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“Uncle David, when I get enough old, will we be able
to get married?” seven-year-old Tashia asked as he drove her home
from school. She stared at the blur of trees, trying to catch one
distinct one in her view. Her dad had to take her mother to another
appointment and they would not have been home in time to pick her
up, although they should have been at the house by the time they
arrived. Tashia heard her uncle’s cough which brought her attention
away from the outside environment. She noticed that his face looked
funny, kind of red.

“W-what?”

“I’ve been thinking about this a lot. How old
do you have to be to get married? About 14?”

“Much older than that,” he chuckled.

Tashia frowned but then decided that 15 might
not be a problem. “Well, you remind me a lot of my Daddy. I know I
can’t marry him because he’s my daddy, but I thought, maybe you.
So, what do you think?”

Her uncle stammered a bit, and she began
laughing, finding this to be quite funny, as she had been the one
having trouble talking earlier in life. “Tashia,” he finally said,
“we can’t get married.” She wanted to know why not. “For one thing,
I’ll be far too old by the time you’re ready to get married.” She
requested that he narrow things down for her and let her know when
was the soonest she could get married. “I think the earliest will
be when you’re in your twenties.”

“Twenty?” she gasped. “You’re right, Uncle
David. You will be really old by then.” He smirked, and she sat a
while considering this. “Actually, that might not be too much of a
problem.”

He laughed and she asked him why. “Tashia,
sometimes when I’m talking to you, I feel like I’m talking to a
grown lady.” She sported her toothless grin at him brought on by
the loss of her four front teeth. “There are other reasons, the
most important one of which is that I’m already married to your
Aunt Kyana.” Tashia folded her arms with a frown. Now that was
something she had never considered. “And,” he continued, “family
members don’t marry each other.”

Nodding, she conceded that those would be
problems they could not overcome. “I guess I’ll just keep being
your niece, but that’s real good, too.”

Uncle David squeezed her little hand. “Yes,
Tashia, that’s the best.” After a few seconds he added, “And one
day, you’ll make some man very happy…you’ll keep him on his toes,
too. One day far from now.” Tashia resumed trying to spot one
distinct tree as they continued to ride toward home. She wondered
how long it would be until that day came and what that man would be
like.
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Many years later.

 


 


“She’s going to wake up soon. You can see it, can’t
you? Come on Sleeping Beauty. You can do it!”

The voices swirling around Tashia’s head were
unknown but this one no longer came across as a murmur. The other
one did. Someone held her hand. It was a strong hand. Probably
male. He gave two quick squeezes to which she automatically
replied.

“Ha, ha!” he cheered. “You’re a strong one.
Open those beautiful eyes.”

“Come on sweetie,” came the other voice, now
crystal clear. A lady’s. The accent Tashia could not detect.

The surface she lay on seemed to be drawing
her body deeper and deeper into its vacuum, a force against which
she resisted with all of her might. She heard the “wow”. Tashia
pulled against that hand for strength. The weight of her eyelids
seemed unconquerable but with each pull, he tugged and Tashia was
able to open micrometer by micrometer.

It seemed minutes before her vision cleared
but likely was only seconds. And what a clearing. Her eyes landed
on the most beautiful blue-green eyes framed in an olive face with
wide smile, perfectly arched nose, and thick eyebrows polished off
with thick head of wavy dark brown or black hair.

“You didn’t win the bet.” Tashia slowly slid
her vision to a petite lady who stood near the bed and smoothed her
hand up and down Tashia’s arm. A petite pretty brown lady. She’d
guess Filipina.

“I could care less,” the man remarked with
the same broad smile and with a sparkle of his heavenly
bluish-greens. He had not taken his eyes off of Tashia. “You didn’t
either, but it wouldn’t matter if you did. Wow, sweetheart, you
finally woke up. What’s your name?”

Tashia’s eyes dragged from one to the other,
as she tried to bring to the surface of her mind her last memories.
Who were these people? Thoughts of the night before gradually came
in and it started to make sense. She had to be in a hospital. She
looked at her arm and followed the tube that led from it to the
pole. But there was no pole. Not the type she had seen in her
grandpop’s room anyway. Instead, there was a makeshift IV connected
to a thin wooden beam. As she gazed around the room, she realized
that this was no hospital room. Who were these people!? What were
they giving her?! Her so-called friends had gone farther than she
would have imagined. How could she have been so stupid to go with
them?! These people were drugging her or…or…she didn’t know
what.

Tashia struggled to sit up but plopped right
back down with having barely lifted her head off the surface. “It’s
okay sweetheart.” His smile had transformed to a look of concern
then rapidly to one of assurance. “You want to know where you are,
don’t you Little Lady?”

She nodded dumbly.

The lady held her hand securely and gave a
reassuring squeeze. “My name is Adonis,” he remarked and the woman
rolled her eyes. Tashia examined his features a bit more. He
certainly was but she could not imagine anyone would name their
child that. He smiled at her again and she just as suddenly felt
she could trust him. It was not the same but something in the
character of his smile was like Uncle David’s. “It’s Greek,” he
explained concerning his name. “I’m Greek, but people just call me
Don. This is my wife. You can call her Dr. Chona.”

“Why…?” Tashia rasped but no other words
followed despite her moving lips. Don helped her sit up a bit in
bed and his wife propped pillows behind her. She asked if she was
lightheaded, as she handed her a glass of water. Tashia felt
slightly woozy. She began to drink it down in one full gulp but her
coughing and sputtering caused her to slow. Finally, she handed
back the glass and tried again. “Why would I call you Dr. Chona?”
Tashia glanced at the little lady’s belly but then refocused on her
face which was now smiling.

She explained that she was a naturopath and
asked if Tashia knew what that was. Indeed, she did. Uncle David,
Aunt Kyana, and their family had been initially under continuous
but then progressively less treatment of one as a help to one of
their sons in particular. Her mother had tried alternative
treatments over the years as well. She seemed glad that she had the
knowledge and told her to simply call her Chona.

Tashia propped herself up straighter in the
bed with heavy effort. Chona began to fluff her pillows behind her
but she waved off the help. “I’d really like to get out of this
bed.” Don assisted her with bringing her legs off the side,
although she felt she really did not need the help. She was tired
and lacked energy yet she was sure she had the strength to move
herself. Still, when one on each side helped her stand, she nearly
swooned.

“Deep, slow breaths,” they cautioned. One
foot in front of the other. One lead foot in front of the other.
Then plunk into a seat at a small wooden table.

 


 


About ten minutes later, the three of them
were all seated with Tashia having inhaled a meal of cabbage, rice,
and veggie taquitos with a special tea that greatly energized her.
She tried to heed their advice to slow down but could not. In that
time, she had relinquished her name. She discovered that the young
couple lived on a houseboat and spent most of the time docked in or
near Georgetown. They were expecting in several months and would be
going to the Philippines in a few days where they planned on
staying at least until shortly after the baby was born. Just to
enjoy some time before making their journey, they’d made a trip out
on the Potomac River the night before. That is where they found
Tashia. She had been in and out of consciousness for the last 18
hours. Actually, she had not fully regained consciousness until
just that present afternoon.

“What I want to know,” Don queried, as he
pushed away his plate and shook his head in amazement, “is how in
the world you survived that?” He realized they had gone out too far
and tried to turn the boat around. “That has got to be one of the
choppiest pars of the River. People who don’t know better than to
avoid it, drown there regularly.” The undertow is sudden and
violent. Even the strongest of swimmers do not conquer it without
tremendous help. And that often didn’t work. Yet, there Tashia was,
struggling up to the surface. The over polluted, yucky surface. Don
and a friend who had gone out with them helped pull her into the
boat. But with the little strength she had, she helped, too. She
let out a good volume of water from her mouth and slowly began to
descend into sleep. “Evan said it was a miracle. I don’t know,
Little Lady. He might be right.”

Tashia had no idea why he kept calling her
“Little Lady”, although she liked it. She was far from that.
Whoever this Evan was, he was certainly right. For those two men to
have gotten her chubby, water-filled self on that boat alive and
fairly well was something she counted nothing short of a miracle.
Why they had not taken her to a hospital was something she
questioned but dismissed when she looked back at the makeshift
IV.

Having seemed to detect her wonder, Don, who
was finishing up his medical studies, explained that Chona had
successfully cared for people days out from being able to reach a
hospital. They would have never taken a chance with her life if
there were cause for worry. Tashia smiled a bit. Somehow she was
sure they would not. He admitted that he had feared she might have
suffered an anoxic brain injury, but his wife did not share the
same concern, particularly with the level of consciousness she had
displayed when they first rescued her. She was amazed, however, to
have the opportunity to speak to someone who survived that
waterway. “How did you wind up there?”

“The last thing I remember is being out with
my friends. The Potomac is in Washington…and Virginia and
Maryland.” They nodded but she did not understand. “I live in North
Carolina now.”

It was Tashia’s last year in high school, she
explained, and a couple of girls invited her to go out with them.
They met up at a park and what surprise she experienced when who
was to show up in his father’s BMW but Axel. Axel was the guy
Tashia had a crush on. A big one. But she knew that was all it was.
They wanted to take a weekend drive up to New York. Tashia had
confessed that she couldn’t. “My aunt will wonder where I am and…I
can’t get in touch with her right now.” Of course, the girls
encouraged then taunted. Axel, however, defended and said it was
all right. They would just take a long ride and be back by
midnight, 1:00 tops.

There she was sitting in the front seat with
him and… And… That is where the memory abruptly stopped. Of course,
she did not express the particulars of her crush or anything with
Don and his wife.

“Looks like they decided to make the trip a
very long one, but that still begs the question. How did you wind
up in the Potomac? And what type of friends are they anyway?” Chona
asked agitatedly.

They couldn’t actually be considered friends.
Tashia did not have many but it was kind of nice to be around the
popular girl for once. Not that she expected instant popularity or
the moment to last. Not that it would have mattered at all before.
Before. Things had changed so rapidly.

“Hey, hey,” Don whispered urgently and Tashia
turned her attention toward the noise outside of the door. “We’re
going to help you get back in the bed. Just keep your eyes closed
until I squeeze your hand. Then open them wide. That’s all you have
to do.”

He seemed so pressed that she thought of
nothing but to comply as he helped her climb into the bed. She lay
there wondering what was going on when she heard another voice that
belonged to the man for whom Chona had opened the door. “Hey guys.
Is she still out?”

Chona and Don seemed to consent with sad
groans. Tashia wanted to open her eyes. Maybe this was the other
one who had saved her. But they would not play a trick like that on
him.

Suddenly she felt a strong hand enclose hers,
but there was no squeeze. It didn’t seem to belong to Don. “We know
you can do it Little Lady,” the voice echoed an earlier sentiment
of Don’s. He sounded so earnest. “We…I’ve been praying for you.
Just open your eyes.” The squeeze came unexpectedly and Tashia’s
eyes shot wide. The man jumped back. Don and Chona were holding
each other up and laughing hysterically. He came closer, mouth open
in awe, and Tashia sat up.

“I—I’m sorry,” she stuttered.

His head shaking slowly side to side, he
finally whispered, “No, don’t be. He’s just getting me back.” He
grinned then shouted, “You’re awake!”

His name was Evan.

 


 


Evan. Tall, lanky, no Adonis but the concern
Tashia saw in his eyes, as they all spoke to her over the remainder
of dinner, made her like him right away. She knew him not at all
but imagined him the type to greatly desire helping anyone he
could. And boy how he, along with Don and Chona, had helped
her.

Tashia had answered the question they all
had. She had trained since early childhood to be an Olympic
medalist in swimming. “My father helped me and I might have been
going this year but…” As her voice trailed off, the other three
exchanged glances but no one asked any questions. The couple got up
and began to clear the table. Even with their departure, the
silence was thick. Evan started some small talk which somewhat
relieved the discomfort.

“So your parents must be really worried about
you,” Chona called out from behind her after several minutes, as
she and Don rinsed and dried the rest of the dishes. Tashia,
slumped in a plastic chair at the obviously amateur-made wooden
table, glanced at Evan then focused her eyes on the door. The
squeezes and releases in her heart lasted several minutes but she
managed to put on a slight smile for Evan who she now saw was
looking at her with more worry than concern across his visage.

“Do you know what bet the two of them had
about me?” she asked, as she pushed off the creaky table to bring
herself forward in the chair then panted a bit. Chona’s remark
remained in her mind, but she grinned at Evan, as she tried to push
it deeper in the recesses. Tashia was actually quite curious about
the bet.

His face broke into a wide smile, as he
explained that they had all been curious about her eye color. She
noticed Chona and Don had turned back to look at her, probably in
wonder of if she had heard the real little lady, but she feigned
not observing them. “Well…and what did they guess?”

Chona was certain they were light brown. Don
said, “Green like mine.”

Now, that was funny. When Tashia began to
laugh, Evan did, too. Her skin tone was fair. In fact, she was the
lightest brown of anyone on either side of her family except her
paternal grandmother whom she had only seen once. The majority of
that side of the family had little interest in her father or
mother. Whereas other family members had varying levels of curl to
their hair, hers was completely straight, like her mother’s, but
with no body. Not with much length either, reaching only to her
chin. But Tashia had a great way of whipping up a ponytail. The
truth was that fashion, hairstyles, and the like were of absolutely
no interest to her. Her shape…well, she thought she had a half
decent one even with the excess pounds, although she usually kept
it well covered with baggy clothing. Basically, if it covered her,
that was enough. The one distinctive feature she saw in herself
among the plain nose, plain eye shape, plain lips, cheekbones and
the rest was her eye color. They were violet. As she understood it,
a treasured albino genetic defect. Tashia’s features reflected her
African heritage even with the straight black hair, but her eye
color was a rarity. Not that she thought her eyes were particularly
pretty. They could have been if they had been a bit bigger or less
almond shaped. Again, none of this mattered very much. But it was
funny that someone so other-worldly in appearance like Don would
think she had anything like his.

Evan, she could tell, had started laughing
because she had. “When Don takes a liking to someone,” he commented
in his Midwestern drawl, “he thinks they look like him, talk like
him, think like him…”

“Hey, hey, hey,” Don interrupted, as he and
Chona returned to their seats at the table. “All good people are
like me in some way. Isn’t that right darlin’?” he asked Tashia in
a surprisingly authentic-sounding Southern accent then winked at
her. She really liked this Don. Chona and Evan, too. “You have the
most unique eye color. How did you ever wind up with those
jewels?”

Tashia could not help but grin and gush.
Chona rested her head on the table and looked up at her. “Your
mom’s?” she queried.

There it was again, that squeezing and
releasing. But she could not avoid the eyes on her this time. Lips
and entire face taut, she shook her head. Chona sat up in her chair
and placed her hand lightly on Tashia’s. “I’m sorry. Did I say
something wrong?”

Tashia looked at the warm-eyed woman and
tears began to well. “My…my parents died last year,” she whispered
and could not miss the unvoiced collective gasp.

Don breathed slowly through his teeth and
covered his mouth with one hand. He brought that hand down then
placed it over his wife’s and they both gave hers a squeeze.

“We’re so sorry to hear that,” Evan echoed
everyone’s thoughts.

Tashia wiped her eyes and Evan brought her a
bottle of spring water. The four of them sat there and she was able
to relate the story in what was probably less than 10 minutes. It
was so strange that something that had totally changed her life
could be explained in so little time.

Her parents had gone away for their 30th
wedding anniversary. It was their first vacation in ten years. Her
mother never wanted to go. Too much trouble with the multiple
sclerosis exacerbations, the wheelchair, and on and on. But she had
been so excited this time. Tashia’s godmother, Aunt Gladys, had
come over to stay with her. On their way home from the airport, two
of the tires blew. She never saw them again.

Tashia and her parents had moved from the
Baltimore area to North Carolina three years earlier. She stayed
there after her parents’ death. That is where Aunt Gladys lived.
Everything had changed with one phone call announcement.

And now here she was with strangers, a
survivor of a senior-year high school prank. She had felt so
welcome and knew she was among these three. But the conversation
brought on such an extreme of solitude. The same extreme that came
upon her at the least predictable moments. The solitude she did not
know if she would ever be able to shake.

 


 


No signal. Don’s satellite phone would not
connect with Aunt Gladys’. Evan had gone out to call her but came
back with the news that the phone was disconnected. This was no
surprise to Tashia. Her godmother had a great knack for not being
able to keep up with her bills. Oh how she missed that sweet
Jamaican woman. It seemed as if it had been so long since she had
last seen her, and she knew she must be worried like crazy.

The only other option for her was social
media. Not e-mail. Social media. Don led Tashia out to their tiny
deck. The settling day was overcast but the light initially blinded
her. It took a good three minutes for her eyes to adjust even
though evening was beginning to descend. She convalesced in a
lounge chair while he sat next to her in one that was
straight-back. Tashia could not imagine how his laptop would
function, but he was able to get online. And on to the social media
page.

But Aunt Gladys was not there. How strange.
But then again, maybe it was not. The last thing she had heard, the
man she had unfortunately gotten mixed up with had a wife. Aunt G.
had not known that. The man was still harassing her, as was the
wife. Poor Aunt Gladys. She could never seem to pick a good
man.

Evan joined them and pulled up a chair. Aunt
Kyana and Uncle David were next. Just a generic voice mail with no
answer at their home. She left no message. Tashia could not
remember their other numbers. They had not given Ebony, their
fourteen-year-old daughter and her favorite cousin, a cell phone.
Don looked up Dr. David Mitchell, DDS. She recognized no number but
they called them all. They came up empty. Same with Uncle Micah and
Aunt Olivia. With each lack of communication, an inexplicable
anxious tension grew in Tashia until she realized that her
shoulders must have been creeping up gradually once they had almost
reached her ears.

“It’s okay,” Evan assured. “Someone will have
to answer some time.”

Then it came to her. Her cousin, Stephen.
Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia’s oldest son. His number suddenly came
back to her and she speedily dialed the digits.

“Hello?” a male answered after one ring.

“Stephen! I’m so glad to talk to you. It’s
Tashia. Sor—”

“I’m sorry. You must have the wrong
number.”

Tashia frowned then looked at the phone
before putting it back to her ear. It wasn’t Stephen’s voice. She
rattled off the number. Yes, correct but wrong person.

“I—I…” She clicked off without saying more.
Don rubbed his hand over his hair and the confused uneasiness of
both was palpable. Tashia panted slightly. Evan’s lips were hugging
each other so tightly that she could see neither. That worried look
had returned to his eye. They were both just looking at her. These
people thought she was crazy.

She really did have two uncles and aunts on
her mother’s side. Aunt Gladys was her godmother. Her parents had
been killed in a horrendous car accident. Her name was Tashia
Burroughs. She wouldn’t make all of that up nor could she. She
looked anxiously from one to the other.

Evan chuckled nervously and finally spoke.
“You don’t think everyone could have moved without you knowing it,
do you?” It was clearly just an earnest yet poor attempt at a joke
but she had to know where everyone was.

She reached for Don’s phone with no word and
he complied. “I’m going to leave a message this time.” Uncle David
or Aunt Kyana would call her as soon as they heard her voice.
“Something’s wrong with your phone,” she said offhandedly, as she
began to dial.

Don reached for it, but she just showed it to
him before continuing making the call by slowly punching digit by
digit to ensure she did not misdial. That is what probably had
occurred the first time. The rings started. Don asked her what the
problem was. Second ring. “The date is wrong.” Tashia did not know
why she brought it up. It was not so important.

“You were...” She had lifted her hand.

“Hello, Uncle David? Aunt Kyana? This is
Tashia. Please call me back as soon as you can. The number…” Don
told her and she left it for them.

She handed him back his phone then smiled
slightly. Still, the tightness in her chest would not be relieved
until she heard back from her family. Same generic message. Not the
one she had become accustomed to during the years.

“The date is correct,” Don remarked more to
himself than her but then looked at her with a light-hearted smile.
“Remember, you were out for a little bit. Not long but—”

“No, the year is wrong.” Tashia began biting
her nails. It was already dark. If they were out, they should be
home soon and maybe they could even pick her up that night.

Evan returned. She hadn’t even realized he
had left on a conscious level but then vaguely sensed that he and
Don had been talking about something. He put a newspaper before
her. What a good idea! Maybe something about her was in the news.
Then they would know she wasn’t crazy. Evan pointed. Her vision was
crystal clear then it blurred, as she gripped her seat. She stared
at Evan, her focus sharpening. What type of game…? Evan was playing
no game. It was obvious. She didn’t know him but she knew.

Tashia’s mouth remained open but the words
got trapped in her suddenly arid throat. She looked into Don’s
sweet concerned visage. “Tashia,” he whispered and took her hand,
“what’s wrong Little Lady?”

She shook her head slightly and let out a
pained gasp. This made no sense. The high school drive up north had
occurred nine years earlier. Tashia was not a nearly
seventeen-year-old girl. She was a twenty-five-year-old woman.

 




“How can Chona sleep with all of that
racket?” she queried. The creaking of the bed in the other room was
relentless. Tashia sat with feet tucked under her next to Evan on
the couch where he had slept since her arrival the night before.
She’d heard the couple in what seemed to be deep but whispered
conversation the last couple of hours before they probably decided
to call it a night. Don’s tossing and turning did not irritate her
but she was sure it would had she been the one next to him.

“I think he’s just worried about you.” Tashia
felt a dim pang in her heart. That really touched her, but she
certainly did not want him losing any sleep over her. “I’m worried
about you, too.”

They didn’t know how to help her. Chona and
Dan were leaving for the Philippines at the end of the week. The
two men had both sat with Tashia for some time and tried to
convince her to let them bring her to the police department. Or
they’d do a search for different family members. They’d pay for the
search. “You can probably find anyone these days,” Evan had pleaded
but Tashia shook her head adamantly. Her mind was too frazzled to
consent to anything. In fact, it felt like it had been scrambled
yet she continued to speak as if she had not been abruptly
catapulted into a surreal existence. She heard her words and it was
as if someone else were saying them. She felt herself move but even
her body didn’t feel the same. This was a dream. She was walking
around in a dream.

If the dream was real, then she had wound up
in a waterway that she would not have decided to challenge even
with her abilities. Someone put her there…maybe.

“And Chona has slept through more than one
earthquake.” Vaguely, she had processed Evan’s comment and knew it
would have captured her attention at any other time. But this was
no ordinary time. She was twenty-five years old! Where were the
years? What had happened to her?! Why did the reflection in their
mirror look so slightly changed? But it was changed. She was not
the girl who had gone out that Friday night. Tashia grasped her
head in her hands.

“Why don’t you lie down?” Evan offered. She
did right there with her head resting against a large cushion and
her body huddled in a ball. She shivered and he placed a thick
blanket over her. “Evan,” she whispered, “do you think I’m
crazy?”

He stared at her for a few moments with much
sympathy then shook his head. “No,” he asserted, “definitely not.
Not crazy. Just lost.”

Tashia closed her eyes and kept the tears
trapped behind the lids. After a few minutes, she opened them. He
was no longer seated next to her. She had assumed he would have
returned to the bed she had unconsciously borrowed from him, but
there he was in the tiny love seat across from her wrapped tightly
in a blanket. Completely knocked out probably in his own dreamland.
A shudder went through her. His words were so true. Yes, she was
lost. So very lost.

 


 


 


 



Chapter II

 


 


 


 


Shortly before 8:00 a few nights later, Don drove
their suburban with Chona as the front seat passenger and Tashia
and Evan in the back. There was absolute silence in the SUV with
the exception of the hum of the engine and the passing of the few
other vehicles on the brightly lit Washington, D.C. streets. The
ride was too long and too short all at once. Too long because
Tashia held a secret fear that someone might spot her. Even while
she remained safe in the houseboat, into her heart would suddenly
crowd in the dreading sense that someone who meant her great harm
lurked in wait a short distance from her. Their dark, shapeless
images would rush into her mind or she would be oppressed with
their vaguely perceivable presences. Tashia shuddered and drew
closer to the corner as the shadows held by streetlights fell upon
Don’s car. He slowed and pulled up to Evan’s ’96 smoke-grey Accord
that sat in the unmetered parking space the latter had found a good
30-minute walk to their houseboat the day Tashia had revived.

The unexpected chill of the late August
night went through their back seat passenger. Too short. She
glanced in front at their chauffeur and his lovely wife. In not
that many minutes she would be leaving them. That tension crept
into her heart again. Oddly, in the three days and nights she had
spent with them and with Evan, they had become surrogate family to
her. She could not have
been clearer on their concern for her. But the matter of not
knowing and being too frightened to discover where her real family
was gave her much misgiving. At least she would still have Evan,
yet when she entered that car with him, it was as if she would be
turning her back on the life that she had known years before and to
which she was not sure if she would return.

The three of them had stopped trying to
convince her to investigate her past. Their arguments were useless.
Although Tashia recalled nothing, something in her knew with an
undeniable certainty that there was something…or someone she had to
escape. It was not safe to remain in the place she had once found
most secure. Indianapolis should give a sure enough distance until
either her memory returned or she figured out what to do.

Evan told Tashia to stay in their friends’
car while he warmed up his. She noticed how he ran his hand over
the roof of the Honda and patted it before unlocking the door and
sliding into the driver’s seat. When she turned around, there was
Don with the back door open. She slid over quickly upon his
request. The warmth of his tight embrace is one she thought she
would never forget. He got out and offered his hand. She quickly
scanned the street. There was no one there except Chona. Chona.
Standing there with tears in her eyes. The two women embraced in
silence then Don led Tashia around to the front passenger seat of
Evan’s car.

Prior to shutting the door, he squatted down
outside of it and that absolutely beautiful smile encapsulated his
face. He held both her hands in his. “Now you remember that there
is no distance that will separate friends. If you need anything at
all from us, Little Lady, you let us know. You’re in the best hands
now. Evan and his family…” He shook his head with emphasis. “You
won’t find better people in the world than them.” He squeezed her
small, plump hands. “But you let us know if you need us, too.” He
gave her a kiss on the cheek, shut the door, and hurriedly made it
to his vehicle. Before she knew it, Don and Chona were out of her
sight, on their way to drop off their car at a friend’s house, and
on their way to their flight out of the country. Somehow she felt
she was going farther away than they were and that sense of
solitude settled deep within again.

But then she kept looking at Evan, as he
drove them through the streets of Georgetown, onto the bridge, and
away. She had spent more time with him than anyone. This man’s love
for God and for others exuded from his very being. His sweet
compassion gave her comfort when the fears began to drown her
sensibilities. She would be all right as long as this brother in
Christ and his family were willing to take her in. Until she could
figure out what had happened to her and how to return to her life.

 


 


 


Ten and a half hours. Ten and a half long
hours in Evan’s Honda with every question Tashia could imagine
entering her mind.

‘Will I ever see my family again?’

‘Will these people accept me?’

‘Am I crazy?! How can I be leaving the home
I’ve known to go with strangers?’

‘Why can’t I remember anything?!’

‘Evan is so sweet. Is his family really as
wonderful as he is, as he describes them to be? Will they reject me
or send me back?’

‘How can I really…I can’t really be
twenty-five. Is this reality or am I living a dream?’

No question was new. One would think
that the ruminations
that Tashia could not control the last days would cease in the
midst of the frequent conversations she and Evan had during the
trip, when they stopped to eat, and when they got out to just
stretch their legs. And in truth, the constant questions with the
stress-filled anxiety would calm from time to time. It was just
that they would rush back into her mind like a flood without
notice.

But it was also simply so nice being with
Evan. She loved hearing more stories of the high jinks he and Don
pulled on their fellow classmates their freshman year in college.
Evan did not return sophomore year. His mother was diagnosed with
Alzheimer’s disease at only 46 years old and everything changed.
Everything except his relationship with Don. They remained very
good friends. They talked about just about everything, including
Don’s confusion about Evan’s relationship with Jesus but he sensed
that God would someday open his eyes, mind, and heart to
understand.

Evan didn’t delve too much into how his
mother’s condition affected him and Tashia didn’t try to scrape
beneath the surface. She sensed a peaceful acceptance but knew
there must still be pain even after eight years. Pain for him, for
his father, and for his sister, Kara. No one actually knew what it
was that his mother felt. He spoke openly about the impact to his
father.

Tashia was supposed to be staying with Kara,
but there was only one problem. Kara had yet to be informed.
Shortly after it was decided that Tashia would go back to
Indianapolis with Evan, he told her that his sister would take her
in, so she naturally assumed they had discussed this.

It was about 4:40 a.m. and much more than
half-way into their journey when they pulled into a rest stop and
he dialed his sister. “Hey, Kara, sorry to call so early but wanted
to catch you before you went to work. Give me a call back.”

An hour later. No call. Speed dial. “Kara, in
the shower yet or are you working later today? Should get in about
7 but want to talk to you first. Call me.”

Approaching 6:00, Tashia began pulling on her
fingers one by one with the tension rising in her chest. The
question of how she could stay with a complete stranger repeated in
her mind like the incessant ticking of an unrepaired clock. She had
done so that very week, she reasoned. But she had been thrown into
that situation. She was choosing it this time.

“So you’re sure your sister is really good
with me staying with her?”

Evan cleared his throat. “She should be
fine,” he responded quickly.

Tashia frowned. “ ‘Should be’? What did she
say when you told her about me?”

Evan glanced at her then grinned sheepishly
before returning his eyes to the road. “Well, here’s the thing. She
doesn’t actually know you exist.”

Tashia froze. He didn’t return her stare but
kept his eyes glued forward.

“Evan,” she finally gasped.

He did look at her for a few moments then
and sigh. “I’m sorry Tashia. Kara will be fine with you being
there,” he assured with a nod. “It’s just you can’t give her time
to think about things like this.” Tashia frowned again which he
might have perceived because he quickly continued his explanation.
“Just have to know Kara and I really know my sister. A real
sweetheart…kinda like you…and it’ll be fine. Everything will be
fine.” Flattery would take him far but Tashia really, really hoped
he was right. Oh boy. Intruding on a person she did not even know
no less than to ask to stay in her house! This was not good at all.
Maybe she didn’t know Evan as well as she had thought. But
hopefully he was right
about his sister.

 


 


 


“Kara, she has no place else to go. You gotta
help her!”

“No, you gotta be out of your mind. I can’t
believe you, Evan. Pulled in by a girl in need again.”

Tashia stood in Evan’s sister’s living room,
right outside of her bedroom door and listened to them argue, as
she returned to nervously fidgeting with her fingers. She did not
feel welcome enough to sit, and there was not any room for her to
do so anyway with all the books on the couch and floor. From what
she had viewed thus far, the living room was the largest part of
the house, and she could barely fit in there.

Oh no, this was really not good at all. That
long trip for nothing. She did not know where Aunt Gladys was or
any of the rest of her family for that matter. A thought flitted
through her mind that her father’s family lived relatively not too
far away in Michigan. But she knew none of them. They were as much
strangers to her as this Kara. And their lack of welcome might be
even more pronounced.

“Such a low blow,” Evan grumbled, his voice
heated. “And it’s not true.”

“I’m sorry,” she apologized with softened
tone. “You know how I felt about Deana.”

“Your feelings were unnecessary then, too.
Look. I promised this girl I would help her.”

“You promised,” she snorted. “I didn’t. How
come you have to get me involved in this?”

“Where else could I go? You’re my big
sister,” he expressed with a pleading whine. Maybe his tactic would
pull on his sister’s heart strings. Hopefully.

“I’m only a year older than you, Evan,” Kara
replied with no evident change in stance. But then Tashia heard
what she thought was a sigh from her and she held her breath.
“You’re such a softy. Always taking in strays.”

“You’re the one with the big heart. C’mon.
Why wouldn’t you wanna help her?”

“I know we should help those in need but
really. Evan,” she said gently, “how do you know she’s not running
a scam? Why didn’t you bring her to the police or the hospital if
she can’t remember who she is?”

“Because she didn’t wanna go.”

Tashia heard no response for a few moments.
“Oh, yeah,” Kara finally responded as if all was now clear to her.
“That makes complete sense,” she continued with her voice dripping
with sarcasm. Tashia could just imagine her rolling her eyes.
“Evan, don’t be so dense!” she shouted her reprimand. “She doesn’t
want to go because she’s already in trouble or about to start
some.”

After she finally realized that Kara had no
idea what was about to be sprung on her, Tashia kept asking Evan if
he was sure this was going to be all right with his sister. He lost
no patience and repeatedly assured her she had no need to worry.
Well, he misjudged that one by about a thousand.

When Kara first opened the door of
her home, Tashia noticed
right away that Evan and his sister shared the same warm smile. She
looked so much like him except her shade was more coffee with cream
and milk while his was more that of a Hershey’s kiss. She also wore
glasses, something he apparently did not do. She saw that she was a
pretty girl but not the type whose good looks would be noticed
right away by most, similar to her brother. Her hair was worn in
one French braid that hung over her shoulder and landed at
mid-torso. “Evan, when I said let me know when you get home, I did
not mean you had to make a house call.” She did not have a drawl
like he did. She hugged him and then locked eyes with the girl
standing behind him. Evan, who was around 6’1” and 150 pounds, had
been obscuring Tashia’s petite 5’3” frame but not so much that she
had not gotten a decent look at his sister. The shift in Kara’s
demeanor was swift when she took note of the unexpected
guest.

Tashia felt a draft immediately when Evan’s
sister invited them into the home, but the chill was from Kara, who
quickly led her brother into the bedroom before shutting Tashia in
with the highly disheveled living room. It was apparent to Tashia
that Kara kept quite a messy home, as she practically stumbled
three times as they made it down the narrow hall past the small
kitchen and into the living room.

She stood there thinking about the cold
reception while she continued to listen to Evan’s defense of her.
“Did you see her? That girl is petrified. I’ve spent the last few
days with her and—”

“Or just a good actress,” she snorted
again.

“I can’t believe you’re being so
cynical.”

“I know I’m usually not, but I just don’t
want my baby brother being hurt again,” she said with what Tashia
imagined was authentic sibling concern.

“Now, you’re the one forgetting my age.”

“And what about her age? How does she know
she’s twenty-five if she does not remember anything since she was
seventeen?”

“She is twenty-five Kara,” Evan stated with
certainty. “She saw the date on a newspaper. Wasn’t hard to do the
math.”

She laughed with a laugh of someone who
thought the person with whom she was engaging in conversation had
just fallen off of the hugest turnip truck. Taking a deep breath
before continuing, she confirmed that he did not really know her
age and had come to the amazing conclusion that she was twenty-five
simply because she had said she was. “And,” she snickered, “you
know she must be telling you the truth because you’ve known her for
all of about sixty minutes at most. Do I have it right?” Tashia
heard no response from Evan, and she imagined steam coming from his
ears. “I just want to make sure I understand you. I mean, the logic
you used is kind of beyond my grasp, so I’m trying to understand
and absorb all of this.”

“Know what? I’ve had enough from you!” his
voice exploded. “Your attitude stinks awful!” he seethed. “She told
us all about her family and where every memory suddenly ends.” She
sighed loudly this time. “Stop that! We found her. She could have
drowned. Someone was trying to hurt her.”

Kara apparently was not able or had no desire
to hold in another sigh of exasperation. “I don’t buy any of this
for one minute. She can’t even prove to you who she is.”

“She was in the water Kara,” he expressed
with almost as much sarcasm as she had. “It’s not like her i.d. was
going to be floating next to her.”

“I know that. I’m not stupid. And how is it
that this little girl, who can’t be a day over 16, doesn’t just go
home to her parents?”

“Thanks Einstein. No one ever thought of
that. If she could, she would.”

“Evan, you are starting to make me angry with
your sarcastic attitude.”

“My…?” He coughed out a laugh of incredulity.
“You have got to be kidding me, sister. You’ve might have had it
with me, but I’ve really had it with your nasty attitude!” Evan
paused. “Where is your compassion? You are acting just like you did
with Deana. She is not Deana!” His voice shook when he yelled, “And
you had no right to treat her the way you did either!” Now he took
a deep breath. “Okay,” he said and brought his voice down to a
normal volume. “Sorry, Kara. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.
I—”

Tashia, who could take no more of this,
with the shouting hurting her ears and the prolonged standing
making her legs begin to ache, had knocked on the door.
Kara opened it and frowned at
Tashia, who was shifting from side to side to regain the
circulation in her legs. “Listen. I really don’t want to cause any
trouble for you two,” she said as she looked directly at Kara. “I
don’t blame you for worrying about your brother. You’re right.
Neither of you knows anything about me except for what I’ve said. I
don’t even know that much about myself. I’m not sixteen. I’m
twenty-five. I’d like to be able to just go back to my family, but
I can’t find any of them.”

Folding her arms across her chest, Kara
asked, “You were eavesdropping on our conversation?”

“No. You two were talking really loud, and
your place is small enough that I didn’t even have to try to hear
y’all.”

Kara’s eyes widened but then her scowl was
replaced with a soft smile. “Oh, boy,” she said, releasing the hold
on her arms and shaking her head. “What can I do? You can stay
here. For now,” she stressed. She looked at her brother and
whispered, “I’m sorry Evan.” He nodded at her with a sideways
glance, and Tashia figured that he must have still been angry.
Somehow she got the impression, however, that he would soon get
over it.

 


 


“Wow,” Tashia heard Evan’s sister saying, as
she stood in the bathroom and finished adjusting Kara’s lengthy
pajamas that she was wearing. “She must really feel dirty. She has
been in there forever.”

Kara had offered Tashia something to eat.
When she told her she had made some homemade soup, Evan highly
recommended soup from a can. He told her his sister was definitely
no gourmet chef and had been known to scorch pots by over boiling
water. Tashia, who was famished, gratefully accepted the offer for
breakfast…well, kind of breakfast… but her need to rid herself of
uncleanness after that long car ride was even more pressing. She
had been in the shower for an hour…literally. When she finally
emerged, the three of them enjoyed a no frills brand of chicken
noodle soup together. She missed Chona’s homemade meals, but she
was grateful. Maybe Kara would let her stay for a while but she
certainly did not think there was any guarantee that she would. She
had to wonder where in the world Don and Chona were at that
moment.

 


 


 


When Tashia woke later that day, it was
already two in the afternoon and it took several minutes for her to
become oriented. Finally, she stumbled out of bed and took another
shower, this one brief. Refreshed after bathing, she went in the
kitchen and looked for something to eat. There was a note from Kara
on the counter. She had gone to work but would be home around 7.
Tashia should make herself comfortable. Tashia smirked, unsure of
how to take the invitation. While the three of them were eating
their meal, Kara questioned her gently and talked pleasantly to
her. Still, she sensed that she was still on guard. The signals
were kind of mixed. Kara’s note also mentioned that they could go
clothes shopping later.

It would be nice to have some variety in her
wardrobe, but she did not have any money. At the moment, she was
wearing a very loosely fitting dress Evan’s sister had laid out for
her that she kept from tripping at her feet with a scarf she used
as a belt. Kara was at least 25 pounds lighter than she was but six
inches taller. Despite the height difference, Tashia had no idea
how Kara could keep from doing anything but swimming in the outfit,
especially if it was falling off of someone heavier than she was.
At least Tashia’s tiny feet fit in the shoes Chona had given her.
Kara had indicated where an extra set of keys were and left Evan’s
number on the bottom of the note. There was a P.S. “You can use the
$40 to get something to eat if you get hungry. There is a store up
the street.”

Now Tashia was even more confused. She
cautioned herself not to get too hopeful. “Oh, how sweet,” she
couldn’t help but remark. “She even drew a little map.” Well, she
could at least enjoy the hospitality for now.

Tashia made herself an open-faced
peanut butter and jelly
sandwich with the one piece of bread left. There was nothing else
in that house except that strange smelling homemade soup, water,
and a few drops of milk. “This girl must be on a starvation
diet.”

Evan was off from work that day, so she
decided to give him a call before taking her necessary trip to the
market. “Yes, I’m feeling much better, but I must have been dog
tired. Whew! I’m just now starting to wake up, and it’s going on 3.
Has your day off been good?”

“Yeah. Caught up on some sleep too but not as
much as you.” He had some errands to run but he planned to get over
there by the time Kara got home. They would take Tashia clothes
shopping after that.

“But, Evan,” she explained, “I don’t have any
money.” It would seem he would know that, especially after his
comment to Kara about her not having a wallet.

“Oh, don’t worry about it. We’re taking care
of you until you can take care of yourself.”

Tashia shook her head, as she wondered how
the two of them could be so kind to her, someone they knew not at
all. But then she realized that the sentiment of taking care of her
could have just been his. Kara might or might not get acclimated to
the thought. “Y’all are so sweet, but I can’t let you do that.” He
chuckled. “What’s so funny?”

“ ‘Y’all’.”

“Oh, y’a— you all don’t say that down here.
Everybody in North Carolina doesn’t, you know,” she defended but
with a smile. “It’s just a habit I picked up. I don’t say it all
the time either.”

“No, I like it. It’s…it’s real cute.
Anyways—”

“ ‘Anyways’?” she countered.

“Okay. That’s my own original saying.”

“Oh, sure,” she laughed.

He joined in the laughter and insisted that
it was. He told her not to worry about the money. Kara was going to
see if she could help Tashia get a job at the mall, and she could
pay them back with the money she would earn.

“A job?! That would be great! I’ll pay you
back with my first paycheck.” He chuckled again. “What?”

“I was only kidding. We don’t want you to pay
us back.”

“Oh, but Evan,” she insisted, “I have to,
especially after all you’ve done for me.”

“No, you don’t. We won’t take it.”

“But Evan—”

“No buts. After all, you’d have done the same
for us.”

“No, I wouldn’t have,” she expressed as she
shook her head. “Not for you anyhow.”

“…You wouldn’t?” he asked, voice tinged with
a bit of dismay.

“Of course not. I don’t take in strange men.
I would have tried to get you to go to the police or
something.”

Evan confessed that he did not think of that,
as it was different with women having to watch out for their safety
in a way men did not. Although, as Kara was clear on pointing out
that morning, strange women could be dangerous too. This, however,
did not seem to be of nearly as much concern to him as something in
her last statement. “Tashia,” he sighed “I’ve been thinking, you
know about the police and all. Why won’t you let us take you there?
Maybe someone is looking for you. I have a buddy—”

“That’s what worries me. I’m sorry. I
interrupted you. That is a bad habit I’m trying to break.” Well, it
had been one she had been trying to break years prior. She had no
clue about what her tendencies were even a week earlier.

“That’s all right. If you’re scared that
someone is after you, maybe the police can help.”

And here he was bringing this up again. Boy,
the guy was persistent. She couldn’t blame him though. At least he
cared. She needed time to sort out things and come up with a plan.
Her real hope was that her memory would just return without having
to get anyone else involved.

Evan expressed the same sentiment, but one
thing puzzled him. “What I keep wondering is why the last nine
years of your life are gone instead of maybe just the last month or
your entire life. Why the last nine?”

“That is exactly what I’ve been wondering,
too.”

 


 


 


“This store is huge.” A woman startled Tashia
out of her thoughts when she asked her if she had said something to
her. Tashia shook her head rapidly and rushed off toward another
area of Kroger’s supermarket. She looked around quickly. There it
was again. That thumping of her heart, as it had when she first
left Kara’s house, with an impending sense of danger as the
massiveness of the outdoors seemed to be swallowing her. Tashia had
stood in Kara’s driveway as if glued to the surface with her knees
literally knocking together. Without four walls to protect her, she
felt utterly vulnerable as if anyone could grab her at any moment.
Still, she carried on and made it to the store with much haste.

“I need to just get the stuff I came here for
and haul it out of here.” Tashia saw a little boy and his mother
looking at her oddly and realized she had been thinking out loud
again. She forced herself to stop. That was another habit of hers
–or at least it had been—but she figured this was not the time or
place to be displaying it.

Tashia practically raced down the aisles,
hurriedly throwing the items she needed into the cart. She felt as
if everyone was watching her, and, even though she realized it
might just be paranoia on her part, they had good reason if they
were. She looked weird enough in Kara’s outfit. More than that, she
was fully aware she was acting very strangely, but she could not
help it. Her throat was closing up, and it seemed as if this
coliseum of a market was closing in on her. Her eye caught sight of
someone, and she quickly diverted her visual attention away from
him. Still her mind raced. She thought she had seen him in the last
aisle and feared that he was following her. ‘Don’t be silly
Tashia,’ she chided herself. ‘He just needed something in this
aisle, too.’ Not having convinced herself in the least, she forced
herself to slow her pace to a leisurely walk four aisles over to
see if he would go there too. Tashia took a deep breath when she
saw that he did not.

She looked up at the sign above the aisle and
realized that there was nothing in it that she needed. Scanning the
listing on the cart, she saw the tortilla shells were in an area
she had already passed. It was a little easier to walk slowly now.
She smiled to herself and took some cooling breaths. She really was
being silly. She had let her anxiety overcome her rationality.
After all, everyone in the store would not be coming after her.
‘How ridiculous, Tashia.’

“Oh, here are the tortillas.” She reached
down for them, but so did he. His hand was on hers but only
momentarily before she jerked hers away. Tashia looked up at the
giant of a man. He looked as if he were about seven feet tall and
300 pounds of muscle. He was the one who had been in the other
aisles with her. His skin including his scalp was pale white—maybe
albino—with a contrast of dark grey, brooding eyes under thick
almost furry grey eyebrows. Tashia dropped the bag. He picked it up
for her and put it in her cart. She thought she heard him saying
she had dropped her tortillas as he was placing them in the
shopping cart, but she could not respond. Instead, she just made a
swift U-turn and charged through the store toward the shortest
line.

The people were a blur, and it seemed as
if they were rushing in on her. Tashia breathed rapidly, but she
could hardly catch her breath. The cashier asked her if she was all
right, but Tashia just paid her the money, grabbed the change, and
fled out of the store with her two grocery bags. She ran all the
way home and did not look back once, too afraid that if she did,
she’d find someone
behind her.

 


 


 


When Tashia got behind Kara’s locked door,
she ran to the back room, locked it, and sat on the bed with her
knees clutched to her chest while she shivered for a good ten
minutes, as rivers of sweat poured down her face. She finally
forced herself to get up and go into the kitchen, so she could do
something with the food. But first, she shut every set of blinds
and every curtain in the house. As she was about to wash her face
then her hands before seeing if she would be able to cook in her
present state of mind, she thought she heard something outside of
the front door. Tashia grabbed a chair out of the cluttered living
room and jammed it under the doorknob. ‘Okay,’ she told herself.
‘Be very quiet. You don’t want anyone to know you’re in here.’

This was madness on her part. She was all
the way in Indianapolis. No one knew where she was. But her heart
ramming into her ribs spoke otherwise. She turned on no television.
She turned on no radio. She banged not one pot. She worked in
silence and prayed that
no one would break it.

 


 


 


“This is so delicious. Thank you so much for
cooking.”

Kara glared at her boyfriend and Evan’s
fellow construction worker, Darin, as the four of them sat around
the card table in the kitchen. “What are you trying to say?”

“I’m just saying it’s very good and it was
very nice of her to cook. This is not a comparison sweetie,” he
said with a gentle smile.

Kara laughed but stopped when her brother
said, “Yes, it is. This girl can cook any time she wants. Can I
have some more of…? What did you say this was again?” Tashia told
him it was curry chicken roti. Her godmother was Jamaican and had
taught her how to cook all kinds of native dishes. “That’s right.
Roti. Gotta love that roti. Better fill up on it just in case you
leave out of here soon and we have to endure more of Kara’s
attempts at cheffery.”

Darin tried to suppress a smirk. When he came
over, Kara explained why she was there. She did not show the least
bit of surprise when he just walked over to Tashia, told her he was
so sorry she was in that situation, and said he was very pleased to
meet her. With his sincere look, Tashia could tell he was not just
being cordial. She felt that he meant what he said…and she was very
relieved by his warm reception.

“Kara, your heart is in your cooking. I love
your heart, so I love your cooking,” he offered and kissed her
hand. Oh what a sweet man. It did not seem as if Kara’s feelings
were hurt. In fact, when she was not trying to look upset, she was
laughing right along with Evan. Even she made jokes about how she
kept trying to make different meals for them to taste but hoped she
did not land them in the emergency room one day. Still, it seemed
Darin wanted to encourage her, and Tashia could tell from the broad
smile on Kara’s face that he did.

 


 


 


“I can’t believe they hired me like that.
They didn’t even ask for references.”

“Kara has been working in that store since
high school. She’s enough reference for them.”

Tashia and Evan were sitting on the swing on
Kara’s front porch, a welcome gentle breeze flowing. It seemed as
if they were the only two out that night with a vast black sky
illuminated by an array of stars, acres of land surrounding the
very tiny home, and the other small homes in the neighborhood
nearly obscured by mountainous trees that served as boundaries
between properties.

After dinner, the four of them had gone to
Circle Centre Mall. Evan gladly drove. Tashia noticed how he rubbed
his hand over his newly glistened Honda and patted the steering
wheel. He did the same thing each time they got into the car. Darin
and Kara must have been used to this, but when she brought it back
to their attention, Kara joked, “He treats her car as good as his
women, but at least she knows how to act.” Evan smiled, but his
eyes shifted with unease. Tashia wondered at this and guessed that
the comment might have brought back unpleasant memories.

Kara introduced Tashia to her boss at
Ostmore’s Jewelers, and she was to start the very next morning.
Kara was one of the top people in jewelry sales not only at that
store but also in the region. Tashia could not care less about
working up to anything like that. She was just happy to have a job.
It would be so convenient, too, because they would work the same
hours, and Kara would do her training. They bought her some
clothes…a lot of clothes and then they came home.

Kara and Darin were in the kitchen discussing
something that sounded very private, so the other two went outside.
The kitchen was the central part of the house, and one could pretty
much hear everything said in there from any room unless the parties
speaking whispered. That is just what Kara and Darin were doing, so
Evan suggested they give them some time alone.

This, Tashia was glad to do. It was so
pleasant sitting next to Evan on the little porch. She recalled
hardly anyone she felt such comfort with and in such a brief time.
Kara was another story. It was not that she was ill at ease with
her. After the initial tundra greeting, she had been very pleasant
with her. It was just that Tashia had to wonder if her suspicions
remained. To this, Evan had no response because he did not know. He
assured, however, that she would have a change of heart. Evan had
not done so well with his first guess, so she could only hope he
was right this time. Well, actually he did say she would let her
stay and she had…so far.

The two had gone from subject to subject.
After their long trip, it would have been no surprise if they had
nothing to do but look into the starlit late August night, but that
was not the case at all. Much of their conversation had to do with
Don and Chona, two people Tashia was certain would always be
extremely special to her. After they had exhausted talk about them,
however, there was something she had to know.

“Are Darin and your sister planning
on getting married?”
Tashia asked, grinning, as she turned toward him, leg tucked under
her thigh. She leaned with her head against her hand as her arm
rested on the back of the swing and relished the feel of the cool
night breeze across her skin.

“I know they will someday, but he has been
asking her from almost the time they started hanging out together
five years ago.”

“Really? So much time? And she’s said
no?”

“She says not yet. She’s just scared after
first watching my parents and now even more after watching me.”

“You?”

Evan nodded. “I was married.”

Tashia’s eyes widened. “You were?” Evan was
only a couple of years older than Tashia. It seemed to her that
someone so young might have just been getting married or at least
would not have had time for his marriage to end. She figured the
woman must have been the one who wanted the divorce because he
seemed like the type to fight for the marriage with everything he
had. “Was that the Deana you two were talking about?” she
asked.

“Yes, it was. Kara didn’t like her very much.
Deana was Darin’s sister. He introduced us to her a little bit
after Darin and Kara met. She was very, very pretty, and Kara
thinks it blew my mind someone like her would take the time of day
for me. It isn’t that she doesn’t think I’m worth it. My sister
thinks I was too good for Deana, but she only knew one side of
her.”

“What side was that?”

Evan explained to her how Deana landed a job
as a computer programmer with a major company right out of college.
She was very ambitious and quickly climbed the career ladder. He
rubbed his chin then shook his head. “Total opposites. I just want
to be able to provide for my wife and kids. Simple life is fine
with me as long as we’re happy. We don’t need a lot of money, but
Deana would be on me for just being a construction worker.”

Tashia frowned. She got the sense that she
might not have liked this Deana person either. “Isn’t that what her
brother was?”

“Yeah, and his family was on him for that,
too. With everything that has happened, they’re not so much
anymore. Anyways… Anyway, Kara and Deana just didn’t get along.”
Tashia asked if that had bothered Darin.

Evan surmised that Darin viewed things
differently than most people. Kara did not advertise to him that
she did not like his sister, but he knew she didn’t. Darin seemed
to empathize with Kara because he understood why she would feel as
she did and realized that she just was unable to see the things
that were special about Deana. He could deal with this level of
dislike as long as she did not badmouth her to him, and she never
did. “I couldn’t take it though, and let me tell you she had
a-plenty to say about her to me. She would try to hold her tongue,
but she couldn’t always do that. Just didn’t see that Deana could
be very warm. She could be real sweet with me.” Evan paused and
looked into the night as he shook his head slowly. He continued
with a whisper, “A husband and wife share things other people just
can’t understand because they’re not in that relationship.”

“You sound like you still love her.”

He returned his gaze to Tashia and her throat
constricted with the sudden lump in her throat at the sight of
tears in his eyes. “I do.”

“So…,” she ventured, “so what happened? Why
aren’t you still together?”

“Oh...,” he muttered. “Deana…well, she… she
died.”

Tashia moaned and covered her partially open
mouth with her hand. “Oh, Evan. I am so sorry. What happened? How
old was she?”

“My age. She died suddenly,” he said, voice
barely audible. He cleared his throat and blinked a few times. He
explained that she had a brain tumor, but he had no real warning
that anything that terrible was wrong with her. She had complained
of her head hurting and her vision being kind of blurry a couple of
times at work. She also talked about being dizzy with a couple of
co-workers, but none of them had informed him. She never made
mention of these things to him.

“We were only married two years. I know it
doesn’t work for most people, but
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