
The Timeless Nature of Patience

––––––––

By Anna Scott Graham

––––––––

Copyright 2012 by Anna Scott Graham

Cover design by Julie K. Rose

––––––––

License Notes

Thank you for downloading this ebook. It is the copyrighted property of the author, and may not be reproduced, copied and distributed for commercial or non-commercial purposes. If you enjoyed this novel, please encourage your friends to download their own copies. Thanks for your support.

––––––––

This is a work of fiction. Names and characters, incidents and places are either products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

––––––––

For my mom and brother Joe, both of whom I love, miss, and will see again. And for all who have enjoyed this series; thank you so much for your enthusiasm and patience as these tales have unraveled.​


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1




[image: ]


Jenny Cassel dreamed of ocean blue yarn, but woke to a cream and black afghan over her. It was Sam’s, one she crocheted after two of their children had been born. So many afghans were constructed between those days, but the one Jenny pulled near her head, then sniffed with fondness, came from hands trembling with joy.

That morning her fingers ached; maybe that was actual arthritis, probably not the multiple sclerosis that had plagued her for the last three years. Jenny didn’t keep track of those days, or every blanket she had stitched. Sam’s afghan was soft along her cheek, and she smiled as she spoke. “Happy New Year baby.”

He sat on her edge of the bed, a cup of coffee waiting on her nightstand. “You know what I was just thinking about?” Jenny continued.

“What?” His voice was weary.

Slowly she leaned up, her body not appreciating those movements. His anguished face mirrored their last several months, but Jenny had gone further back in their history, even before she had loved him. “I was thinking about all the blankets I’ve made.” She pointed to the one over her. “Yours was, well, pretty far down the list.”

He smiled. “Do you remember them all?”

She laughed, then motioned for her coffee. Her hands did ache, and she would tell Sam, then Dr. Atkins. No need to hide anything, not after last night. Jenny wanted to see Will, wondering if he might ask if someone had been with them in the kitchen.

“Sam, Alvin was here with us last night.”

“Oh God, how’d you know?”

Sam nearly spilled her coffee, but Jenny steadied his hands. “When I told Will about my father.” She allowed that name into their room, but considering Alvin’s presence, it was all right. “Alvin helped me off the chair Sam, I felt him. I have never known that, but maybe I needed it last night. I think Will felt him too.”

She drank her coffee and when she looked up, Sam’s tears fell freely. “Jenny, I have something to tell you.”

He revealed his late-night conversation with a man long dead as Jenny inhaled the cream and black blanket, smelling of them and their grandchildren. Louise, Marsh, and Jenn loved to romp on this bed, leaving traces of themselves along with the scent of coffee and the faint whiff of pot. Jenny could detect weed in that room, then she smiled. Sam had spoken to Alvin last night, but not due to any leftover high. Only that in small instances, the lines blurred. When Sam told her she would be all right, Jenny winced, her fingers offering another tale. But for seconds her usual aches vanished as if to confirm both Sam’s words and from whom they had been delivered.
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Over the course of the morning, calls and texts crowded out Alvin’s New Year’s Eve visit. As Rachel made pancakes, David and Sandra’s news came first, in person; Sandra Mittingham would be Mrs. David Cassel before the end of the year.

“Well, I mean, if you all think that would be okay,” David said. “Maybe it’s too soon.”

“Ask Max and Liz.” Wiggling her fingers, Jenny explored that strange ache, but her back and legs weren’t troublesome. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Those four sat at the table, Rachel standing at the stove. Will and his family were on their way, Andy and Chelsea and the twins arriving for lunch. But they knew, Eric and Dana did too. David had texted his father about the engagement at midnight, but woke his siblings at seven that morning. Only Eric and Dana had been asleep.

Babies had stirred Will and Chelsea’s households, Rachel waking to the morning coffee. She started another pot as conversation flowed, then the front door rattled, Eric’s booming Happy New Year ringing through the house.

“What are you doing here so early?” Jenny asked, getting a kiss as Dana sat beside her, gripping Jenny’s hand.

Eric showed no upset, kissing Rachel, then Sandra. Then he gently slugged David’s shoulder. “Had to come wish the happy couple the best.” His smile shone as David stood, the brothers embracing. “And tell someone the next time he wakes me so goddamned early on the first day of the year I’m gonna kick his ass.”

The chatter was jovial as Rachel made more batter, Dana lending a hand. They shared long dark hair, but Rachel’s face was free from underlying fear, which had much to do with her evening with Cory Sanchez. Anxiety lay under Dana’s skin, which only Sam and Jenny noted.

Before Will arrived, Sam led Eric out to the barn under the pretense of needing more eggs. As soon they reached the hens, Eric unloaded on his father. “He called her all night long.”

Sam nodded. “How is she?”

Eric sighed, then looked to the blue sky, a rare gift this time of year in Oregon’s Willamette Valley. “Really bad. She only wanted to come to see Mom. Man, I just hope they get stoned before everyone else gets here.”

Eric meant families with babies. Sam glanced at the house, unsure if Jenny would light up this early. If Dana needed something, maybe the women could gather the eggs.

“Dad,” Eric continued, “I think we need to tell Andy. I just don’t trust her brother. Hell, I have no fucking idea what he thinks he’s gonna do and...”

“Andy already knows.”

“How? Did you tell him?”

Without spilling years of family history, Sam offered that Andy had guessed, and that Chelsea also knew, but no one else. Will had only learned of Jenny’s history last night and Sam needed more coffee to keep it all straight.

Eric stepped to the yard as a van pulled into the drive, parking behind Eric’s truck. Will emerged and Sam smiled on cue. Noting that deliberate change, something in Eric’s head clicked as Louise toddled their way in rain boots, calling for her grandpa.
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When the Schumachers arrived, Eric gave James Browning’s cell number to the sheriff. By then Dana was high, but not Jenny, surrounded by her descendants and other relatives. Max and Liz had arrived after Andy and Chelsea, Travis and Emily bringing up the rear. Emily’s hand was clutched by Carson Spencer, who had spent the holiday with his girlfriend, Mitch’s absence still lingering.

With so many people, Jenny felt Tommie’s quiet philosophical notions would have been welcome, but Rae’s booming voice would have set Dana more on edge. While David was Tommie’s namesake of sorts, it was more Tommie’s son to whom David needed to speak, asking if a wedding would cause distress to grieving parents. Outwardly Max and Liz showed little upset, but it had been less than two months, their hearts still scarred, or maybe not even that. Perhaps only bleeding wounds; healing scabs were ages away.

Yet, just as Jenny had refused Steve and Marcy’s willingness to postpone their wedding after Alvin’s death, Max and Liz warmly welcomed David and Sandra’s news, Liz in tears, Max’s stoicism falling as David jumped to his feet, embracing that uncle with a grip so crushing, Sam intervened. Max laughed; maybe David would take that useless limb right off. Then Liz giggled, pulling Sandra to her, offering that a wedding in 2008 would start to set things right.

After that, Jenny retrieved the ruby ring Sam had given her right before David’s birth, bestowing that on the new couple. Sandra didn’t want to take it, but Jenny insisted. She only wore her wedding ring, and had wanted it to go to David’s intended. As David had yet to get Sandra an engagement ring, he sheepishly set it on her finger. It would need to be sized, Jenny smiled, but the gems sparkled on Sandra’s petite hand.

Then details swirled; Sandra wished to marry in Salem, but wanted the reception in Arkendale. Perhaps a July ceremony, if it could be pulled together that quickly. David’s unruly beard might be tamed by then, Eric laughed, but Sam noted that son’s pain. Glancing at his wife, Sam knew Jenny heard it too.

The rest accepted one couple’s happiness coming on the heels of tragedy. Babies eased that notion and Sandra wanted to include them, but Bethany and Chelsea chuckled, more work than they were worth. A compromise was made on that first day of 2008; Louise could be a flower girl if she would hold her daddy’s hand. David didn’t mention which of his brothers might stand with him, only that Sandra’s best friend Pru would be her maid of honor. She was perfect for the part; her last name was Castle, which raised some laughs. Then David eyed Rachel, who had steered clear of the proceedings. “Hey Rache, come on! Just text him for God’s sake.”

“Text who?” Liz asked, sitting next to Jenny.

“Cory,” David teased. “I’m surprised he’s not here already.”

Rachel glared at her brother. “He’s on the road Dave. Hard to be in two places at once.”

Cory Sanchez was visiting relatives in Fresno, California, but not for pleasure, Rachel had shared with her parents before David and Sandra’s arrival.

David stepped Rachel’s way, leading her to the corner. Their words weren’t loud, but those concerned saw a big brother’s arms around a youngest sister’s shoulders as David apologized and Rachel forgave.
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Once Max, Liz, and their clan departed, Will cleared his throat, then asked his mother if someone else had been there last night.

Jenny nodded. “Yeah, Alvin was here.”

Her chuckle was rich as if she had been nibbling chocolate pound cake all morning. She hadn’t, taking ordinary painkillers for her fingers. Her back ached, not like usual, but Jenny didn’t assume she had been cured. Maybe it was a break just for that day. Maybe as she had medicated herself when Mitch died, perhaps while celebrating an engagement, also noting a serious threat, Jenny had earned a small reprieve.

“What’d you say Mom?” Chelsea asked, Jenn at her breast. “Alvin was here?”

“He was, last night, in this very kitchen, when I was talking to Will.” She skipped over the nature of their discourse, then looked at Sam. “Then he showed up later and spoke to your father. About trees, if what Sam said was true.”

“Mom, are you okay?” Rachel squatted near her mother, staring into similar brown eyes. Cory had said hers were the most beautiful, truthful eyes he had ever seen, and gazing into her mother’s, Rachel searched for some hint of fallacy; maybe her mom had smoked on the sly.

“Ask your dad. Or Will. I know you felt someone honey, and it was your pop.”

Will nodded, then all eyes went to Sam. “Dad, this true?”

Sam sighed, staring at his children, their lovers and spouses, only Cory missing. Cory Sanchez would one day be a part of this group, Sam was certain, not only due to Alvin’s words, but the look on Rachel’s face. She was in love, no question, appearing like Jenny when she had gripped Alvin’s arm at the August barbecue, or at Jacob and Debbie’s New Year’s Eve party, a month pregnant with Chelsea. So many moments flooded Sam; he wished Tommie was there, only that man able to accept what Sam wished to convey.

Jacob might lend a hand with the trust, but this sort of talk was beyond him, and Sam stared at David, who didn’t look a thing like his uncle, also didn’t own Tommie’s quiet nature. Yet, they had given Tommie’s name to that boy, Sam and Jenny’s first child, also their third. Sam went to that son, one who hadn’t been killed alongside Mitch. Max and Liz’s son was dead that first day of 2008, but not Sam and Jenny’s.

And Alvin’s; all these kids, grandchildren too, were a part of that man, a family stitched together in sorrow and bliss. Sam touched each of his children’s faces, also those they loved. When he reached Dana’s, Sam fought a chill. Then he stared at Eric, seeing great fear.

Alvin had said that Chelsea needed to rest, Will to find an editor. Sam had to exercise patience with David, but not so much with Rachel, as Cory’s absence was only temporary. But toward Eric, Alvin had said stay alert; the apple never fell far from the tree.

Was Eric looking for trouble? With Dana in his arms, he’d already found it.

Chelsea interrupted her father’s reverie. “Dad, you okay?”

“Hey, hey,” another voice broke the silence. “Happy New Year everybody!” Tommie hugged David and Sandra as news had spread; Max and Liz had stopped at the Smith farm, and only now had Tommie been able to get away. “Rae’s got them trapped,” he laughed, taking the seat Will offered. “They’re not leaving till after dinner.”

“Is Travis still down there?” Eric asked.

“Yeah, Cara and Kim too. Rachel, they were asking for you.”

“Oh God,” she laughed. “I could use to unload.”

Sam’s two youngest made their excuses, but none were actually needed. To Sam’s surprise, David and Sandra also prepared to leave; Sandra needed to see her friend Pru, who David said was about as tight with Sandra as Uncle Tommie was with Jenny. But that was all right with David; it meant another Castle in the mix, whether Pru wanted to be one or not.

“Well, if she’s in Sandra’s back pocket, she’ll not be far from the rest of us,” Tommie joked. “Tell your Aunt Rae I’ll be home for supper.”

“Will do.” David smiled. “So Dad, you gonna tell Uncle Tommie about your late night visitor?”

“Who?” Tommie asked, an oatmeal chocolate chip cookie already in his hand.

David laughed as Sandra pulled him toward the door. “Oh, I’ll let Mom and Dad tell you. Listen, we’ll see you all later. Have a good night!”

“Have a good night David,” Jenny said, a cookie in her hand too, her brother’s eyes all over her and Sam.
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History laid in layers over those in Sam and Jenny’s kitchen, a space long known for oatmeal chocolate chip cookies, coffee, and distress. Also great happiness, as when Sam first set eyes on Chelsea Louise Harris, then three months old, right at her mother’s breast, much as Chelsea now rested with her daughter. Baby Will spent many an hour in this cozy room seated in a high chair, but Tommie had missed some of those moments. More children had been added to a family fostered by three parents, only one was never seen. Yet in Uncle Tommie’s sober, pleasant recollections, Alvin Harris, or Pop, was another father to each child. Andy and Bethany were aware from the stories and Louise, Marsh, and Jenn would be the same. But Alvin had appeared just last night, when Will and Jenny discussed why things could be considered fine when so much tragedy hovered.

It was a euphemism for Bethany’s benefit, the only adult not aware of Jenny’s history. She, Will, and Tommie knew nothing of Dana’s past. The four that accepted everything stared at each other, a tacit agreement that for now would remain unchanged.

“Tommie,” Jenny began, “last night I told Will that things would be all right.” She smiled as Tommie realized what Will had indeed learned. Those men shared glances, Will blinking back a few tears. His wife steadied him as Jenny continued. “As we were talking, Alvin helped me from my chair.” Jenny giggled. “You know, since then, I’ve felt better than I have in ages.”

“Maybe it’s a sign,” Chelsea laughed, but tears fell as she adjusted her daughter.

“Maybe,” Jenny said. “Although, and just so you know, my fingers are killing me. And that,” she sighed, “is just from arthritis. I’d better start on David and Sandra’s blanket before it gets any worse.”

The original conversation became sidetracked as Jenny’s new aches were noted. But Will returned to the topic at hand, seeing questions in Tommie’s eyes. All Will had written over the last months stared at him in a man having lost so much, but the mention of Alvin’s possible presence lit Tommie’s face. “Uncle Tommie, all I know is that when I was hugging Mom, someone was behind her. Probably keeping her upright, God knows I wasn’t good for much.”

Tommie stepped to Alvin’s son, Sam’s child too. But in looking at Will’s large blue eyes and blonde hair, it was as if Tommie could reach back three decades. In two months, on the third of March, Alvin would be dead thirty years. But in Will, Alvin lived, breathed, had played baseball. Tommie went to arms that were those of Alvin, yet not.

“It’s okay Uncle Tommie,” Will mumbled, still attempting to absorb what Jenny had suffered. “It really will be okay.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Chelsea motioned Bethany upstairs to put fussing babies to sleep while the rest spoke, but not of Alvin. Sam wasn’t sure what Eric would think of Will knowing about Dana, but Will had taken Jenny’s past all right. Better for Sam’s inner circle to be made aware.

This information would get to Jacob, but only if Sam felt it necessary, sharing that Dana’s brother was closing in on her. Will gripped his father’s hand, and Tommie took the other, looking at Jenny’s nodding head. She and Eric’s girlfriend often shared either a joint or pound cake, chocolate pound cake. Tommie stood, pacing the room.  Then he set his hands on Jenny’s shoulders. “What do we need to do?”

“As of right now, I’ll be keeping an eye out.” Andy’s gaze wasn’t to anyone in particular. “Eric gave me a description of him, said he’d try to get me a picture, but we have no idea what kind of car he drives. We’ve got his cell number, can trace it, see where that leads. I’d prefer them to be here, but that’s up to Eric.”

“That’s what I want too.” Sam sighed. “I think Dana wants her privacy, maybe she doesn’t wanna intrude.”

Will stood, then turned his back to them, until Jenny moved his way. “Honey, it’s gonna be okay. No one will hurt her.”

Jenny didn’t touch her son, waiting for Will to turn. This time he showed no tears, only a face so angry, no one saw any part of Alvin within him. “If he does, I’ll kill him.”

“Will, you’re not alone with that feeling,” Tommie said. “But this’s for Andy to manage. We have to be patient.”

“Patient? For how long Uncle Tommie? Until some asshole tries to...”

Then Will turned to Jenny. This time Sam supported her, Tommie behind them. Only Andy stayed still.

As Will wept, again his wife was deaf to his cries. But from the third floor, as if carried by squeaky boards, Chelsea clutched her daughter, aware of her brother’s agony.

––––––––
[image: ]


When Bethany and Chelsea stepped into the living room, Will looked no worse for wear. This time Chelsea took that into account, and she sent out a prayer, feeling grace reverberate within her. Marsh and Jenn were sound asleep, but Chelsea toted Louise. Handing her to Will, Chelsea sat between her brother and mother on the sofa.

Bethany stood behind her husband, working knots from his upper body. Her hands felt good along Will’s neck and shoulders, easing two truths that seemed almost incomprehensible. That he didn’t know about Sam’s late wife was for the best; if Will had to balance Tracy with his mother and Dana, he might lose his bearings.

Instead he studied his chirpy daughter, her early battle with colic long forgotten. As Jenny had set aside her miserable past, Louise had no understanding of how ill she had been. Will had forgotten most of it, enough to want another baby with his wife. Bethany’s touch reached past his nerve endings, setting aside Jenny and Dana, even Mitch, a scene Will had once thought would never be topped in brutality. Yet what his mother and Eric’s girlfriend had suffered was just as vicious. That Jenny had survived was a miracle, Will was certain. Why Dana seemed to drift through life was now understood. Will had pegged her as a wastrel, no different to Tanner. Now he had to reassess; Dana was only trying to function.

Tommie had mentioned that Tanner wasn’t any better, although Tommie was heading up there that week, probably on Friday. Will asked to join him, wondering inwardly if Tanner knew about Dana. Probably, Will assumed, as Eric was as tight with Tanner as he was with Travis. Will gripped his daughter, who began to fuss.

“Da-da!” Louise laughed as Will nibbled on her cheeks.

“I’ll be happy for the company Will,” Tommie smiled. “You wanna leave in the morning?”

Will nodded. “I’ll be done with work by then.”

“Work?” Tommie asked.

“Well, I’m always poking at that thing.” The book took plenty of Will’s attention, yet this was the first he had thought of it that day.

“And speaking of that book,” Jenny chided, “someone was supposed to send me a copy. I can’t read it by ESP.”

Will smiled, giving Louise to Bethany. He stood, then helped Chelsea from the sofa. They embraced, both with nearly equal knowledge. Chelsea felt it, then saw confirmation in her father’s eyes. Will knew about Dana, but not about Tracy.

“You finally finished your book Will?” Tommie asked.

Will pulled from his sister, then joined his wife and daughter. “Yeah, letting Mom and Chelse have a look. Hopefully they won’t be too harsh.”

“Well, when do I get a peek?” Tommie laughed.

This time Will stared to his wife, Bethany with a small smile. “Oh, pretty soon Uncle Tommie. Let the hens have a go, then you and Dad can read it. I’m sure you’ll be much kinder than the women.”

Jenny and Chelsea huffed as Sam, Tommie, and Andy smiled. Realizing Will’s literary apprehension, Bethany squeezed his right hand, finding nothing more than his usual, adjusted grip. The accident had changed Will Cassel, but other things were altering him too.​
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The day before Jenny’s birthday, twin suicide bombings devastated a Baghdad marketplace, killing nearly one hundred Iraqis. As the family celebrated Jenny’s sixty-second year, a horrifying detail emerged, contrasting sharply with Janessa, her loving nature doting on the babies. The bombers were women, which no longer surprised, but that they may have had Down syndrome appalled. Terrorists using the disabled drew a disconcerted air around the Cassel and Smith families, but Janessa knew nothing of this atrocity. Nor did her brother Mike; they were only children. Max wouldn’t look Sam in the eye that evening, not until each man had enjoyed a few beers. Usually Sam refrained, but as Jenny had nibbled on pound cake in addition to her birthday cake, it seemed one way to ease the pain.

The rest were sober, but Jenny, Max, Rae, and Sam giggled in the kitchen as the farm emptied. Jenny offered to send Liz home with a slab of pound cake, but she had resisted with a smile. It might be good for those truly in need, but wouldn’t begin to erase what lay under Liz’s skin.

It was a constant ache, one in which Liz confided to her mother, to Jenny. And to Max, but not their children; Emily and Travis were both in California that evening, busy with school. Tanner remained at the state hospital in Salem; he was improving, Alana said, which Liz was happy to hear. David and Sandra had announced a wedding date, the nineteenth of July, and that David had quit at Mount St. Helens. It was silly, he said, to be so far from home, and to the surprise of all, he had found a new job, even in the midst of the recession. He would teach at the middle school in autumn, in the science department. It seemed an odd choice, but no one argued, especially when he noted who was better to battle preteens all day? He still looked a ruffian, even with that December haircut, yet middle schoolers were nothing compared to Jackson Hooper. If students did raise a fuss, David wouldn’t hesitate to show his scars. To Jenny and Sam’s delight, Sandra had eased David’s pain, was also bringing their last chick home to roost.

Only Max, Liz, Tommie, and Rae closed the party. Cory Sanchez had escorted Rachel to his apartment, where Rachel now spent her early mornings and late evenings, Sam sighed, but not in distaste. His house was nearly empty, but hadn’t he and Jenny thought that when Eric left for Stanford, Max asked.

For a time, Jenny and Sam assumed their children were gone for good. Two years later, offspring had trickled back, not in a flood, but now it felt that way; was it three grandchildren or Rachel under their roof? Except now she was at Cory’s. Having spent time with him, Sam liked the quiet physical therapist. Cory made Jenny ache, also made her feel better. That he thrilled Sam’s youngest daughter eased Jenny, finding all her kids settled, even if Eric and Dana lived under a cloud. To Sam, Jenny’s peace of mind meant the world.

That night she was giddy, in a state her body demanded at times, that of surrender. She wasn’t alone; Max had taken a bite, then another. Then after Rachel left with Cory, Max had asked for his own slice of chocolate pound cake. Now one red eye shone from his aching face as chuckles emerged. Max was high and a little drunk, and he laughed with his mother and Jenny, all in the stratosphere. But Max’s words came from the ground, his feet mired where his son lay. Sam hadn’t seen Max this vulnerable since the start of the war, maybe not since Mitch signed up for the Marines, right after 9/11. That night Max spoke his ripped-apart heart, which Sam understood all too well.

“God, I miss him, like missing my arm. Dad, you ever feel that way?”

Tommie smiled, running his bad hand along Max’s limp limb. “Sometimes.”

Max tried to move his hand, but not a finger stirred.

Then Liz grasped it, brought it to her lips. Max smiled, wiping his good right eye. “Baby, I’m sorry. My God Lizzie, I’m so fucking sorry.”

“Honey, it’s not your fault.”

“But isn’t it?” Max stood, weaved, then steadied himself against the far counter. “I never told him no, never said, ‘Don’t go there, don’t do that.’ I just said, ‘Yup, that’s the way to show love for God and country.’ But Lizzie, I never meant for him to die there, I never did.”

Tommie joined his son, gripping Max close. “It’s over now. Mitch won’t ever be hurt there.”

Jenny embraced Rae, who wept hard. But Jenny shed none; Max didn’t seem to possess animosity toward Jackson, at least not consciously. Deep down, Mitch’s death lay far away, as though he’d never left the Middle East.

Sam remained in his seat until his niece nodded his way. “Go to him,” Liz whispered. “Please Sam?”

She rarely called him Sam; he was her uncle, but they weren’t young anymore. Sam caressed the face of his forty-six-year-old niece and Liz blinked away tears. Sam kissed her cheek, then he stood and did the same to his wife and Rae. Rae still bawled, but Sam didn’t pause to comfort her. Jenny did that as Sam went to where Max wept in Tommie’s arms.

I’m sorry seemed weak; Sam wanted to impart love, understanding too, and Tommie stepped aside. For years Sam and Max had been at odds when it came to the ways and means of running a government, but the conflict in Iraq was dissolved there in Sam and Jenny’s kitchen. Max was like putty in Sam’s older arms, weeping for his son, also for the distance between them, a reserve finally eroded.

––––––––
[image: ]


That evening Rachel and Cory rested in his bed, where they had slept since his return from Fresno. Only in the last two weeks had it been more than slumber and Rachel still wondered if it was a dream. She lay naked beside him, tired and sated, his arms around her, but they had been using condoms in addition to her birth control pills. It was twofold; Cory didn’t want a family and Rachel didn’t wish to share more than affection.

Yet, that night, after Jenny’s celebration, Cory had broached not a proposal, but certainly on that level of commitment. They had used rubbers since first having sex, which hadn’t seemed to dim the pleasure. To Rachel, this man was the world, which she permitted in small moments, like the one from earlier, when he asked if she would be willing to get tested for HIV. He would, and wanted Rachel to as well. Then in six months they would test again and throw the condoms right out the door.

He was hard to gauge at times. Cory could be very witty, producing the magic wand last fall, waving it over Jenny’s weary body. That wand sat on his kitchen counter, only went to the farm, he told Rachel, as if Cory could somehow heal her mother.

Knowing nothing of Jenny’s inner heartaches, Rachel wouldn’t dream Cory could do more than what his talented hands accomplished. Now she understood exactly how knowledgeable he was of the human body, of her body. She had said an enthusiastic yes to his request, willing to put up with six months of condoms. Cory was actually asking a pledge more binding.

Life with this man hadn’t been in Rachel’s thoughts until New Year’s Eve. That night he told her of growing up in Fresno with his grandparents, only learning English when he went to kindergarten. His mom had been a drug addict, and died four years ago when he was twenty-five. But his grandmother’s death after he started college in Eugene changed his life. Cory’s mother had been a hindrance. His abuela, using the Spanish he rarely spoke now, had been his true madre.

His trip to California on New Year’s Day had been a pilgrimage to see his ailing abuelo, Victor Sanchez, whom Cory adored. Victor lived with one of Cory’s aunts, a family as large as Rachel’s, with just as many issues. Yet Cory assumed his relatives were in more danger, as though poverty was worse than the unspoken tribulations Rachel’s relatives faced. Having escaped that by hard work and academic achievement, Cory’s visits south were limited, but Victor had suffered another heart attack. If he lasted the year, Cory would be surprised.

His grandparents’ poor health had spurred him to college, wishing to be a doctor. His scholarship for the University Of Oregon had fostered his current occupation; massage therapy helped, especially when a patient was as driven as Jenny Cassel. Cory had shared that with Rachel from their first date, which had led to others. By New Year’s Eve, the couple admitted their feelings, which had overwhelmed, neither expecting to have been hit so deeply. After Mitch’s death and David’s injuries, Rachel hadn’t wanted to get close. Cory had his own wariness, but in the way of things, a man and woman hadn’t been able to deny their hearts, or what else stood between them.

Now nothing remained except those condoms, yet, it was the smart thing. Not that either was promiscuous, but as a health care professional, Cory couldn’t let ignorance reign, what he saw in Fresno every time he went home. One cousin was pregnant or was going to be a father, another had joined a gang, was skipping school, or doing drugs. Sometimes he felt trapped by his ethnicity. He was an American, just like Rachel, but Hispanic or Latino was never far away, as if noting he was from somewhere else. He carried no accent, spoke flawless English, but could easily slip into Spanish, read and wrote in both languages. It sweetened his paycheck, but also broke his heart, that sense of living in two worlds.

Lying with Rachel, there was no other place Cory wanted to be. The rubbers weren’t spontaneous, but with Rachel, Cory was whole. No other woman had ever offered that notion, with or without a prophylactic. He hadn’t always been so insistent, but at twenty-nine, it was stupid to go without one, for her health as well as his own. He loved Rachel, hadn’t exactly told her so, but that night it was implied; to be tested for HIV seemed to impart what else Cory felt, not only consideration for their sexual well-being. He had a hard time expressing himself, even with two languages in his grasp.

At that moment, he held a precious treasure, what he told her in English and Spanish. Cory spoke those tongues interchangeably, relaying in words that Rachel could understand how beautiful she was, how she thrilled and enticed. But in words he had learned at his grandmother’s knee, Cory said he loved Rachel, that he couldn’t live without her. He couldn’t fathom not having seen her all those weeks, at first in the Arkendale hospital, then at the farm. Rachel was the only one able to take her mother’s pain. Chelsea had been pregnant, was now too busy. Sam couldn’t, neither could Will. Only Rachel, well, David too. Cory was still trying to comprehend David; a man of passion, one Cory did relate to. Like David, Cory had embraced a dying relative, but Cory had only been fifteen as his older cousin Manuel passed from this life to the next due to a brutal fight turned on the blade of a knife. Cory had told Rachel that summary in English. In Spanish, he had spilled it all.

At night, within his bed, Cory revealed to Rachel what he thought she could take, what he felt willing to offer. Often it was as she fell asleep, her warm, comfortable body snug against his. In looks she was a copy of her mother, but with a softer attitude, or maybe it was only that Rachel was younger. Jenny Cassel was one of the toughest women Cory had ever met, but not brittle. She was loving, got along well with her children, was close to her youngest daughter. To both of her daughters, but Cory only loved Rachel. Which he told her as they fell asleep, thoughts mumbled in Spanish; he loved her, and wanted to love her with undue affection in six months when condoms were no longer necessary.

Then Cory began to sing in Spanish, not more than a hint of melody, that she was the only woman he would ever sleep with again. Rachel nodded and Cory assumed it was from his grateful voice. He slipped into unconsciousness to that easing notion, as Rachel did the same, her four years at Mills spent not only earning her a degree in business, but a minor in Spanish. Rachel knew everything Cory told her, regardless of the language he used.
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Cory had no idea about that, for Rachel didn’t let on about how much he loved her, or the life he couldn’t share. But that next week both were tested as if for a marriage license. They would keep it under wraps, but when Rachel spent a day with her mother, it slipped. Jenny thought it was smart, then asked if Rachel was still living at home.

“Maybe not,” Rachel smiled. “But he hasn’t asked me to move in with him.”

Jenny laughed. “Does he need to? You’re there every night.”

“I know, but there’s a lot he hasn’t said to me yet.”

“Does he know you speak Spanish?”

“How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“You know what! Chelse is always telling me how you know stuff; is it some mother-thing?”

“Oh maybe. Or age. We’ll chalk it up to both. So Rachel, what has Cory told you?”

Jenny’s cup needed a refill, and Rachel stood, staring out at the rainy day. Cory was due in another hour, but Dana hadn’t been by in a week. “Mom, where’s Dana?”

“She and Eric have needed some time alone. Once spring hits, he’ll be up to his arms here with your dad.”

Rachel nodded, accepting the excuse. “They go to Salem today?”

“Yeah, Tanner likes the visits. Even Dana sees him now.”

Tanner was still skittish around much of the family. Scott had made more of an effort, Alana the buffer between a father and son that both Jenny and Rachel admitted had been estranged since Tanner threatened to kill Lana. Rachel sighed. “Cory thinks his family’s some big drag on his life.”

“Honey, he thinks he’s keeping all this from you. Is that okay?”

Rachel gently caressed her mother’s fingers. “Have you seen Dr. Atkins about your hands yet?”

Jenny smiled. “Just last week, right before my birthday. You think your father or anyone else would let me get out of it?”

“No more secrets, I suppose.”

Jenny didn’t look at her daughter. “Rachel, you need to tell him. Don’t start this relationship off with that sort of...”

“Hello!” Cory shouted. “How is everyone today?”

“Fine,” Jenny said. “You’re here early.”

“Plenty of lovely faces to see.” He sat next to Rachel, but didn’t kiss her.

Jenny giggled. “Let me use the bathroom before you get that wand out.”

“Sure,” Cory said, scooting closer to Rachel.

“Don’t forget what I said Rache,” Jenny said, heading to her room.

Once the bedroom doors closed, Cory kissed Rachel, which turned into something beyond a simple hello. They hadn’t had time that morning for more than a shared shower, sleeping late due to middle of the night lovemaking. They agreed it was only these early, heady stages, but Rachel felt a gnawing tug in her middle. “Cory, I need to tell you something.”

“Did you tell your mother about the tests?”

Rachel smiled. “Yeah, oh Cory, I can’t keep anything from her.”

“Well, at least she knows we’re being careful.”

“Yeah, she knows that. No, Cory, it’s something else...”

“Hey, anyone home?” David stepped in, shaking rain from his jacket. “Oh, it’s you two.” He smiled, then looked around. “Where’s Mom?”

“Getting ready for her appointment. What’re you doing here?”

David took a seat across from them as Cory moved away from Rachel. “Oh, just mildewing, can’t do anything but that in this sodden state. Cory, did you really know where you were coming when you accepted Oregon’s weather?”

“Hey, at least it’s green here. Better than months of brown.”

Jenny appeared, dressed in sweats and a long-sleeved t-shirt. She motioned for David to stay seated. “What’re you doing here?”

“Trying to stay dry. Listen, if this’s a bad time, I’ll come back.”

“Not for me,” Jenny said. “All I have to do is lay there.”

Unbothered by his mother’s small agonies, David smiled, heading for the cookie jar. “Anything in here?”

“Maybe the dregs. No one’s been around to bake for a while.”

Both David and Jenny stared at Rachel, who turned red. Cory did too, excusing himself to prepare.

“Well Rache, you’ve got loyal followers dying for a cookie. What gives?”

“Make your own cookies. Or get Miss Mittingham to bake them!” Rachel stomped from the kitchen, heading upstairs.
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David was on his sister’s heels, finding her in the room she used to share with Chelsea, but not the one she had used when still living at home, which no one assumed was indeed the case. Most of her clothes were at Cory’s, but a few possessions remained, yet she had sought refuge in a space housing a stripped twin mattress. No one would sleep up here until grandchildren were old enough to manage that extra flight of stairs.

“Hey Rache, what? I’m sorry, okay?” David had knocked, but heard nothing. Now he found his sister curled in a ball, much like their mother occasionally lay.

David’s brusque manner was common, but around his most loved, another side emerged. With Rachel it had been hidden as of late, but as she wept, he sat beside her. “Rache, hey, it’s okay. What’s wrong?”

So much had occurred since 2004; Will’s accident, Uncle Robert’s death. Multiple sclerosis had invaded their lives, then all of Tanner’s troubles, and just as things had started falling into place, there was Chelsea and Andy, two nieces and a nephew. Mitch had come home from Iraq alive, then it had all fallen apart. Rachel mumbled how the good competed with the miserable, then she stared at her brother. “Dave, you could’ve been killed!”

“I know, oh God Rache, Sandra never lets me forget.”

“Good!” Rachel wanted to slap him. “Because if something happened to you or Eric or Will or Chelse, Christ, I just couldn’t take it!”

Her quiet nature, much like her mother’s, had absorbed many crises, and like Jenny, Rachel had kept it within. Yet, night after night Cory had opened her heart, setting himself inside her. Also pouring his worries and fears, lives that to Rachel were in need of that magic wand that Cory only used on Jenny. He waved that child’s toy over her mother, but how many in Cory’s own family did he wish to save?

All of them, yet, he wouldn’t admit it, not even to himself. Rachel knew his heart, not because she was bilingual, but because she loved him. And neither one could even tell the other that basic truth.

David rocked her until footsteps approached. “Rachel, David?” Cory croaked, the first time David had noted Cory’s guard dropped.

“Top room, on the right,” David said.

Cory stepped in, trepidation on his face. “Hey Rachel, what’s wrong?”

David had half expected Cory to call Rachel honey, but his stoic demeanor held. Cory sat on Rachel’s other side, and she leaned toward him.

The men stared at each other, then to the sobbing woman. Then a mother called. “Everyone okay up there?”

David went to the doorway. “Yeah, I’ll be right down.” He looked back at his sister and her boyfriend, a man David had found somewhat stiff, but who meant obviously much more than Rachel had admitted.

Cory nodded and David left, running his hands through hair already growing lengthy.
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When Rachel and Cory emerged, only one set of footsteps were heard. Rachel avoided the noisy boards, but Cory’s feet announced their arrival. Jenny sat alone in the kitchen, sipping coffee. “Well, they’re on their way back,” she said. “Tanner seems pretty good. Lana was there too, maybe he’ll be coming home soon.”

“Really?” Rachel sniffed, wiping red eyes. “That’d be great.”

Cory sat her down beside her mother, then got Rachel some water. He took her other side, as she sipped from the glass.

“Yeah, maybe around the end of the month. He’s agreed to see a psychiatrist, will live at home, at least in the beginning. Maybe he’ll finally get a new start.”

“He needs it.” Rachel took another drink. “Uh, Mom, I’m uh, Cory’s asked me to...”

“I’ve asked Rachel to move in with me.” Cory met Jenny’s gaze. “We were thinking about doing it this weekend, getting her things from the barn too.”

Jenny laughed. “You got room for all that?”

“Well, sort of, I mean...”

“It can stay here, nothing’s bothering it right now. David still has stuff up there too.”

The loft hadn’t been for more than consolation when Alvin was alive, now it housed extra possessions. “There’s plenty of room here, I mean, if she’s not even unpacked it herself,” Jenny added.

“Well, I just don’t want it in your way.”

Jenny smiled, wondering if Rachel had been honest with this young man. “Cory, let me tell you this. Kids leave things behind, as if either Sam or I might forget them. Chelsea still does it, blames the twins, but she’ll forget her sunglasses or some silly thing like she needs a reason to come back here. If you can get Rachel’s bedroom into your place, good luck. But don’t worry about all that other stuff right now.”

“Gracias,” Cory said, offering Rachel a soft kiss.

“De nada,” Jenny answered, about all the Spanish she knew.
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In bed that night, Rachel said little, other than expressing her pleasure toward a man with whom falling in love had happened as though that wand had been waved over her. Maybe that was how Cory had imbedded himself to such an extent that Rachel couldn’t imagine living anywhere but his cozy one-bedroom apartment.

Even with a condom, the way Cory loved her was beyond what Rachel could process, or maybe it was what he said in English. When her mother had answered him in Spanish, Rachel nearly blurted the truth. Now she spoke openly as his hand traveled over her body, claiming her. “Oh Cory, don’t stop!”

He smiled, reaching for a rubber. Then no words were necessary, just them, in that bed, for the rest of her life.

She had been the younger sister, the quiet Cassel; now she was completed. Rachel hadn’t needed an exotic occupation or advanced degree. She wanted to be someone’s lover, someone’s wife. Cory’s wife, which he hadn’t asked yet, but he desired her daily presence. He did love her, what he had said in Spanish in her old bedroom after David left. She had wanted to tell him she knew, but had been crying so hard, no words emerged.

Now he told her again, in Spanish, which stirred Rachel’s orgasm. She hadn’t slept around, but enough men had taught her what to avoid. Cory had slipped up on her, and then gone so far, she felt like she was drowning.

“Oh Rache, my God, I, I...”

“What?” she whispered.

“If I told you I loved you.” He laughed, but worry laced his tone.

“Cory, I know, and I love you too. I really do.”

Eyes met, brown like their hair, his skin darker than hers. If we have a baby, Rachel thought, then she giggled.

“What?” He moved from her, then grabbed a tissue, throwing the condom in the trash.

“Cory, I’ve only known you, I mean, like this, God, not that long. But I do love you.”

He smiled. “I wouldn’t have asked you to move in with me if I didn’t love you.”

She nodded. “I know. Cory, I have to tell you something.”

He smiled. “What Rache?”

She laughed; he had adopted the family nickname. Was it David’s presence that day or had Jenny used it? “Cory, I didn’t only study business at Mills.”

“Really? What else?”

He had wrapped his legs around hers, pulling a cream, yellow, and pink afghan over them, another Jenny Cassel original. Rachel had brought it with them that afternoon, one piece of her past she wanted to introduce to this new life.

“Cory, I minored in languages. Actually, I have two minors, French is one.”

He stared at her. “And the other?”

Rachel reached for his face, as if to ease all his words back into him. “I’ve lost a lot of the French, but I know Spanish pretty darn well.”

She gulped, then closed her eyes. Maybe his invitation would last one night. Then tomorrow she would be sleeping in what had been her parents’ room, one that Rachel had used instead of the top room only from laziness. That extra flight of stairs hadn’t appealed, but depending on Cory’s reaction, maybe she would banish herself up there again.

He was still hushed and Rachel took a breath. Then she peeked, her hands immediately set on his face, where tears fell.

“So you know huh.” He set his fingers on hers as she brushed away the dampness.

“Yeah, I know. Is that okay?”

“I don’t know. Is it?”

His honesty had touched her more than she could say. She nodded, then set her mouth to his, offering an apology for her small untruth.

Cory responded with a kiss confirming his need of her, and thankfulness that in all ways, Rachel understood him.​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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As rain drenched the valley, most stayed indoors. Will and Bethany wanted their sixteen-month-old contented or asleep, partly so Will could tinker with his novel, also to ensure a sibling for Louise. Beth joked their daughter knew the scoop and wished to remain an only child. But Will would do whatever he could to alter that situation.

If Will and Beth weren’t attending to their offspring or each other, they braved the weather, visiting with the Schumachers, or at the farm. Jenny read her son’s first effort at fiction with an eye unprepared. She was further into the book than Chelsea, as Jenny had the time. If not undergoing physical therapy or reading Will’s book, Jenny was crocheting, her arthritic hands responding to simple painkillers, or she was in bed, Sam taking advantage of the dismal outdoor conditions. That couple sought solace not only from rain, but news from their youngest son. Eric was in contact daily, as was Dana’s brother, who somehow stayed one step ahead of Sheriff Schumacher and the rest of Oregon’s law enforcement.

That James Browning continued to harass his sister troubled Andy, but Jackson Hooper had never turned up, sometimes the trail went cold. With the abundant showers and some snow, nothing seemed traceable, and families did their best to bolster hopes, or to stave off the inevitable, what Eric told his father in confidence; James was hell-bent on recovering his sister.
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February’s fewer days were the only positive, that and the three grandchildren over which Jenny and Sam doted. At seven months of age, Marsh and Jenn were close to crawling, delighting Louise. Will said she didn’t want to be an only child based on how she engaged with her cousins and Jenny laughed; it had been Chelsea to urge Will to crawl. With green, blue, and white yarn slipping through her fingers, Jenny described the rows Will had pulled from an afghan when he was nine months old. With that tale, Will scooped his wiggling daughter from the floor.

“Oh Lou!” Will sighed, then set her down. She stood, walking straight to where Marsh hitched on all fours, Jenn at his side, tugging at his leg.

“Let her be, goodness knows she’s occupied with them.” Jenny peered over her glasses, but the view was no clearer. “God, I need to get these updated again.” She took them off, then set her yarn to the side. It was the five of them, Chelsea and Andy at home. Sam had gone to see Eric and Dana, giving Will time alone with his mother, except for the three plotting a takeover. Jenny laughed, noting Louise’s sharp gaze. “If we gave her a minute, she’d have them marching to Tommie’s, off to hijack that household too.”

Will smiled, then looked at his mother. “You ever imagine this when we were little?”

“I just remember when Tommie and Rae became grandparents, Tommie would tease your father, ours just in diapers.” Jenny chuckled, then looked at her son. “Will, I thought your book was a memoir.”

She had wanted to ask, for instead it was Tommie’s story; a ballplayer’s life is turned upside down, then a man has to adjust. If Will’s novel was ever published, any other reader would assume he had set his accident in a small, sleepy town. The prose was stiff at times, but underneath awkward phrases beat the heart of an author, Sam’s heart. Jenny still had the novel her husband had written, and while Sam’s was more fluid, he had studied journalism in college, getting his masters. Will hadn’t finished at UC Davis, but somehow another apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. Will might look exactly like his pop, but his gray matter was all Sam Cassel.

Jenny stood, then picked up her namesake, as Marsh and Louise had bonded over toys spilled over an ancient red, purple, and blue blanket. That had been made after those for Tommie’s family. Jenny’s early creations were firm in her mind; she had crocheted the green and gray throw for Alvin, which still lay along the back of the sofa. Then she fashioned those for the Smiths. Then Alvin chose colors for himself and Jenny, for by then they were together.

History was set into stitches, resting in places all over the West Coast. Jenny couldn’t remember what hues Mitch’s blanket had been, but she lost no tears over that, instead chatting to Jenn, a blonde version of herself, what everyone said. Louise and Jenn looked so similar, only their coloring was different. As Jenn snuggled, Jenny looked to her son, blinking away tears. “What were we talking about Will?” Jenny asked as Jenn fell asleep.

“My book. No Mom, it’s not a memoir.”

She smiled. “It’s rough, but good. And you know who I think about.”

“I didn’t mean for that, not at first. It was gonna be about me and...”

He stood, taking the sleeping baby from Jenny’s arms. The twins had blonde sparse hair and Jenny thought Marsh looked like Andy. Would Will have a son looking just like him? “Alvin’s in it too,” she smiled.

Will nodded. “That’s why I wanted only you and Chelse to read it first. It’s just something I started writing, couldn’t stop. Uncle Tommie and Pop were just like me, all of us outside of something.”

“But he’s not, you know.” Jenny moved to her son. Will’s hair needed a trim, like Alvin’s had that first time she met him, a day as clear to her as those early blankets, as the bus ride with Sylvia Baxter. Thinking of that woman made Jenny cry as she reached for Will’s face. “And I don’t mean Alvin helping to keep me on my feet.”

Jenny smiled; that moment wasn’t as firm within her, more like the dream in which Alvin had appeared right after his death. Something for the moment, not meant to last long, not like Jenny’s son, who stood tall, hoisting an infant exactly how Alvin had toted Chelsea. “He lives in you, in your sister, in these children. In David, Rachel, and Eric too. It’ll be fine, from what I’ve read, just fine.” She giggled. “I’m not in it, am I?”

“No,” Will chuckled. “Just Uncle Tommie and Pop. And Aunt Rae. You don’t think he and Dad will take it the wrong way do you?”

It might knock Tommie to the ground, Jenny thought. And Sam? “Will, when you were just a baby, your dad wrote a novel. I don’t think he ever assumed any of you kids would pick up a pencil.” She smiled. “Or sit at a computer, especially not you. Sam won’t take any more from your book than you love him and Alvin, what you know of him.” She smiled. “Which of course is a lot, courtesy of your uncle and everyone else. How many kids grow up without any sort of paternal influence?” Cory came to Jenny’s mind, then she stared at the babies napping on the blanket. “You and your siblings had two of them. One might have been sort of ethereal...” Jenny peered around the room, only felt the small ache of her fingers and backside. “But the other? Oh Will, Sam’s gonna bust with pride. Probably gonna cry too, hell, you’ve made me cry, and I’m only up to chapter six. But your dad?”

Jenny gazed to her son, who wiped his own face. Then she caressed Jenn’s, still napping against Will’s shoulder. To Jenny, it was like Alvin was there with Chelsea in his arms. Or maybe the son he had been so leery toward. Maybe that was who Jenny saw as Will whispered to his niece that her grand-pop loved her so.

“Oh honey, your dad’s gonna be so proud of you.” Both fathers, Jenny allowed, tenderly embraced by Will.
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That night Will shared with Bethany all Jenny had said, easing both their minds concerning the book. They made love, realizing a baby could be forthcoming, passionate moments that led to blissful sleep. In another house not far away, neither of those activities were imminent.

At Eric’s, Dana popped another tranquilizer, attempting to mute a voice she accepted would never allow her any rest. Sleep was a precious commodity, as though Eric and Dana had a newborn. At the rate they were going, babies would never be a part of their lives.

Since the first of the year, Eric had found it difficult to make love to her. Even Chelsea and Andy had more sex than Eric and Dana, and they barely made love one a week. Eric’s sex life had fallen on times harder than he’d ever known, and not because Dana had turned unwilling, which surprised Eric. Her brother’s attentions hadn’t dissuaded her in the least, but they had chilled Eric’s libido.

The only one aware was Tanner, something they had joked about the last time Eric visited him. Black humor was better than none, and a tenuous line had been reestablished, one neither had expected; Tanner’s hands sported Mitch’s blood, David’s too. Jackson’s gun had lain right against David’s temple; it would have taken just one shot. Eric couldn’t forget how lucky his brother was, or not wonder why Jackson had changed his mind, like Dana’s brother. She hadn’t been within James’ reach for three years, now he wouldn’t stop calling. David had been blessed, but would Dana know that kinder hand?

Hers were tender, receptive, but Eric felt cold from all the images he had managed to shut out. Her brother, as well as her father, had assaulted her, a situation she had lived with since the age of... Eric stopped, unable to broach what made him ill. She had been older than Louise, but much younger than Tanner’s littlest sister, who Tanner missed and wanted to see again. Tanner was improving, and couldn’t wait to see Janessa.

She was now eleven, but by the time Dana was that age, she had been raped by her dad for years. Eric stared out his bedroom window, darkness all around. He heard a drip drip from the downspout, soothing but not enough. Not enough rain could fall, even in Oregon, to wash away Dana’s pain.

She got stoned with his mother to stop the incessant drone in her head, but Eric wouldn’t permit himself to numb an ache that had increased since Mitch died. It wasn’t an edge any longer, more like the side of Eric’s body, any side Dana attempted to entice. He was impotent, felt helpless. It hurt her as well as him, but Eric couldn’t find any pleasure, not with James Browning in their ears.

How that bastard managed to stay ahead of Andy, Eric couldn’t guess. Pedophiles seemed impossible to kill, their wishes as incomprehensible as the manner to disarm them. Eric had never dreamed his life with Dana would be any more than just loving her, it had never been a problem. Now it plagued him like the lingering night, no day in sight.

He turned to her, laying on their bed, in his room, a place where for the last several months they had found incredible physical and emotional satisfaction. Now the space felt dark and suffocating as if he couldn’t see her, didn’t know where she was. She was there in front of him, but so lost. A chill ran through him; he couldn’t reach her, couldn’t help her, couldn’t love her.

“Baby, come to bed.” Her speech was slurred. Then she stared at him. “Eric, you okay?”

She had stopped asking him to make love to her, embarrassing for them both that he couldn’t. She needed him even after all she had suffered, and Eric couldn’t understand that either. Why did he fall for girls so damned... He thought ruined, but skipped over that, substituting clingy. Yet, she wasn’t asking more than for him to lie down and fall asleep. She looked fuzzy, not through Eric’s eyes but in her own face; she was falling apart, the center no longer holding.

“I love you baby,” Eric said softly, as if she would crumble there, on the sheets, but she nodded, then turned away from him. Then as if only from his words, she began to snore, drugs finding the places within her that screamed to be dulled, set underground. Eric went to his knees; she wanted to be quieted permanently.

As his father had collapsed over Jenny, Eric did the same over his lover. Silent cries filled their room, sucked into the black, stilled night.
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Tanner’s homecoming was scheduled for February twenty-ninth. That extra day seemed appropriate, he laughed to his parents, who now visited him together, bringing Nanny, Susannah, Mike, and Janessa with them. Tanner had received calls from Courtney and Melissa, his family all anticipating his return.

As that date loomed, the oldsters came to an agreement; the estate would be dissolved before April fifteenth. Each member would receive five million dollars, held in trust for those under twenty-five. For kids in college, tuition and board would be met as long as grades were upheld, but after that quarter-century mark, an endowment would be offered with no strings attached. This meant Tanner too, but that he wasn’t even twenty-three gave them time for him to prove he was stable and sober. Sam had sighed, wondering if Tanner would last that long.

They would tell the kids in March, at Easter. Sam, Jacob, and Tommie were keen to break apart a trust that seemed to carry the weight of Alvin and Mitch, Bonnie’s machinations having shed enough blood.

Allocating those funds would reduce the bulk, but enough would remain for retirements and future grandchildren. Sam wouldn’t drain the accounts dry, yet no one needed that much money, an obscene amount, especially in a recession that saw foreclosures all over. Sam had wondered if Tanner should receive a house, but until he proved his sobriety, Tanner would live with Scott and Alana. Jacob said that when one of the kids got married, a home would be purchased, but for those solo, or just living with someone else, they could make their own way.

That meant Emily, who shared her apartment with Carson in Palo Alto, and Rachel, living with Cory. Eric had been different, Tommie said, and Jacob hadn’t asked questions. It was then that Sam realized his brother comprehended Dana’s history.

Cara was back at home until summer, having lost her job. She helped Rae with sewing and other tasks, much as Rachel and Eric assisted Jenny and Sam. The rest were in school or working, and the five million would be theirs to do as they wished. Again Tanner was unspoken; none of the oldsters would hazard a guess as to his future.

On his way home from Jacob’s, where this had been discussed, Sam passed Andy, and the men pulled over. Saying nothing about the trust, Sam inquired about his grandchildren. Andy smiled; Marsh had crept from the sofa to the kitchen last night and Jenn was quite disgusted to be left behind.

“She’ll be on his heels before you know it,” Sam smiled. “You’d never know they were a month early.”

Andy chuckled. “Chelse’s beside herself, feels now she’s outnumbered.”

“Well, she is in a way. Once we had David, Jenny and I felt the same.”

They spoke of raising families, then Sam stared at the sky. Clouds were ready to dump. The estate seemed as ominous, then Sam cleared his throat. “You hear anything about James?”

No last name was mentioned and Sam hated saying the name at all. Jenny never spoke of her father and Sam had long forgotten whatever Tracy’s dad had gone by, but James and his father Errol rang in Sam’s head.

“Nothing yet. But I’ll tell you, that bastard can’t hide forever.”

Andy rarely swore, guilt tinging his anger. Sam shook his head. “You’re doing all you can.”

“Wasn’t enough with Jackson.”

A break in the clouds caught Sam’s eye, one strip of bright blue, like the color Jenny used for David and Sandra’s wedding afghan. Then it was swallowed by the ever-present gray that rested against the back of Sam’s couch. Green too, but that gray seemed everywhere, or had since David was assaulted.

Since Mitch died, but in six weeks that trust would be history. The kids would be on their own, or at least with their own futures to decide. Sam stared at his son-in-law, noting an odd look on Andy’s usually unruffled face.

“What?” Sam asked.

“I passed Jackson that night, on my way to Tanner’s. I could’ve turned around, maybe run him off the road. Then that bastard wouldn’t be on the loose.”

Sam considered Will’s description; David was lying motionless in Andy’s arms, unconscious from several blows with the blunt end of Jackson’s gun. While Sam’s son carried no lasting effects, who knows what Jackson might have done to Andy?

Sam set his hand on his son-in-law’s shoulder. “You did the best thing and I know you’re doing all you can now. We just gotta...”

The rain began, a thunderclap as if from a summer storm. Both men ran to their cars with the same idea. All they could offer was prayer.​
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On Wednesday, the twenty-seventh of February, two couples shared a quiet dinner, simple for Max and Liz, their surviving children away at school. Neither parent had grown used to Mitch’s brief return, but his absence was trying; no emails to anticipate, no possible phone calls. Just a menacing silence that would be erased by Jackson’s arrest; once that man was behind bars, both Max and Liz would again breathe without pain.

The quiet was more rare for Scott and Alana. Nanny and Susannah were keeping an eye on their youngest siblings, but it was only Janessa who needed looking after, Mike at twelve fine to stay home alone. Those youngest cousins weren’t little, now a term for Sam and Jenny’s grandchildren, what those two intermarried sets of siblings laughed about.

Liz also smiled thanks to Emily, who was hinting David wasn’t the only cousin with a pending engagement. Carson had been more than willing, Liz revealed to Alana. All were eager to see David get hitched, especially since he had asked Emily to be his best man. She would even wear a tux if he liked, the details pending, but David had wanted his closest cousin at his side. Will had to make sure Louise didn’t toddle off with a basket of flower petals and maybe Eric’s haunted girlfriend would need him at her side. None of that quartet knew why Dana was so weary, but with Tanner’s homecoming two days away, one addict was enough to consider.

After dinner, Scott and Max watched basketball in the living room while Liz and Alana drank decaf coffee in the kitchen, two different conversations running. The women spoke of Emily and Carson, then Lana’s kids, but not Tanner. He was discussed between the men.

They sat on the couch, watching Portland maintain a lead over the LA Clippers. Football season was over, too early for baseball, and the brothers-in-law said little, listening to their wives’ mumbles. Max assumed they were speaking about Tanner, who had crossed his mind more than a few times as the Leap Day approached. Tanner was leaving the hospital on a rather auspicious day, or at least Max hoped it would lead to better things. He stared at Scott, who had scooted to the sofa’s edge as Portland increased their lead.

“Scott, you taking Friday off?”

“Yeah.” Scott glanced Max’s way, noting that good left arm, the eye patch where it had sat since Max wasn’t quite eighteen years old.

That was twenty-nine years ago, a year to the day after Alvin died, which would be thirty years in a few days. Scott balanced many dates, as if he could manage his son’s return by juxtaposing it against other altering moments. Alvin’s death, Max’s accident, and Tanner’s return would be lumped together, but separate from what had happened last Thanksgiving weekend. Mitch’s death would forever sit in Scott’s mind as
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