?” Just speaking the name crucified her.

      “Nah. Mostly I helped my uncle’s crews with harvesting.” Another long pause. “I’d really like to assemble things, build a machine from scratch.”

      “There’re manufacturing plants in Austin.” If you go there, I won’t have to be reminded of what I don’t have.

      “Not really what I mean.” He slurped the tea. “Maybe something at a customization body shop.”

      “Body shop?” The barn cat yowled and arched its back into her calves.

      “A place they rebuild cars or motorcycles.”

      She leaned forward to rub the cat’s head. He allowed it before stalking toward the boy. Norma glanced at Adonis, who stared at the pastoral view with a furrowed brow. “You have mechanical experience?”

      He shrugged. “I took classes in high school.”

      “There’s a man in town who builds motorcycles.”

      Adonis turned his head and stared, eyes widening.

      “I don’t know if he’s hiring or not. I can look up the address for you.”

      Adonis nodded and looked down, hand dropping toward the tom cat. “Why are you helping me?”

      “It’s not helping you if he’s not hiring.”

      Crickets chirping and the rumble of the cat’s purr filled a silence. “You’re nice to me, but you won’t talk to D—Manny.”

      “Why do you call him that?”

      “It’s what my mom called him.”

      Norma bristled. You asked. Since she’d opened that door, she might as well assuage her curiosity.

      “Tell me about your life with him.”

      In the silence following her request, the cat meowed, reaching its claws up to the arm of Norma’s teak chair. She patted the cat’s head, and its rumbling purr resumed.

      “He drove Mom to work when he was there. Maybe one or two weeks each month.”

      “She worked at Macadam?” Norma’s stomach tightened.

      Adonis nodded. “He helped get her off the janitorial crew and into the mail room.”

      She slept her way up? Norma berated herself for having the callous thought. Why was she judging a woman she knew nothing about?

      Because she slept with my husband. Had a son with my husband.

      “He told me school was super important and helped me with my homework. Tossed the baseball with me and taught me to build things.” The boy paused. Norma glanced to see a wistful expression cloud his face. “Mom said he helped her learn English before I was born, and when I was a baby.”

      “Your mom came from…”

      “Mexico. Legally. Sponsored by my uncle’s employer.”

      Norma raised her eyebrows at his defensive tone. “He was a good father, then.” Had she doubted it?

      “When he was there.” Bitterness edged the boy’s tone. “I knew he had another family, his ‘real’ family, and that’s why he didn’t stay with us all the time.”

      Norma gasped. “He told you that?”

      Adonis shook his head. “Mom did. She didn’t want me to build up false hopes.” After a pause, he added, “But I did anyway.”

      For the first time, Norma imagined what Adonis’s life had been like. His mother was an immigrant, and his father was mostly absent. Every moment with Herman must have fueled his wish to be his “real” son.

      “You’re his only child.” The familiar longing burned in her chest. “And you’ve always been his real son. I’m sorry you thought otherwise.”

      She patted his wrist. His arm twitched, and he stared at her hand and then her face.

      “But he always came back to you.” The boy’s voice crackled.

      Norma looked away and laughed, a hard, bitter sound without a scrap of joy. “For most of the past twenty years, he’s spent weekends with me. Sometimes only a couple weekends every month.”

      And for most of that time, she’d felt like they were mini-honeymoons. There were a few years, when their attempts to have children failed, that she’d become morose and they hadn’t enjoyed an idyllic relationship. But still, he came home and tried to interest her in improving the farm. Sometime during those hard years, she’d found lipstick on his collar and suspected he might be having an affair, but she didn’t blame him. She hardly wanted to be around herself, so why shouldn’t he seek amenable company in the arms of another woman?

      Norma realized the boy might be expecting an explanation. What more could she say? Herman’s idea of working at a relationship meant spending enough time away that the difficulties paled in the light of reunion.

      And you were fine with that. Until recently, when she’d begun to wonder if she even loved him.

      “I wanted to hate him for choosing you, but Mom told me she’d never expected anything else.”

      Heat surged through Norma’s chest. How could Herman treat that woman and his child so callously?

      The thought shocked her. Suddenly, she was on their side? She was taking up the cause of her husband’s mistress? She shook her head.

      Herman’s car rolled up the gravel drive. She could see a flash of its light paint from where she sat. A sudden urge to confront him had her standing. She rushed into the kitchen, arriving at nearly the same moment he did.

      He fumbled a bunch of flowers, a colorful arrangement of daisies dyed in bright shades of pink, purple, and yellow. The sight of them melted her irritation.

      Early in their marriage, she’d asked why he never brought her flowers. “Cut flowers die,” he’d said. “When we get our own home, I’ll bring you potted flowers so they can last forever.”

      And he had. The colorful blooms in the beds around the house were nearly all gifts from him.

      Herman stepped closer, held the flowers toward her. “These aren’t as beautiful as you, but…”

      Her fingers trembled as she took the bouquet.

      “Are the vases still above the refrigerator?” He moved toward the cabinet as he spoke.

      Norma said nothing as she watched him reach one of the vases in the high cupboard. He turned back to her, stopping. She hadn’t moved.

      “Want me to get the water?” he asked.

      “Why? You think cut flowers are a waste of money.”

      Herman walked to the sink on an arcing path so he didn’t brush against her. Norma cocked her hip into the counter, studied the pull of the plaid shirt over his broad shoulders. Warmth uncurled low in her belly. How could she still find him attractive after his betrayal?

      “I’m trying to make things right.”

      The bitter laugh spilled out again. How she hated the sound of it, especially since it reflected the true state of her heart. “Flowers won’t make up for your infidelity.”

      He set the vase on the counter and faced her. “My heart has always been faithful to you.”

      She shook her head. “That’s how you’re going to excuse this? You have a son. You had another woman. You spent years with her while I was waiting for you at home.” She tossed the flowers on the counter, paced away. “Clueless. Your little submissive wife.”

      “There’s no excuse.”

      His quiet admission stopped her in her tracks.  Emotion fluttered behind her breastbone and tightened her throat as she faced him.

      “All that time, we made love and I begged you to give me a child.” She ground her teeth to force the swell of tears down her throat. “You must have laughed at my foolishness.”

      “Never.” He stepped toward her, arms outstretched.

      She’d fallen into those strong arms for more than half her life, but Norma backed away from them. Wrenching in her chest made her gasp.

      “Poor Norma. It’s her own fault she can’t have children.” She waved her hands toward the back door. “Because you had a child.”

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      “What was it like?”

      Herman stiffened. “It was a one-night stand. But when she got pregnant—”

      Norma gasped and clutched her stomach. They had tried for years, and he expected her to believe he slept with a woman one time and got her pregnant? It couldn’t be that easy.

      His pale eyes flickered between her stomach and face. “I couldn’t believe it either, but I had a duty to the boy. You know how my father—”

      The back door creaked open. The proof of his adultery and his ability to father children stood there, empty glass in hand. His eyes were wide, and he started to back up.

      “Don’t go.” Norma blurted the words. “You have more right here than I do.”

      “Norma…” Herman started.

      But she didn’t want to hear more lies. She spun away and rushed up the stairs.

      Her heart nearly pounded its way out of her chest by the time she reached her room. She closed the door, panting for breath.

      “Why, Lord? What did I do to deserve this?”

      The question was an old one. She’d begged for its answer during so many fruitless years of fertility treatments and boxed pregnancy tests. Days of hope when her period was delayed, followed by soul crushing despair after the tests proved it false.

      She stumbled to the bed and crumpled on the soft mattress. Sobs overwhelmed her until she could hardly catch her breath.

      Just kill me.

      Then the suffering would end.
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      Herman poured the thick, dark coffee, inhaling the rich scent of mornings. Steam from the over-sized mug swirled upward. His fingers curled through the handle, and he raised the barn-red cup to his lips, slurping the aromatic familiarity.

      The mug made him smile. Norma had purchased it many years before at some flea market. Printing scrawled on the side proclaimed, “It’s still only one cup.”

      Norma had gotten it for him after a doctor advised him to cut back to a single cup of coffee per day. She’d discovered almost eighteen ounces of liquid fit into the mug, but she never nagged him to obey the doctor’s orders.

      She’d always been supportive of his ideas. Except for those years when her energy was focused on a pregnancy that never happened, she’d been an ideal wife.

      And he didn’t deserve her loyalty.

      He sipped the coffee. Liquid scalded his tongue and warmed a path into his stomach. He stared out the window over the kitchen sink and distracted himself by contemplating the pasture. Several notices in the hardware store advertised pasture rentals for summer livestock grazing. Generally, he allowed Fritz Travers to graze his herd there, but considering his financial situation, perhaps Herman should try to sublet it.

      The stairs creaked, and Norma breezed into the room. Her hair and makeup reflected keen care. A floral dress covered by a royal blue cardigan accentuated her womanly figure. He scanned her with appreciative eyes.

      “You’re here.” Her hand flew to her chest, as if he’d snuck up on her.

      He grunted. Where else would he be?

      She swiveled toward the refrigerator, pulling out a carton of eggs before bumping the door closed with her hip. She gave him a wide berth as she pulled a small bowl and plate from the cupboard a few feet from him. “It’s Monday.”

      “Want some coffee?”

      She halted, as if his voice was a gigantic freeze ray. She stared at him, surprise clear in the depths of her brown eyes.

      “Maybe half a cup.” The softness of her voice caused him to lean toward her. A gentle pattering took up in the corner of his chest.

      He smirked, raising his mug toward her.

      She shook her head. “A regular cup.” She twisted away, but not before he saw her mouth curving into an answering smile.

      His heart leapt like a steeple chaser. He set his mug on the counter to fill a cup for her, and the pot trembled as he poured the brew.

      “I’m scrambling eggs. Are you hungry?”

      His stomach roared in response to the offer.

      She hadn’t cooked specifically for him since he’d returned from Austin with Adonis. A few times she’d made enough food for him to eat, but she served herself, ate, and left the rest sitting in the kitchen rather than inviting him to join her.

      The food hadn’t tasted as good reheated. Or perhaps all he could taste was the guilt of his betrayal.

      “Thanks.” He set her coffee beside her elbow and picked up his own mug.

      He leaned against the counter. She moved with precision, pulling out utensils and a pan. The whisk sang as she beat the eggs together.

      Melting butter sweetened the air. A sizzle announced when she added the eggs to the pan. She twirled from the stove with the dirty bowl and nearly collided with him.

      His hands steadied her. Warmth from her round shoulders skittered up his arms, and he sidled closer.

      Her gaze jerked to his. Wide brown eyes penetrated his soul. The familiar connection hummed between them, but she scuttled from his grasp before he could decide what to do about it.

      Dishes clattered in the sink, and the water ran briefly before she returned to the stove, briskly stirring the eggs with a spatula.

      Herman plugged in the toaster and pushed two slices down to brown. His arm snaked around her to retrieve the dish of butter she’d used for cooking. The hair on his arm bristled at the contact with her smooth forearms.

      Her sudden intake of breath started palpitations in his chest. He leaned closer, inhaling the fruity scent of her hair. He loved that she never caked on perfumes. Instead, she chose natural-smelling combinations for her lotions and shampoos.

      She stiffened as his chest brushed her side. He resisted the urge to put a kiss on the spot where her neck met her shoulders, what he called her sweetest kissable target.

      “Want a slice of toast?”

      She shook her head.

      He withdrew slowly, the crock of butter in his hand. Every inch of him wanted to stay beside her, hold her until she forgave him. But he figured it wasn’t the best idea with a hot skillet within reach.

      By the time the toast popped and he’d buttered and cut the slices, she had two plates of scrambled eggs on the table. She poured herself a small glass of juice and snagged a brown-spotted banana from the counter before she sat across from him.

      Herman bowed his head while she whispered a short quick prayer, and then he shoveled a forkful of steaming eggs into his mouth. The fluffy goodness woke his taste buds. Even the toast crunched with delight against his teeth.

      “You were home last week, too.” She cradled the coffee cup in her hands, glancing between the steaming brew and him.

      He nodded and swallowed the mouthful of food.

      “Why? Did you take time off because of…” She blew and sipped her coffee.

      Herman’s chest squeezed around his lungs. He’d taken time off, all right. But it hadn’t been planned, and it wasn’t any sort of vacation to catch up with the son he hadn’t seen in five years.

      “Macadam’s downsizing.” He gulped down his coffee, hoping the heat would ease the tension in his chest.

      Norma’s eyelashes fluttered, and she looked into his eyes for an instant before dropping her gaze to her plate. Her sigh was slightly impatient. “What does that mean, Herman?”

      He swallowed more coffee and gripped the cup.

      “Pink slips. And one of them came to me.”

      Silence stretched between them. Herman set the cup down and fingered the crust of his whole wheat toast. When he finally glanced in her direction, Norma blinked owlishly at him.

      “You can’t mean they fired you?”

      “Laid me off.” He nodded.

      His next bite of eggs lacked the same appeal as the ones before it. The pepper he’d generously added stung the roof of his mouth.

      “But…you’ve worked there forever.”

      Herman chewed another bite, gathering his explanation. “Old Man Macadam retired two years ago. His son doesn’t have the same appreciation for loyal employees.” No point in mentioning that sales had been slacking off for three years, and he’d already suffered two demotions during that time. With pay cuts.

      “What will you do?”

      Herman cleaned his plate, using the last half of toast to push bits of eggs onto his fork. When he glanced up again, Norma gripped the edges of her own half-full plate, wide eyes staring at him.

      “A severance package will tide us over for a couple months.”

      She sipped her juice. “Why didn’t you tell me this last week?”

      Herman jerked his brows upward. “We weren’t exactly speaking.”

      She slammed the coffee cup on the table. Nothing sloshed out. “How many secrets are you keeping?”

      Acid couldn’t have burned him more than the ugly tone of her voice. He opened his mouth to claim his innocence and shut it again. Any number of things about their financial situation, the house he owned in Austin, and his care of Adonis and Osaria might be considered a secret to Norma.

      “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Everything.”

      He laid his fork across his plate and settled his fingers on the edge of the table. “I never meant to keep secrets. I didn’t want you to feel like less of a woman because…of the boy.”

      “Less of a woman?” Her laugh was ugly and bitter. “You mean like a woman whose husband shacks up with someone else? Has a whole family behind her back?”

      “I had a duty—”

      “Duty?” she shrieked, and he flinched. This wasn’t the Norma he knew. He’d driven her to rail like a shrew. “What about your duty to me?”

      He blinked and straightened. He’d never shirked his duty to her. He’d provided her with a fine home and everything she could want. Except the one thing she wanted most.

      “You think you performed it, don’t you?” She shoved away from the table with a squeal of wood on wood. “I have this nice home, nice things, and don’t even have to work.”

      She stared at him, waiting for him to deny what she’d said. He couldn’t.

      She threw her hands up, collected her dishes, and stomped into the kitchen. Stoneware and silverware clattered into the porcelain sink. She returned to stand beside her chair, hands on her hips. Her chest heaved and cheeks flushed.

      Herman’s senses revved. She was gorgeous.

      “Faithfulness. That’s how you failed me.” She snatched the banana off the table. “You had a son. You know how much I wanted that.”

      Herman struggled to his feet. She held up her hand, stilling him.

      “Now you don’t have a job, and you can’t bother to tell me that either.” She shook her head. “I don’t even know you.”

      Their stares clashed. A burn started in Herman’s stomach. His breath rasped.

      “Maybe I never did.”

      She snatched the truck keys from the hook near the doorway, stormed from the room, and slammed out the front door. The motor roared to life. Gravel spit from beneath the tires as she sped down the drive.

      The burn migrated into his chest. Spikes of agony shot down his left arm. He tried to breathe, but the air seemed as thick as cement.

      His knees buckled, sending him back into the chair. He clutched his chest.

      She’d broken his heart, but he’d broken hers first.
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      A strangled groan echoed around the dining room. Herman struggled against the vise squeezing his chest and gasped for air. Dark spots danced at the edge of his vision. The agony of a thousand stakes being driven into his chest anchored him to the chair.

      From somewhere beyond the dancing spots, he heard Adonis cry, “Dad!”

      Even the sound of that word on the boy’s lips didn’t ease the pain. His fingers scrabbled against his chest. Adonis rushed to his side and jerked the chair away from the table. Herman grunted at the sudden motion.

      Adonis pressed his ear to Herman’s chest. When he raised his head, he asked, “Can you hear me?”

      The effort to bob his head sent pain radiating down both arms. Breath rasped along his throat like sandpaper, and he twitched, trying to escape the pain.

      “Heart.” The strangled whisper wreaked more torture inside his ribcage.

      Adonis thumped the center of Herman’s chest. The world wavered.

      Herman sucked in a breath, and Adonis collapsed into the chair beside him.

      “Are you okay?” The boy’s voice quivered.

      Herman’s eyes closed. His chest shuddered, and his hand clenched and released as if he was running an air pump.

      The little boy voice dredged up memories of wide, dark eyes and playing catch in the fading light, and a stream of chatter and questions.

      Herman opened his eyes. His head lolled toward Adonis, who touched his shoulder.

      “What happened?”

      “Norma left.”

      Adonis grimaced. “Are you having a heart attack?”

      Herman shrugged. Thoughts circled his brain like crows over a carcass. Adonis’s voice rumbled on, but the words jumbled together. Memories flashed behind Herman’s eyelids. Years of seeking his father’s approval overlapped with instances when Adonis tugged at his sleeve, eyes desperate for a father’s endorsement.

      Time slurred. Adonis asked him questions, and he tried to concentrate. His head nodded and lolled, but he couldn’t remember the questions or make his lips form an answer.

      Norma left him. He broke her heart. He wasn’t any different than his father.

      “We need to get to the hospital.” His son’s words penetrated the fog around his mind.

      Adonis grappled for purchase on Herman’s arm. Herman shrugged out of the grip. “I just need to rest,” he muttered.

      Somehow he scooted the heavy chair closer to the table. His hands trembled as they wrapped around the giant coffee mug.

      Another pain sliced into his chest. Norma had walked out, and he’d failed her again.

      Adonis disappeared then reappeared. Haze settled on Herman’s thoughts, and every breath took effort.

      Suddenly, he was in the car. Was he dying? If he died, how would he be remembered? As a successful salesman or a cheating husband? Would anyone even care?

      He curled his fingers over his chest, closing his eyes. His mother’s tired, lined face shimmered into focus. She slapped a bowl of watery potato soup in front of Herman, claiming she wasn’t hungry.

      “I gave her everything.” His lips felt heavy as he mumbled.

      “What?” Adonis sounded far away.

      His dad hadn’t cheated. He never had time. He traveled from oil rig to oil rig, across Oklahoma and Texas. The offshore drillers had offered him more pay, but before he could take the job, a fire claimed his life. Roughnecking on a rig was dangerous, and Herman wouldn’t have married Norma if he’d planned to stay there.

      The soothing rocking motion stopped. Adonis tugged on his arm, and Herman followed him into the emergency room. He didn’t need to be here, did he?

      Before he could resist, a man in scrubs was leading him to a chair and quizzing him. He tried to answer, but the words sounded foreign. After giving his son the wallet so he could hand over the insurance information, Herman floated in a sea of muddled memories from his childhood, to Adonis as a child, to Norma in tears.

      

      He’d come in that Friday evening, nervous about sharing his news. Rather than meeting him at the door, Norma had stumbled out of their bedroom. Her hair was flat on one side, and she wore a wrinkled shirt and loose sweats.

      After months of trying, she’d finally gotten pregnant. Only a month ago, she was jubilant with plans for converting one of the bedrooms into a nursery.

      “I lost the baby.” Her voice echoed inside his mind.

      She flung herself at his chest. His arms circled her, and she gripped him, sobbing harder into his dress shirt.

      “I’m sorry.” She apologized again and again.

      They huddled together on the bed. When she fell asleep, he ambled down the stairs and fumbled through the refrigerator. He idly fired up the grill, cooking and eating a steak without really thinking.

      It was late Sunday night when he told her that he would be traveling to Las Cruces and spending one week there out of every three.

      “But I need you.”

      The tears started again, and Monday morning he slid out of bed and escaped like a thief. “I have an early flight,” he scribbled on a slip of paper.

      A few weeks later, he’d stayed late in the Las Cruces office and met Osaria. She apologized for bothering him, but he waved it off and told her to do her job. Soon they were talking. Three weeks later, he started helping her with her English, at first by reading notices around the office. One night, sometime later, when her stomach growled after she finished cleaning, he invited her to dinner. It was a mistake to eat at the restaurant in his hotel. It was a mistake to have a third beer after downing a mixed drink.

      In the morning, he woke up with a naked young woman beside him. She stared at him with wide brown eyes, and he couldn’t blame her for his weakness. The loneliness of Norma’s mourning swelled in him.

      He’d betrayed her again. He wasn’t there when she miscarried, and he wasn’t there to comfort her. And now he was cheating on her with another woman.

      

      Something pricked his arm. Herman blinked, staring at the white ceiling in the emergency room. A nurse held a needle to his arm. Behind her, Adonis, pale-faced, eyes wider than a full moon, stared at the procedure.

      Herman lay flat on his back, bed beneath him rolling along as he recalled the shy conversation when Osaria told him she was pregnant.

      

      Tears welled up as he asked her, “Is it mine?”

      “You are only one.” Her English had improved while they worked together, but the emotion thickening her throat muddled her response.

      

      He couldn’t give his wife the baby she wanted, but one night in a hotel room and he fathered a child with a near-stranger. Duty reared its head. The child was his responsibility. He couldn’t abandon it, and that meant taking care of this woman while she was pregnant and after the birth.

      White-coated people whirled around him. There were machines and pokes and instructions Herman could never recall but must have followed. A doctor claimed he’d been having small “cardiac events” for several weeks and was lucky the attack today didn’t cause more damage.

      “Your body is giving you warnings.” The man peered over his glasses at Herman. “It’s time to make changes, unless you don’t want to see the other side of sixty.”

      Time to make changes. The rest of the doctor’s spiel faded to background noise. Herman gathered enough to know he had to stay overnight in the hospital while they ran more tests and started him on some blood pressure medication.

      Please give me time to change.

      Who did he expect to hear his plea?
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      Norma hardly remembered driving to Rosewood after Roth Stryker’s call. Herman was in the emergency room, and they were running tests on his heart.

      They’d argued that morning. Had her callous words caused a heart attack? She might never know, but the quicksand devouring her stomach gave her a clue.

      Roth Stryker intercepted her as soon as she entered the lobby. His fingers wrapped gently around her upper arm, and he steered her toward the elevator. He had no new information.

      When the elevator opened onto the third floor, Roth guided her to the right.

      Adonis rushed toward them, face sagging in relief. “I was just going to call you.”

      She explained how she’d heard, and Roth patted her arm and departed. Words flooded out of Herman’s son, and his wild eyes reminded her of a spooked horse. She wilted into a chair, eyes blinking rapidly.

      “It’s too much.” The agonized whisper sounded loud in the quiet waiting area.

      “Stress, the doctors said.” Adonis reached for her hand and then recoiled. “No one’s fault.”

      Was he blaming himself? His arrival must have shocked Herman as much as it did her.

      “I have to see him.” She stood, her hands still trembling but her legs steady.

      “I’ll take you.” Adonis stepped toward closed doors into one of the wards. He paused and offered his arm.

      Norma stared at him. Yearning bubbled into her chest, filling her until she thought she would explode. If he wanted to be friends, she shouldn’t fight it, especially now that she knew she couldn’t lose Herman. No matter how hard the road to reconciliation might be, she didn’t want her marriage to end.

      Her fingers wrapped around his firm bicep, and he guided her into the hospital room. An antiseptic smell slapped her face. A stranger lay in the bed. When had his hair gone so silver? It nearly blended into the sheets.

      She paced nearer, and Adonis dropped his arm away. Scuffling sounds and then the scrape of a chair pulled her attention from the man in the bed. She offered a tremulous smile as Adonis gestured to the seat he’d pushed beside her.

      The heart monitor beeped, an eerie timekeeping device. Norma scooted the chair closer to the bed, perching on the edge of it. She studied Herman’s face.

      In repose, the lines smoothed out. A gray pallor leeched the healthy tint of sunshine from his cheeks. The strong chin, covered in a mostly gray beard, jutted out even while he slept. She’d been fascinated by his strong features from the first day her brother brought him home, heedless of the eight-year age difference.

      His chest rose and fell as the monitor droned on. She clenched her hands together as pain twisted in her chest. Anger simmered in her stomach, but the addition of worry made the stew a painful acid burning its way up and out.

      “Are you hungry?”

      Norma started at the sound of the boy’s voice. He’d been playing on his smart phone and she’d forgotten his presence. She shook her head, meeting his eyes and then dragging her gaze back to the patient.

      “It’s past lunch time.” He stood, stretching lithe arms overhead.

      “Go and get something.” She motioned toward the door. “I want to be here when he wakes up.”

      Adonis paced to the opposite side of the bed, gaze scanning his father’s face. “He looked like death earlier.”

      A shudder twitched up her spine. Death. No matter how betrayed she felt, she’d never wish death on Herman. While his world may have been entwined with another woman’s, Norma had belonged only to him for too long to imagine any other life.

      But that didn’t mean she shouldn’t expect him to honor their vows. She stiffened and drew slightly away from the bed.

      “Do you want me to grab something for you?” The boy’s pale brown stare darted from the bed to her, his tone hesitant.

      She frowned. “Maybe sweet tea.”

      He backed toward the door, staring at the ground.

      “Do you have money?”  Norma rose and pilfered the pocket of Herman’s jeans, folded and stuffed in a plastic bag. Her fingers closed on the leather wallet, hand-tooled with his initials. She’d purchased it several years ago at a crafter’s booth and gave it to him that Christmas.

      Another twist behind her breastbone. How had she let things remain unsettled between them?

      She held the wallet toward Adonis, who hovered by the door. “Take this.”

      He shook his head and wouldn’t meet her gaze. “I have plenty of money.”

      “He’ll buy my drink at least.”

      Adonis glanced up at her and away. “He gave me cash.”

      Norma should have figured as much. Herman had never been stingy with money. But now that he had no income, she thought he should probably exercise a little more restraint.

      The boy left, and Norma wandered to the window and stared at the grassy rectangle a few floors below. Not that she truly saw it, because her mind raced through endless possibilities. What if Herman couldn’t find another job? Would he want to work closer to home? Or would he need to go even further afield?

      Her heart and stomach twisted together, an internal pretzel. If I have to leave Sweet Grove...

      A clot rose into her throat. In his absence, she’d built a life that revolved around her community. She’d filled her time with church projects, charitable committees, and volunteering. Hours spent helping at the schools eventually led to her employment.

      Her heart wrenched again. She’d hoped and prayed to fill her hours and days with raising children, but it never happened. The students at the elementary school had been surrogates. Their laughter and energy filled her days until she returned to the farm. In Herman’s absence, loneliness engulfed her at home.

      So she spent less time there and more time with the primary youth group at church or the crying babies in the nursery. And counted the hours until Herman returned each Friday evening, wrapping herself around him when he arrived, happy to spend most of their hours together at home.

      A cough and groan from behind her pulled Norma back into the sterile surroundings. With a deep breath, she twirled and retraced her steps to the bedside, inching the chair aside with her thigh.

      “Hey.” Her soft voice sounded incongruous against the backdrop of mechanical noise.

      Herman blinked and rolled his head toward her. It took a few more blinks before his eyes focused on her face. Confusion reigned in their pale depths. Her stomach lurched, making Norma wish she’d eaten even less that morning.

      “Do you remember what happened?” She sidled closer until her hip rested on the mattress a few inches from the hand not attached to an IV.

      He rolled his head and then his shoulders. His lips smacked. Norma reached for the plastic cup the nurse had left during her last visit. She leaned toward him and pressed the straw to his lower lip.

      His hand jerked up, brushing the outside of her breast. Norma’s breath snagged in her throat. Tepid fingers closed over hers on the straw, and his throat started moving. After several swallows, he gently pushed the cup away.

      Norma returned it to the rolling table. Lord, I don’t know what to say.

      When she looked at him again, Herman’s gaze fixed on her face. “Adonis. Did he call you?”

      Norma shook her head. “Roth Stryker saw you being rolled toward imaging and called Kyanna.”

      Herman’s lips smacked again.

      “More water?”

      His head rolled side to side. “What happened?”

      She pursed her lips together. “Do you remember anything? Chest pain? Talking to the doctors?”

      He blinked. “Not really.”

      “You had a heart attack. They think you may have had several small attacks over the past week or two based on answers to some of their questions. You don’t remember talking to them?”

      “I don’t know.” His eyes closed for several long seconds before he looked at her again. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Where else would I be?” She shook her head, let her fingers drop onto his chest.

      He weaseled his hand beneath her palm. “You’re angry.”

      Norma sighed and closed her eyes. I don’t know how to reconcile all the things I’m feeling. Help.

      He smacked his lips and glanced toward the cup. She gave him another drink, sad to lose the physical contact while guiding the straw to his lips. Once he was finished drinking, she dropped her hand over his and laced their fingers together. His knuckles jutted into her palm.

      “I can’t change the past.” His gravelly voice struck a chord in her.

      She recalled clearly the day that voice said, I want you to be my future. Marry me? Sudden stinging in her eyes made her blink. Nothing could mar that memory.

      “It’s been hard with you gone.” She shook her head.

      “I’ve never deserved you, Norma. Your parents knew I was no good for you.”

      She remembered that, too. Herman and her brother had been working on the oil rig near the town where she had grown up. He’d been sweaty and greasy the first time she’d seen him, but handsome and mature. He was a man when all she’d ever known were boys.

      “You’ve been good to me, Herman. Except for—” She didn’t need to complete the sentence.

      “God knows I’d never hurt you on purpose.”

      God? He didn’t want anything to do with God. He attended church to humor her. Not once had he done more than blink when she’d explained her love for Jesus Christ.

      “I thought I wanted some explanation, but it doesn’t matter. It’s the past.” She squeezed his hand.

      Mist filmed his eyes. His eyelids closed for a long moment, and when he opened them, the veil had cleared. Maybe she’d imagined it. Herman was a man’s man, and he didn’t shed tears. Not even at his mother’s funeral.

      “What are we going to do? Your job...” The terror she hadn’t been able to flee when she’d scrambled away from him that morning edged against her thoughts.

      He’d provided everything they had. The wages she made working at the school would hardly cover the utilities on that old farmhouse.

      “Depends on Adonis.”

      Norma stiffened. Why did their future depend on his illegitimate son?

      “Don’t look like that.”

      Norma gulped back the violent seizure of fury that tried to reach through her chest and strangle him. After a couple swallows, she said, “He’s your son. I’ve welcomed him. But what does he have to do with our future?”

      Herman rolled his head to the side to glare at the cup. She helped him get another drink. His eyes stayed closed after he pushed the straw away. Did he fall asleep?

      She sighed and eased her hand away from his. Before she could withdraw it, his fingers snagged hers again. She gasped and snapped her gaze to his face.

      “Don’t go.” The hoarse whisper sliced through the wall of anger.

      “I thought you fell asleep.”

      His lips trembled. “They gave me something. But we need to talk.”

      Norma squeezed his hand. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Your job—” he started.

      Norma shook her head, a rueful smile pulling at her mouth. “If I went back, Kyanna would kick me out.” She circled her thumb over the vein in his wrist. “I belong here with you.”

      He blinked several times, but the medicine won in the end. His grip slackened. Norma scooted the chair closer and leaned across her husband’s hospital bed.

      The truth of her declaration embraced her, a comforting presence in the face of the indecision and upheaval that had become her life.

      Marriage might be hard, and reconciliation would certainly hurt, but her path forward coincided with his. Now and forever.
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      “Thank you for coming.” Norma’s voice drifted through the open door, a melody Herman preferred to the continual drone of the heart monitor.

      But the doctor was concerned Herman could have another heart attack. They’d given him some blood pressure medication and blood thinners, and since he’d woken, groggy and confused, he hadn’t felt even a twinge in the area of his heart.

      Except when Norma held his hand. But that wasn’t really in his physical, beating organ, but the deeper part where his love for her warred with his guilt. Guilt for betraying her and failing in his duty to provide the best for his only child. Secrets collided with uncertainty. How on earth could he take care of these people he loved without an income?

      As he considered it, his heart revved painfully. How was he supposed to reduce his stress level when everything in his life caused more stress?

      Movement at the door brought him back to the white-walled hospital room. He raised the head of his bed higher, watching for his wife to return. Instead, Bernie Olson entered, a black book held in his left hand and a smile on his round face. Herman’s body went rigid for a moment. Did he really need a sermon?

      “Sounds like you’ve had a rough day.” Bernie pulled a chair from against the wall and scooted it toward the bed, but not as near as Norma’s. “I sent Norma to get something to eat.”

      Herman opened his mouth but thought of nothing to say, so he closed it again.

      “I may not be your pastor, but I enjoy praying at hospital bedsides.” His lips twisted into a wry grin.

      What do I say to that? Herman stared at his hands crossed over his stomach.

      “How are you?” The preacher sat.

      “Better, I suppose.” He grimaced. “Medicated.”

      “Hoping to get sprung from this joint?”

      “I don’t have anywhere to be.” He growled the words, low enough he hoped the annoying machinery would drown them.

      “Home is more comfortable than a hospital.” The pastor stroked his chin with his free hand, the black book perched on his opposite knee.

      “Not so much in recent days.” He didn’t want to jinx the warming temperatures between him and his wife.

      “Norma seemed amenable to caring for you, rather than rolling you in hot tar in a chicken house and running you out of town.” The preacher’s lips quirked.

      Herman snorted. “Better than I deserve. Always has been.”

      Bernie leaned back in the chair, hands relaxing in his lap. Herman had been in sales long enough to recognize an invitation to speak.

      The pastor hadn’t condemned him in their last meeting, and maybe he could offer wisdom about reconciliation. He hesitated. The presence of the holy book flavored the air between them with a tension he hadn’t felt in the diner, even considering the scornful waitress.

      “All of us are unworthy of love.” The preacher’s gaze dropped toward the foot of Herman’s bed.

      Herman snorted. “What could a preacher do to feel like he didn’t deserve love?”

      The other man’s face blanched. He cleared his throat and clutched the black book with both hands for a moment before closing his eyes, lips moving silently.

      “All have come short of the Lord’s righteousness.” The preacher lifted the book. “But if He can offer forgiveness, so can a woman as dedicated to His service as your Norma.”

      “You don’t know the whole story.”

      “But I know the grace of God.”

      Grace? Herman massaged the center of his chest, startled by a sudden pang. It wasn’t his heart this time, not in the physical sense.

      Silence stretched, a rubber band reaching its snapping point. Herman stared at the ceiling, an assortment of perforated tiles interspersed with a narrow, recessed fluorescent fixture. He breathed deeply, wishing he was a praying man. But he wasn’t. He was the sort of man who pulled himself up by his bootstraps.

      “I had a duty to Adonis and to Norma. I’ve worked hard, done my best to care for them. But now—” The twinge he was supposed to avoid niggled in the left side of his chest.

      “You lost your job.”

      Herman nodded, still shocked by the sudden reversal of fortunes. Shame washed in, but the sense of failure didn’t overwhelm him.

      “And now your health opposes a job search.” Bernie’s eyes held understanding.

      “Which isn’t favorable to a man my age anyway.” If his strapping young son couldn’t get hired, Herman stood no chance.

      “The Lord has a plan in all this.”

      Herman scowled. He hadn’t given God much consideration, so why should he expect anything from Him?

      “Sometimes God has to put us flat on our backs to get our attention.”

      Herman blinked at the man. Sincerity oozed from the preacher, and the usual discomfort he felt around “religious” folk ebbed to nothing.

      “What I really need help with…” He swallowed. “Is wooing Norma.”

      Bernie pursed his lips. “Earning back her trust won’t happen overnight.”

      “Do you think there’s a chance with the boy around? I want to be part of his life, but if I have to choose…” Tingling started in his left arm. The doctor told him the sensation indicated his heart was stressed.

      “As much as she loves children, I doubt she’d expect you to send your son away.” The pastor heaved to his feet and stepped closer to the bed.

      Norma had a big heart, but expecting her to love his illegitimate son seemed out of line. Herman inhaled deeply, tried to manufacture a peace he didn’t deserve.

      “Think back to how you won her heart.” Bernie slapped the book against his thigh. “And then woo her with the same sense of purpose you had then.”

      Herman’s eyes darted between the book and the preacher’s face. How had Herman won Norma all those years ago?

      “I’m going to pray over you.” Bernie winked. “That’s my job, you know.”

      Herman steeled himself for a wave of resentment or disbelief. None came.

      Bernie bowed his head, placed a hand on Herman’s arm, and closed his eyes. “Lord Jesus, I lift Norma’s dear husband up to You. He needs physical healing and spiritual direction. Send Your Spirit to guide him as You’ve promised in Your word.”

      Herman’s stomach clenched. Would this Jesus heal someone who didn’t believe in Him?

      The pastor’s voice lowered. “Bless Norma and do a work of forgiveness in her heart. We want only Your will for their marriage. In Your Holy Name, Amen.”

      The pastor’s eyes popped open, and he met Herman’s gaze. A flicker of something deep ebbed between them, and stillness settled inside Herman. The peace of mind he sought?

      The men shook hands, and on his way out, the pastor promised to check back with him in a few days.

      Herman stared at the door. He never had any use for God because he’d never needed him. And now?

      He needed all the help he could get.

      His eyelids fluttered closed, and ideas for romancing Norma raced until he formed a semblance of a plan.

      Please let this work.
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      “Delivery for you, Norma.”

      Norma glanced up from her desk behind the reception counter in the high school office. Iris Smith stood there, a bouquet of daffodils in a crystal vase with a balloon tied on its neck, in her hands.

      “For me?” Norma’s heart leapt. It wasn’t Secretary’s Day or her birthday. She stood and reached for the flowers.

      “About time he treated you right.” Iris harrumphed and set the vase on the counter but didn’t move away.

      Norma ignored Iris’s jibe and set the arrangement on her desk. The balloon bobbed, drawing her attention to the purple lettering on the golden Mylar surface. “You are so beautiful.”

      Her pulse thrummed in her neck. When they’d first dated, Herman had played the Kenny Rogers rendition of that song on his cassette player. She could almost hear the crooning words.

      Her hand covered her palpitating heart. When had she last felt beautiful? During the years she focused on getting pregnant, she’d brushed away Herman’s compliments and adoration, thinking only of her failure. And now? She glanced down at the bright dress flowing over her curves. Did Herman find her attractive?

      Her face heated as she pulled the card from among the dainty blooms. Fingers fumbling, it took her two tries to get it out of the miniature envelope. She didn’t recognize the handwriting, but the words curled her toes. “Missing my beautiful wife. Looking forward to dinner tonight.”

      “That Mexican boy came in and placed the order.” Iris smirked. “Signed Herman’s name. Said he was convalescing.”

      Norma quirked an eyebrow, doubting Adonis used that word. “Do you mean his son, Adonis?”

      Iris’s jaw slackened. “Why ever would you want to spread that news around town?”

      Norma raised her chin. “As if people aren’t talking? Herman’s trying to do right by his son.”

      Iris stiffened. “What about doing right by you?”

      Norma ground her teeth and painted a phony smile on her lips. “Who says he’s not? Do you hear me complaining?”

      Iris huffed.

      Kyanna breezed in from her office around the corner. “Flowers? Iris, thank you for delivering these, but Norma needs to get back to work.” She turned from the gossipy woman and extended a folder to Norma.

      Iris grumbled and stomped out of the office. Obviously she’d hoped to get more fodder for her one-woman gossip column. Norma shook her head and reached for the folder.

      Kyanna withdrew it. Norma frowned.

      “A ruse. Although I’m sure you have plenty to keep you busy.” Her glance slid over the colorful bouquet.

      “I appreciate your rescue.”

      “Church ladies who gossip are a stereotype I wish we could eliminate in reality.” She nodded at the flowers. “From Herman?”

      Norma handed her boss the card, fingering a green leaf while Kyanna read the sentiment her husband’s son had penned. How did Adonis feel about doing something like this for her?

      “About time he realized what a treasure you are.”

      “We had plenty of good years.”

      Kyanna’s eyebrows shot beneath her bangs. Norma could read the question in those piercing blue eyes: While he was playing house with another woman and a son you didn’t know about?

      Norma took the card, threaded it on the plastic fork-like stem, and tossed the envelope in the trash. She didn’t need to explain her marriage to anyone, not even her understanding boss, who had rallied beside her when she needed it most.

      When she walked into the house at a few minutes before 5:00, the scent of garlic and Italian seasonings greeted her. She hung the truck keys on the hook and sauntered into the kitchen.

      Herman sat on a stool beside the stove, stirring a steaming pot. Norma’s mouth watered as delicious aromas circled her.

      “Good evening.” His bass voice started a flurry of goose bumps along her spine. “How was your day?” He stood as she swept past him.

      Once, they would have shared a kiss, even something as platonic as a kiss on the temple or cheek. His flushed face drew her attention instead.

      “Are you overdoing things?”

      “No, mother.” He raised an eyebrow, and one corner of his mouth twitched.

      An odd impulse to kiss his smirk away had her sliding her feet in his direction. She stalled herself. It was up to him to make the first move in that department. He owed her that much.

      “Your face is flushed.”

      “It’s hot in this kitchen.”

      Norma noticed the oven was on and another pan of water boiled on the back burner. A box of spaghetti noodles waited on the countertop.

      “Do I need to make a salad?”

      He shook his head. “You need to relax and let your lazy husband take care of you.”

      She pursed her lips together, and his gaze riveted to them. Heat seeped up from her stomach, flowing downward at the same time. He wanted to kiss her? Her heartbeat fluttered, butterfly wings trapped against a glass barrier.

      “Do I have time to change?”

      “Why? You look beautiful.”

      She didn’t think her cheeks could get hotter, but they did.

      “Thank you for the flowers.”

      Herman stepped closer. “I was thinking of you.” The last words came out in a rush of warm breath that tickled her ear and started another procession of tingles down her spine.

      His lips pressed against her temple, and one hand rested lightly on her waist. Her heart lunged toward him, battering against her ribcage.

      After he stepped back, Norma rushed from the room. It was either that or wrap her arms around him and kiss him like they were newlyweds.

      As she fled upstairs and fumbled with her clothes, she tried to remember the last time she’d felt amorous. And couldn’t. Had it really been such a long time since she’d wanted to make love to her husband? If so, was it any wonder he found other outlets for his physical passions?

      I might not have thrown myself at him, but I’ve always been willing.

      What if he’d been hoping for her to make a move or give him a sign? She recalled a marriage seminar she’d attended at church a few years ago where the speaker had encouraged women to instigate sexual encounters. It made men feel loved in the same way a tender gesture like cooking dinner or cleaning the kitchen made a woman feel cherished.

      How had she forgotten?

      She brushed her hair and applied a coat of lipstick. Her jeans were clean and hugged her hips, and the short-sleeved blouse she paired with them had bright green stripes that made her eyes pop. She squinted at her reflection in the mirror of her bathroom, knowing it had been months since she’d taken such care with her appearance just for Herman.

      Lord, some of this is my fault, isn’t it?

      A marriage takes two. That’s what the pastor who performed her wedding ceremony all those years ago had said. You’re not vowing to give fifty percent, but one hundred.

      Norma pressed her lips together. Tonight, she’d show Herman that she appreciated his efforts. And maybe, maybe she’d open her heart to his affectionate touches once more.
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      Herman puttered around the workshop. He shook his head at the dust under his hands. His grandfather had taught him better than to let his tools go unused. Thoughts of Pop reminded him that the special woodworking skills the man had apprenticed him with could be an answer to his financial woes.

      He was still wiping the metal tools with a lightly greased rag when Fritz Travers’s old Chevy truck rumbled up the drive. Fritz’s son, Bailey, stepped out of the cab and raised his hand.

      Herman set his rag aside, wiping his palms on the outer seams of his work pants. The two men shook hands. Bailey stared around the workshop.

      “Was driving past and thought I’d stop in to ask about your pasture.”

      Herman’s stomach dropped toward the ground. He hated to have this conversation when he knew the Travers’s ranch had fallen on hard times.

      “How’s Fritz?”

      “About the same.” Meaning the cancer was winning the war against the man’s body. “I’m thinking three rotations in your pasture: May, July, and early September, just before I take the calves to auction.”

      Herman swallowed the lump in his throat. “The schedule sounds fine, but I need to let out the fields this year.” He cleared away another clot bent on stopping his speech. “I lost my job, and I hear lots of people rent their fields.”

      A look of despair flickered across Bailey’s face. He clenched his teeth, and his eyes hardened. “Guess your luck has taken a big hit lately.”

      Herman stiffened. He didn’t expect a town full of Norma’s friends to say anything good about him.

      “A man makes his own luck.” Herman gestured toward the shop. “My grandfather was a gifted woodcrafter. I’m thinking I might enjoy working with my hands instead of sitting in an office.”

      Bailey straightened. “Would you be interested in a trade?”

      Herman furrowed his brows. “What d’ya have in mind?”

      Bailey explained how he was preparing the ranch for a new venture and needed to sell off his foster father’s woodworking tools. Herman vaguely recalled seeing the other man’s work, and he definitely needed tools.

      “I’ll have to see what you’ve got, but I’m sure we can agree on terms.” Herman mentioned the weekly pasture rental fee, and Bailey accepted it as fair.

      They shook hands again. “I’ll bring cash for the tools.” Herman knew they would be more valuable than the few hundred his neighbor would owe for the fields.

      After they decided on a time for Herman to check out Fritz’s tools, Bailey shambled toward his truck and Herman ducked back into the shop, mind whirring with possibilities. With the right tools, he could turn his idea into a profitable venture.

      A few minutes after the truck rattled out of the drive, Adonis sauntered through the open bay doors. “What’s that about, Man—Dad?”

      Herman’s chest constricted, and his ears burned. He’d missed hearing that word more than anything else since leaving Las Cruces behind. What about Norma? Without children, she’d never hear anyone call her Mom.

      Lord, I’m sorry I hurt her.

      Did he just pray? He shook the thought away.

      “He can’t afford to rent the pasture. His dad is dying, and they haven’t had a profitable ranch in years.” Herman took a deep breath and stared at the rag in his hand. “But we might be able to help each other out.”

      Adonis wandered over to the tool bench and fingered a set of router bits.

      “My grand pop built furniture, taught me how. I figured I’d clean this place out and try to build some things. Lots of fairs and such allow craftsmen to sell handmade stuff.”

      Adonis was quiet. Herman replaced the wire grips into his toolbox and pulled out a wrench.

      “I’d like to teach you what I know.” He hesitated. “Since you like building things.”

      Adonis whirled toward him. “Really?”

      Herman cringed at the obvious need for approval he saw in the young face. So many mistakes to remedy. He lowered his chin.

      “That’d be great.” Adonis glanced toward the miter saw. “Maybe I could design some stuff, too.”

      “We’ll have to see what sells.” While the idea of a father-son team appealed to him, he wouldn’t get in the way of the boy’s dreams. “What about school in Austin?”

      The boy didn’t answer for a long moment. “I’m not much for school.”

      Herman’s stomach jolted into his heart. The lurch made him grit his teeth. “You don’t have to work with me if you find another job.”

      Adonis stared at him. “I like building things.” He cleared his throat. “I can pay rent. I’ve got money from the sale of Mom’s house—“

      Herman swatted away the words. “My son ain’t payin’ to live in my house.”

      “Maybe just until we make some money with the business.”

      We. He liked the sound of it. “That house in Austin should sell quick, and money won’t be a worry for a year or more.”

      He hoped. The severance package took a hit with his hospital stay, but at least he still had medical insurance for six more months.

      “I want to help, not be a freeloader.”

      Herman set the tools aside and closed the distance between them. His hand settled on the boy’s shoulder, equal in height to his own. His son was a man, and he hadn’t been there for than transition any more than his father had.

      “I’m happy to have your help in the business, but I don’t need your money to pay my bills.”

      They stared at each other.

      Adonis nodded slightly, then his lips quirked up. “You do need my advice for wooing Norma, though.”

      Herman slapped the boy’s back. “But I’m the one doing the wooing.”

      His chest swelled at the thought of his next surprise for his wife.
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      On Wednesday, Norma stopped at the market on her way out of town. Maisie Bryant was ringing customers while her cashier took a break.

      “Things better with you?” It was little more than making conversation, but Norma bristled. She needed to stop assuming everyone discussed her and Herman with relish, and every inquiry was “Are you still with that cheating jerk?” couched in more socially acceptable terms.

      “Kids are chomping at the bit for Easter break next week, but I’m enjoying the temperate weather.”

      Maisie smiled. “Dad’s been worried about Herman. Said he’s been wandering aimlessly all over town.”

      Norma controlled a ripple of surprise, a lightning bolt zipping through her. She made a noncommittal noise in her throat. Maisie scanned the bag of salad and called out her total while shuffling the items into the reusable shopping bags Norma kept in the truck.

      “That handsome man you’ve got staying there filled out an employment application last week. I’d hire him in a heartbeat if I needed someone.” She leaned closer and whispered conspiratorially, “The older ladies like good-looking young guys carrying their groceries.”

      Norma smiled. Adonis was handsome, especially the parts of him the resembled his father. “I’m happy for anyone to carry them…other than me.”

      Maisie laughed and handed Norma the lightly packed bags. She hustled them to the truck, hefting them onto the bench seat. In a few moments, she was turning onto Armstrong Road, leaving town and traffic behind.

      She made it up the steps before the front door swung open and Adonis reached for her bags. “Let me.” He took them without an acquiescence from her.

      “Auditioning for a role at Sweet Grove Market?” Norma followed him into the kitchen, inhaling the scent of spicy food. After hanging the keys on the rack by the door, she gazed around the dining area. Three plates were set on the table, but Herman was nowhere in sight.

      “Told you I applied, did they?”

      “You’ve been beating the streets, so it didn’t surprise me.” She unloaded the bags into the refrigerator and cupboards while Adonis returned to the stove, lifting the lid on one pot and peeking into the oven.

      “It’s early for dinner, isn’t it?”

      “Church night.”

      Norma blinked. She attended midweek services alone and without complaint since Herman attended with her on Sunday mornings. Until recently, his attitude about it had deteriorated. Church was for kids and old ladies, he said.

      “Herman roped you into cooking, huh?” There was still no sign of her husband, which was unusual. Since he’d been released from the hospital, he’d made a point of greeting her when she arrived home from work.

      “I volunteered. Wanted to cook some of my family’s traditional dishes.”

      The off-hand reference to his mother hardly caused a stir in Norma’s heart.

      “And I hoped we could talk.”

      Norma stiffened. His tone remained genial, but she couldn’t imagine what they’d need to discuss.

      “Oh?” She folded the bags and set them beneath her purse on the counter to return them to the truck when she left for church.

      He turned from the stove, gesturing to the refrigerator. “Want some tea?”

      “I’ll get it. Do you want me to pour you a glass?”

      He gestured toward the table. “I’ve got one. Meet you in the living room?”

      She retrieved a glass from the cabinet. By the time she’d filled it with ice and poured the tea, the boy was already gone.

      Dear Lord, I don’t know what this is about. Give me wisdom.

      Maybe she should have asked for kindness and understanding, too? She sipped the tea, squared her shoulders, and marched into the other room like a soldier into battle.

      Adonis crouched on the edge of the love seat across from Herman’s recliner. Norma breathed in the scent of her apple blossom potpourri, soaking in the ambiance of the room. It was one of her favorite rooms in the house, with its rosy walls and floral throw pillows. The navy recliner was the darkest piece of furniture, except for the walnut curio cabinet from her grandmother.

      She shuffled a crocheted coaster onto the end table and sat across from the boy. After sliding a coaster in his direction—he still held his glass—she sank into the cushion. Her feet throbbed inside her flats. It had been one of those ninety-miles-per-minute days, and it wasn’t over yet.

      “You and Dad are getting along better, huh?”

      The question made her blink. Not at all what she expected.

      “Whatever I can do to ease his stress.” It sounded cool and almost heartless, but her realization came too late to recall the words.

      Adonis chewed the edge of his thumb, noticed he was doing it, and clasped his knee with the fingers instead. “He’s been sending you little gifts for nearly a week. What else can he do?”

      Norma arched a brow. “The staff devoured the chocolates today.”

      “You didn’t like them?”

      “My hips don’t need them.”

      He studied her and shook his head. “Your hips seem fine.”

      She clenched her teeth to keep from laughing. “But they were your idea?”

      “He asked for ideas. Not that I’m an expert.” He grimaced. “I’ve had exactly one girlfriend.”

      Norma realized she didn’t know much about his personal life, and the thought made her pause. “You’re young and handsome. There’s plenty of time to meet a girl who’ll appreciate you.”

      “I’m not in the market.” He shifted on the seat. “What about a date?”

      She furrowed her eyebrows. “If you’re not in the market—”

      “If Dad asked you, what would you like to do?”

      A date? She’d been married forever and couldn’t imagine the stressfulness of preparing for a date. Married people shared their entire lives. Why would they need to date?

      Adonis watched her face. “You don’t want to spend time alone with him?”

      He’d totally misread her expression. “It seems strange to date my husband.”

      “This marriage blog I’ve been reading says couples should have regular date nights. It keeps the romance and excitement alive.” He glanced toward the floor. “Reminds them what they love about each other.”

      Maybe Herman could use a reminder. Although Norma felt certain she’d changed a decade ago when she’d given up on having kids and went to work for the school. Maybe he didn’t like the woman she was now. She tensed.

      The boy watching her took it to mean something negative. “What about dinner out? Or a movie in Rosewood or Harrison?”

      “Dinner at Ernie’s would be nice. We haven’t been there in several years.”

      He took a breath and stared at her iced tea. “Am I causing problems between you?”

      Norma reached for the glass at the same moment he spoke and nearly toppled her drink. She surged to her feet and stepped around the table, stopping short of touching his arm.

      He wasn’t to blame for the strain between her and Herman. Boys needed a father, and she could see how much Herman enjoyed having the boy around.

      The back door slammed.

      “I’m glad you’re here. Don’t ever think otherwise.” She held his gaze for several beats, willing him to see the truth of her words.

      He nodded. She snatched up her glass just as Herman appeared at the door.

      “Thought you’d head out to the gazebo.” His gruff tone made her stomach leap.

      At the sight of the collared shirt and bolo tie he wore, her eyes widened. She’d assumed he was working outside, but judging by the dampness of his hair, he’d been in the shower. What was going on?

      “It was one of those days when a cushy seat calls.”

      He glanced past her. “Smells good.”

      Adonis slithered around them.

      Herman and Norma stared at each other. Finally, she gazed into her glass, certain she couldn’t swallow anything past the tightness creeping up her windpipe.

      She cleared her throat. “I meant to tell you that I appreciate all you’ve been doing around the house lately.”

      Herman shifted from foot to foot. His face was inscrutable.

      “I feel like I’m in a modern marriage, where the spouses share the chores. But I want you to know, I’ve always enjoyed taking care of the house. And you.” Was it true again?

      He pulled at the collar of his shirt. “Being around here, I realize plenty of ways I took you for granted.” He reached for her hand, his fingers clammy. “And I plan to change that. From here out.”

      Norma blinked. The twisting behind her breastbone had her pressing a palm to her chest, and his gaze followed the motion. She shuffled backward at the heat that flared between them.

      Her gaze lingered on his broad shoulders. “Since when do we dress up for dinner?” A warmth in the hollow of her stomach oozed lower.

      “Dressed for church.”

      Norma blinked. “Church?”

      His thick eyebrows twitched toward his hairline. “It is Wednesday, right?”

      She swallowed and nodded slowly. If Herman made church a priority, they would have so much more in common.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Why are you doing this?”

      His thumb massaged a circle on the back of her hand. Electricity raced up her arms.

      “What’s important to you should be important to me.” He shrugged. “Plus, if I’m gonna be home all the time, I need to get to know your friends. Maybe make some of my own.”

      Lord, is this a sign that our marriage can be good again?

      “I’m ready for some home-cooked Mexican. And maybe some chili this weekend?” His hopeful look softened something in her chest.

      Before she could respond, he’d headed toward the food.

      A strangeness flooded her. Norma sipped her tea, trying to figure it out.

      “Let’s eat.” Herman’s gruff voice interrupted the musing.

      In a daze, Norma joined her family for dinner.
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      Friday came before Herman could prepare himself. After cleaning out the shop with Adonis’ help, he was finally ready to take a look at Travers’s woodworking tools. But not today. He had a date with his wife.

      Herman waited at the bottom of the stairs. His wife was a vision, her violet dress swirling about her calves, its fitted bodice outlining every luscious curve. The sight of her winded him.

      He stared.

      “You’re ogling me.” Her cheeks flamed and something flashed in her eyes. Not exactly anger, but not the demure responses he’d learned to appreciate over the years.

      “I can’t tear my eyes away.” His words felt like sandpaper. He swallowed. “You’re beautiful. I’m the luckiest man in the world.”

      Her eyes narrowed and then widened as she studied his face.

      “You look nice, too.”

      Nice? Adonis insisted he dress up, and he’d scrounged around for an old suit jacket he’d worn a decade before as a pall bearer at a funeral. He straightened his shoulders.

      Herman’s gaze roved down his wife’s shapely legs, admiring the curve of her ankles above the moderate heels of her pumps. Before women started wearing their undergarments as dresses, society deemed that ankles should be covered. His surge of desire endorsed those old-fashioned notions. He was an ankle man.

      “Herman.”

      His gaze jerked to her face at the hiss of his name. Her eyes darted toward the doorway into the living room where Adonis stood.

      “You two have a good time.” His son’s grin stretched across his face.

      Herman groped in his pocket and touched Norma’s left hand. Her gaze flew to the spot and electricity zipped through him.

      “Would you please wear my ring?”

      Norma opened her mouth and then swallowed her words when she saw the sparkling diamond anniversary ring. Instead of answering, she pulled off their old wedding band and allowed him to slide the new one on her finger. She studied it for a moment, not tilting it side to side or admiring the gleaming stones as she had the day everything fell apart in their world.

      Herman offered his arm. Norma tucked the ring she’d removed into a small black clutch, which she shuffled into her other hand so she could lean on his arm. Her warm curves pressed against him, and he almost sighed. His fingers itched to circle her waist, pull her against his chest. Maybe she’d welcome a kiss later.

      “I feel like I should snap a picture.” Adonis pulled his phone from the front pocket of his basketball shorts. “Stop.”

      Herman took the opportunity to put his arm around Norma’s shoulders. He feared touching her waist, worried his hands would take charge of what his hormones demanded. They were married, after all. And it had been months.

      Norma lifted her chin and smiled at the phone. The flash made dots dance across Herman’s vision.

      “This must be how kids feel on prom night.” Norma smiled and walked out of Herman’s grasp.

      Herman’s eyes followed the sway of her hips. He was pretty sure he felt like most teenage boys did on prom night, hoping they’d get lucky.

      “Looking good, Dad.” Adonis stared between his phone and his father.

      Herman shook his head. “Think good thoughts.”

      He hurried to pass Norma on the porch so he could open the passenger door of the Fusion. She thanked him, and he ogled her ankles while she scooted onto the seat.

      How had he ever looked at another woman? He shook his head and called himself all sorts of names under his breath. By the time he slid behind the wheel, he was ready to romance his wife. Whatever that meant.

      He asked her about work and listened while she recounted the trials of Friday at Sweet Grove High. It shook him that he didn’t know any of the people she worked with, except for that woman principal. And he knew for a fact she had no use for him. Since he didn’t talk about work when he came home on weekends, he’d never considered that Norma might want to discuss her job.

      He pulled into Ernie’s lot and parked. Norma didn’t wait for him to open her door. When he offered his arm outside the restaurant, she took it again, and her warmth at his side bolstered his confidence. He swung the door open, holding it for her and following her into the dimly lit reception area. The scent of roasting pork and yeasty bread engulfed him.

      A dark-skinned woman greeted them. Norma called her Geraldine, and the two chatted about the woman’s daughter while she led them to a corner table.

      Herman searched his mind. What should they talk about next? They used to discuss projects for the house, but without an income, he didn’t have a home improvement budget.

      Once they were seated, Norma draped a white napkin over her lap and perused the menu. His stomach tilted, so nothing looked appetizing. After they ordered, Norma set a slice of salted bread on a small plate.

      “This place hasn’t changed since you brought me here for my fortieth birthday.” Norma gazed around the room, studying the other diners.

      That was five years ago in February. Had it really been so long?

      Their drinks arrived, and he swallowed a mouthful of lager, needing a dose of liquid courage. Norma sipped her tea and added another package of sweetener.

      There was only one thing he could think of to talk about. “I’ve got a plan.”

      Norma relaxed into her chair and fixed wise brown eyes on him.

      “If it sounds okay to you.” Was he really asking for her approval?

      She cocked her head, and a curl fell across her forehead, tempting Herman to reach out, but she pushed it away before he could. “What’s your plan?”

      “Fritz Travers’s son is selling his woodworking tools and materials.”

      Norma straightened. “How is Fritz? It’s been months since I saw him at church.”

      Herman shook his head, dropping his eyes to the table. He slurped another mouthful of beer, grimacing at the bitter aftertaste.

      Her lips turned down. “That’s too bad. Those kids have lost so much already.”

      When the foster kids had moved in with Fritz and his wife, Norma had asked about getting qualified to take in kids. “Just until we have our own.” Herman had his own worries since Osaria had only recently discovered her pregnancy at that point, so he had talked his wife out of that avenue of parenthood, using the excuse that he traveled too often.

      The Travers adored Bailey and his sister, as if they had been their own blood.

      His stomach quailed. He’d made so many mistakes.

      He banished the self-pity. “You know how Pops made furniture when I was a kid. I thought maybe I’d turn the shop into a woodcrafting studio.”

      Norma stared at him, face open.

      “The boy likes building things. It would be something we could do together.”

      She nodded slowly. “Both of you need work…” She trailed off and stirred the ice in her glass.

      What was she thinking? Had he always felt like he didn’t know what was going on in her head? He didn’t think he’d worried about it before.

      “I don’t owe much on the house in Austin. Once I sell that, we should have a cushion until I get some items made. The fairs start this summer.”

      I? Had he always been so self-absorbed when he spoke?

      Norma didn’t seem to notice. She was leaning forward. “There are so many craft booths at fairs. Are you sure you’ll be able to do it?”

      A knot clenched his stomach. She didn’t believe he could succeed. And why should she? He’d only crafted a few things for her over the years, and they weren’t all that spectacular. But with the right tools...

      He raised his chin. “Of course I can. I know how to work hard. Once I get back in the rhythm of woodcrafting, the quality and quantity will improve.”

      She blinked at him, nodding slowly. “I have money tucked away.”

      He waved his hand. Compared to his salary, the school paid a pittance. “That’s your money.”

      She pressed her lips together and glared at him. “And if I want to invest in your business?”

      His jaw sagged. He snapped his teeth together. Did that mean she thought he could succeed?

      The waiter arrived, depositing steaming platters of food in front of them with a flourish. Once he left, Norma bowed her head, lips moving in a silent prayer.

      She’d already picked up her fork before Herman realized he should have joined in her prayer. But he was still shocked by her desire to invest in his business.

      He sawed into his sausage and worked clockwise around the plate. The food was bland, like he’d remembered, but hearty. He still had several bites left when he set down his utensils. As the waiter checked with them, he asked for a glass of tea.

      Norma cut her food into bite-sized bits and stacked the potatoes and chicken on her fork. They were so different, and all the time he’d spent living away from her made them practically strangers.

      No more. He was home now. To stay.

      “I’m glad you want to help with the business.”

      Norma set her fork down. “Marriage is a partnership, Herman.”

      “You’ve been the best partner a man could want.”

      Her jaw sagged. A real smile lit her face. “That’s the most romantic thing you’ve said all night.”

      Calling her his partner was romantic? His head spun at the news. He had so much to learn about romancing his wife.

      On the way out, he held the door for a couple entering. As Norma passed him, Herman caught a whiff of sweet and spicy honeysuckle.

      His pulse throbbed against his neck. He slid his hand onto her waist, guiding her toward the parked car. Tingles sparked through him, awakening desires he’d been trying to suppress. According to the blog on marriage Adonis had been reading, men made the mistake of substituting sex for romance and lust for passion. He wouldn’t fall into that trap, not when they had finally conversed about important issues.

      He stepped back to avoid the passenger door as he swung it open.

      “Norma.” Her murmured name escaped on a husky exhale.

      She tilted her face toward him, inches from his chin. The thrashing beast caged in his chest sprang toward her, desperate for release. He dipped his face closer.

      Her sparkling eyes widened an instant before his lips brushed hers, gentle in contrast to the part of him demanding more of her. She sighed against him, her mouth responding, tilting closer.

      His other hand found her waist, and he curled his fingers in the silky excess of fabric. Every inch of his body sang out its desire for her.

      In the parking lot of Ernie’s?

      Instead of deepening the kiss, Herman pulled back, letting a whisper of space separate them.

      “Thank you for giving me another chance.”

      Her eyes, dark with the same passion beating for release behind his skin, blinked and dropped to his mouth. She backed away, and his hand slid over her hip. His pulse thrummed in response to the curves slipping beneath his fingers.

      “Thanks for dinner.” Her lips trembled into a smile. “It’s nice to date my husband.”

      He tucked her into the car, and his brain mapped out the next date. And the next. Even if their marriage resumed its former coziness, he wasn’t going to stop wining and dining her. Didn’t she deserve as much? Why hadn’t he thought that was important when he spent so much time away from her?

      They were leaving Sweet Grove behind when she said, “How can I help you with your new business?”

      “What about spreading the news?”

      “What about brochures or fliers? I could whip something up on the computer to hand out at church or hang at the post office.”

      “You can design those?”

      Her exciting ideas had his heart swelling, sure at last that he could make this work. Before they had decided on specifics, he pulled into the driveway and stepped on the brakes. A truck was nosing down the drive. It reversed and stopped inches from his pickup.

      Jack Bryant stared at him from behind the truck’s dusty windshield. What did he want? Irritation flared in Herman’s midsection at the interruption.

      He parked the car beside the porch and raced around to help Norma from the vehicle. She glanced toward the idling truck and Herman shrugged.

      “I’ll be in as quick as I can.”

      Her soft smile turned his insides to mush. He really was turning into the swooning youth who wooed her twenty-five years ago.

      After he ushered her inside, Herman trotted out to see what his visitor wanted.

      But his heart went in the house with the love of his life.
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      Norma clattered up the stairs on aching feet. Her stomach still fluttered from the gentle press of Herman’s lips against hers.

      In the upstairs hallway, she glanced toward Adonis’s room. The door was closed, but a light shone from beneath it. She hesitated. A gentle prompting in her spirit nudged her down the hall.

      Her fist froze a hair’s breadth from the door. What would she say? She felt foolish approaching him. A closed door screamed for privacy. The nudge came again, almost causing her to stumble into the barrier. Her knuckles brushed against the raised panel.

      A rustle and squeak sounded from the room before the door swung inward. The boy—Herman’s son—stood there, t-shirt untucked over long athletic shorts and bare feet.

      They stared at each other. Norma swallowed and smiled.

      “We’re home.” As if he wouldn’t already know. His room was near where they parked the cars.

      “How was it?”

      Norma nodded. “It was a good idea. Thank you.”

      One shoulder raised and lowered. Their gazes locked.

      “Goodnight.” Norma started to turn away, and he echoed the sentiment.

      A twist behind her breastbone stopped her. She didn’t believe in hearing God speak audibly, but she got the impression He was on the verge of jerking her by the hair.

      She turned back to the boy. Lamplight framed him like a halo. Behind him, the bed was neatly made, although the quilt was rumpled and three pillows were stacked against the wall.

      “I want you to know…” she took a deep breath “… you’re welcome here.”

      He nodded.

      The urgent nudging in her chest continued. She sighed. “As far as I’m concerned, this is your home.”

      Glances connected, and his solemn eyes held steady.

      “Thanks.”

      She started to turn, but his next words stopped her. “You’d be a great mom.”

      She steeled herself for the wave of longing and loss. It didn’t come. She blinked in surprise, pressed her hand to her chest. What did it mean?

      She twisted toward him. “What a sweet thing to say.”

      He swallowed, and a wave of anxiety swelled between them. “I miss my mother.”

      Compassion crashed over Norma. She stepped closer and rested her hand on his arm. “Of course you do.”

      “And it’s probably too soon, but…”

      Norma’s gaze locked with his, and she cocked her head. “You’ll miss her forever. There’s no substitute for a mother’s love.”

      “Actually…”

      Something darkened his gaze. He swallowed and closed his eyes for a moment. “Would you be my stepmom? I mean, I know that’s not really—”

      Norma’s arms circled him. Tears spilled before she could even think to stop them.

      Herman’s son wanted her to be his stepmom?

      Large hands rested tentatively on her shoulder blades. Moist breath ruffled her hair.

      “I’d be honored.” The whisper was ragged, betraying the emotional tornado in her heart. She ducked her head and turned away, hiding her tears. “Goodnight.”

      “See you in the morning…Mom.”

      Norma’s heart jerked to a stop and sputtered in her chest. A flood of tears wrenched from her soul. She rushed down the hall and into her bathroom. Breaths puffed in and out. Drops spattered the vanity top.

      Oh, dear Lord, I can’t believe you answered my prayers. Only You would grant my heart’s desire this way.

      A stream of gratitude flowed from her soul to his throne, racing in time with the tears. Peace seeped into the empty chamber reserved for her deepest wish, fulfilled at last.

      She washed her face and blew her nose.

      Stepping out of the bathroom, she halted. Herman paced beside the bed until saw her.

      “You’re crying.” The growl carried a notable hint of worry.

      “Happy tears.”

      He stared and finally shook his head. “Women.”

      The male remark made her lips twitch into a smile. She took a tentative step toward him. “Did you need something?”

      His gaze caressed her face and stopped on her lips. “A goodnight kiss.”

      The gruff whisper shot a current of tingles through her stomach and chest. Norma strode past him and kicked her heels into the closet. Turning, she closed the door to her room and pressed her back against it.

      Herman’s eyes devoured her.

      “How about a good morning kiss?” Her voice sounded low and foreign.

      Faster than a man who’d had a heart attack two weeks ago should move, he stood in front of her. His arms slid around her waist, and he tugged her against his chest. Hungry lips engulfed hers.

      A sigh escaped. She tilted her chin and met his need with her own. The caress became a dance of tongues as heat enveloped them. Norma melted against him, and he backed them toward the bed.

      Making up wiped away the pain of fighting.

      Much later, Norma snuggled into her husband’s warmth, soothed by his deep, steady breaths.

      Thank you, Lord.

      If more secrets waited around the corner, she knew they would face them together—as a family.
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      Reds and blues. Golds and yellows. The colors swirled and danced among the bubbles. With every deep breath, Laura Cleary focused more intently on the aquarium, trying to forget the pressure she felt as the doctor finished her exam.

      “It all looks good,” Dr. Rylan said. “You’re healing really well.”

      Lies. All lies. There was no way to heal from this. Cuts mending? That wasn’t healing. No. She had a long way to go to heal this time.

      “I’ll give you a minute to get dressed and then we’ll have a little chat,” the doctor said. “Is Dixon in the waiting room? I’ll get him as well.”

      “No,” Laura said. Her words were no more than a whisper. “Dixon isn’t here. I’m alone.”

      “Well, that’s a first. I don’t think he’s ever missed one of your appointments. Must be busy at the ranch.”

      “Real busy,” she said, hoping her voice was convincing.

      “Okay. Get dressed then, and I’ll be back shortly.”

      If the woman was looking at Laura oddly, she’d never know it. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the fish tank since she’d come in.

      Once the door closed, Laura slowly eased herself off the exam table. She pulled on her pink and lavender sundress, fumbling with her underwear. Dixon had always helped her dress after these appointments. Held her hand. Told her it was fine. Now he wasn’t here to do either. They weren’t liars. Even Dixon, in his eternal optimism, couldn’t tell her things were fine any more.

      Her phone vibrated in her purse. If she was capable of hope, she’d have hoped it was Dixon checking in. But it was a text from Nicole.

      Thinking about you. Call me as soon as you’re done. Love you.

      God love Nicole. She was so much more than a cousin. They’d been best friends almost from the womb, born a mere five days apart.

      Laura texted back.

      I will.

      The phone buzzed again. Ugh. She didn’t want to have a drawn out text conversation right now.

      Staying in Austin again tonight?

      Yes.

      Buzz.

      You’re welcome here.

      Of course she was welcome there. She was welcome in any number of homes in Sweet Grove. That was the problem. Everyone in town knew what she’d been through. And while no one asked if she and Dixon were separated, they had to know. Nothing was secret in Sweet Grove. Laura’s absence from church wouldn’t be noted… yet. After all, she was recovering from surgery. But was Dixon still going? What was he saying?

      Dr. Rylan knocked on the door and, after a moment’s hesitation, stuck her head in.

      “Why don’t you come out to my office? It’s more comfortable there.”

      Her office? The last time Laura had been there was five years ago when she and Dixon had first met with her to discuss fertility options. Since then, every visit was in the clinic rooms.

      She followed the tall, older woman with a streak of blue in her gray hair down a long hall. Laura had been in most of these at one point or another. The ultrasound suite. The radiology room. The egg retrieval room. She blushed as she passed one door in particular. Dixon had more experience there.

      All of these rooms designed to make their wishes come true. And yet, after all this, they were no further ahead. After all this, they were no longer a they.

      The doctor’s office was bright and cheery. She hadn’t remembered that. Maybe all the money they’d spent here had helped Dr. Rylan redecorate. Light blonde wood floor, covered in a sunshine yellow rug. Soft yellow curtains framing a window that looked over St. Mary’s Cathedral. And soft, body soothing chairs. A jug of water sat on the table, the sides coated in beads of condensation from the crisp ice.

      Dr. Rylan sat and nodded to the other chair.

      “How are you doing, Laura?”

      “I’m okay.”

      There was no aquarium to fixate on here. She’d have to settle for the jug of water.

      “You’re not okay,” the doctor said, her voice soft and soothing. “And you shouldn’t be okay. Whatever you’re feeling, you are entitled to it. But you need to be able to talk about it.”

      One solid bead of water slowly ran down the side of the jug. It grabbed smaller beads as it went, taking them all down with it.

      “I’m as okay as I can be,” she whispered.

      “How are things with you and Dixon?”

      The words bubbled in her throat. She wanted to pour them out, but if she did, the tears would follow. And crying hurt. Everything hurt.

      She shook her head. It was all she could manage.

      “I feared as much. You’ve both been through a lot. Many couples struggle during this. It’s perfectly normal. If you two want to give counseling a try, I know a great therapist who works with couples going through loss, especially fertility-related loss.”

      Laura let out a harsh laugh. “Dixon in therapy? The second-coming is likely to happen first.”

      “You never know. If he wants to work on your marriage, he might consider it. I’ve seen over the years how supportive he is of you. I think he’d do it.”

      Laura said nothing. The bead of water, now tripled in size, had gotten stuck on the rounded bottom of the jug and couldn’t make its final escape. She could empathize with it.

      “It’s not Dixon who gave up,” she finally said. Admitting her failure as a wife was something she would have to come to terms with. “It was me. I left.”

      “Do you want to talk about why?”

      She was tired of talking about why. But since this was the last time she’d ever see Dr. Rylan, she might as well lay it all out there.

      “Because Dixon Cleary was meant to be a father. When I married him, we vowed to bring as many children into this world as we could. And despite all the prayers, and science, and money we’ve thrown at it, I can’t give that to him. We always knew we had a rough shot of it happening, but now, there’s nothing left. I’m a barren woman. And he doesn’t deserve that. He deserves to find a woman who can give him a family.”

      “Laura. You are not a barren woman.”

      “How can you say that? You were there. You did it. You took my last tube just eight weeks ago. No tubes, no child, right?”

      “No, not right. There’s still in vitro.”

      “We did that. Twice. It didn’t work.”

      “If you want to keep trying, we can do it once more.”

      “No,” Laura said, standing and walking to the window. The limestone spire of St. Mary’s, with its sandy-white cross, called to her. Maybe a visit was in order when she left. Even lapsed Catholics were still welcome, weren’t they? “We’ve spent every cent and more that the ranch brings in on treatments. No more. I’m not bankrupting Dixon for this. Not when he can go meet a nice young fertile woman and start over.”

      “Is that what he wants?”

      “He won’t admit it. But if I give him enough time and space, he’ll realize it.”

      “Do you want to talk to someone about this? I can get you in to speak to my friend this week if you want.”

      Laura shook her head. “My mind is made up. I’ve made my choice. I might not ever be a mother, but Dixon will be a dad.”

      Laura believed in vows. Breaking her marriage vow killed her, but her out was in the vow to raise children. If she couldn’t keep that part of their bargain, then it rendered the rest null and void. But this vow she would keep. She would not prevent Dixon from having a family.
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      Garrett clicked the buckle of his harness into place and pulled tightly on the ends of the straps. “Ready for takeoff.” He gave the helicopter pilot a thumbs-up in case he couldn’t hear him over the low hum of the spinning blades and the motor propelling them. Normally, he would just take his own plane for such a short flight, but he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to be piloting anything, making this chartered flight an easy decision.

      The pilot went through a series of checks with the control tower, and it wasn’t long before the whirring sound increased and the helicopter began to vibrate with the increased power, blocking out any chance of regular conversation. The huge metal bird lifted off from a private section of the airfield. The ground below faded away until New York City became an aerial view of rooftops and skyscrapers all blended together. Garrett let out a deep breath.

      The flight from La Guardia to Glen Haven, New Hampshire, the closest private airport with a helipad to Hallbrook, was ninety minutes by helicopter and then a fifteen-minute drive north to the town where he’d spent most of his childhood. It was a trip he would always regret not making more often. The news of his mother’s death had come as a shock, and now, days later, the ache he felt had deepened, spurred on by guilt. He hadn’t even known she was having heart troubles, but then according to Charlie, her friend and solicitor, she hadn’t either. Her heart attack had taken everyone by surprise. It was hard to believe she was gone.

      He tamped down on the emotions trying to emerge, finding it easier to focus on what needed to be done. Once he settled his mother’s estate, there would be no reason to return to his hometown, a place he’d left long ago and only manage to visit once or twice a year, much to his mother’s consternation. Work had been his priority for as long as he could remember, and the corporate law offices of Bradley & West were proof of the success he and his best friend and partner, Jim, had achieved as a result of their dedication.

      But being rated as the top law firm in Manhattan and in the top twenty nationwide didn’t do a thing to ease the pain of knowing his mother was gone forever, especially since he’d disappointed her by canceling his visit this past summer. The Baden-Hamilton merger had derailed, and the multi-million-dollar deal was his baby, and therefore his responsibility to save. And then one thing after another had popped up, and before he knew it, September was fast rolling in. But for his mother, there would be no September.

      Angelica, his sister, had been notified of their mother’s passing through official Naval communication, but as a U.S. Naval officer on a submarine somewhere in the Pacific, there was no telling when she’d be home. Charlie was taking care of their mother’s arrangements per her wishes, and a woman by the name of April St. James was taking care of the house. Charlie had insisted Garrett arrive as soon as possible to deal with some legal issues. Garrett had cleared his schedule, making sure he could be at the celebration of life to honor his mother on Saturday and could stick around for the reading of her will on Monday.

      Luckily, his partner would be able to help Garrett with his caseload while he was out of town. Garrett wasn’t sure where to begin with his mother’s estate. Until he talked to the solicitor and his sister, his hands were tied. He’d have to close up the house until he could sell it. Neither he nor his sister were in a position to live in or manage a country estate. Finding a buyer would be the easy part, selling it…not so much.

      The place was filled with mixed memories for him and his sister, mostly because it had been the start of their new life without their father after a bitter divorce. His mother had poured her heart into the place after purchasing it, her love of the land filling her with the determination to make a success of the place. Garrett’s love, however, was for the city. His sister’s love of the sea drove her career in the Navy. They’d been three completely different people on different courses in life.

      In no time at all, the pilot landed the chopper in Glen Haven, the closest town to Hallbrook that had a private airstrip. Garrett removed his seatbelt, pushed open the heavy door, and waved his thanks to the pilot. He crouched low as he jogged out from under the air current of the blades and made his way to the waiting limousine.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Bradley. Sorry to hear about your mother. Sarah was a fine lady.” George Bowman owned the limousine service, and he still operated some of the bookings for select customers. He was used to Garrett coming and going, although the visits had been few and far between the past few years.

      “Thank you. It came as quite a shock.” His mother had been an integral part of putting Hallbrook on the map. She’d not only managed to raise him and Angelica on her own, but she’d found the time to create a niche for the small town by attracting tourists to the area in search of artisan crafts made by the locals. She’d given up everything for him and his sister, including her marriage and home. And in return, he’d been a horrible son, making business more important than visiting her more often.

      “If you’ll drop me at the house, that would be great. It sounds as though I’ve got a lot to do.” Garrett’s guilt factor ramped up another notch.

      “Ain’t that the truth.” The man shook his head, putting the car in drive and raising the privacy window. But not before Garrett caught the odd expression peering back at him through the rearview mirror.

      Garrett made a mental note of their progress as they got closer to the house.

      They passed by several farms, including the largest dairy farm in the state. Old man Peterson’s place.  His mother used to treat him to the delicious hand-made ice cream for excellent grades as a reward. His reward, of course, had been getting into Yale and eventually out of Hallbrook.

      It wasn’t that he hadn’t appreciated the town, but he’d loved the action of the city. It was the land of opportunity, a place where you could make your mark, other than by winning first prize for the fattest cow at the 4-H fair.

      He spotted his old high school, Turlington High. The place where he’d gotten into his first fight with a bully, protecting a girl. They’d dated on and off the first couple of years of high school, but then her interest had turned more toward the high school quarterback and less on the geeky guy who’d preferred to study.

      George turned right onto East Main Street as he made his way through town. The closer they got to the center of Hallbrook, the bigger the houses got. Many of the stately Victorian and Colonial homes had been restored to their former glory by the families who’d inherited them. The place hadn’t changed much in the twenty-five years since they’d first moved there, other than the slow growth and addition of businesses and a few more homes. He spotted Sally’s Diner and smiled, remembering the place fondly. For Garrett, the diner was where he had his first date, his first kiss, and the best peach pie in the county.

      When they’d moved here, he’d been bored out of his eight-year-old mind and hated the hard-labor and dirty chores that had come with living in the country and his mother owning farmland. He’d dreamed of escaping back to the city. It had driven him to study harder to make that happen. His success as an attorney was proof of the determination, but each time he returned to Hallbrook, he felt a tug in the region of the heart.

      They reached the outskirts of town, passing Angie’s corner grocery and gas that had long since closed the gas pumps, the place now a convenience store for many of the locals. Fresh fruits and vegetables were readily available from farms nearby, but the store was filled with a hodgepodge of other endless items crammed into the place.

      George slowed, turning right at his mother’s driveway, passing under the stone archway and through the wrought iron gates. The dirt road had been recently recoated with a fresh load of gravel. He spotted the two-story white house seconds before he noticed an unfamiliar dark-blue sedan parked out front. It was an older car that had seen better days, and one Garrett assumed belonged to the woman staying here and taking care of things until he arrived.

      George slid the dividing window down. “Here you are, sir. Hope things go well for you.”

      “Thanks. Don’t bother to get out. I can handle everything.” He grabbed his travel bag off the seat in front of him, looped his briefcase over his shoulder, and slid out of the car. He stopped to glance around and took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh country air and the scent of blossoming roses. There was no shortage of rose bushes strategically placed all around the house, another of his mother’s passions.

      The sun would be setting soon, and the front porch looked inviting as a viewing place for a glorious sunset. His mother had loved the orange-red colors that illuminated the sky with the setting sun, and she’d tried to capture the elusive perfect picture on her favorite camera so many times he’d lost count. Tonight, in honor of his mother, he’d do the same. Sunsets like this didn’t happen in New York City, at least not with rolling farmland as far as the eye could see. His sunsets came complete with skyscrapers, and he’d be back to those in four days. Four short days to take care of business. It was all the time he could afford to be away from the office.

      Garrett approached the house, climbing the three wooden steps that led to the front door. He wasn’t sure whether to knock to announce his presence or to simply use his house key. The last thing he wanted to do was scare the poor girl watching over the place. Maybe a combination of both was in order.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      He tried the door handle and discovered it unlocked. Garrett started to push the door open, but it slammed shut, a loud bark coming from inside. He took a step back, unsure of what to do. He wasn’t a fan of dogs, not by any means. The dog’s bark was deep. Big-dog deep. Garrett swallowed hard, his hand automatically going to the scars on his arm, a reminder of a run-in with a not-so-nice canine.

      He heard voices on the other side of the door but couldn’t make out what the words over the barking dog. The decision was made for him when the door started to open, and he came face-to-face with three young kids. The boy, who appeared to be the oldest of the three, had a hold on the dog’s collar, keeping the huge brown and white Saint Bernard barely in check as danced, trying to break free from the restraint, slobber dripping to the ground.

      “Hi, I’m Garrett Bradley. This is my mother’s house. Are you all here with April St. James?” He addressed the boy, thinking he was the best option for reasonable answers.

      “Yup. She’s cooking dinner. Do you need to talk to her?” The young boy stood straight and tall, answering his question as if he were in charge.

      “Yes, that would be perfect.” It would be a whole lot better than trying to talk to three kids, something he had zero experience doing as an adult. He was quite surprised Ms. St. James had brought her children and an oversized beast of a dog with her while she watched the house. It was a little unorthodox.

      “Melanie, go get her. I’ve got to hold the dog ’cause you’re too puny to handle him.” The boy spoke to the oldest of the two girls who couldn’t be much more than seven or eight.

      “Am not. You get her.” Garrett couldn’t believe this. He shook his head, trying to figure out what to do.

      “Hey there, kids. Why are you hanging half in and half out the front door? This isn’t a barn. Shut the door and come back inside.” A feminine voice called out from somewhere behind the children.

      “There’s a man here to see you.” The older girl spoke up.

      “A man? Oh, good heavens, let him in. It must be Mr. Bradley.” The woman’s voice was soft and yet persuasive.

      “That’s what he said. But the dog won’t budge,” the boy spoke up, trying to pull the dog back.

      “Come on, Rufus.” The brunette came to his rescue, all barely-over-five feet of her. She wasn’t much of match for the hairy beast, but she did manage to wrestle him back from the door enough for Garrett to step into the foyer.

      “Sorry about that.” She beamed at him, her eyes a striking shade of sapphire. She kept hold of the dog, much to his relief.

      He nodded. “Thanks. I’m Garrett—”

      “Bradley. Yes, we’ve been expecting you. I’m so sorry about your mother.” She glanced at the kids and winced. “Kids, why don’t you head into the kitchen, and I’ll be right in. I need to talk to Mr. Bradley alone for a second.”

      The older boy shrugged and left; the others close on his heels. Apparently, they didn’t care who Garrett was.

      “Sorry, I don’t like to talk about your mother in front of them. They loved her like a grandmother, and it’s been so upsetting to them. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I do. It’s been a shock for everyone, I imagine. I appreciate you stepping in to help keep the house in order and taking care of her horses.” April shot him an odd look, one that disappeared just as quickly as it happened. It was the same look he’d seen on George’s face.

      She extended her hand, “April St. James. It’s nice to meet you, although the circumstances could have been better.”

      He shook hands with her, holding on a tiny bit longer than necessary. The strength of her grip took him by surprise. So did the warmth. “Garrett Bradley.”

      “I know you just got here, and I hate to do this, but I’ve gotten behind at work and need to head to the office. I need to run.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll make arrangements for everything before I leave so you won’t need to worry about a thing.” Garrett hoped it would be as easy as he made it sound.

      April shrugged as she bit her lower lip, her head tilted to one side. “I hope you enjoy spaghetti because I made a huge pot of it. I thought it would be easier than you needing to find something to cook soon as you got here tonight.”

      She pulled the dog toward the front room. “Stay, boy.” April closed the door behind her, locking him in the room. “If he isn’t put up, he thinks he’s one of the family and should be able to eat at the table accordingly.” She laughed. “I don’t usually him let back out until after dinner.”

      “Sounds like a handful. Looks like a handful. Must be a handful.” Garrett forced a smile.  April was insane to add a giant dog to her already chaotic mix of responsibility. He followed her down the hall and into the kitchen, the aroma of tomatoes and garlic greeting him. His stomach rumbled. He hadn’t had a thing to eat since this morning on his way to the office.

      “You have no idea.” She grinned. “But you’ll get a chance to find out.” Her soft laughter was like music.

      Garrett frowned, unsure of what she meant. He was almost afraid to ask, but he sure hoped his mother hadn’t taken in a dog—especially not one the size of Godzilla. He wouldn’t have a clue what to do with it, especially considering his dislike of dogs. He may not have visited his mother often, but they talked at least once every two weeks, and not once had she mentioned getting a dog.

      “Let me introduce you to the kids properly. This is Bryan, and he’s nine.” She tapped the top of his head and then moved on down the row of children, almost like a game of duck-duck-goose. “This is Melanie, and she’s seven. And this is Sandy, and she’s three. Sandy doesn’t talk much, but the doctors say she’ll be fine in no time. They’ve all had a lot to deal with over the past few months, and her way of dealing with the emotions has been silence.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” It sounded as though the kids had gone through more trauma than a child should have to deal with, and it made him wonder about their story. When he was Bryan’s age, the trauma of his parents splitting up had been monumental, especially given the divorce was his fault.

      April lifted the lid off the first pot. “Just stir this occasionally until you’re ready to eat. The noodles get dropped in the sauce, stir them frequently, and they’ll be ready in ten minutes if you prefer them al dente, otherwise, let them cook a minute or two longer. Easy enough, right?” April looked at him with confidence in her eyes, a confidence he didn’t deserve.

      “Smells awesome. Looks as though you made enough to feed an army.”

      “That’ll last you a day, tops, but I’m sure your mother’s friends will be stopping by with lots of food to help out. Here’s my card if you need anything. You can call, and I’ll help any way I can. I know this is going to be a tough transition for you—” she reached out to touch his arm, “—but you’ll be fine. I’m sure of it.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate that. And don’t worry, I’ll be okay. I’ve handled this sort of thing before.”

      “If you say so.” April crossed the kitchen to where a wheeled suitcase was parked in the corner. She pulled up the handle and started toward the front door. Garrett and the kids followed, Melanie stopping to let the dog out.

      “Here, let me get this for you.” He picked it up and hauled it to her car. He would have expected a much bigger suitcase considering the kids.

      “Thanks. Don’t forget, call me if you need me.” She leaned down and hugged each of the kids. “I’ll see you three soon, I promise. Be good for Mr. Bradley.”

      April wasn’t making any sense. And why weren’t the kids getting in the car with her? And for that matter, why wasn’t she getting the dog? Something was seriously wrong with this picture.

      She slid in the driver’s seat and started the car before manually rolling down her window. “Take care.” April waved, put the car in reverse and started to back up.

      The motion of the vehicle snapped him out of his trance. “Wait. Where are you going? You can’t leave your kids here.” Normally calm under fire, Garrett couldn’t keep the panic out of his voice.

      She stopped the car and leaned toward the window. “They’re not my kids, they’re yours.” April seemed confused. Which was far better than stupefied, and exactly how he felt. She had this all wrong.

      “I don’t have any kids.” The children looked as though they were about to cry, and he felt awful, but he couldn’t let April drive off without them and the dog.

      “Should have known he wouldn’t want us.” The boy grumbled in a low voice, grabbing his younger sister’s hand and taking off for the house. Melanie glanced at April and then glared at him before running to catch up with her brother and sister.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Garrett demanded an answer, his patience running out. He could handle a lot of things, but this wasn’t in his wheelhouse.

      April got back out of the car and faced off with him. “Your mother adopted these children three months ago. Haven’t you talked to her solicitor yet? I would have thought—”

      Garrett wince. Adopted. As in legally hers. Why would his mother adopt kids at this stage of her life? She hadn’t even consulted him about such an important issue. And she’d had three months to tell him.

      You haven’t been home in over six months.

      “You thought wrong. What am I supposed to do with them? I don’t know the first thing about children. I have a job. An apartment in the city. What am I supposed to do?”

      “Step up.” Her answer was short and to the point, the thin set of her lips driving the point home. She was serious

      He swallowed hard and turned back to the house where three kids and the dog were waiting and watching.

      “I’m sure Charlie will explain everything.” The compassion in her voice was genuine, making him feel slightly better.

      “Our meeting isn’t until Monday, and the celebration of life is tomorrow. Don’t you think you could provide me with a few more details? You seem to know a thing or two about the situation.” He was desperate, and he couldn’t let her leave without a better understanding.

      “The children lost their parents three months ago, and your mother didn’t want them to end up in the foster care system, so she adopted them with a promise to always do what was best for them. Their mother was a friend of hers from church.  I was the assistant caseworker assigned to them, which is why I volunteered to stay with them until you arrived. They know me. They are sweet kids, and it’s been hard for them to lose their parents and now their grams.”

      “Grams?” There was so much he needed to ask her, the meaning of Grams the least of them, but that’s what came out.

      “It’s the name they called your mother, short for grandma.”

      April got back in her car. “I’m a sucker for these kids and will do anything I can to help, but right now, I’ve got to make sure I can keep my job. I’ve missed a lot of work and need to catch up on my caseload.”

      “Fine. I’ll figure a way through this situation for the next few days until my sister can get leave and decide what she wants to do. Clearly, she’s the better option to handle this unexpected situation.” He didn’t feel as confident as he tried to sound. There were two problems. He didn’t know when his sister would be home, and he didn’t know a thing about taking care of kids, not even temporarily.
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