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Prologue


Daniel Jacobs stared at his father’s paintings in wonder. How had he missed what a beautiful artist his father had been?  
I suppose if I would have stayed home, I would have known, Daniel thought. Perhaps then I could have helped him, if he would have let me.
 Instead, Daniel had traveled the world looking for adventure, trying to escape his father’s abusive nature. Maybe if he had seen his father’s art, he would have discovered this hidden part of his father. One that saw such beauty and had such skill to bring it to life. 
It turned out that his father was a mystery. Daniel thought he had known his father well—a cruel man to his wife and son, both of whom he had abandoned to concentrate on his art. 
But everything he knew about his father had to be partially a lie. How could a man like his father paint like this? What had he missed about him? And now that his father was dead, would he ever find out what was real about his father and what had been a lie? 
Daniel shook his head, his mind swirling with unanswered questions. The man who had never shied away from conflict, who wielded an indomitable influence over others, who navigated life with reckless abandon, had ended his own existence, all the while he was crafting these magnificent works of art. 
Perhaps, Daniel mused, he had never truly known his father at all.




One


Cindy Lee Jones sat in the corner of the room, knees pulled up to her chest, and let herself wallow in her misery. Her unhappiness was deep and unyielding. She tried to picture how she felt as a color and failed. Black wouldn’t be deep enough. Maybe a muddy, ugly brown. No. Not even that. 
And that she was thinking about her misery as a color made it even worse. She thought like an artist. Why wasn’t she one?
Surveying the room, she saw the fruits of her labor, a testament to her wretchedness. Paintings were piled two or three deep against every wall, leaving only the doorway and window unburdened. The turned away canvases seemed to accuse her, whispering that someone else could have imbued them with greatness, something she could never achieve. 
She had tried. How she had tried. The evidence lay before her, paintings not even worth a second glance. The idea of ever feeling pride or satisfaction seemed distant, almost impossible. Part of her yearned to destroy them, to slice through each canvas like a wrist, letting paint bleed in place of blood.
Even the large canvas on the easel was a disaster. An attempt at something different, only to result in another failure—a reflection of herself. It was time, Cindy thought, to admit she was not an artist and to seek an alternative path. But such thoughts only anchored her further into the room’s dark corner. 
Despite dedicating her life to the craft, traveling to study with masters and practicing daily, she had gained nothing but a keen eye for great art. It was this critical eye that fueled the success of her art gallery. But it also shattered her illusions of being an artist.
It felt so unfair. She adored the process of painting—the scents, the colors, the surprises that emerged on the canvas. But the disappointment was too much to bear. The dream of being a great artist seemed destined to be abandoned, leaving her to find solace in her gallery and her friends. 
However, this realization only deepened her sadness. Everyone around her was finding happiness, while she was left feeling jealous and ignored. Her role was that of a helper, never the one at the center of the story.
April was moving forward with her dream of designing homes, and slowly looking more like herself now that her serial killer husband, Ron Page, had died. 
Marsha was exploring the freedom of being herself both by continuing her relationship with Nicky and creating a dance and theatre studio in the house Ron had given April.
Bree and Booker had stopped pretending they were just friends, and Bree looked as happy as she had ever looked. All of Bree’s secrets were out in the open now. Besides, Bree had her daughter, Mary, and her daughter’s family—baby Rho and husband Seth. Their story was like a fairy tale. Hard at first, then happily ever after. 
Cindy thought that Judith and Bruce were also moving closer to declaring themselves a couple, even though everyone knew that they already were. 
And even though Cindy was happy for all of them, she knew that the feeling deep inside her was one of jealousy. She was now the odd woman out, and no one seemed to notice. Instead, she was someone people counted on when they needed her, but never, ever, someone in her own right. And definitely not an artist. She had no choice but to accept her fate. 
It looked like being helpful to other people was going to be her legacy, and Cindy knew she had to accept that as enough for her. Because at the moment, she didn’t have a choice in the matter. This was all she was going to get. 
Cindy struggled to her feet, leaning on the wall for support. It was time for a change. It was time to take care of herself. It used to be she could just stand up. Now she had to practically be a contortionist just to get to her feet. 
She knew Marsha was teaching a class called chair yoga. Maybe it was time to take it. How many times does it take for you to notice what needs to be done and then do it? Cindy asked herself. For others, just once. For herself, not so much.  
Well, that changes now, Cindy said, brushing herself off as she walked to the door. She put her paintbrushes down on the table, turned off the light, and shut the door. She’d send someone in someday to clean up the room and get rid of every trace of art in it. Maybe turn it into a guest room. It was time to move on.
And although she didn’t enter the room again for a long time, having given up on her dream of being an artist, she never did get around to having the room cleaned up either. 
Because, as fate would have it, Cindy’s life was about to change in ways even she could not have imagined.




Two


“I don’t know what to do about her,” Marsha said to April.  
April knew who Marsha was talking about. Since the girl had started taking dance classes with Marsha, that’s all Marsha seemed to talk about. The new girl.
Marsha and April were having Sunday brunch in the newly installed upstairs kitchen, with its handcrafted cabinets and granite countertops. It was small but beautiful, every appliance thoughtfully placed where it could be used but not always seen. 
 After Ron died, they had changed the plans of the Ruby House. Ron had wanted elegance and grandeur, but Marsha and April wanted something comforting and effortless. They had both lost someone they loved, and that had changed them. Who they wanted to be in the world now was something they were discovering together.
Although April’s husband, Ron Page, had turned out to be an evil man, that didn’t change the fact that for over thirty years, April had loved him. She mourned both the passing of her husband and the father of her children, not the man she found out he had been.
Marsha had lost her father. This time for good. Not knowing who he was her whole life, she had thought he was dead. But then she met her father, Harry, and she learned he had watched over her all her life. 
Harry’s death, after only knowing him for a few days, threw everything Marsha knew about herself up into the air, and it was only now settling. Marsha mourned both the man, and like April, the life they could have had together if secrets hadn’t kept them apart.
While only half listening to Marsha talk about the new girl—she’d heard it all before—April glanced around the kitchen. From where she sat, she could see the hallway. On one side of the hallway was the door to her master bedroom with its own bath and small office space. On the other side of the hallway, facing the back garden, was the same arrangement for Marsha.
At the end of the hall was another bedroom with its own bath. It was meant to be a guest room, and April prayed that someday her children would be willing to come visit. They were still reeling from the discovery of who their father had been and blaming April for not knowing.
For April, it was double the pain. She lost the man she thought she knew and her children at the same time. She sighed and turned her thoughts to how much the house had changed and what it meant to her. 
Downstairs was a large studio with sliding doors that could turn the large room into small rooms when needed. At one end of the studio, they could lift the floor a few feet to make a stage. A dressing room and two bathrooms were now where the dining room and kitchen used to be.
An office for the studio and her new design business jutted out from the front of the house. Seth had worked his magic, and it looked as if it had always been there. With a mini refrigerator and a coffee machine, it had everything they needed to meet with clients and students.
April loved every part of the downstairs with its constant influx of students and sometimes a client for her, but mostly she loved that the upstairs was a private space just for her and Marsha.
The kitchen was common ground, and it was where some of their best discussions took place. Instead of a dining table, they had a booth big enough for six, and a board that slid out at the end to accommodate even more people when all the Ruby Sisters and their friends came over. 
Instead of a wall, there was a window that looked out onto the backyard garden and the newly installed large deck. The backyard and deck were Marsha’s favorite places in the house.
Sometimes Marsha took her classes out to the deck to practice. “Being outside changes everything,” she would tell them. “Let nature teach you how to dance.” 
At first, her students didn’t understand, but some of them were feeling the difference it made to dance under the trees. Marsha also taught morning yoga on the deck and planned to stay out there until it became too cold. 
Across from the booth, on the other side of the kitchen, there was another large picture window. The red maple tree that lived in the front yard took up some of the view, but they could still see the driveway to the house, and in the winter, when the leaves were gone, they could see almost all of Main Street. To both of them, it felt as if they had a pulse on the town, while keeping their lives as private as possible.
April brought her attention back to Marsha, who had stopped talking and was waiting for April to focus on her. 
“I’m sorry,” April said, “Daydreaming.”
Both of them knew it was more than that. And Marsha understood. She did the same thing sometimes—drifted off thinking about something else—or just not thinking at all. Two wounded souls finding their feet again. The perfect pair of friends.
Still, she was anxious about the new girl, Emma Drake, so when April asked, “What did she do this time?” Marsha was happy to tell her. Maybe April could come up with a solution to help her. 
Not that Emma wanted help. Emma made it abundantly clear that Marsha was to stay out of her life. She was only in dance class because her mother made her come. She claimed to hate it. 
And Marsha could leave it at that, except Emma had talent and loved to dance, which is why she had waived Emma’s fees when her mother explained their situation. Because despite everything she did to pretend that she didn’t like to dance, to Marsha’s discerning eye, it was crystal clear that Emma was lying to herself and everyone else. 
But it wasn’t just her talent that had caught Marsha’s eye. It was that Emma was troubled. Something was going on that made her act out. She constantly disrupted the class, alternating between loud or sullen. The rest of the class was suffering from her behavior, and Marsha knew she should tell her she wasn’t welcome there anymore.
And why she hadn’t done that yet was what she wanted to talk over with April. The girl was hurting. She and April were still hurting. Maybe they were the ones who could discover what was going on, and then help Emma. 
The Ruby Sisters had pulled each other out of one problem or another all of their lives. What would they have done if they hadn’t had each other? Especially this past year. It was a year from hell, and at the same time, because they had each other—it had overflowed with love and grace. 
Maybe they could do the same for Emma and her mother, Veronica. Because even though it was the girl Marsha was talking about, it was Emma’s mother who had really caught her eye. Because although Emma’s mother looked as if she was doing fine—always well-dressed, polite, and smiling—Marsha knew the signs. Something was wrong. And although it was Emma doing the acting out, it was only because her mother wasn’t.




Three


“Are you sure this is going to be okay with your mother?” Daniel asked Robert for what seemed like the tenth time in the past week. 
And Robert answered the same way each time. “She’ll be ecstatic that I am coming to visit.”
“You know, you never say that she’ll be happy that you are bringing a friend, and you know that’s what I am really asking. It’s because you’re not sure you should bring me, isn’t it? Maybe that’s why you wrote a letter instead of texting her or calling her. You didn’t want to hear her say no.”
Robert looked over at his friend and realized he would not stop asking until he told him the reason he had written. Daniel was a questioner. Never satisfied until he found out an answer to a puzzle. 
He and Daniel had met ten years before on a train traveling across Europe. Robert couldn’t even remember where the train was going or why he had been on it. Too many trips to remember all of them. 
At the time Robert had been traveling with his current boyfriend, he didn’t remember who it had been. All he remembered was that he had become bored and went looking for someone to talk to. He’d gone to the dining car, figuring someone had to be there.
He saw Daniel right away. He was hard to overlook. Robert judged him to be about ten years older than himself, tall, dark, and good-looking. Daniel had been sitting at a table by himself with an Ansel Adams book of photography open in front of him, which he was staring at mindlessly as he ate his sandwich. 
Stopping at the table, Robert had said, “How did he capture the essence of that place just using black and white?”
Startled, Daniel had looked up, and then gestured for Robert to sit down with him. The conversation they had that day lasted for hours and continued through the rest of the train trip. 
Robert’s friend had gotten off at the next train stop once he realized Robert was no longer interested in him. But it wasn’t because Daniel was gay. He wasn’t. It was because Robert had discovered that with Daniel, he could have conversations about ideas, and he was no longer bored.
Daniel was on the train because his heart was heavy with the tension from a strained meeting with his father at his art studio. The encounter had left him emotionally drained, so he opted for a spontaneous journey to clear his thoughts. The rhythmic motion of the train promised solace, providing Daniel the space he needed before eventually returning to his life in New York City, where he taught photography and occasionally sold his captivating images. 
For the rest of that train ride, Robert and Daniel discussed many things. They both had an eclectic view of the world. Not the same one, but that helped to make their discussions more lively. However, they had many things in common, one of which was that they both enjoyed living a slightly untethered vagabond life. 
 After that trip, they went their separate ways but kept in touch through Facebook and Twitter. However, they hadn’t seen each other again until a few weeks ago, once again by chance., this time in New York City. Although New York was Daniel’s home, Robert had only vaguely remembered that fact. He was passing through, as usual. 
However, this time Robert wasn’t traveling for work. After learning the truth about his father, the desire to write anything, or to be with anyone, had dried up. He had some money saved up and was then just roaming around, looking for himself, he supposed. 
So when Robert stopped in to a small coffee shop and saw a man sitting in the back of the room with a book spread in front of him, he thought of Daniel. But even then, it took him a moment to realize it really was his friend. Robert knew everyone aged, but Daniel had really changed.
Yes, he was still tall and lean, but now his hair was turning gray, and he had bags under his eyes. But it was the sadness that stood out. 
Robert walked over to the table, coffee in hand, and, glancing at the book, asked, “Still reading books while you eat?”
Daniel looked up, his face grim. But when he realized it was Robert standing in front of him, his dark blue eyes lit up, and he smiled as he stood to hug him.
“My God, man. What are you doing here?” Daniel asked.
Robert took one look at Daniel and thought that some kind of divine direction must have brought him there. 
“I think I might have been looking for you without realizing it.”
Daniel felt a well of emotion rising, and afraid he might break down, gestured to the seat in front of him, and simply said, “And I am grateful that you found me.”
Once again, they talked for hours. This time, about what they had been doing the past ten years, and their fathers, and how they never knew them.
They went to lunch together, and when Daniel discovered Robert was staying at a grungy hotel, invited him to stay at his flat. Robert took him up on it—not just for him, but for Daniel, who Robert suspected needed a little looking after. Daniel had always been a loner, but this time, Robert knew Daniel had become lonely.
 Now, a few weeks later, Robert had grown restless. Besides, he knew it was time he grew up enough to go see his mother, so he asked Daniel to take a trip to Spring Falls with him. 
“Why?” Daniel had asked.
“I need to go see my mother. I have never been to the town where she lives, but she says it’s pretty. Small, but apparently charming and full of interesting people.”
“To your mother.”
“Well, I think it might be true. Four friends of hers she’s known since elementary school are all now living in Spring Falls and now my mom has a business designing spaces. One of her friends runs a dance theatre school out of the house mom owns. Another one of her friends runs an art gallery, and one is a rather famous author. And the other friend seems to know everyone in town and helps mom with her business.
“Strangely, I have met none of them. My father kept my mom away from her friends, and we had only visited once when I was a baby. But mom tells me about them all the time. I know she wouldn’t have survived without them.
“I feel as if I need to thank them all and apologize to my mother for running out on her when she needed me the most.”
Daniel had mostly tuned out, thinking the last thing he needed was to see people, but when Robert mentioned that one of his mother’s friends owned an art gallery, he had perked up. Maybe they’d show his photographs. And he still needed to deal with his father’s paintings, and he didn’t want to do that in New York, where everyone knew his father, Cedric Jacobs.
So he had said yes to going. But he was worried about why Robert had written instead of called. What if Robert was afraid of bringing him? So he asked again, “Why the letter?”
Robert threw his hands up in exasperation. 
“Okay, I give up. I wrote to her because she’s been begging me to come visit, so I know she will be ecstatic, and she loves meeting new people. So it’s not about you. It’s about me. In all the messages I have sent her, I didn’t tell her I had returned to the states, so I thought it would be easier to tell her in a letter, than hearing her get upset with me on the phone.”
Daniel stared at his younger friend and wondered if he was telling the whole truth. Something was still wrong, but he had to assume that it had nothing to do with him. Probably it was about Robert’s father. And Daniel understood that. They both had fathers they thought were one thing, and then turned out to be something completely different.
The distinction between the two was that Robert had already discovered his father’s identity and had time to process his feelings about it. On the other hand, Daniel was only beginning to unearth the truth about his own father. Despite the mutual dislike between them, Daniel felt compelled to seek answers. He needed to unravel the mystery behind the paintings and understand the reasons behind his father’s tragic decision to take his own life. 
He didn’t expect the answer to be in Spring Falls, but going there might clear his head.
“Ready?” Robert asked, zipping his suitcase.
Taking a deep breath, Daniel answered that he was and realized he was looking forward to it. Something needed to change in his life. Maybe Spring Falls would provide the impetus for that to happen.













Four


Judith arrived at the coffee shop earlier than usual in anticipation of their Monday morning ritual. Cindy was a punctual person, but Judith enjoyed being the first to arrive anywhere.  
Besides, this way it ensured that they would get their cherished table, nestled in a secluded corner yet offering a sweeping view of the bustling room. Judith could also observe the comings and goings through the expansive plate-glass window. This prime spot provided the perfect vantage point for their lively conversations and people-watching adventures.
Judith also enjoyed having her first cup of coffee alone, the hum and bustle of people around her a white noise. Everyone knew her, but they also knew that this was not the time to talk to her. Just nod and smile, and Judith would nod and smile back, her mind traveling through ideas and thoughts like a car rushing down a freeway.
On this day, her mind was blissfully free of any pressing concerns or looming worries. Sure, there were a few clients that required extra attention, but no one was in dire straits. As late summer unfurled its languid embrace, an air of carefree relaxation enveloped everyone around her, including herself. It was a time when the world seemed to slow down, encouraging her to relish each moment, savoring the fleeting warmth and sunlight before autumn’s arrival.
She and Bruce were planning a getaway. Well, she wasn’t planning it. Bruce was doing all the work, and she was happy to let him do it. If she could pass off a decision to someone she trusted, she would, and she definitely trusted Bruce.
They had been through so much together in such a short time, but he had always been there for her and the Ruby Sisters. Judith knew that Bruce’s clients trusted him, too. Bruce was slowly building his estate planning practice, choosing his clients carefully. His intention was to keep it small and leave plenty of time for enjoying life. 
Judith had similar plans, but she doubted she would keep them. Instead, what she would do was look for interns from the community college, and see if she could train a few of them to become bookkeepers, and maybe lead them into the accounting field. That way, she’d have people she trained to take over even more of her accounting practice. She enjoyed overseeing people and watching them thrive. 
That was something she could not give up, even if she wanted to. That, and fixing problems. But since Ron had died, the problem of Ron had died with him. Although other people were working on uncovering all his past crimes, that was no longer the Ruby Sisters problem. They had all stepped away from Ron and his history to concentrate on helping April recover.
So even though she could deny it, Judith knew what she was doing was searching for a new mystery or problem that she could have a hand in solving. And since there wasn’t one at the moment, she was willing to take a trip. Who knew? Maybe she’d unearth something while traveling.
Or you could just relax, Judith said to herself. And then laughed. Solving problems was relaxing to her. 
The door chimed as Cindy came in. Waving at Judith, she headed to the counter to place her order. Judith held up a small bag to let Cindy know that she had brought cinnamon buns, and Cindy responded with a smile and a thumbs up.
But Judith, always looking for what wasn’t working so she could fix it, saw the tremor behind the smile, and noticed a slight slump in Cindy’s shoulders she simultaneously felt both worried and grateful. 
And being Judith, she felt no guilt over the contrast because now she had someone to help, and since that someone was one of her best friends, it would be even more pleasurable. 
Besides, Judith knew she wasn’t the cause of the problem. Yes, if that had been the case, she would feel terrible. But she was sure she wasn’t, so she was relieved of that responsibility. 
But what worried her a little was the question she asked herself. What if this problem had been there all along, and all of them had been too busy with their lives to notice it?
Well, she wasn’t too busy now. She had noticed. And Cindy was going to tell her what was up eventually and together they would find a solution. They always had. What Judith really loved about the prospect of helping Cindy was that she knew that the solution would reveal itself in unexpected ways, as it always had, and she trusted that it always would.
So when Cindy took a seat smiling as if nothing was up, Judith smiled right back and asked the question she always asked. How was Cindy’s art gallery doing? After all, she supplied both the bookkeeper and accountant for most of the businesses in town, including Cindy’s, so she had to check on that first.
When Cindy said that all was well, they moved on to other subjects like gardening, the last time they saw baby Rho and how adorable she was becoming, the Ruby House, and planning their next Ruby Sister’s bi-monthly night together. 
Although they saw each other much more often than that, it wasn’t always all together at the same time. Having a regular meeting planned, you can’t get out of it, meetings kept them in touch as a group.
As they talked, Judith watched Cindy like a hawk, but there was nothing to see. Because Cindy knew that Judith had detected something going on with her and used every bit of energy she had to mask it. Although the Ruby Sisters had agreed to not keep secrets, Cindy felt that this was not a secret that would hurt anyone, so it didn’t need to be shared.
It didn’t matter that she would quit trying to be an artist. Instead, she would devote her time and energy to the art gallery, and maybe, just maybe, take better care of herself. Perhaps she’d even try teaching art. What was that saying, those that can’t do, teach? Cindy knew Bruce had taught a class at the community college. Maybe he could get her a position there. Or even easier, she could teach art classes at the gallery.
That thought lit up Cindy’s face, so when Judith asked her what she was thinking, she was willing to share her new idea. Judith thought it was a brilliant plan and asked when did Cindy want to start. So, for the rest of their Monday morning coffee, the two of them discussed what teaching art at the gallery might look like. 
Neither one of them knew they had just planted a seed that would uncover the mystery that Judith had wished for, while, at the same time, make Cindy’s problems worse before they became better.




Five


Emma Drake took one look at her mother and stormed off into her room, slamming the door so hard books on her bookshelf fell onto the floor. She knew the signs. Her mother was in one of her moods, and nothing good would come of staying in the house with her. 
In Emma’s world, nothing was certain. The shifting moods of her mother were as unpredictable as the wind, leaving her constantly bracing for change. It hadn’t always been like this. There was a time when her mother’s presence was a reliable anchor amidst the chaos; as they moved from place to place so frequently that their past homes would become a blur. Emma yearned for more stability. 
Their constant moving was why she didn’t go to school. Why go, when every few months they’d be off again? And even though her mother promised they would stay in Spring Falls forever, that this was now their permanent home, Emma didn’t believe her. 
Besides, what difference did it make to her now? She could have been like other people who had friends their whole lives. But that would never be true now. The only person she had known her whole life was her mother. And that wasn’t saying much since she barely knew her anymore.
Her mother told her to stop whining about it, and start making new friends. But how? Everyone in Spring Falls already had friends and she would never be part of their stupid cliques anyway. She’d discovered that in dance class. Marsha was nice enough, but the kids in class had dissed her, as she knew they would. 
No, she mused. She didn’t fit in here. But that was fine. All she had to do was endure three more years of homeschooling, and then she’d spread her wings, soaring into a future of her own making. The allure of untamed adventures, yet to be discovered, danced in her imagination. The excitement of the unknown beckoned, promising a life that was entirely hers to shape and explore.
Emma cherished her innate sense of curiosity, viewing it as a precious gift. Yet, her mother found Emma’s relentless desire to comprehend the world around her more of an irritation than a virtue. This struck Emma as peculiar, given that her mother had once been an inquisitive soul herself, encouraging Emma to question the “why” behind things. However, everything had shifted a few months ago, and now it felt as if life was constantly trying to crush her spirit.
Emma held onto the hope that someday she would either discover a place where her thirst for knowledge was embraced and celebrated, or her mother would revert to the passionate, curious woman she once was.
For now, though, she needed to be out of the house and go on a small adventure. Picking up the books that had fallen, she apologized to them and put them back up on the shelf. She didn’t have many books, but she loved the ones that she took along as they moved from place to place. She had learned that it didn’t do any good to have many things. She just had to pack them up every few months.
Except for what was on the shelf, she kept all her other belongings in plastic storage boxes. Her mother kept trying to get her to put her clothes in the dresser and closet, but she refused. She knew her mother. At any moment she might say, “Let’s go.” 
Emma paused for a moment, reminding herself that her mother had never promised they’d stay somewhere before. That was new. Also new was her mother saying that she needed to find a job. Somehow, they always had money. They never had a lot, but always enough that her mom never worked. 
A few months ago, that had changed. Now, money was an issue. More than an issue. Something frightening. Why, Emma didn’t know. It was just another secret her mother kept from her, and probably what was causing her mother’s bad moods.
Emma thought that her mother getting a job would be a good thing. Get her out of the house, maybe make a few friends. Put down roots so that it would be harder to leave. Because even though Emma didn’t want to like Spring Falls, she did. Friends or not, she liked the town. Enough to want to stay for a few more years, anyway. 
Emma pulled one of the plastic boxes out from under the bed and grabbed her running shoes, fanny pack, and hat. She pushed her hair through the pony tail hole in the back, snapped on the fanny pack, added her phone and keys to it, and laced up her old running shoes. If she wanted new ones, Emma knew she would need to get a job herself to buy them. 
As she went to open her bedroom door, Emma couldn’t help but glimpse her reflection. Whoever had lived in the room before her had stuck a bunch of square mirrors on the wall by the door, so when she looked at herself, she never saw a whole person, but only bits and pieces.
She thought that was exactly who she was, a person made up of bits and pieces, trying to fit it all together and failing. Lots of cracks and spaces with nothing there. The image fit her perfectly.
Her life was a mosaic, crafted from a myriad of fragments. She possessed a deep-seated passion, a calling that seemed unattainable, so she locked it away within her heart. Inherited from her mother, her tall and slender frame was ideal for ballet, as her mother often reminded her. 
Ballet was enjoyable, but she couldn’t reveal her true feelings for what she really wanted to do, for fear that it might be snatched away, like so many things in her life. And so, she protected herself from experiencing the familiar sting of loss, by holding her passions close and hidden.
Running was the only thing that felt as if it belonged just to her. Probably because she was by herself, but also because she liked the freedom of being able to go somewhere on her own power. 
Emma and her mother, Veronica, lived just off Main Street in a house so small it looked as if it had been put on the lot by mistake. But that kept the rent low, her mother said. Emma liked it because it was so small. It didn’t take up space. 
It was what she was trying to do. If she didn’t take up space, no one would notice her. Except everyone did, because all she did was take up space with her acting out. Emma wished she could stop it. She knew better.
As Emma passed her mother’s room, she saw her lying on her bed, eyes closed, and a cold pack on her forehead. Another migraine, Emma thought. They made the perfect excuse for her mother to disappear. 
She won’t even know I am gone, Emma thought, and slipped out the front door, and waited a beat. When she didn’t hear her mother’s voice, she breathed out in relief. She was free.




Six


Emma took a deep breath and let the clean autumn air fill her body. She did a few stretches and started off towards the woods. It was a few miles away, an easy run. It was early morning, very few people would be around, so she took the route that took her through the small downtown.  
Reaching Main Street she looked to her left and could see the large house with the beautiful maple tree in front where she took dance lessons. There was a light on in one of the upper windows, and Emma wondered if her dance teacher and the other woman that lived there could see her standing at the corner. 
She almost waved and then stopped herself. What was she thinking? She didn’t want to be seen. Turning right on Main, Emma passed the coffee shop, and saw the red-haired woman sitting in the back corner and wondered why she saw that woman everywhere. 
Emma knew the woman was a friend of her dance teacher, but who was she? Why was she everywhere? Something about her was both frightening and comforting. When the woman turned her head towards the window, Emma looked away and ran faster.
As she ran, Emma felt the air flow past her, listened to the rhythm of her feet hitting the pavement, and pretended that with each breath out, all the bad thoughts she had flowed away into the wind. With each in breath, she felt lighter and lighter, almost like
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