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APRIL 1998

“Nora, thank God.” Even through the phone, the caller’s relief was
palpable. “How was the trip? Did you run into traffic? Are you settled yet?”

She was like an automatic weapon, firing questions one after another.

Nora Dawson took a deep breath and answered her mother all at once.
“The trip was smooth... No traffic... And I just got the last box into the
house.” She drew a hand across her forehead as beads of perspiration
trickled out from beneath her bangs. “And in a shade under three hours,
which isn’t bad considering I did all the work myself.”

A titter of laughter echoed from the other end of the line. “So what do
you have planned for the rest of the day?”

A grumble reverberated in Nora’s stomach, reminding her that the Egg
McMuffin she’d eaten for breakfast had vanished hours ago. She opened the
cupboard doors—nothing. A check of the fridge revealed the same. That
meant the only food she had left other than a half-eaten pack of peanut
M&M’s was a box of saltines she’d stolen from her mom and dad’s pantry
before leaving home.

“It looks like I need to go grocery shopping,” she said.

“Well, it sounds like you’ve got things under control.” Kathleen’s
compliment filled Nora with an unfamiliar sense of accomplishment; she
had been dependent on others most of her adult life, and here she was, for
the first time in as long as she could remember, doing things on her own.

“Yes, I think I do,” she said, which brought a smile to her face. “By the
way, | wanted to tell you that I start work on Monday.”

“This Monday? But I thought you said you’d have the week to
familiarize yourself with the area.”

“So did I, but the hospital called this afternoon and asked if I wouldn’t
mind starting a week early. Since I can use the extra money, I agreed to do
it. Besides, I’'m anxious to get started, and I can always go exploring next
weekend.”

“In that case, at least make a trip to the hospital tomorrow,” Kathleen
said. “Just to get a feel for the drive. I’d hate for you to be late on your first
day.”



“Already on it.” Nora scanned the note fixed to the fridge with the pair
of butterfly magnets Gran had given her for her tenth birthday. “That’s first
on my list.”

Kathleen chuckled. “Dad and I taught you well. Oh, before I forget, he
wanted me to remind you to lock your doors and windows at night.” She
added in a whisper, “You know how he worries.”

“Tell him to relax. This i1s a nice neighborhood.” And as she said it,
through the kitchen window Nora observed a young couple pushing a
stroller up the sidewalk, followed closely by a black miniature schnauzer.

“I still can’t believe you won’t be close by anymore. But I’'m really
rooting for you. We both are. And after everything you’ve been through...”

Nora traced a finger along the edge of the sink, her thoughts following
in its wake, and wondered if everyone in their late twenties carried with
them the same emotional baggage.

“Thanks, Mom.” She drew in a breath. “Well, I guess I’ll get back to it
—Ilots of unpacking yet to do. Talk to you in a couple of days. Love ya.
Bye.”

Nora ended the conversation and continued her inventory of the kitchen.
Pots, pans, cooking utensils, dishes, and silverware came with the house,
basically everything she needed to prepare a meal except groceries. A
search of the drawers revealed a few odds and ends—batteries, a can
opener, and a corkscrew—but tucked away beneath a pack of rubber bands,
she discovered a beautifully handwritten note from the previous occupant.

7o whoever reads thes letten...
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Leslie’s kind words spread a warmth through Nora’s chest, giving her a
spark of hope. It seemed like ages since she’d felt that way; the past few
months had been one disaster after another, beginning with the end of her
engagement to Jeremy. What was once the joyous prospect of marriage had,
in the blink of an eye, turned into the heartbreak of being single and alone.

A look around the living room revealed empty boxes sprawled across
the floor, their hollow echoes bouncing off the walls. With every unpacked
item, Nora placed in this new home a little piece of herself. The process was
slow and exhausting, but every hour brought her closer to something that
resembled peace.

So this is what it feels like to start over.

The decision to relocate from her hometown of Trafford, Alabama, to
Brentwood, Tennessee, hadn’t been easy for Nora and had happened almost
entirely by accident. A month earlier, while checking her email, an online ad
for a nursing job had caught her attention, and she’d applied. Truthfully, she
thought she’d receive one of those automatic replies informing her that after
a thorough review of her skills and qualifications, there were other
candidates better suited for the position.

To her astonishment, she received a call instead from a woman named
Gail Murphy, the director of nursing at Belle Haven Center for Health and
Rehabilitation. From Nora’s research, Belle Haven had a stellar reputation
as one of the best long-term facilities in the Southeast and a proving ground
for nurses with ambitions of working in major hospitals like the Mayo
Clinic or Cedars-Sinai. It was exactly the kind of place she needed to take
her career to the next level.

Gail explained that despite her lack of experience, which she’d assumed
would be the nail in the coffin, Nora was precisely the kind of candidate
Gail was looking for. New blood was how she put it. After completing an



initial phone screening, Nora made the drive to Brentwood and met Gail in
person. The formal interview included a tour of the facility, lunch, and a
meeting with Pamela Cronan, the head of Human Resources. The whole
thing took half a day, which might sound oppressive, but Nora was so
enraptured with the place that she hardly noticed.

When the interview ended, Nora and Gail chatted briefly, and Gail
asked her what she thought about the hospital and the grounds and whether
she could see herself working there. As Nora told her parents later that
evening over dinner, she knew as soon as she turned up the long drive that
Belle Haven was a fit. And while she knew very little about the area, aside
from Nashville being the country music capital of the world, Brentwood
had a small-town feel that set her at ease.

After taking the evening to mull over the offer, Nora called Gail the
next morning and informed her of her decision to take the job. Two weeks
later, she packed her entire life—all twenty-seven years of it—in the back
of a U-Haul and headed north.

After unpacking most of the boxes, Nora took a break and went to the
grocery store, stocking up on the basics. On her way back she stopped at
Shilohs, a local bar and grill, got a burger and fries to go, then returned
home and scarfed down dinner while enjoying the peaceful evening from
the comfort of her back porch.

When she’d finished her meal, Nora went inside and continued
unpacking her clothes. She laid out her pants and shirts in neat piles before
hanging them in the oversized walk-in closet. At first glance, it seemed
almost too perfect—with its built-in shoe rack lined with multiple shelves,
hooks for belts and purses, and velvet hangers—Ilike an interior designer
had been hard at work. No longer did she have to compete for space with
Jeremy’s suits and ties; this was all hers.

Being single has its perks.

With the closet organized, she filled the tub with steaming hot water,
poured a glass of crisp white wine, and sank in with the latest issue of
Cosmo. She read Ten Ways to Have Better Sex After Ditching Your Ex and
couldn’t help but smirk at the irony of it all.



When her skin started to prune, she climbed out of the bath, toweled off,
and spent a few minutes examining herself in the mirror. Her eyes widened
as she studied her reflection. Her hair was longer than when she’d been an
undergrad but still the same color, and her stomach, while flat and toned, no
longer held the washboard definition that came when she was running
competitively.

The whole situation with Jeremy had done a number on Nora and
caused her to question a lot of things, her looks being one of them. She’d
often wondered if Jeremy had left her because of her appearance. She had
to admit she wasn’t as confident about her appearance as she used to be.
The bags under her eyes had gotten darker, and her cheekbones protruded
too much for her liking. Thankfully, she had her grandmother’s timeless
beauty, passed down through her mother. Nora’s curves might not be as
prominent as those of other women, but her petite frame was offset by
striking blue-green eyes that glistened against caramel hair and olive skin.

Convinced that she had at least a few decent years left, she tugged on a
pair of soft pajamas, climbed into bed, and went over the list that she’d
made for her transition to Brentwood.

Grocery store? Check. Local watering hole? Check. A drive to Belle
Haven was on the agenda for the following morning. The task of finding a
suitable Baptist church lingered in the air; she’d spotted two while driving
into town. Clothing boutique? Given her dated wardrobe, that should be at
the top of her list. At least she’d taken care of her hair; the color and cut had
turned out quite nicely if she said so herself.

Overtaken by exhaustion, Nora turned off the lights and settled in for
the night. In the dark, she smiled, knowing she’d survived the first day of
the rest of her life.



The kitchen was aglow with morning sunlight streaming in through the
open windows, and a gentle breeze filled the air with the scent of
honeysuckle and freshly cut grass. Nora looked out at the street as a family
dressed in their Sunday best loaded into an SUV, obviously heading to
church. It was clear, despite what she had been told, she was still firmly in
the Bible belt.

After finishing her coffee, Nora freshened up, determined that today she
would not waste a single moment thinking about Jeremy. She changed into
a white sundress, paired it with tan strappy sandals and aviator sunglasses,
then pulled her hair into a loose ponytail before leaving the house.

She spent most of the morning driving around with the top down, letting
the wind dry her hair as she drove by quaint neighborhoods and parks.
Above her, little puffs of white clouds clung lazily to a cerulean sky,
reminding her of spring afternoons she used to spend back home in
Traftord.

After a quick stop at the convenience store, where she purchased a
bottled water and a pack of peppermint gum, she drove to the hospital as
her mom had suggested.

Less than a mile from the interstate, Belle Haven occupied fifty acres of
rolling green pasture. The hospital itself sat at the end of a long, sweeping
drive lined with towering poplars, vibrant oaks, and a smattering of delicate
dogwoods. Part of what was once a sprawling plantation, Belle Haven
consisted of three main buildings (all predating the Civil War), five ponds,
two stables, and an apple orchard. In addition, a tiny stream meandered its



way along the edge of the property, drawing a line between the lush fields
of Indian grass and thick forests beyond.

At the gate, Nora adjusted her glasses, then looked up to see a security
guard stepping out of a glass-enclosed booth. She smiled and waved, and
after she introduced herself, the man thumbed through the employee
registry, found her name, and unlocked the gate, granting her access to the
ground.

“Have a great day now!” he said kindly, tipping his hat.

Nora smiled, thinking how happy her dad would be to hear about the
added security measures.

When the gate opened, she proceeded up the drive, taking time to
appreciate the beauty of her surroundings. At the top of the hill, a gurgling
fountain greeted her, its clear water sparkling in the sunlight. She couldn’t
resist stopping to admire it for a moment before turning around and making
her way back down the drive.

After stopping at the Opry Mills Mall, where she purchased a new pair
of running shoes, Nora drove down Old Hickory Boulevard, where she
discovered schools, churches with soaring steeples, and various restaurants
ranging from classic American diners to sushi bars. Closer to home, she
located several sprawling parks with plenty of green space where she could
run and ride her bike. Everywhere she looked, all the amenities she could
need were at her fingertips.

That afternoon Nora unpacked boxes of dishes and placed them in the
kitchen cabinets. In the living room, she arranged the furniture to create a
cozy seating area, then hung art on the walls with precision and care. One
after another, she brought each room to life with rugs, curtains, pictures,
and other accessories that fit her modern-farmhouse style. When all was
done, she stepped back to admire her work. The empty house she’d moved
into just yesterday was starting to feel like home.

With the daylight quickly fading, she slipped into her new running
shoes and stretched her legs on the porch. She took a deep breath of air and
set off for a jog, feeling the rhythmic pounding of her feet against the
pavement.

She pushed the last stretch of her run and collapsed onto a bench at the
edge of the park. Sweat beaded down her forehead, her breath heavy in her
chest. She checked her watch; she’d made it in just under six minutes. Not
bad. Between interviews, packing, and adjusting to her new place, this was



her first run in nearly two weeks. But with that weight lifted off her
shoulders, she felt like she could do anything.

When the afternoon light began to change, Nora turned around and
jogged home.

Rather than dine out again, she prepared a meal of spaghetti with meat
sauce, and toasted a piece of garlic bread in the oven. While the sauce
simmered, she opened the window and enjoyed the sweet sounds of spring:
birds chirping, lawn mowers whirring in the distance, joyful screams from
children playing tag in their front yards as their parents called them in for
dinner.

After she ate, Nora sank into the living room couch and tried to focus on
the game show playing in front of her, but after pushing the image away all
day with activity after activity, now all she could think about was Jeremy’s
smug face. The way he had smiled and lied with such ease made her
stomach turn. One day his lies and manipulations would catch up to him; a
smile made its way onto Nora’s face. Eventually Jeremy would get what he
deserved.

The next morning Nora silenced the alarm clock, then put on her pressed
navy uniform and went into the kitchen to prepare breakfast. After downing
two scrambled eggs and a piece of buttered toast, she pulled her hair into a
ponytail and applied just enough rouge to give her cheeks some color.

She arrived fifteen minutes early for work and parked in the employee
lot. After a quick check in the rearview mirror, she took a deep breath and
got out of the car.

“Morning,” said the receptionist as Nora walked through the front door.

“Morning.” She introduced herself and said that Gail was expecting her.

While she waited, Nora flipped through a magazine, scanning the
pictures that adorned its pages. A few minutes later, Gail appeared with a
welcoming smile on her face.

“'m so glad you’re here.” She pulled Nora into a hug and
complimented her hair. “I apologize for the change in schedule.” Gail led
Nora through the double doors. “And for sounding so cryptic over the
phone. But Pamela—You remember her, don’t you?”



Nora nodded, keeping in lockstep.

“She’s going to be out the next two weeks on vacation. Her husband
surprised her with a trip to Hawaii for their anniversary. I hope this didn’t
ruin your plans.”

“Not at all. I was going to use this week to get settled, but honestly, I
got more done this weekend than I anticipated, so...”

“What about the house—will you be comfortable there?”

“Yes.” She tried to keep up with the conversation as they navigated the
labyrinth of hallways. “It’s the perfect size for me. Thank you, by the way,
for recommending it.”

“My pleasure.” They turned the corner. “I’ve always loved that little
cottage. There’s just something about it. I think everyone that’s worked here
has stayed in that place at one time or another.”

That revelation prompted a question. “Who’s Leslie? 1 found a note
from her in the kitchen, wishing me luck.”

Gail plowed ahead without skipping a beat. “Leslie was one of my
favorites.” Her face lit up. “A little quirky at times, but one hell of a nurse.
It doesn’t surprise me that she left you a note. She was always doing things
like that.”

When Gail’s expression turned wistful, Nora asked, “Did something
happen to her?”

“Yes, she got married.” They slid past a nurse pushing a medicine cart.
“To a real nice young man from Murfreesboro. It broke her heart to leave,
but her husband took a big corporate job with FedEx, so they packed up and
moved to Memphis.” Gail lowered her voice. “Not to put any pressure on
you, but the last three nurses who have stayed in your house all met their
future husbands while living there.” She gave an exaggerated wink.

No pressure.

They arrived at their destination—a large common room, its walls
painted a warm shade of yellow. Tables were scattered throughout the room,
and at each sat elderly men and women, their eyes alive with conversation
and laughter as they enjoyed their morning coffee. At the far end, several
more residents sat basking in the morning sunlight in front of a row of
windows that overlooked a sprawling garden.

“This 1s it,” Gail announced. She paused and glanced at her watch.
“Breakfast isn’t for another half hour, but everyone comes here to start their
day. We have a library down that hall”—she pointed to the left—"and



there’s a computer lab for those that are technically inclined. Oh! I almost
forgot about our theater, which shows movies now and then. It’s just there. I
think I covered most of this during your interview but thought you might
appreciate a refresher.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Nora had forgotten about the theater.

Gail grabbed the medication log and signed off at the bottom. “We also
have a pool on the lower level. But most of our group activities like
painting, reading, and bingo take place here.”

“What about meals?”

“Our fine dining center is at the end of the hall, through the double
doors. I think you’ll find that Belle Haven has the most modern facilities
around, and we try our best to accommodate the needs of all our residents.
Any questions so far?”

“Just one.” Nora silently counted the residents again. “You mentioned
last time that there were twenty-two residents, but I only see twenty-one.”

Gail’s eyebrows jumped in astonishment. “You’re very observant, Miss
Dawson. I like that. The truth 1s our newest resident, Fred Carlisle, 1s a bit
—how shall I say this—antisocial. He spends most of his time in his room
and only comes out occasionally to sit by the window alone.”

Nora felt a tug at her heart. Her grandfather had spent his last few years
in a place like Belle Haven and had also been reluctant to acclimate.

“There must be some way to get him involved,” she mused.

Gail smiled kindly at her. “I’m glad to hear you say that, because that’s
where you come in.”

“Me?”

“I probably should have mentioned it in the interview,” said Gail in a
whisper, “but Mr. Carlisle is the reason my last two nurses quit. It’s a shame
too. They were both very talented.” She sighed regretfully.

That would have been nice to know.

“And why do you think things will be any different with me?” Nora
suddenly felt her lack of experience acutely.

“Because, Miss Dawson.” Gail patted Nora’s shoulder and looked her in
the eye. “I have faith in you.”

Well, that makes one of us!

“Now come along. I’m anxious to introduce you to the team.”

Nora followed her to the nurses’ lounge, put away her personal effects,
then joined Gail for introductions.



The nurses—five in all—were an eclectic mix of ages and backgrounds.
Nervously, Nora took them in, finally settling on Nikki Simmons, postcard
pretty with petite features, blond hair, and sparkling blue eyes. She smiled
warmly, and Nora could tell Nikki had the kind of infectious enthusiasm
that made patients feel instantly at ease.

Beside Nikki stood another young nurse—Whitney Sloan—who had
only been in Nashville for a year but seemed to fit right in. Right away,
Nora imagined the three of them being friends. The other three nurses
weren’t as young but appeared welcoming and willing to lend assistance,
which was immensely reassuring.

When introductions concluded, Gail had Nora follow Nikki around for
the first part of the day. Nora assisted with various duties, got to know some
of the residents, and when it was time for lunch, they grabbed a tray from
the cafeteria and settled down to eat.

“So what brings you to Brentwood?” Nikki asked. “Gail said you
moved here from Georgia... or was it Alabama?”

“Alabama. Trafford, to be exact.”

“Where’s that?”” Nikki asked with a Tennessee twang.

“Near Birmingham.”

“Did you grow up there?”

“Born and raised. What about you—are you from Nashville?”

Nikki shook her head. “No. I grew up in Knoxville. But after I finished
nursing school, I was looking for some place with a little more excitement.
Fortunately, Gail had an opening on her team, so I took it.”

Nora glanced at her hand and noticed she wasn’t wearing a ring. Single?
Divorced? She's far too attractive not to at least have a boyfriend. She took
the last bite of her sandwich. “So how do you like it here?”

“At Belle Haven or Nashville?”

“Either... or both.”

Nikki laughed. “I love it. Honestly, I couldn’t ask for a better job. If you
haven’t noticed, Gail is wonderful. She’s demanding, but she takes care of
us. As far as Nashville goes, I love the area. I live in Belle Meade,” she
explained. “It’s just a stone’s throw from downtown, which is convenient
since | spend a lot of time in the city when I’m not working. There are so
many things to see and do, and there’s always a party if you’re into that sort
of thing. Since you’re from Alabama, I assume you like country music?”



It sounded more like an observation than a question. “Sure,” Nora
answered. “So long as it isn’t too sappy. You mentioned downtown. Do you
go there often?”

“Mostly on the weekends. Whitney, who you met earlier, she and I hang
out quite a bit... And there’s another girl, Annette, who’s one of the
physical therapists here. She tags along sometimes too. You could be our
fourth.”

Though Nora wasn’t big on parties, she didn’t want to pass up the
chance at making friends, so she told Nikki it sounded like fun. Besides,
now that she was on her own, Nora wasn’t sure who or what she wanted
Nora Dawson 2.0 to be.

After lunch, Nikki handed Nora off to Olivia Marshall, the charge nurse.
Olivia was the oldest of the nurses on staff, forty-seven, and had a strict
demeanor that reminded Nora of her twelfth-grade English teacher. While
Olivia herded everyone into the common room for painting class, Nora did
a quick headcount—mnineteen... twenty... twenty-one. And just like before,
Mr. Carlisle was missing.

When the class got underway, Olivia joined Nora by the window. “You
seem calm for your first day. What’s your secret?”

“No secret,” Nora confessed. “I guess I just have a good poker face.”

Olivia smiled in response.

“Do you think I should ask Mr. Carlisle to join us?” Nora looked down
the hall.

“Don’t waste your breath. He hasn’t attended a class since he’s been
here.”

“But he has to come out of his room sometime, right?”

Olivia shrugged her shoulders as she picked at a scab on her left arm.
“Not necessarily. We can’t make him.”

“How does he eat?”

“Gail has one of the orderlies bring his meals to him. With the white-
glove treatment he gets, you’d think he was a guest at the Hermitage Hotel.
What that man needs is a dose of tough love.”

“I don’t follow.” Nora wondered if maybe tough love had driven him
indoors in the first place.

“Stop providing room service! He isn’t too good to sit in the cafeteria
like everyone else. If Gail keeps pampering him, he’ll never leave his
room.”



One of the residents held up a hand, and when Olivia went to see if she
could help, Nora seized the opportunity and tiptoed away.

Fred Carlisle lived at the end of the hall, in the last room on the left.

The door was ajar, so Nora peered inside. In a faded recliner near the
window sat an elderly gentleman dressed in neatly pressed khakis and a
short-sleeved, button-down shirt. His hands were folded in front of him as if
he was waiting patiently for someone to arrive.

“Mr. Carlisle.” Nora tapped lightly on the door. “Mr. Carlisle, my name
is Nora Dawson. I don’t mean to disturb you, sir, but I wanted to introduce
myself. Today is my first day, and well... I just wanted to say hello and that
if there’s anything I can do for you, don’t hesitate to ask.”

She stood in silence for a moment, expecting some sort of reaction from
him. When none came, she pushed ahead.

“I noticed you didn’t come to painting class with the rest of the group,
so I wanted to stop by and see if there was anything I could say or do to
change your mind.” Again she was met with silence. “Well, if you do
change your mind, you know where to find us.” She backed out into the
hall. “Sorry for disturbing you.”

As Nora walked back toward the common room, her curiosity grew
stronger. Who was this man who had such an icy demeanor, and what had
driven him to such resignation? When she explained to Olivia where she
had been, her heart sank as Olivia told her about Mr. Carlisle’s arrival at the
hospital—how he’d looked so defeated as his daughters wheeled him in
against his will. In that moment, despite not having known him, Nora made
a silent vow to try to bring some joy into his life.

At the conclusion of Nora’s shift, Gail pulled her aside and asked how the
first day had gone.

She smiled wearily, her feet throbbing in her shoes. “As good as can be
expected.”

Gail gave a satisfied nod. “That’s what I like to hear. Are you
comfortable working with Nikki and Olivia for the rest of the week? They’ll
get you up to speed faster than anyone else.”



“Yes, ma’am.” She fished out her keys from the locker where she’d
stowed away her purse.

Gail grabbed her bag and slung the strap over her shoulder. “Excellent!
You can learn a lot from them. Nikki’s still young but sharp as a tack, and
everyone loves her. Olivia is older and seasoned, and of all my girls, she’s
the best I’ve got.”

They said their goodbyes, and Nora stepped out into the cool evening
air. When she got in the car, she breathed a sigh of relief. Though exhausted
and sore, she had made it through her first day of work.

On the drive home, Nora considered a run, but after discovering a
blister on the bottom of her foot, she nixed that idea. Instead, she turned on
the TV and soaked in a tub of Epsom salts. After dinner, she rinsed the
dishes in the sink, then called her mom and talked for an hour, replaying the
day’s events for her.

By ten o’clock, fatigue finally took its toll and Nora crawled beneath the
covers. Fumbling for the remote, she flicked off the TV and closed her eyes.
And as she drifted off, Nora realized that for the first time since the
breakup, she’d made it through an entire day without once thinking of Aim.

Baby steps.
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By the end of the week, Nora had found her groove. Nikki and Olivia had
helped her adjust to hospital life in no time, so Gail felt comfortable
allowing her to take on tasks autonomously. As she discovered, mornings
were always more hectic than afternoons, so when it came time for lunch,
Nora was happy to pause and relax. Luckily, she and Nikki took lunch at
the same time, and just as she had expected, they clicked immediately.

“You're much faster than the last girl,” said Nikki as she spooned chili
into a bowl. She added a sprinkle of cheese and a handful of crackers before
making her way to an empty table. “Gail took almost a month before she let
her loose.”

Nora's heart was bursting with pride, but her cheeks stayed still. “I
guess I'm a quick study. Besides, it's not too different from my work in
Trafford at the home health facility.”

“Yes, speaking of that”—Nikki locked eyes with Nora—*“What brought
you here, besides this job?”

The question sent chills up Nora's spine, filling her with fear and
apprehension.

“Isn't that enough?” she answered, dodging the question.

“I suppose, but I'm pretty good at reading people, and something tells
me there's more to it than that.”

Nora opened her mouth to answer, but only a few words escaped before
she clammed up. She had no intention of telling the whole story, instead
opting for the cliff notes version.

“Well, you're not the only one at this table who has had their heart
broken,” Nikki reassured her. “God knows I've had my fair share of



heartache. But maybe it's for the best. I mean, look at you—you've got your

own place in one of Nashville's most desired neighborhoods, have an

exciting new job, and best of all, you get to hang out with fun and exciting

people like me.” She teased her with a wink. “All in all, not a bad deal.”
Nora smiled and said, “Well, when you put it that way...”

Although Nora had hit it off with Nikki right away, when it came to Mr.
Carlisle, her luck hadn’t been so kind. Despite her initial optimism, Nora
still hadn’t gotten anywhere with him. There was, however, an odd
encounter on her second day. On her way to the nurse’s lounge, Nora
rounded the corner and saw Mr. Carlisle coming toward her. Their eyes met,
and for one long moment they stood locked in a gaze. He looked startled
and took a step back as if he was frightened by her presence. But at five
four and a hundred and fifteen pounds, Nora was convinced it was her
imagination at play.

Just before quitting time, Gail called Nora into her office with some
welcome news—she had heard positive reports from all the staff. Nora
breathed a sigh of relief. Then Gail handed her a thick manila folder and
asked that she read through it over the weekend.

Nora sat down in the chair across from her. “What is it?” She felt the
heft of the folder in her hands.

“The file on Mr. Carlisle. I’ve officially assigned you to his care, so
you’re allowed access. As you can see, there’s a lot to go through, so take
your time. Let’s meet in my office Monday morning and discuss, shall we?”

Sensing there was something important Gail wanted her to glean from
the pages inside, Nora felt a tingle of anticipation run up her spine. “Yes, |
look forward to it.” She rose from the chair. “Well, have a nice weekend.”

On her way out, Nora bumped into Nikki.

“The girls and I are going out tonight,” Nikki said as she opened the
door. “Want to join us?”



“Thanks, but I’'m beat,” she replied, feeling like she’d just run a
marathon. “Rain check?”

“Suit yourself.” Nikki’s smile faded away as she eased toward her SUV.
“If you change your mind, you have my number.”

When Nora got home, she went inside and turned on the lights. After
throwing her bag on the couch, she checked her messages and found one
from her best friend, Erin Ivey. It sounded urgent, so Nora called back right
away.

“Nora, how are you? Thanks for calling.”

Nora sank onto the couch and kicked off her shoes. “No problem. It’s
good to hear your voice. How are things? It feels like forever since we’ve
talked.”

“I know. Things are good. How’s life? How’s the new place?”

“Great. I just finished my first week of work, so I’'m drained. But other
than that, I’'m well.” She removed the ponytail holder and ran a hand
through her hair. “So are you still in Mobile?”

Erin hesitated. “Um, no. Actually, that’s why I called. I just moved back
home, believe it or not.” She gave an uneasy laugh.

That threw Nora for a loop. “Home? Really? What happened? I thought
you liked it in Mobile.”

Erin took a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh before answering. “I
did. I mean, I do. It’s just... Well, I sorta met someone.”

Nora’s mind did somersaults. “You met someone? From Trafford? In
Mobile?” She struggled to connect the dots. “What are the odds? Do I know
him?”

“Umm...”

“Well, who is it?”

The silence felt longer than it actually was before Erin finally replied
with one word. “Jeremy.”

It took every ounce of strength Nora had not to scream into the phone.
Jeremy! Her mind raced as it desperately tried to process that her best friend
had fallen for her ex. “Jeremy? You mean my Jeremy?” Her voice quivered
slightly as she spoke his name out loud. “You’re joking, right?”” Erin’s
silence was all the confirmation Nora needed. “Wow... you’re not joking.”
Shock gave way to anger. “How could you do this to me? I thought you
were my best friend.”



“I am your best friend,” she said, then added, “look, I know this is
awkward, which is why I thought you’d appreciate hearing it from me
rather than someone else.”

Awkward? Seriously? Taking a deep breath and counting slowly
backward from ten in her head, Nora tried as hard as she could to keep her
composure before she spoke again. “I think this qualifies as a little more
than awkward, don’t you?”

“You’re right—it’s borderline insanity, I know. But it’s been six
months.”

“Six months!” Nora jumped to her feet. “Six years would have been too
short for something like this. And him? Of all the billions of guys in the
world, you picked him? What’s wrong with you?” Her hands tightened into
fists around the phone until they started turning white. “You gave me your
word that you were on my side.”

“I was on your side... am on your side. I didn’t mean for this to
happen,” Erin added apologetically.

“Really?” Nora shot back coldly. “So how did it happen? You two just
happened to run into each other somewhere, got to talking, and magically
all was forgiven? Or did he flash his money around or his fancy car, and
you just couldn’t help yourself? Or maybe,” she continued, choosing her
words carefully, “you were drunk. Yeah, that makes more sense,
considering...”

Erin bristled at the accusation. “How dare you bring that up! You know
I haven’t had a drink since I got help!”

But Nora felt no remorse. In the silence that followed, she put two and
two together. “Wait a minute... You’re the one he was cheating on me with,
aren’t you? There wasn’t any secretary. It was you this whole time, wasn’t
it?”

“No!” Erin shouted defensively. “That’s not true, and you know it. I
would never do something like that to you.”

But after what Nora had just heard, she had a hard time believing it.

Erin sighed into the phone and said, “Look, Nora, I’'m sure this is the
last thing you expected to hear from me, and I know it’s a lot to process, so
I’m going to let you go before one of us says something we can’t come
back from.”

“Too late!” Nora scoffed. “As far as I’'m concerned, we’re through.” She
slammed down the phone so hard that the pictures on the wall shook. She



sat on the couch and tried to process what Erin had told her, but the betrayal
was too much for her to comprehend.

Nora spent the next few minutes pacing the floor, taking turns crying
and screaming obscenities at the wall. After surviving the breakup, the
move, and starting this new job alone, she wasn’t about to let this get her
down, so she did the only thing she could think of—she picked up the
phone and called Nikki.



Chﬁm

The car slowed as they reached the edge of downtown Nashville. Nikki was
at the wheel with Whitney riding shotgun while Nora shared the back seat
with Annette.

“What changed your mind about going out tonight?” Nikki asked
casually from the front seat.

“It’s a long story,” said Nora, still seething mad. “And no, I don’t want
to talk about it.”

Nikki pulled off the highway and parked in a dingy garage. Then they
got out and continued on foot. When the light changed, they crossed the
street and rounded the corner onto Broadway. All at once, Nora found
herself awash in the glow of neon lights.

“It’s something, isn’t it?”” Nikki asked as she surveyed the crowd.

“Yes, it is.” Nora stood in awe of the sight before her.

From one end of Broadway to the other, people stood in line, waiting
for their turn to be granted entrance to one of the many bars. Vehicles
packed the street, and horns blared as merchants called out feverishly,
peddling their wares to anyone willing to take a peek. The bustling scene
left Nora feeling both exhilarated and overwhelmed.

Nikki took her hand and led her through the crowd as Whitney and
Annette followed in their wake. They walked into Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge
and found an open table. It was a cozy, dimly lit place with multicolored
lights hanging from the ceiling. A live band played country music in the
background while waitresses weaved their way through the crowd carrying
trays of drinks.

“So what do you think?”” Nikki asked as she signaled for a waitress.



Nora took in her surroundings. The place was packed with men and
women in cowboy hats, boots, and tight jeans, swigging back beers and
laughing loudly. “This is quite the scene.”

They ordered drinks and chatted about random things. As the buzz of
alcohol crept into Nora, her anger gave way, and she started to relax.

“A word of advice.” Annette leaned over and whispered in Nora’s ear.
“These guys look harmless, but trust me, they’re not always what they
seem.”

You don t say.

Whitney rolled her eyes at Annette’s warning. “Don’t listen to her. She
had one bad experience, and now she thinks every guy here is the devil
incarnate.”

At just that moment a young man in a cowboy hat approached the table
and asked Nora to dance. After getting the okay from Annette, she took his
hand and followed him through the crowd. As soon as they got onto the
dance floor, he guided her through some line dancing steps while they
moved under the flashing lights.

After a few dances, Nora returned to the table and wiped the sweat from
her brow. “Where’s Nikki?”

Annette motioned toward the dance floor, where Nikki danced cheek to
cheek with a tall, dark, and handsome man. “That’s Rick,” she explained.
“Nikki’s... friend with benefits. They have this on-again, off-again thing.”

Nora took a closer look, watching as Nikki danced dangerously close to
him. “They look pretty on again to me.”

“She only calls him up when she wants some,” Whitney said, watching
them like a hawk.

When Nikki returned, she took a deep swig of beer, then looked at Nora
and smiled. “Having fun?”

Nora nodded, trying to remember the last time she’d had a girl’s night
out.

“How’s Rick?” Whitney asked, casting a glance in his direction as he
ordered drinks at the bar.

“Fine. He just got back from Jacksonville. Apparently he didn’t play
well. Poor baby. But I’ve got something that will cheer him up.”

“Well, at least one of us will get lucky tonight,” Whitney muttered
before downing another shot.



Ignoring Whitney, Nikki turned to Nora and asked if she could drive the
others home at the end of the night.

“Sure, but what about you?”

“I’m gonna catch a ride with Rick,” she answered and finished her beer.

When Nora agreed, Nikki handed her the keys. “Thanks. I owe you
one.” Then she disappeared back into the crowd.

When Nikki was gone, the conversation quickly turned to men, and
somehow Dr. Kenner—the forty-five-year-old physician from Vanderbilt
that made weekly rounds at Belle Haven—became the topic of discussion.

“He does have a nice ass,” Annette commented as she swayed on her
stool to the beat of the music. “But he’s too old for me.”

“Who cares?” Whitney refilled her glass with more tequila. “I’m only
talking about having sex, not dating him.”

“But he’s married.” Annette shot Whitney a look of disapproval.

“What about 4im?” Nora asked, eager to change the subject.

“Who?” Annette and Whitney said at the same time.

“There.” Nora pointed to a tall figure sitting at the bar. “The guy with
the jeans and rolled-up sleeves.”

“Oh, you mean John,” said Whitney.

“You know him?”

“Not really. I’ve seen him out a few times, but he always keeps to
himself. I think his family is in sales or something.”

“Politics,” Annette said.

“Same thing,” Whitney replied with a smirk.

Curious, Nora grabbed her purse and slid off the stool, weaving through
the crowd toward him. A new energy surged through her as she stood next
to him, waiting for him to look up from his drink. When he finally did, she
cleared her throat and asked if the seat was taken. He smiled, introduced
himself as John Patree, and pulled out the chair for her.

“I’m Nora.” She shook his hand.

“Pleasure to meet you, Nora. Can I get you something to drink? Beer?
Wine?”

She glanced at the drink in his hand. “I’ll have whatever you’re
having.”

John hailed the bartender and ordered another gin and tonic. “So are you
a local or tourist?”

She had to think about it. “Local,” she finally said.



His lips twitched into a smile. “Is that your final answer?”

“Sorry, I just moved here.”

“Ah.” He nodded, then took a drink. “How do you like it so far?”

“The jury’s still out, but things are looking up.” Her gaze lingered over
him for a second before the bartender returned with her drink and placed it
on a napkin in front of her.

“Cheers.” John tapped the rim of his glass against hers.

Nora took a small sip. “This is... interesting.”

“It’s an acquired taste,” he replied, taking a sip of his own.

She brushed the hair from her eyes, then scanned the crowd. “Is it like
this most nights?”

“Yeah, but the weekends tend to be a bit... livelier.”

She could feel his eyes on her as she checked on Whitney and Annette.

“I find most people come here for one of two reasons,” he continued,
staring into his drink. “Either to drink their troubles away, or to find
someone to take home.”

“Or both.” She faced him again.

He raised an eyebrow.

“What about you?” she said. “You hardly seem troubled, and you don’t
exactly strike me as Mr. One-Night Stand.”

He gave a crooked smile. “Thanks... I think. I'm part of a very rare
breed that comes here to unwind. Normally, I’ll have a drink or two, listen
to the band, then go home. I’ve also been known to grace the dance floor on
occasion.” He glanced at the people swaying to the soulful sounds of the
band, then back to Nora. “When the mood strikes me.”

She finished her drink and hopped off the stool, taking John by the
hand. “Come on. Show me what you’ve got.”

Fortunately, the band played a slow song, so it wasn’t as much dancing
as it was swaying to the music in each other’s arms.

“What do you do, John Patree?” Nora set her gaze upon him.

“A little of this and that.” He smiled at her with his brown eyes.

“Okay.” She changed tactics. “What do you do for work? In other
words, how do you make your living?”

“Does 1t matter?”

“That depends.”

“On what?” He seemed amused by her line of questioning.



“Well, if you’re a hitman for the mob or something, I’d certainly like to
know that.”

He laughed. “So what you’re saying is you’re not so much interested
in what I do, but rather if what I do is aboveboard?”

“Exactly.”

“In that case, I work with local businesses to build inner city youth
programs.”

Admittedly, she was a little shocked. “That’s respectable. Does it pay
well?”

“I didn’t think it was about the money.” He spun her, then pulled her
close to him.

“Curious, that’s all,” she said, a little light-headed.

“Fair enough.” His smile evaporated. “The money won’t make me rich,
but it pays the bills.”

And for whatever reason, Nora got the sense that money didn’t matter to
him, at least not in the traditional sense. Before she could ask another
question, he put a hand at her back and dipped her.

“I think you were hustling me, John Patree,” she said as their eyes met.

He gave her a sly smile and pulled her upright, his strong grip steadying
her balance.

“You’re a much better dancer than you let on.”

His smile widened. “It’s easy when you have the right partner.”

Her heart raced. Despite his good looks and sneaky charm, there was
something trustworthy about John that Nora couldn’t ignore. Yes, it seemed
John Patree was a rare breed indeed.

When the song ended, they returned to the bar and continued their
conversation. Just after midnight, Whitney came over and said that she and
Annette were ready to call it a night, so Nora thanked John for the
conversation and the drink.

“Maybe I could I call you sometime?” he asked awkwardly as she
gathered her things to leave.

Perhaps it was his disarming nature or the fact that he was light on his
feet, but Nora didn’t think twice about giving him her number.



The next morning, Nora awoke to the roar of her neighbor’s lawnmower
and was greeted with a dull thumping in her head. Blinking her eyes open,
she glanced at the clock—9:07. After a jog to the park and back, she called
Nikki to see about returning her car. She had stayed the night at Rick’s
apartment, so Nora drove over and picked her up, then Nikki brought her
back home, where they sat on the porch and talked for a while.

“Did you have fun last night?”” Nikki shielded her eyes from the sun.

Thoughts of dancing with John filled Nora’s head. “Yes, but probably
not as much fun as you.”

Nikki’s cheeks blushed a shade of pink and she flashed a mischievous
smile. “Rick 1s the first baseman for the Nashville Sounds.”

Nora knew very little about sports other than the few times she’d
watched football with her dad. “That’s nice. Is it serious?”

“The baseball?”

“You and Rick.”

“Oh.” Nikki shrugged before responding nonchalantly. “We’re not
exclusive, if that’s what you mean. He and I just sort of hook up when he’s
in town.”

Her candidness surprised Nora. Perhaps she wasn’t as firmly in the
Bible belt as she thought. “How long have you two had this...
arrangement?”’

“About a year.” She ran her fingertips across her jeans absentmindedly.
“He was seeing Whitney before me. Did she tell you?”

Nora shook her head, wondering if Nikki had done to Whitney what
Erin had done to her.



Nikki leaned back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. “Now
that 1t’s just the two of us, are you going to tell me why you changed your
mind last night?”

“Like I told you before, it’s a long story.”

“Well”—Nikki glanced in her direction—*“fortunately for you, I’ve got
nothing but time.”

Nora chewed her lip. Was she ready to open up about her heartbreak?
“What the hell,” she finally said. “You’ll probably find out sooner or later
anyway.” She took a deep breath and exhaled before going on. “The truth is
I received a call last night from my now-ex-best friend.”

Nikki perked up.

“She called to inform me that she’s dating my ex.”

“And that’s a problem because...?”

Nora felt the anger return. “Because he cheated on me.”

“With her?”

Nora shrugged her shoulders. “Honestly, I don’t know, and I don’t care.
The point 1s she was supposed to be my best friend, and she went and did
the one thing we swore we’d never do to each other. It’s bad enough that
my fiancé cheated on me, but to have my best friend go behind my back
and—"

“Wait! You were engaged? You didn’t tell me that.”

“For almost a year.”

Nikki shook her head in disbelief. “Then you have every right to be
upset. Your friend crossed the line.”

Nora gave her a sidelong glance. “Says the girl who’s dating Whitney’s
ex.”

“That’s different. Rick and Whitney only went out a couple of times,
and they were never serious. Otherwise, I would never have agreed to go
out with him. I might be a lot of things, but a backstabber isn’t one of
them.”

Nora felt a little better knowing Nikki had at least some scruples.

“So Annette said you spent a long time talking to John Patree last
night,” Nikki said, changing the subject.

Nora’s face flushed, and she spun the glass of sweet tea on her knee.
“We had a couple of drinks... and shared a dance or two.” Before she knew
it, a smile had made its way onto her face.



Nikki raised an eyebrow. “Good for you. From what I hear, John’s a
respectable guy.”

“Yeah, I picked up on that.” She took a sip of tea before continuing.
“Honestly, it was just nice to have an adult conversation with someone who
wasn’t a complete jerk for once.”

“So are you going to see him again?”

She gave a half shrug. “I gave him my number, so we’ll see.”

When Nikki left, Nora made a trip to the store. Now that she had the
essentials, it was time to stock up on all the things she liked. For years,
Jeremy had been focused on fitness, so their cabinets had been filled with
protein powder, vitamins, and supplements. Being a runner, Nora tried her
best to always eat healthy, but occasionally she enjoyed a bag of M&M’s or
gummy worms, so today she decided to splurge.

She got home around one and parked in the drive. Opening the trunk,
she reached in, grabbed a few bags, and started toward the porch.

“Nora? Nora Dawson?”

She glanced over her shoulder and froze in surprise at the sight of John
Patree crossing the street in her direction. He looked different in the
daylight. Better. “John? What are you doing here?” Fear pulsed through her.
Oh God! What if he s one of the bad boys Annette warned me about?

“I live here—just there.” He pointed to the brick rancher across the
street. “So you’re the new neighbor everyone’s been talking about?”

Everyone. She gave a nervous laugh. “Guilty as charged.”

He offered to help with the groceries, so she let him.

“Just set them anywhere,” she said, showing him inside. “I’m surprised
we didn’t see each other last week when I moved in. I could have used your
help unloading that U-Haul.”

“I was out of town.” He put down some bags on the countertop.
“Otherwise, I would have gladly offered my services.”

While Nora thought of something clever to say, John wandered off into
the living room.

“Did you do all the decorating yourself or did you hire someone?”’

“I did it all myself,” she replied proudly.

He gave a nod of approval. “You did an excellent job. The house looks
amazing.”

“Thank you.” She put away the perishables, then joined him. “My
mother always said I had an eye for decorating, though God knows where it



comes from.”

“So you’re a designer?”

“Far from it. ’'m a nurse.”

“Ah, that makes sense. The girl who lived here before you—Leslie—
she was a nurse t0o.”

“Yes. Did you know her well?”

“Not really,” he said. “So did you buy this place or are you renting?”

“Renting for now. My contract with the hospital is only for six months,
so I couldn’t commit to anything long-term. Though I suspect if things go
well, they’ll want me to stay.”

John gave a crooked smile, then shuffled to the bookshelf and picked up
a picture of Erin and Nora at Disney World when they were eight. “Is this
you?”

“Many years ago.” She cringed inwardly at the sight of herself with
freckles.

“And who’s this?”” He pointed to Erin in the photo.

“My best friend... at the time.”

“Cute.” John put down the picture and moved toward the door. “Sorry
for lingering.” He glanced back at her. “I’m sure you have better things to
do than entertain me all afternoon.”

“Pasta!” Nora blurted without thinking. “I was going to make pasta later
if you’d like to join me. It’s the least I can do to thank you for helping me
with the groceries.” She hoped he couldn’t hear her heart beating like a
drum in her chest.

“Sure. What time do you want me?” he replied smoothly.

Nora’s mind went straight into the gutter, but she cleared her throat and
managed to say, “I’ll start dinner around five-thirty, so how about six?”

“Okay,” John said, stepping out onto the porch. “Let me bring the wine.
Do you prefer red or white?”

“Surprise me.”

“Okay. Six o’clock it is.” He backed off the porch. “See ya then.”

As he crossed the street, Nora stared after him in disbelief, thinking the
odds of them being neighbors had to be astronomical. It was at that moment
she remembered Leslie’s letter—It may not look like much, but this little
home has magic in its walls, and if you take care of it—it will take care of
you in return—and she wondered.



With time to kill, Nora sat down on the couch and began reading through
the file Gail had given her on Mr. Carlisle. It was as thick as War and
Peace, complete with charts, a detailed family medical history, and
documentation of his time at Belle Haven. Since reading it word for word
would have taken weeks, she scanned the pages for anything of interest.

According to the notes, Frederick Allen Carlisle was born July 2, 1920,
in the Nashville suburb of Mount Juliet. Prior to moving to Belle Haven,
he’d held the same Murfreesboro address since 1950. He had a wife—Judy
—who died the previous year, and two daughters, Gloria and Suzanne, both
of whom lived out of state.

Nora read on.

A few pages in, she located a note referencing a medical diagnosis. As
she discovered, Fred Carlisle had recently been diagnosed with
glioblastoma, an aggressive brain cancer, but there was nothing regarding a
prognosis or plans for surgery. So this is what Gail wanted me to find.

Before she knew it, two hours had passed. Having made it through more
of the file than she expected, Nora took a break and went for a run. When
she returned home, she showered and started dinner before checking if John
was headed over.

At precisely six o’clock, she heard a knock on the door. John was
nothing if not punctual. He stepped inside with a bottle of white wine and
an infectious smile, and while Nora finished dinner, he prepped a salad in
the kitchen. Once the pasta was ready, they sat down at the table.

“I was thinking,” John said between bites of Caesar salad. “What are the
odds you and I would meet at a bar one night, find out we’re neighbors the
next afternoon, then be having dinner together all within twenty-four
hours?”

“Well, when you put it that way, probably one in a million.”

“More like one in a billion. Maybe it’s fate?” he offered with a twinkle
in his eye.

Nora had never been a believer in fate, but even she was starting to
wonder.

When they had finished eating, they took the wine and moved to the
back patio where the sun was setting on the horizon and crickets were
singing their evening song.



“So tell me about your job as a nurse.” John leaned back in the chair
and crossed one leg over the other. “Is that what brought you to
Brentwood?”

“Yes. I can’t explain it, but I’ve always had this burning desire to help
people, to comfort them in their time of need. What better way to do that
than by being a nurse?” She sipped her wine, then continued. “After I
graduated college, I was fortunate enough to land a job at a hospital near
Trafford. That’s where I’'m from. It’s nothing compared to Belle Haven, but
it gave me an opportunity to get my feet wet.”

“Trafford?” John wrinkled his brow and ran a hand through his hair.
“That’s near Birmingham, isn’t it?”

“You know Trafford?”

“I know of it. A detour took me through there a couple of years ago on
my way back from the beach. It was a nice town if memory serves.”

Nora could count on one hand the number of compliments she’d
received regarding her hometown, so she smiled in response to his kind
words.

“Where do you call home?” She had already decided he wasn’t a local.
The last name, the accent, all felt deep South to her.

“South Carolina,” he answered. “Monck’s Corner, to be more precise.
It’s near—”

“Charleston. Yeah, I’ve heard of it. So is that where you were last
week?” She finished her glass of wine and set it down on the table between
them.

He nodded once. “You mentioned Belle Haven. A friend of mine—Kyle
—makes the rounds there once a week. Do you know him?”

“I know of him.” She recalled the conversation with Annette and
Whitney from last night. “Small world, isn’t 1t?”

His eyes sparkled in agreement. “And getting smaller every day. So
does nursing run in your family or are you the only one?”

“No, I’m the only one. Mom is a secretary at a law firm, and Dad is—
was—in sales. He’s recently retired. All he does now is play golf and drive
my mom crazy.” The corners of her lips twitched up slightly into an amused
smile. “What about you—do you come from a long line of those seeking to
help the underprivileged?”

“Hardly. My family is in politics. You’ve undoubtedly heard of them.”




“Sorry, I don’t follow politics. Wait a minute.” Suddenly she recalled
seeing a Dateline special a couple of years back about a Senator from South
Carolina who had been suspected of misappropriating funds. “You’re not
related to Senator Robert Patree, are you?”

A hint of surprise and something else—was it shame?—flashed across
his face. “Bob Patree is my father.”

No wonder money didn't matter to him. His family was one of the most
powerful and influential in the state.

“But don’t hold that against me,” he added with a rueful smile.

They watched as the sun cast its final orange glow over the backyard,
the shadows drawing long and dark around them.

“How come you didn’t follow in his footsteps—your father’s, I mean?”

His brow furrowed. “I did for a while, but it wasn’t my cup of tea. More
wine?”

Nora handed him the glass, and he disappeared into the house. But his
sudden shift in mood and redirection of the conversation left her thinking
there was more to the story.

John hung around until the wine was gone, then left, but not before
promising Nora next time he’d treat her to dinner at his place. A man who
helped the underprivileged, had wealth, knew his wine, and cooked. Nora
wondered how he was still single—and how she’d gotten so lucky.
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With another dinner all but decided, things with John were moving faster
than Nora had planned. She’d only been in Brentwood a week, and the last
thing she wanted was to dive headfirst into another relationship.

When Nora arrived at work Monday morning, Gail was waiting for her
by the door. “How was your weekend?”

“Busy.” They crossed the lobby and pushed through the double doors.
“That file you gave me on Mr. Carlisle wasn’t exactly a light read.”

Gail laughed. “But you finished it, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am.” They moved ahead a few steps. “How come you didn’t
tell me Mr. Carlisle was sick?”

“I wanted you to see the medical charts and read the doctors’ notes
rather than hear it from me. I think it makes us better nurses when we
discover on our own versus being told.”

They rounded the corner, Gail taking long strides that left Nora
struggling to keep up.

“So what does Mr. Carlisle think about the cancer? I assume he knows.”

Gail sighed heavily before she responded. “As you might expect, he
doesn’t like to talk about it. We send him to Vanderbilt once a month for a
PET scan,” she went on as they made their way toward the nurses’ lounge.
“Just to make sure the tumor hasn’t grown.”

When Nora had put away her things, she asked Gail the question that
had been burning in her mind for two days. “How long does he have—to
live, I mean?”

“Two months. Two years. No one knows for sure.” She took a deep
breath before continuing. “Dr. Kenner tells me because of where it’s



located, once the tumor starts growing again, it’ll be swift.” Her lips pressed
together in a thin line before releasing in a whisper of resignation. “But so
far, so good.”

“Can’t they operate?”

“Yes, but the surgery is extremely risky, and any number of things could
go wrong. But Dr. Kenner has made Mr. Carlisle aware of the risks, so it’s
in his hands now.”

After clocking in, Nora hurried to the cafeteria. Once breakfast had been
served, she set off on her rounds. Aside from Mr. Carlisle, Nora also
provided care for a handful of additional residents, all of whom she had
gotten to know quite well. But Fred Carlisle remained the thorn in her side.

By ten o’clock, the first wave of duties was done, so she grabbed a bag
of M&M’s and bottled water from the vending machine before easing her
way down the hallway to Mr. Carlisle’s room.

“Good morning, Mr. Carlisle,” she said. “It’s nice to see you again. How
are you feeling? Listen, I’ve been thinking about your exercise regimen.
Rather than go to the pool, how would you like to go for a walk instead?
Maybe down by the creek or perhaps even the stables?”” She’d read in his
file that he loved horses.

Like all the times before, Mr. Carlisle said nothing. Deflated but not
defeated, Nora reached into her pocket and pulled out a bag of M&M’s. She
placed it on the table beside him and whispered, “In case you get hungry.”
Then she turned and eased toward the door.

“Miss Dawson?”

Nora turned at the sound of his gravelly voice. “Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“Well, I’ll be damned—you can talk.”

Mr. Carlisle shifted in his chair and looked up at her. “Of course I can
talk. I'm old, not mute.”

Nora shook her head in amusement. “In that case, I think proper
introductions are in order.” She smiled and extended her hand. “Nora
Dawson. Pleased to meet you.”



He accepted her handshake, his strong grip surprising for a man of his
age. “Fred Carlisle,” he said with a toothy grin. “And the pleasure is all
mine.”

To Nora’s surprise, Fred Carlisle seemed affable, not grumpy or
condescending in the least. She could only surmise that the nurses before
her had not realized that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach.
Lucky her. At some point in the conversation, she noticed Gail standing in
the doorway watching them intently.

“Well, well, well, what have we here?” She glided into the room and
planted her hands on her hips. “Does this mean you’ve decided to give Miss
Dawson a chance?”

“I’m considering it.” He looked at Nora and gave a sly wink.

“I’1l take that as a yes,” Gail said. Then, turning to Nora, she said, “A
word.” She gestured toward the hall. When they were alone, Gail asked
Nora what she’d said to charm Mr. Carlisle.

“Nothing, really. I just did what you said. I read the file, assessed the
situation, chose a path I thought might work, and voila.”

Gail beamed. “See, what did I tell you? A little faith goes a long way.”
She patted Nora affectionately on the shoulder. “Nice work.”

Only nine days into Nora’s new life and things were going swimmingly.

As it turned out, Mr. Carlisle was a pushover. Contrary to what Nora
had been told, Fred wasn’t the monster everyone had made him out to be.
He was temperamental at times, but who could blame him? To hear him tell
it, he’d been ripped away from his home—a place where he’d gotten
married, raised his family, and spent fifty years with his wife—and dropped
off at Belle Haven with nothing more than a suitcase and the clothes on his
back.

Nora spent the rest of the week getting to know Mr. Carlisle. If she was
going to care for him properly, she needed more than notes in a file. They
talked about everything under the sun—family, friends, jobs, hobbies.
Nothing was off-limits.

“What did Gail tell you about me?” he asked one morning as they
strolled along the path between the garden and the pond.



“I won’t lie; she said you could be... difficult. She also said you were
responsible for running off two of her best nurses. Is that true?”

He quirked a smile and laughed amusedly. “It’s not my fault they had no
backbone.”

They walked on a little way, then he asked how old Nora was.

“Twenty-seven,” she said. “But I’ll be twenty-eight in September.”

“You’re but a child. What do you know about taking care of someone
my age?”

“Well, for starters, I have a nursing degree,” she said matter-of-factly.
“And I’ve been taking care of patients your age for almost five years. |
might not have the experience of Gail, but ’'m more than capable of
holding my own.”

He seemed to consider that. “But what happens if I fall?”” He looked her
over. “You’re no bigger than a minute. How could you possibly lift me?”

Nora didn’t know whether to be offended or flattered, but she gave him
the benefit of the doubt. “I’m stronger than I look. Plus, from what I’ve
heard, you hardly ever leave your room, so a fall should be the least of your
worries.”

He cracked a smile and shifted the conversation in a new and more
personal direction. “I don’t see a ring on your finger. How come such a
beautiful and engaging woman like you isn’t married? Back in my day,
you’d have been considered an old maid.”

She glanced reflexively at her hand, where once the engagement ring
had been.

“Forgive me.” He said quickly. “That was insensitive of me.”

“No, it’s fine. I’'m just... Well...” Nora composed herself, unwilling to
give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d hit a nerve. “I’'m taking some
time to focus on my career, that’s all.”

“I see.” He nodded knowingly. “So you’re one of those women.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Oh, I didn’t mean anything by it. Only that you’re a new age, career-
driven woman who doesn’t have time for things like relationships or
family.”

She was beginning to understand why the others had left.

“I never said I didn’t want those things. I’'m simply taking some time for
me, that’s all. What’s wrong with that?”



“Nothing, I suppose.” They resumed their stroll. “I was only kidding, by
the way. Truth be told, I admire modern women. Back in my day, most of
them cooked, cleaned, and took care of the household. Not that there’s
anything wrong with that, but I always felt bad for them, like they weren’t
able to live up to their potential. That’s what I loved about my Judy. She
was a woman with a mind of her own. Oh, she could clean and made magic
in the kitchen, but that was just the tip of the iceberg. Did you know she
was a college professor?”

There was no mention of that in the file. “No, I didn’t. Where did she
teach?”

“Just up the road at Vanderbilt. She was the head of the mathematics
department. God, she was smart as hell. Way smarter than me.” He shook
his head as a smile played about his lips. “To this day, I still wonder what
she saw in me.”

When they reached the stables, they paused for a moment to watch the
horses, then turned and headed back toward the hospital.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said as they topped the hill.

“About what?”

“About painting again.”

His comment caught her by surprise. “I think that’s an excellent idea!
And I’m sure the others would be delighted to have you join them. Should I
tell Olivia to be expecting you?”

“Let me think on it a bit more. I wouldn’t want to get her hopes up.”

“Fair enough.” She didn’t want to press her luck. “Until then, it’ll be our
little secret.”
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After an uneventful weekend, Nora arrived at work Monday morning to
find everyone—nurses, administrative staff, residents—huddled in the
corner of the common room. Her first inclination was that someone had
taken a fall. After what she and Mr. Carlisle had discussed the week before,
she prayed it wasn’t him.

“What’s going on? Is someone hurt?”

“Nora, there you are.” Gail sounded relieved. “I’ve been looking all
over for you. You seem to be batting a thousand with Mr. Carlisle.”

“What do you mean?”

Just then, the crowd parted, and that’s when she saw it. Staring back at
Nora was a freshly painted portrait of a young woman whose eyes stared a
hole through her.

“You mean Mr. Carlisle painted ¢his?” Her mouth fell open in shock.

“I had the same reaction when I first saw it.” Gail glanced at the
painting and shook her head. “Marvelous, isn’t it?”

Upon closer examination, a question formed inside Nora’s head. “You
don’t think it’s me, do you?”

“Now that you mention it...” Gail took another look. “It does bare a
slight resemblance.”

Slight? It was like looking in a mirror. The lips, nose, eyes—they were a
perfect match. But no one else seemed to notice.

“Perhaps you’re his muse,” Gail said, then laughed it off. “And if not,
maybe you just remind him of someone. Either way, his skill is
remarkable.” She shook her head in disbelief. “And to think this whole time
we’ve had a Michelangelo in our midst.”



After putting away her things, Nora went to see Mr. Carlisle.

“Miss Dawson.” He glanced at his watch. “You’re early.”

“I know, but I couldn’t wait to tell you how impressed I am with the
portrait. When you said you were an artist, I thought you were joking.”

He chuckled. “It’s a little rough, I’ll admit, but not bad for someone
who hasn’t held a brush in over fifty years.”

She crossed the room and parted the drapes. Outside, a slate sky hinted
at rain. “You’re joking, right?” she said turning back to him.

He shook his head slowly, and his blue eyes filled with an emotion Nora
couldn’t quite place. “September 16, 1946—that’s the last time I held a
paintbrush before today.”

“Why?”

He let loose a long and deep sigh. “Lots of reasons, I suppose...”

“Who else knows you can paint like that?”

“No one.”

“No one! Not even your daughters?”

He shook his head in response.

“But Judy must have known, right?”

“No,” he replied sadly. “I never told her.”

Nora tipped her head to one side, thinking that there was something
terribly tragic about the whole thing. “I don’t understand. How can you be
that great at something and not want everyone to know? I mean, if I had
your talent, I’d show it off every chance I got.”

As if by reflex, a humorless laugh escaped his lips. “When you’re good
at something, Miss Dawson, even great, and it comes effortlessly, you don’t
think about it. It’s like walking or breathing.” His demeanor shifted from
cheerful to serious in an instant. “I made a conscious decision years ago to
stop painting, and I never looked back.”

When he turned away toward the window, she noticed the sadness in his
eyes. Something tragic sad happened.

The pitter-patter of raindrops on the window ledge caught Nora’s
attention. “It looks like we’ll have to postpone our walk.”

“I was afraid of that.” He frowned. “I saw the weather report this
morning, and it doesn’t look good all week.”



“No matter,” she said, undeterred. “This building has miles of hallways.
I think Nurse Pritchard has a swim class that starts in a few minutes. We
could drop by and see if that cute redhead from down the hall is there.”

“Thanks, but I think I’1l pass.”

“Suit yourself.” She eased toward the door. “If you change your mind,
just holler.”

That afternoon, Annette joined Nikki and Nora for lunch. As usual, she was
full of questions.

“So what’s new in your world?” she asked Nora. “I feel like I haven’t
seen you in ages.

“I know.” Where had the time gone? “Between work and settling into
my new place, I haven’t had time for much else. What have you been up
t0?”

“This and that.” She unwrapped a ham sandwich and took a bite from
the corner. “So word on the street is you and John Patree are neighbors.”

Nora glanced at Nikki, who looked away before she could make eye
contact.

“That’s right. He lives in the house across the street from me,” she
replied carefully.

“Interesting.” The corners of her mouth curved into a sly smile.

“Why is that interesting?”

Nikki stifled a giggle as Annette continued with a knowing smirk.

“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking how convenient it is to have someone
like John so close. Has he asked you out yet?”

Nora’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as she quickly shook her head in
response to Annette’s question. Dinner at his place didn’t qualify... did it?
“No.”

Nikki’s laughter broke through the awkward tension, and suddenly Nora
felt as if she were on the outside of an inside joke.

With another glance at Nikki, Annette finished her thought. “But you
have had dinner with him, haven’t you?”

“It was my way of thanking him... for helping me carry in the
groceries.”



A hint of amusement danced in Annette’s eyes. “Uh-huh.”

Suddenly uncomfortable, Nora cleared her throat before Nikki stepped
in to change the subject. “All right, enough about John. Let’s talk about Mr.
Carlisle.” She shifted her gaze to Nora. “How the hell did you get him to
come out of his shell? And are you really the one responsible for getting
him to paint again?”

Annette looked up from her sandwich and cocked an eyebrow. “What’s
this?”

“Mr. Carlisle—he’s my patient,” Nora explained. “You know him, don’t
you?”

She nodded. “Nice guy. Not much of a talker though.”

“Until now,” said Nikki. “Ever since Nora arrived, we can’t get him to
shut up. And apparently, he’s a great artist. He painted a portrait today of a
woman that will take your breath away.”

“Well,” said Annette, “that just goes to show you how little we know
people, doesn’t it?”

Before Nora’s shift ended, she stopped by to check on Mr. Carlisle.

“I thought you’d already left for the day,” he said, looking surprised to
see her.

“Not yet. I was on my way out.” She gathered her thoughts,
straightening one of the photographs hanging on the wall. “There’s
something [ want to ask you... about the painting.”

He flashed a crooked little smile. “You want to know if it’s you, don’t
you?”

Nora nodded sheepishly, her cheeks ablaze. “How did you know?”

He chuckled softly before replying. “Lucky guess. It isn’t, by the way.”

“Really? But she could be my twin.”

He nodded slowly and said, “I can see why you would think that, but I
assure you, Miss Dawson, it isn’t you.”

“Then who 1s she?”

He drew a ragged breath and his expression turned gloomy. “Someone
from another life ago.”



“Well, whoever she is—she must have been special for you to want to
paint her.” Nora went about the room, collecting Mr. Carlisle’s dinner tray
and cup.

“Yes.” He looked solemn. “She was special.”

“Forgive me for prying,” she said on her way out, “but what happened
to her?”

He offered a sad smile. “That, my dear, is a story for another day.”
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The rain beat against the windshield, and thunder echoed in the distance. As
soon as Nora got home, she stripped out of her damp scrubs and into her
faded, comfortable sweatpants and an old T-shirt before settling onto the
couch with dinner. After eating a bowl of homemade chicken soup, she took
a deep breath and dialed her mom’s number, updating her on all that had
happened since their last conversation.

“And you believe it’s you in the painting?” Kathleen asked.

Nora’s mind settled on the image of the young woman. “He says it isn’t,
but—"

“You don’t believe him?”

“I want to, it’s just...”

“Maybe you remind him of someone.”

“Maybe.” Nora pushed the thought out of her head. “How’s Dad
adjusting to retirement?”’

“Like a duck to water. He’s at the golf course this afternoon with Mike
and Tim. I see him less now than I did when he was working.”

“What about Gran? Have you talked to her lately? How is she doing?”

“As a matter of fact, we had lunch yesterday,” Kathleen said. “And
she’s fair, considering.”

Since Pap died, Gran had been on Nora’s mind constantly.

“Do you think she’s going to be okay? I mean, she’s going to make it
through this, right?”

“I suspect she will in time. After all, your grandmother is a resilient
woman.”



Nora had long been told that time is a great healer. Though her current
situation was nothing like what Gran was going through, the agony she’d
felt at the start of this journey had dissipated after seven months, leaving
only intermittent flashes of hurt.

“I wish I wasn’t so far away,” Nora lamented. “Otherwise, I’d go see
her.”

“Well, her birthday is coming up next month. Maybe you could visit
then.”

Not that Nora was in a hurry to get back to Trafford, but she realized
that at some point she’d have to go back to see her family.

“Thanks for reminding me. I’d almost forgotten. I can’t make any

promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”

By Friday evening, the rain was but a memory. Out of groceries but too
exhausted to fight the crowd at the supermarket, Nora picked up a salad on
her way home and ate in the living room alone. Afterward, she changed into
her pajamas and lay down on the couch. No sooner had she gotten
comfortable when she heard a knock at the door.

Peering through the peephole, she glimpsed John standing there in a
blue suit, holding a bouquet of yellow daisies.

Nora looked down in dismay at her disheveled pajamas. “One minute,”
she called out. She rushed to her bedroom and changed into something
more presentable before hurrying back to the door, running a hand through
her hair as she opened it.

“John.” She swung the door wide. “What brings you by?”

“I was in the neighborhood,” he said with a smirk.

Nora smiled reflexively at his joke.

“These are for you.” He handed her the flowers. “I picked them up on
my way home. I hope you like them.”

Overwhelmed by John’s thoughtfulness, all Nora could do was smile
and thank him as she took the bouquet in hand. “I’ll get a vase.” She turned
toward the kitchen. “I was just getting ready to watch an episode of ER.
You’re more than welcome to join me.”



“I wish I could,” he replied sadly. “But unfortunately, I have a business
dinner downtown.”

“Oh?” She found a lilac vase, filled it with water, and carefully arranged
the flowers.

“My associates and I are meeting with a group of investors who are
interested in partnering to build a new youth sports complex. It’s something
we’ve been working on for a while.”

“That sounds exciting.” Nora set the vase on the coffee table. “Perfect.”

He adjusted his tie and cleared his throat. “Listen, there’s something I
wanted to ask you. Since I know how much you like Italian food, I was
hoping you’d join me for dinner tomorrow night. There’s this great little
spot downtown I think you’ll love.”

Flowers? Dinner? Nora didn’t want to burst his bubble, but perhaps now
was a good time to lay some ground rules. “Listen, John,” she said,
speaking softly. “I’m flattered, but you should know I recently got out of a
messy relationship, and—"

He held up a hand before she could finish her thought. “Say no more.
I’ve been there myself a time or two.” He took a step back. “Let’s just
pretend I didn’t say anything.”

“Thank you... for understanding and for the flowers. They really are
beautiful.”

“You’re welcome.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Well”—he backed
off the porch—*I should go. Good night, Nora.”

“Night, John.”

Closing the door, a pang of guilt rippled through her. Though she felt
bad for having turned John down, Nora’s gut told her that now was not the
time to lead him on.

Saturday marked the first time Nora had seen sunlight in a week, so after
breakfast, she put on her running gear, took one last sip of coffee, and
headed outdoors. Rather than jog through the neighborhood as usual, she
decided to mix things up and set off in the opposite direction toward
Crockett Park. Twenty minutes into the run, she felt like her old self. Step



by step she put behind her both the pavement and the past, concentrating
solely on the road before her and what lay ahead.

As she neared the entrance to the park, a familiar figure came into view.
He wore a black tank top that stretched across broad shoulders, and athletic
shorts clinging to his toned legs that pounded against the pavement as he
jogged closer. John. His jaw was set firm, brows furrowed in concentration,
and even from far away, she could feel the intensity of his gaze upon her.
Suddenly uncomfortable, she wanted to turn back, but it was too late.

“Hey,” she said, regarding him with a wave.

“Hi there.” John slowed his pace as Nora stopped to catch her breath.

“I didn’t know you were a runner.”

“Is that what it looked like I was doing?”” He gave a quiet laugh. “I’'m a
jogger at best, but I’ll take the compliment.”

Nora wiped the sweat from her brow. “Are you on your way home?”

“I am, but I’ll probably stop at Shiloh’s first and grab a beer.”

“That sounds tempting. Do you mind if I join you?” After turning down
John’s dinner invitation the night before, Nora wasn’t sure he’d say yes.

“Not at all.”

They jogged to Shiloh’s and found a table on the outdoor patio
overlooking a small creek. John pulled out a seat for her, then took a chair
himself.

“Do you run for exercise or just to have an excuse to drink?” Nora
asked when they were seated.

John laughed and leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his
dark hair. “A little of both, I guess.” He tilted his head to the side and
scrutinized her face. “What about you? You seem in your element out
there.”

“I’ve been running my entire life. My dad introduced me to the sport
when I was in elementary school, and I quickly became obsessed with it.
From there, I ran cross-country and track in high school and college.”

His brows shot up. “Impressive. Then you were taking it easy on me
that last mile.”

The waitress appeared and took their order. When she left, Nora turned
to John and said, “Listen, I’'m sorry about last night. It’s just that—"

“Don’t worry about it,” he said matter-of-factly. “I wasn’t aware of your
situation. Besides, I get the feeling I’'m probably the hundredth guy who’s
asked you out since you’ve moved here.”



“Well,” she said with a teasing smile, “maybe not the hundredth.”

When the waitress returned with their drinks, Nora dropped a lime
wedge into her Corona and took a draw before looking John in the eyes
again. “l was wondering... is the invitation for dinner this evening still
open?”

John gave a tiny twitch of his lips and nodded slightly. “It is. Why, do
you know someone who’d like to go with me?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact I do.” She hoped he couldn’t hear the tremor in
her voice. “I’d like to go, if you’ll have me.”

John placed his beer bottle on the table and smiled at her reassuringly.
“Of course I’ll have you.”

“Then it’s a date.” She tapped her beer bottle against his.

They pulled up to the entrance of Valentino’s, a dimly lit redbrick building
that had once been a prominent residence, at six o’clock sharp. A smile
curved John’s lips as he watched the people gathered outside, waiting to be
seated. He put the car in park and opened Nora’s door, gently taking her
hand in his as they made their way into the restaurant.

The maitre d’ greeted them warmly, then led them through clusters of
tables to a private room in the rear of the building where they were seated
near a mahogany wine rack filled with bottles of every color.

“Okay”—she dropped her voice to a whisper—*“how did you pull that
off? Do you know the owner or something?”

John pulled out the chair for her. “Or something,” he said with a sly
smile.

Nora chose the chicken marsala while John ordered veal and a bottle of
pinot grigio.

“That shade of green brings out your eyes.” He glanced at her dress.

“Thank you. Green has always been my favorite color.”

“So...” John’s eyes drifted away from her. “What do you think of this
place?”

Nora took in the exposed brick walls, coffered ceiling, and hardwood
floors. “It has charm. It reminds me of one of those speakeasies from the
twenties.”



A smile parted his lips. ““You were right when you said you had a keen
eye. A Prohibition-era setting is precisely the look we were going for.”

“We?”

“My friend and I own this place. Well, he runs it. ’'m more of a silent
partner. It would have been demolished if we hadn’t bought it. Restoring
old buildings to their former glory is one of my many passions.”

“You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”

Their wine arrived then, and he poured her a glass, his eyes twinkling in
the candlelight.

John proposed a toast. “To what I hope is the first of many meals
together.” As they clinked glasses, Nora got the feeling something special
was beginning.

When their food came out, they took turns eating and making small talk.
Smiles graced John’s lips as he listened intently to every word she spoke.

With the main course behind them, Nora found herself agreeing to
dessert.

“What made you change your mind... about dinner?”” John asked while
scooping a spoonful of chocolate cake into his mouth.

Nora wiped the corners of her mouth and laid the napkin across her lap
before answering. “I had something of an epiphany last night after you left.
I came to the realization that if my ex can move on and be happy, why can’t
1?7

“That’s logical. And you’re right—you should be happy. For what it’s
worth,” he added, his tone quiet, serious, “I know how difficult getting over
someone can be.” The sadness in his voice gave the impression he too had
recently gone through a breakup. “But I'm glad you changed your mind
about dinner. I’ve had a wonderful time tonight.”

“Me too. And you were right to assume I would love this place. The
food, the atmosphere... Amazing. Thank you.” Her smile fell away. “I’d
forgotten what it was like to go to dinner with a man and not have to worry
about him yelling at the waiter or complaining about the service.”

John chuckled with amusement at her statement. “No offense, but your
ex sounds like a real—"

“Asshole?”

His laughter echoed off the walls. “I was going to say jerk, but asshole
works too.”



“It’s just... He was so full of himself, so arrogant. I don’t know why it
took me so long to see it. Honestly, I should have known from the
beginning.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. People wear many masks. Some are just
better at hiding behind them than others.”

After leaving the restaurant, John drove them down a winding road until
they arrived at the base of the Parthenon. There were scaffolds and cranes
everywhere, but from where Nora stood somehow it still looked beautiful in
the moonlight.

“Did you know that Nashville is called the Athens of the South?” he
asked as they walked along the path that circumvented the building.

“I didn’t know that.”

“The city has a long tradition of dedication to education and the arts.
That’s one of the things that drew me to the area. That and the weather.”

As they continued walking, John’s hand brushed against Nora’s. It was a
small gesture but enough to send shivers down her spine. Despite not
wanting to jump into a relationship, there was something about John that
drew her to him.

“I’'m really glad I decided to move here. I almost didn’t, you know. At
the last minute, I had second thoughts.”

“Why?”

Nora’s gaze turned skyward, taking in the moon and stars. “Having
grown up in a small town, I was insulated from the outside world. My
parents both grew up in Trafford, so aside from the occasional family
vacation, we rarely left home. In some respects, small-town living is second
to none. Everyone knows everyone, and help is never far away. But it also
has its disadvantages—mainly that the rest of the world seems scary in
comparison. But I can see now how foolish I was to believe that. Since I
arrived here, everyone has bent over backward to make me feel at home,
and I haven’t seen the first thing that is evenly remotely scary.”

“I’m glad you feel that way. Hopefully, I’'m one of the people who has
made you feel at home.”

“Yes.” She set her gaze upon him. “You absolutely have.”



When they returned to the car, John helped her inside.

“This was fun.” As they drove south, Nora was glad she’d changed her
mind about going to dinner with John.

“I agree.” He flashed a gleaming smile. “Hopefully this was just the
first of many dates.”

“Yes.” She grinned broadly. “I hope so t0o.”

The drive back to Nora’s place didn’t take long, and she found herself
wishing the night would never end. When he walked her to the door, Nora
kissed John on the cheek and told him she would be open to going out
again.

So much for not rushing into things.

From her window, Nora watched John cross the street to his house. As
soon as he was inside, she slipped out of her dress and into bed. For some
reason, this night had been different from all the other first dates she’d had.
There was something special about John, and part of her wanted to take
things further—but at the same time, with her heart on the mend, she knew
she had to be careful.

Lying in the dark, listening to the hum of the fan above her, Nora
realized something else: It had been almost eight months since she’d had
sex—a new record—and for whatever reason, the crushing reality hit her
right between the legs.






JUNE 1998

As the weeks passed, Nora and John grew closer. After their dinner at
Valentino’s, they went out several more times, and despite Nikki urging her
to move faster, Nora felt comfortable with how their relationship was
progressing. Slow and steady.

Despite Nora’s optimism, there were those who didn’t approve of John.
Annette and Whitney had both warned her about his aloof attitude, but she
chose to ignore them in favor of focusing on his attractive qualities: dark
brown hair, chestnut eyes, and a soothing voice that made her heart flutter
every time he spoke. Though she had promised herself to take time before
committing to another serious relationship, she hadn’t expected to meet
someone like John.

Tuesday morning after serving breakfast, Nora found Mr. Carlisle already
up and anxiously awaiting their walk.

“You look spry this morning.” She helped him out of his chair.

“Thank you.” He grabbed his blue cap and placed it on his head. “I’ve
been ready since five.”

“What time did you get up?”

“Four thirty, same as always.”

“And I thought I was an early riser. Don’t you get tired?”

“When you get to be my age, sleep becomes more of a luxury than a
necessity,” he explained as they left the room. “Besides, if I get tired later,
I’1l catch a nap after The Price is Right.”

Outside, the sun beat down on them from a cloudless sky.

“It’s gonna be a hot one,” he said as they navigated the winding garden
path. “The man on Channel 5 said ninety-two.”

“I think you’re right.” Nora already felt the heat. In the distance, she
spotted a pair of mallards coming in for a landing. She watched in silence as
they glided gracefully across the surface of the water. “So Gail was telling
me the other day that you fought in the war. Is that true?”



“Yes, ma’am,” he answered proudly. “I was a captain in the United
States Army.”

“Really? I would never have guessed.”

“No?” He stopped and stood at attention. “I don’t strike you as the
military type?” He gave a sharp salute.

“Not exactly.” She gave a quiet laugh.

“I’1l have you know that in my day I was a lean, mean fighting machine,
feared by both friend and foe. At least that’s what my buddy Albert used to
tell me.”

They walked on, passing beneath the canopy of a weeping willow tree
as the sun filtered through the leaves and danced across the still surface of
the pond.

“How was it—being in the military?” Nora asked.

His gaze fixed on something in the distance. “Tough,” he said finally.
“But equally rewarding. Some of my fondest memories are of my time in
the service.”

“I’1l bet you have a story or two, don’t you?”

He nodded as a ghost of a smile played around his lips. “Would you like
to hear one?”

“Sure, but only if you promise to tell me more about the woman from
the painting.”

They found an empty bench at the far side of the pond beneath an old
oak tree and settled down together. Fred removed his cap and ran a hand
through what remained of his thinning silver hair. “Where would you like
me to start?”

“It’s your story, so start wherever you like.”

He set his gaze on the horizon and drew a deep breath. “The year was
1920,” he began. “I was born on a farm east of Nashville in the little town
of Mount Juliet. First and foremost I was raised as a Southern boy, which
meant [ knew how to do four things—hunt, fish, cuss, and pray. Being from
the South also meant that while the rest of the country was up to date on
current affairs, we were at least ten steps behind. But that didn’t seem to
bother folks much. You’ve heard the saying ignorance is bliss? Well, that
was us—ignorant as the day is long and blissfully unaware.”

“So you’ve lived here your entire life?”

“More or less.”

“What about your parents? What were they like?”



“Strict. God-fearing. But decent people.” He gave a wistful smile.
“Mother kept the house and took care of me and my sisters while Daddy
was out working. But in the evenings, Daddy and I would sneak off to the
pond and catch catfish and bass. That man loved the water almost as much
as he loved Mama.”

His words triggered something in Nora, and suddenly she was five years
old again, playing at the lake’s edge while her parents hammered away at
their new house.

A breeze ruffled the surface of the water, stealing her attention. “What
about school? Did you go to college?”

“Sure did. When high school ended, I was fortunate enough to get
accepted to David Lipscomb University. We didn’t have much money, so I
worked two jobs to put myself through school. There I earned a degree in
business with a minor in religious studies. For a while, I tossed around the
idea of being a preacher, but fate had other plans for me.”

“The war?”

He gave a quiet nod.

Nora did the math in her head. “This would have been the Second
World War, right?”

“Affirmative. After graduation, I debated taking a job with an
accountant in town, but realizing that war was inevitable, I enlisted in the
army instead. Later that year, the Japs attacked Pearl Harbor, ending any
chance I had at a normal life. Fortunately, having already graduated college
meant [ was one of the first selected for Officer Candidate School, so by the
time I completed my training, I had earned the rank of second lieutenant,
which beat the hell out of going in as a grunt.”

Admittedly, Nora wasn’t educated on the military or its hierarchy, but
even she knew that being an officer had its advantages.

“So does that mean you saw combat?”

“Yes, ma’am, and lots of it.”

Suddenly, Nora had a whole new respect for Mr. Carlisle. “But what
does that have to do with the girl in the painting?”

“Im getting there,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. After a few
seconds, he continued. “Her name was Rose. She was someone I met during
the war.” He turned his gaze upon Nora and held it there. ““You remind me a
great deal of her.”



Nora’s stomach churned with emotion. “Is that why you started painting
again, because I brought back her memory?”

“Yes. Don’t take this the wrong way, but when I passed you in the hall
that day, I thought I had seen a ghost. I guess seeing your face stirred
something inside me I hadn’t felt in over fifty years.”

Nora didn’t know whether to be disturbed or flattered, though she
settled on the latter.

“My grandfather on my dad’s side fought in the war,” she said,
attempting to find common ground. “He was in the air force, I think. Or was
it the navy? Anyway, he died when I was young, so I didn’t really know
him all that well. And my other grandfather—Pap—was in the navy, but it
was at the tail end of the war, so he didn’t see any action.”

“Were the two of you close?” Mr. Carlisle asked.

“Not as close as I would have liked.”

“That’s too bad. I assume he’s...”

“He died about a year ago.” She sighed. “Now Gran is the only
grandparent [ have left.”

“Was she involved in the war effort, by chance?”

Nora gave him a funny look. “I didn’t think women fought in those
days.”

“They didn’t see combat,” he said. “But they served in other ways.
Many were nurses, just like yourself.”

Nora shook her head, unable to imagine her grandmother anywhere near
a battlefield. “To my knowledge, she worked at a knitting mill most of her
life before she became a secretary for the telephone company.” Glancing at
her watch, Nora realized the time had gotten away from her. “Oh shoot! I’'m
sorry to cut our conversation short, but I have a staff meeting to attend. Can
I walk you back to your room?”

“Thank you, dear.” He leaned back against the park bench. “But I think
I’11 stay a little longer and maybe think of Rose for a while.”

“Suit yourself, but don’t stay out here too long.” She stood and fanned
her face. “It’s getting hotter by the minute.”

They returned to the same spot the following day, and the story continued.



“The truth is,” said Mr. Carlisle, “after Judy died, I was lost without her.
I didn’t realize how much I depended on her for things until she wasn’t
there anymore. Looking back, I know I wouldn’t have been able to stay in
that house by myself, at least not for very long. I just wish the girls had sat
me down and told me what they were thinking rather than springing it on
me at the last minute. My body might be worn out, but my mind is still
sharp.” He tapped a bony finger against his temple.

“Why don’t you tell me more about the war,” Nora suggested, hoping to
move the conversation in a less sensitive direction.

“Good idea. Now where were we? Ah, yes. Casablanca...”

NOVEMBER 1942

I felt the roll of the waves beneath my feet as I leaped from the boat,
sinking chest-deep into the salty surf. With a hundred pounds of gear
strapped to my back, I could barely keep my head above water as I followed
the men in front of me, wondering if this would be the day I would die.

To my surprise, there was little resistance, and by evening we had taken
control of the port. I settled onto a fragment of wall that had survived the
shelling while my men scattered around me, some taking naps in the shade.

The brief respite allowed me to take out my sketchbook and search for
something to draw. As I scanned the street, my gaze settled on a young
woman—a nurse with bloodstained hands—seated beside a medical tent
and staring at the ground. The way the sunlight hit her, she looked almost
angelic. Unable to pass up such an opportunity, I first sketched her
silhouette, then roughed in her features before adding detail.

After ensuring it was accurate, I got up and eased in her direction.
“Tough day?” I asked, hovering between her and the setting sun.

She peered up at me. “You could say that. Is there something I can do
for you”—she looked at my uniform—*“Lieutenant?”

“No, ma’am,” I replied. “I just wanted to give you this.” I handed her
the sketch, and she inspected it closely.

“You drew this?”

“Yes, ma’am. Just now. I hope you don’t mind.”

She shook her head and scooted over, making room for me. “You’ve got
talent, Lieutenant.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”



She shook her head in amusement. “An artist who fights. That’s
something you don’t see every day.”

“I was born an artist. I only fight because Uncle Sam says [ must.”

“At least you’re honest about it. Most of these guys strut around here
bragging about how tough they are.” She looked down at her hands and
frowned. “You should see the way they go on.”

“You should see them out there.” I nodded toward the beach. “It’s all
bravado until the bullets start flying. I can’t help noticing you’ve been
crying. Is this your first experience with combat?”

“Yes, but that’s not why I was crying.” She hesitated a moment before
continuing. “I recently lost someone close to me, so I'm still learning to live
without them.”

I could tell from the pain in her eyes that whoever she had lost was
more than just an acquaintance. “I’m sorry to hear that. You have my
condolences.” After a moment of silence, I got to my feet. “Well, I’ll leave
you to your thoughts. I just wanted to stop by and give you that drawing
and tell you that I hope things get better for you.”

“Lieutenant?” she asked as I moved away.

“Yes?”

“Thank you.” A flicker of a smile passed her lips.

“My pleasure. Oh, in case we ever meet again, you can call me Fred.” I
extended my hand toward her.

“Pleasure to meet you, Fred,” she said as her grip tightened around
mine. “Everyone around here calls me Rose. You can too if you like.”

“So Rose was a nurse?”

Mr. Carlisle’s expression softened at the thought. “Yes, she was. And a
damn good one too.”

“You said she lost someone close to her. Who was it?”

Mr. Carlisle took a breath before answering. “Her fiancé. He had been
killed at the Battle of Santa Cruz just the month before.”

Nora let out a gasp, unable to fathom the loss of a loved one at such a
young age.



“She was devastated by it, and she carried that grief with her throughout
the rest of the war.”

“I can’t imagine,” Nora said. “That must have been difficult for her to
continue treating wounded soldiers while dealing with her own heartbreak.”

Mr. Carlisle nodded in agreement. “But she was strong. Stronger than
most people I know.” He leaned back and gazed into the heavens, studying
the clouds as if they held the key to his memories. “I wish you could have
seen her. She had a way of brightening up a room with just her smile.”

Nora pictured Rose in her mind’s eye. “She sounds like a remarkable
woman.”

“She certainly was,” Mr. Carlisle said with a wistful sigh. “Which is
why I’ll never forget her.”

They sat in silence for a few moments, lost in thought about the past.
Finally Nora spoke up. “Do you think you’ll ever see her again?”

Mr. Carlisle looked at her, his expression full of longing. “I don’t know,
but I hope so. There are very few things I want to do before I die but seeing
her again is one of them. That way, I could die a happy man.”



Nora arrived home that evening to find a note from John taped to her front
door.

Brimming with excitement, she took a quick shower and donned her
beloved blue jeans and an off-the-shoulder blouse. Then she did her makeup
as fast as possible and fixed her hair.

On her way out, she checked her messages and saw that there was one
from her mom. She said it wasn’t urgent but wanted Nora to call her when
she got a chance. It would have to wait. She had more important matters to
attend to.

“You’re not yourself tonight,” John said after a lovely dinner.

Nora glanced away, that day’s conversation with Mr. Carlisle still on her
mind. “Sorry. I was just thinking.”

He sat down beside her on the porch swing and draped an arm over her
shoulder. “About what?”

“One of my patients—Mr. Carlisle,” she said. “He’s been telling me
about his time in the war. I never thought I’d be interested in that kind of
thing, but I find myself captivated.”

“Sounds fascinating.”

“It 1s. A few weeks ago, he painted this picture, and...” She put a hand
to her heart. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

John listened intently while she went on.



“But that isn’t the most incredible part. He told me he hasn’t painted in
fifty years. I can’t even begin to comprehend that.”

“That is incredible. He must have had some formal training, right? Art
school? Or perhaps he studied abroad?”

She shrugged, then turned to John. “At the risk of ruining what has been
another lovely evening, there’s something I need to ask you.”

He set his beer on the ground and gave her his full attention. “I’m all
ears.”

Taking a deep breath, she continued. “This... thing we have between us
—where do you see it going?”

He smiled. “That depends on you.”

“Me?”

“Look, Nora.” He took her hand in his. “I don’t know about you, but
these last few weeks have been some of the best of my life. It might sound
clichéd, but you’re a breath of fresh air. It’s true I wasn’t looking to meet
someone, but sometimes these things just happen. And I know you said you
just got out of a messy relationship and don’t want to jump into anything
serious, and I respect that, but the truth is I can’t stop thinking about you.”

His words left her breathless.

“I’ve been thinking about you a lot as well.” She took a moment and
cleared her throat. “Perhaps now is a good a time to tell you the whole story
of why I moved here.”

She turned and stared into the darkness, gathering her thoughts.
“Growing up, I was of the belief that you met someone in school, fell in
love, got married, and lived happily ever after.” She held a brief smile then
let it fade. “There was this guy named Jeremy. We met in high school, dated
through college, and then a couple of years ago, he proposed to me.”

She played with the hem of her shirt, the scene embedded in her
memory. “I’d gone out with a couple of guys before him, but he was my
first real love. After we were engaged, things were great for a while. I took
a job at the hospital, and Jeremy went to work at a law firm in Birmingham.
But about six months into our engagement, something changed. 1 didn’t
notice it at first. He started working odd hours, staying at his firm’s
apartment in the city on weekends... I thought it was all just part of the job.
Little did I know he was cheating on me.”

The onrush of tears took her by surprise. Don t cry. Don t you dare cry.



“When I found out, I was devastated. We had been together for so long
that I’d forgotten what life was like without him. After I broke off the
engagement, everything spiraled out of control. Word of our breakup spread
like wildfire, and everywhere I went, whispers followed me. So I moved in
with my grandmother for a while just to get away from everything.”

John squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. What
made you finally decide to leave home and strike out on your own? That
couldn’t have been easy.”

She shook her head. “No. It wasn’t. Believe it or not, it was something
my grandmother said to me while I was staying with her. She said that
although I couldn’t see it, my breakup with Jeremy was the best thing that
could have happened to me. Gran was never a fan of his. But she also said
that if I wanted to move on and start over, I’d need to look beyond the
limits of Trafford. A few days later, I came across an opening for a job at
Belle Haven, and 1 thought what the hell, so 1 applied, and the rest is
history.”

“That’s quite a story.” John turned his gaze toward two fireflies lighting
up the night sky. “You’ve mentioned your grandmother before. I take it the
two of you are close?”

She nodded. “Gran and I have this... unspoken connection. I don’t
know why, but she took a strong liking to me when I was very young. My
mom says it’s because I'm the only granddaughter, but I feel there’s
something else between us, that perhaps we’re kindred spirits.” Then Nora
thought of Pap and dropped her eyes. “But she’s not the same woman I once
knew, not since Pap died.”

“How long were they married?”

“Forty-eight years. Growing up I thought Gran was invincible. Even
when life seemed to get everyone else down, she always had a smile on her
face and a word of encouragement for whoever needed it. But now... It’s
like she’s broken, and the worst part is there’s nothing I can do to fix it.”

John stayed quiet until Nora finished speaking, then said, “I learned
many years ago that things are always darkest before the dawn. Maybe in
the case of your grandmother, her dawn is just over the horizon.”

His words lifted her spirits. “Thank you. You always seem to know
exactly what to say to make me feel better.”

“You’re welcome. And thank you for sharing your story with me. I
know that wasn’t easy. And just so you know”—his dark, piercing gaze



connected with hers—"no one, especially someone as kind and wonderful
as you, deserves to be treated that way.”

Nora’s heart gave a flutter of anticipation, and for a moment she thought
he was about to kiss her—but something seemed to stop him from doing so.
Maybe he was keeping a secret of his own. Regardless, the moment passed,
and though part of her was let down, something inside Nora had shifted,
and for the first time since the breakup, she felt as if she was ready to love
again.



While Nora contemplated her next move with John, she wanted desperately
to learn more about Mr. Carlisle’s artistic background. The fact that he
could produce a portrait like the one of Rose without having touched a
brush in decades astounded her, which led her to believe he must have had
at least some professional instruction along the way.

Standing in Mr. Carlisle’s room, her gaze fixed on the portrait of Rose,
Nora asked him where he’d learned to paint.

“When I was in high school, I was fortunate enough to have an art
teacher that recognized my potential,” he said. “Mrs. Hall was her name.
She took me under her wing and gave me a few pointers that helped refine
my skills.”

“So no formal training?”

He shook his head, and Nora opened the windows to allow a gentle
breeze into the room, then adjusted the flowers in the vase.

“Did you ever try to pursue a career in art? You’ve certainly got the
talent for it.”

“Briefly, but it never amounted to anything.” He sighed deeply as his
eyes took on a faraway look. “I always dreamed of having my work in one
of those fancy New York galleries alongside the likes of Sargent or Cassatt,
but it wasn’t to be.”

“There’s still time.”

“I appreciate your optimism, Miss. Dawson, but I’'m afraid my time has
come and gone.”



Later that afternoon, Nora and Mr. Carlisle stopped at the pond to feed the
ducks, then grabbed an ice cream from the cafeteria and sat in the shade
beneath the awning. The last time they’d spoken, Nora got the impression
his story of Rose was just beginning, and she could only speculate where it
would go next.

“So what happened after that first meeting with Rose?” Nora asked.
“Did you see her again?”

“Sure I did.” Mr. Carlisle wiped the corners of his mouth before going
on. “As our lines advanced east into Tunisia, casualties mounted. The
farther we pushed the Germans, the fiercer the fighting. When I wasn’t on
the front line, which was seldom, I caught glimpses of Rose, mostly in
passing. Unfortunately”—he turned to Nora—*“when you’re at war, there
isn’t much time for social calls. But we still said hello to one another and
were friendly when we talked.”

Nora felt a twinge of disappointment. “And here I was thinking you and
Rose had some grand love affair.” She took a bite of ice cream and kicked
herself for letting her imagination get the better of her.

Mr. Carlisle glanced at her as his lips curled into a rascally smile. “Who
says we didn’t?”

DECEMBER 1942

“What happened to you?”

The voice was familiar, and as my eyes adjusted to the bright light in
the room, I found myself staring into a familiar face—Rose.

“Mortar,” I muttered, struggling to remain conscious.

“Don’t worry, Lieutenant,” she said with a sense of urgency. “You’re
safe now. We’re going to take good care of you.”

When I woke again, night had fallen, and an unfamiliar sense of peace
blanketed the room. I noticed the thick bandage wrapped around my
shoulder, and it brought back what had happened. Once I cleared the fog
from my head, I sat up and searched for something to drink.

“Excuse me, miss.” I stopped a passing nurse. “Could I trouble you for
some water?”



She smiled warmly and poured me a glass before asking if there was
anything else she could do for me.

“Yes. Is Rose still here? I’d like to thank her for taking such good care
of me.”

“Her shift ended a little while ago, Lieutenant, but let me see if I can
find her.”

A few minutes later, Rose appeared. She was still in uniform, but her
auburn hair was down, cascading over her shoulder. “I’m glad to see you’re
awake, Lieutenant. You’ve been out for hours. How’s the shoulder?”

“Hurts like hell,” I said. “But I'll survive.”

She checked the bandages. “It’ll be painful for a few days. Might even
mean you have to give up sketching for a while. But the good news is we
were able to remove the shrapnel, so you should be good as new in no
time.”

I breathed a sigh of relief.

“You’re lucky though.” She added a blanket. “Some of the other
companies in your regiment really took a beating. I’ve been in surgery since
ten this morning. What happened out there?”

Scenes of the ambush played inside my head. “We walked into a trap.” I
recounted the horrors of the day. “Honestly, I don’t know how I made it out
alive.”

“Well, you’re okay now.” A smile creased her face. “Dorene will be
working the night shift. She’ll get you anything you need.” She checked the
time. “My shift starts at six, so I’'m going to eat and get some shuteye, but
I’1l be back to check on you first thing in the morning. Until then, try not to
cause too much trouble.” She gave me a wink.

At dawn, Rose returned just like she promised.

“Did you get any sleep?” she asked.

“Very little. You?”

“Not much, but that’s nothing new. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep
since this whole thing began.” She forced a smile, but it was short-lived.

“Don’t worry,” I told her. “It’1l all be over soon.”

“I hope you’re right,” she said as she changed out my bandages.

“Listen, I wanted to thank you for taking such good care of me
yesterday. I’'m ashamed to admit I was frightened by the whole experience,
but your voice, the way you handled yourself, really set me at ease.”



“My pleasure. And there’s nothing to be ashamed of. You suffered a
serious wound that left untreated could have been fatal. Being frightened at
the prospects of your own mortality doesn’t make you any less of a man—
at least not in my eyes.”

“You’re right,” I said, relieved. “I hope you don’t take this the wrong
way, but if I had to be wounded, there’s no one else 1’d rather have taking
care of me than you.”

She blushed and looked away. “That must be the morphine talking.” She
checked the line.

“No.” I took her arm. “Ever since that day in the square when I first saw
you, I haven’t stopped thinking about you. You probably hear this all the
time, but I think you’re the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen.”

She cast a wary glance in my direction. “I appreciate the compliment,
Lieutenant, but—"

“Look, I know you’re hurting and that we’re at war, but that doesn’t
change the way I feel. And I was wondering”—I took a deep breath—*if
maybe I could take you out sometime... for coffee or dinner?”

She hesitated for a moment, and I wondered if I’d overstepped my
bounds. But then a sweet smile appeared on her lips. “That’s very sweet of
you, Lieutenant. But to be honest, I don’t know if I’'m ready for something
like that.”

“I understand.” I felt a slight twinge of disappointment.

“Tell you what—for now let’s just focus on getting you better. If and
when I decide the time is right for me to starting dating again, you’ll be the
first to know.”

As Nora waited for the next installment of the story, she had an idea she
wanted to run past John.

“Remember the woman from the painting?” she said one evening as
they walked to the park after dinner. “The one I was telling you about?

“Yeah,” he said, nodding along. “What about her?”

“I want to find her. She was someone Mr. Carlisle met during the war,
and I have a feeling they were in love.”

“Is that what he told you?”



“Not in so many words, but I just know. And if they were in love,” she
went on, connecting the dots inside her head, “that means something tragic
happened that has caused them to be apart for the past fifty years.”

John plodded ahead. “I hate to play devil’s advocate, but how do you
know Rose is even still alive? I mean, what if she died in the war? And even
if she didn’t, she must be in her eighties by now.”

Nora considered the odds. Knowing that the life expectancy for a
woman was seventy-seven years, if Rose was still alive, she was living on
borrowed time. Still, she had a feeling that Rose was out there, and that she
was destined to find her.

“I know it’s a long shot,” Nora conceded, “but this is something I’'m
passionate about.”

John ambled along, kicking pebbles, watching them tumble end over
end into the street. “Assuming she is alive, how do you propose to find her?
Do you have a mailing address, or at least a photograph?”

“No.”

“Hmm. What about an internet search—have you tried that?”

“Yes,” she replied despondently, “but without a last name or an address,
there wasn’t much I could find.”

John scratched his head. “I might have another idea, but it’s a bit of a
stretch. Some friends of mine own an art gallery not far from here. They
cater mostly to high-end clientele—local celebrities, politicians, country
music stars. I could see if they have any ideas.”

“Do you think they’d be willing to help?”

“Yes,” said John. “We go way back. Plus they owe me one.”

“That would be amazing. Thank you.” Nora marveled at how John
always seemed to have the right answers. “Wait. What if Rose isn’t local?
What if she’s in Seattle or New York—or worse, Australia?”

“That’s precisely why I think they could help. Stephanie and Owen have
a huge online following. I’'m talking worldwide. They probably have access
to tens of thousands of people if not more. Even in Australia.”
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On Saturday, John and Nora drove to Ravenswood to meet with Owen and
Stephanie Langley. As they arrived at the antebellum-style mansion, Nora
gasped at the sight before her. Even from the parking lot, she saw grand
columns, a wide porch, and two soaring chimneys. Giant oak trees hundreds
of years old provided shade around the house, contrasting with lush fields
of Indian grass that stretched for miles in every direction.

They stepped out of the car to admire the view before heading up a
brick sidewalk connecting the parking lot to the front porch. As they
approached, an attractive woman with dark hair opened the door and
welcomed them inside.

“You must be Nora,” she said with a friendly smile. Stephanie’s
sapphire earrings sparkled in the light of the chandelier. “John has told me
so much about you.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Stephanie.” Nora admired the spacious foyer
filled with expensive oil paintings. “This place is amazing.”

“I see we have company.” A tall, thin man with dark hair descended the
staircase and introduced himself as Owen.

“Nice to meet you, Owen,” said Nora. “I was just telling your wife what
a lovely place you have. It’s like something from a magazine.”

“Thank you,” he said kindly. “I still pinch myself every morning to
make sure I’m not dreaming.” He gave a lighthearted laugh. “I’m not sure if
Stephanie mentioned it, but the gallery also doubles as a reception hall. We
host intimate parties, rehearsal dinners, weddings...” He turned and winked
at John.



“Okay, why don’t we let these ladies talk.” John put an arm around
Owen’s shoulders and led him away, leaving Nora with Stephanie.

“Men.” Stephanie rolled her eyes, then showed Nora to her office.

The walls were lined with bookcases stacked full of leather-bound
novels, and lush potted plants sat in every corner. Stephanie poured two
glasses of tea from an ornate carafe, handed one to Nora, and they settled
into their seats. “Tell me more about this woman, the one from the painting.
John mentioned she’s a friend of one of your patients?”

“Yes. Her name is Rose,” Nora replied. “My patient, Fred Carlisle, met
her during the war. Fred has been a patient at Belle Haven for seven
months, and until recently, he’s been something of a recluse. Then a few
weeks ago, he shocked everyone by painting a beautiful portrait of Rose,
and I don’t know—something about it has captivated me.”

Stephanie leaned forward in her chair, her eyes lit up with intrigue.

“I’m still learning about what happened to them,” Nora went on. “I take
Mr. Carlisle for walks, and he tells me about his time in the service.
Anyway, to make a long story short, Mr. Carlisle is sick, and no one knows
how much time he has left. Perhaps it’s that or the fact that I feel connected
to Rose in some way, but I feel compelled to find her, to reunite the two of
them before it’s too late.”

Stephanie set down the glass and straightened in her chair. “I can
certainly understand your desire to do so,” she said warmly, “and the sense
of urgency. If you don’t mind me asking, what does Mr. Carlisle think of
your plan?”

Nora stared into her glass while she considered her question. “He and 1
haven’t really discussed it yet. [ was hoping to surprise him.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Stephanie’s mouth. She stood and
pointed at her copy of The Notebook on the shelf behind her. “I’m a sucker
for a good love story. Besides”—she returned to her seat—"“love and art go
hand in hand. Assuming this is something Mr. Carlisle wants, I think Owen
and I would like to be a part of it. How can we help?”

Her generosity threw Nora for a loop. “That’s wonderful. Thank you.
John says you have a large online presence. Since we don’t know where she
lives or if she’s even alive, we thought perhaps we could take some pictures
of the painting and distribute them to your followers. Maybe we’ll get
lucky, and someone will recognize her.”



Stephanie smiled as though she had just gained access to a secret
treasure chest. “Tell you what. I have a better idea.” She leaned back in her
chair, lacing her hands in front of her. “It just so happens that Owen and I
have been tossing around the idea of hosting a summer event highlighting
local artists. Based on what you’ve told me, it sounds as if Mr. Carlisle’s
work might fit in nicely with what we were thinking. I don’t know if John
told you, but Owen’s a history buff, so this is right up his alley. But we’ll
need more than just the one painting.” Her eyes widened with curiosity. “I
assume there are others?”

Nora’s heart sank. “I don’t know, but I can find out.”

Stephanie flipped open her planner. “We were thinking sometime in
August for the exhibit. Why don’t I give you a few days to see what you
can come up with, and then we can regroup and talk about next steps?”’

“Perfect.” Nora figured that should give her plenty of time. “And thank
you. This really means a lot.”

“My pleasure. Anything for a friend of John.”

When they’d finished their tea, Stephanie gave Nora a tour of the
grounds.

“I don’t mean to pry,” Stephanie said as they made their way along a
dirt path at the edge of the woods, “but what’s the story with you and
John?”

Nora reached up and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Story?”

“It’s just that when he called, he mentioned you were friends. Forgive
me if I’ve misread the situation, but I get the impression there’s more to it
than that.”

A wave of heat made its way up Nora’s neck. “What gave it away?”

An amused expression quirked Stephanie’s mouth. “Call it woman’s
intuition.”

“I didn’t realize it was that obvious.”

“It isn’t. But in all the years I’ve known John, I’ve never heard him talk
much about women, much less bring any around.” She stopped beneath the
shade of an oak. “He’s not like most men, if you haven’t already noticed.
John appreciates privacy and is careful about who he lets get close to him.”

“Is that why no one seems to know much about him?”

Stephanie’s eyes flicked toward the ground before she laughed
nervously. “Probably. I think most of it stems from him being a Patree.” She



locked eyes with Nora. “Between you and me, I think he’s afraid that
people will expect things from him if they find out who he really is.”

Aware that Stephanie was sizing her up, Nora chose a diplomatic
approach. “Oh, I can understand that, which is why I’m thankful that ’'m an
independent woman. Financially speaking, I never want to have to depend
on a man.”

A crooked smile quirked up one side of Stephanie’s mouth. “I know
what you mean.”

As they resumed their walk, Stephanie’s eyes were drawn back to the
house. “Do you have plans to stay—in Brentwood, I mean? John said you
were only here until November.”

“That all depends on whether the hospital extends my contract.”

Stephanie nodded thoughtfully before flashing Nora a warm smile as
they reached the porch. “Well, in any event, welcome to the area, and if you
ever need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

After thanking Stephanie for the tour and for agreeing to help get the
word out about Rose, Nora was asked if she could do Stephanie a favor.

“Of course,” she replied, wondering how she could possibly say no.

“Please take care of John. Not only is he one of my best friends, but he’s
such a wonderful man.” She smiled sympathetically. “After everything he’s
been through, Owen and I just want to see him happy.”

“Of course,” said Nora. But in the back of her mind, she was starting to
think she wasn’t the only one with baggage after all.



After Monday morning rounds were over, Nora jammed two quarters into
the vending machine slot and pressed the button. When the pack of peanut
M&M’s clattered down into the tray, she scooped them up, then tucked
them into her pocket before anyone else could see.

As soon as the coast was clear, she snuck into Mr. Carlisle’s room.

“What are you up to?” He cast a look of suspicion in her direction.

With a sly smile, she sank into the chair beside him and pulled out the
M&M’s from her pocket. “Here. These are for you.”

He eyed her uncertainly. “Why do 1 get the feeling you’re trying to
butter me up?”’

“Because I am. Mr. Carlisle, what if I told you I could make one dream
of yours come true and possibly a second?”

He threw back a handful of M&M’s. “I’m listening,” he said as he
chewed.

“John and 1 were talking this weekend, and we have an idea. Some
friends of his own an art gallery not far from here. It’s a lovely place. In
fact, we met with them Saturday, and they’re thinking of hosting a summer
exhibit featuring local artists. I told them about your painting of Rose, and
they’re interested in showcasing your work.”

Up went his eyebrows. “Go on.”

“And while it isn’t exactly New York or Chicago, it’s a start.”

Mr. Carlisle appeared to be thinking. “My work in a gallery?”

“Yes. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?”

“It 1s, but... You mentioned two dreams.”



“Right.” She paused, taking a breath before going on. “If everything
goes according to plan, having your work on display will help get the word
out about Rose. I want to find her for you, Mr. Carlisle... If you’ll allow
me.”

“Do you think you can?”

“I don’t know, but I want to try.”

To Nora’s astonishment, Mr. Carlisle’s eyes became moist with tears. “I
don’t know what to say.”

“Just say yes, and I will take care of everything.”

He nodded, then brushed the sides of his knuckles under his eyes. “But
what if Rose doesn’t want to see me? [ mean, it’s been a long time.”

“Sure she does. Who wouldn’t want to see an old friend?”

At last, he agreed. “All right. Let’s do it. Let’s find Rose.”

Elated, Nora hugged his neck and thanked him for the opportunity. Now
there was nothing stopping her from finding Rose... except finding Rose.

“Oh,” she said as she stood. “There’s one more thing. I’'m going to need
a few more paintings—and quick. Do you think you’re up for it?”

He looked up at her and his eyes sparkled with a devilish glint. “Would
a dozen more be enough?”

“Sure, but I don’t think there’s time.”

Suddenly his expression changed; his smile turned sly.

“There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”

“The paintings I have from the war are hidden in my attic... There are
fourteen in all if memory serves. Some are of Rose, some of the men, some
of the places I visited...”

Nora was speechless. Was it true? Had they been there all this time
without anyone knowing? “Are you serious? You mean, they’ve been in
your attic this whole time?” Her mind reeled. “Do you think Suzanne and
Gloria would loan them to me... just until the exhibit is over?”

“You don’t need their permission,” he said. “But just in case, I’d better
call and tell them what’s going on.”

When Nora got home that evening, she let down her hair and checked her
messages. There was one from her mom and another from Gloria Delaney



—Fred’s daughter—asking Nora to call at her convenience.

She dialed the number right away.

“Mrs. Delaney, this is Nora Dawson returning your call.”

“Nora, thank you for getting back to me so quickly. I’ve been anxious to
speak with you. I received a call from my father this afternoon with the
most incredible story.” The excitement in her voice echoed through the
phone.

“Then I assume he told you about Rose.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, he did. Needless to say, I was shocked. Neither
Suzanne nor I have ever heard him mention her name.” She paused briefly,
then added, “But I’'m not surprised. Dad never really talked much about the
war. He kept that part of his life a secret from us... All of us. I always
assumed it was because of what he saw when he was over there, but now I
wonder.”

“By any chance, did he mention the artwork?”

“Yes, he did. But I’ve never seen it. Suzanne and I cleaned out most of
the attic a few weeks after Dad went to live at Belle Haven. We were afraid
if anyone discovered the house was vacant, they’d rob the place. Between
his Coheleach prints and Mom’s antique collection, there must have been a
couple hundred thousand dollars sitting in that attic.”

Nora could relate. Her uncle’s baseball-card collection, which turned
out to be worth a small fortune, had sat in a closet for almost five years after
he passed away.

“And you’re sure there were no paintings, maybe in a trunk or—"

“Like I said, Suzanne and I were all over that attic, but maybe we
missed them.”

Suddenly Nora was struck by an idea. “What if I came by and helped
look for them? I’'m off on Wednesdays and Saturdays, and Murfreesboro is
just a short drive from my place.”

“Well... Suzanne and I were planning to visit Dad for his birthday next
week. Yes, I think that would be fine.”

“Wonderful,” said Nora as a rush of excitement overtook her. “When
should I come by?”

“We get into town Tuesday afternoon, so Wednesday would work. Say
ten o’clock?”

“Yes, that’s perfect. See you then.”



With Nora spending Saturday afternoon shopping with her friends, John
met Stephanie for lunch at their usual spot.

“So what did you think of Nora?” he asked as he reached for the basket
of tortilla chips.

“I found her to be very charming. Smart too.” Stephanie took a sip of
tea. “It’s been a long time since you brought a woman around. That must
mean this one is special.”

John nodded. “And the funny thing is I knew it right away.”

“Love at first sight, huh?”” She cracked a grin. “How did you two meet
anyway?”

“It’s the funniest thing... She was out with her friends at Tootsie’s one
Friday night. I was at the bar, minding my own business, when she walked
right up and introduced herself. We talked, danced, and laughed like we
were old friends. It wasn’t until the next afternoon that I discovered she was
my neighbor.”

Her eyebrows shot to her hairline. “That’s a hell of a coincidence.”

“You’re telling me. It’s almost as if it was—"

“Fate?”

“I was going to say meant to be, but yes, fate.”

Their food arrived, and the conversation continued. “I haven’t felt this
way about someone in a long time, so I don’t want to do anything to screw
it up.”

Stephanie nodded. “If [ didn’t know any better, it sounds to me as if you
love her.” When John didn’t respond she asked, “Do you love her?”

Despite all John had going for him—good looks, wealth, and pedigree
—he had only ever been in love once in his life. Women had certainly come
and gone, but none of them had captured his heart the way Nora had.

“I do,” he answered without reservation.

Once the shock wore off, Stephanie asked, “Does she feel the same
way?”

That proved to be a more difficult question for him to answer.

“I don’t know. There’s chemistry, and we’ve grown closer of late, but
Nora’s last relationship ended with her heart being broken, so I’'m not sure
she’s ready to love again.”



“Well, just be patient, and don’t force it. No one knows better than us
what it’s like to have a broken heart, and how long it can take to heal.”
Stephanie finished her meal then and pushed her plate to the middle of the
table. “But the good news is Nora seems to be a wonderful person. I mean,
anyone who would go to the lengths she’s going to find someone for a
patient she hardly knows must have a tremendous heart, and you’re blessed
to have found her.”

On her day off, Nora made the short drive to Murfreesboro and parked on
the street in front of Mr. Carlisle’s home. The white Victorian house seemed
to stretch up to the sky and boasted turrets, a wraparound porch, intricate
woodworking, and a side yard filled with an array of colorful flowers and
neatly manicured shrubs.

Walking up the drive, Nora could almost picture Fred and Judy
spending countless hours together on the porch rockers, hands entwined as
they laughed, talked, and stargazed.

As she approached the front door, Nora was greeted by a middle-aged
woman who introduced herself as Gloria. Her sister, who had her mother’s
eyes, stood just behind her.

“It’s so nice to meet you both,” said Nora, stepping into the foyer. “I
apologize for barging into your lives like this. It must be strange to learn
that after all these years your father was hiding such a talent.”

“Yes, but equally intriguing,” said Suzanne. “Gloria and I both think so.
I’m afraid our father was—is—a very private man. He never really talked
much about his younger life with us. That’s not to say he wasn’t a good
father. He was wonderful. But—"

“What my sister is trying to say is that if there’s a chapter to Dad’s life
that we’re unaware of, we want to be a part of uncovering it,” Gloria said.
“I think it would make us both feel a little closer to him.”

They ushered Nora into the kitchen, where Gloria filled three glasses of
tea. Then they made their way to the back of the house, passing through a
paneled hallway to a cozy nook they affectionately called the Blue Room.

They settled onto a plush sofa, and Gloria began to talk about their
father’s move to Belle Haven.



“It broke our hearts when we told him we were moving him to a nursing
home.” A pained expression marred Gloria’s face. “How do you tell the
man who’s taken care of you your entire life—a man that is strong and
independent—that he can no longer live in the house he built with his own
two hands? I’m just glad Suzie was here.” She reached for her sister’s hand
and gave it a squeeze. “There’s no way I could have done that on my own.”

“I’'m sure that wasn’t easy.” Nora sympathized with them. “But you’ll
be happy to know he’s thriving at Belle Haven. Now that he’s painting
again, it’s given him a new lease on life.”

That brought smiles to the faces of Gloria and Suzanne.

“Tell me something, Miss Dawson,” said Gloria, “is Dad angry with us
for sending him to Belle Haven?”

Nora recalled the conversation with Mr. Carlisle in which he voiced his
concerns over the way his daughters had handled his move. “I don’t think
he’s angry,” she answered carefully. “I imagine he was confused at first, but
I think he understands that you all did it with the best of intentions.”

A relieved look washed over Gloria’s face.

When they had finished their tea, they showed Nora to the attic. Gloria
pulled the string, and down came a door with a ladder that unfolded to the
floor like a gentleman’s handshake.

“It can get a little warm up there this time of year,” she warned as a
wave of heat rushed down to meet them. “So we can’t stay long.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nora said, then climbed to the top. “We’ll be brief.”
Once she reached the top, she pulled the chain for the light and surveyed the
surroundings. The space was much larger than she expected. Gloria and
Suzanne joined her, and they agreed to split up and search opposite ends of
the room.

After a few minutes of searching, sweat dripped from Nora’s forehead,
mingling with dust and grime on the wooden floorboards.

“Any luck?” Gloria yelled across the room.

“Nothing yet. You?”

“Nada,” Suzanne responded.

Nora was about to give up when she remembered something Mr.
Carlisle mentioned: the place on the wall with a notch in the board. It
clicked into place all at once—the paintings weren’t hiding inside a trunk or
dresser. They were hidden behind the wall, in a secret compartment. It was



the only logical spot. After frantically searching for an opening, she finally
discovered a small crack between two boards.

A shiver ran down her spine as she knocked on the board and heard an
echo return to her.

“I think I might have found something,” she called out, and Suzanne
and Gloria hurried over. “Do you have something I could use to pry the
boards?”

Gloria disappeared and returned a moment later carrying a tire iron.
“Will this work?”

With excitement in their eyes, they watched Nora wedge the pointed
end between two boards that had been nailed to the wall. After a few
moments of prying and tugging, one flew off and clattered to the floor as a
gust of stale air rushed in.

Nora shined the flashlight into the darkness.

Staring back at her were the fourteen paintings and sketches, just as Mr.
Carlisle had predicted. They carefully removed them one by one and laid
them out on the living room carpet.

Gloria’s hand covered her mouth in shock while Suzanne’s eyes
brimmed with tears.

“You were right,” said Suzanne. “They’re beautiful. I still can’t believe
they were up here all this time.”

“Why did he keep this a secret from us?” Gloria asked.

“I don’t know,” said Suzanne, “but this Rose, whoever she was, must
have meant a great deal to Dad.”
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With the artwork in her possession, Nora phoned Stephanie to tell her the
good news.

“That was quick,” she said. “When can I see them?”

“I’m on my way there now.” Nora could hardly contain her excitement.
“See you in twenty.”

When she arrived, Owen carried the artwork inside and placed each
painting carefully on one table and laid out the sketches on another.

“These are wonderful.” He ran his hands over the canvases while his
eyes lit up with admiration. “I don’t know if Steph told you, but history is
my passion. I’ve been collecting pieces from the Second World War for
years, and these will tie in perfectly with my vision for this exhibit.”

“Will this be enough?”” Nora asked.

“More than enough,” said Stephanie.

They ordered lunch and talked about Mr. Carlisle’s work as they ate.
When Stephanie walked up to a painting of Rose sitting by an open
window, she gasped in awe. “This one’s my favorite. I can only imagine
what must have been going through Mr. Carlisle’s head when he painted
this.”

“Or hers,” Nora offered.

“You can tell they were in love,” Stephanie said softly, tracing her
fingertips over the brushstrokes. “Just look at the attention to detail; you
don’t get that kind of effort from an impartial third party. This was painted
by someone who loved his subject very much.” She stepped away from the
table and looked at Nora with wide eyes. “So how is the story coming
along?”



“Agonizingly slow,” she lamented.

“That’s the difference between the older generation and ours. To them,
patience is a virtue. To us, it’s an annoyance. We want things now.” She
snapped her fingers. “Isn’t that right, Owen?”

“Yes, dear,” he answered and rolled his eyes.

“But I have a feeling he’s building to a crescendo,” said Nora, hoping
her instincts about Rose were correct. She finished her salad and chased it
with a gulp of water. “Oh, I talked to Mr. Carlisle about the exhibit, and he’s
on board. He said whatever you wanted to do was fine with him.”

“Fantastic!” Stephanie beamed a smile. “Do you think he’d be
interested in sitting down and talking with me and Owen? We’d like to get
his thoughts on a few things. I’'m not sure if Owen told you, but we’ve
decided to make his work the centerpiece of the exhibit.”

“Really? He’ll be delighted. But I’ll need to check with Gail and with
his daughters. I promised I’d keep them in the loop.”

“Take your time. Owen and I will be out of town for the weekend, so
why don’t we reconnect early next week?” She reached for her calendar and
opened it.

While Stephanie searched for an open slot, Nora glimpsed a picture on
the bookshelf behind her. It appeared to be of Stephanie, Owen, and John,
taken when they were teenagers. And there was someone else—a girl with
long dark hair and green eyes.

“Is that you?” Nora gestured to the picture.

Stephanie looked over her shoulder. “Yes,” she said with a wistful
smile. “A hundred years ago. And that’s Owen, John, and... Charlotte. Can
you believe how long John’s hair was back then?” She shook her head.
“That picture was taken just before the start of our senior year. God, that
seems like a lifetime ago.”

“Charlotte? I’ve never heard John mention her before.”

Stephanie turned back to Nora. “She’s my sister,” she said, then
changed the subject. “So we were thinking August 15 as the date for the
exhibit. And I would really like it if Mr. Carlisle could be here in person to
talk to the patrons. Undoubtedly, there will be dozens of folks interested in
speaking with him.”

“I’1l see if he’s up for it. In the meantime, I’ll go ahead and request that
day off. I wouldn’t want to miss Mr. Carlisle’s moment in the sun.”



The afternoon sun was low in the sky as Nora and John jogged along a
winding path. Exhilarated by the unexpected cool breeze, she recounted her
experience in Mr. Carlisle’s attic and how Stephanie and Owen were
determined to give the artwork its deserved attention.

John smiled. “I knew they wouldn’t let us down. Those two have been
working together for years and know what they’re doing. The exhibit will
be incredible!”

“I still can’t believe you all grew up together... and that you’re still
close after all these years. How did the three of you wind up in Nashville
together anyway?”

“Well... It sorta just happened... by accident. But I'm glad it did,
because when I got here, I knew no one, so having Owen and Steph around
made the transition a lot easier.”

“That’s nice. I’'m glad you have them in your life. From what little I
know of them, they seem like good people.”

“Yes, they are. Well, I’ll see you later.”

They parted ways at the end of the drive, and as Nora walked up to the
front door, she heard the phone ringing inside.

“Mom... how are you?”

“Fine. Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s... great.” Nora paused to catch her breath. “Sorry, I just
got in from a run.”

“Oh. That sounds... exhausting. Did you go alone?”

“Um... no. John went with me.”

“Your neighbor?”

“Uh-huh.”

“The same neighbor who took you to dinner a couple of weeks ago?”

“One and the same.” Nora instantly regretting having mentioned his
name.

“Does John have a last name?”

Nora hesitated, heart racing, wondering if her mom would make the
connection. Kathleen wasn’t into politics, but she
watched Dateline regularly, so the odds were fifty-fifty. “Patree.” She
braced for the worst.

“Patree? Why does that sound familiar?”



Nora quickly changed the subject. “So how’s Dad? It feels like ages
since I’ve talked to him.”

“You know your father. He’s down at the dock piddling with the boat
lift again. I keep telling him it’s time to get a new one, but he insists it can
be fixed.”

A nervous laugh escaped Nora’s lips. She imagined her dad cussing
under his breath as he tried to disassemble the rusted contraption. “Yeah,
that sounds like him, all right.”

“Listen, the reason I called was to see if you were going to be able to
make it to Gran’s eightieth birthday party. We’re finalizing the guest list. |
know we talked about it before, but I wanted to make sure you hadn’t
changed your mind. Everyone is dying to see you.”

Nora knew that was her mom’s not-so-subtle way of telling her she’d
been away from home too long. “I’ve already asked for that weekend off so,
yeah, I’m planning on it.”

“Wonderful. Hey, here’s an idea... Why don’t you bring John with
you?”

Me and my big mouth. “Why on earth would I do that?”

“I just thought that since the two of you have been spending so much
time together, it might be nice to have him meet the family. Besides, it’d
give you someone your own age to talk to.”

Over the years, Nora had wondered if her mom hadn’t missed her
calling. She had a passive-aggressive way about her that would have been
well suited for a career in sales.

“I mentioned we’re only friends, didn’t [?”

“Yes, yes. Don’t read too much into it. It was only an idea.”

“I’1l think about it,” Nora said, ending the inquiry.

“Oh, I also wanted to tell you I ran into Erin the other day. She says
hello. How come you never mentioned she and Jeremy were seeing one
another?”

The back of Nora’s neck burned red-hot. “Must have slipped my mind.”

“Are the two of you still friends?”

“Why would you ask that?”

“I dunno. After talking to her, I got the sense that you might have had a
falling out.”

Nora let out a heavy sigh. “I’d rather not talk about it.”



“Well, not to add fuel to the fire, but the rumor is she and Jeremy are
engaged.”

The shock left Nora speechless. She and Jeremy had been together for
ten years before he popped the question—and now he was marrying Erin
after only a few short months. Her heart sank in her chest. “Engaged? But
they hardly know each other.”

“That’s what I said, but you know how these things go...”

“Apparently not.” It felt like a direct attack.

“I hear it’s going to be a fall wedding, which means invitations will be
going out soon.”

“But that’s in just a few months. Why the rush?” Then it dawned on her
that perhaps Erin was pregnant. Thats it/ That would explain why
everything seemed to be coming together so quickly. Serves her right. The
thought brought an involuntary grin to her face.

“I don’t know, but I’d keep an eye on your mail.”

“Ha. You don’t really think I’ll get an invite, do you?”

“Erin’s still your best friend, isn’t she?”

“Was,” Nora muttered.

“Nora Jean! You don’t mean that.”

“Yes, I do.”

“But you and Erin have been friends since... well, since as long as I can
remember.”

But the truth was Nora now hated Erin in much the same way she hated
Jeremy. They’d both betrayed her trust, stabbed her in the back, and as far
as she was concerned, she wanted nothing to do with either of them.

“Things change, Mom. People change. Isn’t that what you always say?”

“Yes, but I say a lot of things,” said Kathleen. “Look, the bottom line is
if she’s happy, then shouldn’t you be happy for her? I know what Jeremy
did to you was inexcusable, but you can’t let yourself be burdened with that
forever. Besides, you’ve moved on, haven’t you?”

The next evening during their walk, Nora asked John if he would be her
plus-one at Gran’s party. Her mom was right, Nora needed someone her age
to keep her company—and to keep Gran and her friends from feeling sorry



for her now that she was on her own. “I realize it’s a big step,” she said,
sensing some hesitancy, “so if you’re not comfortable or not ready, I
understand.”

“It’s not that. I’d love to come with you,” he said, then frowned. “But
I’m going to be in South Carolina that weekend.”

“Oh.” They walked on. “You know, for someone who’s trying to
distance himself from his family, you sure do make a lot of trips to see
them.”

“Yeah, well...” He lowered his eyes. “Sometimes we’re forced to do
things we otherwise wouldn’t.” He flashed an enigmatic smile that sent a
chill down Nora’s spine—something deep inside her sensing a hidden truth
behind those words.

Nora had suspected for some time that John was hiding something from
her. And while she wasn’t ready to call him a liar just yet, he certainly was
skilled at revealing only the parts he wanted her to see. Perhaps, she
thought, he was a better politician than he let on.



Between spending time with John, her job, and helping with the art exhibit,
Nora had neglected her new friends. So after work on Friday, the four of
them met at Shiloh’s to catch up over dinner and drinks.

“Where have you been hiding?” Annette asked. “I was just telling
Whitney I thought you might have gotten homesick and moved back to
Trafford.”

“Are you kidding? I love it here. I’ve just been busy, that’s all. I don’t
know if you heard, but Mr. Carlisle is going to be featured in an art exhibit
later this summer. I’ve been working with the gallery directors to make sure
everything stays on schedule.”

Whitney chimed in then. “This is the one at the old Ravenswood
Mansion, right?”

“Yes. How’d you know?”

“I’m on Stephanie’s mailing list.”

“Oh. I didn’t realize you were an art connoisseur.”

“I’m not, but my parents are. I bought a painting for them last year for
their anniversary, so I get a notification anytime there’s a new exhibit. By
the way, what did you think of the place? Isn’t it gorgeous? My dream is to
get married there someday.”

“That would require you to find a man first,” Annette teased.

“I’'m just glad to see that Stephanie is getting the word out,” Nora said,
cutting the tension. “John is the one who introduced me to her.”

“Speaking of John”—Annette raised an eyebrow in her direction
—*“how are things with you two?”

“Good, actually.”



“You sound surprised,” said Whitney.

“I don’t mean to come across as pessimistic,” said Nora. “Perhaps
cautiously optimistic is a better way to describe it. The truth is John seems
to be a great guy. It’s just... after the way things ended with Jeremy, I'm
trying to temper my expectations, so I don’t get my heart broken again.”

“That’s understandable.” Nikki rifled through a bowl of bar mix. “Take
it from me. I’m an expert in the field. I’ve had my heart broken more times
than I can count. And trust me, it never gets easier.”

Over dinner, Nora told them all about the exhibit and asked if they
would come and support Mr. Carlisle.

“For sure,” said Nikki. “I wouldn’t miss 1t.”

Whitney echoed the sentiment with a nod of her head and an assurance
that her parents would be in attendance as well. Annette added that if the
rest of his artwork was anything like the portrait of Rose, she couldn’t wait
to see it.

“Oh, 1t 1s,” Nora said. “The paintings are incredible, and so are the
sketches. I just can’t believe they were hidden away in his attic all those
years without anyone knowing about them.”

“Don’t you find that a little suspicious?” Whitney asked between bites
of steak. “I mean, I feel sorry for his late wife. I’d hate to think the man I
was married to would keep something like that from me.”

Nora shrugged and suggested maybe it wasn’t that he was hiding it from
them but rather from himself.

“Well, whatever the reason, I think it’s incredibly romantic.” Nikki drew
the napkin across her mouth. “I mean, imagine a man so in love with you
that he still feels that way after fifty years.” She swooned. “That’s what
every girl dreams of.”

“But that’s just the thing... I don’t know that he is in love with her,”
said Nora. “Or that he ever was. The only thing I know for sure is that they
met at the start of the war, and other than a handful of encounters, most of
them brief, I don’t know if it ever went any deeper than that.”

Whitney hailed the waitress. “Come on. There must be more to the
story. I mean, who goes to all the trouble of painting these unbelievably
beautiful pictures of someone they only met once or twice?”

“I'm sure you’re right,” said Nora. “But if he was in love her, what
happened that kept them apart all these years?”



After Friday night out with the girls, Nora spent the rest of the weekend
laboring in the yard. Now that the inside of the house was to her liking, she
wanted the outside to match.

After a quick trip to the local nursery, she and John planted several rose
bushes, a smattering of petunias and daffodils, then added a hanging basket
to the porch. Stepping back to admire their work, Nora was satisfied with
the way things looked.

“I wish Gran were here to see this.” She took off her gloves. “By no
means is it the sprawling garden she maintains, but it’s a start.” She filled
two glasses with lemonade and handed one to John. “Thanks for your help,
by the way. You’ve got quite the green thumb.”

John took a sip of lemonade then said, “I’m happy to do it. I don’t know
if I told you, but when I was in college, I spent several summers working
for a landscaping company.”

“You?” She had a hard time imagining him getting his hands dirty.

“Don’t act so surprised.” He moved to the porch and sat down on the
steps. “Ever since [ was a kid, I’ve enjoyed taking untouched pieces of land
and transforming them into something both beautiful and functional. I was
never any good at art or music, so I guess this is a way for me to express my
creativity.”

“Maybe you could use some of that creativity to help me come up with
a plan for the backyard,” she said. “That’s next on my to-do list.”

John chuckled. “I’1l see what I can do.”

When Nora returned to work Monday morning, Gail pulled her aside and
said she’d heard through the grapevine that Mr. Carlisle’s paintings were
going to be featured in an upcoming exhibit.

“Yes, that’s right,” Nora said. “I’'m so excited for him. Since we’re
talking about it, I’d like to request the fifteenth off if it’s not too much
trouble. That’s opening day for the exhibit. According to Stephanie, there
should be a large turnout, and I wouldn’t want to miss it. I also hope you
and Cecil can make it.”



“Yes, that should be fine, and we wouldn’t miss 1t.”

“There’s one other thing. The gallery owners would like to meet Mr.
Carlisle to discuss the format. They’ll also want him there on opening day.
Stephanie thinks there will be a lot of patrons who will want to meet him
and ask questions about his work. I told her I didn’t think it would be an
issue, but I’d have to check with you first.”

“It’s not standard policy.” Gail rubbed her chin. “But given the
circumstances, I think we can make an exception. So long as Mr. Carlisle is
okay with it.”

“Actually, ’'m on my way to speak with him now, so I’ll let you know.”

“So did you find the paintings?” Mr. Carlisle asked as they rode the elevator
to the first floor.

“Yes. We found them all—Gloria, Suzanne, and I. And the sketches
t00.”

The doors opened, and they stepped into the hall.

“The girls didn’t give you any trouble, did they?”

“No. They were very accommodating, especially considering 1 was
rummaging through your attic like a cat burglar.” She moved ahead and
pushed open the double doors. “Honestly, I think they enjoyed the
adventure more than me.”

“What did your friends at the gallery think?”

“They loved your work. In fact, Owen wanted me to tell you he’s going
to make you the featured artist, which means all your pieces will be set up
in the main gallery.”

“You’re joking.”

“No. Owen says your work is as good as anything he’s seen in New
York or Chicago.”

Mr. Carlisle shook his head in disbelief. “I never thought I’d live to see
the day my work would be featured in a gallery. I’ve dreamed it many
times, but never thought it would be a reality, especially at my age.”

“Well, believe 1t, Mr. Carlisle. The exhibit is on the calendar for the
fifteenth, and Stephanie will be sending out invitations soon.” They found
the bench beneath the shade of the willow tree and sat. “That reminds me...



Do you think you’ll be up for visiting the gallery next week? Stephanie and
Owen want to meet you and share with you their vision for the exhibit.”

“Will Gail allow 1t?”

“I cleared it with her this morning.” Nora tore a few pieces of bread
with the ends of her fingers and tossed them onto the water for the ducks. “I
also asked her about you being there opening day of the exhibit, and she’s
okay with that too as long as you’re up for it.”

He got a little teary-eyed then. “I don’t really know what to say. Before
you came along, I was resigned to thinking my life was over. But now...”
He bit back the tears. “What you’ve given me is a second chance, and ’'m
very thankful.”

“You’re welcome.” Nora had to hold back tears of her own.

“How will I ever repay you?”

“Tell you what: if you’ll finish telling me the story of you and Rose, I’ll
consider us even.”

A smile broke across his face. “Deal. Now where were we? Oh yes.” He
put a finger in the air. “Once we wrapped up operations in North Africa, we
sailed north and invaded the island of Sicily. After that, our attention turned
to the big invasion everyone knew was coming. We arrived in England in
November of that year, and as fate would have it, my company linked back
up with Rose’s medical unit.”

NOVEMBER 1943

“Lieutenant!”

I turned to the sound of a familiar voice. “Rose!” I was overjoyed to see
her.

Her face lit up when our eyes met, and she strode confidently toward
me. We hugged, then she pulled away and scanned me with an appraising
eye. “What are you doing here?”

“Same as everyone else—getting ready for the invasion. You look
good,” I said, admiring her golden tan.

She smiled gratefully at the compliment. “Thanks. You don’t look so
bad yourself. I see the shoulder healed up nicely.”

“Good as new, thanks to you.”

Without skipping a beat, she asked if I’d eaten lunch.

“Not yet. We just rolled into town.”



“Come on.” She took my hand and led me to a nearby mess tent, where
she introduced me to some of her friends before getting us two plates of
food. “So how have you been?”

“Well.” T felt so thankful to be in her presence once again. “I can’t get
over your tan. Surely you didn’t get that here in England.”

“No.” She shook her head. “We spent several weeks in Gibraltar before
coming here. The weather there was amazing.”

I watched her closely, noting that she was in better spirits than the last
time I saw her.

“Some days are better than others, but overall, I’'m doing okay. So...”
She cleared her expression. “Are you here for a while or just passing
through?”

“I think we’re here for the duration,” I told her.

A faint smile appeared. “Well, in that case, it will be nice to catch up.”
She raised her eyes, and in them I thought I detected something, a genuine
interest on her part.

After lunch, we took a walk down by the creek that meandered along
the edge of town, pausing beneath a tall elm tree as we watched birds
flitting through emerald-green leaves.

“It’s peaceful here, isn’t it?”

I took in the gorgeous scenery and the hypnotic sound of the babbling
brook. “Yes, it is. Do you come here often?”

“Almost every day,” she said, then fixed her gaze on the southern
horizon. “It’s hard to believe a war is raging over there.”

After a moment, she turned to me, fiddling nervously with her fingers.
“Listen, I'm glad you’re here. There’s something I want to ask you.” She
went on to explain that there was going to be a dance at the rec hall on
Friday night and asked if [ wanted to take her as my date. “You dance, don’t
you, Lieutenant?”

“Not very well,” I confessed.

The corners of her lips turned up in a light smile. “That makes two of
us. My mother says | was born without any rhythm. Still...” She rested her
gaze upon me. “It might be fun.”

Her proposal took me aback, but I wasn’t going to let the opportunity go
out with Rose slip by. “I’m game if you are.”

“Wonderful.” A relieved smiled spread across her face. “It starts at
seven. Why don’t I meet you there?”



“Sounds like a plan.” I could hardly believe my luck. “I’'m looking
forward to it.”

On the way back, Rose shared stories from her adventures since leaving
North Africa while I talked about our mission in Sicily. We compared battle
scars and laughed at near misses we’d both experienced during combat—
little anecdotes that made us appreciate these precious peaceful moments
even more.

After escorting Rose to the medical tent, I eased over to the barracks
and settled into my quarters. Only now there was a lightness about me,
something missing since this terrible war had begun. It wasn’t until I sat
there on the edge of my bed, thinking about my date with Rose, that it
dawned on me what it was: for the first time since this nightmare had
begun, | felt human again.

When I entered the rec hall, my attention was immediately drawn to Rose, a
vision of beauty in emerald. She was sitting at a table with some of the
other girls from her unit. Her newly-done hair was carefully pinned and
decorated with a red ribbon, and the white polka dots on her dress were like
stars in the night sky.

For a moment, I stood there in silence, admiring her beauty, wondering
what I had done to deserve the company of someone like her. Taking a deep
breath, I walked up to her, clutching the canary-yellow rose I’d plucked
from a garden on the way over.

“For me?”

“I hope yellow is okay.”

She nodded, smiling. “Will you pin it on?”

My hands trembled as I fumbled with the pin but managed to get it on
safely. “Wanna dance?”

We waltzed around the wooden floor for what felt like an eternity,
talking and laughing as we moved together in perfect harmony. When there
was a break in the music, we moved outside for some fresh air.

“I never knew dancing could be so tiring,” I said.

“Neither did 1.” She took a breath of the cool evening air and leaned
against the wall. “The girls seem to be enjoying themselves tonight.”



“The fellas too.” I peered through the window at them. “I’m glad. This
is the first real break they’ve had since we landed in Sicily.”

Rose’s smile slipped. “How was it?” she asked softly.

I took a moment, feeling the weight of her question. Closing my eyes, I
recalled images of blood-soaked earth, of limbs torn from young men like
rag dolls, of the sound of shells screaming toward us. “Difficult,” I said
finally, opening my eyes.

“I know what you mean.” The moonlight cast shadows across her face,
creating pockets of darkness beneath her eyes that hinted at sleepless nights.
“When I was in nursing school, I’d seen injured men before, but nothing
like this. When I close my eyes at night, all I see is their faces. All I hear are
their screams. They say it fades over time, but...” Her voice trailed off,
heavy with emotion.

I hadn’t really thought about it until that moment, but in some ways
what Rose experienced in the hospital was worse than what I saw on the
battlefield. My hand instinctively went to the scar on my jawline where a
bullet had grazed me during the last battle, and I wondered which was
worse—the dead or the dying.

“It’s funny,” I mused. “You spend months mentally preparing yourself
for what you think you might see, but no matter how hard you try, it pales
in comparison to reality.”

Her lips pursed as she nodded thoughtfully, and I knew we were both
reliving horrors in our minds. “How long do you think we’ll be here?” she
asked after a long pause.

“In England, or in Europe?”

“England, silly.”

“A few months, maybe longer.”

“And after that?”

After that? I tried hard to focus only on the now, to avoid getting caught
up in the prospects of tomorrow. I knew our odds of survival were low, but |
kept hope in my heart that one day, God willing, these struggles would be
behind us.

“It depends on who you ask,” I said, recalling all the stories I’d heard
about when we might be going home. “Some say we’ll be home by next
Christmas. Others think this could drag out for two or three more years.”

A deep frown creased her brow. “What do you think?”

I shrugged. “The sooner the better. I miss my old life.”




“Tell me about it—your life. What did you do before entering the war?”

I recalled the days leading up to enlisting. “I was planning to take a job
as an accountant while I built up a portfolio of artwork. What about you?
Were you a nurse before the war began?”

She nodded her head solemnly, her eyes shining with remembrance. “I
graduated from nursing school two days before the attack on Pearl. Much to
my family’s dismay, I joined right away.”

“That was brave of you.”

“I don’t feel brave,” she said. “Most days I feel helpless.”

I reached out to touch her arm, my fingers brushing against her skin as I
tried to convey my understanding. “You’re anything but helpless, Rose.
You’re doing everything you can, and you’re making a difference.”

A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “Thank you. You don’t
know how much I needed to hear that.”

For a long moment, we sat there in silence, looking up at the stars as the
music from the rec hall played in the background. Suddenly, I felt a sense of
peace, a lull in the chaos of war. I looked over at Rose and wondered if
she'd made the same silent wish as me—that one day this would all be over,
and we'd be free to move on with our lives. Before I could finish my
thought, she turned to me and smiled. And it was in that moment that I felt
something indescribable—the realization that our lives were suddenly filled
with fragile possibilities.

When the dance ended, we left the rec hall and strolled toward the
center of town.

“I had a wonderful time tonight,” she said as we passed beneath the
glow of the streetlight. “You’re a better dancer that you let on. I hope I
didn’t disappoint you.”

“Never.” We moved ahead, feeling the crunch of gravel beneath our
feet. “Your mother was wrong, by the way,” I told her. “You have plenty of
rhythm.”

She flashed a bashful smile. “I’ll have to tell her you said so.” We
walked on a few steps before she asked, “Do you believe in fate,
Lieutenant?”

“I don’t know, but if it brought me to you, then maybe I do.”

She smiled, and it was as if the sun had come out from behind a cloud.
“Well, I do. And I think it was fate that brought us together that day in the
square. For what reason, I don’t know, but I think it was. Well, this is me.”



She came to a stop outside a small white cottage. “I’d invite you in for
coffee, but ’'m staying with a family.”

I fought disappointment, wanting nothing more than to steal another
hour with her. “I understand.” I took a step closer, and in the moonlight, our
eyes met. My heart pounded in my chest as I reached up to brush a strand of
hair from her face. The moment seemed timeless; an electric longing
coursed through me, a feeling that had been building all night. It was as if
we were suspended in time in a moment that would be etched into my
memory forever.

Rose didn’t pull back, her eyes locked on mine, and it was all the
invitation I needed. Leaning forward, I pressed my lips to hers in a gentle
kiss, and it felt like the world disappeared beneath our feet. It wasn’t
passionate or heated; it was soft and meaningful, an acknowledgment of the
connection we shared.

When I pulled away, her eyes were closed, and her lips were parted. I
wanted to pull her close again and fall into a whirlwind of desire. Given our
situation—living in a time where every moment could be our last—I didn’t
know if we’d ever get another chance like this. But a light came on inside,
snapping me back to reality.

“I should go,” I said softly, my hand still resting on her cheek.

She opened her eyes, and there was something in them that made my
heart ache. “I wish you could stay.”

“So do I.” I had to summon every ounce of strength in me not to give in
to her plea. “Can I see you tomorrow?”

“You’d better.”

As we said our goodbyes and she disappeared into the cottage, I knew
that this war had brought both horror and unexpected joy into my life. One
day it would be over. But for now I would hold on to every moment with
Rose, hoping it would be enough to see me through.



CLa{m Cidtzen
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“Is something on your mind, Miss Dawson?” Fred asked one afternoon.

“As a matter of fact, there is,” she answered as she plodded along the
hallway between the pool and the library.

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with that ex of yours, would it?”

“Sort of. Remember how I told you he and my former best friend were
dating? Well, now they’re engaged.” Her shoulder dropped with a sigh. “I
was talking with my mom the other day, and she thinks it’s time for me to
forgive Erin. What do you think?”

Mr. Carlisle pondered for a moment before giving his response. “That
depends. Do you want her in your life?”

Nora considered his question, thinking that despite the anger, she
missed having Erin to talk to. “I don’t know. Maybe Mom is right. I mean, I
can’t stay mad at her forever, can [?”

“You could, but it wouldn’t do you any good,” said Mr. Carlisle. “Take
it from me... Not being able to let go of something—even something as
painful as betrayal—will only end in misery. Besides, I suspect your anger
lies with Jeremy and not Erin.”

Nora quietly contemplated his theory while they rode the elevator to the
second floor. When the doors opened, they turned left and started down the
hall.

“I’'m going home this weekend,” she said. “It’s Gran’s birthday, and I
want to be there to surprise her.”

A grin creased his face. “How old will she be?”

“Eighty. Mom and Dad are throwing a party for her at the lake house,
and since I haven’t been home since this move, it only seems right that I



should be there.”

“You’re very thoughtful,” said Mr. Carlisle as they entered the common
room. “Your grandmother is lucky to have you in her life.”

“I’'m the lucky one,” she said. “Besides, it’s the least I can do for the
woman who practically raised me.”

They found a couple of empty chairs and sat near the window,
observing a thunderstorm building in the western sky.

“So what happened after that first kiss?” Nora asked. “Did you and
Rose become a couple?”

He nodded, his expression turning serious. “Yes, for a while... until the
day she received a letter in the mail.”

DECEMBER 1943

A couple of weeks before Christmas, I was on my way back from
headquarters when I spotted Rose sitting on a bench near the creek. Her
face was pale and drawn, her eyes puffy and red rimmed. She held a
crumpled letter in her hands.

I approached her slowly, trying to make as little noise as possible.
“Rose, what’s wrong?”

She handed me the letter without looking up. The words were blurred
from tears, but I made out enough to understand that she was being
reassigned to a new unit in Cornwall. I returned the letter and sat down
beside her. “When do you leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. Fred, what am I to do?”” She laid her head on my
shoulder. “I don’t want to leave the girls—or you.”

“Neither do I want you to leave.” My heart was breaking. “Not that it
counts for much, but I’'m going to miss you, Rose. I feel like we were just
getting started.”

“So do I.” She gave me a wistful smile. “I take back what I said about
fate. Surely fate wouldn’t be cruel enough to bring us together only to rip us
apart.”

I considered that. “Fate is a two-way street. Sometimes it giveth and
sometimes it taketh away. But I don’t think this is the end of us,” I said,
clinging to a shred of hope. “We were separated before and look at us now.
We’ll find each other again. I just know it.”



My words brought a smile to her face, and although I had my doubts, I
held on to the belief that someday, somewhere down the line, she and I
would be us again.

We talked for a while longer, holding hands and watching the sun go
down. When it was time for her to leave, I walked her back to her barracks,
not wanting to let her go. As we stood outside, she turned to face me, her
eyes shining with unshed tears.

“I don’t want to say goodbye.” Her voice broke.

“Then don’t.” 1 cupped her face in my hands. “Let’s just say see you
later instead.”

She nodded, and I leaned in to kiss her. We stayed like that for what felt
like hours, lost in each other, until we finally pulled away.

“I have to go,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I have to pack.”

“I know.” I took her hand and kissed it. “Take care of yourself, Rose.
And remember, thought time and space may separate us, we’re never more
than a heartbeat away.”

“The next day, she left. And just like that, our romance was over before it
ever got started.”

Nora’s cheeks were wet with tears, her heart heavy in her chest. “Just...
like that? Tell me that i1sn’t the end,” she choked out.

Mr. Carlisle handed her a napkin to dry her eyes.

“For the next few months, we wrote letters to one another religiously,”
he said softly, “until D-Day. After that, I didn’t hear from her again for a
very long time.”

Later that evening, Nora had dinner at John’s place, and then they curled up
on the couch and watched a movie. Afterward, they went to the backyard
and lay in the hammock, looking up at the night sky filled with a sea of
stars.

“Do you ever wonder how many people have gazed at these stars?” he
asked thoughtfully.



Nora raised her eyes to the heavens, taking in the twinkling lights. “I
can’t say that the thought has ever crossed my mind. But I suppose every
person, at one time or another, has looked at them.”

“Fascinating, isn’t it—how, even over millennia, we’re connected to
those who’ve come before us, and those who will follow in our footsteps.”

The truth was she didn’t exactly find it fascinating, not at first. But the
longer she thought about it, the more the idea grew on her. Nora rolled her
head to the side and looked at John. And in his eyes she saw for the first
time a man she could spend the rest of her life with.

“What is 1t?” He caught her staring at him.

“I was just thinking.” She curled into his chest.

“About what?”

“You. Me. Us.”

He put her arms around her and held her close to him. “What about us?”

“I was just imagining what we’d look like when we were older.”

He smiled warmly and spoke gently. “I’d still have my devilishly
handsome good looks,” he said. “And you’d be just as gorgeous as ever.”

His words melted her heart, and she kissed him tenderly. “I wish you
didn’t have to go to South Carolina this weekend. I think you’d enjoy
meeting my family.” She thought of her mom, dad, and Gran. No doubt
they’d be impressed with John.

“I’'m sure I would,” he said, looking glum. “I’m sorry too. If there was
any other way...”

“Can’t you just go next weekend?” She was clinging to a shred of hope
that he would change his mind.

“I’'m afraid it isn’t that simple.”

Nora’s heart was telling her there was more to the story, but instead of
grilling him further, she decided to stop. After all, they were at that point in
their relationship where they needed trust, not suspicion. And although they
hadn’t verbally expressed it yet, she knew he loved her. And she loved him
too.

“Tell me more about your grandmother.” He looked up to the heavens.
“What was she like when you were growing up?”

“Gran was a firecracker.” Nora chuckled, thinking of all the fun they
had. “When I was nine, Dad took a job in sales, which meant he spent a lot
of time on the road. Mom worked long hours at the law firm, so she relied



on Gran and Pap to pick me up from school and take care of me until she
got off work.”

“That must have been hard,” said John. “Being away from your parents
for long stretches of time.”

“At times, but I loved spending time with my grandparents. Gran had
this garden, you see, and for a long time it was my favorite place in the
whole world. I’d spend hours out there talking to the flowers and the
butterflies, imagining they were my friends. And when I grew tired of that,
Gran would serve tea in beautiful cups, and we’d play board games for
hours. Oh, the fun we used to have.”

“It sounds as if you have many wonderful memories there.”

She nodded, recalling fondly days gone by. “I wouldn’t trade those
memories for anything in the world.”

“Well, you’re lucky. I hardly saw my family growing up, even my
extended family. They were always on the campaign trail. My childhood
consisted of butlers and housekeepers. For the longest time I thought Mrs.
Devereaux—the nanny who took care of me—was my mother.”

“That’s sad.”

He shrugged it off. “It wasn’t all bad. I got to travel a lot, eat at the
finest restaurants, see the most amazing sights. But enough about the past. I
want to concentrate on the present.” He rolled onto his side, and his eyes
bore into hers until she felt like she was going to melt. “I’ve been thinking.”
His voice was low and sultry, and he entwined his fingers with hers. “About
you. In fact, I can’t stop thinking about you. Nora, would you be offended if
I said I loved you?”

Her stomach fluttered and her heart raced. A wave of emotions washed
over her—fear, excitement, relief—but more than anything, a feeling of
reassurance that this man lying beside her could make everything okay.

She shook her head as a smile made its way onto her lips.

“Then I do. I love you.”

“And I love you,” she replied, feeling light as a feather.
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After work the next evening, Nora gassed up the car and drove to Trafford.
As she pulled into her parents’ driveway and shut off the engine, a wave of
nostalgia hit her. Home sweet home. Her mom stood out on the porch
wearing a yellow sundress, her arms spread wide with excitement as if Nora
had just come back from a long journey.

Nora grabbed her bag from the trunk and hurried to greet her. Kathleen
drew her into an embrace so tight it felt like she was afraid Nora might
disappear again.

“Hey there, darling. How are you?”

“I’'m fine, Mom. It’s good to see you.”

Kathleen let go and beamed at her. She ran her hands down Nora’s arms
as she looked her over. “Gosh, just look at you. Have you gotten taller? You
seem taller. And what have you done with your hair? It looks almost blond.”
She twirled a strand of Nora’s sun-bleached locks between her fingers and
laughed.

Nora smiled through the embarrassment and glanced past her into the
foyer, where her dad stood watching them with a proud grin stretched
across his face. He opened his arms as she walked in and hugged her close
before planting a kiss on top of her head.

“Hi, Daddy,” she said as they parted. “How are you?”

“I’'m fine, doodlebug,” he said. “It sure is nice to see your smiling face
again. How was the drive?”

“Longer than I remember,” she said with a sigh.

“Well, you look good,” Mom said with a warm smile as she shut the
door. “You must be running a lot. Are you hungry? I made your favorite—



fried chicken with homemade mac and cheese. And there’s banana pudding
for dessert.”

“Great.” Nora felt a little spoiled. “I’'m starving. Just give me a few
minutes to get settled and I’1l be right down.”

She climbed the creaky stairs to her old room and dropped the bag on
the bed. It had been almost five years since she’d lived in that house, but it
felt more like twenty. A strange feeling filled her chest as she took in
familiar sights and smells.

Once she’d freshened up, Nora headed back down to join her parents in
the kitchen for supper.

“I see you decided to come alone.” Kathleen spooned out a helping of
mac and cheese onto each plate. “I was sort of hoping John would come
with you.”

“He was going to, but he’s in South Carolina this weekend.”

“What’s in South Carolina?”

Nora ate a bite of mac and cheese, then used the napkin to dab at the
corners of her mouth. “Some big family event.” It was easier to lie than tell
the truth. “But he sends his regards and promises to be here next time.”

“So how’s everything else going?” Bill asked from across the table. “Is
your car still running good?”

Nora nodded. “Runs like a dream. I just had the oil changed and the
tires rotated last week.”

Bill gave a satisfied smile. “What about work? Have they offered you a
full-time position yet?”

“Bill.” Kathleen nudged him with her elbow.

“It’s all right.” Nora had grown accustomed to her dad’s battery of
questions. “To answer your question, no. [ haven’t received a full-time offer
yet. But given my success with Mr. Carlisle and the fact that I’ve exceeded
Gail’s expectations, I think it’s only a matter of time.”

“Speaking of Mr. Carlisle,” said Kathleen, “when is the exhibit you
were telling me about?”

“In a few weeks. He’s really excited, and so am I. Actually, we all are—
me, John, Stephanie, and Owen. We’ve put in a lot of work getting
everything organized.”

“Well, your dad and I are proud of you.” Kathleen beamed. “I think a
project like this is exactly what you needed to get your mind off things. And
in the process, it sounds like you’ve made a few friends.”



That night as Nora lay in her old bed, staring up at the ceiling, her thoughts
drifted to John and what he must be doing in South Carolina. To hear him
tell it, he wanted to distance himself from his family, to be his own man, yet
once a month it seemed he was there. Something didn’t add up. As she
tossed around the possibilities in her head, those old feelings of suspicion,
the same ones she’d had about Jeremy leading up to his infidelity, crept in.

The next morning, Nora woke early to help her parents prepare for
Gran’s party. While Kathleen and Bill hung streamers in the yard and filled
balloons with helium, Nora offered to pick Gran up from her house. On the
drive over, she remembered all the afternoons spent in the garden and
evenings in the sunroom eating snacks and playing board games. And as she
pulled into the driveway, a sentimental smile spread across her face.

Nora gave a few brisk knocks on the door, and when Gran opened it,
she could see tears welling up in her eyes.

“Hi, Gran.” She gave her a hug. “Happy birthday.”

“Well, I’'ll be... I wasn’t expecting to see you.” She welcomed Nora
inside and offered her a seat on the couch in the living room.

“I wouldn’t miss your birthday,” Nora said. “After all, how often does a
girl turn eighty?”

Gran giggled, her wrinkled cheeks creasing up like paper fans. “You
didn’t have to make a special trip just to see me, but I’'m glad you did. So
tell me, what news do you have from Tennessee?”

Nora glanced at her watch. “Tell you what—why don’t I fill you in on
the drive? Mom will have my head me if we’re late.”

They finally headed out the door and got into Nora’s car. Being a few
minutes ahead of schedule, Nora took her time as she navigated through
winding country roads. As Gran meticulously applied her lipstick and blush,
Nora thought of how beautiful she still was at eighty years old.

“I see things around here haven’t changed much,” Nora remarked as
they drove through the center of town.

“You’ve not been gone that long.”

“I wish you could see where I live now; it’s such a nice neighborhood,
and I’ve done so much work to the house.”

Gran suddenly brightened up. “Your mother mentioned making a trip to
see you this fall. I'm thinking of coming with her! It’s been ages since I was



last in Nashville.”

“Yes, you should!”

“So tell me about work.” She changed the topic slightly. “How are
things at the hospital?”

“Honestly, I couldn’t be happier,” she told her as she negotiated a
hairpin turn. “The hours are long, but the work is rewarding. And the
patients keep me on my toes, especially this one fellow; he’s quite the
handful but very sweet. Believe it or not, he has got me hooked on his
stories from the war.”

“Oh?”

“He hasn’t made it to the end yet, but basically he met this woman
while he was overseas and fell in love with her, and now that his wife is
gone he’s trying to find her again after all these years.”

Gran put a hand to her heart. “He sounds like a very sweet man.”

“Oh, he is, Gran. He really is. If you come to visit, I’ll introduce you to
him.”

After crossing the railroad tracks, Gran asked if Nora had heard from
Erin.

Nora’s jaw clenched. “No,” she uttered through gritted teeth, “and I
can’t imagine I will. I suppose Mom told you about her engagement to
Jeremy.”

“She sure did. The nerve of that girl,” she growled. “She’s supposed to
be your best friend, and where I come from best friends don’t do those
kinds of things to each other, no matter how handsome or how rich the man
is. Besides, she gave you her word that she’d stick by your side, and a
woman’s word is everything.” She put away the lipstick in her purse. “Not
that it’s any of my business, but it seems to me like she could have found
someone else.”

“I agree, which is why we haven’t spoken. Mom says I should reach
out, but I don’t know... Besides, I’ve got this group of girls at work, and
we’ve all become good friends, so...”

“Well, whatever you decide, I stand behind you. You’ve got a good head
on your shoulders, Nora, and I know you’ll make the right decision.”



Nora kept her distance during the party, watching from the fringe while
Gran talked with old friends, ate cake, and opened gifts. When the sun had
set, the party ended and one by one, the guests departed.

When everyone was gone, Nora said goodbye to Gran, then Kathleen
drove her home. Alone now, Nora walked to the end of the dock where she
used to come to be alone as a child. She stepped out of her shoes and let her
toes skitter across the warm wood until she reached the edge. Peeling off
her socks, she dipped her feet into the cool lake water and watched as dusk
settled over the land.

Strangely, it felt both familiar and completely foreign at the same time
—and for the first time in her life, Nora understood what people meant
when they talked about not being able to go back home again.

“You look like you could use some company.”

The sound of Bill’s voice brought Nora back to her senses. “You know
me too well.” She offered a crooked smile while he pulled up a chair.

He motioned toward the water. “We had some good times out there
while you were growing up, didn’t we?”

She nodded, remembering fondly summer days spent boating and
fishing.

“What I wouldn’t give to have just one of those days back.” He heaved
a sigh as if wishing didn’t make it so.

“Me too. Life was so much simpler back then.”

“Give it time. Things will calm down eventually. Your mother tells me
you’re getting on well in Brentwood. Are you enjoying yourself up there?”

“I couldn’t be happier.” Nora thought of work—and of John. “It’s
just...” She dropped her eyes. “I guess after what happened with Jeremy,
I’m suspicious of everything and everyone.”

“There’s nothing wrong with a healthy dose of skepticism. Is there
something or someone that you’re suspicious of?”

She picked at a splinter with her fingernail. “I didn’t want to say
anything in front of Mom, and it’s probably nothing, but I feel like John is
hiding something from me. I don’t think it’s anything like what happened
with Jeremy, but... The only thing I’ve been able to come up with is that he
might be thinking of following in his father’s footsteps and returning to
politics.”

“I see.” Bill leaned back in the chair and laced his fingers behind his
head. “Is that the real reason he couldn’t make it this weekend?”



Nora shrugged a shoulder.

“Have you talked to him about it?”

She shook her head. “But I plan to when I get home. One way or the
other, I need to know before this goes any further.”

In the silence that followed, Nora wondered if her heart could withstand
another setback. After the damage Jeremy had done, something similar
might be her undoing.

“Look, sweetheart, I know this last year has been... tough. You’ve had
your heart broken, gone through a messy breakup, moved away from home,
and started a new job. That’s a lot for anyone to have to deal with,
especially someone your age. But you’ve handled yourself with dignity and
grace, and there’s something to be said for that.”

“But?”

“Do you remember when you were a little girl, whenever you were
upset by something—truly upset—you’d shut down, internalize
everything?”

His question stirred a memory from the summer she turned seven. The
boy from across the street—Stephen—had called Nora ugly. She
remembered holding in her tears until she reached the safety of her room. It
took three days and the promise of a hot fudge sundae to get her to come
out.

“I realize that’s your coping mechanism,” Bill went on. “The only
problem is internalizing all your feelings will eat away at you, consume you
from the inside out. Not that you’ve solicited my advice, but if you did, 1
would tell you to keep an open mind. Life rarely turns out the way we want
it to. There are always little surprises around every corner. These fairy tales
that people talk about, seldom do they exist here in the real world.
Unfortunately, reality is a bit more complicated. What I’m trying to say is
talk to John. Tell him how you feel. And who knows—maybe he’ll surprise
you.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.”

After breakfast the next morning, Nora packed her things and said goodbye
to her parents.



“Don’t be a stranger,” Kathleen said, walking Nora to her car.

“I won’t.” She started the car and backed out of the drive.

But instead of getting on the interstate, Nora made a left at the light and
went to see Erin.

“Nora!” Erin ran a hand through her tousled dark hair. “What a surprise.
You’re the last person I expected to find knocking at my door today.”

“That makes two of us,” she said, wondering if this was a mistake. “Can
I come in?”

Erin showed Nora into the living room and offered her something to
drink.

“No, thanks. This won’t take long.”

They settled uneasily into the chairs as the words to an Alanis
Morissette song played in the background.

“Listen.” Nora spoke up first. “I’ve come to apologize... for what I said
on the phone that day. [ was angry and upset and—"

“You don’t need to apologize. You had every right to be angry with me.
If I were in your shoes, I’d have been pissed off too.”

“But 1t was more than that,” said Nora. “You hurt me.”

Erin dropped her eyes and stared at the floor. “If I had it to do over
again, I would have driven to Brentwood so I could have told you in
person.”

Nora considered that. “I’m not sure that would have made it any better.
Actually,” she said, recalling how angry she was, “it could have been
worse. Regardless, I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I finally decided that
if I want you in my life, I have to learn to let go of the anger and resentment
I’ve been carrying around. Besides, I realized it wasn’t you I was truly mad
at; it was Jeremy. You just got caught in the crossfire.”

“And I’m sorry too,” said Erin. “I never meant to hurt you.”

That was a tough pill for Nora to swallow considering what Erin had
done.

“Then why’d you do it? You’re smart, beautiful... You could have had
your pick of anyone, and you chose Aim.”

Erin took a breath before responding. “The truth is Jeremy called me a
few weeks after you ended things and asked if I thought there was any
chance you’d take him back. I told him no, of course, and that he should
move on. Honestly, I never thought I’d hear from him again. Then a few
weeks later, he called again and spilled his guts to me about how sorry and



heartbroken he was, and... I don’t know... I guess I felt sorry for him. I
know that sounds crazy, but I’ve always had a weakness for guys who need
fixing. Anyway, we talked a few more times, and then one day, out of the
blue, he asked me out. I didn’t want to go at first, but eventually he wore
me down.” She sighed regretfully. “In hindsight, I should have told you
right away.”

Or not gone at all. Nora took a moment to process what Erin had told
her. “So this is not just some fling? You really love him?”

Erin nodded. “I do. And he loves me too. I know this might be hard for
you to believe, but Jeremy’s a changed man.”

Nora gritted her teeth. “And what if you’re wrong? What if he does the
same thing to you that he did to me? I’m not saying I don’t believe you
think he’s changed, but try as it may, a leopard never changes its spots.”

“And while I appreciate your concern,” Erin replied delicately, “I’'m
aware of the risk. Jeremy and I have talked about this. And if I’'m wrong,
then ’'m wrong, and you can be the first one to say I told you so.”

Nora sighed, realizing there was nothing she could say to make Erin see
the truth about Jeremy. “All right. As long as you’re aware, I guess there’s
no reason to belabor the point.”

“So does this mean we’re... cool?” Erin asked.

“Yeah, we’re cool.”

Erin’s face lit up in a smile as she breathed a sigh of relief. “You have
no idea how happy I am to hear you say that. For a while there, I
thought”—she dropped the smile—*‘that we were done.”

Nora nodded along. “So did I, but we’ve been friends for a long time,
Erin, and I suspect it’ll take more than a guy, even one as devious as
Jeremy, to split us up.”

Erin rushed over and gave her a hug, then asked if she could expect
Nora at the wedding.

“Don’t push it.”

When Nora got home that evening, she collapsed onto the couch and drifted
off to sleep. Around seven, the doorbell jolted her awake. She opened the



door to find John standing outside. He embraced her tightly and asked about
her trip.

“It was good.” She stifled a yawn and welcomed him inside. “Yours?”

“Not bad.”

“Was your family glad to see you?”

He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “They were happy I was there, of course,
but as usual the conversation turned to politics... and me taking over my
father’s senate seat.”

Ah-hah!

“But I stood my ground.”

“So you really have no interest in returning to politics?”

John shook his head. “Like I told you, it wasn’t my cup of tea.”

His comment left Nora more confused than ever. “Well, I’'m glad you’re
back. I missed you.”

“I missed you too,” he said, then gave her a kiss that lingered longer
than either of them expected. When they parted, John went to the kitchen to
get something to drink. “Did you tell your family I was sorry for not
attending?”

“Yes, but they’re more curious than ever... especially Mom. They’re
already planning a trip to come see me... us. I doubt you’ll be able to avoid
that one.”

“Actually”—he returned to the living room with a glass of water—*I
was giving it some thought on the drive home, and I’'m looking forward to
meeting them.”

“You are?”

“Why not? I figure the people who made you must be special. So yeah.”

Nora was shocked. Jeremy never liked family get-togethers. In fact, he
never liked much of anything unless he was the center of attention. Which
only added to the list of reasons she loved John.

“But something else happened while I was there.” Nora told John about
going to see Erin.

His brows shot up in surprise.

“She also asked if I would be coming to the wedding.”

John’s expression shifted to one of concern as he processed the news.
“What did you tell her?”

“That I’d think about it.” Nora lowered herself onto the sofa. “Since
we’re friends again, [ want to be there to support her, but to be in the same



space with Jeremy... I just don’t know if I’'m ready for that.”

“That’s understandable.” John reached out and gave her a comforting
embrace. “But I’'m fine with whatever you decide. And just so you know,
you won’t have to go it alone, because I’ll be by your side the entire time.”



With Nora back in Brentwood, the weeks leading up to the exhibition
seemed to fly by. Now that she and John had settled into a comfortable
routine, they spent every waking moment together, and any suspicions
she’d had of him hiding something from her melted away with the summer
heat.

On the eve of the exhibit, Nora and John met Owen and Stephanie for
dinner at the mansion, dining on the back porch while they discussed the
next day’s events.

“I think that’s everything.” Owen struck the last of the items from his
list. “All we can do now is cross our fingers and hope for the best.”

Nora swallowed anxiously. “Do you think we’ll have a decent turnout?”

Owen nodded. “Stephanie has a knack for drawing in a crowd. Don’t
you, dear? Given the response she’s already received, I have little doubt the
show will be an enormous success. And who knows? Maybe we’ll get
lucky, and Rose will be in attendance.”

“Speaking of Rose.” Stephanie downed the last of her wine. “I received
an email just before you arrived.” She went to her office and retrieved the
printout. “It’s from one of my patrons in Portland, Oregon—Cynthia
Walden. She claims to be Rose’s great niece.”

Nora’s heart jumped into her throat as she scanned the printout. “It says
here that her great aunt, Rose Cunningham, worked for the army as a nurse
during World War II. That sounds promising. But it also says she passed
away last year.” She had to force herself to breathe. “Oh, I hope this isn’t
her. Mr. Carlisle will be heartbroken if it is.”



“There’s a phone number for Cynthia in the email.” Stephanie directed
Nora’s attention to the bottom of the page.

“I’1l call her when I get home.” Nora had suddenly lost her appetite. “If
it isn’t her, I won’t bring it up.”

“And if it is?” John asked.

Nora hesitated, thinking of Mr. Carlisle and the look on his face if she
had to break this news to him. “Then I’ll wait until after the exhibition. I
wouldn’t want anything to ruin his big day.”

The next morning, Nora laced up her running shoes and hit the pavement
early. She watched the sun rise above the horizon and heard birds singing in
the trees. It was a glorious morning, which she took as a good omen. After a
quick jog to the park and back, she grabbed a shower, put on a floral
sundress and royal blue heels, and met John in the driveway.

“Today’s the big day!” He smiled as she climbed in. “Nervous?”

She nodded and took a deep breath. “I just want today to be a success...
for Mr. Carlisle.”

He smiled reassuringly before putting the car into drive. “Have faith.
You’ve put so much work into this project, and I know things will turn out
how they’re supposed to.”

She gave a small nod and looked out the window at the passing scenery.
“Whatever happens, I wanted to say thank you for all your help. Honestly, I
couldn’t have done it without you.”

“It was my pleasure,” he said warmly. As they sped down the street,
John asked her if she had been able to connect with the woman from the
email.

“No, but I sent an email and left a message, so hopefully she’ll get back
with me soon.”

“Well, let’s focus on today,” he said gently. “And let everything else fall
into place.”

They pulled up to Ravenswood and took in the sight of an enormous
white tent bedecked with strings of twinkling lights. Beneath the roof of the
tent, round tables were set with linen cloths and delicate floral arrangements
while soft music played in the background. Even the outdoor stone patio



had been transformed into an exquisite banquet hall, with high ceilings
draped in sheer fabric and glittering chandeliers reflecting off every surface.
With all that had been done, the mansion looked like something from a fairy
tale.

Stephanie welcomed them inside amid laughter and clinking glasses as
waiters bustled about in crisp uniforms.

When John had stepped away, Stephanie looked at Nora. “You should
see how we do wedding receptions.” She winked conspiratorially.

Nora smiled and said, “One thing at a time!” then asked what needed to
be done next.

An hour before the start of the show, Mr. Carlisle arrived with his daughters
in tow. Nora introduced Gloria and Suzanne first to John, then to Stephanie
and Owen.

As she adjusted the knot in Mr. Carlisle’s tie, Nora saw the tension
visible on his face—a far cry from its usual jovial expression. “I’'m
nervous,” he said shakily. “My hands haven’t shaken this bad since the
war.”

“There’s nothing to be nervous about, Mr. Carlisle,” she reassured him.
“This is the moment you’ve been dreaming of. Enjoy it!”

Nora led him inside to the main gallery where his artwork was on
display. The room was lavishly lit to give each piece its due reverence, and
they shone brilliantly under the newfound spotlight.

“Mr. Carlisle, it’s good to see you again, sir,” said Stephanie, coming
over to greet him.

“Yes.” Owen shook his hand firmly. “We’re delighted to have you here.
So what do you think now that everything is set up?”

Mr. Carlisle glanced around the room in amazement. “Everything looks
beautiful,” he said with a hint of pride. “It’s beyond my wildest dreams.”

“That’s exactly the reaction I was hoping for,” said Owen, grinning.
“Now let’s see what the public thinks, shall we?”

From the moment the doors opened, a sea of people flooded the gallery.
Nora watched as Mr. Carlisle offered his warmest smile to each guest,
regaling them with stories from the war and of Rose. Those who lingered



long enough to learn the true purpose of the exhibit left with a resolve to
help find Rose, each one eager to be part of such an important cause.

When the last of the guests had gone, Stephanie let out a sigh of relief
and clapped her hands together. “The show was a success!” she declared.
“We had over four hundred people attend, and I’ve sent emails to over
twenty thousand more. Between this and other efforts, I feel like we might
actually have a chance at finding Rose.”

“I can’t thank you enough,” said Mr. Carlisle. “This has truly been a
dream come true.”

“It was our pleasure,” said Owen. “After Rose has been found, I hope
you’ll consider bringing her by the gallery so Stephanie and I can meet
her.”

“Yes of course. It’d be my pleasure.”

But in the back of Nora’s mind, she wondered if Rose had already been
found.

Later that evening after eating dinner at Shiloh’s, Nora and John sat on her
back porch where a fading twilight painted the sky with pink and purple
hues.

“Well, how do you think it went today?” She eased into the rocking
chair.

“I’d call it a success. If Rose 1s out there, word will reach her. You have
to trust Stephanie and Owen.”

“I do.” Nora wanted to believe this would end happily for Mr. Carlisle
—and for Rose—but the memory of what her father warned her about
happy endings resurfaced in the back of her mind.

A few moments later, Nora’s phone rang. It was Cynthia Walden
returning her call. With cautious optimism, Nora asked for more
information about Rose, including the color of her hair and eyes, height,
and physical features like scars or birthmarks.

Cynthia paused before providing her with everything she was looking
for.

As she rattled off the details—dark hair, brown eyes, a small scar on her
chin—Nora realized this wasn’t who she was looking for but requested a



photograph just to be sure. The next morning, an email from Cynthia
containing a picture confirmed that Rose Cunningham was not the same
woman from the paintings.

Which meant the real Rose was still out there, waiting to be found.



With the exhibit behind her, Nora turned her attention to her relationship
with John. They were past the “I love you” phase, but there still was another
hurdle to clear—and it was a biggie.

To celebrate their three-month anniversary, John surprised her with
tickets to the Grand Ole Opry, so after work one Friday evening, Nora
slipped into a green chiffon dress that highlighted her eyes, paired it with
her cowgirl boots, and added some gold hoop earrings for an extra touch.

The doorbell rang at exactly six o’clock. John’s eyes widened as he
looked her up and down. “Wow! You look incredible.”

She gave him a smile and welcomed him in before heading back to the
bedroom to spritz on her favorite perfume. Then she grabbed her clutch, and
they headed out the door.

“I didn’t know you owned boots,” she said, her lips curling into a smile.

“Why, yes, ma’am,” he answered in a slow drawl. “Every good
Southern man has a pair of boots.” John held the car door for her and
helped her inside. “So have you ever been to the Opry?”

She shook her head.

A smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. “Then you’re in for a treat.”

By the time they made it to the Ryman Auditorium, the crowd had
already started to gather on the steps out front. But rather than get in line,
they entered through a side entrance reserved for musicians and people of
importance.

“You don’t own this place too, do you?” Nora whispered as they slipped
past security.

John chuckled. “No, but I know a guy.” He flashed a smile.



Carefully, they weaved through the lobby and descended the stairs to
their seats. The first row was packed with couples dressed to the nines, but
John paid them little attention as he guided Nora to her seat. Even when
they’d settled in, she could feel his excitement as he studied the program.

“I never asked if you liked country music,” he whispered.

“As a general rule, I don’t,” she admitted. “But it depends on the artist.
Who’s playing tonight?”

He pointed to a name listed in the program. “Martina McBride. Have
you heard of her?”

An involuntary smile made its way to Nora’s lips as memories flooded
back—the CDs of hers she’d collected over the years, the way she sang
with such emotion and power behind each note—and she nodded her head.
“Yes. I love her.”

Relief spread across his face as he exhaled deeply. “I hope you know
how proud I am of you for all the work you did on the exhibit. As I'm
learning, you’re quite a remarkable woman.”

Nora felt her cheeks heat up at his kind words and looked away for a
moment before responding sheepishly, “Thank you... Honestly, I'm a little
surprised at how much fun I had. I don’t normally get involved with these
sorts of things, but this was different. I can’t shake the feeling that I’'m
destined to find Rose.”

John smiled tenderly and placed his hand atop hers. “Maybe you are.
Life has a funny way of putting us in the right place at the right time.”

As the lights dimmed and the show began, Nora wondered if tonight
was the night. She and John had been dating for three months, and while
she didn’t have a rule about a specific number of dates before sex, if she
went another night without it, she’d go insane. She looked over at John,
trying to read his thoughts, wondering if he felt the same.

After the show, Nora escorted John back to her place, feeling a bit nervous
and excited. Once inside, she asked him if he’d like a night cap and offered
him a choice of drinks. He settled on wine and moved to the couch while
she fetched two glasses. They clinked them together in a toast and began
chatting about the evening’s events. With each sip of wine, she grew more



relaxed in his presence. His eyes never left her as he told her how beautiful
she looked. Nora paused for a moment, unsure if it was just the alcohol
talking, but accepted the compliment.

Then, out of nowhere, John set down his glass and leaned forward,
capturing her lips with his own. The kiss started off slow and sweet, each
exploring the other’s mouth until they finally felt ready to take it further.
His hands found their way around her waist and traveled up her spine as
their lips danced together. Nora’s breath quickened as he kissed down her
jawline, pausing briefly near her ear before trailing kisses across her neck.
She felt lost in him, her head spinning from the sensual onslaught of
pleasure.

John seemed to sense that she wanted something more, his gaze meeting
hers and asking for permission without having to speak a single word. She
wrapped her arms around his neck in response, a silent agreement reached
between them. He scooped her up into his arms and carried her down the
hall to the bedroom. In haste, they discarded clothing piece by piece across
the room until there was nothing left between them but air and anticipation.
He caressed her as though he’d been waiting for this moment, wanting to
explore every inch of her without restraint or apology.

Nora gasped as John’s lips traveled down her neck, across her breasts,
and curved around her stomach. He paused for a moment, looking up at her
with a smile before diving between her legs. She cried out as his tongue
sent shivers through her body. He was skilled and relentless, hitting all the
right spots until she came undone underneath him.

“Now it’s my turn,” she said with a smile as John lay back onto the bed,
eyes smoldering with anticipation. Nora crawled on top of him and ground
her hips into his, teasing but indulging them both.

Desperate to feel all of her around him, John lifted her up into position.
Her body arched as she slid down onto him, their bodies fitting together like
two long-separated puzzle pieces.

Reaching the edge of ecstasy, John cried out with a scream that echoed
through the room. And as the waves of pleasure subsided, Nora kissed him
deeply one last time before collapsing on the bed beside him.



Nora awoke in the warmth of John’s embrace with a sense of comfort and
security she hadn’t felt in a long time. The pale predawn light streaming
through the bedroom window cast a soft glow across the room, illuminating
their discarded clothes from the night before. She stifled a giggle as
memories of their passionate night replayed in her mind.

John stirred beside her, lifting his head to plant a gentle kiss on her
shoulder, softly whispering, “That was amazing,” into her ear.

“Which part? Which time?” She grinned, turning to face him.

He laughed, wrapping an arm around her waist before pressing his lips
against hers. “All parts... both times.”

With one last kiss, Nora threw off the covers and reached for her robe.
“Are you hungry?”

“I could eat,” he responded with a smirk, slowly pushing himself up
from the bed and slipping on his clothes.

Excitement rushed through Nora as they ventured into the kitchen
together and opened the window to let in some fresh morning air. Images of
their late-night romp danced in her head, making it difficult to focus on
breakfast. As John stood next to her chopping vegetables for omelets
though, she finally felt like all the pieces of her life were locking back into
place.
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In the weeks that followed, Nora scoured hundreds of letters and emails,
desperate to find a trace of Rose. But as summer faded, the hope that she’d
ever discover her whereabouts gave way to doubt and resignation.

One afternoon while Nora and Mr. Carlisle watched horses grazing in
the field, he asked if she’d had any new leads.

“Unfortunately, no.” It was hard not to feel defeated. “Are you sure
there’s nothing else you can tell me about her—where she grew up or what
she liked to do? Even the smallest detail could make a huge difference.”

He stroked his chin in contemplation. “She didn’t talk about her home
situation much—I think because it was too painful—but I know she had a
younger sister. She also mentioned having relatives in Muncie, Indiana.”

“That’s useful.” Nora filed those details away. “Oh, that reminds me... I
won’t be here tomorrow. I’'m going home to stay the weekend with Gran.
But Nikki has agreed to check in on you while I’'m away.”

He looked at her with worry. “I hope nothing’s the matter.”

“No. I'm sure she’s fine. It’s just... since Pap died, she’s not been
herself, so I’'m going to see if I can cheer her up.”

“That’s sweet of you.” He was quiet for a moment before going on.
“Losing a spouse brings a pain like no other. When you’re with someone
long enough, they become a part of you. So when they’re gone, you feel
lost.” He reached down and plucked a few wildflowers from the lush grass,
then took a piece of ribbon from his pocket and tied it around them. “I
know it isn’t much but give these to your grandmother.” He pressed them
into her hand. “Flowers always worked on Judy. Maybe they’ll brighten her
day as well.”



“That’s sweet, Mr. Carlisle. I’ll make sure she gets them.”

“Nora, my goodness.” Gran smiled warmly. “To what do 1 owe the
pleasure?”

“Hi, Gran. I was in the neighborhood and was hoping I could maybe
stay the weekend... if that’s all right?”

“Of course it is! Stay as long as you like.” She opened the door and
Nora stepped aside. “I hope nothing’s the matter.”

“No. Not at all. I just haven’t had a chance to spend any meaningful
time with you in a while, and since I had the weekend off, I thought I’d take
advantage of the opportunity.”

“Well, bless your heart.” Gran poured some sweet tea in the kitchen
while Nora got settled, then joined her in the living room. “Here we are.”
Gran set a glass on a coaster next to Nora’s favorite chair. “Have a seat.”

Nora eased into the green velvet as memories of her childhood played
around her.

“This 1s such a nice surprise.” Gran leaned in her rocker. “I’m so glad
you came to see me. It feels like ages since you last stayed here.”

“It has been.” Nora sipped her tea. “Sorry about that. With everything
that’s been going on, [—”

Gran held up a hand. “You don’t have to apologize to me, sweetheart. I
remember how crazy life was at your age. So what’s on your mind? You
seem troubled.”

Nora jerked a shoulder. “Just thinking about Pap.” She took in the den
and the empty recliner, which brought tears to her eyes. “I still can’t believe
he’s gone.”

Gran sighed heavily. “Neither can I. He was one of a kind, your Pap.
And he loved you very much.”

“I loved him too.” Nora took a moment to compose herself. “How do
you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Move on.”

Gran sighed again, setting her glass of tea on the table beside her. “You
do the best you can.” She was silent a moment before going on. “I never



told you this, but I was married once before.”

Nora’s mouth dropped open. “What?” The air between them seemed to
grow thicker, and a million questions filled her mind.

“It was a long time ago. And I was young.”

“How come you never said anything?”

“Because I didn’t want to confuse you. The truth is my first husband
died in an automobile accident about a year after we were married.”

Nora shook her head, overwhelmed by the thought of Gran going
through such grief. “That must have been so hard,” she whispered softly.

Gran nodded before continuing her story. “For a while, I didn’t know if
I’d be able to go on. Then one day, Mother came to me and said I had two
choices: either lay down and die or pick myself up and get on with my life.
At the time it felt like the harshest thing anyone had ever said to me, but it
was also just what I needed to hear... Mother might not have been the
touchy-feely type, but she was right. Eventually I stopped feeling sorry for
myself and got going again. Not long after that is when I met your Pap.”

Nora glanced at her in admiration. “Your story sounds an awful lot like
my patient at the hospital. He lost his wife last year, and he’s only now
starting to come out of the fog. Speaking of him...” Nora reached into her
bag and pulled out the flowers he’d picked. “He wanted me to give these to
you.”

Gran pressed a hand to her chest as she let out a gentle sigh. “How
thoughtful. He sounds like a very nice man.” She slowly rose from the
couch and went into the kitchen to place the flowers in water.

“Oh, he 1s.” Nora finished her tea. “He’s the one I was telling you about
—the one who’s looking for his long-lost love.”

“Yes, I remember you saying something during your last visit. This
ribbon...” She turned to Nora. “Wherever did you find it?”

“I didn’t. It belonged to my patient.”

Gran let out a heavy breath and turned away, staring into the distance.

“Everything all right?” Nora asked, finding her deep in thought.

“Yes... Everything’s fine,” she answered through a smile that failed to
reach her eyes. “More tea?”



After an interesting weekend away, Nora returned home Sunday afternoon
to find a note taped to her front door.

Inside, she took hesitant steps to the living room window and slowly
parted the drapes. It took a few seconds for what lay in front of her to sink
in. There was an array of various plants and trees, terraces with limestone
walls and intricate brick pathways leading to the center of the yard where
she saw a gazebo that held a wooden table with two chairs, beside which
stood a tall stone fireplace. Everything was immaculately placed and
unbelievably beautiful—it looked like a completely different world
compared to the messy lawn she remembered seeing when she left.

Sensing John had something to do with this, she ran across the street
and knocked on his door. When he answered, she hugged him tightly,
unable to stop herself from planting a kiss on his lips.

“Thank you,” she whispered, then pulled back to stare into his eyes.

“You’re welcome,” he said as she felt his hands grip her waist. “Does
this mean you like it?”

She beamed at him. “I love it! No one has ever done anything like this
for me before. How did you find the time? I was only gone two days.”

John breathed an easy laugh. “I called in a favor.”

They lay together that evening in the warmth of John’s bed, entwined in
each other’s arms.

“Did you enjoy your weekend away?” he asked.

She nodded, still thinking of Gran’s surprising revelation. “But I found
out something about Gran that she’d kept hidden from me all these years.”
She told John everything.

When she finished, he looked thoughtful for a moment before speaking.
“Does this change your opinion of her?”

“How can it not? But, if anything, it makes me realize she’s far more
interesting than I’d thought before. In some ways she reminds me of Mr.
Carlisle.” A twinge of regret shot through her—Gran was the last person she
would have suspected of having secrets. “But now I’m curious as to what
else I don’t know about her.” She rolled onto her side, crooking her arm,
and propping her head on her palm. “You don’t think I’m naive, do you?”



“Because you didn’t suspect your grandmother of harboring secrets?”

He shook his head adamantly. “No way! Besides, it’s not like she meant to
deceive or hurt you in any way. In fact, from what you told me, it sounds
like she was trying to protect you.”

“Still, I wonder...” Nora’s gaze drifted to the window where a pair of
robins played in the tree outside.

“I wouldn’t read too much into it.” John took her hand and absently
played with her fingers, as if he were about to say something more. But
then he just shrugged. “I mean, everyone has their secrets, don’t they?”
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To christen her new backyard, Nora invited the girls over on Saturday for a
barbecue. When Nikki and Whitney arrived, Nora led them out back and
they marveled at John’s handiwork.

“Oh my God.” Nikki’s eyes grew wide as she took in the scene. “Look
at this place. John did all this?”

Nora nodded, proud of how much work he had done for her.

“And what did you do for him?” Whitney grinned and raised an
eyebrow, sending a wave of heat surging to Nora’s face. “But seriously, this
1s amazing.”

“He must really love you,” Nikki chimed in.

Nora smiled. “Yes, he does.”

Annette was last to arrive, and she brought with her a bottle of tequila,
which she quickly began to pour into shot glasses. Music blared from an old
stereo system, and the four of them spun around to it, laughing as they
clumsily danced in the twilight.

“So have you given any more thought to making Brentwood your
permanent home?” Annette asked as she filled her plate with the steak
kabobs Nora had prepared.

“I’'m considering it. As you know, my contract is up at the end of next
month, so I’ll need to start making plans soon. I keep waiting for Gail to
bring it up, but she hasn’t yet.”

“She will,” said Annette. “You’re an excellent nurse. Everyone thinks
so. Besides, you’re the one who brought Mr. Carlisle out of his shell. I’d
say your offer is only a formality at this point.”

“I second that,” said Whitney. “You’re a shoo-in.”



“I hope you’re right.” If not, Nora would be out of a job and out of a
home, and she didn’t have a plan B.

“I imagine part of your decision will depend on what happens with you
and John, right?”” Nikki asked.

A wave of anxiety washed over her.

Annette chimed in. “Do you think he’ll ask you to marry him?”

Nora’s brows furrowed as she pondered the question. “It’s a little too
soon to be talking about marriage, don’t you think?”

“Is it?”

Nora shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. Honestly, I still feel like
he’s hiding something from me.” That got their attention. “He goes on these
trips to South Carolina once a month, which isn’t all that unusual except
that he tells me he’s trying to distance himself from his family.”

Annette offered a logical explanation. “Maybe he’s planning to take
over for his father when he retires.”

“I thought so too, but he swears he isn’t. Besides, it feels like something
more serious than that. Like—"

“Don’t say it,” Nikki interjected. “Don’t even think it. John’s a good
guy, and he wouldn’t cheat on you.”

“I agree,” said Annette. “I had my reservations about him in the
beginning, but I’ve seen you together, and he’s clearly smitten with you.”

“You should talk to him,” said Whitney. “Especially if you think he’s
husband material.”

Whitney was right, and Nora’s mind raced with doubts about John. Did
he really love her? Yes. But did he trust her enough to tell her all his
secrets?

When Annette and Whitney left, Nikki stayed behind to help clean up.
“You didn’t have to stay,” Nora said as she carefully stacked the glasses in
the sink. “But thank you.”

Nikki nodded and smiled. “You’re welcome, and I’m sorry if we ruined
your evening. I’m sure everything with John is on the up and up.”

Nora turned off the faucet and gestured toward the kitchen table. “You
didn’t ruin my evening. I’ve had my doubts for a while now, and I’ve just
been avoiding having a conversation with him.”

“Why?”

“Part of me is afraid he’ll tell me something I don’t want to hear.”

“Like what?”



“That there’s someone else.” She took a deep breath, calming her
nerves. “After what happened with Jeremy, I doubted my ability to love
again, especially so soon. But along came John and swept me off my feet.
Honestly, these last few months have been something of a fairy tale.” A
smile made its way onto her lips but didn’t last. “Anyway, sooner or later, I
will need the truth, and I just hope that whatever it 1s, it doesn’t torpedo our
relationship.”

Nikki put an arm around Nora’s shoulder. “Just remember—no matter
what happens, we’ll always be here for you.”

“Thanks. That mean a lot.”

Nora awoke the next morning with a pounding head and the bitter taste of
tequila lingering on her tongue. The conversation from the night before
came back to her, tainting her memories of the weekend and fanning the
flames of suspicion she had been feeling toward John. Steeling herself
against the throbbing in her skull, she drove off to Ravenswood to pick up
Mr. Carlisle’s artwork. Stephanie had called the day before to let Nora
know it was ready.

Owen met her at the door, smiling warmly as he invited her inside.
“Stephanie had to step out for a bit, but you’re more than welcome to wait
for her if you like.”

“Not necessary,” she told him as he led her to the gallery. “I’'m kind of
in a hurry anyway.” She paused by a small table where a painting of Mr.
Carlisle’s company rested and asked why it wasn’t with the others.

“I have exciting news.” Owen flashed a wide smile. “A friend of mine
who owns a gallery in Chicago heard about Mr. Carlisle’s work and wants a
piece for his private collection.”

“Just like he always wanted. That’s wonderful! He’ll be thrilled.”

Owen helped Nora carry the paintings to her car and load them into the
back seat. “I can’t wait to tell Mr. Carlisle the good news,” she said,
brushing off her hands. “And thank you for your help. You and Stephanie
have exceeded my expectations. I only wish I was having more luck finding
Rose.”

“I was going to ask how the search was going.”



Nora leaned against the car, letting out a deflated sigh. “Slow. I’ve
received dozens of emails, but nothing bringing me any closer to finding
her. Sometimes I wonder if this is a fool’s errand.”

“Well”—he patted her on the shoulder—*“don’t give up hope. In my
experience, we find what we’re looking for when we least expect it.”

“You sound like John,” she said, feeling her cheeks rise in a smile.

“Speaking of John, how is he these days?” His tone was light, but his
eyes held concern.

Nora hesitated for a moment before answering. “Fine. Why do you
ask?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I just haven’t heard from him in a few weeks,
which normally means he’s got something on his mind.”

Perhaps her suspicions about John were well founded after all. “He’s
been busy, that’s all,” she said, hoping her answer would appease him.

Owen smiled politely. “You’re probably right. Well, 1 should let you
go.” He turned and headed toward the house.

“Hey, Owen, can I ask you something?”

“Of course.” He turned around when he reached the porch.

“You know John pretty well, right?”

“Better than most,” he said with a grin. “Why do you ask?”

“It’s just...” She joined him on the porch. “Is he always so...
secretive?”

Owen gave a short, mirthless laugh. “Yes, but that’s just his style.
There’s nothing to worry about.”

“I see.” She tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice. “Well,
can you at least tell me why he makes so many trips home?”

“Business, [ assume,” Owen answered without skipping a beat. “Believe
it or not, John’s work takes him all over the country.”

She mulled that over for a moment. “Do you think there’s something
more to it than that?”

Owen gave her a sympathetic look. “Look, John just isn’t used to
sharing his life with someone. He’s been on his own for so long, I think he’s
forgotten what it’s like to have someone in his life who has a genuine
interest in his affairs—someone like you.” He paused for a moment, then
added, “But you might ask Stephanie. She and John have been friends
longer than he and I have, and he tells her everything.”

That surprised Nora. “I thought you all grew up together?”



“We did,” Owen said. “But I didn’t join their group until high school.
John and Stephanie have known each other since they were kids.”

Before Nora could respond, the phone rang inside the house, stealing
Owen’s attention.

“I should get that.” He turned for the door. “Drive safe—and if you
want my advice, go to the source and talk to John.”

That evening, Nora and John ate at Shiloh’s, then strolled arm in arm back
to her house and settled around the fireplace in her backyard. A cool breeze
blew through her hair as she stared into the crackling flames, lost in thought
as she replayed the conversation with Owen in her head.

“Nora?” John’s voice startled her out of her reverie. “Did you hear
anything I just said?”

She shook her head apologetically. “Sorry.”

He laughed, wrapping his arm around her. “My parents have a beach
house on Kiawah Island that they never use. Now that the exhibit is over
and things have calmed down, I was thinking that it might be fun to get
away for a few days, just the two of us.”

Images of sandy beaches and rolling waves filled Nora’s mind, pushing
aside all thoughts of suspicion. She nodded eagerly. “Yes, that sounds nice.”

John smiled. “If you’re up for it, I was thinking we could go this
weekend. We could leave Friday morning and be back in time for work on
Tuesday. Does that sound okay?”

Nora grinned right back at him. “Sounds perfect!”

The next afternoon while John sat in his office, the phone rang.

“Hey, it’s me,” said Stephanie. “Listen, I know you’re busy, so I’ll keep
it brief. Nora stopped by yesterday to pick up the artwork, and she started
asking Owen questions.”

John got up and shut his door. “What kinds of questions?”

“She knows that you’re keeping something from her.”



John was quiet for a moment, then asked if Owen had said anything to
her.

“No. He told her she should talk to you about it. Look, John, it’s
obvious you care a great deal for Nora, and I think she’s a wonderful
woman. But unless you want to risk losing her, you need to tell her about
Charlotte.”

Charlotte. The mere mention of the name sent shivers down John’s
back. “I know,” he replied quietly. “I just... Do you think Nora’s the kind of
woman that will understand? After what she went through with Jeremy, do
you think I’ve waited too long?”

“In my opinion, [ think she’ll understand as long as you tell her
everything,” said Stephanie. “From what I can tell, she’s levelheaded and
doesn’t overreact. But the longer this goes on, the greater the chance she’ll
feel betrayed when you tell her. And given how her last relationship ended,
well—”

“You’re right. ’ve put this off for far too long. Just so you know, I
asked her to come with me this weekend to South Carolina. I’'m going to
tell her then.”

“Good 1dea.”

“Thanks, Steph,” said John. “I don’t know what I’d do without you and
Owen.”

“You’re welcome. Besides, after what you did for us, we can never truly
repay you.”
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John and Nora started out bright and early, the sun just cresting over the
horizon as they headed east on Interstate 40. The drive seemed to take
forever; the endless blur of cars and road signs was punctuated by bathroom
breaks and traffic jams that stalled their progress. Finally, after ten hours,
they reached the outskirts of Charleston.

“How much longer?”” Nora asked as they crossed the Ashley River.

“Not long.” John exited the interstate and merged onto Highway 17.

“Remind me again why we’re not going into the city.”

“Mom is staying at her country home while my father is in D.C.”

Talk of country homes had Nora feeling out of her element.

“Tell me about your mother again,” she said, trying to keep the swell of
anxiety at bay.

John glanced at her and smiled. “You’re not nervous, are you?”

“A little.”

“Because of my family?”

“That, and I want to make a good first impression.”

“Relax,” he said. “My mother is the most down-to-earth woman you’ll
ever meet. Besides, she’s going to love you.”

For her sake, Nora hoped he was right.

John steered them away from the city and down a winding rural
highway. Nora noticed small farms and ramshackle houses dotting the
landscape, with open fields full of swaying coastal grasses reaching out to
either side.

“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” She eyed him
skeptically.



John chuckled. “Relax, I know this road like the back of my hand.”

The sun had sunk low in the sky when John finally turned off onto a
private drive that wound deep into a forest of ancient oaks. Soon the trees
began to thin, and through an opening emerged a grand plantation home. Its
whitewashed walls rose two stories high, crowned with two chimneys that
jutted up against the orange skyline. Greek Revival columns lined its
wraparound porch, and surrounding it were stately oaks and gnarled cypress
trees draped in curtains of Spanish moss.

“This is your parent’s home?” Nora leaned forward, her eyes widening
as she took in the estate.

“One of them,” he replied casually. “Their primary residence is
downtown, in the South of Broad district. But this is where they come when
they want to get away from things.”

Including the beach house, that made at least three homes—each, Nora
suspected, worth more than she would make in a lifetime. What have I got
myselfinto?

John parked the car, and Nora stepped out onto the cobblestone
driveway. The breeze blew through her hair as they walked up the flagstone
path to the front porch. A well-put-together middle-aged woman with
auburn hair was there to greet them with open arms. “John.” She enveloped
him a hug. “It’s good to see you.” She turned her attention to Nora. “And
you must be Nora. You’re even prettier than John described.”

Heat flooded Nora’s face as an unexpected wave of joy coursed
through her at the compliment. After a warm embrace, she said, “It’s a
pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Patree. John’s told me so many nice things about
you.”

“I’'m flattered. Please call me Marian.” She led them into the kitchen,
where a dinner of shrimp and grits was waiting on the table. “So Nora, John
tells me you’re a nurse. What’s that like?”

“Very rewarding,” she said between bites of food. “Nursing has always
been a passion of mine.”

John chimed in. “She works at Belle Haven.”

“Oh yes. | remember you showing it to me once. It seemed like such a
lovely place.” She turned to Nora. “Is it difficult working with the elderly?”
“Not at all. Our residents are very polite and easy to get along with.”

“And very talented too,” John added. “Nora’s got this one gentleman,
Fred Carlisle, who is an amazing artist.”



“Is he the one you were telling me about?”

John nodded.

“Did he ever find the woman he was looking for? What’s her name...?”

“Rose,” said Nora.

“Yes, that’s it. Rose. John told me the whole story and about how you’re
trying to track her down. What you’re doing is commendable.”

“Thank you. John has been a big help,” she said, not wanting to take all
the credit. “I just hope we can find her before it’s too late. I don’t know if
John told you, but Mr. Carlisle is sick, and time is of the essence.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Marian said with genuine concern. She raised a
glass 1n a toast. “To hoping you find Rose.”

After dinner, John and Nora spent the rest of the evening driving around
John’s old stomping grounds. He navigated winding roads with ease,
pointing out schools he had attended and local landmarks like Cypress
Gardens and the Biggin Church ruins, providing details that only someone
who had grown up in the area could possibly know. On their way back, he
took Nora by the country club where his family had held a membership
since the seventies.

“I can see why you like it here so much,” she said, admiring the
beautiful surroundings. “This place reminds me of home.”

“Im glad you like it,” he said with a smile. “I have many fond
memories here.”

And when he said it, Nora watched as the smile faded from his face.
Fond memories? No doubt he had many. But there was something else—
something dreadful—she feared.

In the dead of night, Nora was startled awake by distant voices piercing
through the stillness of her room. A quick peek at the clock confirmed it
was two in the morning. Puzzled and concerned, she slipped out of bed and
silently made her way down the hall. As she neared the kitchen, she could
make out Marian’s voice in a low tone interspersed with John’s replies.

“Have you told her?” she asked.

“Not yet,” he said. “But I’'m going to... this weekend. I’'m just afraid
that once she knows the truth, she might not want to be with me anymore.”



“Regardless, if—as you say—she’s the one, she deserves to know the
truth.”

Nora’s heart raced and she inched backward, away from the entrance,
and quickly tiptoed back to her room. Lying in bed, she wondered what
truth would be so shattering that it could change the course of their
relationship.

After a quiet breakfast, John asked if Nora would accompany him for a
walk. They strolled in silence along an old dirt path that wound its way
through the property, a slight chill in the air. As the sun rose, its warmth
began to thaw the morning dew that had collected on the fields. Stopping at
the edge of a small cemetery, John motioned for her to sit with him beneath
a cypress tree.

“There’s something I need to tell you.” John brushed his hands across
his jeans as he nervously looked out over the headstones. “And it won’t be
easy to hear.”

Considering the conversation she’d overheard the night before, Nora’s
stomach twisted into a knot. “Let me guess: there’s someone else, isn’t
there?”

John gave her a curious look.

“I overhead you and your mother talking last night. I was hoping this
was all just my imagination, but after what I heard...” She took a breath and
settled her nerves. “Just be a man give it to me straight. I know you think
I’'m fragile, and while that might have been true in the past, it isn’t
anymore. So if it’s my feelings you’re trying to spare, don’t worry. I’ll be
fine.”

“No,” John said adamantly. “There isn’t anyone else. I would never
cheat on you.”

“Then what is it?”

John drew a breath. “I know you’re wondering why I’ve made so many
trips home lately. Especially since I told you I was trying to distance myself
from my family.”

Nora nodded along.



“The truth i1s I love my family. Sure, we have our disagreements, and I
get tired of them trying to drag me back into the political arena, but I never
wanted to leave this place.”

“Then why did you?”

“I had no other choice.”

“I don’t understand.” Nora’s mind was spinning. “Is this your father’s
doing?”

John shook his head. “The State of South Carolina.” Confusion swept
over Nora as John slowly explained that this was the result of a crime he
had been convicted of years earlier.

“The truth 1s,” he began, his eyes fixed on the horizon, “I haven’t been
honest with you, at least not entirely. But from now on I will be. You have
my word.” He took a breath before going on. “Just know that when I’'m
finished telling you what I need to tell you, there’s a real chance you may
never want to speak to me again.”

Nora’s heart raced with anticipation. It was hard for her to imagine
anything that would be so terrible that she would never want to speak to
him again, but the fear was still there.

John got up and led her into the cemetery by way of the open gate,
stopping at a headstone that lay at the base of a sprawling oak tree. Staring
at the headstone, Nora took a deep breath, bracing for what was to come.

NOVEMBER 1992

“Congratulations, Senator Patree!” Stephanie toasted, a glass held high
in John’s direction.

John paused for a moment, absorbing the enormity of it all. “Senator...
I like the sound of that.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Owen, giving his friend a congratulatory
high-five.

John then turned to Charlotte whose emerald eyes were filled with
delight. He pulled her close and planted a kiss on her lips. “We did it! I
couldn’t have done this without you, my soon-to-be bride.” He glanced
down at the engagement ring on her finger. “Let’s celebrate!” He suggested
they take out the boat for a moonlit cruise along the Cooper River.



Charlotte hesitated, noting how late it had gotten.

“Come on, sis,” said Stephanie. “Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud.”

Finally Charlotte relented.

By the time they left the dock, it was after midnight, the night sky
illuminated by a brilliant full moon above them. Taking up captaincy of the
boat, John steered them through a bend while Stephanie and Owen cracked
open some beers. They offered one to Charlotte who politely declined in
favor of admiring the scenery bathed in silvery light.

They cruised for an hour, enjoying the warm fall night. When they
reached the Charleston city limits, John swung the boat in a wide arc and
headed back home. But no sooner had the city lights faded when another
vessel suddenly showed up in front of them. John jerked the wheel to avoid
hitting the boat but in the process struck a fallen tree. The boat leaped out of
the water, ran ashore, then flipped on its side and skidded back into the
river.

When John came to, he was bleeding from a gash on his head. Dazed
and disoriented, he stumbled onto the shore. He shouted for his friends,
desperately searching the darkness for a response, but all he heard in return
was an eerie silence. Then, just a few yards away, he spotted Owen floating
face down in the water.

John quickly scrambled over to him and dragged him to shore. He then
noticed Stephanie lying in the nearby grass, her body limp, and her
breathing shallow. “Steph.” He shook her awake. “Steph, are you all right?”

Stephanie groaned and slowly opened her eyes, squinting in the bright
moonlight. She winced in pain as she tried to move her body, but John
placed a hand on her shoulder, urging her to stay still.

“Stay here,” he said softly, his voice shaking with fear and concern.
“I’m going to look for Charlotte.”

By then Owen was upright, and the two of them ran through the night,
scouring the land and water for any sign of her. But despite their efforts, no
trace of Charlotte could be found anywhere.

John felt a chill run through him as he realized something terrible had
happened, something he could not bear to think about. He looked to Owen
for comfort, but all he saw was despair. Charlotte was gone, and there was
nothing either of them could do to bring her back.



When he finished talking, John glanced at Charlotte’s headstone before
dissolving into tears.

Nora’s heart ached for him as his confession hit her like a ton of bricks.
“John, I had no idea,” she said softly. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He composed himself before answering her. “I was ashamed. And I
knew if you found out the truth, there was a good chance you wouldn’t
want to be with me.”

“That’s not true.” Her voice hovered barely above a whisper. “I mean, it
was an accident, right?”

He averted his gaze before slowly nodding in agreement.

“But it doesn’t make any sense,” she said, thinking clearly. “You did
nothing wrong. How could they charge you with a crime?”

John looked at her helplessly. “I’m afraid you don’t understand the way
the law works around here. When the police searched the boat, they found
open containers of alcohol. The fact that I hadn’t been drinking didn’t
matter, not to them.”

“What about Owen and Stephanie—weren’t they able to corroborate
your story?”

“Owen tried, but they accused him of covering for me. As for Steph, she
had her own problems to deal with. Not only did she lose her sister that
night but also the use of her legs. It took six months for the spinal fracture
to heal and another six for her to learn to walk again.”

The facts tumbled through Nora’s mind like jagged stones. “And all this
happened because of your last name?”

“Yes. Being a Patree means there is a target on my back wherever I go.
There are a lot of people around here, including the cops, who would do
anything, even lie, to see my family dragged through the mud. If it hadn’t
been for my father and his influence, I would have gone to prison for
Charlotte’s death. But he was able to strike a deal with the prosecutor
whereby I gave up my seat in the senate and agreed to five years of
probation in exchange for staying out of prison.”

Nora did the math in her head. “Then that means your probation should
be ending soon.”

“Next month,” he said quietly.

“Then you can be free of this, right?”

He stared at Charlotte’s headstone a moment before shaking his head
slowly. “As I’ve learned over these past six years, I will never be free of



this. It’s like a shadow, following me wherever I go.”

Nora reached out to gently touch his hand, hoping to offer some
comfort. John turned toward her, his eyes reflecting the pain he had kept
hidden for so long. The truth had been revealed, but the burden of the past
still weighed heavily on his shoulders.

“I’'m so sorry,” he said. “I should have told you sooner.”

“No. I’'m the one who’s sorry,” she whispered, her heart heavy with
empathy. “I had no idea you were carrying something like this inside.”

John took a deep breath before continuing his story.

“That night, which should have been one of the greatest nights of my
life, I lost everything—my career, my innocence, and most importantly,
Charlotte.” He paused as if grappling with some inner turmoil. “And the
worst part is I never even got to say goodbye.”

The silence between them was heavy, but in that moment, Nora felt
closer to John than ever before.

“John,” she said softly. “I can’t imagine how difficult this must be for
you. But I want you to know that I’'m here for you, and I’'m not going
anywhere.”

John’s face flickered with emotion before settling into a gentle smile.

“I don’t deserve someone as understanding as you,” he said, his voice
filled with gratitude. “You’re the only person I’ve ever met who was willing
to overlook my scars.”

She shrugged off his compliment and took hold of his hand.

“We all have scars,” she said. “Some deeper than others. But that’s not
what defines us. It’s our ability to move forward, despite our past, that
makes us who we are.”



YO

The ride out to Kiawah Island that afternoon was quiet. While John listened
to the radio, Nora tried to process everything that had happened. The news
of the conviction that had put an end to his promising political career and
the fact that he’d lost his fiancée left her torn.

“Listen,” he said, breaking the silence, “I know today has been a lot to
take in, so if you’d rather go home, I’ll understand.”

She shook her head, still struggling to come to terms with everything
she’d heard. “No. I’'m just processing, that’s all,” she replied as they crossed
the Limehouse Bridge.

When they made it onto Kiawah Island, John pulled into the village
square and parked in front of a small market. “Do you need anything?” he
asked before stepping out into the sunshine.

She didn’t, but rather than sit in the car alone while John shopped, Nora
joined him inside and watched as he filled a shopping cart with various
items. After loading the groceries into the trunk of the car, they crossed a
walkway to a surf shop where she bought a pair of flip-flops, a foam boogie
board, and a new pair of sunglasses.

By the time they reached the beach house on the east end of the island,
it was after noon, so they ate lunch—grilled burgers and crispy fries—then
changed into their swimsuits and stepped out onto the beach together.

An awe-inspiring view greeted them as far as the eye could see—sun-
kissed sea and sand, glittering waves dancing on the shoreline—and Nora
couldn’t help but marvel at it all. “This place is gorgeous!” she remarked
more to herself than John. “I still can’t believe this is your life.”



John sighed heavily and looked away from her. “Was my life,” he said
quietly.

She pondered that for a moment before asking him if he missed his old
life.

“Sometimes. But I have a new life now.” A smile replaced his frown. “A
better life.”

“I know I’ve asked you before, but now that your probation is coming
to an end, do you ever think about reigniting your political aspirations?”

“I’d be lying if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but I don’t
know if I want to put myself—or you—under the microscope of that world.
And with the work I’m doing in Nashville, I feel like I'm making a real
difference. Besides, maybe some things are best left in the past.”

After dark, John made a fire on the beach, and they sat with their toes in
the sand, drinking beer and listening to the waves crash on the shore.

“Tell me about Charlotte.” Nora’s mind raced with curiosity.

John shifted his gaze away and took a long draw from his beer before
answering, “What do you want to know?”

“Start with how you met,” she suggested.

John smiled slightly at the memory before replying. “We met in
Monck’s Corner when we were just kids,” he began, turning wistful. “Our
mothers were best friends growing up, so our families knew each other
well. Charlotte and I were like two peas in a pod from the start. We used to
ride bikes, play hide-and-seek, or go down to the creek and catch fish and
crawdads. Then one summer she went off to camp, and when she returned
she had transformed into a young woman. That’s when our friendship
evolved into something more. Even as teens, everyone used to joke that
someday we’d be married. We just laughed it off, but I think even we knew
it was our destiny.” John paused, staring off into the darkness as if he was
reliving some fond memory from his past. “But life had other plans,” he
murmured softly before returning to his beer.

Nora felt an unexpected wave of jealousy wash over her for this
unknown girl who seemed to still have a piece of John’s heart. Gathering
her courage, she said, “It sounds like you loved her very much.”

John’s gaze met hers again, and he nodded slowly before replying, “As
much as you can love someone.”

She swallowed hard. “Do you love me like that?”



He reached out and gently cupped her chin with his hand. Turning to
meet her gaze head-on, he said quietly, “Yes, I do. Which is how I know
what we have is real. Because I’ve only ever felt that with one other
person.”

Nora felt her heart skip a beat at his words and leaned in to kiss him,
feeling a sense of relief wash over her. She had been holding on to the fear
that John would never be able to love her the way he had once loved
Charlotte but hearing him say those words made her feel like she was truly
special.

“I'm sorry again for not telling you everything sooner,” he said. “It’s
just... after I lost Charlotte, I wasn’t sure I could ever love with such
passion again. So I promised her that | would never love anyone as much as
I loved her. I know how irrational that sounds, but I felt like I owed it to her
for not protecting her that night. And for almost five years, I held true to my
word. Then you came along. Sweet, wonderful, amazing you.” He gazed at
her through the flicker of flames, his eyes burning with a vulnerability Nora
hadn’t seen before. ““You made me realize it’s possible to move on. You
made me believe it’s okay to love again.”

She smiled, feeling her heart swelling with love for this man who had
been through so much. “I’m glad I could help you see that. John,” she said,
scooting closer to him. “I want you to know that I love you, and I’m here
for you, no matter what.”

His face broke into a wide smile, and he leaned in for a kiss. As their
lips met, Nora felt a deep sense of connection and love between them. It
was as if all the pain and hardship that had brought them to this moment
was worth it just for this one moment of happiness.

They spent the rest of the night wrapped up in each other’s arms, talking
about everything and nothing. Lying there, gazing up at the blanket of stars,
Nora couldn’t help but think about how far she and John had come from the
tragedies that had once defined them. They had both been through so much,
but they had emerged stronger, more resilient than ever before.

And as they drifted off to sleep, with the sound of waves lapping at their
feet, Nora knew that they were exactly where they were meant to be—
together.

The following morning, after a run on the beach, they returned to the
veranda and dug into plates of scrambled eggs and bacon while taking in
views of the ocean. That afternoon, they challenged each other to a game of



tennis, then took a leisurely bike ride around the island until a storm drove
them to seek shelter.

Inside, they made a little thunder of their own, then got dressed and
drove off to the golf course for dinner, watching as the sun dipped below
the horizon and bathed the coast in its golden light.

“Must we really go home tomorrow?”” Nora asked after their meal.

John sighed sharply. “I’m afraid so; we both have jobs, remember?
Besides, aren’t you anxious to get back to Mr. Carlisle?”

“You’re right.” She’d almost forgotten about him. “My top priority
when I get home i1s to find Rose,” she said with a newfound resolve.

“If—when—you find her, I can’t imagine what that moment will be like
for Mr. Carlisle. Or for you.”

John was right; Nora had been so focused on finding Rose for Mr.
Carlisle that she’d failed to acknowledge the emotional impact this search
was having on her. All she could do now was hope and pray that nothing
happened to Mr. Carlisle, or else all her efforts would have been for
nothing.

Nora and John spent the remainder of their evening strolling along the
beach, letting the wind blow through their hair and listening to waves
before writing their names in the sand and bidding farewell to the ocean.
Their time in South Carolina had been emotional yet satisfying, and they
were returning home closer than ever.
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The sound of Nora’s phone jolted her awake. When she answered, Nikki’s
panicked voice filled the line.

“Nora, i1t’s me,” she said. “There’s been an accident.”

Nora knew right away that it was Mr. Carlisle. “Is he all right?” she
asked, struggling to get her bearings.

“He’s stable, but he’s going to have quite a headache when he wakes

up.”

Nora glanced at the digital clock—five a.m.—and quietly told John to
get ready, that they were heading home early.

The drive back was silent as Nora’s thoughts raced with worry for Mr.
Carlisle. When they reached Brentwood, she drove straight to the hospital
where Gail met her at the entrance.

“He’s going to be okay,” she said before cautiously adding, “but there’s
something you need to know.” Gail paused, her forehead creased with
worry. “The results came in this morning from his PET scan. It appears the
tumor is growing again.”

The air left Nora’s lungs.

“Keep this between us for now.” Gail put a hand on Nora’s shoulder.
“Mr. Carlisle doesn’t know, and I don’t want to do anything to upset him
while he’s in this fragile state.”

“Yes of course,” she said, her thoughts drifting.

Nora went in and found Mr. Carlisle sleeping, so she pulled a chair up
to the bed and sat down. “What have you done to yourself?” she whispered,
looking him over.

“Rose?”



Nora swallowed the lump in her throat. “No, Mr. Carlisle. It’s me—
Nora.”

His eyelids fluttered open, and he turned to her with a faint smile. “Miss
Dawson—for a moment there, I thought you were someone else.”

She gave his hand a gentle squeeze and asked how he was feeling.

“I’1l survive,” he said. “So how was South Carolina? Did you get to see
the beach?”

“Yes, it was beautiful. And heartbreaking. But that’s a story for another
time. Right now the main thing is to get you back on your feet.”

“How are you holding up?” Nikki asked Nora later that evening as they sat
down to dinner.

“I’ve been better,” was Nora’s response.

Nikki placed two plates of pizza on the table and handed one to Nora.
“Sorry about calling you so early this morning, but I figured you’d want to
know.”

“Don’t apologize.” Nora picked up a slice. “You did the right thing.”
She took a bite of pizza and shook her head.

“What is 1t?”” Nikki asked.

“Nothing. I was just thinking about this weekend and everything that
happened.”

Nikki straightened in her chair. “Everything?”

“First with John and then with Mr. Carlisle. I guess it’s true when they
say when it rains it pours.”

“What happened with John?”

Nora took a deep breath, then told Nikki everything that had happened
—about the accident, Charlotte’s death, and John’s probation.

“I can’t believe it,” Nikki said after Nora finished speaking. “Are you
all right?”

“I think so,” Nora replied wearily. “But let’s keep this between us for
now. The last thing I need is Whitney or Annette chiming in with their
opinions.”



After a sleepless night, Nora returned to the hospital the next morning, her
heart heavy with sadness. To her surprise, Mr. Carlisle was awake and
sitting up in bed. The swelling on his forehead had subsided, and he seemed
to have regained some of his old vigor.

“Good morning.” She placed a vase of yellow daisies in the window.
“It’s good to see you back among the living.”

“It’s good to be back,” he said in a raspy tone. “For a minute there, I
thought I might be down for the count.”

She glanced over at the charts and checked his vitals. “How’s your
head?”

“It’s been better.”

“Your sarcasm is back—that’s a good sign.”

He shared with her that Dr. Kenner had come by earlier that morning
and informed him that the tumor was growing again.

Nora’s throat tightened as she asked about next steps.

He gave her a wistful smile. “I’m afraid there are only two options—
surgery or let nature take its course.”

“You’re not seriously considering doing nothing, are you? That would
mean certain death.”

“Death is a certainty either way, Miss Dawson,” he said matter-of-factly.
“The only question is: How do I want to spend my final days?”

Tears welled up in her eyes, and she quickly turned away from him to
gaze out the window. Dark clouds had blanketed the sky, and rain was
starting to fall.

“Do your daughters know?” she finally managed to choke out.

Mr. Carlisle nodded solemnly. “I spoke with them this morning. They’re
upset, naturally, but we all knew this day was coming. I only wish we’d
been able to find Rose. Now I fear it’s too late.”

Nora felt a pang of sadness at the mention of the name. She’d promised
Mr. Carlisle she would find her, but so far, she had come up empty-handed.

Nora spent the next few days tirelessly searching for Rose, leaving no stone
unturned. She checked every lead and followed up with anyone who might
have seen or heard something concerning her whereabouts. But her efforts



were 1n vain. If Rose was still out there somewhere, word of the search
hadn’t reached her. Or perhaps it had, and she didn’t want to be found. It
was an angle Nora hadn’t considered. Then there was a third possibility—
maybe Rose was dead. It was a morbid thought, but it would explain why
they hadn’t heard from her.

Out of options and time, Nora got up early Saturday morning and went
for a run. When she returned home, she saw someone had left a package on
the porch while she was gone. Curious, she went inside and tore away the
tape. Pulling open the flaps, she was shocked to find a letter addressed to
her, along with a sketch of Rose.
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A wave of joy crashed through Nora’s body, sending warm tears spilling
down her face. She couldn’t keep the news to herself a second longer and
darted across the street to find John. He scanned the letter before looking up
at her with wide eyes.

“Oh my God! You did it! You found her!”

“More like the other way around,” she muttered. “But at least we know
she’s real and that she’s alive.”

John took another look. “What’s this about her breaking his heart?”

“I have no idea, but it must have been awful considering it’s kept them
apart all this time.”

“And the letter?” John asked. “Did you read it?”

“No. I would never. Whatever it contains is between Rose and Mr.
Carlisle. I just hope after reading it he still wants to see her.”

The next morning, Nora was back at Mr. Carlisle’s bedside, feeling a mix of
emotions. After telling him about the package she received, she handed him
the sketch and the letter.

His eyes widened with surprise and disbelief as he examined the sketch.
“It’s really her!” he exclaimed, his voice thick with emotion.

“She’s given me a way to contact her.” Nora showed him the email
address. “But she’s insisting you read the letter first.”

Without hesitation, Mr. Carlisle opened the letter and began to read it.
As he read, a look of sadness washed over his face.

“What does it say?” she asked, unable to contain her curiosity.



“It says... she’s sorry for the pain she caused me all those years ago.”
With a shaky finger he wiped away a single tear. “And that she’s willing to
meet with me if I still want to see her. But she also says that if I choose not
to, she’ll understand.”

Nora watched as Mr. Carlisle stared at the letter, lost in thought. It
appeared he was contemplating what to do next.

“You want to see her, don’t you, Mr. Carlisle?”

He nodded slowly. “Yes, I do. I need to see her and speak with her one
last time.”

It took several days, but eventually Mr. Carlisle healed. When the doctors
gave the all-clear, he and Nora resumed their walks, and he continued to tell
her about Rose.

“After D-Day, the tide had turned in our favor, and we had the Germans
on the run. We chased them all the way across France and into the
Ardennes, but by Christmas, everything ground to a halt.”

DECEMBER 1944

One evening, my good friend Albert Pilkins and I were devouring our C
rations in a small foxhole we had chiseled out of the frozen earth when he
asked me if I thought we’d get out of this thing alive.

“I try not to think about it,” I said, not wanting to jinx it. Despite my
lack of superstition, war had changed me. “But no one is getting out of
anything if this weather doesn’t break.” Above us, as it had for weeks, the
sky remained an unbroken sheet of gray.

Albert smiled and pulled a small black-and-white photograph from his
coat pocket.

“Jenny?” I asked.

“Yes, sir,” he said proudly. “Did I tell you we’re getting hitched as soon
as I get back home?”

I chuckled. “Only a thousand times.”

“After we’re married, I think I’ll go to work for my dad and uncle at the
plant so me and Jenny can afford our own place. She’ll want to start a



family soon, and I already told her I want six or seven kids, and a lab
named Rosco.”

His words took me back to a simpler time. “That sounds nice, Albert,” I
said with admiration.

He put away the photograph and turned to me. “You got a girl waiting
for you, Fred?”

Instantly my thoughts went to Rose. “I did,” I admitted reluctantly, “but
I’m sure she’s forgotten about me by now. I haven’t seen her in a long
time.”

“That’s too bad. Hey, maybe you can come to Detroit with me when this
is over, and I’'ll introduce you to Jenny’s sisters.” He winked playfully at
me. “Hey, we could be brothers if you play your cards right!”

I chuckled softly and shook my head at his optimism. “One step at a
time, Albert,” I said cautiously, not wanting to give myself false hope.

As the winter dragged on, our situation went from bad to worse. Our
food supplies had run out, we were down to our last few rounds of
ammunition, and the trenches were full of excrement. Everything we owned
was either frozen solid or waterlogged, and morale among the men had
plunged to an all-time low. To make matters even worse, we were under
constant bombardment from German artillery. For weeks, they’d been
shelling us, poking holes in our lines.

But it was nothing compared to that fateful night in January, a night I’1l
never forget.

As I went around checking if my men were properly settled for the
night, the air lit up with mortars and tree bursts. I scrambled for cover
beneath a fallen tree, praying to God that if he let me survive this attack, I
would never ask for anything again.

The bombardment stopped soon after, but two of my men had been
killed and many others were badly injured, including Albert Pilkins.

By the time we made it to the field hospital, Albert was barely alive, so I
ran inside and shouted for a nurse. And wouldn’t you know it, Rose
appeared—only she was different; she had thinned out since the last time |
saw her, and her once jovial expression had turned deathly serious.

Before either of us could say anything, they carried Albert inside, so
Rose and another nurse immediately went to work on him. All I could do
was stand by and watch as my friend succumbed to his injuries.

A little later, Rose found me sitting among a pile of rubble outside.



“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said quietly. “Did you know him well?”

“Yes,” I answered, fighting back tears. “Albert was probably the closest
friend I had here.”

“It’s not fair, is it?”” She sat down beside me. “This war does nothing but
take from us.”

“He was engaged,” I said as I showed her a photo of his fiancée. “They
were supposed to get married when this was over. Now Jenny won’t be able
to do that; she won’t ever see him again.”

Rose turned away and wept softly, letting out a few sobs.

“I’'m sorry,” I said, remembering her own lost fiancé. “I didn’t mean to

2

“It’s all right,” she replied, but I could hear the pain in her voice.

I looked out at the ruins of the town. “What a waste,” I muttered sadly.
“Of everyone and everything...” My words trailed off as emotions
overwhelmed me and I broke down into tears. Rose held me close and told
me it would all be okay, but inside I knew that even if I survived this
terrible war, nothing would ever be the same again.

When he finished speaking, Nora noticed the tears dripping onto Mr.
Carlisle’s cheeks. Even after all those years, all that hurt was still raw inside
him.

“Whatever became of Albert’s fiancée?” she asked carefully. “Did you
ever speak with her?”

“I promised Albert on his deathbed that I’d go see her when the war
ended,” he said. “So after I got home, I made the drive to Detroit and
presented her with Albert’s dog tags and the photo that he kept close to his
heart. It was by far the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do.”

She waited a few seconds before asking the question that had been on
her mind since the day she received Rose’s letter. “So how did Rose break
your heart?”

A grim smile crossed his face. “I’m getting there.”



FEBRUARY 1945

Finally the weather broke, and we continued our march east. In the
weeks following Albert’s death, I said very little, kept a strict schedule, and
told the men to take every precaution. We all sensed the end of the war was
near, and I hated the thought of losing someone when we were so close to
going home.

Rose’s unit was ordered to stay back and help with some of the
wounded being transported from the front lines, so I lost contact with her
again. But in March while on leave one weekend, she and I crossed paths
once more.

“This must be fate,” I said, finding her on the platform in Brussels.
“You still believe in fate, don’t you?”

The corners of her mouth curled into a smile. “I suppose so.” She
looked me up and down. “You look better than the last time I saw you...
Captain. Congratulations on the promotion.”

“Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself,” I told her, admiring the way
her blue dress brought out her eyes. “So are you coming or going?”

“Going,” she said. “I’m waiting for the next train to Paris. I’'m spending
the weekend there.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the coincidence. “Me too.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“It seems the men believe I need a weekend away for some much-
needed R&R.”

Rose chuckled. “The girls said something similar to me.”

We stood there for a moment, lost in each other’s gaze, wondering if it
was fate that had brought us there.

When our train arrived, we sat beside each other and got reacquainted.
It was nice to be in her presence again, to have someone other than the men
to talk to, and it almost made me forget about the horror 1 had just come
from.

We arrived in Paris in the late evening as the sun was setting. As we
walked out of the station, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. The city
that had only months before been under German occupation was alive and
bustling again, and it gave me hope that a return to normal was still
possible.

We both agreed on staying at a cozy little hotel on the outskirts of the
city, away from the main thoroughfare. It was perfect—dimly lit with an



old-fashioned charm that immediately put us at ease.

The first night was spent exploring the streets, taking in the sights and
sounds of Paris at night. We dined at a small bistro that Rose knew from her
previous visit and enjoyed a bottle of wine with our meal. Afterward, we
took our time as we passed beneath the Arc de Triomphe and stood in awe
of the Eiffel Tower.

As we walked back to our hotel, I felt the same as I had that night at the
dance. If possible, Rose was more beautiful than before, and being around
her made me more aware of just how much in love with her I was.

Sitting in the lobby of the hotel, we talked for hours, reminiscing about
the first time we met. We discussed our hopes for the future and shared
stories from our time apart. We laughed and joked and for a moment felt
carefree, as we had before the start of the war.

After midnight, I escorted her to her room.

“Well, here we are,” I said, stopping outside her door.

She turned and looked up at me, her eyes soft and inviting. “Stay with
me,” she whispered. “Just for tonight.”

How could I say no? I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers,
tentatively at first but then with more passion as she sighed and opened her
mouth to mine. Twisting the doorknob, I stepped into her room as we
undressed each other, then crawled into bed.

The war had taken so much from us both—friends, family, and
innocence—but it couldn’t take away the love we had for each other. That
night we made love with such tenderness and intensity that it felt as if we'd
outrun the darkness that threatened to consume us.

In the pale morning light, I sat quietly, tracing the silhouette of Rose’s body.
Diligently, I worked until a familiar figure emerged from the page.

“Fred?”

I raised my eyes from the paper. “Here, my love,” I whispered.

Rose rolled over and glanced at me. “What are you doing?”

“Sorry,” I said softly. “I couldn’t pass up an opportunity such as this.”

Rose wrapped a sheet around her naked body and stepped closer,
examining the drawing carefully. “I see you haven’t lost your touch.”



I smiled, knowing that despite all the war had taken from me, my ability
to create something beautiful remained. “It’s easy when the subject is so
beautiful.”

Rose picked up the sketchbook and placed it on the bedside table before
sitting down on my lap. She looked into my eyes and said, “Kiss me.” So I
did.

As our lips met, a deep passion swelled within me. I wrapped my arms
around her waist and pulled her close, feeling the warmth of her skin
against mine. Soon we were lost in each other’s embrace, our bodies
intertwined. This was where we truly belonged, in each other’s arms, lost in
the ecstasy of our love. And as we collapsed onto the bed in a tangle of
limbs and sheets, I knew that weekend in Paris would be one that I would
never forget.

When our magical time came to an end, we boarded the train and held
hands the entire way back. Now, after years of desolation, we had a little bit
of hope. When the train came to a stop in Brussels, neither of us wanted to
let go. I knew this was the woman I wanted to spend my life with, so I made
a silent vow that if we survived the war, I’d find her and ask her to marry
me.

Rose stepped off the car and onto the platform, her eyes misty with
tears. I wiped them away lovingly before whispering in her ear, “This 1sn’t
goodbye—just until we meet again.” I kissed her softly and watched as she
slowly walked away from me, wondering if I'd ever see her face again.



YO

Mr. Carlisle’s tale was nearly finished, and after hearing about their
weekend in Paris, Nora wondered what could have happened between them
to make Rose want to shatter his heart.

While she pondered the possibilities, a soft knock sounded through the
living room. Thinking it was John, she opened the door without looking.
But instead of seeing his smiling face, she found Erin standing there, her
eyes red, face streaked with tears.

“Erin.” Nora embraced her in a hug. “What are you doing here? And
why are you crying?” Immediately, her thoughts went to Jeremy.

“I’'m sorry to barge in on you like this,” she said, “but Jeremy and I just
had a big fight, and I didn’t know where else to go.”

Nora ushered Erin in and offered her a seat on the sofa. After grabbing
two sodas from the fridge, she handed one to Erin, then took the easy chair
across from her and settled into place.

“All right, tell me what happened.”

Erin’s gaze dropped to the floor, and tears started flowing again. “I’m
pregnant,” she said quietly.

“Pregnant?” Nora’s mind raced, and it took her a few moments to
process. “How long have you known?”

“Not long.”

When Nora had gathered her thoughts, she asked Erin if it was the
pregnancy that had caused the fight with Jeremy.

She brought her hands up to cover her eyes and nodded slowly. “He said
he 1sn’t ready to be a father,” she choked out between sobs. “And the worst
thing is he suggested I get an abortion.”



“Abortion! You’re kidding?”

She pulled a wad of money from her pocket and showed it to Nora. “He
even offered to pay for it. He says I should get it done right away and never
breathe a word to anyone.”

Appalled, Nora said, “That’s not why you’re here, is it?”

“Of course not. I could never think of killing a baby.”

Nora breathed a sigh of relief. “Good for you.” Then a fresh wave of
anger coursed through her veins. “How dare he suggest such a thing?” She
knew Jeremy was despicable, but this was low even for him. “You’re not
still thinking of marrying him after this, are you?”

Erin shrugged a shoulder and lowered her chin to her chest. “What
choice do I have? Whether I like it or not, we’re going to have a child
together.”

“You could always raise it on your own,” Nora suggested. Anything had
to be better than staying with Jeremy. “Or give the baby up for adoption.
There are plenty of people out there who can’t have a child of their own.”

“But that’s just it—I want this baby,” she insisted. “I’ve always dreamed
of being a mother. You know that.” She smiled briefly. “I just wish the
circumstances were different, that’s all.” She looked at Nora. “You’re lucky
you got away when you did—from Jeremy, from Trafford. I knew I should
have listened to you.”

“Don’t beat yourself up,” said Nora. “There’s nothing you can do about
it now. Who else knows about this besides you and Jeremy?”

“Just you.”

A sense of shock warred with a strange flicker of satisfaction inside her.
When Erin’s tears subsided, Nora suggested they order takeout from the
Chinese restaurant down the street and insisted on her staying the night.

“I don’t want to impose,” Erin said. “I’m sure you have better things to
do than sit and listen to me whine all night.”

“I was going to have dinner with John,” she told her. “But I’ll
reschedule.”

“No, don’t do that just because of me.” She gathered her things.

“It’s fine,” Nora reassured her. “Besides, John’s a big boy. He can
manage one night without me.”

A sad sort of smile graced Erin’s lips before she bowed her head and
thanked her softly. Nora squeezed her shoulder and said cheerily, “Best
friends have to stick together, especially at a time like this.”



By the time their food arrived, Erin’s tears had subsided, and she was
acting like her old self again.

“This food is amazing,” she said as she picked up a piece of cashew
chicken with her chopsticks. “How’d you find this place?”

Nora smiled and said, “John turned me on to it.”

Erin fell quiet as she picked at some beef broccoli before speaking
again. “I envy you, Nora... your job, your relationship with John... You’ve
got the perfect life here.” Then her smile faded into a frown. “I thought I
had that with Jeremy, but...”

Nora wanted to tell her [ told you so but didn’t have the heart. “So did 1.
But you can have that with someone, someday.”

Erin looked away quickly but not before Nora saw a flicker of
hopelessness in her pale blue eyes. “Maybe before... But once I have the
baby, no decent man will want to be with a single mom...”

Nora scooted closer and put her arm over Erin’s shoulder in a
comforting embrace. “That’s not true. Lucky for you, not every man is like
Jeremy. There are good men out there—men who aren’t scared away by
less-than-ideal circumstances.”

For the rest of the evening, Nora and Erin watched movies and vegged
out on the couch, purposefully avoiding talking about Jeremy. It was just
like old times, only now Nora knew that Erin’s life would never be the
same.

When Erin left the next morning, Nora sighed and told John everything.
He sat down beside her on the porch swing, his brow furrowed in deep
concentration as he asked, “Is she really going to raise the baby on her
own?”

Nora took a sip of her coffee, steam rising from the cup. “She’s not
exactly alone. Her parents are well off, and they’ll help her out. That is if
they don’t disown her.”

John nodded thoughtfully. “And you don’t think Jeremy will have a
change of heart?”

She shrugged, trying to remain hopeful. “I wish I could say yes, but if I
know him, he’s already distancing himself from the situation, planning his
escape.” An uncomfortable silence fell between them until a thought came
to mind. “What would you do if I told you I was pregnant?” she asked John.
“Would you freak out like Jeremy, or would you be calm about it?”



John stared ahead at the horizon, eyes distant like he was already
considering all the possibilities. After what felt like forever, he finally
spoke. “I’d need to take time to process of course,” he said softly. “But I
wouldn’t overreact, and I certainly wouldn’t tell you to get an abortion. |
value life too much for that. Honestly, I’d probably just start thinking about
the future and how we’d get through it together.”

His words were sincere and gentle yet strong enough for Nora to know
he meant them—a perfect mix that melted her heart in an instant.

Nora spent the next few days adjusting to all the new developments in her
life. John’s confession, Mr. Carlisle’s deteriorating health, and Erin’s
pregnancy had turned her once harmonious reality upside down, and it
would take more than flowers or kind words to set things right again.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait long for the first ray of sunshine
when Gail met her after work one evening with an offer for a full-time job.

“I’'m sorry it took so long. I wanted to do this weeks ago, but with all
the hoops we’re forced to jump through these days... The truth is you’ve
been a breath of fresh air, Nora, and I would be delighted if you stayed on.”

Although she’d been hopeful, Nora couldn’t believe her ears. A full-
time-job offer from Gail, the woman she had come to admire and respect as
a boss and mentor. Her heart sang with joy.

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “I’d be delighted to continue
working for you. This place is like a second home to me, and I can’t think
of anywhere I’d rather continue to grow my career.”

After filling out the necessary paperwork, Nora left Gail’s office, ready
to conquer the world.

She couldn’t wait to tell John the good news. When she got home, he
was already there, cooking dinner for her.

“You won’t believe what happened today,” she said as she burst into the
kitchen.

John looked up at her, his eyes twinkling with excitement. “What? Tell
me!”

“Gail offered me a full-time position!”



John set down the knife and lifted her off her feet in a bear hug. “That’s
fantastic news!”

“I know! It’s like everything is falling into place.”

They spent the rest of the evening celebrating her new job and their
future together over a bottle of Chardonnay and creamy chicken piccata.

As they lay in bed that night, Nora couldn’t help but feel grateful for
everything that had led her to that moment—the good, the bad, and the
ugly.

“You know,” John said as he stroked her hair, “I’ve been thinking a lot
about what you said the other day.”

“What did I say?” she asked sleepily.

“About if you were pregnant,” he replied. “And I realized something—
when the time is right to start a family, [ want it to be with you.”

Her heart swelled with love for him, but a flicker of doubt nagged at the
back of her mind. “But what if everything gets too overwhelming?” She
was thinking of recent events. “What if we can’t handle it all?”

John brushed a kiss against her forehead. “We’ll handle it together. Just
like we always do.” And with those words, he lulled her into a peaceful
sleep.

The next morning, Nora woke up feeling hopeful and excited for the
future. As John left for work, he pressed a quick kiss against her lips. “Love
you,” he said softly.

“Love you too,” she replied.

Before she left, she checked her email and found a message from Rose.
After several days of correspondence, she had finally settled on a date to
come to Brentwood: October 24.

When Nora mentioned it to Mr. Carlisle later that day, he let out a sigh
of relief. “Thank goodness. I was beginning to think she’d had a change of
heart.”

“Me too.” She opened the window for some fresh air. “So how are you
feeling today?”

He held his stomach and shook his head slowly. “Still nauseated, but Dr.
Kenner said that’s normal.”

“Any headaches, dizziness, or weakness?”

He hesitated before shaking his head again. “No, not really, just some
light discomfort.”



She nodded in response, relieved that he seemed to be doing better
overall. “Keep me updated on how you’re feeling, okay?”

“I will,” he promised.

The weather took a turn, so they spent the afternoon in the theater,
watching an old black-and-white film, and listening to jazz on the radio. It
was a peaceful respite from all the chaos of recent weeks.

As the movie came to an end, Mr. Carlisle closed his eyes and leaned
back in his seat. “You know,” he said softly, “I’ve been thinking a lot lately
about my life, about the people I’ve known, things I’ve done, places I’ve
been. And I can’t help but feel it might be time for me to move on.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “What do you mean, move on?”

“I mean it might be time for me to say goodbye,” he said with a small
smile. “To accept that my time here on earth is coming to an end.”

She looked at him, tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. “Don’t say
that, Mr. Carlisle,” she whispered. “You’ll get through this. All you need is
the surgery to remove the tumor, and you’ll be as good as new. You are still
considering it, aren’t you?”

He reached out and squeezed her hand. “Yes, but either way,
everything’s going to be okay.” He was silent for a moment, then asked if
she was ready to hear the rest of the story.

She took a deep breath and nodded.

APRIL 1945

A few weeks before the end of the war, I ran into Rose on the outskirts
of Weimar. Just the sight of her took my breath.

“Hello, beautiful,” I said, giving her a hug and kiss. “How I’ve missed
you.”

“Not as much as I’ve missed you,” she said, then planted a kiss on my
lips. “Do you think the war is over?”

I nodded, confident that we had finally reached the end. “Which means
we can finally put all this behind us and get on with our lives.”

“About that,” she said, pulling back. “What will you do when you get
home?”

We walked the streets hand in hand while I pondered. I’d kept thoughts
of home out of my head for fear that I’d become distracted and catch a

bullet. Now, with the end in sight, I allowed myself to dream again.



“Get a job, settle down, maybe get married.” I glanced in her direction.

She smiled. “Does that mean you’ve got someone in mind that you’d
like to ask?”

“There’s one or two girls I can think of,” I teased.

She nudged me with her elbow. “I’m ready to start a family,” she said,
which surprised me. “After everything I’ve seen and done here, I just want
to forget this whole thing, to live my life, and be happy.”

“And you think a family will do that for you?”

“I’m certain of it,” she said. “I want a boy and a girl, maybe a year apart
so they can play together and be friends. And we’ll have a house on the hill
with a white picket fence. That’s the American dream, isn’t 1t?”

“Sounds like a dream to me.” I imagined it in my mind. “Do you see
yourself working as a nurse when you get back?”

She shook her head as the smile evaporated. “After this, I can’t stand
the thought of seeing another wounded man. I don’t quite know what kind
of work I can find at home, but anything will be better than this.”

“But you’re so good at it.”

“Be that as it may, the pain 1s too hard.”

We walked to the edge of the occupied zone, then turned and headed
back.

“Rose, when we get back to America, can I... call on you?”

She flashed a sly smile. “Don’t you think we’re past that stage, or have
you forgotten about Paris?”

Heat touched my face. “How could I forget?” I said, recalling our
passionate weekend. “I just mean that I want to see you... properly. I want
to take you out and buy you whatever your heart desires. And I want to
travel across the country with the top down and the wind in our hair, just the
two of us. And I want to live and go on adventures with you by my side.” |
stopped and took her hand. “I never expected to fall in love while 1 was
away, but at the same time, I never expected to meet someone like you.” I
gazed into her beautiful eyes, seeing in them the rest of my life. “What I’'m
trying to say is I think we have a future, you and I, and I want to do this
right.”

Her eyes became misty, and she nodded. “Yes, I’d like that very much.”

The next morning, Rose and I ate breakfast together and talked about
the future. But before we had finished our meal, a runner burst in and



handed Rose a letter, telling her it was urgent. I watched her closely while
she read and noticed the color drain from her face.

“Rose—what 1s it?”” I asked, fearing something dreadful had happened.

I waited for her to respond, but she just sat there, looking as if she’d
seen a ghost.

“He’s a-alive,” she breathed, and put a hand to her heart.

“Who'’s alive?” I asked. “Who, Rose?” She handed me the letter. When
I finished reading, I couldn’t believe it.

“There must be some mistake.” She shook her head in disbelief.

I tried to control my emotions, to make sense of it all. “Let me make a
call,” T told her. I got up and found the nearest phone and called my
superiors. They quickly confirmed that Corporal Harold Colson—Rose’s
flancé—was in fact alive and well. “It appears the mix-up occurred when
his plane went down in the Pacific,” 1 explained to Rose after the call
ended. “He was taken prisoner and held in a camp until it was liberated a
few days ago.”

Rose stared ahead, still trying to process the situation.

I could tell that she was struggling to hold back tears, but wanting to
offer comfort, I put my hand on hers. She turned to face me, her eyes filled
with a mix of emotions: shock, relief, and confusion.

“What will you do now?” I asked, fearing the worst.

“I-I don’t know,” she said. “I still can’t believe this is real.”

As she spoke, I watched her closely, trying to read her thoughts. And
that’s when it dawned on me—with Harold back in the picture, where did
that leave me?

Nora held a hand to her mouth, not knowing what to say. “He was alive the
whole time?”

Mr. Carlisle nodded slowly. “Unfortunately, there were many cases just
like Harold’s. In war, there are so many moving pieces that mistakes are
inevitable.”

“Mistake? But this wasn’t just a mistake.”

“You’re right. It was life altering, for everyone involved.”



In her head, Nora was putting the pieces together. The reemergence of
Rose’s fiancé, her breaking Mr. Carlisle’s heart. It could only mean one
thing.

“She chose him, didn’t she?”” She was hardly able to get the words out.

Mr. Carlisle turned away, his eyes reddening. “I tried to make my case,
but I knew I was fighting an uphill battle. I could see the conflict in her
expression—torn between two loves and a sense of responsibility. She had
made a promise to Harold, and I wanted to respect that. But I also adored
her and felt like the love she and I had for each other might be enough to tip
the scales in my favor.”

MAY 1945

When news of Germany’s surrender echoed over the loudspeaker, I was
filled with an overwhelming sense of joy and elation. Thinking back on the
years of battle—the close calls and narrow escapes—I was astounded that |
had managed to survive it all. Finally free from the fear of death, I longed
for home—the place that had been absent from my life for three long years.
The thought of returning made me anxious; everything must have changed
so much, and so had I.

“It’s all over!” I told Rose, who was in the process of folding blankets
when I found her. “We’re finally going home.”

She looked up at me and smiled, her eyes filling with tears of relief.
“Thank God,” she said, embracing me tightly. “I couldn’t have done this
without you, Fred. You’ve been my rock, my... everything.”

A wave of emotion swept over me, overwhelmed by the tenderness in
her voice. Somehow, through all the chaos, she and I had found each other,
and she had become the one constant in my ever-changing life.

“I couldn’t have done it without you either,” I whispered into her ear.
“You’re the one who has kept me going through it all. Which is why I don’t
want this to end.”

Rose looked up at me, confusion etched on her face as she pulled away
from our embrace. “Fred, [

“I know you said you needed time and that you weren’t ready to make a
decision, but....” I took her hand in mine and looked deep into her eyes.
“We’ll be going home soon, and I'm terrified of never seeing you again. As



awful as this war has been, it’s nothing compared to the thought of losing
you.”

Rose’s eyes widened in surprise as she listened to my words. I could see
the emotions taking over her, the tears streaming down her face. She opened
and closed her mouth a few times before finding her voice.

“Fred, I... I don’t know what to say. Like I told you before, I have a lot
to think about, and I need time to process.”

“What’s there to think about? I love you, Rose, and want to spend the
rest of my life with you. Isn’t that enough?”

“I love you too, Fred.” Her voice quivered with emotion. “But things
are not that simple for me. I wish I could make you understand.”

But the truth was I did understand, far greater than she realized. And
despite the love she had for me, it stung knowing she had feelings for
someone else.

“I do understand.” I tried to keep my voice steady. “No matter what
happens, somebody will have their heart shattered. All I can do is hope it
won’t be mine,” I added, my voice cracking with the weight of my words.
“But if more time is what you need, then I’ll wait as long as it takes,
because you’re worth waiting for.”

Rose nodded slowly, still holding onto my hand. “Thank you, Fred.
Thank you for understanding.”

In the months that followed, amid the chaos of the occupation, I lost
contact with Rose at precisely the time I needed to be with her. But after our
last conversation, I wasn’t sure there was anything left to say.

JANUARY 1946

By the time my unit finally made it back to America, a new year had
dawned. Many of the ceremonies and ticker-tape parades had already taken
place, so when I arrived at the shipyard in Virginia, there was little
excitement or fuss.

I caught a bus in Norfolk that got me as far as Knoxville, then boarded a
train that took me the rest of the way home. Waiting at the platform were
my parents and sisters, who welcomed me home with open arms.

Once I was settled, I took some of the money I had saved up from the
war and bought a car. The first thing I did was go see Albert’s fiancée in
Detroit. After an emotional couple of hours with her, I dried my eyes and



set off in search of Rose. Aside from the occasional letter, we hadn’t talked
much in recent months, which left me worried. It took me a couple of days
to track her down, but eventually I found out that she had been staying with
her sister in Cincinnati. So I bought a suit, a bouquet of yellow roses, and
set out to win her heart.

After taking a deep breath, I stepped up onto the porch and knocked on
the door.

A young woman who favored Rose answered after a minute and
surveyed me from head to toe. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so. I’'m looking for Rose,” I replied nervously.

“You must be Fred,” she said quietly.

“Yes, ma’am, I am. Is Rose around?”

“Just a minute.” She stepped inside, then returned a moment later
holding a letter. She handed it to me and said, “Rose said to give this to you
if you stopped by.”

I sat down on the stoop and opened the letter, reading it word for word.

Kearest Fred,
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“After that, my life was never the same. I was angry—not because Rose had
married Harold, but because the woman I was in love with, the one I
thought 1 would spend my life with, was gone forever. In the months that
followed, Rose was all I could think about: Where she was, what she was
doing. Her memory haunted me, yet nothing seemed to take the pain away.
I even considered ending it all at one point. Then a ray of light appeared on
the horizon. Judy.” The corners of his mouth curled upward into a smile.
“Suddenly I felt alive again. We were married within a year, and joy found
its way back into my heart. As the years passed, my love for Judy only grew
stronger. But even then, sometimes when no one was around and everything
was still, a sudden thought of Rose would strike me, and it was as if she
was right there with me again.”

When he had finished speaking, Nora asked if he’d ever truly gotten
over Rose.



He paused before answering, considering what he knew to be true. “I
moved on,” he finally said with a sad smile. “And lived an amazing life
with a wonderful woman. But no,” he said regretfully. “I never got over her.
Sometimes, no matter how hard we try, there are just some people we can’t
get over.”

Tears streaming down Nora’s face, she made her way home, still unable to
process what Rose had done. For the first time since hearing Rose’s name,
Nora wished she’d never gotten involved, and it made her question why Mr.
Carlisle was so desperate to see her again.

To take her mind off things, she sat down in the living room after dinner
and called Erin. They hadn’t spoken since her visit, and Nora wanted to
make sure she was doing okay.

“Mom and Dad know,” Erin told her. “And surprisingly, they were
rather laid-back about it.”

“That’s a relief,” Nora replied. “My parents would have had a
coronary!”

Erin laughed at the joke.

“What about Jeremy? Is he still pushing you for an abortion?”

Erin’s heavy sigh spoke volumes. “Actually, I haven’t heard from him
since | came to see you. He left town for a few days... said he needed time
to think things through.”

Nora’s blood boiled. “Do you want me to call him and give him a piece
of my mind?”

“I’d love that,” Erin responded dryly, “but I doubt it would make a
difference.” She sighed again, deeper this time. “I suppose I'll have to call
everyone soon and let them know the wedding is off—that’ll be
embarrassing.”

“Well, if you need any help, just say the word. And if you need me to
come down there, I can. Trafford isn’t that far away.”

“That’s sweet of you, but I think I have the situation under control. But
if it ever gets too overwhelming for me again, you’re the first person I’ll
call.”
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“You look deep in thought.”

The sound of Mr. Carlisle’s voice startled Nora. She looked up and
found him hovering between her and the sun, his face unreadable. “Mr.
Carlisle, what are you doing out here? Shouldn’t you be inside?”

“Probably. But I’ve never been any good at following directions. Do
you mind if I sit?”

She reached for what was left of her lunch and cleared a place for him.

He eased onto the bench and propped the cane against the armrest.
“Nice day, isn’t it?”” he said with a smile as he set his gaze upon the water.

Nora nodded mindlessly, her thoughts drifting.

“You couldn’t have picked a finer place to eat your lunch. Of all the
spots on this property, this is my favorite.”

Nora removed herself from the daydream and looked around, taking in
the trees ablaze with the colors of fall, the rolling pastures, and the blue-
green water. He was right; it was beautiful.

“Sometimes I like to sit here and reflect.”

“On what?”

“Life,” he answered, squinting against the afternoon sun.

“Have you had a good life, Mr. Carlisle?”

He thought for a moment. “Yes, I believe I have,” he said, nodding. “Is
something troubling you, Miss Dawson?”

It was like he could read her mind. “How did you know?”

“I raised two daughters, remember?”’

She sighed and looked down at her hands.

“Rose didn’t change her mind about seeing me, did she?”” he fretted.



“No.” She shook her head. “It’s my friend... Erin.”

“The one who’s marrying your ex?”

She nodded, thinking how ridiculous it sounded. “She came to see me a
few days ago and told me that she’s pregnant with his baby. And that’s not
all. To make matters worse, he wants nothing to do with it.”

Mr. Carlisle let out a low whistle. “I can see why you’re troubled.”

Nora looked up at him, feeling tears prick at the corners of her eyes. “I
just wish she had listened to me. I tried to warn her.”

Mr. Carlisle leaned back against the bench, rubbing his chin
thoughtfully. “Unfortunately, despite our best efforts, people have to learn
things on their own even if it means making mistakes along the way.”

“But this is a huge mistake,” she said, her voice cracking. “They’re
supposed to be getting married in a few weeks, and now everything is
ruined. And I can’t even imagine what it’s going to do to her if she has to
raise the baby on her own.”

Mr. Carlisle reached over and placed a comforting hand on hers. “It’s
not your responsibility to fix their mess, dear. All you can do is be there for
your friend, support her, and help her through this difficult situation. And as
far as that ex of yours...” His tone grew cold, and a spark of anger flashed
in his eyes. “Someone needs to light a fire under his ass!”

“You’re right.” Nora composed herself. “What am I saying? You’re
always right.”

His eyes lit up. “I don’t know about that, but I have been around the
block a few times.”

Her thoughts then wandered from Erin to Rose, who had been on her
mind constantly ever since Mr. Carlisle revealed that she’d broken his heart.

“Are you sure you want to see her again after what she did to you?”
Nora asked him. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

He paused before answering with a smile. “I appreciate your concern,
but yes, I want to see Rose. Despite what she did to me, I loved her very
much. A part of me still loves her.”

“But I still don’t understand how she could choose Harold over you. I
mean, | get making a promise to someone, but for nearly three years she
thought he was dead. Not to mention she’d fallen in love again.”

“What can I say? She loved him before she loved me. Which means
they shared a history that she and I didn’t, and while that may seem unfair,
it’s the only explanation I’ve got. Besides, I know in my heart that if Harold



hadn’t come back, Rose and I would have gotten married and lived a happy
life together. Knowing that is enough to give me peace.”

Nora considered that. “I see your point... Still, I wish the two of you
had ended up together.”

He smiled. “You say that now, but in time I think you’ll change your
mind. Besides, if that had happened, our lives would have turned out
different, and you and I would never have met.”

“I don’t know.” Nora pondered the possibilities as a dark cloud shuttled
across the sky. “Perhaps we would have... in another place or time.”

He smiled knowingly. “Ever the optimist,” he said, then turned wistful.
“I think that’s what I’ll miss most about you, Miss Dawson. You have an
unbreakable spirit, the kind of spirit I’ve only seen in one other woman. In
spite of all Rose endured, life never kept her down for long. It was one of
the things I admired most about her.”

“You’re very sweet, Mr. Carlisle.” What a shame it was that the nurses
before had missed out on an opportunity to get to know him. “And wise
t00.”

He chuckled. “After eighty years, I don’t know much, but I know this
one thing. Life has a funny way of working out the way it’s supposed to. We
may not always see the bigger picture, but things happen for a reason.”

“So you don’t have any regrets?”

He didn’t answer right away, his expression shifting from cheerful to
wistful. “Only one,” he said solemnly.

“Rose again?” she guessed.

“No.” He dropped his head and turned away.

“Well what is 1t?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Come on, Mr. Carlisle. You’ve told me everything else. Why not this?”

He was quiet for a moment, appearing to struggle with something.
“Because | don’t want you to think ill of me.”

“I could never.”

He seemed to come around. Eventually, he reached into his shirt pocket
and pulled out a photograph of a young man in uniform and showed it to
Nora.

“Who is he?” she asked, studying the picture. “Is this Albert?”

He shook his head. “His name was Julian Wentz. He was a German
soldier.”



Puzzled, she asked, “Why do you carry a picture of a German soldier
with you?”

Mr. Carlisle took a deep breath and exhaled. “When Albert died, it
nearly broke me. Any hope I’d had of emerging from the war unscathed
died along with him. In the days that followed, the only thing I could think
about was revenge, and it didn’t matter where 1 got it. One afternoon, we
assaulted a small town that had been occupied by a unit of SS troops during
their retreat. The fighting was fierce, and in the confusion, I got cut off from
my men. [ hid in a ditch until dark, then crawled into the forest on the edge
of town. Even under the cover of darkness, I had to be careful. The
Germans were close enough that I could hear them talking, and I knew one
wrong move could cost me my life. After most of the men had turned in for
the night, I crept to the edge of the forest and began looking for a way out.
Luckily, there was only one guard standing sentry that night. If I’d had my
rifle, I could have easily dispatched him from my position, but all I had on
me was my field knife. I waited quietly until he was within striking distance
before jumping out of the trees. He never saw it coming.”

“You mean you...?”

“I’d killed before,” he said as tears flowed freely. “Many times, in fact,
but not like that—not close up. To feel the weight of another man’s life, to
look him in the eyes and watch the light fade... That’s something that not
even years of war can prepare you for. The truth of the matter is I could
have waited until he was out of sight, maybe snuck across the road, and
disappeared into the wilderness, but all I could think about was Albert and
the look on his face in those final moments.” He hung his head in shame.
“For a long time, I struggled with what I had done to that young man.
Everywhere I went I saw his face staring up at me with terror in his eyes.”
When he had composed himself, he turned to Nora. “I bet you think I'm a
monster, don’t you?”

“No,” she replied, struggling to comprehend the horrific nature of war.
“I think you’re a wonderful person that was put in a terrible position.”

“Thank you,” he said, and squeezed her hand, “for understanding.”
They sat in silence for a long time, letting the sound of nature fill their ears.
Eventually, Mr. Carlisle spoke up. “So are you anxious about meeting
Rose?”

“I was... I suppose I still am. There are so many questions I have for
her. I just hope she shows.”



“Oh, she’ll show,” he said with confidence.

When Nora’s lunch was over, she stood and helped him to his feet. “In
the meantime, I’ve got to get ready for visitors of my own. Mom and Gran
will be here this weekend, and I still have so much to do.”

“That’s right. I’d nearly forgotten. Are you still planning on bringing
them by?”

“Yes, if you’re feeling up to it.”

“I am. Actually, I'm looking forward to meeting them.”

“Really?”

“Sure. After everything you’ve told me, I feel as if I know them
already.”

“They’re looking forward to meeting you as well, especially Gran. She
really appreciated the flowers you sent.”

He smiled warmly as they eased toward the hospital. “Dr. Kenner came
to see me this morning,” he said, changing the subject.

“And?”

“The tumor’s still growing, but my vitals are good and so is my white
cell count. I’'m not foolish enough to think this will go away on its own, but
so far so good.”

Nora smiled at his optimism. “Never say never, Mr. Carlisle. Medical
miracles happen every day.”

That evening, Nora did something she swore she’d never do again. Despite
what Erin had told her, she was furious with Jeremy and felt like he needed
someone to shake the sense into him, so she dialed his number and waited
for him to pick up.

“Hello.”

Just the sound of his voice made her skin crawl.

“Hey... It’s me.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line before
Jeremy replied. “Nora... H-How are you? It’s been a long time.”

“I'm fine,” she said, trying to steady her voice. “Listen, I know about
the pregnancy... and about you asking Erin to get an abortion, and—"



“And you’re angry,” Jeremy said. “I know, and DI'm sorry. I
overreacted.”

“Overreacted?” She scoffed. “You did more than overreact. Most men
are over the moon when the woman they love tells them they’re going to be
a father, but not you. All you cared about was getting rid of the problem. If
you knew Erin at all, you’d know how much she wants to be a mother and
how much it hurt her when you asked her to get an abortion. And you know
the worst thing of all? I told her you’d do something to break her heart.
When she told me you’d changed, I didn’t believe her. And as it turns out, |
was right.”

“Look, Nora, I’'m sorry for the way I acted. Truly, I am. And I told Erin
the same thing last night, though I don’t think she believed me. The truth is
I just feel like I keep making mistakes—with her, with you...”

“Don’t bring me into this.” Nora shook her head. “What happened
between us was a long time ago... another life ago, and I’ve moved on.”

“I know,” he said softly. “But I still regret how things ended between us.
You were the one I should have spent the rest of my life with, and I threw it
all away. Not that it matters, but [’'m sorry.”

Nora’s heart pounded in her chest as she tried to process his words.
Jeremy had always known how to manipulate her emotions, and she
couldn’t help but wonder if he was trying to do it again. “Look, | made my
peace with what happened a long time ago, and I suggest you do the same.
But as far as this situation with Erin,” she said, redirecting the conversation,
“if you care for her, even the slightest bit, then man up and do whatever it
takes to make this right.”

Nora slammed the receiver down, feeling a blend of anger and
confusion. Whatever happened now would be up to Jeremy, but she had, for
the first time in her life, stood up to him and could look anyone in the eye
knowing he no longer had any control over her.

As Nora got ready for her mom and Gran, she couldn’t help but wonder
what they’d think of her house. She’d worked hard to turn her little cottage
in Brentwood into a cozy home, and all she could do was hope that it made
an impression.



The night before they arrived, Nora and John had dinner with Stephanie
and Owen at the mansion. It had been weeks since they’d last talked, and
Nora was anxious to fill them in on everything that had happened with
Rose.

“I’m so relieved you were able to find her,” said Stephanie.

“So am I. For a while there, I was starting to think she didn’t exist.”

“So how is Mr. Carlisle holding up?” Owen asked.

“He’s determined but anxious. Thankfully his condition has stabilized.”

They ate in silence until Stephanie posed a seemingly random question:
“Do you think wedding bells are in your future?”

John blushed as he stammered an answer while Owen beamed with
amusement. “I know that look,” he snickered. “Whenever it does happen,
you have to hold it here at the mansion!”

John nodded toward Nora and muttered, “That’s up to Nora.”

She quickly agreed. “Yes, I’d be honored, and I can’t think of a more
perfect place.”

When dinner was over, Nora helped Stephanie carry the plates into the
kitchen while the men sipped whiskey on the porch.

“I hope all that talk of marriage didn’t make you uncomfortable,” said
Stephanie. She reached into the refrigerator and brought out a tray of
chocolate cakes. “Sometimes Owen gets carried away.”

“Not at all. In fact, John and I have been talking about it a lot lately.”

Stephanie’s eyes widened with excitement. “Really? That’s so exciting!
Have you thought about the kind of wedding you want—big, small...?”

Nora shrugged. “Not really. I just know that I want it to be special.”

“Well, if you need any help planning, let me know. I’ve planned plenty
of weddings in my time.”

“I appreciate it.” Nora smiled gratefully, but felt it slide into a frown. “I
just hope Mr. Carlisle is still around when it happens. It’s funny, but after
what we’ve been through, I consider him part of the family now.”

Stephanie nodded in understanding. “I know what you mean. Fred
means a great deal to Owen and me as well. Tell you what,” she said a
moment later, looking as if an idea had just occurred to her. “Let me see
what I can do about lighting a fire under John.”
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The morning of her family’s arrival, Nora woke early and straightened the
house. Afterward, she made breakfast and sat in the garden until nine,
enjoying the crisp fall air.

When Kathleen’s car pulled into the drive, Nora went out to greet them,
and led them into the house.

“Nora, dear, you’ve outdone yourself,” said Gran. She eased around the
house, taking in every detail.

Kathleen was just as complementary. “And where does John live?” she
asked, gazing out the living room window.

“There.” Nora pointed to his place.

“Will he be stopping by?”

“A little later,” she said. “He had some business to attend to this
morning, but he’ll be joining us for dinner.”

As soon as Kathleen and Gran settled in, Nora gave them a tour of the
garden. They walked around for half an hour, admiring the flower beds, the
pond with the lilies, and the gazebo where Nora liked to read in the
afternoons. Gran took a seat on one of the benches.

“Oh, Nora, this 1s just lovely,” she said.

“Thank you, Gran,” Nora said, beaming. “I’m glad you like it.”

When they’d rested a while, Nora took them for a drive around
Brentwood, showing them the places where she spent her time—the stores
and restaurants, the park where she ran, and the church she attended. They
then drove to Belle Haven, where she introduced them to Gail and her
coworkers.



After giving them a tour of the hospital, Nora led them into the common
room to wait for Mr. Carlisle.

“Why don’t I go see if he’s ready for us,” she said. She walked to his
room but found it empty.

When she returned to the common room, Kathleen was sitting alone.

“Where’s Gran?” she asked.

“She said she needed to go to the bathroom.”

When Gran didn’t return a few minutes later, Nora got worried and went
to look for her, imagining she’d taken a wrong turn and was hopelessly lost
in the labyrinth of hallways or had stumbled upon the bridge game going on
in the card room. If so, it’d be hours before they’d see her again.

As she was walking down the hallway, something outside the window
caught Nora’s eye. She stopped and looked out to find Gran and Mr.
Carlisle standing at the end of a path just short of the pond, gazing silently
at each other as if stuck in time.

“Gran?” Nora asked out loud, not sure what to make of it.

Kathleen grabbed her arm and held her back from opening the door,
mouthing wait as if she knew something that Nora had missed.

Suddenly, it all made sense—the nurse with the blue eyes, her
grandmother’s checkered past, why she and Rose seemed so much alike. It
wasn’t a coincidence that she found herself in this moment; it had been
planned for her to be here. Her skin prickled at the realization that the
woman she had known her entire life as Gran, the one who had been her
best friend growing up, whom she thought she knew better than anyone on
earth, had been holding on to the biggest secret of all. From now on, Nora
would know Gran by another name—Rose.

And as Nora stood there, processing the scene before her, John’s
assertion that Rose was likely closer than she imagined played in her head.
Like usual, he had been right; she was closer than Nora could have ever
imagined, though without seeing it with her own eyes, she would never
have believed it.

Nora found herself in a mix of emotion—of joy and sadness. After all
these years, fifty of them, the nurse and the soldier who had so long ago
fallen in love were finally reunited. What began as a ripple of emotion
quickly swelled into a tidal wave that washed over her, ending in a flood of
tears.

“She’s her,” Nora cried, breaking the silence. “She’s his Rose.”



“I know,” Kathleen whispered. “Gran and I had a long talk on the way
up this morning. I guess you never really know someone, do you?”

Nora shook her head, thinking that perhaps not knowing was what
attracted us to certain people in the first place. It was that constant
discovery that intrigued us, that kept us guessing, longing for more. And in
that moment of reflection, she felt the rise in her cheeks as a smile broke
across her face. Her father had been wrong. Happy endings did still exist,
and not just in fairy tales. And although it had taken a lifetime to get to this
point, it was happy—for both, it seemed.

As they continued to watch from afar, the scene between Nora’s
grandmother and Mr. Carlisle began to unfold. They slowly made their way
closer to the pond, holding hands as if afraid to let go. Nora’s heart swelled
with emotion as she watched them find each other once again. A lifetime
had come and gone since they’d last seen one another, and yet it appeared to
vanish the instant their eyes met.

Nora could see the tears streaming down Gran’s face as she looked up at
him with a mix of joy and sadness. Mr. Carlisle gently wiped away her tears
with his thumb, a small smile forming on his lips.

For a moment, they just stood there, lost in their own world. Nora knew
that they were reliving all the memories they had shared together so many
years ago. It was a beautiful and bittersweet moment all at once.

Eventually they made their way back toward the entrance, still holding
hands. As they approached, Nora could see the happiness etched into their
faces.

“Well?” Gran said, looking at her with a twinkle in her eye.

Nora ran to her and wrapped her arms around her tightly. “I’m so happy
for you,” she said softly into her ear.

“Thank you, dear,” she replied, tears welling up in her eyes once again.

Mr. Carlisle stood beside her, smiling widely. “It’s been a long time
coming,” he said, looking at Nora and Kathleen in turn.

They all hugged and smiled together, tears streaming down their faces.
It was a moment that would stay with Nora forever—the moment when
love had triumphed over distance, over time, over everything that had ever
tried to keep them apart.

As they made their way back inside, Nora noticed that the whole facility
had gone silent. Everyone seemed to be watching them, smiling and
nodding as they walked past.



Word must have traveled fast, Nora thought, smiling to herself. But it
didn’t matter. In this moment, it was just the four of them, Rose, Mr.
Carlisle, Kathleen, and Nora. They sat in a small sitting area near the
entrance, sipping on tea and reminiscing about past memories.

Rose told them stories of her time with Mr. Carlisle, about their first
date, their first kiss, and their adventures together. Mr. Carlisle chimed in
from time to time with his own stories, making them all laugh.

When visiting hours were over, they went back to Nora’s house for
dinner, where Nora told the day’s events to John. He listened attentively as
she recounted the emotional reunion between Rose and Mr. Carlisle. His
eyes widened with surprise when she revealed that Rose, her grandmother,
had been keeping her true identity from her all these years.

“I can’t believe it,” he said, shaking his head.

“Neither can I,” Nora said, still trying to process the fact that the woman
she had known her whole life was actually someone else entirely. But
despite the shock of this discovery, there was no denying the happiness that
had come from this reunion. It was a reminder that love, no matter how
long it takes, can conquer all.

After dinner, John entertained Kathleen while Nora searched for
something to drink. She thought about wine, but after the day she’d had, she
needed something stronger, so she opened the cabinet and grabbed what
remained of the fifth of Jack Daniel’s and drank straight from the bottle.

“You all right?”” Gran asked as she joined her under the gazebo.

Nora had to think about that for a second.

“That was some day, wasn’t it?”

Nora nodded, thinking it was likely the most shocked she’d ever been in
her life.

Gran grabbed the bottle of whiskey and took a sip of her own. “That’s
better.” She looked as though it had been a while since her last drink.

Nora should have been shocked, but after what she’d seen, nothing
would surprise her.

They sat silently beneath the full moon, both reflecting on the day.

“There’s something you want to ask me, isn’t there?”

Nora nodded, gathering her thoughts. “How come I never knew your
name was Rose?”

Gran smiled. “Because it isn’t. Rose was a nickname the girls in my unit
gave me because of my rosy cheeks. I tried to get them to call me by my



real name, but they refused, so Rose stuck. It wasn’t until after the war that
I let that name go.”

Nora then asked another question. “If Mr. Carlisle’s unit hadn’t been
held in Europe for so long at the end of the war—if he’d been around—do
you think you would have gone ahead and married Harold?” She was still
trying to reconcile what, to her, seemed like an irrational decision.

Gran thought a moment, then said, “I don’t know. Not seeing Fred
during those months of indecision was difficult, and no doubt made it easier
for me to be with Harold. If he’d been there, well...” She gave a rueful
smile. “I guess we’ll never know, will we?”

“No, I guess not. Did you ever tell Harold... about Fred?”

“Yes. In fact, I told him everything. Part of it was because of guilt; the
other part because I felt I owed it to him. I know it hurt him to hear that I’d
fallen in love with someone else, but in the end, I think he understood.”

For a moment, they sat in silence while Nora digested her words.

“But you’re satisfied with how things turned out, right?”

“Yes,” she answered without hesitation. “Despite the many heartbreaks,
I’ve lived a wonderful life, and have had the pleasure of being loved not
only by one terrific man, but by three. Life is seldom simple, Nora, but we
do the best we can with the hand we’re dealt.”

“I guess you’re right,” she said, thinking of her own situation. “I mean,
if Jeremy hadn’t cheated, I would never have left Trafford, never met John
or Mr. Carlisle, and I may never have known your story. In the end, you
were right—it was the best thing that ever happened to me.” Then another
thought jumped into her head. “When did you know?” she asked, realizing
that it must have been before today. “About Mr. Carlisle.”

“Not until the last time you came to see me.”

Nora tipped her head to one side.

“That ribbon was a dead giveaway,” said Gran.

Nora recalled how her mood had shifted when she saw it. “It belonged
to you, didn’t 1t?”

“Yes. I used it to tie my hair up when I was on duty. I had given it to
Fred early in the war for good luck. I can’t believe he kept it all these
years.”

“How come you didn’t say anything?”

“I had to be sure. Besides, even if I’d said something, I’m not sure you
would have believed me.”



She was right about that. Nora turned and stared into the darkness. “I
still can’t believe it’s you.”

“You’re not upset, are you—that I didn’t tell you?”

Nora turned and stared at her. “Why would I be upset?”

“I just know how much you loved your Pap. The last thing I wanted was
to do anything that could tarnish his memory for you.”

“No, Gran. I’'m not upset. I could never be upset with you. Besides,
what happened between you and Fred was a long time ago, before you met
Pap. But it does make me appreciate you more. All my life, I thought you
could do no wrong. Now I know you’re just like all the rest of us, and that
makes me love you even more. It also lets me know that I'm going to be
okay. Sure, there’ll be bumps along the way, but every setback is only
temporary, and there are great things waiting for me out there.”

When Kathleen and Gran had gone to bed, Nora and John sat together
beneath the stars.

“This has been quite a day,” he said.

“You can say that again.” Nora replayed the day’s events in her head.
“Never in a million years would I have guessed that Gran and Rose were
one and the same.” She took a breath, recalling the first day she moved to
Brentwood. “Leslie was right... about this place having magic, and about
me being in the right place. I guess some would call it fate.”

“I’ve never been a big believer in fate,” said John, gazing into the stars.
“But I do believe things happen for a reason.”

It wasn’t until much later that they finally made their way back inside,
tired but happy after a long day of revelations and surprises.

As she lay in bed that night, listening to the sounds of the old house
settling around her, Nora knew that life would never be the same again.



The next morning, Nora woke up early and sat on the porch sipping her
coffee. Her brain was whirring with yesterday’s revelations. Even though
they had discovered Rose’s identity, there were still so many unanswered
questions.

Gran soon joined her on the porch with a look of determination, ready
to start her day.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Morning, Gran,” Nora replied and motioned for her to take the empty
rocking chair. “Sleep okay?”

“As a matter of fact, I did,” she replied. “It’s amazing what having the
weight of the world off your shoulders can do for you.”

Nora smiled. “Yeah, I know the feeling.” She took a sip of her coffee
and looked out at the serene landscape.

“What’s on your mind?” Gran asked, breaking the silence.

“I was wondering if you ever saw Fred again... after the war?”

She drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Yes, I saw him once,” she
said, then paused. “After Harold died, I started wondering if I’d made a
mistake—if I should have chosen Fred instead. So I decided to find him and
see if there was still any hope for us. But by the time I finally tracked him
down, he had already married Judy. I never saw him again after that until
yesterday.”

“That must have been so hard,” Nora said, imagining the pain she must
have felt.

“Yes.” She sighed. “Losing both Harold and Fred at virtually the same
time was heartbreaking. It took me a while to get back on my feet, but



eventually I realized that sometimes God puts people into our lives for a
certain amount of time. They’re not meant to stay forever; it’s simply how it
1s. But that doesn’t make them any less important. I like to think that Fred
and I met each other at just the right moment, and we only survived the war
because of one another.”

Nora nodded, understanding the bittersweet sentiment. “Do you ever
regret not pursuing him further?”

“I used to,” Gran said with a wistful smile. “But then I met your Pap,
and I knew that he was the one for me. Sometimes we think we know what
we want, but life has a way of surprising us.”

Nora furrowed her brow slightly, pondering her words. “Do you think I
made the right choice to leave Trafford?”

“Absolutely,” she said without hesitation. “I would never say this in
front of your mother, but there was nothing left for you there. Here you
have opportunities and, from what I can tell, a man that adores you.”

Nora smiled, feeling reassured by Gran’s words. It was true; she loved
her life here—her friends, her colleagues, and of course John.

“I was thinking.” Gran took a sip from her mug of coffee. “What if I
were to take Fred home with me? To live? I know about his diagnosis,” she
continued. “But since your Pap died, I haven’t had anyone to take care of,
and 1t’s lonely in that old house.”

Kathleen stepped out onto the porch then. “Mom, have you thought this
through? Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

Gran nodded. “I’ve had plenty of time to consider it. He’s dying, his
wife is gone, and the nearest family he has is ten hours away. No offense,”
she said, looking at Nora, “but I don’t want his last months on earth to be
spent in a hospital. He should be at home, surrounded by those who love
him. Besides, I have a house full of empty rooms just filled with furniture
and memories. It’d be nice to have someone around; someone to take care
of, to talk to, to make breakfast for. I know it’s a lot to ask, but I really want
to do this.”

“Have you asked Mr. Carlisle yet?”” Nora questioned.

“No,” Gran answered. “I was hoping to speak with him this afternoon.”

Kathleen glanced at her before speaking her mind. “If this 1s what you
really want,” she said slowly, “then I support you.” She looked to Nora.

“You’ll get no objection from me. But you’ll need to clear it with Gail
and his doctors. Oh, and someone will need to tell his daughters.”



That afternoon, after getting Mr. Carlisle’s approval, they took their
proposal to Gail. She leaned back in her chair and rubbed her chin
thoughtfully. “It’s a big decision, Mrs. Thompson. You’re taking on a lot of
responsibility.”

“I understand that,” Gran said. “But I can’t stand the thought of leaving
him again.”

There was a moment of silence as Gail considered her words. Finally
she nodded. “I understand where you’re coming from. I’ll need to consult
with Dr. Kenner and make sure it’s safe for him to be discharged into your
care, but if he gives the okay, I don’t see any reason he can’t go home with
you.”

The next few days were a whirlwind of activity as they prepared to
bring Mr. Carlisle home. Gran had never been one to procrastinate, and she
threw herself into the preparations with a fierce determination. She cleared
out one of the guest rooms and set it up with a hospital bed, a bedside table,
and all the medical equipment that Mr. Carlisle would need. She stocked the
kitchen with healthy foods and snacks and sourced a caregiver who could
come 1in to help with his care.

Nora watched her bustle around the house, her eyes shining with
excitement. It was clear that she was relishing the challenge of taking care
of Mr. Carlisle, and Nora couldn’t help but feel proud of her.

When the day finally arrived for Mr. Carlisle to leave Belle Haven,
everyone came out to see him off.

Nora stood alongside Gran at the front of the crowd as Gail and the
doctors wheeled Mr. Carlisle out of his room and down to the entrance. He
was pale, but there was a glimmer of hope in his eyes that Nora hadn’t seen
before. Gran rushed over to him and took his hand.

“We’re taking you home,” she said softly, smiling at him. “You’re going
to be okay.”

He looked up at her with a mix of gratitude and fear. “Thank you,” he
said. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

As they loaded him into the car, Nora was struck by the notion that the
man whom she so admired, the man that she had taken care of for almost
seven months, was leaving her. But she knew that it was for the best.

The drive to Gran’s house was quiet. When they arrived, they were
greeted by the caregiver that Gran had hired, a kind woman named
Margaret who had years of experience in caring for cancer patients.



They spent the day helping Fred settle into his new room and making
sure he had everything he needed. They put up pictures of his family on the
walls and arranged some of his things around the room until it started to
feel like home.

After they were done, they all sat in Gran’s living room, sipping on
lemonade and talking about old times. Fred told some more stories about
his time in the war that made Nora appreciate him even more. Despite all
that he had gone through, he was still kindhearted and full of love for those
around him.

Later that night, after dinner, Nora went to check on Fred in his room.
She found him sitting up in bed, looking out the window at the stars.

“Beautiful sky tonight,” she said as she walked over to him.

“Sure 1s,” he said with a smile. “Makes me wonder what’s out there
beyond what we can see.”

“Yeah,” she said with a chuckle. “Maybe there’s another world where
things are just a little bit different. Where everything that’s lost isn’t gone
forever.”

Fred looked at her with a wistful expression. “I sure hope so,” he said
softly.

“You were right,” she said after a few moments.

“About what?”

“About things turning out the way they were supposed to.”

He smiled warmly.

“Did you know all along that Rose and I were related?”

He gave a sly smile. “I had an inkling. An artist forgets names from time
to time, but never a face. That day when you passed me in the hall, I knew
I’d seen those eyes before. I considered saying something to you then, but
when you told me your grandmother hadn’t been involved with the war, I
thought that perhaps it was just my imagination.”

“That’s why you tied the ribbon to the flowers, isn’t it? To see if you’d
get a reaction out of her?”

He nodded knowingly.

“How come you didn’t say anything?”

“And spoil the surprise?” He laughed an easy laugh. “Don’t you think
this way was better?”

Nora smiled. “Yes, much better.”



“I want to thank you,” said Mr. Carlisle after a moment, “for everything
you’ve done for me. I can honestly say my life is now complete.”

Her heart swelled with emotion, touched by his kind words. She had
come to care for Mr. Carlisle deeply in the time she’d known him and knew
that even if she lived to be as old as him, she would never forget the
adventure they shared together.

“It was my pleasure,” she replied sincerely. “I’m just glad I could help
bring some happiness into your life.”

He reached out and took her hand in his, giving it a gentle squeeze.

“You’re a remarkable young woman, Miss Dawson,” he said with a
smile. “And I’ll never forget you or what you’ve done for me.”

She felt humbled by his praise. “I should go.” She rose to her feet.
“John will worry about me if 1 don’t leave soon. But you take care of
yourself, all right? And I promise I’ll call and check on you every day.”

“I look forward to it,” he said, then told her goodbye.

Before Nora left, Gran pulled her aside and handed her a box of old
letters she’d been saving for her.

“What’s this?” Nora asked.

“Little pieces of me,” said Gran. “I thought you might appreciate them.”

Nora thumbed through the dozens of letters, noting the dates. “Are
these...?”

“The letters Fred and I wrote to each other during the war,” she said.
“These should answer any lingering questions you have. Since you’ve heard
Fred’s side of the story, I thought you might appreciate mine as well, and
then maybe you’ll have a greater understanding of why I chose the path 1
did.”

Nora was torn. On the one hand, she couldn’t wait to devour the letters,
to discover what treasures lay hidden in the lines of text. But another part of
her was hesitant about infringing on her grandmother’s privacy.

“Are you sure you want me to read these?” Nora asked. “It feels like
these should be kept private, between you and Mr. Carlisle.”

“Nonsense,” said Gran, brushing away Nora’s concern. “There’s
nothing explicit in there from what I remember, just some good old-
fashioned love letters from a time long ago.”

“Thank you,” Nora said, giving her an extra-long hug. “I’ll return these
as soon as [’ve had a chance to read through them.”



When Nora finally made it back to Brentwood, John was there to welcome
her home.

“Did you get Mr. Carlisle settled?” he asked.

She nodded, letting out a sigh. “Yes, he’s all settled in.” She plopped
down on the couch and kicked up her feet.

John sat down beside her, his hand reaching out to brush the hair off her
face. “Are you okay?” he asked softly.

She leaned into his touch, feeling comforted by his presence. “Yeah, I’'m
fine. It’s just been a long day.”

He wrapped his arm around her, pulling her closer. “I don’t know how
you do it, Nora. Taking care of people like you do every day.”

“I guess it runs in the family,” she said, knowing now where she got her
instincts as a nurse.

“Speaking of taking care of people, why don’t I take care of you for a
change?”

She smiled, feeling her heart flutter. “What did you have in mind?”

John cooked a late dinner and brought it to her in bed.

They ate in comfortable silence, enjoying the simple pleasure of each
other’s company. When they finished eating, John leaned over and kissed
her softly on the forehead and told her he loved her.

“I love you too,” she said in reply.

As John got up to clear the dishes, she couldn’t help but feel grateful for
him and everything he did for her. He was always there, whether it was to
listen to her vent about a difficult day at work or just to hold her when she
needed comfort.

“Thank you for this,” she said as he came back into the bedroom.

“Anything for you.” His eyes sparkled with love.

Nora scooted over, making room for him on the bed. He climbed in
beside her, wrapping his arms around her. They cuddled together under the
blankets, feeling the exhaustion of the day catch up to them, and as she
drifted off to sleep, Nora couldn’t help but wonder what tomorrow would
bring.
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A few days later, Nora was taking in the vivid colors of fall while seated in
the garden when her phone suddenly rang. Nervousness coursed through
her. Assuming Mr. Carlisle’s health had suddenly worsened, she slowly
entered the house and answered the call with apprehension.

“It’s Erin,” came her voice over the line.

“Oh, Erin,” she said, relieved. “I was wondering when I might hear
from you.”

“I just called to thank you... for talking some sense into Jeremy. I don’t
know what you said to him, but he’s like a completely different person
now.”

“Well, I'm glad I could help,” Nora said, smiling in satisfaction.

“You’ll be happy to know he’s coming with me tomorrow for my first
doctor visit. And he says he’s all in when it comes to the baby.”

“That’s great, Erin! I’'m glad to hear it. Does this mean the wedding is
on again?”

“About that... Jeremy and I talked, and we decided that it might be best
if we waited until after the baby is born before getting married. I know
we’ll catch hell over it, especially from our parents, and everyone down at
the church, but Jeremy doesn’t want to put me or the baby under any more
stress.”

For the first time in a long time, Nora agreed with Jeremy on something.
“I think that’s a wise decision. Well, whenever you have it, I can’t wait to
be there. And Erin, if there’s anything I can do for you, don’t hesitate to ask.
No matter what happens or where life takes us, I hope you know that I’'m
never more than a phone call away.”



After that, Erin vanished from her life for a while. Nora and John spent
Thanksgiving with his family in South Carolina, followed by Christmas
with hers in Alabama. They celebrated New Year’s Eve with their closest
friends, and as a new year dawned, things slowly returned to normal.

Despite Mr. Carlisle’s decision to forgo the surgery, his condition
improved. Dr. Kenner called it a medical miracle. To celebrate his recovery,
he and Rose spent every waking moment together, making up for lost time.

As the chill of winter set in, Nora took advantage of the downtime and
read the letters Gran gave her word for word, and with each passing one
came a greater understanding of Gran’s life.

“I know why she did it,” Nora said to John one night as he finished up
washing dishes.

“Why who did what?” he asked.

“Why she picked Harold over Fred.”

John dried his hands and came closer, giving her his full attention.

“I don’t know why I didn’t think about it sooner,” she said. “Gran used
to tell me that our word was our most valuable attribute; that if we made a
promise, we should keep it no matter what. After reading all these letters, I
see how madly in love she was with Fred, but ultimately she stayed true to
her word to Harold. If he had really been dead, I’'m sure things would have
turned out differently.”

John contemplated this before moving even closer. “No offense, but I'm
glad things worked out the way they did. If not, you wouldn’t have been
born, which means I never would have known you or had the chance of
having you in my life. And what a tragedy that would’ve been.”

He put his arm around her and kissed her gently on the forehead.

“I guess in the end, things turn out the way they’re supposed to, don’t
they?”” she mused.

As winter gave way to the warmth of spring, Nora found herself celebrating
one year living in Brentwood. One afternoon while she and John were



walking hand in hand in the park, he suddenly stopped in front of her. His
eyes were filled with a mix of determination and nervousness.

“I know we’ve talked about this a lot lately,” he said, taking both her
hands in his, “but I want to make it official.”

She looked at him, eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I want to ask you to marry me.” He pulled a small box from his
pocket.

Nora gasped as John got down on one knee. People around them
stopped to watch as he opened the box, revealing a stunning diamond ring.
“Nora Jean Dawson, will you do me the honor of being mine forever?” he
asked, gazing up at her with love in his eyes.

Tears filled her eyes as she nodded. “Yes!” He slid the ring onto her
finger, and they embraced, kissing passionately while the world faded away
around them.

SEPTEMBER 1999

After months of planning every last detail, John and Nora exchanged
vows on a lovely Saturday afternoon in September. They said their / do s in
front of the people who mattered most to them at the majestic Ravenswood
Mansion. And in the front row, seated beside Nora’s parents, were her
grandmother and Mr. Carlisle, their hands, like their love for each other,
intertwined during the entire ceremony.

And for a while, life was perfect. But, as they say, nothing lasts forever.

On a cold December morning, Margaret phoned to tell John and Nora
that Mr. Carlisle had passed away peacefully in his sleep, with Rose at his
side. Nora was beside herself with grief, imagining her grandmother sitting
in her rocking chair, tears streaming down her cheeks.

John and Nora drove down right away and did their best to console her,
but it made little difference. She had experienced the loss of the man she
loved twice 1n her life, and it was too much for her to bear.

The funeral was held at the Baptist church in Murfreesboro where Mr.
Carlisle had been a member for the better part of five decades. People from
all over attended, lining up to pay their respects to a man they all admired
and loved. Gran sat in the front row, wearing black and clutching a



handkerchief in her hand. John and Nora were there too, along with
Stephanie, Owen, and everyone from Belle Haven.

As the reverend spoke, his words rekindled memories of Mr. Carlisle.
Nora reminisced about those awkward days in the beginning when he gave
her the cold shoulder and how, once she’d broken the ice, he became one of
the kindest people she had ever met.

Losing him was like losing a member of the family, and she kept
thinking how unfair life was, that after all this time, he and Rose had been
united only for them to be separated again, this time for eternity. And her
mind could not comprehend the cruel nature of life.

That night was one of the most difficult nights of Nora’s life, but John
stayed by her side and comforted her while she cried herself to sleep. She
slept longer that night than she had in her entire life, and when she woke the
next morning, it was as if the slate had been wiped clean.

A few weeks later, John and Nora were enjoying lunch one afternoon
when a knock echoed through the door. John got up to answer it and
returned with a large package in his hands. “It has your name on it,” he said,
handing it to her.

Nora opened it cautiously and tears began to run down her cheeks. On
his own, when no one was watching, Mr. Carlisle had painted one final
picture. It was of her on the park bench by the pond, where she used to
spend her afternoons having lunch. “He must have done it from memory,”
she said, showing it to John.

The painting was so lifelike it was as if Nora could see herself sitting on
that bench all over again. The way Mr. Carlisle had captured the light in her
hair and the curve of her smile was simply remarkable.

“I can’t believe he did this.”

John pulled her into his arms. “He wanted you to have something to
remember him by.”

She nodded, tears still streaming down her face. “I know,” she said
softly.

He smiled and kissed her forehead. “It’s absolutely beautiful, just like
you.”

Nora looked up at him and smiled, feeling a sense of warmth in her
heart. John always knew how to lift her spirits. He was her rock, her
support, her everything.



John suggested they hang the painting on the wall of their living room
where it could be seen by everyone who came over and act as a beautiful
reminder of the kindhearted man who had touched her life in such a

profound way.
“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Nora said as she dried her tears. “I

think Mr. Carlisle would have liked that.”
While John went to get his tools, she examined the painting more
closely and discovered a note taped to the back with her name on it.

To the woman who authored the (ast c/wfﬁm
f iz fe, o wdl fo/zeye/t be wn
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mistakes of our past that define ws, bul the
/w/ae, /o/t what's akead and the hearts we leave
behind.
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“That’s the last of them,” John said, appearing in the living room. He drew
a hand across his brow and snapped the sweat. “I still can’t believe you did
this by yourself.”

Nora smiled, reflecting on the first day she arrived in Brentwood. That
felt like a lifetime ago. All the ups and downs—at work, with her peers,
John, and of course Mr. Carlisle—flashed through her mind as she glanced
around the empty house. The walls stared back at her as if to memorialize
all the laughter and tears that they’d shared there.

“If we’re going to make it before dark, we’d better get a move on,” John
said, breaking her trance.

The girls gasped and crowded around her, embracing Nora in a group
hug. Nikki noticed a tear rolling down her cheek and spoke up. “Don’t cry!
It’s not like you’re moving across the country.”

Whitney stepped forward and gave Nora an encouraging look. “Yeah.
It’s only thirty minutes away, and you’ll actually be closer to me now.”

Annette wiped her own eyes and added her support: “Me too... But
don’t worry; we promise to help you make new memories in your new
place!” She waggled her eyebrows mischievously.

Nora glanced down at her baby bump and smiled reassuringly. “We
can’t wait.”

“Give us a call when you get settled,” Nikki said.

“Will do,” she replied gratefully, then walked them out. As they said
their final goodbyes, Nora went inside and took one last sad glance around
the house before scrawling down a personal note in the kitchen.
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END
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Thank you for reading The Hearts We Leave Behind. If you have an
opportunity, please leave an honest review on your preferred platform. For
those on TikTok, feel free to share on #BookTok. In the meantime, please
check out Buck’s other stories at:

www.buckturner.com
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