Chapter One

“I want a dog,” P.J. informed her mother while watching her get ready for work.


In front of the bathroom mirror, Mom swept up blond hair into a long barrette, securing it in what was, Patricia had to acknowledge, a professional look.  Mom’s blue eyes danced as they met her own golden ones in the mirror.  “Well, I did say we’d consider it, I know.  We are staying here for a few years.”  Her mother brushed lip gloss out of a pot with an actual brush.  Even though she didn’t wear much makeup, P.J. always thought her mom looked really great.  “I know it’s been hard moving around so much, Peej.  You’re terrific.”


“Hey,” Patricia grinned into their shared reflection, “I love moving.  I love your business.  How many bookstores will this one make?  Six?  I’m proud of you, Mom.”


Her mother paused in the act of tucking a jade green silk blouse into her black slacks.  “Thanks, Patricia.  I’m proud of you, too.  Look at my girl.”  The two of them stood, arms around each other’s waists, staring at themselves.  What they saw, P.J. knew, was pretty.  Both she and her mom – alias Dawn Packard, owner and CEO of A Novel Concept  – were nice-looking.  Mom was taller than she was, but they were both slender.  They had long necks too, which her mother said looked like some lady’s named Audrey Hepburn.  (That hadn’t made sense until she’d watched My Fair Lady over the summer.)  Both of them had the same color hair.  Patricia had discovered that she liked hers longer than Dawn did, though her hair was cut to give her bangs.  Dawn generally clipped hers back or curled it.  


They both had the same kind of skin, too:  light with a hint of peach in the cheeks.  It was nice and P.J. was really glad she wasn’t prone to zits.  Their eyebrows were light brown.  Their noses small, straight, and uplifted at the tip.  Their eyes were different, though, and so were their chins.


On a whim, praying that maybe this time God would give her an answer, P.J. softly asked, “Did my father have eyes just like mine?”


She guessed she’d caught her maternal unit off-guard.  Mom answered, “Yeah.  Just like yours, Peej.  Exactly.”  The tone of her mother’s voice didn’t allow for any further questions, so P.J. was content with this newest information about her father.  Now, she knew how to find out more.  It was enough – for now.


Determined, evidently, to redirect their conversation, her mom backed out of the bathroom and slipped her feet into low-heeled pumps.  “Please finish unloading the books in the office, Peej,” her mother tossed to her as she slipped a black belt through the loops on the slacks.  


Tugging at her ruby-studded, heart-shaped locket – a gift from her mother on her last birthday – P.J. sighed in the universal fourteen-year-old manner and collapsed on her mom’s bed.  “Okay, mom.  Then can I ride down to the school, to check out the campus and everything?”


“Sure, honey, go on ahead.  Just take care of yourself, okay?  Be home by lunch.”


“Mom. . .”


“I’ll be calling you, and I want you to be here, Patricia Joy.  That’s the end of it.”


Recognizing her mother’s end-of-the-line voice, P.J. capitulated without further discussion.  “All right.”  Hopping off the bed, unmade this morning and displaying plain white sheets, she stepped to her mother’s side.  “Have a good day, okay?  And let me know if you want any of my expert opinions!”


“Sure enough, honey,” her mom assured her with a light kiss on her cheek.  “Don’t forget the books!”


Then her mom was gone, down the hall, through the living room and out the front door instead of the garage.  The garage was still so full of moving paraphernalia, the car wouldn’t fit in it.  They’d just arrived two days ago, and there was only the two of them.  With a fatalistic shrug, the girl returned to her mother’s mirror to contemplate her face again, studying her eyes.


If only she would have told me his name, she complained silently.  Not in all the towns that they’d lived had she ever seen eyes as golden as her own.  Eyes surrounded by a strip of midnight blue at the rims of the irises, with long black lashes that looked really strange on her otherwise light-colored features.  Oh, even at her age, she’d heard older girls and young women tease, “Don’t we wish we had lashes like that?  Come on, P.J., tell us the truth.  Is that mascara?”


To which she’d always honestly replied, “No.  They’re naturally like this.”  It was the small pang she got that bothered her on these occasions.  If only her father hadn’t disappeared, maybe she could smile into the teasing looks and just say, “No, they’re my dad’s contribution.  See?”


But her mother had said that her father had disappeared right after graduation, not knowing that she, Dawn, was pregnant.  That was a tough break.  P.J. didn’t hold any hard feeling on her part because there wasn’t any point, really.  Why be mad at a man you’d never met, who’d never done anything to hurt you personally?  The Jesus she’d decided to follow only two years ago wouldn’t like that, she was sure.  No, her feelings regarding her paternal unit were neutral, if one got beyond her deep and undying wish to find out his name.


Well, P.J. thought, nodding confidently at her reflection, maybe today she could find out what her father’s name was.  She was used to being the only child in a single parent household.  That wasn’t the problem.  It was the not knowing that bugged so much.


“Poor Mom,” she sighed as she walked slowly through the spacious living room into the office on the other side of the house, “she must have loved the guy a lot.  Sheesh!  She doesn’t even date!”  Pulling one cardboard box to herself after another, she finally found the one she wanted.  


“Yearbooks!  All right!”  With the box-cutter that her mother had left for this purpose on top of the old-fashioned roll-top desk that took up half of one wall, the girl zipped right through the clear packing tape.  “Hmm.  When was her senior year?  Mom said that he’d left after they’d graduated.”  Long fingers thumbed the bindings of red and white annuals, finally hitting upon the desired year.  


Suddenly, Patricia got nervous.  “Okay, girl,” she murmured.  “He might not be here, anyway.  But he might.  No need for the old heart to be racing like it is, you goof.  Get a grip.”  With a deep breath and a heartfelt prayer, she found the senior pictures.  They were, thankfully, in color.  


As with most kids her age when presented with a parental yearbook, she looked first for her mother.  Dawn Lynae Packard.  “Whoa, mom,” the girl whispered, a smile on her face.  “You were cute, I gotta admit.  No wonder I happened.”


The fact of her illegitimacy hadn’t bothered her too much.  Mistakes, she’d gathered, happened.  She knew that it had been real hard on her mom, and for that Patricia had to admire the woman.  How many girls faced with an unwanted pregnancy would have gotten an abortion?  Or given up their child to be adopted rather than go through the hassles of raising it?


Not her mom.  In spite of everything – what happened all those years ago had never been made very clear, and P.J. hoped that someday someone would tell her the whole story – her mom had kept her and raised her.  That took guts.


Paging through the rows of pictures, P.J. smiled.  The people looked so funny.  Their hairstyles were way weird.  The ties on the guys were different than the ones she saw now.  The girls’ clothes, when they weren’t wearing furs or gowns, were so eighties.  What a decade.


She flipped to the end of the seniors then went back to the beginning.  From P to Z and now back to A.  No, no eyes that looked gold in the pictures.  Not even yellow.  Not in the B section, either.  Feeling a little like a girl who’d lost her favorite pet, Patricia only halfheartedly eyed the C page.


Until a pair of golden eyes just like hers leapt out and grabbed her by the heart!


“No way,” she breathed, not quite believing it was true.  She gulped down a hard lump in her throat.  “No way,” she repeated more loudly.  Then, after studying the guy for an intense thirty seconds, “Way.”  After the initial shock wore off, she took in his looks.  He was, in the term of her contemporaries, hot.  Shaggy blond hair, an expression that seemed both defiant and – P.J. searched her mind for a good word.  Hmm.  Dangerous.  Yeah.  He looked like a young hero on a soap opera.  One of those guys that good girls weren’t supposed to know too well.  Again, the thought crossed her mind:  No wonder I happened.  She could see how her mother could have fallen hard for this guy.  Yeah.  He was a stud.  
Her young heart was pounding hard, her mouth was dry, and her vision blurred with tears she didn’t even acknowledge.  For years she’d wondered about her father’s identity, and now she knew it.  She might never see him, but that didn’t matter.  Lots of kids never saw their dads but they at least knew their dads’ names.  And now, she did, too.


Garrison Chase.


Garrison Chase was evaluating his life, as he did every year at this time.  Some people took stock at the beginning of the calendar year but he did so just before the school year started.  In California, that meant early September.  It wasn’t quite September yet, but school would be starting Tuesday, right after Labor Day.  The thirtieth of August was close enough.


The fan he’d brought to his room blew his blond hair off his forehead as he counted the textbooks for his class sets.  He taught Freshman and Junior English, and kept a set of each book in class so the kids didn’t have to lug the heavy volumes back and forth to school every day.  Lifting a weighty box from the bottom shelf of the cabinet that had been locked all summer, he grunted.  


“Gettin’ heavier every year, pal,” he complained to himself.  Then, he laughed just a little.  Getting older – not that thirty-three was all that old – was better than the alternative.  “Nothing personal, Lord.  But, hey,” he added, an eye toward heaven, “I’ve got stuff to do here, y’know?”


There were lots of things he wanted to do.  He wanted to teach the kids here at Glencoe High.  He loved them.  They and the kids from the youth group at church gave him people to care for since his wife and unborn daughter had been killed in a senseless auto accident two years before.  Garrison also wanted to remarry.


And that was part of the reason for his evaluation, he guessed.  Stacking the books in numerical order along the long shelf that lined the back of his tiled classroom, Garrison prayed again for that which was really closest to his heart:  Someone to help ease his loneliness.


Otherwise, he guessed, his heart was all right with his Lord.  He wasn’t holding back forgiveness from anyone.  He had accepted that he’d been forgiven of his sins, past, present, and future – with one glaring exception.  And that exception was a big secret.  He’d not even told Clarissa about it, though he’d been up front with her about his wild youth.  She’d taught him to forgive himself of all that he’d done.  “But she never knew about that, Lord.”


Of course, Garrison trusted that God knew all about that, and loved him anyway.  Still, forgiving oneself is much harder sometimes.  The Lord has the ability to cast one’s sins as far as the east from the west; even to forget them.  The human mind isn’t so obliging.


Yes, he missed his wife.  But more than missing her, he missed having someone of his own.  Someone to love.  To nurture.  Someone who’d love and care for him.  His little sister had encouraged him to date, but she didn’t understand how hard it was for him here.  


Resolutely refocusing, Garrison went to the cumbersome hard plastic box he’d carried in with him.  It was resting on his large, slightly scarred oak desk at the front of the room.  The new paper he was going to use for his bulletin boards was in it.  Just looking at the pattern made him smile.  It was so – stuffy.  But just right for him this year.


It was wrapping paper, with a pattern of books.  The border was border paper from the local Home Station megastore.  It had a woodgrain pattern with carvings interspersed by antiqued globes.  Very library-ish, Garrison guessed.  Otherwise, his classroom was airy, light, and open.  There were thirty-two desks for the students, plus a couple for his teacher’s assistants – TA’s – and the color scheme was blue and beige.  And now, bookstore/library woods and golds.  


“I like it,” he said to himself as he looked at the first bulletin board of pseudo-books.  Smiling, he stepped back to get the feel of it from the classroom door.  “Nice atmosphere.”


“Nice atmosphere,” Dawn heard from the open door across the floor full of boxes and all the way in the rear of the shop, where she was trying out a brand-new coffee system.  


She took a whiff of the dominant smell of wood stain, coating the olfactory allure of paper and book bindings, blending with the tantalizing aroma of coffee.  “Strong one, anyway,” she replied, smoothing her hands over the wool-blend slacks she was wearing and reaching to make sure her blouse was still tucked in.  Not knowing who the woman in the door was – journalist, neighbor in this little strip mall, or just a future patron – Dawn smiled her most welcoming smile.  “Can I get you a cup of coffee?  The cappuccino machine is up and running!” 
The woman approached, and Dawn could better see her face.  An older woman, perhaps in her fifties, sporting a sleek brown bob.  Kind eyes.  Brown.  Looked like a nice sort of woman.  “Cappuccino sounds great,” she answered, her voice brisk and friendly.  “I just thought I’d come and introduce myself.  I own the beauty supply next door,” she went on, putting her purse on the bare counter.  “My name’s Margie Henyard.”  The accent, Dawn noted, was heavily on the first syllable.  Hen yerd.  Probably gets teased with hen yard, she guessed, hiding a small smile.  It wouldn’t have mattered.  Dawn tried very hard not to tease anyone regarding something they could do nothing about.  She’d had that shoe on her foot and it wasn’t an agreeable fit.


“Dawn Packard,” she said with a gesture indicating that Margie should seat herself on one of the dark, gleaming oak stools in front of the equally dark oak coffee counter.  “Thanks for coming by,” she went on as she dispensed the coffee into a huge green mug with the shop’s name emblazoned in antique gold around it.  The script used was called Chaucer, and it conveyed the sense of contemporary-oldworldliness.  A strange concept, but it was Dawn’s trademark.  In this business, she’d learned that having a trademark was essential to success.


Fortunately, she’d been very successful.  


“So, Ms. Packard,” Margie Henyard began.


“Dawn, please,” she interjected with a smile.  “Packard.  It’s like a car or something.”


“You’re too young to remember the Packard,” her guest said, taking a sip of what she found to be excellent cappuccino.  


“So are you, I’d guess,” Dawn replied.


A smile.  “Call me Margie.  I wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood, Dawn.  We were all so pleased to hear you were opening your shop in our little town.”


Gratified, Dawn leaned forward to rest her forearms on her side of the counter, elbowing aside a spare saucer.  “Well, thanks.  I love little towns.  I like the atmosphere here, Margie.  It’s a sharp little community, and that’s what I’ve looked for over the years.”


“How many shops in your chain?  I have three in the county.  Beauty Secrets is doing well, but not as well as A Novel Concept.”


Dawn rested her mug on the counter, one finger idly running around the smooth rim.  “I’ve got about six now.  I’ve been lucky.”


“Lucky?  At your age?  Honey, I’d call that blessed.”  Margie’s grin was wide, but she’d touched on one of Dawn’s hot spots.  The bookshop owner’s face closed down just a little, a not-quite-visible shutter over the intelligent sky-blue eyes.


“I guess,” she murmured, a lack-luster response if there was one.  To get her mind back to her guest’s interest, she inhaled deeply of the stain and paper that surrounded her.  And the coffee.  Yum.  “So.  It’s also been a lot of work, as you can attest to, I’m sure.”  She didn’t add that running her own store seemed to be the only way she could keep her little girl with her without having to rely heavily on daycare.  She’d kept the baby; she had an obligation not to shunt her care into the hands of others more than she could help.


“For me, it’s been pretty easily accomplished.  Just a matter of effort.  How about you?”


Dawn grinned ruefully with the memories.  The long hours of bookkeeping, the backbreaking work of opening her first stores, the snide remarks, the open disbelief, the difficulty of single motherhood in the bargain. . .  “No.  Not easy.  But it was. . .an education.”


Margie took a moment to savor some of her cappuccino, wondering to herself if there would be any biscotti next time she came for a cup.  “I heard you’ve got a daughter?”


Dawn smiled proudly, standing straight to what would be a height of about five-seven or so in stocking feet.  “Yes, I do.  She’ll be a freshman at Glencoe High.  Smart girl, if I do say so myself.”


Nervous, because she knew it was intrusive, Margie tried to sound casual.  It didn’t come off very well.  “What about a husband?”  


Dawn froze in the act of putting her empty mug in the stainless steel sink behind her.  It was a familiar question, but still, it fretted her.  “No.  I don’t have one of those.”  Setting her cup down a little too hard on the counter, she assumed a feigned lightness.  “They’re too hard to pack and move.”


Her guest smiled politely.  “Well, the locals are sure to be interested in you, honey.”  The look from the warm brown eyes was teasing, assessing, and just a little cunning.  “A pretty girl like you in a small town like this?”  A shake of the well-groomed head.  “Mm-hmm.  Definitely going to have all sorts of men applying for that job.”


Checking on Margie’s cup, Dawn whipped out a dark green dishcloth and proceeded to energetically wipe down the counter, working around the canisters and the sealed can of stain on the far right side.  A ladder crashed on the floor, and she winced.  “Well, they can apply all they like, Margie, but I’m not hiring!”


Not hiring.  No, no men for her.  Not now, not ever.  Over the next half-hour, Dawn Packard kept repeating one name over in her mind.  Just like always, moving to a new town had its hazards.  One of them was that she tended to be reminded of a certain dangerous boy she’d known a long time ago, because she was invariably asked about P.J.’s father. . . 


Anger had faded, but the hurt and guilt still held great sway in her heart and mind.  Preachers like her father spoke of forgiveness, but for that guy – she couldn’t find any in herself.


No, P.J.’s father had been a lousy so-and-so in her book.  That he’d given her cause for pain and grief beyond measure was her fault, maybe, but he wasn’t innocent.


Not innocent at all.  Chase. . .the name echoed in her mind in just the same anguished tone she’d used the last time she’d called him by it.  Chase. . .



Chase. Hmm. Garrison Chase.  The name was still running through P.J.’s head as she mounted her ten-speed and rode to her new high school.  There were only two high schools in this town, and she lived a mere four blocks from one of them.  A car passed by on her left, as she rode on the street.  It stopped at the corner, so she did too. The houses here in this new place were built along the mountain-cabin theme, for the most part.  There were flourishing gardens, slanted roofs, and friendly smiles.  Such a stable-seeming environment.


“I’ve never really had a stable environment,” she commented breezily to a passing butterfly as she pedaled the final block to the open campus of her new school.  Her grandparents said that her mom ought to just stop roving the earth and settle down.  “To find herself a man and have some more kids,” was always their rationale.  Translate more as real as legitimate, the girl thought on the rare occasions when bitterness against her grandparents reared its ugly head.


They have no idea how Mom feels about that, P.J. thought with the wisdom that young ladies sometimes have.  They have no clue.  They never did, she knew instinctively.


Then, her attention was claimed by the new campus she’d be attending, starting next week.  There was a large stadium, where some guys – serious jocks, probably – were practicing for the football season.  The first game would be next week, too.  Patricia loved football.  Loved to watch the game, talk to the players in the Pop Warner league back home, and throw the pigskin back and forth with anyone willing.  There was something about football that fascinated her.  


The school itself was a two-story complex.  Brick and glass, mostly, with murals done on some of the walls.  Glencoe Highlanders!  Pride of the Hills!  “What a motto,” she reflected with a small, feminine snort as she passed by the picture of a flame-haired Scottish warrior, wrapped in a blue and gold tartan.  “What a mascot,” she added as she rode past it.  


There was a big grassy quadrangle in the center of the four main buildings.  A cafeteria dominated one side, a multi-purpose building another, with signs indicating that that was where the offices were.  The final two sides of the square surrounding the lush quad were, she guessed, the buildings where the classes were.  “Small school,” she noted.  Not that that was a bad thing. Most of the schools she’d attended were small.


A man was walking out one of the glass doors now, carrying a briefcase.  P.J. wondered absently if he was a teacher and if he’d be one of hers.  She actually started over to ask when her attention was much more thoroughly captured by the handsome physiques of two athletes.


Deciding to follow them at a discreet distance – and maybe pretend to be lost? – she pedaled slowly towards what appeared to be a parking lot.  Her eyes stayed on the guys as she made large circles around the cement receiving area, the asphalt, and the small planted strips that lined the edges of the lot.


After a couple minutes, the guys went their separate ways, and P.J. followed the pedestrian of the two as he left the parking lot.  Her interested focus was so tight on a tanned, muscular back that she failed to notice the sporty black Toyota until she ran into it and was sprawled on its hood!

