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MARLEY OWENS STEPPED off the bus and breathed the warm air. Hot air. Georgia was like an oven in the summer, and here he was, stuck. Nothing behind him, nothing ahead of him, just stuck in that nightmare his mom called family. Like she had any idea about family. If she’d been any kind of family, he wouldn’t be roasting here on the blacktop wearing clothes for South Dakota while standing in Georgia and wondering why he hadn’t had the courage to get off the bus somewhere in the middle and take his chances on his own.

Shifting his cap back on his head, he looked around. Trees, houses, shops, just like any other place. A little more green, but that made sense. Monster heat grew things, like a jungle. He wasn’t sure about the red dirt under all the tall, tall trees, but he had to admit it was kind of picturesque. The air smelled good, assuming the heat didn’t burn out the hairs in his nose. He’d done a little research and knew he was just a few hours from the beach. He’d never seen the beach before and wondered if Hendrix ever took the kids. Maybe he would see the beach, see the world. Maybe this was the start of something good.

He laughed at that and pulled out his phone, punching in Hendrix’s address and shifting his bag over his shoulder. According to the GPS, he was a mile away. He could walk a mile. Even with the heat and deep, deep pain in his ribs and core, he could do that. One simple mile, and his life would start over. Assuming Hendrix let him stay. Assuming he could put together a life here. Since he’d failed to do that in South Dakota, he had doubts about here, but he put one foot in front of the other anyway and started forward. He didn’t know why he kept going, but some part of him wouldn’t stop.

Sometimes he hated that part.

The bus station wasn’t in the best part of town, although it didn’t look dangerous, just tired. Unkempt. He walked down a short street of shops and then onto a university campus, thinking it was funny that Hendrix lived at the edge of a university campus. It was pretty, if nothing else. Even here in the summer students walked from fancy building to fancy building, dressed like they had money and walking like they had purpose. He wasn’t sure what any of that was like, but he knew he was jealous or envious or just plain bitter about it, and he turned his cap backward, deepened his swagger, and glared at every student to walk past him.

Then he stood at his sister’s building. A few stories tall, simple orange brick, nothing fancy. She was in 311, according to his mother. And she didn’t know he was standing out here about to invade her life. Mom had said it would be fine since they were family. Of course, Mom was family, but she’d chosen the monster boyfriend over Marley, so what did she know?

As he thought it, the pain in his ribs grew, and he took a deep breath, worried by the pain in his gut. He didn’t have the money for a doctor, so he hoped he was just bruised. Every bit of him. Monster boyfriend had a powerful punch and fists of iron. Marley closed his eyes as a round of nausea shot through him at the memories. He’d seen it coming, but he’d not gotten out in time, and he’d paid. But they were living in the guy’s house, so of course he would win. Marley had nothing, so it had made sense that he would leave.

Except it didn’t make sense at all. How many times had he moved on in his life? The only difference was this time Mom hadn’t packed up with him. This time, she’d said he was an adult, and she’d just sent him on. Like tossing a baby bird out of the nest to fly, only he didn’t have feathers. Men weren’t meant to fly. All he could do was fall and hope Hendrix would catch him.

And that thought, falling into his sister’s skinny, weak, ridiculous arms, almost made him turn around and walk the other direction, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew he didn’t have anywhere else to go, and some ridiculous part of him still clung to the ridiculous idea of family. It was stupid, but there it was. 

He trudged up to the third floor and stood outside Hendrix’s door, hoping this was actually her. He’d thought about calling or texting, but if she’d told him to go away, he had no backup plan. Surely when she saw him in person she would let him stay, at least until he found his feet. But what if she’d moved on? How well did Mom actually keep up with her? If a stranger answered the door, he had no idea what he would do next. 

He stared at the door and then the hallway, stalling in case he was about to be faced with bad news. It was a decent place, better than a lot of places he’d lived. The floor was commercial carpet, worn but not dirty. The walls were painted and not covered with graffiti. It was simple and not pretty, but it was clean. Maybe Hendrix was making a good life here for herself.

This was silly, he thought, and he took a deep and painful breath and knocked on the door. He heard sounds from inside, including a child’s voice, and the door opened. The woman who faced him looked irritated, and then she actually saw him, and her lovely face split into a wide smile.

“Marley,” she said, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever heard his name said that way. She was glad to see him. Really glad. And then her face crumpled in fear, and she took his arm and pulled him inside, closing the door behind him. “Marley, what happened to you? Come here and let me take care of you. Does it hurt?”

His face, he realized. Compared to all his internal hurts, his face was nothing, but of course it looked horrible, purple and swollen and scabbed. He mentally swore at the monster again and hoped he didn’t kill Mom. What had she been thinking hooking up with a guy like that?

“I’m fine,” he said, but she dragged him to the little kitchen table, leading him over a heap of toys on the floor as she did. Three sets of eyes watched his progress. He’d only met one of these kids before, the middle one in age but the first one to arrive on the scene. That was Jaden, the little three year-old boy who looked just like Hendrix, a pale, ethereal angel. Then the chubby little one was Ella, and she was about one. She sucked her fist and stared at him through dark eyes, and he assumed she must look like her dad, because she sure didn’t look like Hendrix.

And that left Cadence. She was older, maybe ten. Marley didn’t know much about her except her dad was in jail, and somehow Hendrix had ended up her guardian. The girl was striking, with dark eyes, high cheekbones, and something very foreign to her features. Maybe some Asian in there. She just looked at Marley, taking in the bruised stranger with no real expression in those dark eyes.

“This is Marley,” Hendrix said to the children. “He’s my little brother, although he’s taller than me. And he’s going to stay with us awhile.” She looked at him. “Right?”

Marley shrugged. He didn’t want to get into any of that here, not with the kids watching. Cadence, especially, was a little bit spooky with her giant eyes and the vacant stare. Maybe something was wrong with her. Leave it to Hendrix to take in stray and broken children.

For a few minutes Hendrix worked on his face. Since the scabs were a few days old, there really wasn’t anything she could do, but she put a smelly cream on his skin and then backed away.

“There,” she said. “Um, Cadence, can you watch Jaden and Ella for a minute?”

“You need to yell at him?” Cadence asked, narrowing her eyes at Marley. “Is that why you want to be in private?”

Hendrix smiled. “No. I need to talk to him. I haven’t seen my little brother in a long time. We just have a few grown-up things to say.”

“Like about who beat him up,” Cadence said. She shrugged. “I know about beating up.”

Marley looked at the little girl, who wasn’t wearing a little girl expression at all. Of course, her dad was in jail. He instantly liked her, although he suspected she was horrible to parent. Ten going on thirty and cynical as could be.

Hendrix pulled Marley to his feet. When he groaned and put his hand over his ribs, Hendrix let go of him and lifted his shirt. He didn’t look down. He hated that he was scrawny. Being tall and thin was perfect for Hendrix, but what guy wanted to be called willowy? And yet, he was a whole lot of willowy. Right now, his pale, skinny chest was covered in bruises.

“Wow,” Hendrix said. She frowned. “Marley, what happened?”

Marley glanced at the kids again. Cadence just blinked at him.

“Was it drugs?” she asked. “Someone selling drugs? They beat people up.”

“It wasn’t drugs,” Marley said. He rolled his eyes and led Hendrix to a little hallway with three doors. She pushed open the second and entered a small bedroom with lots of flowered fabric on the bed and windows. He sat on the bed, slowly, and she knelt on the floor in front of him.

“She isn’t right, is she? You’re into drugs?”

He shook her arms off his. “No. Geez, Hendrix, you know me better than that.”

“I haven’t seen you in two years,” she said. “How am I supposed to know? Not like you keep in touch.”

“We didn’t exactly live twenty minutes apart,” he growled.

“So who have you been fighting?”

“Nobody. I wasn’t fighting. Bailey did this.”

Hendrix leaned back on her knees and put her hand over her mouth. She had light blue-grey eyes that were wide with shock, a full, pink mouth, and the palest hair. All of her was pale, and she was thin to the point of being fragile. And, since she’d been beaten by family before, he didn’t understand why she was so surprised.

“Bailey did this? He’s an old man.”

“Not so much,” Marley said. 

“But he and Mom have been together forever. Marley, has he been hurting you all along? I’m so sorry. That’s awful. You should have come here sooner.”

“Hendrix,” he said firmly to stop her monologue. “Do you want the story or not?”

She sat back again, still on her knees, and put her hands in her lap. He had to grin at her. “I’ll be good.”

He wasn’t sure how to tell this story. It made him angry and sick, and it didn’t flatter him. It didn’t flatter anyone.

“Bailey has never liked me. Called me a thug because of the way I dressed. Called Dad names because he’s a pacifist and Dad was in the military, which made him evil. A year ago he lost his job and started drinking. Mom took more hours and made a whole lot of excuses for him. He finally got work, but it didn’t slow the drinking, and the guy is the meanest drunk I’ve ever met.”

“Worse than Ted?” Hendrix asked. Ted had been Mom’s paramour several years ago. Marley nodded, almost surprised she’d remembered the guy’s name. Marley barely tried any more. What was the point of knowing a guy who would leave in a spectacular emotional explosion in a matter of months?

“Definitely. I don’t know if Bailey ever hurt Mom. He never really hurt me before. Mostly yelled, sometimes shoved me. He was mad I didn’t go to college, although with a C average and no money, I’m not sure how he expected that to happen. And he thought I was in a gang, which wasn’t true. Of course, if he could have afforded a house in a safe neighborhood, that wouldn’t even have been an issue.

“Anyway, a few days ago I lost a job. I was working at the burger place, which has some shady things going on in the back room, and I declined to help with the back room business, so I was fired. Bailey was drinking. He told me I was a bum. A weight around Mom’s neck. Told me if I didn’t get a job right away, he’d throw me out, and since I was an adult, he had the right to kick me to the curb. Then he started whaling on me. I didn’t fight back at first. I was pretty stunned. Then I shoved him, but for an older guy, he’s solid and I’m, um, not.

“When Mom got home, she said I should go. I’d be safer here. She bought me a ticket and put me on the bus. And here I am. I wasn’t sure you even still lived here.”

Hendrix shook her head. “Wait. You left her there with that guy? A guy who beat you up? What if he does that to Mom?”

Marley felt anger curl in his belly. Of course. The guy had likely broken his ribs, and Hendrix worried about Mom. In both of their minds, guys didn’t matter. Protect the women was the motto of the day. The motto of his whole life.

“Sorry I didn’t stick around to get killed,” he muttered, painfully pulling to his feet. “I’ll just go since I’m such a disappointment as a knight in shining armor.”

“No,” she said. She stood next to him and put her arms around him with great caution. Even though he was pretty skinny, she was smaller, like a twig wrapped around him. “I’m sorry. Marley, I’m glad you’re here and safe. I am. I didn’t mean to imply... No, it’s good.”

“I can stay until I figure a few things out?”

“You can.”

“Do you have a guy living here?”

“Not at the moment. I do have a guy in my life, but he’s not here. He lives in another building. I met him at work. Well, when I had a job.”

He almost asked her what she did for money now, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. She and Mom had always felt it was okay to get handouts, from the government, churches, charities. Having children without being married made them victims, and the world was supposed to protect victims. He’d seen enough daycares to know not everyone thought this way. 

“So, you think you’ll stay and try to get a job here?” she asked, and he wanted to run. She wanted him to stay and supplement her income. And it was true he had no right to come and live off her, but he didn’t really want her to live off him, either.

This conversation was starting to make his head hurt.

“I plan to get a job and place of my own as soon as I can,” he said. She frowned at that, as he knew she would. 

“You can stay,” she said. “Just plan to live here for now. The kids could use a man in the house. Cadence misses her dad, and she’s not a big fan of Larson.”

“Larson?”

“My boyfriend. He’s great. She’s just a difficult child. I love her to death, but she doesn’t make it easy. She doesn’t understand the adult world, but she thinks she does.”

Marley nodded. He suspected the kid understood the adult world a whole lot better than Hendrix did.

“Well,” Hendrix said, backing away from Marley. “So, you look exhausted. Must have been a very long bus trip. Why don’t we get you settled? You’ll have to take the sofa, but you can rest in here for a while if you want. Maybe take a nap. Oh, wait. Are you hungry?”

His head ached, so he decided on a nap, although the place wasn’t quiet enough for much sleep. The little kids played loudly, and Cadence and Hendrix did a little arguing, and then the TV was blaring while Hendrix yelled for the kids to sit still and watch while she made dinner. He put the pillow over his head, but finally he just got up. Maybe he would take a little walk before dinner and stretch his body. After sitting for two days, his ribs were killing him.

He walked to the main room, which was open to the kitchen and contained the dining room table as well as a sofa and chair. The place was little, but it was decent. Two bedrooms for four people didn’t seem right, but most of the people were pretty small, so he guessed it worked. He didn’t know if she got a government check to live here or if her boyfriend helped or if she got money from one of the kids’ dads, but she seemed to be doing well. Everyone was clean and relatively happy. She’d definitely been in worse situations in her life.

“Um, I need to walk a little,” he said. “Stretching might help. Sitting on a bus left me sore.”

Hendrix nodded absently and then seemed to understand what he’d said, and she pointed to Cadence. “Can you take her with you? She needs to get out for a little bit, too.”

He nodded, and Cadence slipped on sandals. She was in shorts and a tank top, probably normal stuff for a girl her age. He was in baggy jeans, an old t-shirt, and his cap. A little warm for this climate, but he didn’t have any Georgia clothes.

They walked in silence to the ground floor, and Cadence asked if he wanted to walk to the park.

“Sure. I just need to stretch.”

“Who hit you?” she asked. “Not drugs, then who?”

“My mom’s boyfriend.”

She shrugged like she should have guessed that one on her own. “Oh.”

“I hear your dad is in jail,” he said. He figured it wasn’t the best thing to say, but if this kid wanted to pretend she was all grown up, he’d treat her like she was all grown up. Easier than trying to figure out how to talk to a kid.

“Yeah. Drugs. He sold them to people. And since Hendrix was living with us when he got caught, she took me.”

“No mom?” he asked.

“Nah, she left a long time ago. Dad didn’t really like her. I didn’t, either. She had other boyfriends, and she went with one of them.”

The world was a mess, Marley thought. His mom and sister told him this was normal, but it didn’t feel normal. A little kid shouldn’t act like a dad in jail and a mom with boyfriends was normal. But they really were. He was the weird one for thinking it was wrong somehow.

“You’re in school?” Marley asked. Cadence giggled, and for a second she looked like a little girl.

“It’s summer.”

“Well, yeah. Hey, is it always like this here?”

“Like what?”

“Hot. Miserably hot. Like you feel you’ll burst into flames at any moment?”

She giggled again. “No. But it’s hot all summer. In the winter we wear jackets.”

He laughed at that. “Jackets. Where I come from, we wear jackets for half the summer. In the winter, we wear coats. Parkas. Moose hides.”

She shook her head. “You’re making that up.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But it does get cold. And we do wear coats and gloves and hats.”

“That sounds awful. You should stay here. But you need shorts.”

They walked to a small park, and the movement loosened up some tight and sore muscles, although the bruises were going to hurt until they healed. Nothing he could do about that.

The park was filled with trees, and the shade felt good. He slowed down, breathing in the smell of the plants. He’d lived with Mom and Bailey in South Dakota, in a town without much landscaping, at least not in his part of town.  It was just a little town in a nowhere state, but it had trouble. Bailey was trouble. Cadence would have picked up on that right away, he thought. She knew drugs were a problem. Mom was still convinced Bailey was a good guy, although Marley knew his new job wasn’t entirely based on legal trade.

He couldn’t think about her, though. Right now thoughts of Mom just made him angry. Everything made him angry, though. He was tired of that, simmering all the time. He still wasn’t entirely sure why he bothered.

But he took a deep breath of hot, plant-smelling air, and for a moment everything seemed worth it. How could a park smell like hope? Did hope have a smell? He didn’t think so, but if it did, it would smell like this.

They didn’t walk long, because it hurt and he was sweating, and when they got back to the parking lot of the building, someone was walking toward the door, some guy. Cadence perked up and ran ahead.

“Stephen,” she said. The guy turned and smiled at her. He was a decent-looking guy, Marley thought. Maybe a laborer, with dark clothes and work boots. He had a pair of gloves in his hand.

“Cadence,” Stephen said. “What’s up with you?”

“We have a guest,” she said. She gestured to Marley. “This is Marley, Hendrix’s brother. He’s going to stay awhile.”

Stephen looked at Marley’s face but didn’t say a word. Then he smiled. “Hendrix’s brother Marley?”

Marley shrugged. He’d heard every joke a million times. “Mom liked music.”

“I guess so,” Stephen said. “Good to meet you.”

“He’s going to get a job and help us, since Larson is such a flake,” Cadence said.

“Um,” Stephen said. “Cadence, I’m not sure that’s a nice thing to say.”

“Oh, please,” Cadence said. “Hendrix isn’t great with men. And what if my dad gets out? Since she has me, shouldn’t she be waiting for him? But she says that’s over. So why does she still have me? I think she really wants my dad, but she doesn’t want to wait.”

Stephen winced, although Marley wasn’t sure what was behind the gesture.

“You’re staying?” Stephen asked.

“Until I can get on my feet,” Marley said.

“You out of school?”

“I’m eighteen,” Marley said, realizing he hadn’t answered the question. And who was this guy to ask? Was this another guy crushing on his sister? Seemed a lot of guys did. “Yeah, I’m out.”

“He’s from South Dakota, where they wear jackets in the summer,” Cadence said. She shrugged. “Or he lied. Hard to say.”

Stephen nodded. “I’ve heard it’s a lot chillier there. Um, welcome, then.”

The guy disappeared into the building, and Cadence watched him go with a sigh. “He’s so hot. And he’s nice. But he has a girlfriend, and she’s nice, too. Really nice. She teaches an art class in the summer, and I got to go. I wish she wasn’t so nice, and I wish she wasn’t with him, but he’s going to marry her, I think.”

Marley laughed. “Cadence, he’s a little old for you.”

“No, he’s not. Age doesn’t matter. My daddy is a lot older than Hendrix, and they’re together.”

Marley sighed. Poor kid. She had no idea. And yet, he was pretty sure she would figure it all out eventually. Everyone did. And that really bothered him. She was sassy and pushy, but she was just a kid. A kid who knew things kids shouldn’t know and yet clung to that crazy kid hope that everything could have a fairytale ending.

And now that he was here, he had a terrible feeling schooling her on the lack of fairytale endings in the world might be his job. Hendrix never did like to do the hard jobs herself.
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“REALLY?” MARLEY ASKED, holding the stack of bills in his hand. Hendrix had just put the kids to bed, an exhausting and loud ordeal, and he’d taken a few minutes to poke around. He’d found a couple months’ worth of unpaid bills and a receipt for a week’s work at a temp agency. Maybe it meant Hendrix was trying. Maybe it meant she wasn’t.

“Larson said he would help me,” she said, pouting. “He’s just going through a hard time. I wanted him to move in, but he says he has to keep his place until the end of the year. That’s a long way off.”

“So why don’t you get a job?”

“I have children,” she said. “I have to watch them.”

“Some people use daycare. Or they live close to family and let family watch them. You’re into family.”

“You mean Bailey, the guy who just beat you half to death? That’s where my kids should be? Just because I didn’t get a husband to pay the bills doesn’t mean I should starve. I have the right to take care of my kids. Daycare isn’t a good influence. And it’s expensive.”

He wanted to bang his head against the wall. One of the dads had offered to marry her, but Hendrix believed love was too organic for ceremonies and licenses to contain it. Jaden’s father, he thought. So, knowing he would never get her to be his wife, he’d taken off to parts unknown. Anyway, Marley didn’t buy the whole single mom victim trip Hendrix liked to pull. She wasn’t a victim. She’d made choices. Victims didn’t have choices, which was what made them victims. Neither she nor Mom was a victim, regardless of what they thought.

“So what did you plan to do about this?” Marley asked.

“It’s summer. Even Cadence is home. I can’t just work and leave them.”

“Is Cadence old enough to babysit?” he asked.

“No. Not until she’s twelve.”

“Hendrix, you’ll lose your apartment. You need a plan.”

Hendrix laughed. “Like you have a plan? You have nothing, Marley. You have less than I do.”

“But I’m smart enough not to have a bunch of kids counting on me.”

“Maybe you do and you just don’t know it,” she said. “Guys can get away with that. We women have to live with consequences guys never do.”

He just looked at her. Talking to her made him feel a little bit insane. “Fine. I’m going out.”

“Can you take the kids? They could use a little time in the park.”

“Hendrix, I’m going out to look for a job. I can’t take the kids.”

“I just get so tired being home with them all day. And I don’t have a grown up to talk to. I wish Larson could move in right away. It will be so great when he gets finished with his lease. You’ll like him, I think.”

Marley nodded, and he pretty much ran from the apartment. It was Saturday, somewhere in August, and it was miserably hot out, but at least out here he could breathe. Hendrix’s mixed up philosophies on life made him crazy. He needed to get out of there fast. But she needed him. She was sinking and simply refused to see it. What would happen to those kids? Cadence was spooky, but the other two were cute. Cute little kids who would end up on the streets or in foster care if Hendrix wasn’t careful.

He walked out of the building and sat on the steps, not sure where to go. He needed a job, but he could have looked inside on his laptop. Most things happened on the internet. In reality, he was just escaping.

As he sat there, he heard the door open behind him, and the guy from yesterday walked out. Stephen. Still in work clothes and work boots. Maybe he worked on Saturdays. The guy sat down next to Marley.

“So, you’re looking for a job.”

Marley looked at the guy out of the side of his eyes. He wore black, and he was fairly dark. Italian? Hispanic? He didn’t know. Didn’t really matter.

“Yeah. So?”

“Might be looking for someone to hire.”

Marley snorted. “Look, I’m not selling your drugs.”

The guy laughed. “Good to know. I’m not asking you to.”

“You don’t know me and you’re talking about a job. Means drugs, gambling, I don’t know. Nothing good comes from strangers on the street.”

The guy pulled a card out of his back pocket and handed it to him.

“Um, my girlfriend’s an artist. She designed these. I’m told they’re amazing, although I can’t read a word on there. I’m not peddling anything illegal. I build houses for a non-profit. And we could use a clean-up guy. Ours had to move away, headed to school a few states away.”

Marley looked at the card. It said just what the guy had said. Construction. He looked at himself. He wasn’t built for construction. And when did a guy get a job while sitting on a step in the middle of the day? This wasn’t how the world worked.

“And why can’t you read this? It’s not in Arabic or anything. You’re Hispanic, aren’t you? Except you speak perfect English.”

The guy laughed. Stephen Valentino, according to the card.

“I’m Italian, but really I’m just American. I’m also rather severely dyslexic. But that doesn’t have anything to do with my offer. Give me a call if you decide you’re interested. I live in 206, by the way.”

The guy walked away without another word, and Marley looked at the card. He needed work. His sister needed his help. But what if he said yes and it turned out the place was a front for something else? Get the new guy in trouble, set him up for a fall? No. Wasn’t gonna happen.

The card looked legit, though. Maybe he’d do an internet search. Would a place building low-income housing get away with being a front for something terrible? In this world, he wouldn’t be surprised.

Now he was curious, so he went back inside, tired of baking here on the steps, and he told Hendrix he needed to spend a little time on the computer. He set it up in her room and closed the door against the chaos of the kids, and he punched in the information from Stephen’s card.

Hope Too was a non-profit, religious group that built housing for low-income families. They were new, though, like less than a month old. Of course. Definitely a front for something.

He looked at the photos on the site. Looked like it was run by a guy named Chad Majors who was a contractor in town. Majors had links to plumbers, electricians, a lot of groups who helped with the houses. They also took volunteers, and they seemed especially excited about hosting youth groups. Right, he thought. Youth groups building houses. Sounded safe. Ha.

Hope Too was an extension of another group called Hope Homes, and he clicked on that link. That one had been around a long time, and the site was filled with photos, including the guy and his wife who ran the thing, the older man who owned it, and a few of Stephen from Hope Too. And lots of photos of kids on roofs, kids with paintbrushes, adults putting up siding. It looked kind of precious and unbelievable. But it also felt kind of legit. If someone was pulling something, they’d put a lot of time into it.

He was stalling. He needed to put in applications at the fast food places in town. Then he’d give every penny to Hendrix to feed her kids. And he would never get out of here, because he didn’t really think Larson was going to show up and save the day for Hendrix.

Someone knocked on the door, and Hendrix came in looking frazzled. “I need to run laundry,” she announced.

“Okay,” he said, wondering why she was saying it like that. 

“Can you watch them? I don’t want to drag them all to the basement. And I need a little time to myself. I never get that. It’s so hard, Marley. It’s so hard to be with them all the time.”

“I can watch them,” he said. She was fishing for more, for some sympathy about the road she was on, but he wasn’t going to play that game. He’d gotten tired of playing it with Mom, too.

She gathered up clothing and piled it high in a basket, and then she was gone. Marley walked into the living room and sat on the sofa, looking at the chaos. Ella was sitting in the center of a pile of toys, babbling. She pulled up and cruised the furniture, but she didn’t walk yet. She didn’t talk, either. She was still easy.

Jaden and Cadence were building with Legos. Mostly Cadence was telling Jaden what to do, and he was following her every command. He grinned at that.

“Cadence, tell me about Stephen.”

“I told you yesterday. You said he was too old.”

Marley had to laugh. “Okay. Tell me about his job. What does he do?”

“He builds houses. Sometimes on the weekends his friends help. Amy comes over all the time. He has a roommate named Jake. There’s another roommate, but he’s not here yet. He’s coming in January for school.”

“I’m impressed,” Marley said. “You’re quite the little spy.”

“I don’t spy. Amy works in a deli and brings stuff sometimes. If I’m outside with Ella and Jaden, she gives us cookies. We talk. She really loves Stephen. Like Hendrix and Daddy are going to love each other when he gets out.”

“When does he get out?” Marley asked. Cadence wrinkled her nose. 

“I don’t know. Nobody will tell me.”

“Anyway, Stephen said he didn’t read. Is that true?”

“He doesn’t read. Sometimes he lets me read the addresses when he gets the mail. I put them in piles for him. His mail, and Jake’s mail. Sometimes Matt still gets mail, but he got married. He used to live there.”

Cadence had the place wired, Marley thought.

“Cadence, Stephen doesn’t sell drugs or anything, does he? He asked me to work for him, but I don’t want to do anything illegal.”

She laughed. “Stephen? No. Stephen goes to church. He asks us to go sometimes, but Hendrix says no.”

Marley laughed. Cadence was going to be helpful.

He stayed in the family room for a while, but the kids were loud and driving him a little bit crazy. Cadence said they would nap in the afternoon, but it was still morning. 

“Let’s take them outside,” he said.

“Sure,” she said. “If you carry Ella, I’ll hold Jaden’s hand.”

Even though it was still stifling out here, the park had shade, and the kids played and toddled in the grass while Marley sat against a tree and watched them. Cadence played a few minutes of tag with Jaden, but he was really too young to make a good playmate for her, so she ended up sitting with Marley and watching.

“You’re good with them,” Marley said.

“I have to be. Hendrix gets headaches and goes in her room. Someday, Marley, do you think she’ll be my mommy?”

He wanted to shake this girl. She was a horrible, heartbreaking mix of adult and child, and he wanted to tell her it would all be okay, but that was a lie. He had no idea what would happen with her, but he knew Hendrix wasn’t going to marry her dad. 

“Cadence, as much as I want to lie to you, that isn’t fair. I think Hendrix won’t marry anyone, and especially not your dad. But it’s not bad right now, is it?”

Cadence shrugged. “I guess not. But Hendrix says we need money. Larson isn’t going to help us, even if she says he will.”

“I agree. But I might work with Stephen. Would that help? Would you work with Stephen if you were me?”

She laughed. “I was going to say I would marry Stephen if I were you. But you’re a boy. But if I was old enough, I would marry Stephen. I think you should work with him. He’s nice.”

Marley thought about that. The guy had certainly won over Cadence. But she was ten. And although she was tough in a few ways, she was also a hopeless romantic, poor thing. He wondered how she and Hendrix really got along. Hendrix was a romantic, too, but in a very different way. Cadence wanted a ring on her little finger. Hendrix absolutely did not.

When Ella started to cry, Cadence said she was hungry, so they started back. Ella sat on his hip without a care in the world, which Marley found interesting, since he was a stranger to her. Of course, Cadence and Jaden were here, so maybe she just followed along. If they thought he was okay, then she accepted that he was okay.

They opened the door and found Hendrix in tears. When she saw them, she stood and moved to Marley, getting right in his face. Ella reached for her, but she pushed the baby out of the way. Cadence took her off Marley’s hip and hurried both the little ones away, and Marley laughed. He’d been the target of Hendrix’s anger before, and she didn’t really scare him.

“Where were you? You can’t just waltz off with my kids. I thought something terrible had happened.”

“You thought someone had come and kidnapped me and three kids?” he asked. He leaned forward and kissed her on the nose. “That’s ridiculous. I might have found a job. I’ll see about it this evening. What do you know about Stephen Valentino?”

“Who?”

“He lives in your building. Cadence thinks he hung the moon.”

Hendrix waved her hand. “Cadence thinks she’s going to get married when she’s eleven. We pay no attention to that. I don’t know a Stephen Valentino.”

“Cadence said he asked you to church.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Oh. Him. You’d work for him? He does church work, Marley. Do you really want to mess with that? And can you? I mean, don’t you have to sign something about God and Jesus and believing in the Bible and going to church every week? And they think love has to be quantified with marriage and kids should be dunked in water for their god, and it’s all just crazy.”

Marley shrugged. “I don’t know. He didn’t say I had to sign anything. I guess I’ll find out.”

“But the rest of it. Is that really the environment you want to work in? They’re so sure they know the right way to live, like there’s only one path. And what about Dad? Don’t they believe war is evil, that military men are bad? I know you still respect Dad, whatever you say about it.”

Marley just blinked. He’d never heard Hendrix so opposed to anything. Ever.

“I need work. You’d rather me sit around here and eat your food?”

She made a clucking sound in her throat. “I’m not that desperate. You can just be a guest until your face heals. Right now I doubt anyone would hire you. He probably just saw the face and thought you were an easy target for his religion. Broken people, Marley. Gotta be wary of people who want to collect and fix broken people.”

Marley didn’t laugh, although the statement was crazy coming from her, the woman who had children with broken people all the time. She was always going to save men. Seemed to him she’d never saved anyone from anything.

“I’m going to talk to him,” Marley said. “And we’ll just see.”

**
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SO ONCE AGAIN MARLEY was standing in a hallway feeling nervous and wondering what the future held. He had no idea why he was here. He wasn’t strong, and construction jobs were for strong men. He’d never set foot in a church before and honestly knew nothing about religious guys. Hendrix, though, who loved everyone, seemed to hate the idea with a whole lot of emotion. That made him pause. Anyway, he still didn’t trust this. Nothing added up here. Not his out-of-the-blue job offer, not Hendrix’s hissy fit, and not him standing here asking to work hard in the heat when he could surely get an easier job in a restaurant with air conditioning.

And yet, he knocked on the door and wondered if he’d lost his mind. Maybe this was some crazy death wish.

The door opened, and a big guy answered with a smile.

“Hey,” the guy said. “How can I help you?”

He held out Stephen’s card, which made him feel ridiculous. As though it was a magic pass or something. “I’m looking for Stephen. He gave me this and said something about a job.”

“He’ll be back in about an hour,” the guy said. He held out his hand. “I’m Jake. Jake Branigan.”

Marley shook it. “Marley Owens. My sister is Hendrix. She lives upstairs.”

“Hendrix,” Jake said. “Right, I think I met her once. Kids, right?”

“Two of hers, and
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