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ACT 1

“It seems like there’s something I’m forgetting.”

Phillip heard the vague hint of panic in Rick’s voice, and fought the urge to laugh. It was 
the day before Rick and Mindy’s wedding, and he and Beth had come over specifically 
to make sure that everything was ready to go. Of course, Mindy could have done it all 
on her own, but she’d already spent most of the past two days finalizing various last-
minute details; she didn’t need more stress on her shoulders.

Before Phillip could say anything, he saw Beth get up from her chair and move around 
the table so she could stand behind Rick and look over his shoulder at the checklist. Her 
voice was even, but he could hear a definite trace of amusement as she started verbally 
checking off the various items. “The flowers will be here at 10am. The caterer will be 
here at 9am to start setting things up. The band has already rehearsed all the music 
pieces and is ready to go. All the groomsmen and bridesmaids have their outfits and 
you know we’ve already practiced for the ceremony. The flower girl knows what to do. 
The…”

Phillip tuned out at that point, leaving the details to his wife and Mindy. Well, and Rick 
too, he supposed, though the reality was that while the other man was ostensibly 
involved, the two women had done most of the work of planning and getting things 
arranged. He suspected that Beth and Mindy mostly wanted to reassure themselves 
that everything was ready, and that soothing Rick’s worries was just a convenient 
excuse.

Two weeks after the Bauer barbecue, Rick and Mindy had come close to canceling their 
planned wedding. Not because they didn’t want to get married, but because tensions 
had been running so high with the fear of what Edmund might be up to. But there had 
been no sign of the man in recent weeks. There was none of the vandalism that had 
plagued the town, no further incidents at the farmhouse, and no suspected sightings of 
Winslow or his goons.

In fact, life in Springfield had been amazingly calm since the end of July. The town 
grapevine didn’t even have any interesting tidbits about torrid affairs, troublemaking 
teens, surprise visitors, or any of the other dramas that seemed to happen on a regular 
basis. Things in town actually reminded him of a Norman Rockwell painting – 



showcasing idyllic times that had existed in some ways, but which were as much 
idealized and imagined as anything.

Phillip was glad they’d reconsidered and that the ceremony was moving ahead as 
planned. He almost thought he was more excited about it than his two friends. It was 
just that the first anniversary of his father’s death was hitting him hard – harder than 
he’d expected, honestly – and he was taking comfort in the signs of new life and new 
love and the bonds with friends and family. Rick and Mindy’s wedding was one such bit 
of comfort; Lizzie’s pregnancy was another.

He drew himself out of his thoughts when he saw Beth straighten up and walk back over 
to her chair, sitting down next to him again. He looked at her and smiled, before 
glancing across the table to see Mindy reach up and gently caress Rick’s shoulder.

Mindy’s tone was kind. “See, honey, we’ve got everything under control.”

Phillip couldn’t help himself. “You do have the ring, don’t you, Rick?”

He tried to keep a straight face as he asked the question, but couldn’t. He mock-yelped 
when Beth hit him on the arm, and then ducked his head in apology when he saw Mindy 
shoot him a death glare from across the table. At least he knew his friend would get the 
joke.

And he was right. Rick merely rolled his eyes. “Of course. Like I’d really forget the most 
important thing of all.”

Phillip shook his head and chuckled, as his friend fumbled into his shirt’s breast pocket. 
He hadn’t really expected that Rick would actually pull out the ring to prove he had it. 
After all, he didn’t seriously think even the notoriously absent-minded doctor would 
misplace that.

But when Rick’s self-pat-down grew more urgent and a frown creased the man’s face, 
Phillip felt a twinge of alarm. He’d meant it as a joke, but now he was glad he’d said 
something. Better to find out today that it was missing, than to discover it tomorrow in 
the middle of the wedding. He was damn well going to insist that the ring be in his 
possession from now on, though. It wouldn’t do to have the ceremony stopped dead in 
its tracks for any reason, but especially not because the groom had to go home to get 
the ring. It would be anti-climactic, to say the least.

Rick’s eyes were darting frantically around the room and he was muttering, “Now what 
did I do with it?”

Glancing around the table, Phillip saw that Mindy was frowning and Beth’s eyes were 
wide. He forcefully pushed up out of his chair, nearly overturning the thing. “Don’t worry, 
Rick. We’ll help you find it.”



He started to walk around the room, ready to look under and over every single thing in 
the house, when it finally occurred to him that he was the only one moving. He spun 
around and fixed his gaze on the two women – Mindy just stared right back, but Beth 
had an overly innocent look on her face. A glance at Rick confirmed his sudden 
suspicions; the man was chortling and had a jewelry box in his hand. 

Phillip mimed being shot through the heart with an arrow, before rolling his eyes and 
joining in on the laughter. It wasn’t every day that his friend managed to get one over on 
him. He’d let Rick enjoy the moment. It could be an early wedding present.

*~*~* ~*

“I thought we were planning to leave soon, to get to the baseball game early.”

Christina tried to keep her tone mild, even though she was a little frustrated with the fact 
that she’d walked into the bedroom to find Remy back in his sweatpants and torn tee-
shirt. He was sitting on the edge of the unmade bed, holding the baby. It wasn’t so much 
that she was chomping at the bit to go or anything. It was just that he’d come back an 
hour ago, after doing some police work, and suggested they go ahead and leave soon, 
so they could go out to lunch before the game. She’d raced around to get ready, and yet 
here he was, back in his old clothes.

If she’d known he wasn’t serious, she could have taken a little nap and tried to get some 
more sleep. Well, that probably wouldn’t have happened, since Clayton had a knack for 
waking her right as she was drifting off.

She saw the slightly abashed look on Remy’s face as he spoke, even though his 
attention remained on their son. “Sorry, honey. I thought it would be nice to have a day 
out. But CK’s fussy and…I don’t know…does he feel warm to you? I’m not sure if we 
should go or not. Maybe we should take him to the doctor.”

As always, she smiled at the nickname Remy had taken to using for their son. It 
seemed to fit the little guy somehow. Walking over towards the bed, she ran her hand 
over the baby’s head, resting her palm against his forehead. The soft skin felt perfectly 
normal to her touch, but she made a show of trailing her fingers along Clayton’s cheek 
as well. “He feels fine to me.”

She saw the doubt on her husband’s face before he schooled his expression and 
nodded. Christina understood his concerns; she really did. Even though she hadn’t lost 
a child like he had, she could imagine just how paranoid she’d be if she’d gone though 
such a horrible experience. But at the same time, his constant worry about every little 
gurgle and sniffle was taking a negative toll on him, as well as on her.

Still, she knew she needed to be extra sympathetic and supportive for a while, until he 
finally could relax enough to believe that everything would be ok. All they could do was 



take care of their son to the best of their abilities and trust that it would be enough. It 
was all any parent could do.

Sitting down on the bed next to Remy, she put her arm around his back and rested her 
head against his shoulder. At first, she could feel the tension in his muscles, but after a 
minute or two, he started to relax. She kept her voice soft, coaxing. “Why don’t you let 
me take him for a while? I’ll get him fed and dressed, while you get yourself ready. And 
then we can take him to see his first baseball game and let everyone in town see our 
beautiful little boy.”

Moving her head off his shoulder so she could look up at him, she saw Remy smile at 
the thought of showing off his pride and joy. Their family and some of their friends had, 
obviously, seen Clayton, but this would be his first public outing in Springfield. She was 
excited about it – proud of her family. And she knew her husband was, too – no matter 
how anxious he was at the moment.

She could tell he’d warmed to the idea when he said, “Maybe we could stop by and pick 
up Mel on our way to lunch, and then make a family event out of the game. I think she 
said she was planning to go and cheer on Shayne’s team.”

Christina nodded enthusiastically. While she hadn’t spent a whole lot of time with 
Remy’s parents, she loved his sister. She honestly didn’t think she could have asked for 
a better sister-in-law. Now that Daisy and Ashlee were off at college and she was busy 
being a mom, her friendship circle had shrunk, so she was glad to have another person 
in her life that she could talk to and could consider a friend.

“Why don’t you go call her?” she suggested, reaching out for CK. Remy carefully 
handed the baby to her and she smiled down at the precious little bundle. Then she 
smiled up at her husband as he levered himself off of the bed and stood next to her. His 
eyes sparkled and she could tell he was back to his usual good-natured self. His words 
only confirmed it.

“Nah, there’s no need to call her. We’ll just swing by and pick her up; it can be a 
surprise. I’m sure she’s already up and about, probably doing some work from home or 
something. She always turns her phone off when she’s working anyhow. I’ll just go take 
my shower and get ready.”

His lips were warm on her forehead and she reveled in the feel of having her two 
favorite people in the world right next to her. She tracked Remy with her eyes as he 
moved out of the room, before her attention went back down to her son. He looked so 
peaceful and content, sleeping, his little face slack. Even as that thought came to her, 
she saw the baby shift and yawn, his face contorting as he woke up. It was darned cute 
and she was fairly impressed with Clayton’s sense of timing.

He let out a pitiful little cry and she couldn’t help chuckling. Time to feed her little milk 
monster.



*~*~* ~*

Mindy smiled as Danny finished his toast with, “To the happy couple.” She lifted her 
champagne flute and joined in on the clinking of glasses. She and Rick, Danny and 
Michelle, and Phillip and Beth were all enjoying a cocktail party luncheon – a sort of pre-
wedding celebration. While most brides-to-be might be nervously running around the 
day before their nuptials, she had the luxury of being able to kick back and relax and 
enjoy herself. Mainly because she had the best friends in the entire world.

She smiled as Rick leaned in for a kiss, only vaguely hearing Beth’s murmured, “Aww.”

Someone else said something, but she didn’t hear it, focused as she was on Rick’s 
presence beside her. Whatever it was, it must have been funny, because the group 
broke out in laughter. That reaction, on what was supposed to be a solemn occasion, 
probably would have seemed strange to an outsider, but it warmed her through and 
through.

Mindy leaned against Rick and heard his dry, “It took a long time. A hundred and forty 
years.” She laughed along with everyone else, though she didn’t fail to poke him in the 
ribs and jokingly tell him to stop.

Predictably, he completely ignored her, continuing, “But I finally cornered her. I got the 
girl.” She didn’t miss his look towards Phillip as he added, “I got the girl, right?”

Mindy shook her head at the last part, still laughing. Like he even had to ask the 
question.

Then she heard Michelle, blessed with the same dry humor as her half-brother, jump in 
with, “Good luck, Mindy; he’s all yours.”

Before she could come up with a suitable retort, she heard Beth’s encouraging, “If 
anyone can handle him, it’s Mindy.”

She chuckled at that. “My only concern is that he’s on time for the wedding tomorrow.” 
She couldn’t resist poking him in the chest to emphasize the point, despite the fact that 
she was holding her champagne flute in that hand.

As she’d expected, Phillip stepped in to reassure her. “Don’t worry. I will get him there.”

She smiled when Rick didn’t bother to argue the point and simply said, “Thanks, buddy.”

She was so grateful that Phillip was back in Rick’s life. She wasn’t sure she’d be here 
right now if Phillip had died last year. That would have been a deep, deep blow to Rick 
and she doubted he’d have been able to open his heart to her.



Her attention only half on Phillip’s response, she heard him say, “The best man’s job, 
right?” But she knew the simple statement meant more than just the obvious; it was 
about the Four Musketeers banding together again, being there for each other.

There was more clinking of glasses as they toasted to the wedding, and then Michelle 
started clamoring for a picture. As one of the Spaulding’s maids took the camera and 
the group lined up for the shot, Mindy found herself thinking that she couldn’t have 
asked for a better way to spend the day. She was with friends and soon-to-be family, 
and they were sharing love and laughter. Really, that was what life was all about.

*~*~* ~*

James grinned as he took a curve in the road just a bit faster than he should have. What 
was the point of driving a sporty little car if he couldn’t at least have a little bit of fun with 
it? Though he did know he’d better be careful – his dad would kill him if he wrecked the 
mini-Cooper. It had taken a lot of persuading before his parents had allowed him to 
drive out to California on his own to visit Daisy and Ashlee. He didn’t want to give them 
a reason to regret that decision. Not to mention the fact that his girlfriend would kill him 
if he did anything stupid.

He was just happy for the chance at a little adventure. Sure, he loved his home town, 
now that he and his dad were getting along, and he could see that he had a pretty good 
life as a Spaulding. But the place just didn’t have the kind of excitement he craved 
sometimes. He’d never admit it to Daisy, but part of him envied her for getting out and 
experiencing a whole new life and meeting new people. He enjoyed working at 
Spaulding, learning more and more about the business and getting some valuable 
experience. And he didn’t really want to commit to college and sit through boring 
classes when there were so many other opportunities he could explore. Most of them 
were even legal.

The car slid to a stop at a stop sign and he smiled at the trio of little old ladies picking 
their way cautiously across the street. One looked up in apparent alarm at his sudden 
presence, but another waved a slow hand and he waved back.

A year ago, he probably would have rolled his eyes at them at best, and debated 
whether to play chicken with them at worst. Now, he was content to sit and wait, even 
though he had places to go and people to see. It surprised him a little to realize how 
much things had changed in his life now that he wasn’t angry at almost everyone and 
everything.

The past year hadn’t been an easy time; that much was for sure. His girlfriend was 
across the country, his grandfather was dead, and even though he’d made peace with 
his father, it had been plenty awkward for a while as they settled in to their new reality. 
But he could honestly say that all the bad stuff had been worth it, because he was glad 
for the life he had now – even though things were a little boring from time to time.



Once the trio cleared the crosswalk, he stepped on the gas and headed down the road, 
enjoying the sunny day and the feel of the wind in his hair. Before long, he found himself 
pulling up to the spot on the side of the road where Daisy and Ashlee were waiting. The 
girls had decided to meet him off-campus after they had lunch with one of their friends.

He came to a stop and put the car in park, then honked the horn before getting out and 
heading over to his friends. Daisy came running over and he caught her up in a hug and 
kissed her. It was so good to see his girlfriend again. In reality, it hadn’t been that long, 
he knew, but it seemed like forever. She and Ashlee had gone back to California two 
weeks before classes started, so they could get settled back into their little apartment. 
He hadn’t seen Daisy all that much during her last few weeks in Springfield, between his 
job and her job and conflicting family schedules. It surprised him, just a little bit, how 
much he’d missed her.

When the enthusiastic kiss finally broke, he smiled at Daisy, before going over to give 
Ashlee a big hug. He’d barely seen the blonde at all over the summer and he found that 
he’d missed her company as well. She’d turned out to be a good friend to both of them.

He walked back over to his car and opened the door for his smiling passengers. Ashlee 
climbed in back and Daisy opted to sit up front. He paused long enough to give his 
girlfriend another kiss, before walking around and slipping into the driver’s seat. The 
plan was for them to pick up a few essentials at Daisy and Ashlee’s apartment, and then 
get on the coastal highway and take a nice, long, scenic drive. The duo didn’t have to 
be back on campus for a few days, so they planned to have a little adventure in the 
meantime.

Putting the pedal to the metal, so to speak, he sent the car jumping forward, delighting 
in the girls’ laughter. It seemed like they were as eager to get out on the road as he was. 
Well, he figured Daisy was, at least. She had the same kind of restless spirit he did; she 
liked being in Springfield, but needed excitement. It was probably one of the reasons 
they’d spent half their summer fighting with each other – it gave them something to do.

He kept his focus mostly on the road, listening with one ear as Daisy turned in her seat 
to talk to Ashlee. It wasn’t that he didn’t care, but they were rambling on about some 
college friend of theirs who he didn’t know, talking about something that had happened 
earlier in the week. He didn’t really need to pay attention to the whole thing. The lilt of 
their voices was pleasant enough and made him feel relaxed, happy that he was here 
and could spend this time with his friends.

Life really was good these days. He hoped that if his grandfather was up in Heaven 
somewhere, he was looking down on him and smiling.

*~*~* ~*

Dinah shut the door quietly behind her, so as not to disturb the wedding that was going 
on in the church’s sanctuary. She’d convinced Mallet to stick around and watch the 



happy couple exchange vows, and he’d obliged her – the two of them opening the door 
slightly and poking their heads inside the room to watch. He’d already retreated and it 
was time for them to get out of there, before the ceremony ended and they got caught at 
their spying.

She walked towards Mallet, staring at him for a moment before letting him know she 
was ready to go. He asked if she wanted a ride, and while she didn’t know exactly what 
he meant by that, she said “yeah” anyhow. When he bent down and reached for her 
legs, she figured out what he was doing and fought the urge to roll her eyes. Instead, 
she held out her arms so they weren’t in his way and let him hoist her over his shoulder 
like a sack of potatoes.

Something about the vaguely Neanderthal move made her chuckle as he turned them in 
a circle and then headed towards the door to the outside. When they’d cleared the 
narrow space, he took off at a run. Now that they were safely outside, she allowed 
herself to laugh out loud at the absurdity of her boyfriend running away from a church 
like a bat out of hell, with her still draped over his shoulder. It wasn’t exactly the reverse 
of carrying someone over the threshold, but that image came to mind for some reason.

When they’d gotten well away from the church, Mallet slowed to a jog, but didn’t put her 
down until they were under the shelter of a tree. They’d crossed an open field that stood 
between this grove of trees and the church – the old building now appearing small and 
square against the horizon. They stood on a slight hill, allowing her to take in the 
scenery below – the softly rolling hills and thick woods surrounding this country chapel.

She felt Mallet’s presence behind her as she looked around, her eyes feasting on the 
sight of daisies and small purple flowers dotting the hillside below them, bright green 



leaves fluttering in the slight breeze, and a handful of white butterflies dancing on the 
wind.

Something about the sight reminded her of home and she chuckled at the thought. 
They’d been traipsing all over Europe as part of Mallet’s work with the CIA, and yet she 
swore every place they went ended up looking like Springfield in some way. As she’d 
noted when she was there with Jeffrey, the resemblance was strongest in Bosnia. It was 
truly uncanny.

Before she could get too sidetracked with that train of thought, she heard Mallet’s 
amused drawl.

“So what made you decide we needed to crash a bunch of weddings today?”

Dinah fought the urge to laugh at the genuine confusion on Mallet’s face. He always 
looked so damned earnest when he was trying to piece something together and not 
quite managing the trick.

She wanted to answer his question, she really did. She felt like she owed it to him in a 
way, since he’d been so good-natured about following her around for the past several 
hours as they stopped at church after church – not to mention indulging her whims over 
the past few months. Any other man would probably have been frustrated long before 
now, instead of treating the whole thing as a source of amusement.

The problem was that she didn’t really know how to answer his question. She honestly 
didn’t know what had possessed her to run around touring various churches today. 
Except for the reminder that she’d missed her mother’s wedding several months ago…
and how could she explain to him the reason that was suddenly on her mind? Well, she 
could; she just knew it wouldn’t be fair. He had a job to do here; she’d come with him, 
knowing the stakes. He couldn’t just up and leave because she was having a bout of 
homesickness.

She mumbled some nonsense about tradition and beauty, and watched him nod. She 
felt a stab of guilt for not being honest with him, but it was minor and easily ignored. 
After all, it certainly wasn’t the worst lie she’d told in her life. Hell, it probably wasn’t 
even the worst one she’d told since breakfast.

To soothe her conscience, she turned and smiled up at him. “Ready to head back to the 
city?”

Much to her surprise, he shook his head. “Let’s do some more sightseeing. I’ve heard 
about a couple of neat old churches in a town not far from here. They’re supposed to 
have some great architecture and stonework. You probably won’t find any weddings 
going on, though.”

Dinah grinned. “It’ll be a hardship, but I’m sure I’ll manage. Race you to the car?”



She laughed as he just gaped at her for a second, and then she took off running before 
he could gather his wits. It was a dirty trick, she knew. But after all, as the old saying 
went, all was fair in love and war.

*~*~* ~*

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mel groaned as she heard the knock at the door.

Before she’d even finished the sentence, Cyrus had scrambled out of her bed, wrapping 
a sheet around himself as he went. She stared at him in disbelief, not too surprised 
when he simply smiled at her. “Maybe it’s the Publisher’s Clearinghouse, here to award 
us ten million dollars.”

She rolled her eyes. “Have you ever actually filled out one of their forms and sent it 
back?”

If anything, his smile grew wider at the question, his mischievous streak showing. “Well, 
no. So maybe it’s one of those door-to-door religion pushers and I can shock him or her 
into silence by opening the door like this.”

She didn’t bother to answer her incorrigible boyfriend, just pulled the covers over her 
head, jokingly, as he opened the door. And then there was a moment of silence and an 
awkward clearing of a throat and she heard the sound of her brother’s voice.

It was now official. Remy had the worst timing on the planet.

Hadn’t he done the exact same thing to them last year?

Why yes, he had. She remembered the scene clearly – she’d thrown open the door to 
find Remy and Christina standing there, the two of them struck by the sudden urge to 
make sure they were really married. They’d seen Cyrus lying in her bed, wearing 
nothing but a layer of blankets and a big grin. It had been a rude interruption to a very 
pleasant birthday celebration.

The moment had definitely been awkward, to say the least. At that point, she and Cyrus 
had just moved from being friends to being “friends”. But by now, since the two of them 
had been dating for nearly a year, it shouldn’t be any surprise that they shared each 
other’s beds. Then again, things had cooled between the two of them in recent weeks, 
and she knew both Remy and Christina had picked up on it, even as preoccupied as 
they’d been with the baby.

It wasn’t that she and Cyrus had stopped caring about each other; it was more that they 
hadn’t been able to decide whether to move forward into something more serious than 
dating, or take a step back and just be friends with benefits. Last night, Cyrus had 
shown up at her door and taken her to a fancy restaurant in a nearby town. They’d 



talked for hours, finally naming themselves as a committed couple for the first time. 
While the declaration hadn’t come with a ring or an engagement, from either of them, it 
had been a huge step forward.

They’d always had fun while dating, but she hadn’t really realized until recently just how 
much she appreciated being around someone she could goof off with and who could 
bring out her light-hearted side. Her natural demeanor, not to mention her job, usually 
kept her life tuned to a more serious note. It still felt a little weird that she, as a lawyer, 
would hook up with someone who, while not exactly a criminal, definitely had walked on 
the other side of the law as needed. But he was a good guy at heart; he’d turned over a 
new leaf and was even doing some work with Remy and Anna Li. Heck, with the kinds 
of antics that passed for normal in this town, it shouldn’t raise any eyebrows that 
someone with a shady past was now connected with the police department.

She wasn’t counting on her relationship with Cyrus being love everlasting. But she was 
content for the moment with companionship and a splash of romance. It was more than 
she’d thought she’d find again, that was for sure.

Hearing the low murmur of Cyrus’s voice pulled her back into the present with a 
vengeance. She pulled the blanket back and waggled her fingers at her brother. He had 
the good grace to look embarrassed, though she could see the amusement in his eyes.

Clearing her throat, she asked the obvious questions. “What are you doing here? Where 
are Christina and Clayton? Why don’t you ever call first?”

She turned her best big sister glare on him and struggled not to laugh as he shifted from 
foot to foot. “Uh, we thought maybe we could have lunch with you and then head over to 
the big game. Of course, Cyrus can come too. Christina and CK are waiting in the lobby. 
And…um…well…”

She couldn’t help it, she laughed out loud at his stammering. She sat up in the bed, 
clutching the blankets around her, and stared at Cyrus with one eyebrow raised in a 
question. He shrugged and said amiably, “Sure, we can do that. I was planning to go to 
the game anyhow, and you know me, I can always eat. I’m actually pretty hungry after 
last night…”

When Remy raised a hand, as if trying to keep the rest of that sentence from being 
spoken aloud, Mel laughed again. She took pity on him, though, and said, “Give us 
twenty minutes to get ready. Maybe we can meet you over at Company.”

She saw Remy shake his head. “They’re closing early to go to the game, since Buzz is 
supplying a bunch of food. We’ll head on over to Towers and get a table for all of us.” 
She watched his eyes dart between Cyrus in his sheet and her in her blankets, before 
he backed away from the door and finished with, “Ok, see you in a bit. Bye!”



She chuckled as Cyrus shut the door behind Remy. “Your brother really needs to work 
on his timing.”

Rolling her eyes, she added, “Or learn the concept of picking up the phone and calling.”

Cyrus laughed, then turned on his heel and headed toward the bathroom, saying over 
his shoulder, “Come on, we’d better get ready to go.”

She smiled as she crawled out of bed to follow him. It wasn’t the start to her day that 
she’d expected. But she had to admit, it was a pretty darn good one.

*~*~* ~*

Rick smiled at his friends as he lifted his glass of champagne under a sunny sky. The 
day was gorgeous and tomorrow was supposed to be more of the same. While it 
wouldn’t be the end of the world to have cool temperatures or even rain on their 
wedding day, he wanted everything – even the weather – to be perfect. He wanted it to 
be as beautiful and memorable as possible for Mindy. She and Beth had poured their 
hearts into the planning and arrangements and he wanted them to have the satisfaction 
of seeing their hard work pay off.

Besides all that, Mindy deserved the best of everything in the whole world, just because 
she was such a special lady.

He laughed and smiled along with everyone else as Phillip and Beth exchanged 
wisecracks in their attempt to make another toast, then watched as Mindy, Beth, Danny, 
and Michelle raised their glasses. Not that anyone was really paying attention to what 
was being said, since they were all too busy laughing at each other or razzing Mindy 
about having her hands full with him. But he wasn’t paying too much attention to that 
last part.

He was glad that his half-sister and brother-in-law were here today, that he had the 
chance to celebrate his happiness with them. And he was overjoyed at having his best 
friends here with him, instead of them being off at the baseball game. He’d expected 
Phillip and Beth might prefer to go to that instead of spending the afternoon and evening 
here, especially since Lizzie and Bill planned to be there. But they’d decided that the 
Four Musketeers needed to be together today.

Standing in the side yard of the Spaulding mansion, surrounded by people he cared 
about, Rick couldn’t imagine anywhere else he’d rather be. Well, as he thought about it, 
he knew he’d also enjoy being on a secluded tropical beach or at a fabulous resort. 
That, however, was an experience he’d save for when it was just him and Mindy. As 
much as he loved these people, he darn well didn’t want any of them tagging along 
when it was time for him to be alone with his wife.



He glanced over at Mindy, struck by the beauty of her smile and the mischievous twinkle 
in her eyes. Life would never be dull with her around.

He smiled and laughed as they raised their glasses again, toasting to more long life and 
happiness. As they drank their champagne, his mind drifted. The past few years had 
been momentous, that was for sure. He was grateful for everything that had happened, 
though – both good and bad – because it had brought him here, to the eve of his 
wedding.

It had brought him to this moment, where he was ready to say “yes” to love and to let its 
light be his guide.

*~*~* ~*

ACT 2

Buzz was wiping up some spilled coffee on the bar in Company when he heard the bell 
above the door chime. When he saw it was Lillian, he waved her in out of the already 
sweltering morning heat and into the air-conditioned restaurant. Thinking that she never 
looked better in her sleeveless black dress, he leaned across the bar to give her a kiss.

“Do you have everything ready to take over to the ball field?”

“Just about. The tray of sandwiches is in the fridge, and I have to load the cake into the 
cooler. Natalia’s bringing some cookies over later. Rafe’s coming home today for a 
week, so she’s been a bit anxious. His bus comes in quarter past eleven, so she, Olivia 
and Emma are going to pick him up, and then they’ll join everyone at the park.”

Lillian smiled; she really liked Natalia. “She’ll be so happy to have him home.”

“She will. I think she’s just a bit nervous with him meeting his new baby sister, and with 
everything going on with Edmund. It’s weighing them down. I know Frank’s been 
worried about Marina and Henry, with Henry being a potential target as well.” Buzz 
continued cleaning behind the bar, and then putting things on top that they’d need to 
take with them. “I’ll be right back. I just need to get a box to put this stuff in.”

As Buzz had left for the storage room, the door chimed and Marina, Shayne, and Henry 
came into the restaurant; the young boy wore his ball cap and was holding onto 
Shayne’s leg.

“Hi, Lillian, is Grandpa around?”

“He just went in the back. He’ll be out in a minute.” Turning her attention to the 
seemingly shy boy, she smiled at Henry. “Hello, little one. How are you?”



Peeking out from around Shayne’s leg, he looked at the lady who was talking to him.  
Recognizing her as family, Henry came around to see Lillian and smiled. “I’m good. I’m 
going to daddy’s game.”

“I think that you’re going to have a lot of fun!” Lillian took in the boy’s happy face and 
laughed.

“We are, aren’t we, little man?” Shayne said, as he picked Henry up and rested him on 
his shoulders. He could hear the young boy squeal and giggle as Henry’s legs settled 
alongside his neck.

“Yep.”

“Hey, Lillian, can you get the door here?” Buzz’s voice preceded him as he was backing 
up into the main part of the restaurant, his arms loaded with cardboard boxes. It looked 
rather awkward as he tried to balance them against his arthritic hip.

Lillian moved around the bar and held open the door as Buzz came through. “Here, let 
me get some of those.”

“Hang on; let me put them down first.” Dropping the empty boxes to the floor, he sighed.

Marina and Shayne packed up most of the disposable cutlery, plates, and bowls into the 
boxes, including the condiments, and bottles of soft drinks. Lillian handed Shayne some 
packages of napkins and plastic table covers that he put in the box as well.

“Anything else you need?” Shayne asked as he stood up, picking up the boxes as he 
did.

Buzz stood up and moved back over to the bar where Marina was standing with Henry. 
“Not at the moment. We’ll have to bring over the sandwiches and cake closer to the time 
of the game. In this heat, they’d spoil quickly. I’ve got the cooler stocked with icepacks.” 
Buzz looked around the restaurant as Lillian had moved over to grab a mug of tea. He 
glanced over as the bell rang again as Jeffrey O’Neill walked in, and he waved the other 
man over.

“How are you doing?” Buzz asked him, warily. He’d heard that there were others in town 
who now knew about Jeffrey’s history with Olivia and with his current involvement in 
trying to capture Edmund, and the man’s separation from Reva. Company was often the 
hotbed of gossip; it often paid to be the local diner hang-out, Buzz acknowledged. He 
was very protective of Olivia, and felt, aside from Natalia, he was one of the few people 
she let see the real her.

“As good as can be expected, I guess.” Jeffrey shrugged. Walking over to the sidebar, 
he snagged a mug and poured himself some coffee from the carafe.



“Can I get you something to eat?” the older man asked.

“A western omelette and some toast, please.” After handing in his order, Jeffrey took his 
coffee and headed for a table against the wall. Sitting down, he took a sip of his coffee 
before pulling the newspaper from where it had been folded under his arm, barely 
looking up as Buzz headed towards the kitchen to get his order ready.

Just as he got to the door, Marina asked, “Grandpa, do you need someone to help out 
today?”

“Nah, I’m closing the place for the day since we’re all going to be at the game. I may 
open this evening for family, but not general public. We’ll see how it goes.” Buzz smiled 
and turning his attention to Shayne, he spoke, “Now, don’t you have to get those boys in 
shape for the game this afternoon?”

“Sure do!” Shayne agreed, laughing. He waited as Marina gave her grandfather and 
Lillian a hug, and then they headed out the door.

Buzz wiped his hands on a dish towel and headed in to make Jeffrey’s breakfast.

*~*~* ~*

Blake was sitting back on her Beacon bed, laptop perched on her legs as she worked 
away on emails from some of her authors. She had a few promising writers on her list of 
possibilities, and from the manuscripts they’d sent her, she’d been quite impressed by 
three in particular. Two were romance-mystery fiction writers and one was a young adult 
novelist. The first document looked really promising as she looked over the first chapter, 
and became completely enthralled. That was a keeper. Continuing through her mail, she 
noticed a couple additional submissions, and after glancing through the first couple 
pages, they immediately went to her discards folder. She made note of those as she 
would have to send the authors letters of rejection.

She shook her head at the bad grammar and spelling and wondered if the author had 
even bothered with a spelling or grammar check before they hit send. Blake knew she 
was a better editor than a writer, but she couldn’t work miracles. Okay, she realized that 
she had worked one miracle in snagging Ashlee to finish Coop’s book on Jenna and 
getting it submitted on time for publication. She’d been so happy to get that done for the 
Cooper family. It was a really good book, especially judging from the sales, and it gave 
the Coopers some much needed money for Company, for Daisy’s tuition, and to fix up 
the boarding house.

An email popped up in her mailbox from Frank and Blake opened it. Reading through 
the quick notice, Frank mentioned having received a call from Olivia to see if he could 
pick up Francesca and take her to the park. Olivia and Natalia would meet them all 
there after they picked up Rafe from the bus station.



Blake looked down at her watch and noticed how much time had passed. “Oh, damn it! I 
was supposed to be out of here twenty minutes ago!” she muttered to herself as she 
hurriedly checked her appearance in the wardrobe mirror and straightened her dress, 
before grabbing her purse, phone and keys, and bolting out the door.

She’d made arrangements to meet up with Doris for coffee before the other woman had 
to head to the park gazebo dedication for Jane Peterson. She felt for Olivia and Emma 
as Jane had been such a big part of their lives over the years. Arranging the dedication 
had been Olivia’s way of acknowledging the woman’s sacrifice to protect two young girls 
from harm.

As she started her minivan, she checked her phone for messages, and then fired a 
quick text off to Doris to let the other woman know she was on her way. The short drive 
from the Beacon to the town council offices was pretty this morning, though the warm 
air and humidity was already frizzing her red locks. The air conditioning in the van was 
undependable; today apparently being one of those days that it wasn’t cooperating, so 
she pressed the button to lower the windows, hoping for enough of a cross breeze to 
cool her down a little.

Arriving at the building that served the police department and town council offices, Blake 
shut off her car and went into the building and breathed a sigh of relief at the air-
conditioning. Heading down the corridor to Doris’s office, she met up with Remy.

Smiling up at the tall man, she asked him, “Hey, Remy, how’s Christina and little 
Clayton?”

“Doing well. Christina’s really tired, but she’s going to bring the little fella to the game 
this afternoon for a while.” Remy grinned broadly at talking about his infant son.

Nodding at his mention at Christina’s exhaustion, she said softly, “I’ve been meaning to 
check in on them, but I know how crazy it can be in the first few weeks.”

“Oh, yeah. Definitely. He wakes up three or four times a night. I usually take one of them 
so Christina can get some sleep, and he’s growing so fast. I can’t believe it sometimes.” 
Remy paused, thinking of his son, Max, and how he died so young. It hadn’t been the 
first time that he’d drawn comparisons between the two boys as much as he tried not to.

Noticing that his expression had changed more somber, Blake smiled, trying to brighten 
the mood, “They do that. And before you know it, they’re going to kindergarten. So take 
your time and enjoy life with him.”

“Oh, I intend to. And if I don’t, I’m sure Christina and Cyrus are going to kick my ass.”

Blake tilted her head at the mention of the name. It had been less than a year now since 
Buzz discovered that Cyrus was his beloved Jenna’s son. “Cyrus?”



Remy grinned. “Yeah, he’s Clayton’s godfather. So if I mess up, Cyrus said he’d make 
me pay. Big time.”

Blake laughed, and then paused as she heard a familiar voice. Looking down at her 
watch and noting the time, she glanced up to see Frank holding a folder and talking 
animatedly with Eleni. She frowned. “Frank? Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere?”

Frank paused, a little bewildered, having been taken out of his argument with the crime 
scene investigator.

“Francesca?” Blake supplied.

Realizing he’d gotten caught up with work since Olivia’s call, the chief’s expression 
panicked. “What time is it?”

“Ten o’clock,” Eleni supplied.

“Damn. I’ve got to get going.” Turning to Eleni, he continued, “This discussion isn’t over. 
There’s no proof that Edmund is even still in town; at least nothing that we can pin 
down.”

“Frank, just go,” Eleni added, blowing out a frustrated sigh. Turning her sights on Blake 
and Remy, she acknowledged Blake and focused on Remy. “You. Come with me. We’re 
going to have a little chat with Detective Li.”

Blake took this as her cue to make her leave down the hall to Doris’s office. She caught 
the other woman just as she was pulling her office door closed.

“Hey, Blake. I’m running a bit late. Can we get our coffees to go, and head over to the 
park?” At Blake’s nod of agreement, Doris added, “Not here. The coffee is atrocious.”

“Sure thing. We can stop by Company before Buzz closes, but we’ll have to take your 
car; the air-conditioning is busted in mine, again.”

“Sure thing.”

The two women headed out into the humid air, into Doris’ car and drove down the street 
to the convenience store on the way to the dedication. On the way, they talked a little 
about the ceremony, Olivia, Natalia and Emma, and general chit-chat; not really 
focusing on anything in particular, just enjoying each other’s company. The ride to the 
park after that didn’t take long, as Doris pulled into the small parking lot up the road a 
little. Stepping out of the car with her coffee in hand, Doris spotted Olivia leaning against 
a park bench.



“Oh my God, what is she wearing?” Doris chuckled at Olivia’s black and white outfit and 
hat. “She looks like she should be going to the Kentucky Derby, not a memorial 
dedication.”

“What?” Blake asked curiously, not having seen their friend yet. Olivia hadn’t seen them 
either, as the other woman seemed to be lost in thought.

“Olivia, over there at the bench,” Doris commented as she shook her head. “Look, I’ve 
got to head over and talk to Jane’s mother for a moment. I’ll see you at the ball park?”

“I’ll be there. Maybe we can talk some more later?” Blake added hopefully. More and 
more, she was finding the time she spent with Doris was both relaxing and confusing at 
the same time. She could feel that there was something building with their friendship, 
and she enjoyed their time together. At Doris’s nod, she waved and started to turn up 
the small street. As she glanced back, she saw Doris walking over to a small gathering 
of people near the gazebo. Smiling to herself, she turned the corner onto Main Street 
and headed back to the station to pick up her van.

*~*~* ~*

In one of the station’s conference rooms, Detective Anna Li laid out folders on the large 
table that dominated the small room. Flipping through the reports, she went over to the 
white board that filled part of one wall and drew a line across to begin a timeline of the 
events. She started with marking a line for the murder of the Edmund look-alike the 
previous year, and one for the disappearance of the San Cristobel crown jewels. 
Turning back to the table, she sat down with a notepad and pen and a big travel mug of 
coffee, and picked up a folder. The further she delved into the reports, the more she 
shook her head at the convoluted mess in front of her. Deciding on a different tack, she 
grabbed a handful of reports and as she went through the files, she sorted them by 
month, and placed them on the table, making note of the file number by order and the 
type of incident on her pad.

By the time she’d gotten that task finished, her coffee was lukewarm, and she was 
starting to get a headache. Anna rubbed her hand over the stiff and slightly sore 
muscles of her neck and sighed as she realized this was going to be a really long day. 
Turning her neck from side to side, hearing the cricks, she stood up and stretched. 
Picking up her mug, she took a sip and winced at the awful excuse that passed for 
coffee. What she wouldn’t give for a strong brew of her favourite Starbucks blend. 
Figuring that no one had probably made a fresh pot, she grabbed some change out of 
her pocket and headed for the vending machine for a can of pop to get her caffeine fix 
and then headed back to the conference room.

Sitting down at the table, she looked down at her initial notes, and then she picked up 
the first pile of reports, detailing the death of the Edmund Winslow imposter, and made 
notes about the evidence and various leads that were followed up or abandoned. There 
were as many or more people that wanted Edmund dead now as then. Reva, Marina, 



and then Jeffrey set himself up to take the fall, disappearing to find the real Edmund. 
Then there was the disappearance of the San Cristobel crown jewels. There were 
notes, but not an official report, about a Dinah Marler confessing she’d killed the 
imposter, and then she’d fled the jurisdiction.

Looking at the next pile, she found the notes about Jeffrey’s supposed death and the 
investigation into the sightings of Edmund and Dinah. She had her own notes of 
Jeffrey’s account of things; his following Edmund back to Springfield and Edmund’s 
tormenting of Reva from a distance, threatening her children and grandchildren, all in 
effort to get back at Shayne for his daughter Lara’s death.

She was just getting through the vandalism reports, when the door opened and Eleni 
walked in, holding two food takeout bags and a tray of coffee cups. She took a sniff at 
the bags and the relief that passed over her face was such that anyone in a two mile 
radius would have noticed.

Eleni smiled at the reaction from the detective. “I thought you could use it.”

“Thank you. Not that I’m not very appreciative, but at the moment, as long as it’s not 
departmental coffee and vending machine snacks, I could eat just about anything,” 
Anna commented. “That smells so good. What is it?”

“Pasta primavera. I have two kinds, one with chicken and one with seafood. I didn’t 
know if you were allergic to fish or not.”

“Not. I’ll have the seafood one, if you don’t mind?” Smiling, Anna pulled the two 
containers out of the bag, and checking to see which container had which version, she 
handed over the chicken pasta dish to Eleni, and cleared enough space on the table 
without disturbing her organized piles. Sighing, she added, “I would love a glass of wine 
right about now; it would go great with this lovely food. But the wine will have to wait 
until tonight.”

Eleni smiled as the thought had occurred to her as well. “Sorry?”

“That’s okay. You brought real coffee.” Anna closed her eyes as she inhaled the 
aromatic scent before her and grinned. “However, as sacrilegious as this might sound, 
I’m going to put that into my mug and heat it up later when I really need it. For now, the 
pop will have to do.” Pouring the coffee into her travel mug, she put it up on the filing 
cabinet out of the way so it wouldn’t get spilled as they enjoyed their lunch.

Looking around at the piles of folders and then back at Anna, Eleni asked, “Are you 
getting anywhere?”

“Nowhere fast it seems. It was just so circular; leads started and not followed, or if they 
were followed, never went anywhere.” Anna sighed at the piles of folders, and then 
looked back at Eleni. “There’s still the issue of the outstanding warrant for Dinah 



Marler’s arrest for the fake Edmund’s murder. The evidence for that is conspicuous at 
best, as there’s no weapon in custody. To put it bluntly, it’s one big clusterfuck.”

“I’m waiting for some reports to come back, so I can give you a hand with this. If you 
want?” Eleni offered.

Not wanting to sound pathetically grateful, Anna smiled. “That would be a godsend.”

The two women finished their meal and after tossing the containers into the trash, they 
set about reorganizing the folders. As Anna went through and continued making her 
notes, Eleni would grab the sheets and start marking timelines and information on the 
whiteboard. Looking over the table at the folders with brightly coloured sticky-notes on 
them, Anna thought perhaps they were getting somewhere. Now they just needed to 
figure out a pattern.

*~*~* ~*

The morning’s humidity had only gotten worse the closer it got to lunch time and Blake 
figured at this rate,  the poor kids playing in the game that afternoon would get 
overheated and dehydrated quickly. Since Company was the team’s sponsor, she had 
picked up a couple flats of water bottles and Gatorade bottles for the kids to drink when 
they weren’t on the field.  Looking over at the near-empty Company parking lot, Blake 
slid out of her vehicle and shut the door, eager to get into the air-conditioned restaurant. 
The sooner she could get the van into be looked at and get the A/C working again, the 
happier she would be. Summer wasn’t over yet, and the heat still lingered.

Entering the rear of the family-owned restaurant, Blake moved to front to see what Buzz 
might need her to take over to the park. But when she got around the dividing wall, she 
cursed her sense of timing as she spotted Buzz and Lillian locked in a kiss. Trying to 
escape before she got noticed, she made a noise as her purse got caught on one of the 
chairs and she tried to dislodge it, and alerted the older couple to her presence. “Sorry, I 
can just come back later.”

Buzz just laughed at the red-head’s flustered comment. “Nah, never mind. Come on. It’s 
time to get things moving anyway.” He headed towards the kitchen with the coolers. She 
followed behind and waited until he had organized the covered trays of sandwiches and 
snacks into the first cooler. “Hey, Blake, can you grab me that cooler over in the corner? 
It’s got the cake in it.”

“Got it.” Looking at Buzz’s movement, she moved over to help him. “Hey Buzz, I’ve got 
this. I’ll put it in the back of the van. I’ve got the drinks in there as well for the kids.” 
Blake lifted the cooler and headed out to the parking lot, and popped the back door. 
Loading the first cooler in, she returned to the restaurant to get the second. “Is there 
anything else you need me to bring over?” she inquired.



Lillian looked over at the younger woman with appreciation. “No, thanks. Marina and 
Shayne brought the rest over earlier.”

“Okay, great then. Do you two need a lift?”

“We’ll take my car over,” Lillian spoke first. “That way we can get back here, to get 
things ready for this evening if we decide to have everyone over.” She turned over to 
where Buzz was sitting behind the bar. “Sound good?”

Buzz grinned. “Great. Now we just have to get ourselves moving. See you there, Blake.”

“Okie dokie. I’ve got to drop Clarissa off and I’ll meet you at the park.”

*~*~* ~*

After driving Clarissa to her summer theatre group on the way to the park, Blake arrived 
at the park and had managed to convince Jonathan and Shayne to carry over the drinks 
to the team benches, and then the coolers over to the food supply table. Snagging a 
couple bottles of water from the food table for themselves, they then headed over to the 
bleachers and tried to find a shaded area. Looking out onto the field as people were 
gathering, Blake breathed a sigh of relief as a light breeze blew over her. Frank had 
come over and asked if she could hold onto Francesca for a few minutes as he helped 
his father get things set up on the table, so now she was holding the pink-clad girl on 
her lap and bouncing her on her knees.

She smiled as she looked up and saw Shayne interact with his young son and Marina 
just before he left to corral his players for a pep talk before the semi-final game. Like 
several other families in the town that had changed a lot in the past couple years, the 
younger Lewis’s discovery that Henry was his son had been a life-altering one. Blake 
hadn’t known him well, but she’d heard some stories from Marina, who’d been friends 
with him since they were kids, and since taking on being an active parent in Henry’s and 
Marina’s lives, she’d gotten to know him better.

Remy and Christina arrived with Clayton and Lillian and Buzz came over to greet them; 
Lillian asking to hold the baby. Informing the new arrivals of the food table, Buzz headed 
over there, with Cyrus and Remy following behind.

Frank grasped onto Cyrus’s wrist, causing the younger man to pause. “Hold on, 
gentlemen, I have another assignment for you two,” he said.

When Blake looked up from Francesca, she noted Doris had joined the crowd, stepping 
between Remy and Cyrus. She smiled at the other woman, who had changed out of her 
work clothes and now looked much more relaxed in a skirt, tank top, light over-shirt, and 
a pair of sandals. Blake got up from her spot on the bleachers and stepped closer.



“Hey, Springfield’s own Butch and Sundance. Nice job,” Doris quipped as she patted 
both men on their shoulders and moved off over to a spot in the shade.

Blake moved closer intending to talk with Doris, but sighed as the other woman walked 
away. She was feeling a bit awkward, and smiled at the child in her arms. Moving into 
Frank’s line of sight, she told him his girls needed a kiss, to which he obliged quickly. 
However, like their previous kisses, which have been getting fewer and fewer, she was 
feeling less enthralled than she originally had. Frank’s next words broke her out of her 
reverie.

“Oh, seems like someone else needs something,” Frank commented as he felt his 
daughter’s bottom as he moved back. “How come she’s got two mommies and I‘m the 
one that always changes the diaper?”

“That’s because the two mommies are at the bus station to pick up Rafe,” Buzz said as 
he came up behind his son and patted him on the arm. “So, take charge.”

Blake handed over Francesca to her father and he raised her up in the air before 
settling her against his shoulder. She smiled at the interaction between Frank and his 
youngest daughter. No matter what became of her relationship with him, she admired 
how much he loved his family. He didn’t always understand them, but he loved them 
nonetheless. As much as things had settled between Frank and Olivia in the past year, 
he still occasionally felt put out as being a third wheel in raising his own daughter. Blake 
knew it really wasn’t fair to remind him that he only had his daughter a couple times a 
week, and majority of the time Francesca’s mommies were the girl’s primary caregivers, 
so she let him have his moment.

A slight breeze broke the staid heat and humidity, as Blake noticed the boys finished up 
their stretching and practice throws, and they moved back to their dugouts for 
instructions and rehydration. Blake snagged a cup of lemonade and returned to the 
bleachers, and when she heard Francesca’s gleeful babbling, she looked over to see 
Olivia and Natalia arriving with Emma and Rafe in tow; the young man’s expression 
mirroring his sisters’.

Looking at the happiness of the Spencer-Rivera family, Blake wished she had 
something like that for herself, but she hadn’t been feeling that for a while. She and 
Clarissa had a small townhouse that they’d been in for a few years. Her sons were still 
away at boarding school, and in the year that she’d been dating Frank, neither one of 
them had made the move to cohabitate, either at Frank’s apartment or her house. Blake 
wondered if that, in itself, was telling about the amount of commitment both of them 
were putting into their relationship. She hadn’t wanted to uproot Clarissa from her home, 
and she didn’t feel like she was really ready to move in with someone else. She figured 
that if the time came, she would know if it was the right thing to do, and with Frank, 
neither had been willing to push it that far. And so, she looked on wistfully, and sighed, 
her shoulders rising with the deep breath.



As some of the guys tossed around a few balls as they waited for the game to start, 
Blake looked at Emma play with her little sister. She smiled, and then felt a gentle hand 
rest on her shoulder. She looked back and caught a knowing glance from Doris, who 
had been sitting behind her, and acknowledging her friend’s presence she smiled 
sweetly.

*~*~* ~*

It didn’t take a rocket scientist for Doris to see that something had been bothering her 
friend since she arrived. She would watch Blake’s expressions when others weren’t 
looking, and she could see her friend’s face falter at times. She’d gathered from 
conversations that she’d had with Blake recently that things weren’t as fine as the red-
head had tried to project to the public. She knew that since Eleni had returned to 
Springfield, there’d been a lot of tension between Blake and Frank; that hadn’t been her 
intention when she hired the crime scene investigator. She hadn’t wanted her friend to 
get caught in the cross-fire, but it seemed like Eleni's presence made Blake insecure for 
some reason. Doris only hoped that she could continue to be a friend for Blake.  

As she placed a hand on Blake’s shoulder, she met the other woman’s smile with one of 
her own. Theirs had been a tentative friendship at the start, and Doris realized that 
since letting her guard down and developing a strong friendship with Olivia and Natalia, 
her friendships with others had expanded as well. She knew that she wasn’t suddenly 
going to become Miss Merry-maker, and really she hoped someone would shoot her 
first if that happened, but she was starting to find since becoming more comfortable with 
herself and not having to hide a part of herself from others, she had been able to keep 
and hold meaningful friendships with other women.

When the crowd’s started to cheer as the teams began to take the field, Frank, Rafe, 
Cyrus and Remy returned to the bleachers to watch the game. If Blake’s lack of 
attention from this game was anything like the softball game she’d recently seen with 
her, Doris could see that it would be a long afternoon for her friend. Leaning over and 
resting her hand once again on Blake’s shoulder, she asked her if she wanted to go for 
a walk. She smiled when she got an almost pathetically glad reason to not sit and watch 
the game with the others.

Stepping over the lowest bleacher, Blake grabbed onto her purse, and followed Doris 
over the gravel pitch to the small playground. After Blake tossed her purse on a picnic 
table, she went and sat on one of the swings, idly kicking her sandals at the pebbles 
beneath her. She was glad of the distraction when the game started to play before her. 
She didn’t know what to say. It was only when Doris’s voice calling her name at a louder 
voice that she turned her head to face her friend.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Doris asked softly once she had Blake’s attention.

Blake sighed at the offer. “I doubt at the moment that they’re worth that much.”



“Don’t sell yourself short. Ever. I’ve done that, it’s not pretty.”

“It just seems like I don’t know what I want in life. I mean, I’m doing three jobs these 
days but it doesn’t really seem like I’m getting anywhere, or really accomplishing 
anything meaningful.”

“Are you happy?” Doris sat down in the swing next to her and began to push back and 
forth a little, thankful for the small breeze it created.

“I don’t know. I mean, I like working at Company and interacting with people, and I like 
my publishing work; real estate is not what it used to be. Is this what a mid-life crisis is 
like? Because it’s confusing as hell, and that’s not even touching the relationship front.” 
Blake brought her hand up and rubbed the skin at the back of her neck as she turned 
towards Doris. “Do you ever feel like that?”

“Definitely. You know, I’m thinking of getting out of politics.”

Completely startled at Doris comment, she jerked her head back. “You are? What 
brought that on?”

“I’ve been thinking about it for a little while now. You and Olivia are the only ones to 
know for now.”

Blake knew that for Doris to tell her this, when in the past she’d been known to be quite 
the gossip, was big. She’d been much better over the past couple of years though. It 
was probably not the best example, but she’d kept Natalia’s pregnancy a secret, 
because the other woman had asked her to, until Natalia was ready to tell people 
herself. It had earned her some scorn on Olivia’s part, but she could be trusted to keep 
something quiet when necessary. She tilted her head as she regarded her friend. “What 
would you like to do?" 



“I don’t know. I was thinking of going into private practice in a law firm.” Doris looked 
down at the ground and she bit her lower lip, thinking about what she was interested in 
doing. “I could take cases and work that I want to, without pressure to prosecute, or not 
have to defend city council decisions, not have to have this public persona that is 
different from who I really am.”

“That sounds like a really good plan.” Blake smiled brightly at her friend as they 
occasionally glanced over at the game before them when claps and calls indicated a 
good play. With a big grin on her face, Blake suddenly looked over at Doris as she 
remembered one of the manuscripts she had been reading earlier in the morning. “Hey, 
Doris, remember those movie titles you were talking about sending to Olivia and I’d 
asked you send to me?”

“Yeeeeessss?” Doris asked, curious where the conversation was going.

“What about lesbian fiction?”

“Say what?” Doris raised an eyebrow in surprised amusement; the switch in focus 
definitely wasn’t going where she thought it was.

“Lesbian fiction? Have you read some? If so, what would you recommend?”

Shaking her head at what Blake could be thinking, she asked, “What makes you ask 
that?”

“I got a manuscript this morning for editing and then likely publishing. It looks really 
good, well written. I’ve only had a chance to read the first chapter – part of why I was 
late this morning as I was reading it – but it had two good leads, one of them was a 



detective and it was a murder mystery with a lesbian couple as the protagonists. So, as 
that’s never really been my area of publishing before, I thought it might be a good 
opportunity to get to read something other than my usual repertoire.” Blake paused, 
realizing that it could be a touchy subject, or that her friend may not have even read 
much in the way of lesbian fiction – certainly she hadn’t found much in any of 
Springfield’s bookstores.

Doris bristled. “Our lives are not a spectacle for the general public to be viewed and 
ogled and ridiculed.”

Blake was a bit taken back by her tone. “Hey, that’s not what I’m trying to do.” Blake 
stopped her movement in the swing and stood up to face her friend. “I’m trying to 
understand, and I can see where you might think that, but that’s not where I’m coming 
from. Haven’t the last few months proved to you that this friendship with you means 
more than that?”

“What are you trying to say, Blake?” Doris shook her head, feeling as if she was getting 
so many messages in this one conversation.

“Right now, I’m saying that your friendship means a great deal to me. I don’t know 
where it’s going, but I’m thankful for it all the same. I’m also a reader and an editor, so it 
will broaden my knowledge. And to the benefit of the author who sent me her 
manuscript, I’d like to know what other writers are doing in the same field, so I can be a 
better editor and publisher. If you have any titles, fiction or not, that you recommend, I’d 
like to check them out.”

Doris took a few moments to think about it, and nodded her head. “Okay, that works. I’ll 
email you some titles this week. I have a few in my library at the house if you want to 
borrow some.”

“Thank you.”

Before Doris had a chance to react, Blake bent forward and pressed a soft kiss to her 
lips and then moved on to pick up her purse and head back to the stands. Shaking 
herself out of the surprise of the kiss, Doris soon followed; more confused then she 
headed over to the playground to start with. Moving closer to the bleachers, Blake saw 
Olivia smiling as she held Francesca on her lap, bouncing her up and down. The other 
woman had removed her hat at some point, and currently Natalia had one hand behind 
Olivia’s head drawing her down for a kiss. Blake could see the joyous affection evident 
in their faces, and she wanted that; she just didn’t see getting that with Frank.

Catching herself staring at the two women, she turned her attention back to the ball 
game. Though she still didn’t understand the nuances of the plays, even after Doris’s 
previous game-day explanations, she smiled as she remembered the fun time she had.

*~*~* ~*



 Act 3
 
Josh Lewis shifted in his seat, knees pressed against the back of the one in front of him 
and peered out the tiny window of the airplane. Below lay Springfield, with the vibrant 
green and yellow fields surrounding it and he soaked in the sight of the familiar network 
of roads running like a web around the town. It seemed to him now that all roads led to 
Springfield. To home.

To Reva.

He jumped a little as his cell phone chimed and he received a text message.

OSpencer 9:45 a.m.
Is your sorry butt here yet or do I have to go to Oklahoma to personally make sure you 
get here?

Josh snorted at his ex-wife’s text. The woman never failed to make him smile. Glancing 
out the window, he realized just how happy he was for her, that Olivia had finally found 
what she needed to be complete.

Running a hand through his short hair, Josh sighed. He had missed so many people 
while away, not the least of which was Olivia and her new family. Sure, he had kept in 
contact with friends and family, and he had Billy filling him in on a regular basis on the 
latest gossip, but it just wasn’t the same as being there.

Glancing back down at his phone, Josh’s thumbs flew over the tiny keypad as he found 
the name he was looking for in his address book. He murmured to himself as he hunted 
for the right letters.

“Your girlfriend … is being… a pain in the ass. Distract her… for a while…will yah?” 
Josh chuckled to himself and hit the send button. He could easily see what Olivia loved 
about the feisty woman. A part of him looked forward to seeing if his ex had finally found 
a little peace now that she had the love of a good woman. He jumped a little as his cell 
phone suddenly chimed twice in a row.

NRivera 9:49 a.m.
Lol! My pleasure. See you soon. xo

OSpencer 9:50a.m.
Dirty pool Lewis ;)

Josh laughed and shook his head. It was going to be so good to be home again. He 
glanced out of the window again as the plane started to bank, preparing to land. He 
could just make out the lighthouse glinting in the sunshine as it sat along the bay, 



silently standing guard. Now he just had to wait a few more hours to find out where his 
future lay and in which direction its guiding light would shine.

*~*~* ~*

“Harlan William Lewis Junior, what the hell do you think you are you doing?” Vanessa 
Chamberlain entered their small kitchen, staring in disbelief.

Billy stood stock still, afraid for his life. It was never a good thing when his wife called 
him by his full name.

“Um…I was just taste-testing your delicious apple pie, Vanessa, honey.” Billy began, 
smiling weakly while chewing slowly on the still warm pie. He quickly gulped down the 
rest of his coffee and blinked innocently at her.

Vanessa didn’t fall for it.

“For breakfast?” Vanessa grumbled, taking the pie from the kitchen table, and out of the 
man’s reach, sliding it onto the counter beside the microwave. “I made that pie for your 
brother, it’s Josh’s favorite.”

“It’s my favorite too, darlin’…” Billy grinned around another forkful of pie.

Vanessa just glared at him a moment longer and then sighed, shaking her head, 
realizing that it was a losing battle.

“What time does his flight arrive?” She grabbed the carafe from the coffee maker, before 
turning and refilling Billy’s empty mug on the kitchen table. The hospital project had run 
over time and over budget, with Josh rearranging his flight three times. She thought Billy  
left things to the last minute, but apparently his brother was just as bad. Vanessa smiled 
as Billy looked at his watch, and then jumped to his feet.

“Damn. It should be touching down in ten minutes. I gotta hustle…” Billy looked 
longingly at the half eaten piece of pie.

“Don’t worry,” Vanessa sank down into the chair her husband had just vacated and 
grabbed the fork from his loose grip. “I’ll take care of this for you; your doctor will thank 
me. Hurry now, you’re gonna be late.” She grinned and took a sip of his coffee, before 
starting to flip through the paper looking for the Suduko puzzle. Billy sighed and 
grabbed his car keys from the counter and left the house, grumbling to himself.

Vanessa chuckled to herself and speared a piece of apple and a bit of crust. Hearing 
the car pull out of the driveway, she reached over and grabbed her purse. Digging 
inside a moment she pulled out an envelope, staring a moment at the address scrawled 
on the front, her thumb tracing over the familiar loops and swirls. She’d recognize her 
daughter’s handwriting anywhere.



“Dinah Adele Chamberlain Marler, what are you up to now?" 

*~*~* ~*

Reva Shayne pulled her son’s clothes out from the dryer and dropped them into the 
laundry basket, before taking them out to the living room to fold. Sinking down onto the 
couch with a sigh, she glanced over to her cell phone as it vibrated away on the coffee 
table. Seeing Jonathan’s name on the display, Reva leaned back and ignored it. He was 
still in her bad books, but she was starting to thaw where he was concerned. She never 
could stay very angry with her children for long. She glanced down at Colin sitting on 
the floor, chattering to himself, happily coloring in the book his father had given him. He 
was looking more and more like Jeffrey every day…

Her eyes watered slightly as she noticed Jeffrey’s guitar still leaning against the 
fireplace. She’d have to call him to come pick it up. He’d left in a bit of a hurry, so it was 
understandable that he’d have forgotten it. She wiped away a stray tear with the heel of 
her palm. The man had made his bed, now he’d have to lay in it.

Reva couldn’t stop the memories as her mind flashed back to that final argument, 
several weeks ago…

“I can’t do this anymore.” Reva leaned against the kitchen counter, looking into the living 
room where Jeffrey paced like a caged animal. It felt like they had been arguing non-
stop since he had come back to Springfield, and whenever it seemed like they had 
taken a step in the right direction, the inevitable argument would take them two steps 
back.

Something had to give, and it looked like it was going to have to be her.

“Reva, please.” Jeffrey took a tentative step closer to her, but she raised a hand to stop 
him.

“Jeffrey, I don’t know what more I can say. I just can’t trust you. I’m afraid you’re going to 
run off on some fool chase any second and leave Colin and me in the lurch again…” 
Reva’s voice broke slightly with the pain of those long months thinking he was dead. 
The incredible joy of finding out he was indeed alive had been overshadowed by the 
deceit and blatant disregard for her feelings and their relationship. Now he wanted her 
to just forget all about it? Not possible. She didn’t work that way.

“I love you, Reva,” Jeffrey pleaded, his eyes watering slightly.

“I know you do, and a part of me still loves you, but I don’t think I can do this. I don’t 
want our son to live like this. I don’t want our life to be some crazy adventure, 
gallivanting around the world. We need a home and a solid foundation to raise our son. I 
just can’t live with the constant doubt hanging over my head. I can’t understand how you 



could just walk away from us like that.” Reva’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “How 
you could walk away from me like that.”

“I did it to protect you, Reva,” Jeffrey whispered, trying to make her understand.

“Damn it, I wasn’t going to cry…” Reva pulled a tissue from the box on the counter and 
wiped her eyes. She sniffed and looked back at him, shaking her head. “I know your 
intentions were good, but we all were in danger from Edmund or his men anyway, we 
just didn’t know it.” Reva glanced away from her husband’s sad eyes. “And don’t even 
get me started about putting Jonathan in harm’s way.”

“He’s a grown man, Reva,” Jeffrey growled, starting to get angry now. “Jonathan knew 
the risks and did it anyway, for the same reason I did, because we love you.”

“I’ll deal with my son in my own way; I don’t need you to lecture me.” Reva scowled, 
turned her back on Jeffrey and started pacing herself, needing to do something, 
needing to just move. She sighed and ran a hand through her hair, leaning against the 
fireplace mantle. She stared a moment at the carved initials there and thought of Josh.

Of all the arguments she had had with Josh Lewis over the years, of all the torment and 
pain they had caused in each other’s life, Reva had never felt deep down like she 
couldn’t trust him. Reva glanced down and then looked over to Jeffrey, standing there. 
She couldn’t say the same about her current husband.

Olivia’s voice seemed to echo in Reva’s ears, making her face the ugly truth. She had to 
decide what level of uncertainty she could live with and whether her love for Jeffrey was 
stronger than the hurt she felt because of him. She met his eyes and they stared at 
each other. Who was he, really? 

“I know about Olivia, she told us about what went on in San Cristobel, how the two of 
you met.” Reva’s eyes grew hard as Jeffrey turned away. She leaned forward and 
pressed her point. “How Ava was really conceived.” She watched as her comment hit its 
mark and Jeffrey’s head snapped up, his eyes narrowing. They stared at each other for 
long minutes, before he ran a hand through his hair in frustration.

“That was a long time ago, Reva. Olivia and I have made peace with it.” Jeffrey started 
to pace, staring at his feet, not wanting to meet his wife’s eyes.

“Maybe so,” Reva said quietly. How Olivia could ever get past that, she had no clue. 
Reva pushed herself away from the fireplace and took a step towards her husband. 
“That’s between you, Olivia, and I suppose, Ava. But you still should have told me, 
trusted me with your demons.”

“You don’t want to know about my demons…” Jeffrey growled, his past weighing heavy 
on his soul. The things he had done for his country, and sadly, for his own personal gain 
had seemed necessary at the time, but still not something he was always proud of. No 



one could truly understand unless they had taken that same shady path. He looked up 
as Reva gently touched his arm.

“Of course I do. I’m your wife, Jeffrey.” Reva sighed sadly. “I feel like I don’t even know 
who you are.” 

“Reva, that’s not true. You know me better than anyone…” Jeffrey started, but Reva just 
turned away from him. She didn’t need more lies.

“I don’t know. Maybe if you had kept me in the loop or come home on your own, told me 
yourself, explained and asked me to forgive you,” Reva moved a little closer, never 
breaking their eye contact. “But I only found out by accident. Would I still be in the dark 
if I hadn’t intercepted that damn phone call?”

Jeffrey glanced away, as if afraid of what his eyes would reveal. Reva felt a fresh wave 
of anger wash over her. Of course she’d still be in the dark. 

“Exactly.” Reva glared at him, swallowing the hurt and anger down deep inside once 
more. She loved Jeffrey, but she couldn’t live with this uncertainty any more. Without 
trust, what did they have? She suddenly realized she had made her decision.

“I’m done, Jeffrey.” Reva raised her chin, feeling as if a weight had been lifted from her 
shoulders now that she had made up her mind. “I’m filing for a divorce in the morning.”

Reva opened the door and headed outside, needing time alone and some fresh air. Out 
of the corner of her eye she saw Jeffrey just nodding in defeat…

Reva sniffed slightly and tried to get her head back into the here and now. She had 
cried enough tears over Jeffrey O’Neill. It was time to look to the future now. She smiled 
and pulled out two dresses from the laundry basket, a velvety dark green one and the 
other a soft robin’s egg blue. Decisions, decisions…

“Which one do you like, sweetie?” Reva glanced down at her son, playing with his toy 
truck on the floor. The boy stood and wandered over to his mother, pointing to the one in 
her right hand.

“Green it is then.” Reva bent over and picked him up swinging him into her arms and 
kissed his flushed cheek, smiling as he rubbed at his eye sleepily. “Time for someone to 
have his good-humor nap, and then we’ll go for a little drive. We have an old friend to 
meet.”

Reva hugged her son’s tiny frame closer, breathing in his clean scent. Things could only 
get better from here on out. No matter what happened today at the lighthouse, this year 
had shown her who she was deep down inside.

Reva Shayne was a survivor.



*~*~* ~*
 

Billy smoothly rounded the curve with his car and made his way down Main Street, 
glancing over occasionally to watch Josh take in the sights and sounds of home. He had 
missed his brother more than he imagined he would. Hopefully things would quiet down 
a little now that the Lewis boys were reunited once more.

“City council finally awarded us that new grade school contract. I thought Doris Wolfe 
was gonna eat us alive at the town meeting about it, but she seems to be mellowing 
with age.” Billy shook his head. It had reminded him of some weird science fiction movie 
where the pod people take over the town. Doris had even smiled and joked around with 
him afterwards. It had been creepy…

“I think she just has more important things to worry about than building permits for a 
new school.” Josh smiled sadly out the window, wondering for a moment where 
Edmund was hiding. He should have killed the bastard when he had the chance, it 
would have saved everyone such heartache. But at what cost to his soul?

Ah, and there was his eternal spiritual debate with himself. Josh rubbed at his jaw, 
scratching his beard and staring out the window as Cedars Hospital went by. He had 
visited too many friends and family there over the years. He had learned the hard way 
that protecting your loved ones, no matter what, was worth it. He would just have to 
make peace with his Maker when the time came and live with the consequences.

“Hmm, good point,” Billy murmured beside him, pulling Josh from his darker thoughts. 
“Still, with Bill taking some time off to be with Lizzie when the baby arrives, I’ll be glad of 
the extra pair of hands in the office. It just isn’t the same around here without you.” Billy 
grinned, slowing the car down and stopping at a light.

“About that.” Josh looked down at his hands and then back to his older brother. “I don’t 
think I can stay, Billy. If Reva doesn’t show today…”

“Oh, please. That girl is probably already there,” Billy teased, taking off from the light.

“I can only hope,” Josh grinned. “But if Reva for some reason doesn’t show at the 
lighthouse, then I’m on the first flight out after Mindy and Rick’s wedding. And if she 
does meet me, then I think we’re due for a little adventure together.” He stared at his 
brother, waiting to see how this news was going to sit.

“Well, hell...” Billy blinked slowly, letting that sink in. He had been looking forward to 
slowing things down at work a little bit again. The constant pace and stress was starting 
to get to him and he really wanted to spend some quality time with Vanessa, maybe 
take a short vacation. There would be no time for that now. Still Josh and Reva needed 



the time more, to reconnect and get back on track. Billy pulled the car to a stop and 
turned to smile softly at his worried brother.

“What do you think about Jonathan taking on more responsibility? He’s been working 
hard this year with the men, really pitched in on that little gazebo that we just put up in 
the park. Y’know I think he’d make a great foreman for the grade school job, don’t you 
think?” Billy turned off the car and released his seatbelt before once more meeting his 
brother’s eyes. “We’ll be here when you’re ready to come home for good, Josh.”

“Thanks for understanding,” Josh said quietly, feeling the disappointment in the other 
man.

“That’s what family does.” Billy opened the car door, smiling wide as he got out.

A loud creak sounded as Billy yanked the stiff garage door up, slowly revealing HB’s 
vintage green Ford pickup truck. He dug around in his pocket and pulled out a set of 
keys, dangling them from his fingers.

“Well, she’s all yours.”

Josh stepped forward, his fingers wrapping around the warm metal, taking them from 
his brother’s hand. Their eyes met and held, years of history and family flashing 
between them in that instant, both good times and bad. Home wasn’t a place, it was 
found in moments like this. He smiled and nodded, fidgeting with the keys.

“Now go get her. Never keep a lady waiting.” Billy smiled, squeezed his brother’s 
shoulder with his meaty hand and turned back towards his car. His brother had an 
appointment to keep, and he was meeting Bill and Lizzie at the park.

“I wonder if there will be hot dogs…” Billy murmured to himself as he slipped back into 
his car and headed off to the ball park.

*~*~* ~*

Company was busy with the tail end of the breakfast crowd still finishing up their meals. 
Jeffrey sat at the small counter, reading the newspaper, scouring the classifieds for 
potential clues or secret messages. It was unlikely he would find anything, Edmund and 
his men weren’t stupid by any means, but still his old school training wouldn’t let him 
slack on any front.

He looked up as he felt someone sink down onto the stool next to him.

“Hey, Boss.” Anna Li smiled warmly and waved to the barista to order herself a coffee.

“Hello, Trouble.” Jeffrey spun a little to smile at the woman. “Last time we met in a café, 
you were shooting the place up. Remind me never to piss you off…”



“And don’t you forget it.” Anna grinned back at him and they both looked up as the 
woman behind the counter slid a mug of coffee towards the detective. She slowly stirred 
in a spoonful of sugar. “I heard about you and Reva.”

She watched Jeffrey take a big gulp of his own cooling coffee and sighed.

“I’m sorry.” Anna gently blew on her coffee and took a small sip, waiting to see if the 
man would open up to her or not. If anyone could commiserate about lost love, it would 
be her. She had seen Doris making her way to the baseball park and the woman still 
made her pulse jump.

“Yeah, me too.” Jeffrey sighed as he started to fold up his newspaper and then slowly 
stood. Anna just nodded, realizing that he wasn’t ready to talk about it right now.

“I’ve got to go,” Jeffrey smiled sadly, tucking the newspaper under his arm. He had 
heard the rumors in town that today was the big day. Would she or wouldn’t she? Was it 
so wrong to hope that Reva wouldn’t show? It was never wrong to hope; it was all he 
had left.

“I’ll call you later and we can go over the latest security reports. Surely we will see a 
pattern somewhere soon.” Anna nodded, knowing the rumors around town as well about 
Reva and her ‘soul mate’ Joshua Lewis. As if there was such a thing as a soul mate. In 
her opinion, Reva Shayne was a selfish woman who liked to be the center of attention 
and play with all the various men in her life. Just how many times had the woman been 
married anyway?

Anna stared at her friend, and her heart went out to him. Jeffrey shifted on his feet and 
glanced back up at her, looking like he was ready to bolt out the door any second. She 
couldn’t blame the man for wanting to just disappear and crawl under a rock for awhile.

“Edmund has been quiet.” Jeffrey sighed, a little voice inside screaming that something 
was in the works, he just didn’t know what.

“Too quiet,” Anna agreed.

Their eyes locked, both knowing a storm was brewing on the horizon. They could only 
pray that they would be ready for it.

*~*~*~*

It was a gorgeous day at the park, sunny and warm, a great day to be alive. Billy inhaled 
deeply and sighed. Wandering towards the bleachers he saw many old friends and 
family already starting to gather. Josh was home, however briefly. Vanessa was on her 
way to pick up her daughter Maureen and they would meet up with him a little later. 
Mindy’s big day was all set for tomorrow, her small engagement party with her friends a 



nice touch today. Bill and Lizzie were wandering around, the girl obviously 
uncomfortable in the summer heat and both of them more than ready for their child to 
arrive.

Billy smiled at the thought of his little grandson waiting to make a grand entrance. He 
couldn’t wait to hold the littlest Lewis man in his arms. The next generation was ready to 
grab Springfield and give it a good shake. The future was still an adventure waiting to 
happen for all of them, even for an old dog like himself. He stared down at the small 
group gathered at the ballpark, savoring this one perfect moment in time. A snapshot 
almost, something to remember and hold dear.

“Ah, I’m getting so damned sentimental in my old age…” Billy chuckled to himself and 
headed towards his friends and family. It was time to go make new memories. 

*~*~*~*

Jeffrey couldn’t stay away.

How could he? He’d heard the rumors, the gossipy whispers behind his back. It had 
been almost too much to take, but he still had a job to do, despite his broken heart. 
Edmund Winslow was still out there and by God he would catch him, or die trying. 
Everything he had sacrificed would not be in vain.

Now though, he stood along the tree line, just skirting the edge of the small park where 
the lighthouse sat, as he waited for his world to truly fall apart and helpless to stop it.

Jeffrey saw the vintage Ford truck pull up and Josh Lewis get out, walking slowly to the 
foot of the stairs of the old lighthouse. Both men glanced at their watches, wondering 
the same thing. Would she or wouldn’t she?

Jeffrey saw her coming first, walking around the building from the small parking lot, 
small Colin in tow beside her. She looked radiant, in her long green dress, her hair 
swept up, smiling and happy. Certain of what she was doing.

The rest seemed to pass in painful slow motion. Jeffrey watched as Josh walked over 
from the lighthouse steps, Reva waving shyly at him, encouraging Colin to give him a 
small high five. The couple spoke quietly, their gentle laughter carried in the breeze, his 
son fidgeting beside them. Jeffrey gasped when Colin seemed to find him in the tree 
line, as if looking right at him. 

Dear God, what had he done to his family? How could he have messed this up so 
badly? The magnitude of his choices hit him in that single instant.

Just when he didn’t think it could hurt any worse, Jeffrey thought his heart had been 
ripped out and handed back to him as Josh cupped Reva’s cheek and dipped his head, 
their kiss sealing his fate. They pulled apart and Reva wiped a tear away. Holding 



hands, they walked towards the parking lot, smiling at each other, his son following 
along.

A picture perfect family.  

Jeffrey hadn’t seen Reva look that happy in a long, long time and sadly, he knew he had 
done that to her. He had broken Reva’s spirit in a way, just like he had broken the spirit 
of the girl Olivia had been so long ago, and God knows how many other women in 
between, with his selfish actions. He ran a hand through his hair as tears welled in his 
eyes. He had no one to blame but himself.

And Edmund Winslow.

Jeffrey’s eyes grew hard and he wiped a tear away. Turning away from the wreckage of 
his life, he headed back to his car. He needed to focus on getting the job done now, 
concentrate on work, to find the bastard and make him pay. It was time to end this once 
and for all, and he had nothing left to lose.

Jeffrey O’Neill was suddenly a very, very, dangerous man.

*~*~*~*

Josh slammed the truck door closed and settled on the seat. Colin wiggled beside him, 
his little feet dangling over the edge of the bench seat. It hit him that someday he would 
teach the young man how to drive this very truck. And that thought felt damn good. His 



gaze rose to meet Reva’s bright blue eyes, glistening with happy tears. Finally Josh 
Lewis had come home.

“Are you ready?” he smiled softly.

Reva stared at the man who she would always love, who understood her better than 
anyone, even herself. She knew she had been a fool to ever let him get away, but that 
was all in the past now. Reva was more than ready for their adventures to continue, to 
build a future together on a solid foundation of love and trust. She sighed, content at 
last.

“Always, Bud.” Reva smiled back at him, her heart full.

Josh started the truck and shifted it into gear.

“Here we go.”

The truck lurched forward and the little family headed down the road, back to 
Springfield, back to their lives. Today wasn’t a happy ending; it was just the start of a 
new adventure…

*~*~*~*

Act 4

The slight breeze on the warm air took out some of the wilting sting of the summer 
morning. It was still cool enough in the shade for Natalia to open the kitchen door for a 
moment and let in the fresh air. Upstairs she could hear Olivia’s heels as they moved 
from bathroom to closet and back to the bedroom, only occasionally muffled by the area 
rugs over the wooden floors.

In a bowl, she whipped up fluffy eggs, adding a touch more milk to make them even 
plumper. She poured them into the hot skillet and added veggies, ham, tomatoes, and 
cheese. They had to have cheese or Emma wouldn’t eat them saying they tasted yucky 
without it. As a special treat when the omelet was finished, she sprinkled more shredded 
cheese on top. After all, it was a special day and a special day deserved a special treat.

As Natalia turned with the plate to set it in front of Emma, who was elbow deep in glitter 
and glue, the young girl proudly lifted her piece of art and showed it to her. “What do 
you think, Ma? Do you think Rafe will like the card I made him?”

Natalia raised a hand to her mouth to hide the amused smile. On the card was drawn a 
beautiful rainbow with red, orange, yellow, blue, green, and purple in the right order and 
underneath in more rainbow glitter was the message: “Welcome home, bro. My hero!”



“It’s beautiful, Em. He’s going to love it! Here, let’s set it over here to dry and clean this 
mess up.” Natalia took the card and set it on the side table, away from Francesca’s 
wandering and sticky hands; since she was fascinated with playing with her food more 
than eating it lately. The brunette then went into the pantry and pulled out a broom and 
dustpan as Emma wiped off her mess on the table.

“We’re going to have glitter on everything for weeks!” Olivia smirked from the doorway.

Two of her favorite girls turned to her. Emma smiled. “I made a card for Rafe!”

“I see.”

Natalia, on the other hand, did a double-take. Everything from the shoulders down was 
more than appealing – a tight, white pencil skirt that showed off gorgeous calves, 
stilettos that would kill the best drag queen - Greg would be so proud - and a form-fitting 
black blouse. It was what was above the shoulders that made Natalia shake her head.

“What?” Olivia saw the strange look on her partner’s face.

“What’s with…that?” The younger woman motioned with her hand at the…honestly, 
Natalia wasn’t sure if it was a hat or if a flying saucer had landed on her girlfriend’s 
head.

Olivia raised an indignant eyebrow and huffed. “It’s a dedication for the new gazebo. I 
have to dress nice.”

“Honey,” Natalia came closer, smirking a little to let Olivia know she was teasing, and 
motioned down Olivia’s body, “this is nice. That…” she pointed at the hat, “looks like 
Cruella de Vil on crack.”

Olivia gasped at the very clever remark and Emma giggled catching the reference. 
“That was a good one, Ma!”

“For siding with her, you get to stay home.” Olivia stuck out her tongue at her daughter, 
a petulant pout on her face. “I’m having a bad hair day, okay? Don’t pick on me; I had to 
overcompensate.”

Emma was about to protest, knowing her mom was going to the dedication of Jane’s 
new gazebo at the park. She had wanted to go and wasn’t ready to give up the fight 
until her Ma jumped in with the perfect distraction.

“Actually, Em, I need your help with doing some cookies for Rafe. We don’t have a lot of 
time before his bus gets here so I could use all the help I could get. Besides, that means 
you’ll get the first hot cookies out of the oven.” When Emma’s eyes got huge, Natalia 
knew she had her.



“And with that, I’m out of here.” Olivia grabbed her purse, kissed Emma and Francesca, 
careful to avoid the smeared peaches on her littlest daughter’s hands, and then kissed 
Natalia. “I’ll see you at the bus depot?”

Natalia smiled into the kiss and nodded. “Rafe’s bus will be in at 11:15.”

Olivia pulled back and then looked around them. “Are you going to be able to get all the 
food and the kids to the depot alone?”

The younger woman wiped at her forehead with the back of her head and swallowed. 
“Oh yeah, sure!”

“Okay, if you insist.” With one last kiss, she was out the door. On the way, she dialed a 
familiar number. “Hey, Frankie, I got a favor to ask.”

*~*~*~*

The bus rattled along the interstate as it crossed the state line. Rafe looked out the 
window at the rolling fields of grain punctuated by an occasional house. Reaching into 
the pocket of his camouflage jacket, he pulled out two pictures. One was of him and his 
Ma when he was ten years old. It was a Christmas picture taken of them at the church 
after Mass. In the picture, he held his beloved set of Pokémon cards and his Ma held 
him. He smiled and ran a finger over the picture; its edges worn and colors faded.

Slipping it back inside his coat pocket, he looked at the other picture. His heart clenched 
at the look of pure joy on his Ma’s face.

It was a candid shot after Francesca’s christening. She and Olivia were sitting on a 
bench behind the church with the baby between them. Olivia was looking at Francesca 
in total adoration, her little hand gripping Olivia’s finger as she stared at Olivia wide-
eyed. The older woman had been so captivated by their daughter that she didn’t see the 
look of wonder and awe on her partner’s face.

He had been oblivious to it all too, but not anymore. Looking at the picture, it was plain 
as day.

Sighing, he gently placed the picture back in his pocket and let his head roll back onto 
the seat. He closed his eyes and thought about every moment since he had confronted 
his Ma about her relationship with Olivia, the harsh words he’d said to Olivia at the 
ballpark and at the bridge last summer, the anger he hadn’t been able to let go of until 
he saw how ugly and cruel the world really was, the sound of rockets and guns 
ricocheting in his head, and the gentle calm outside his window as he headed home…to 
his family.

*~*~*~*
 



The late summer sun was rising higher in the sky. The dew had burned off the blades of 
grass in the mid-morning heat, making the air almost shimmer. Olivia cursed herself, 
and her bad hair day, for wearing a black hat as she strode across the park. She could 
already feel a fine sheen of sweat down her back and groaned at the disgusting feel of a 
rivulet that ran down her spine. Sweating was only sexy during sex, and unfortunately, 
that wasn’t happening at the moment.

Passing the gazebo where Natalia had confessed her love for Olivia over a year ago, 
the blonde smirked, her steps a little lighter in spite of the heat, as she headed to the 
more shaded end of the park by the playground. A small crowd was gathered. Several 
families that Jane had babysat for greeted Olivia as she approached. Near the front of 
the group stood Mrs. Peterson, Jane’s mother, and Jane’s boyfriend talking to Doris. A 
handful of Jane’s friends, most of them Beacon employees, were seated nearby waiting 
for the dedication to begin.

Doris caught Olivia’s attention while she was looking for a seat and brought her over. 
“You have a reserved seat up front.”

“That wasn’t necessary, Doris,” Olivia mumbled to her.

Her friend looked down with an embarrassed expression but tried to cover by tugging 
sharply at her tan jacket and smoothing out the non-existent wrinkles. “Yes it is. It’ll be 
easier for you to get out of your seat to make a speech this way.”

Olivia had her hand halfway extended to shake Mrs. Peterson’s hand when she jerked it 
back, looking around at Doris. “What?”

Doris let out a short chuckle. “Oops, didn’t I tell you? You’re giving a speech.” She 
glanced down at her watch. “Oh, gee, look at the time. We better get started.”

It took everything Olivia had not to rush the stage and strangle Doris Wolfe. Why she 
put up with that woman, much less called her a friend sometimes, she never knew.

*~*~*~*

Natalia checked her watch and realizing she was running behind, she raced up the 
stairs to change. She called down the hall to Emma. “Hey, Em, are you almost ready?”

“Almost!” The answer came back down the hall from Emma’s room. Natalia cringed 
slightly at how loud Emma yelled. And then, right on cue, Sweet Pea let out a cry to let 
everyone know she had been rudely awakened from her sleep.

Quickly, the brunette found a lightweight dress in the closet, which was perfect for a hot 
day at the ballpark, hauling food and chasing a baby around. In the doorway, Emma 
hopped on her tiptoes. “What do you think?”



Natalia smiled at her daughter with her ponytail flipping back and forth and her cute little 
white capris making her look so grown up. “Absolutely perfect, baby. Hey, can you get 
Francesca for me? She’s fussing up a storm in there!”

“Sure!” Emma bounced off, happy to help out. A few minutes later, Emma walked back 
into the bedroom with her sister on her hip as she stood in the bathroom doorway and 
watched Natalia put on her makeup. The little girl carefully watched and then tilted her 
head to the side. “When do I get to wear makeup?”

Natalia stopped mid-motion in applying eyeliner, not sure exactly how to answer. She 
and Olivia hadn’t talked about that yet or how to handle it. She sighed, knowing that it 
was inevitable that Emma was growing up, even if she didn’t want to accept it. “I tell you 
what. Let me talk to your mom about that and then we’ll sit down and discuss it with 
you.”

Emma looked deep in thought for a moment. Natalia could tell she wasn’t entirely 
pleased with the evasive answer, but this was a big part of Emma’s next step in growing 
up. She didn’t want to treat it lightly. It was only right that she talked to Olivia about it 
first and they’d decide together what was best for their daughter.

Eventually, Emma nodded. “Okay. Can I go check my card for Rafe to see if it’s dry?”

“Sure, honey.” Natalia turned from the mirror, finally finished with her makeup. “Bring her 
here.”

Emma handed over her little sister and bounced out of the room. Natalia watched her 
go then turned to Francesca in her arms. “Don’t grow up, okay? Like…ever.”

The baby squealed and laughed as she put each hand on Natalia’s cheeks and 
squeezed, making her look like a fish. Natalia made squishy fish sounds on her neck 
and the little girl squealed louder. The brunette pulled back, laughing. “Come on, you. 
There’s an adorable pink onesie in your room calling your name.”

A few minutes later, Natalia was standing in the kitchen with Emma as they loaded up a 
small box with cupcakes, sandwiches, and other snacks. Francesca banged on her high 
chair table making animal crackers fly all over the place. The surprised look on her 
mom’s face tickled her so she did it again.

Natalia quickly picked up the ones that hadn’t fallen on the floor and put them in a 
plastic bag. “How about we put these in a baggie so you can eat them in Daddy’s car 
and make a mess there, huh?”

Francesca was none too pleased when the bag of snacks was placed out of her reach. 
She tilted her head to the side, thinking about how to get to them then leaned forward. 
When she realized she couldn’t get them, she let out of huff of frustration.



Emma continued to help her Ma but smiled amusingly at her sister. When her Ma turned 
her back, Emma opened the bag and took out a cracker, handing it to Francesca. 
Emma whispered conspiratorially to her. “I know it sucks when you’re not old enough to 
do what you want.” The little girl smiled as Francesca crumbled up the cracker in her 
small hands, making a huge mess.

Natalia turned around at the giggles from her youngest to see animal cracker crumbs all 
around her. She looked at Emma who smirked and looked away. “Emma!” She 
shrieked.

“What? I can’t resist, Ma. Just look at those dimples.” Emma smiled and knew that 
comment would get to her Ma.

Natalia shook her head and turned back around to finish putting her daughter’s sippy 
cup together. “Like mother, like daughter.” She grumbled but smiled in spite of the mess.

A knock at the door had Natalia brushing off her hands on a towel and moving to the 
kitchen door. She pulled back the curtain to make sure it was Frank. He raised a hand in 
a wave through the glass, and she turned off the alarm to let him inside.

“Morning, ladies! How are you all today?” He stepped inside when Natalia moved aside 
and motioned him inside.

“We’re good, Frank. You?” Natalia noticed that Frank’s smile didn’t quite reach his face. 
He had looked like that quite a bit lately, and even though, with time, they had all 
become more comfortable with the unique status of their family, she was still cautious 
about expressing too much concern for his personal well-being. He was a good father 
and good to Francesca. That’s really all that mattered anymore.

“Oh, I’m fine. Just happy to spend some time relaxing with everyone at the game today, 
and with my favorite girl,” he gushed as Natalia lifted his daughter from the high chair 
and handed her over. Acknowledging the other girl in the room, he looked at Emma. 
“So, Emma, are you going to let me show you how to throw a ball today?”

Emma made a face. “I don’t know, Uncle Frank. That’s boy stuff.”

Natalia made a gasp. “Ah, no it’s not! Your Aunt Doris played. Your mom played too last 
year, remember? The day you two moved in. Even you did.”

The little girl rolled her eyes as if the answer was obvious for why she wouldn’t want to 
play catch. “Uh, but that was last year, Ma!”

Natalia raised an eyebrow but didn’t respond. She looked at Frank who was smirking a 
little. “I guess she’s growing up.”

He nodded and adjusted Francesca in his arms. “Guess so.”



She sighed and picked up the baby bag with snacks and juice stuffed in it. She handed 
it over to Frank and gave her daughter a kiss on the cheek. “We’ll see you at the park in 
about an hour.”

“Okay, if anything comes up, let me know. I have my phone on.” He turned to the door 
as Natalia opened it. “It’ll be good to see Rafe.”

She nodded at him and smiled. She had been trying not to think too much about it 
because it always made her get anxious and excited to think about him being home. As 
it was, she fought the feeling of wanting to jump out of her skin with anticipation. She 
took a deep breath and sighed, still smiling from ear to ear. “I know. I’m so excited. I 
can’t wait to see him.”

He smiled at Natalia, appreciating her deep love for her son. “It’s going to be a good 
day. See you there.”

She watched him before closing the door then turned back to Emma. “Alright, Em. Let’s 
finish this up so we’re not late to get Rafe.”

*~*~*~*

The dedication ceremony seemed to be taking much longer than expected. Olivia was 
quickly losing her patience in the rising late morning heat and the steady drone of the 
Petersons’ family pastor. He was a stout, pinched face man who seemed to have 
forgotten that this was an outdoor dedication and not a Sunday sermon. Several of 
Jane’s immediate family had spoken as well, and Olivia hoped they were nearing the 
end. She looked at her watch, noticing she’d have to hustle if she wanted to get to the 
bus depot on time.

Olivia shifted in her seat next to Mrs. Peterson and re-crossed her long legs. She 
caught Doris’s gaze from her seat on the small platform stage in front of the gazebo and 
a brief quirk of the mayor’s lips made her smile. They gave each other a subtle eye roll 
and went back to pretending to listen.

After a brief prayer, Doris was invited to the podium for the official dedication portion of 
the event. She glanced up and saw Olivia with a raised eyebrow, imploring her silently 
to hurry up.

Doris cleared her throat and looked briefly at her notes. She took a deep breath and 
came to a decision. Turning over her notes, she looked out into the crowd and to Olivia 
seated on the front row. “I remember Jane Peterson fondly. As mayor, I usually don’t 
have the opportunity to know the residents of this small town on a personal basis. Jane, 
however, was a dedicated caretaker and friend of the Spencer-Rivera family, who are 
close friends of mine. Emma Spencer absolutely adored Jane and she was treated by 
Olivia and Natalia as another member of their family. It was Jane’s honor and respect 



for this family that led her to make the ultimate sacrifice. As any of us would do for our 
family and for those we love, we’d give our lives to keep them safe. Jane did exactly 
that. Often, when I’m asked to speak at a dedication, there is sometimes doubt as to the 
validity of such a request. I don’t always know the circumstances or the character of the 
person in question. In this case, however, I can say that I’m all too aware of Jane’s 
character. For that reason, it is with pride and honor that I dedicate this gazebo as the 
Jane Peterson Family Memorial Gazebo on this day the 1st of August, 2010.”

Doris turned with a large pair of scissors to cut the symbolic ribbon above the steps of 
the gazebo behind her. The crowd clapped and began to disperse to a set of tables with 
drinks and snacks as a band played.

Olivia walked with Mrs. Peterson up on the stage so she could speak with Doris. Before 
she turned to leave, Mrs. Peterson hugged Olivia tightly. “Thank you, Olivia.”

The way Mrs. Peterson spoke made Olivia wonder if she knew that Olivia had paid to 
have the memorial built. When she pulled back to look at the slightly older woman, she 
knew she did. Olivia smiled at her. “It was the least I could do for what Jane did. I could 
never repay that…ever.”

Mrs. Peterson squeezed her hand. “I know my daughter. She loved Emma, and I’m sure 
she’d do it all over again if she had to. Catch this guy, okay?”

Olivia could only nod. She couldn’t speak for fighting back tears. She watched as Mrs. 
Peterson walked up into the gazebo and took a seat on a bench, gathering a few quiet 
moments for herself.

Doris came up behind her, having heard the last comment. “We will get him, Olivia. Her 
death won’t be wasted.”

Olivia nodded her head, her jaw clenching. “You’re damn right we will.” When she 
looked back at Doris, her friend had her head tilted to the side and she was smiling. 
Olivia knew a classic Doris quip was coming so she braced herself.

“What’s with the mad hatter get up?” The other woman motioned to the oversized hat 
Olivia was wearing.

The blonde rolled her eyes. “Not you, too!” She looked down to her watch. “Since it 
seems to be drawing such a response, I was going to go home and change, but I don’t 
have time now.”

Doris nudged her. “Oh, like you give a damn what anyone says about you!”

“I’m going to look terribly out of place in this outfit.” Olivia argued.

Doris shook her head. “No, you’ll stand out in true Olivia Spencer fashion.”



Olivia smiled, conceding. “Good point. I need to get moving though.”

“I’ll go with you. I’m parked that way, too.” Doris already had her purse and keys in 
hand.

The blonde looked at her friend strangely. “Okay, but isn’t this official mayoral duties or 
something? Don’t you need to stay for appearance’s sake and shake hands, kiss 
babies, or whatever?”

“Please, I’m so done with all of this. If I have to play nice with one more person, I’m 
going to scream. At least with you, I can get my frustrations out with mutual snark.” 
Doris walked ahead of Olivia but looked back when she realized she was alone. “You 
coming or not?”

Olivia caught up with Doris and they took a mostly deserted path back to the parking lot. 
She glanced over at her friend who was lost in thought. She had a feeling that Doris 
wanted to talk, but she also knew their personalities were similar and Doris wouldn’t 
want to be pushed.

As they turned a corner under an overhang of shaded trees, Doris sighed. “I think it’s 
time for a change. I think I’m getting out of politics.”

Olivia stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Really? What brought this on? I thought you 
loved being mayor.”

“I did at one time. I lived my whole life thinking it was what I wanted. Even as a kid, I 
loved politics. That’s why I worked so hard to protect my personal life and really never 
let myself have one. Now that I’m here, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” Doris looked 
down and shuffled her feet. “It’s kind of…lonely. I drove myself to reach this point and 
allowed life to pass me by. I don’t have friends. I don’t have a love of my own.”

Olivia heard the sniffles as Doris raised one hand to wipe at her nose. She let her other 
hand slide down to take Doris’s. “You do have friends, Doris, and a daughter who loves 
you. And as for the other, you could have that, too.”

“Not as long as I’m mayor.”

“Then get out of it. If that’s what you have to do to be happy, do it. Trust me, you have to 
let go of your past and your fears sometimes. You’re holding each one of those in each 
hand, and when you’re doing that, you can’t grab hold of the love that’s offered to you.” 
Olivia squeezed her hand to emphasize her point.

Doris leaned her head back, looking up through the leaves of the tree above them to the 
cloudless blue sky above. She swiped at the tears coming down her face with her free 



hand and then chuckled lightly, looking back down at her friend. “When did you become 
a philosopher, Spencer?”

Olivia smiled at her. “About a year ago when I had to decide what was worth holding on 
to and what had to be let go of so I could.”

They looked at each other for a long moment before Doris pulled her into a hug. “Thank 
you.”

Olivia tightened her hold a little. “Anytime, friend.” She pulled back and looked at her 
now smiling friend. “Come on, or I’m going to be late for a date.”

Doris laughed and wrapped an arm around Olivia’s waist as they headed to their cars.

*~*~*~*

Natalia pulled into a parking space at the bus station and glanced at the clock in the car. 
She automatically subtracted the ten minutes she adds on to ensure she gets 
everywhere on time and breathed a sigh of relief noting that they hadn’t been late for 
Rafe’s arrival.

She looked into the rearview mirror and asked Emma. “Do you want to get out now or 
wait here?”

The little girl wrinkled her nose. “It’s hot out there. Let’s stay here as long as we can.”

“My sentiments exactly!” She smiled. “I’m going to get out for a second though and see 
if your mom’s car is here yet.”

She opened the door to the gust of hot air, almost feeling the breath sucked from her 
lungs with it. Looking over the roof of her car, she didn’t see Olivia’s car in sight. 
Slipping back inside the cool car, she sighed and looked at her watch. “I guess she’s not 
here yet.”

Five minutes later, Natalia tapped nervously on her steering wheel and rechecked her 
watch. Looking up, she could see a bus coming down the road and knew it was Rafe. In 
front of it was Olivia’s white Altima. Something about the image made her smile.

“They’re here, Jellybean. Let’s go.” The two of them jumped out of the car and ran to the 
other side of the road from where the bus would pull up. They lined up with a couple of 
other groups waiting for family and friends to arrive.

Olivia pulled into the parking lot and took the first spot she found. Climbing quickly from 
the car, she ran as fast as she could in three inch heels to stand with Natalia and 
Emma.



“Perfect timing, honey.” Natalia goosed her partner.

“You know me, I like to make an entrance.” Olivia smirked.

The bus pulled to a stop right in front of them. They couldn’t see through the dark 
windows to find Rafe, but they knew he had to be there. Olivia had her arm around 
Natalia’s shoulder and could feel them shaking from excitement. Almost a year ago she 
was holding Natalia in exactly the opposite scenario as they watched Rafe leave for 
boot camp. It was hard to believe it had been almost a year.

With a whoosh of air, the automatic doors of the bus slowly swung open. Several people 
disembarked to stretch their legs or get a bite to eat. Then they saw him. Standing 
proudly in his uniform, Rafe stepped down to the bottom step and mock saluted his 
family.

Smiling, Natalia pulled away and walked up to her son, cradling his face in her hands. 
“I’m so glad you’re home.” She pulled him in for a tight hug.

“I missed you, Ma.” He buried his face in her neck like he had done as a little boy, 
feeling calmed by her presence.

“I missed you, too, baby.”

They pulled back from each other and Rafe dropped to a knee as Emma raced up to 
hug him. “Hey, Munchkin!”

“I grew two inches!” Emma drew back indignantly.

“Oh, okay, missy. I guess I shrunk then.” Rafe laughed and tickled his little sister, who 
giggled.

He stood up and looked at Olivia. She stood back a little waiting to see his reaction. He 
walked over to her and stuck out his hand. “It’s good to see you, Olivia.”

She swallowed her disappointment at the obviously different reaction he had to her and 
put her hand out to take his. “You, too, Rafe.”

Leaning in close, he spoke in a whisper, his face giving away nothing. “We need to talk, 
okay?”

She nodded. “Sure.”

He turned to look at his Ma. “So, where’s the newest member of this family?”

She caught the worried look on Olivia’s face, but decided to ask her about it later. She 
smiled at her son. “She’s already hanging out at the park with Frank.”



“We better get there before he starts trying to teach her how to throw a ball, too.” Emma 
mumbled as Rafe retrieved his duffle bag from the cargo area.

“Jellybean!” Olivia half-heartedly scolded, though she agreed with her daughter.

Emma threw up her hands as they walked over to the parking lot. “But why do guys do 
that? They always want to rough around or play ball.”

Rafe laughed. “It’s just what guys do, kiddo. It’s kind of hard to explain.”

“It’s stupid.” The little girl pouted.

When they got to the parking lot, Natalia looked at Olivia. “Do you all want to ride in one 
car?”

“Why don’t I just ride with you, Olivia?” Rafe rocked on his heels, nonchalantly. Olivia 
looked uneasy at the suggestion. “That is, if you don’t mind, Ma. It really doesn’t make 
sense to leave one car here anyway. You’ll have to come all the way back out later to 
get it, and neither of you are going to want to do that after a day at the park.”

Natalia looked at her partner, sensing her unease. “What do you want to do?”

“All I know is it’s hot out here so climb in, Rafe. But no side-seat driving.” Olivia gestured 
with an arm for him to get into her car.

He smirked. “I’ll try to control myself.”

*~*~*~*

When both cars pulled out of the parking lot and were on the road, Olivia took a deep 
breath and looked at the young man in the passenger seat. He did look older and more 
mature with his clean-shaven face and close-cut hair.

“So, what’s on your mind, Rafe?”

He smiled, looking out the window at the familiar scenery going by. “See, that’s why I 
like you, Olivia. You don’t run from confrontation.”

She gripped the wheel a little and focused on Natalia’s car in front of her. “Oh, I’ve done 
my fair share of avoiding issues.” Then some of Rafe’s words came back to her. “Wait a 
minute, did you just say you like me?”

He laughed out loud at that. “And you’re getting slower in your old age.”



She pointed a finger at him. “Hey, watch it, bud.” She smirked at him as the laughter 
died down, but she also noticed how he fidgeted a little in his seat. “What’s really going 
on?”

He stared at his hands, closing his eyes at the remnants of blood and sand that only he 
could see, and then clenched them tight. His voice was soft as he spoke. “I haven’t 
been overseas long, but it didn’t take long to see the ugly side of people, you know? 
The things that people will say or do in the name of a belief or cause. And nobody is 
innocent in it. All of us are guilty.” He paused and looked up at her, really taking her in, 
before continuing. “Olivia, I did and said some really horrible things to you last year. I 
blamed you for my mom bailing. I blamed you for my dad dying. I blamed you for 
everything from the rain to the stock market, I think, but…I was wrong. And I’m sorry.”

Olivia didn’t know what to say. She sat there silently, letting the words sink into her, and 
the tears slide quietly down her cheek.

He looked up when he heard her try to quietly sniffle and was surprised to see tears. “I 
know you didn’t corrupt my Ma. I couldn’t see it then because I was so blinded by the 
way I thought things were or were supposed to be, but I know better now.”

Slowly, he raised his hand over the gear shift until it was in her line of vision. She gazed 
down at his upturned hand and hesitated. He watched as another tear fell and she 
reached over to take his hand.

She briefly glanced in his direction, just long enough to make eye contact. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “Just take care of her, okay?”

“You have my word.”

*~*~*~*

The family parked and took the path leading to the ball field. Natalia waited for Olivia to 
walk up to her and took her hand as Emma raced ahead. They let Rafe go ahead of 
them. Natalia glanced at her partner. “Is everything okay with you and Rafe?”

Olivia smirked and squeezed the hand in hers. “You picked up on that, huh?”

“Kind of hard to miss.” The brunette nudged Olivia with her elbow.

Olivia slowed and looked at the woman she loved. “We had a good heart-to-heart, and 
we’re okay now.” Against her wishes, a small sob choked her voice. “He apologized for 
last year.”



In spite of Olivia’s tough exterior, she knew Rafe’s reaction to their relationship had 
been hard on Olivia. She couldn’t hide the joyous smile that spread across her face. 
“Really? I’m so glad, querida.”

“Me, too.” She glanced at the object of their conversation and Natalia followed her eyes. 
“He’s a good kid, Natalia. You raised him well.”

Natalia’s smile grew bigger and she pulled Olivia into a hug.

Rafe turned at that moment and shook his head. “Come on, you two! None of that 
mushy stuff.”

They caught up with Rafe, and Natalia hugged him without warning. “I love you, baby.”

Olivia watched mother and son walk ahead and she smiled to herself. She never 
thought her life would turn out like this, but she felt a rush of gratitude that it had.

As they climbed the slight rise to the field, Olivia noticed that almost everyone had 
arrived. The blonde looked around at the gathered crowd and noticed that even Doris 
had beat them there. Rafe and Natalia approached Frank with their daughter.

Natalia scooped her daughter out of Frank’s arms and turned to Rafe. “Hey, Francesca, 
look. It’s your big brother Rafe. He’s a soldier.”

Rafe leaned down and looked at his little sister in awe. “Ma, she’s gorgeous. Look at her 
eyes.” He took her tiny hand in his and she gripped his finger tightly. He caught Frank 
shifting uncomfortably behind his Ma and felt bad for him. He pointed at his friend. “It’s 
from this guy, right?” He smiled up at the older man, knowing that while the compliment 
wasn’t true it would make Frank feel good to hear it.

Olivia stood behind Natalia, her hands resting gently on her arms as they stood 
between Frank and Rafe. She could feel the smaller body in front of her lean back 
slightly and she relished the freedom at being able to be close to Natalia like this. She 
was proud of her family and proud of her love for Natalia.

Natalia rested back against Olivia, smiling at Rafe teasing his little sister. But they all 
jumped back a little when Francesca swatted at Rafe when he poked her one time too 
many. He stood up, laughing. “I think she has your right hook, Olivia.” He teased her 
one last time. “You’re one tough little cookie, kiddo. Just like your Mama Olivia.”

Olivia wrapped her arms around Natalia’s waist feeling the warmth of the comment 
down in her soul.

Frank spoke to get Rafe’s attention. “Hey, Rafe, you want to toss the ball around for old 
time’s sake?”



“I’d love to, but I don’t have my glove.”

Frank handed his daughter to Natalia and fished his keys out of his pocket. “I have an 
extra in my trunk.”

Rafe smiled. “Thanks, man!” He took the keys from Frank and took off to his car.

Olivia with one arm still around the younger woman’s waist guided her to the stands. 
“Let’s go sit down.” 

As the day wore on and the sun dipped lower, Shayne’s team played a tough game, and 
going into the last inning, the teams were tied.

Unable to take the heat anymore, Christina moved from the top of the bleachers with 
her new baby in tow so he could play in the shade of a tree behind the stands. 

Eventually, Olivia and Emma joined them with Francesca, leaving Natalia to chat with 
Blake about some of the new authors the other woman’s working with. While the guys 
stood by the dugout giving Shayne pointers.

After two extra innings, Shayne’s team finally hit the winning run. Everyone 
congratulated them and hovered around wondering what to do next. Finally, ice cream 
at Company was decided on and the kids cheered.

Olivia held a sleeping Francesca in her arms as Natalia gathered up their bags. Rafe 
and Emma picked up what remained of the snacks their Ma had brought, which wasn’t 
much, and took them to the car. When Olivia and Natalia got down to the cars, Olivia 
told Rafe to put them in her trunk.



“You all head on to Company. I’m going to get into something more comfortable and let 
little Sweet Pea here sleep a little more. I’ll be down there later, okay?” Olivia’s words 
were partly true. She did want to get out of the monkey suit she was in but she also 
knew that Rafe and Natalia needed some one-on-one time.

Natalia smiled up at her knowing what her partner was up to. She stretched on her 
tiptoes and kissed her softly on the lips. “Okay. I love you. Be careful.”

“Love you, too.” Olivia whispered back before Natalia pulled away to climb into her car.

*~*~*~*

The drive over to Company was filled with small talk and Emma’s animated voice filling 
the empty spaces with tons of questions. Rafe told them about what he could of his 
military experiences. He kept it neutral because he didn’t want to worry his mother or 
scare his sister. He impressed Emma by telling her that he could do two hundred push-
ups now and his mom was glad to hear that they provided healthy meals.

“It’s not like the movies show, Ma. They don’t feed us mush or make us eat rotten 
bread.” Rafe chuckled.

When they got out of the car, Emma raced ahead inside with permission to get a big 
bowl of ice cream from Buzz.

Natalia put her hand on her son’s arm to stop him in front of the restaurant. “Olivia told 
me that you two talked.”

He tilted his head down and looked at his shoes. “Did she tell you how things were while 
you were gone?”

She shrugged. “Some of it, but it’s in the past so we’re working on moving forward.”

He looked up into dark eyes like his own and a face so full of love and patience. He 
suddenly felt shamed and he swallowed around the words stuck in his throat. “I…I was 
really bad to Olivia while you were gone. I owed her an apology and she accepted. But, 
I never did apologize to you, Ma. The way I acted over your relationship with Olivia. It 
was…there was no excuse for it. I had no right. I’m sorry.”

Tears fell from Natalia’s eyes as she pulled her son into a hug. “I’m so proud of you, 
baby.”

He held on tight and buried his face in her neck. “As long as she makes you happy, 
that’s what matters.”



Natalia couldn’t hold in the happiness inside any longer. She started crying and laughing 
at the same time even as she pulled him into a tighter hug. “I’m so happy, Raphael. So 
happy.” Then she whispered, “She asked me to marry her.”

He pulled quickly away from the embrace and Natalia worried momentarily that he was 
upset about it. 

His eyebrows were creased. “Really?”

She held up her hand with the ring. “Really. I’ve been wanting to tell you, but I wanted it 
to be in person.”

The young man took his mother’s hand in his own and looked down at the ring. “Do you 
have a date picked?”

Natalia shook her head and shrugged. “Probably around New Year’s though. Why?”

Rafe took a deep breath and smiled at his mom. “Because I need to ask for time off so I 
can come home and give my Ma away.”

She put her hand to his cheek and burst into tears again. “I love you, son.”

He pulled her into another hug. “I love you, too, Ma.”

The End

*~*~*~*

 

 

 
 

 


