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Chapter 1

			The Return

			Present Day

			Coverville Baptist Church smelled musty and old, like the memories trying to escape the recesses of Beth’s mind. That’s all that remained now of her mother. Like her life, nothing at the church had changed in over forty years. It had simply aged, with splintered oak pews and grubby carpets that had been there when she was growing up.

			It was unnaturally quiet in the church, which she remembered used to almost roar after a service with the lively voices of congregants discussing the sermon or what was coming up in their week. Children used to run around, shrieking and squealing in both joy and frustration. Now, it was still. Eerily so.

			Beth ignored the stares from the other mourners who had arrived early for the service. When she tried to meet their gazes to say hello, they looked briefly, with pity, before looking away. She stopped looking at people. She had only arrived when she had to so she could find Otto and talk to him before it started. He wasn’t in the lobby. Maybe he was in the sanctuary.

			She waited in line at the guest registry, attended to by one of the funeral directors. When it was Beth’s turn, her hand trembled as she picked up the ridiculous feathered pen and hesitated before writing down her name. Should she use her married name or her maiden name? Her ex would have a conniption if she wrote down his, and she was changing her name back anyway, so she entered “Elizabeth Clark.”

			When Beth had seen her mother’s obituary on Facebook, she’d realized that, despite her hesitation, she would go to the funeral. The only other attendees were townsfolk—mostly members of Virgie’s church—and family. She suspected that most came out of curiosity rather than grief. Beth’s reasons were less clear. Her hatred for her mother had lessened over the years, but had never completely gone; still, she felt an odd urge, almost a duty, to attend. She told herself it was just an excuse to see her brother, Otto, not the urn. It was easier to lie to herself in a sanctuary.

			Beth smiled at a woman who, once upon a time, had been in the same Sunday School class with her. Her name was Janet. Or was it Janice? After nearly forty years, Beth couldn’t remember or find it in herself to care. She avoided saying hello by turning and walking away.

			Someone had recently dusted. It smelled of mildew mixed with a strong hint of orange oil that took her back to childhood, sitting bored in those pews, wishing the pastor would finish his dull sermon so she could get up and play the piano or run around with the other children.

			A handful of people had already taken their seats. Beth recognized them all. Growing up in Coverville, a small Alberta town with no more than 600 residents, meant knowing everyone’s name and their entire life story. She felt their sharp eyes on her back, reading her reluctance to be there. She could already imagine tomorrow’s gossip about her at work or over coffee at the hotel restaurant. She kept her face expressionless, hiding her feelings. That skill had saved her many times. She often worried about what they said and hated herself for caring. She’d lost the energy to perform for them.

			Otto stood at the front behind the pulpit, wearing his flowing white priestly gown and collar. They were too bright and spotless to match the dingy feeling of his surroundings. He was turned away from her, polishing the ivory-colored urn on a small pulpit table until it shone. Perhaps he believed that by doing so, he could erase the grit and grime of the past.

			Of course Virgie had requested on her deathbed that he officiate. Beth suspected he hadn’t known how to say no, though he had wanted to.

			She approached him, walking down the red-carpeted center aisle to the front. As a child, she had imagined that the carpet represented the Nile River turned to blood by God’s power through Moses. Blood that had tainted everything it touched instead of cleansing.

			“Hi, Father Clark.”

			Otto turned his lanky frame to face her. He was dark and handsome, and his eyes lit up upon seeing Beth, followed immediately by his smile. He set his Bible down on a seat and closed the distance. Long arms pulled Beth close, enfolding her. She cherished the moment of being close to him again. He smelled like Versace cologne.

			“Beth,” he murmured. “I’m so glad you came.”

			She gently pushed him away to see his clean-shaven face; it was angular and attractive, accented by a long nose and two large brown eyes, so much like Virgie.

			“I almost didn’t, Father.” She repeated the appellation to tease him.

			A line formed above his nose, and he shook his head. “Don’t call me that.”

			“They don’t call Anglican priests ‘Father’?” she asked. “Or is that just the Catholics?”

			“Quit teasing. How was your flight?”

			“Long and aggravating. But you don’t want to hear about it. Are you still serving at that big church in Edmonton?”

			He nodded. “Rebecka and I have been there almost five years now. About as long as the last time I saw you face-to-face. I’ve missed you.”

			Beth ignored the dig. She had left Alberta for the milder temperatures of Victoria. But it wasn’t just for the weather. Alberta held bad memories that she’d tried to leave behind. Now she lived alone in an upscale condo she, so busy with her thriving counseling practice, barely used.

			“Tell your superiors you want to move to Victoria. We need good ministers there. You’ll be closer to Aurora, too. I might actually return to church if you do.”

			“Rebecka would love Victoria,” her brother agreed mildly. “And I’d love to see you come back to faith. Listen, the service will start soon, but I want to talk more with you. Don’t leave right after.”

			“I have a flight at 6 tonight.”

			“Reschedule. Stick around for a few days. A guest of Becka’s and mine. Say yes.”

			Beth wanted to spend time with her brother, but the thought of staying so close to Coverville was disgusting. She considered which had more sway. “OK. A couple of days.”

			Otto grinned, hugged her again, then sat down with his Bible.

			Beth turned to two people seated in the family pew. One was Rebecka, Otto’s wife. She stood and offered Beth a gentle hug and a few words of condolence. They would talk more later. The second person was Beth and Otto’s aunt, Virgie’s younger sister, Lorraine. Beth had never been close to her aunt because Virgie had always been at odds with her, so it was natural that Virgie’s children had little contact with her. Lorraine had never married, and Beth had her theories as to why: she doubted that any man had ever measured up to her aunt’s strict moral standards.

			Beth offered her aunt a polite smile, but Lorraine turned her head and looked away. The slight stung. Beth bit her lip, refusing to let it bother her. She examined the thirty or so mourners who had taken their seats.

			In the back row, she saw her adoptive parents, Mom and Dad J. They didn’t venture far from their care home in Calgary, but they’d come today to be there for Otto and her. Beside them was Beth’s adoptive sister Lisa. She and her husband had made the two-and-a-half-hour drive with Mom and Dad J from Calgary to support her brother and sister after Virgie’s death. Her other sister, Aurora, sat on the other side of Lisa. She had come alone from Vancouver, leaving her husband, Tait, and her daughters, Leona and Julie, at home. Lisa caught Beth’s eye and waved, mouthing, “I love you.”

			Beth’s eyes burned with unshed tears. Her family’s presence and support were almost too much, making her feel dizzy. She waved back and then quickly took her seat before she fell over.

			The pianist started the prelude, playing old classics like “The Old Rugged Cross” and “Amazing Grace.” Beth hadn’t listened to religious music in years, and it seemed wrong that songs about grace and forgiveness should be played at a funeral for someone like Virgie. She had never shown Beth, Otto, or anyone else an ounce of forgiveness or grace in her life, and Beth had no intention of offering those virtues to her dead mother now.

			So, why did I come?

			The prelude ended, and Otto rose, stepping up to the podium. He spoke softly into the microphone. His rich baritone filled the small sanctuary as pale winter light streamed through the stained glass, coloring his face with reds, blues, and purples. Beth half-listened to his welcome and opening prayer, but didn’t close her eyes or join in the entreaty to God. The first hymn was sung: “Victory in Jesus,” followed by “I’ll Fly Away.”

			Virgie didn’t fly away, Beth mused. The reaper had sent her packing downstairs, not up.

			When it was time for the eulogy, Otto delivered it himself. He’d asked Beth if she wanted to read something he’d written, but she’d told him she wouldn’t repeat words she didn’t believe or pretend emotions she didn’t feel.

			Otto skipped the parts Beth couldn’t forget—harsh truths that wouldn’t be appropriate to mention at her farewell. He called it a celebration of Virginia Clark’s life, but Beth didn’t want to celebrate that: Virgie’s life had permanently warped her. The eulogy was short because there was little good to say about her, yet what Otto did say was filled with tenderness. Beth shook her head slightly. How he could have warm feelings, she didn’t understand.

			He responded to her unspoken question: “Over the years, I’ve been reminded how we all wrong the people we love, some more than others. We all need divine grace. Paul reminds us in Romans that all have sinned. We all fall short. In response to God’s love and forgiveness, I’ve learned to extend it to those who don’t deserve it. I forgive you, Virgie. I offer you grace, and I hope that you do, in fact, rest in more peace than you ever knew in life.”

			Beth placed a hand over her heart. Peace? What was peace? She had never fully known it, partly because of her mother. Why should Virgie experience peace when she’d denied it to her children?

			She experienced grief, but not for the woman whose ashes rested in the urn. She mourned what she might have become if she hadn’t started as Virgie Clark’s daughter. For a moment, something unfamiliar stirred in her chest, faint and unwelcome. But then she recalled the pain of a cork shoe hitting her head, and that spark was snuffed out. How could Otto forget everything that woman had caused? Some things didn’t fade, even after four decades.

			She couldn’t listen to any more of this. His voice, usually melodic, now grated on her strained nerves. She rose from her seat, her knees weak and wobbly, and hurried up the aisle toward the exit, her head hung low to avoid the shocked and disapproving glances. She grabbed her coat from the rack in the church’s lobby and burst out the door before anyone could stop her. She needed air, open space, and distance.

			



	

Chapter 2

			Coverville

			Frigid cold seeped through Beth’s gloves from the steering wheel of her rental car to her fingers; her arthritis flared. The ache in her joints echoed the pain in her heart. Why, after all this time, with her specialized education and training as well as years of personal trauma therapy, couldn’t she shake the anxiety and hatred that still clung to Virgie’s name, and to that of her Uncle Gary?

			Otto was composed. Somehow, he’d managed to recover. But she was still a mess. As a trained therapist, she told herself she should be able to work it out, but she couldn’t.

			She drove up and down the quiet streets of the town. Except for a new grocery store that had replaced Gordon’s after it burned down about five years earlier, not much had changed. Like the church, the community seemed frozen in time. Truck models were newer, and teens wore different clothes, but the vibe of Coverville stayed the same: slow, conservative, and decaying. Around here, stories were currency, and nothing else. They didn’t step on others’ toes. Mind your own business. Keep moving.

			Beth didn’t understand why she paused in front of the small, condemned bungalow with its rotting fence, missing shingles, and boarded-up windows. It looked like the only creatures that had lived there in years were cockroaches and mice. But they had been there long before the human residents moved out. Virgie was the last to leave when, six years before, Alzheimer’s had left her unable to care for herself any longer, and she ended up in a home.

			Rebecka told Beth that Otto had thought about taking Virgie in, but Rebecka stood her ground. She wasn’t going to live under the same roof as his mother. Forgiveness was one thing; sharing a home was another. Otto did what he always did—sacrificed. He found a great nursing home, but it was also expensive. Beth suspected her brother had made up the difference out of his own pocket, since Old Age Security and Canada Pension didn’t cover the entire cost.

			Beth had washed her hands of her mother in her teens. She hadn’t visited her since then, not even when Otto called her to announce that Virgie had terminal ovarian cancer. She’d felt nothing except relief and a touch of guilt after that. Uncle Gary had died long before Virgie. He went the violent way he’d lived. Beth had hoped he’d suffered. She hated that she didn’t regret either of their deaths.

			She recalled the discussion with her therapist.

			“But why do I feel this way?” Beth had asked.

			“That’s a good question,” Shelly had replied. “Why do you think you feel guilty for feeling relieved?”

			Beth had tugged at a loose thread hanging from a seam in the armrest of her chair. It was easier to stare at it than to look up at the counselor. Her mouth felt dry. “In Sunday School, they hammered into us that we are to love our parents. I guess being glad that my mother is dying isn’t very loving.”

			“Do you feel any love for your mother?”

			Beth had been quick to answer. “No. She never loved me. Why would I love her?”

			“Why, indeed?” Shelly had replied, raising a carefully tweezed eyebrow. “Some say resentment, bitterness, and hate stem from love being disappointed and unreciprocated.”

			“That’s drivel.”

			“You know it’s not. Was there ever a time when you loved your mother?”

			“I can’t recall ever loving her. I was too busy fearing her.”

			“Think harder.”

			Beth did, and she remembered a particular time when Gary had badly hurt her, and Virgie had shown her kindness. During that moment, amid the chaos of violence and sorrow she usually faced, twelve-year-old Beth had wondered if her mommy truly loved her. And perhaps, if she was honest, Beth had loved her more than she had feared her in that moment.

			“So, you think I feel guilty because deep down I love Virgie, and I’m bitter because she didn’t love me in return?” Beth had asked.

			Shelly had smiled thinly. “What do you think?”

			The question still sat where she’d left it that day.

			Beth now looked at the house that was once her home. It was tempting to drive away, but something else kept her there. She didn’t know what it was. Maybe something dark and unsettling.

			She undid her seatbelt and stepped out of the car, shouldering her tote bag, which held her wallet and ID. Coverville was small, but there were still thieves about, so she wanted to keep it with her.

			I think I’m losing my mind.

			Regardless, she pushed open the gate that hung on one hinge and walked up the crumbling concrete path to the front door. Posted on it was a county trespass warning sign. The Board of Health had condemned it and scheduled its demolition.

			The door hadn’t been boarded up. Beth tried the doorknob, which was icy cold even through her gloves. She expected resistance from a deadbolt holding the door shut. Instead, it creaked and groaned as it moved. She heard something scurry inside. The air that drifted out was stale and reeked of rodent urine. Every fiber of Beth’s being wanted her to close the door, turn around, and leave. She did what she always did—ignored caution and stepped over the threshold into the past.

			It was dark inside, even at noon, because all the broken windows were covered with thick plywood. She turned on the flashlight on her iPhone. The wall in front of her as she entered was still filthy. Underneath the fingerprints, nicotine, and grime, it had once been a pretty shade of blue. Now it was a sickly green. The floor was littered with food wrappers, old newspapers, and mouse droppings. A cockroach scurried across her foot before she could move it, sending a wave of revulsion through Beth’s body. She shuddered. Still, she climbed the three steps into the tiny kitchen. From what Beth could tell, Virgie had left the house exactly as it was when she was institutionalized. That was nearly six years ago. Dishes remained dirty in the sink. An empty coffee cup, still ringed with cream, rested on the table beside an ashtray filled with cigarette butts and ash. Old smoke burned her nose, stale and revolting.

			Beth noticed that some of the damage in the house was older than she remembered. The patched drywall, the warped doorframe, the way cabinets hung slightly crooked—all suggested repairs made long before she learned to be afraid. It changed nothing; this place had been broken before her.

			She stepped over trash and soiled clothing to reach the living room. The furniture looked the same as Beth remembered, only more worn and dirtier. She crossed the crusty carpet to a bookshelf where Virgie had kept her collection of salt and pepper shakers instead of books. They had been her treasures; she had spent more money on them and cigarettes than on her children’s toys, books, food, or clothing. An item stood out among the tchotchkes: a gold-framed five-by-seven black-and-white photograph. It was the only picture of anyone on display in the house. In the photo were two young children—her and Otto. Beth had been eight, Otto five. They had their arms around each other, mugging for the camera. In the background, the sun was setting behind coniferous trees surrounding a calm lake, causing a flare in the image. Still, their faces were clear. Their smiles reached their eyes.

			Beth remembered when the photo was taken. Her father had been the photographer.

			She felt a hot tear slide down her cold cheek. It was no warmer inside the battered house than it had been outside. January was always frigid in Alberta: at least minus twenty-five Celsius, minus thirty-five with wind chill. At least there were no gusts indoors.

			Beth picked up the photograph and tucked it into her tote bag.

			She went to her old bedroom. There was no longer a bed inside. The room was empty except for an old chest of drawers. It was just as well. Seeing the bed would have stirred up memories and feelings better left in the shadows rather than brought into the light. In the chest, she found an old jumper she had worn as a child, along with a couple of pairs of panties. Beth pulled one out of the drawer. It was pink and frilly, with old bloodstains. Her throat closed, choking her. She gasped, dropped the garment, and stepped back. The shadows moved, even when the light from her phone didn’t.

			It was time to leave.

			Beth hurried out of the house. An icy gust of wind sliced across her unprotected face like a thousand tiny knives. She slipped on a patch of ice but maintained her footing as she headed back to the rental. She started it, cranked up the heat, and exhaled. The memories burned. She pushed them away, but they were stronger than her will.

			She checked her watch. The graveside service was probably over by now. She couldn’t go back to the church for the repast. Not with tears and snot running down her face. Someone might mistake it for her grieving for Virgie. Many in Coverville knew what kind of woman Virgie had been, but there were those who only knew the phony version Virgie had projected at church. Beth couldn’t stomach them trying to convince her that her mother had been a saint.

			But Otto would be searching for her, so she drove toward the place she knew he would look first.

			



	

Chapter 3

			The Bleachers

			It took Otto less than an hour to find her. The cold sent a shiver down his spine. Would she welcome him, or tell him to take a hike?

			He followed her footprints in the fresh white snow from where she had parked in the elementary school lot. Otto had guessed correctly where his sister had gone. The tracks led across a shared field to the old, splintered bleachers overlooking the secondary school’s track. The dilapidated structure, along with the football field and track, had been abandoned to make room for a newer facility on the other side of the school. Otto identified with the aging structure, which the village had neglected for over thirty years. Nothing here had been protected for very long. Now, the field was overgrown, with grass poking through the snow; the track, partly covered in the white stuff, was cracked, pocked with potholes, and left a faint scar on the landscape. The bleachers were an eyesore—rotting, peeling, and unsafe.

			They were still tall—rising nearly twenty feet high—but not as imposing as they had been when he was a kid. He’d grown; they had not.

			Beth had climbed to the top row and sat in her favorite spot, the one she had always chosen. From there, one could overlook the wide field between the two schools. This was his favorite spot, too. From the top of the bleachers, no one could surprise him. He could see everyone coming. Beth probably felt the same way. Yes, she was exposed, but she had the high ground. It probably made her feel safer.

			Otto approached, his toque-covered head bowed as he watched his steps through the snow. His stride was steady—not hurried but purposeful. He had grown taller, no longer rushing with short, chubby legs to keep up. Now he could easily outpace most people.

			From the way she stared at him as he approached, he knew she had anticipated his coming.

			Otto stopped at the base, shoving his bare hands into his parka pockets as he stared at her. Beth’s eyes followed a snowshoe hare hop almost invisibly across the field. He wouldn’t let her silence deter him.

			“Beth,” he said softly.

			She sighed and gazed into his eyes. Hers were filled with unshed tears and fire.

			“The worst is over,” he assured her. He used his preacher’s voice to move and sway people from the pulpit each week; could he use it to reach places she tried to guard? “Everyone has headed back to the church for lunch. It’s safe now. Are you coming?”

			Beth hugged herself. From the rise and fall of her chest, he could tell her breathing was quicker. He wasn’t sure if he could persuade her to go back to the church again. Getting her to attend the funeral in the first place had been difficult. Still, she wasn’t doing herself any favors sitting here alone. And, honestly, Otto needed her at the meal to support him.

			Beth lit a fresh cigarette and took a puff with a trembling hand. She narrowed an eye at him. “Do you miss Virgie?”

			He said nothing, staring at his boots for a moment. His feelings were complicated and made even more so by the fact that, as a clergyman, he was expected to exemplify Christian virtues like forgiveness.

			She flicked ash off her cigarette before taking another puff. Otto disapproved of her habit but refrained from saying so. It wouldn’t help the situation.

			“I can’t pretend to grieve her, Otto,” Beth said. “I can’t force phony tears and make believe that I’m sad she died.”

			He understood better than she knew. “So, don’t. Just come and let the rest of us help you work out your grief for someone who made our lives hell.”

			“You can’t miss someone you’re glad is dead.”

			Otto felt a sharp sensation in his chest. “Come on, Beth. You know it’s possible to grieve people you don’t love.”

			She grimaced before reluctantly nodding. “Ever since I learned of Virgie’s death and that Lorraine arranged to bury her next to Gary, I’ve hardly slept a wink. All I do is cry. I hated her.”

			Her words lingered in the air too long. Otto flinched—not because he didn’t understand or approve, but because he did, and it caused him shame.

			Beth wiped her hand across her face, took a final puff from her cigarette, and then stamped out the cherry on the frost-covered bleacher seat. She pocketed the butt.

			Otto climbed the rickety stairs to her row and sat beside her. The boards creaked and crackled beneath his weight. He put an arm around Beth’s shoulders, and she leaned into him. She wore a musky, floral perfume. Her tears fell onto his woolen coat. He swallowed hard to keep his own emotions at bay.

			Otto whispered, “No, you didn’t, Bethie. That’s not who you are—that’s who she was. And you’re nothing like her.”

			Beth coughed up a chuckle. “Aren’t I?”

			“No. She committed her life to herself—you’ve committed yours to helping others. Don’t let hate sink its claws into you.”

			“Too late. I loathed her. After all these years, I tried so hard, but I couldn’t forgive her for what she did and didn’t do to me—to us. You’re full of love—I try to show compassion for those who deserve it, but I have none for her.”

			“And yet you came today.”

			Beth pulled away from his embrace. “Yeah. To make sure she was in that urn where she belongs. I’m not good like you.”

			Otto winced at that. If she could have read his mind and heart in the days that followed the phone call from the care home telling him Virgie had died, she wouldn’t have said that.

			“None of us is good, Beth. We’re all broken. Some of us are held up by faith in God; others sink beneath bitterness.”

			“You’re a floater, and I’m a sinker.” She leaned into him again.

			Otto enjoyed having her close again, needing him, not the other way around, like when they were kids. He was quiet for a moment, noticing the dark circles under her eyes and the deepened creases on her face. They reminded him of his own reflection.

			“You don’t have to be. There’s a life preserver available.” He stopped, not wanting to sermonize. She would shut down. “Bethie, holding onto the pain and hate… it’s like Virgie’s cancer. It’ll consume you until there’s nothing left if you let it. But I know it’s been tough on you. I didn’t go through as much as you did with her and Gary. I was lucky to be the boy.”

			Beth nodded, as if she had always thought that. But did she know that he had endured his privations and pain at the hands of their mother and her brother? He had never talked about them outside of counseling sessions or perhaps the confessional, and not with her. Not even with Rebecka. Otto had trauma triggers, too. While he knew they had to be different from hers, he managed them in his own way. Mostly through prayer, and lots of it.

			Otto leaned on his faith. In their few conversations, Beth had spoken of her psychological training. He sought solace and healing for himself and others through divine help to forgive and let go, while she studied the mind and psyche, helping her clients do the same. He advocated for an external, supernatural source of strength; she espoused the importance of introspection and self-help.

			They didn’t always see eye to eye, but she had always come when he needed her, and vice versa. Then there were Frank and Marg—Mom and Dad J—the parents who had loved them into adulthood. They were waiting at the church for Beth, prepared to be a rock for Otto and her, just as they had been in the past.

			“Come on, let’s go to the church,” Otto coaxed, feeling her body relax against his. “It’s freezing out here, and it’s warm there. Mom and Dad, Lisa, and Aurora are all worried about you.”

			Beth shivered. “I don’t know…”

			“The ladies at the church are serving poppyseed bread.”

			Otto knew it was her favorite food. She laughed at his bribe. He thought with his stomach as well as his heart. He was hoping she did, too.

			“I guess I’d better,” she agreed. “Your poor wife is likely fielding questions about where you are. Nobody cares if I’m there or not.”

			Otto met her gaze again and tilted her chin. Despite his effort, emotions rose from his middle and caused his voice to break. “I care. I always have. Whenever I remember that incident with the shoe, it tears me up. Bethie, I think about what I should have…”

			Beth shook her head. “Don’t do that to yourself. You were nine, Ott. What the he—” She repressed her curse. “I mean, what were you supposed to do?”

			“I feel guilty for not doing something. Anything. I’m sorry. Can you forgive me?”

			“Of course.”

			He held her gaze. A splinter from the board beneath him cut into his thigh; he squirmed uncomfortably.

			“See?” he said. “That was easy. You chose to forgive. You can choose to forgive Virgie and Gary, too.”

			“Otto… I wish it were that easy for me. But it’s not.”

			“There’s help available, Beth. You have to ask Him.”

			She rolled her eyes. He couldn’t help himself. The Lord was his strength, and he wanted that for her, too.

			They held each other a moment longer, lost in the dark memory. With a sigh, Beth stood up, apparently relenting. Otto sighed, relieved.

			The bleacher boards creaked beneath her feet, and she was not heavy.

			“We’d better get off this thing before it collapses,” he advised as he rose with her. No sooner had the words left his mouth than the board he stood on snapped. Then another. They gave way. Otto felt his stomach flip as he plummeted through the boards into the dark space beneath them. He cried out, flailing to grab something to stop his fall. His head hit a support beam, and then there was nothing but black.

			[image: ]

			Beth hadn’t had a chance to grab him before he fell. She gazed in shock into the chasm before emotion returned.

			“Otto!”

			He lay motionless on the ground, as if he were dead. She didn’t know if he had hit any support beams on his way down, but they crisscrossed everywhere. It seemed unlikely he hadn’t. His head was bleeding.

			For Beth, time slowed down. This wasn’t happening. Not today. Not here, like this. Her brother was drifting away from her. She couldn’t move. The air had thickened; her body refused to respond.

			When she finally could move, Beth pulled out her cell phone while stepping down the bleachers two or three stairs at a time, disregarding her own safety. Her muscles couldn’t function fast enough for her brain.

			She dialed nine-one-one and hurried around to the back of the structure, entering the space beneath, cross-crossed by support beams. She knelt beside him, wanted to shake him, but knew better. She said his name, but he didn’t wake.

			“I’m at the Coverville football bleachers.” Beth focused on controlling her breathing, keeping the hounds of panic at bay. “I need an ambulance sent here right now. My brother fell through them and landed hard on the ground below. He’s unconscious.”

			“Is he breathing?” the dispatcher asked. Beth placed her face next to his mouth, tears dripping onto his skin. His warm breath was shallow against her cheek, but it was present.

			“Yes. Please hurry.” Beth shook Otto’s shoulder and urged, “Wake up. Please, Otto. You have to. Don’t you leave me, too.”

			She cursed under her breath. This wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t come back for this funeral. Otto wouldn’t be standing on those rotten bleachers. He wouldn’t be lying on the ground, unconscious and possibly dying.

			Help was coming. She had to believe that it would come in time.

			



	

Chapter 4

			Impact

			The police offered to take her to the hospital, but Beth insisted on driving herself. She needed to be the one in control. However, red and blue lights cleared the way ahead of her. She arrived at the hospital, walking down long corridors with white tiled ceilings. Her body remembered before she did how she had been on the receiving end of hospital care. The racing heartbeat, pain, and confusion. Fragmented sensations. Hands on her body. Mask over her face. Lights flashing in her eyes, too bright. She shook her head.

			Focus! Otto. Just Otto.

			She called her family while driving to the hospital to inform them of what had happened. She reached the emergency room and waited in line at the triage desk to ask about Otto. A few minutes later, Mom and Dad J, Lisa, Jarvis, and Aurora arrived, all of them giving big hugs. Rebecka cut in line to ask about her husband. They immediately allowed her to go back to the treatment area with him.

			Beth questioned the same nurse, who told her there was no news yet, but she would be kept informed. Beth returned to her family.

			“Sweetheart, are you OK?” Mom asked.

			“I don’t know,” Beth confessed, allowing Mom to embrace her.

			They sat in the waiting area while Beth was asked a series of questions. She described what had happened at the bleachers, leaving out the details of the conversation.

			Why did she leave the funeral service? Why was she at the bleachers instead of the repast? After four decades, why couldn’t she let the past go? She didn’t have the strength to explain anymore. To her ex. Her therapist. Otto. Now them. It was too much. This wasn’t theirs to pick apart.

			Still, Beth answered everything except why she held onto the past, saying she didn’t have an answer for that. She lowered her head for that one and let her tears flow, her throat constricting.

			Lisa wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “He’s going to be alright.”

			Beth shook her head. “You don’t know that.”

			“I have faith.”

			Beth sighed. I wish I did, too.

			A nurse came out to the emergency room waiting area. “Beth Clark?”

			Beth stepped forward, flanked by her family. “That’s me. How’s Otto?”

			“He’s being taken to surgery,” the nurse said. “His wife asked me to tell you to join her in the surgical waiting room. She’s on her way there.”

			“But is Otto going to be alright?” Beth demanded.

			“I don’t know his prognosis,” the nurse replied before turning to leave. “You’ll have to speak to the doctor.”

			Beth opened her mouth to protest, but Aurora hugged her and whispered, “Let’s find Rebecka. She’ll have more news.”

			Beth allowed Aurora to continue to wrap her arm around her as the four of them headed to find Rebecka. Time slipped. Later, she wouldn’t recall getting to the surgical waiting room or being hugged by a tearful Rebecka upon arrival.

			“Is he going to be OK?” she croaked out.

			Rebecka explained what she had been told. Beth missed most of the filler words but heard “arachnoid hemorrhage,” “intracranial pressure,” and “drain it to save his life.” She had studied enough brain physiology to be afraid.

			“I need to use the bathroom,” Beth whispered.

			“I’ll come with,” Lisa offered, but Beth shook her head.

			“I want to be alone.”

			In the bathroom, Beth leaned against the cold tile wall, which was firm and steady on her back. She focused on that, breathing. She tilted her head back and fixed her eyes on the ceiling. One of the fluorescent bulbs flickered, creating a disorienting strobe effect. It made no sense why this was happening to someone as good and decent as Otto. He’d never hurt anyone in his life, had endured many of the hardships Beth had, and had come out of it whole—something she hadn’t. Why would God let this happen? Was God punishing Otto because of her?

			Beth didn’t have an answer. She felt something in her core urging her to pray, but the idea left her feeling cold. Prayer hadn’t worked in the past. Why would it now? Still, she was willing to do anything to save Otto, even if that meant petitioning a distant, unresponsive God.

			Closing her eyes, she prayed for the first time in over thirty years. “Please don’t let Otto die. I don’t have the right to ask You for anything for myself. But I’m begging for him.” She paused, wondering how to convince the Almighty to be gracious to her brother and answer her prayer with a yes. She sighed, looking upward again. “I’ll forgive Virgie, Gary, and You… if You spare Otto’s life.”

			After she spoke, shame seeped into her, cold tendrils penetrating her chest. The words felt wrong the moment she said them. You don’t bargain with God. She had nothing to offer Him. She knew it didn’t work like that. Forgiveness meant so much more to her. She’d always known. Still, it was the best she could do.

			The bathroom door opened, and Lisa came in. Her face was pale and drawn, but her eyes gleamed with hope.

			“I had to make sure you were OK.”

			Beth chuffed, her face a grimace instead of an amused smile. “I won’t be OK until Otto is.”

			Lisa hugged Beth, then said, “Funny, I remember Otto saying the same thing once about you.”

			“Which time?”

			Lisa giggled, then stopped herself. “You did give us a few scares that summer. I’m so glad you pulled through. Otto will, too. You’ll see.” She reached to touch the small gold pendant Beth wore. “You still have it.”

			Beth rested her hand over Lisa’s. “Of course I do. It represents the best day of my life.”

			Lisa took Beth’s hand and led her out of the washroom, back toward the waiting room where loved ones were waiting. She was surprised to hear soft laughter until she discovered the reason: one of many stories from Otto’s youth, involving a run-in with a girlfriend’s father after Otto had climbed the garden trellis to reach her bedroom.

			They shared memories together as they waited. It was comforting for Beth to have her family around right now, but she couldn’t find joy in the light of what Otto was facing. She didn’t trust hope. But she was thankful she wasn’t alone in suffering. That hadn’t always been true. Their stories stirred up a flood of memories, including those from a certain summer—some were good, but many were much, much worse.

			



	

Chapter 5

			Cracks

			May 1984

			The cracks in Coverville’s streets stretched everywhere.

			Life there felt like lies, even if Beth Clark didn’t know why, and they reeked like the acrid scent of the tar that burned her nostrils. A work crew was filling the cracks in the street outside her house. The black strips left behind looked like scars.

			She draped the strap of her backpack over her shoulder and left her home. It was a bright, chilly May morning, and she waved to the workers before shuffling down the sidewalk toward her friend Lisa’s house. It was four bungalows down the block and across the street from hers. Some of the asphalt had been tracked onto the sidewalk and felt gritty beneath her sneakers. It might have been sunny outside, but none of that light could brighten Beth’s mood.

			One of the village’s few maintenance tasks was fixing potholes and cracks. It was an annual ritual, probably because it inconvenienced residents. Most things in Coverville stayed broken for a long time. Some things got fixed, others didn’t—like people.

			In Coverville, Alberta, everyone knew where everything was. The Coverville Hotel housed a popular tavern on the main floor, the only watering hole in town. It had two main streets, without much to miss. Eight local churches preached against the sins of taverns and hotels. Mothers pushed strollers down what few sidewalks there were. Dogs barked through fences, intending to keep intruders out. It was a quiet, peaceful, often dull place to grow up, where everyone knew everybody’s business.

			But Beth knew that more fell between the cracks in the streets than dust and gravel; some things just weren’t talked about in Coverville.

			Lisa Jones, Beth’s best friend since kindergarten, waited on the front steps of her house for Beth to pass by. When Beth arrived, she skipped down the walkway to meet her, and together they continued their trek through the center of the village to school. In a few months, the girls, who ruled the playground at Coverville Elementary, would transition to Coverville Secondary. They had a couple of months to prepare for being back at the bottom of the student pecking order.

			Lisa lifted her palms skyward and swung her head, sending her long, wild, caramel-colored hair swinging. “What’s wrong with you? You’re too quiet. Is it Gary?” She often talked with her body.

			Beth wished she felt comfortable enough to gesture and move as her friend did. She always stayed still, not wanting to draw attention.

			“It is Gary, isn’t it? Beth?”

			Gary was Beth’s uncle, her mother’s unmarried mechanic brother. At twenty-five, he lived with Beth, her mom, and her younger brother, Otto, to help out after Beth’s “deadbeat dad” had left when she was nine. He often babysat Beth and Otto while their mom, Virgie, worked as a waitress at the hotel’s Chinese restaurant and tavern.

			Beth avoided looking Lisa in the eye. “Nothing different from usual.”

			Lisa stopped walking and pulled her off the sidewalk; she lifted Beth’s chin to force her to meet her gaze.

			“He did it again?” she whispered, even though they were the only two within earshot of each other.

			Beth shrugged, hating that her eyes were burning.

			Lisa sighed, wrapped an arm around Beth’s shoulder, and guided her back onto the sidewalk. They would be late for the first bell if they didn’t keep moving. “Have you told your mom yet?”

			“You know I can’t. She won’t believe me.”

			“Show her your crotch and she will.”

			Beth couldn’t help but snicker, despite the seriousness of the topic. Lisa had no filter, as Virgie described it—she expressed her thoughts openly. This was one of the qualities Beth liked most about her.

			“Your mouth!”

			“What about it?” Lisa raised her chin, her eyes flashing. “I believe in telling the truth. Let me tell my mom if you can’t tell yours.”

			“No.”

			“Beth, Aurora had the same problem at home. That’s why she lives with us now. Maybe if you told someone, they would take you and Otto away from Virgie. Hey, you could come live with us, too.”

			Aurora Gold was the Jones family’s fourteen-year-old foster daughter. She’d lived with Lisa’s family for over a year. Before that, things had happened to her that made Beth’s stomach hurt to think about—things with
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