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Introduction

	Shining Forth

	Over the course of this past year, I have had the privilege of watching this anthology take shape, butterfly emerging from larva and cocoon. I helped the poetry emerge; Laurel Anne Hill midwifed the prose; Lisa Meltzer-Penn, Audrey Kalman, and Vanessa MacLaren-Wray graciously put in the hours under their individual editorial eyes to strengthen, nurture, clarify—in short, to make this collection what it now is, a focused presentation of the best work of the members of the San Francisco Peninsula branch of the California Writers Club.

	This, the tenth issue of Fault Zone, also represents our first foray into the world of formal contracts and copyright—a valuable experience, I trust, for those whose work appears here. We have Vanessa MacLaren-Wray and Steven Radecki, our publisher, to thank for leading us through the thickets of potentially daunting legalese into the light of professional publication.

	Doug Baird put in hours on our cover, based on a photo selected by our prose editor, and generously shared his skills in graphic design. I chose the poems presented here from a slew of vivid submissions: club members responded generously to our call for their work, making the choices challenging.

	It’s been said that writing’s not so much something we do as it is a place we go. In that spirit, and as a poet myself, I’ve added a few lines as “bookends,” marking our entry into, and return from, that alternate world—poetry as passport.

	Finally, let me sing the praises, in particular, of Laurel Anne, in whose footsteps I follow, whose efforts culminate here in one more well-edited, well-mentored Fault Zone—the product of both painstaking attention to detail, and also an overarching vision of what each prose piece she fostered could, in fact, become. Her hours of dedication to her fellow club members shine forth in the collection you hold in your hands: she organized a series of revisions for each author, keeping track of each stage of development for every story, so that they would all shine brightly, showcasing the work of our membership. Whatever we’ve achieved, much of the credit goes to her.

	Here’s to our next Fault Zone, which will be—Faultless?

	Kate Adams

	Editor-in-Chief

	Redwood City, California

	
  You turn the page, you take a sip of tea,

	drifting out across an open sea

	of vivid fantasies.

	You shut the book and start to see

	how words can catch elusive feelings,

	rendering realities.

	
Cold Trap

	Vanessa MacLaren-Wray

	Who put this golden bridle in my hand?

	The linen dress I wear was never mine.

	A stranger braided flowers in my hair.

	I shiver in the dew—my feet are bare.

	The morning air blows cold and smells of time,

	Its touch so dire it shakes me where I stand.

	They brought me here as bait to draw the eyes

	Of lambent prey that walks the wood at dawn

	To sip the water from this forest pool.

	Men lie in wait to ply their trade so cruel—

	To snare the beast whose hooves will pace the lawn,

	That mythic soul whose horn is all they prize.

	How did I let them dress me for this part?

	They ready their ropes, knowing I long to run,

	To flee until my blood flows warm again.

	My punishment for listening to men—

	I let them trick me to this treason.

	It freezes my veins. It shatters my heart.

	
I Named Her Lola

	Lawrence Cohn

	Citizens of the jury, I know you won’t judge me too harshly when I tell you how I slowly sank into this longing for Lola. How I quietly turned the radio off and smoothly rolled up the windows of my old Chrysler, anticipating Lola might today decide to slide into my car next to me. Most days she shunned my advances as I hugged the curb and opened the window and yelled hello or whistled and barked like a yapping dog. The more she turned the other cheek as I moved around the corner, the closer I came to an absolute yearning. If I wasn’t so lonely, I would have forgotten about her, but every night in my dreams she was in my bed.

	It started on a Friday around 5:30 p.m. As usual, cars raced along Middlefield Road from Palo Alto through Menlo Park, Atherton, and finally into Redwood City. Hungry drivers and their carsful would stop at the taquerias, burrito joints, and bars along the way. Their left turns kept me from speeding. All that hunger stayed inside the cars that kept motoring. I was one of them. They never slowed except when Lola was out on the sidewalk with her crazy red hair and mini skirt and beige legs.

	I was feeling down and thinking about how empty my rented room would be. Who can’t understand the depth of loneliness when a home is four walls and a hot plate and a bathroom that has seen 100 renters doing their business? I found myself whispering her name. I was imagining “Lola” with her worn pocketbook and poker face staring down at passersby. Though she was straight-up gorgeous I knew the truth. The flimsy dress and porcelain cheeks gave her away. To this day, I believe Lola was more than an enchanted mannequin.

	Yes, I knew she was inanimate in real life, but to me, she was magical. The sign she carried outside the buffet diner read “Eat All You Can $12.69.” With a wave of her slender arm, she smiled and invited me in. She and I both knew her smile wasn’t for everyone and that soon it would be just for me.

	It had been a rough week. I wasn’t sleeping and my stomach was sour. The hunger left me delirious.

	Maybe it was the job. I’m a line engineer. My doctor swears it’s the electrical transmissions that gave me unrelenting insomnia. Maybe he’s right: my brain waves were altered by the artificial electromagnetic fields (EMFs). Why else would I have fallen in love with an inanimate soulmate? Have you ever loved an object so much that you would kill to keep it? Maybe a tiara or a red wagon or a child’s loved doll?

	That Friday, I needed to settle it for certain. I shook my head to wake myself and parked right in front of Lola. I leaned over and looked through the open car window to scan her silky beige legs. I slowly moved my gaze upwards, over the rough texture of Lola’s milky-white skirt, the brilliance of her white shirt, to reach up to her perfect visage. For a moment, I was spellbound.

	I paused, then gracefully slid out of the car. Sweat trickled down my neck. Suddenly, a bicycler whipped out of nowhere, almost smashing into my open car door. Without a break in his motion, the rider flipped me off. The moment took me out of love’s oblivion. I waved at his receding form, his arm still raised high.

	As I headed for the restaurant door, Lola’s powerful presence flowed over me. My stomach growled. Something in my loins stirred. Or was it the electrical magnetic fields?

	Inside the buffet, a small sign read “Dolores Is Not for Sale.”

	So, Dolores is her real name, my inner voice chimed. Mary of Sorrows—another name for the Virgin Mary.

	“I like ‘Lola’ better,” I grumbled, as I grabbed a tray, plate, and silverware and lined up for the hot dishes.

	It wasn’t an abduction. The Post said I had “mannequin madness,” but that’s not it. Citizens of the jury, have you forgotten what it is to fall deeply in love? Nothing else you can think of will occupy the mind. There is no room for anyone else. It’s not in your heart. It’s invaded your whole system. You just crave.

	Even so, I logically and stealthily planned our tryst with precision. There was no madness in my methods.

	By the time I finished dinner, I had a plan: a detailed sketch on my napkin.

	I moved my Chrysler to the other side of Middlefield Road and sat outside all evening, waiting until the restaurant workers turned off their front lights and locked the door.

	11 p.m. Noted. I waited.

	At 12 a.m., staff opened the door, hurried to their cars on the street, and left for their cozy homes. Also noted. Some carried bags—leftovers for their families.

	1 a.m. The manager and the cook came out to do a final close. I studied Lola’s body and the slim shadow she cast under the streetlight. How could she stand so sensually when she was so thin, so cold?

	She knew I was watching. She winked.

	The manager grabbed Lola’s feet. The cook caught her by the head. They carried Lola inside. The cook brought in the support pole. Then they locked up.

	They were gone at 1:08 a.m. Noted.

	At 1:15 a.m., I crossed the avenue and peered at Lola through the dark and locked door, just to make sure she was truly safe. I explained my scheme for our getaway.

	She smiled and whispered, “I love you, darling.” I could read her sensual lips plainly. How could I leave her? I was not a burglar.

	I slept in my car until 3:30 a.m. and woke from the night chill. I realized I needed to come back that night and leave a copy of the plan in Lola’s pocketbook. I needed her to remember our scheme. I rubbed my blurry eyes and drove home with determination.

	When I trudged to the 5th floor of my 5th Street tenement-quality apartment house, I remembered that the elevator was out. No worries. Lola couldn’t weigh more than 30 pounds and I didn’t need the pole. She was perfect, you see. I could have named her Emerald because Lola had eyes of sweet gemstones. She was Rockin’!

	I had to work on Saturday, but as soon as I got off, I rushed home to shower and dress. I spent some time cleaning my ears. Tinnitus is a constant battle. Not just the ringing but those phantom roars and buzzing like flies. Sometimes, it makes me cry. It makes me deranged. Did I tell you my doctor says it could be the EMFs?

	I patted some Old Spice on my neck and shaved face.

	I found my notes and letter and headed for the Chrysler. I ran down the flights and leaped into the car. I was out of breath. I would get to the diner by nine o’clock. I was ready and brazen.

	At 8:30 p.m., I parked across the street from the diner, in front of an auto wrecker. Lola was dressed to the nines. It seemed so appropriate that tonight she looked so lovely. She smiled and jutted her chin towards the diner. I locked up the Chrysler and headed across the avenue.

	Nonchalantly slipping the plan into Lola’s white clutch, I looked the other way, with my body turned toward the diner door. No one could have suspected that I was flirting with Lola as I passed. I felt lightheaded and giddy like a schoolboy crush.

	I opened the glass door and headed for the booth. Then an outrageous conversation took place. Another customer remarked, “Whoa, Dolores is gorgeous tonight—one look at her, and I just had to come in.”

	I’m not a jealous person but a bolt of electricity hit me in the gut and my heart started fibrillating.

	He went on about her sexy outfit and jewelry and overall enhanced features. He wished he could take her home—all the time laughing and spitting food like a perverse pig.

	I swung around, ready to do battle with my butter knife when the owner strolled up to him. “Good evening, I’m August, the owner. Would you like to hear her story? It’s a tale of true love.

	“We were in love, Dolores and me. After she died in childbirth, I saw her everywhere. I couldn’t sleep. Every woman who crossed the road or came into the business was Dolores. I didn’t know what to do. I was losing my mind and my life. One day, this “Got Junk” truck parked in the lot. While the driver was eating, I walked outside to empty the trash.

	“For just a moment, I thought I saw my wife … but then I realized it was a mannequin. I decided to buy her—it only cost me two free lunches! I brought her in and dressed her in my wife’s clothes. I placed her on the sidewalk to welcome eaters. Not only did we get busy, but all the men remarked on how friendly we all are.

	“Tonight is our anniversary, so I dressed her to kill. She’s wearing my wife’s party dress and real gold jewelry. When I started posing her, I stopped seeing my wife everywhere. Now, the only Dolores I have is a mannequin. But, yes, she is a beauty.”

	The pig-man laughed. And the owner laughed with him. I was sickened.

	I abhorred Lola being used as a marketing come-on. The owner saw her as no more than a dressed-up mannequin—how insulting! He couldn’t see the vital and sensual being who smiled at me every day—even on weekends.

	Tonight, particularly, she was a knockout.

	After finishing my dinner, I popped a Certs and rewrote my plan on a diner napkin, so it was fresh in my psyche. My love was trapped, so I was confident in doing the right thing … Wouldn’t you want to save someone if you could? It was logic—not madness or EMFs.

	I paid cash, so I wouldn’t leave behind any credit card info and said goodnight to August. He was happy and perhaps I might someday sympathize with his loss … or not.

	Now, I simply had to wait. I put on the radio and listened to the blues channel. The love-lost songs filled my ears, one after the other until I fell asleep. When I awoke, it was after midnight. All the employees were gone except for the manager, cook, and August. I turned off the radio and sat by. Finally, the cook and manager left. August finished his cigarette and came out to carry Lola. He may have been drinking too, as he seemed to whisper to her as he stroked her arms. He lifted her gently, bringing her inside the door, together with the support pole. She was elegant in the doorway while the neon diner sign flashed her shadow. Then the light went dark, and August drove off in his old Fleetwood.

	From eavesdropping on the staff, I knew there was only a local sound alarm and that the batteries were going. I crossed the empty street and used my work tools to pry open the door. The weak alarm sounded like a low nasal off-key singer. There was nothing to alert the police, and all the businesses in the area were closed. I slid one very large green opaque lawn bag over Lola’s head down to her waist. I held the second lawn bag while she stepped in, to cover her legs and hips. Then I wrapped the wonderful duct tape to keep everything neat. The pole was left inside the door.

	I carried her to my car. She is such a light lover, I thought. I laid her in the back seat. Even hidden beneath the bags, her form consumed me. I hurriedly climbed beneath the wheel and nervously dropped the keys. In the dark, I felt for the right key and slipped it into the ignition.

	Nothing. The battery was dead. The radio killed it.

	I had several wild thoughts about what to do. I could bring Lola back, wrapped or unwrapped, and try again another time, though I may not have such a chance again. August could install a better alarm or make it impossible to find her. He might chain her inextricably.

	That’s when I realized that we had forgotten to leave the gold jewelry. Lola was wearing gold chains around her neck, a thick gold bangle bracelet around her wrist, and a gold chain lightly caressing her lovely, thin ankle. I was determined to make sure no one thought this was a heist.

	It wasn’t an abduction, either. It was an extended romantic tryst. I started to hear buzzing.

	Getting out of the Chrysler into the deserted avenue, I stopped to breathe and counted my breaths until I calmed myself down. I needed to unfold my Lola from the lawn bags. I carefully unfastened the gold jewelry and carried it across the street to the front door of the diner. I slipped the jewelry into the mail slot.

	Done. Then, I quietly walked across the street to my car.

	My ears began drumming. Damn EMFs. I lifted Lola into my arms and locked the car. Then, I walked through the neighborhoods, heading for my apartment house almost two miles away. At 2 a.m., no one would be outside, so it was likely I would evade the police.

	It worked.

	I carried my love into my apartment building and up the stairs. The ringing in my ears stopped and I could think. We were safe.

	I pulled the bags off her and discarded them down the garbage chute in the hallway. No one had seen us. We were stealthy.

	I won’t reveal any details of how Lola and I showered together, standing in the stained bathtub. But when we were done, I dressed her in a white robe I had purchased at Nordstrom. It was quite expensive, and I knew Lola would appreciate it. She wrapped a towel around her wet hair. We were both exhausted and so we lay still robed under the covers of my king-sized bed.

	It was so sweet to have Lola share my bed—no longer just a thought or a dream. We were out cold in minutes.

	Per Sherlock Holmes, criminals often go back to the scene of the crime; however, I was not a criminal. I was a customer, a regular, so I went back to the restaurant the next evening. Besides, I needed to get my car jumped.

	By chance, August was talking to customers about his stolen mannequin. He retold the story of his wife and the expensive gold jewelry “Dolores” had been wearing. He planned to include it in his insurance claim. So, it was the gold that August was most concerned about. As for the missing mannequin, he would use the jewelry to make her loss a felony crime. He would claim the stolen jewelry had a value over the California threshold. A “felonious felony,” he said. “A phony felony,” I thought.

	The auto wreckers helped me jump my car.

	•          •          •

	I confess, Lola was a bit hard to sleep with. She was bony and would only change her position if you maneuvered her. After all, she wasn’t a blow-up. I was gentle of course. Her thin lips were always ready for mine. Whenever I awoke next to Lola, she was smiling and bright-eyed. She watched me sleep, listened to me snore, and never criticized me.

	I was loved.

	For nearly a month, I left work on time and floated home, knowing that Lola would be waiting. The EMFs seemed to dissipate.

	Then something unexpected occurred.

	One evening, I arrived to find my apartment door ajar. I discovered the landlord and two policemen questioning Lola. She looked nonplussed and refused to answer their questions.

	Frustrated, the police left her standing in the corner and handcuffed me when I walked in.

	Apparently, my bathroom toilet had leaked, seeping down to the apartment below. When the landlord entered to make the repair, he found Lola. He recalled the local article in the Post about Lola and the reward August had posted. He called the police, who arrived quickly, recognizing her as a missing person.

	The police read me my rights. But I ask you, did they ever read me my human rights? The right that I could remain in love with Lola?

	Thank you, citizens of the jury, for listening to my tale. Now, I ask each one of you, is true love dead? How can I be guilty if our love was consensual? Finally, what would you have done in my place?

	
Monsieur Ventilateur

	Audrey Kalman

	The box he came in said his name was Mr. Fan. When he was new, he whirred in the corner of the scientist’s office, swiveling on his base to view the room.

	Eventually the scientist got a promotion, moved to a building with air conditioning, and brought Mr. Fan home, where he served the family for many years. He cooled Uncle Fred’s neck during Fourth of July barbecues and blew through the nursery, making white noise that helped the baby sleep. All summer long, as soon as he finished one job, the scientist’s wife moved him somewhere else and cranked him up again.

	During the winter, Mr. Fan rested his five arms and contemplated how he might convey, without face or voice, the expressions of emotion he observed among the family members. Uncle Fred’s grin as his neck cooled, the baby’s smiles as he drifted off, the tender kiss of the scientist’s wife on her son’s brow before she tiptoed from the nursery.

	Perhaps his too-plain name, assigned by a marketer at the Chinese manufacturing company that had assembled him, was holding him back. He began referring to himself as Monsieur Ventilateur, having learned a bit of French from the scientist’s wife. He took a cue from the music she blasted while vacuuming the carpets.

	“I’m just a girl, I’m just a girl in the world,” he repeated to himself.

	However, neither straining against his nature nor renaming himself in the image of a gentleman altered his stiff plastic countenance.

	One year, Mr. Fan remained buried at the back of the closet as spring turned to summer. The squalling baby had morphed to a sullen teen. Mr. Fan listened through the closet door to a female voice that did not belong to the scientist’s wife. The room grew hot with breath and lively with yips and sighs. The overripe air seeped into the closet. Mr. Fan practiced outrage, compassion, indignation. If only they would take him out to clear the stink! But he stayed in the closet.

	“Maybe this is it,” he thought. “Maybe I will never spin my arms again.” He sank into the dusty muff of a folded baby blanket.

	Amongst the sleeping bags and stuffed animals, Mr. Fan cycled through hope and despair. The only time anyone opened the closet was to stash another unwanted household item. The accumulating objects buried him deeper with each passing year. The baby blanket shifted beneath him so now he rested on the hard lid of a plastic bin. The end of a metal curtain rod poked through his frame. He could no longer see the lip of light around the closet door on the rare occasions when someone entered the room. Still, he practiced, imagining how he would make his plastic arms curve into a shape that would resemble a smile.

	•          •          •

	The Apocalypse arrived slowly. A thousand-year flood here, a million-acre fire there. The once-pristine suburbs, adjacent to the gleaming edifices of human ingenuity constructed atop lost apricot orchards, heated up like a pie in God’s oven. Fire swept down from the canyons. Like other houses in his neighborhood, the scientist’s home had been built at a time when air conditioning in this part of the country was unnecessary.

	The scientist’s children were gone and his wife had long since stopped taking much notice of him wandering nude around the house. He tossed the thin sheet aside and stomped naked through the stifling rooms to peer into the closet of cast-away things. The fan’s plastic handle showed from behind a pair of hockey skates that had once belonged to the scientist’s son.

	“There you are,” the scientist said.

	He set the fan on the dresser in the bedroom.

	“Oh, thank goodness,” the scientist’s wife said.

	The first turn of the blades spewed dust. The scientist coughed and twisted the dial up to three. He stood for a moment, letting the flow of air dry the sweat on his chest. Then he joined his wife on the bed.

	•          •          •

	Mr. Fan observed the scientist and his wife. He felt a familiar ache beginning in his motor and visualized his arms spinning happiness. His blades beat at the heavy air. A warm glow spread outward from his core.

	The scientist placed a hand on his wife’s naked hip. She turned her face toward Mr. Fan. His manufactured breeze ruffled her hair.

	Minutes later, he began to suspect the warm glow was something other than the manifestation of a newfound ability. One of his blades began to wobble as a fissure, thin as a hair on the head of the scientist’s wife, extended across the plastic. If only she would turn the dial back to one! His frame shuddered and hopped him to the edge of the dresser-top. He had only a moment to contemplate the descent before he found himself lying on the floor, still spinning.

	The blade did not sever completely until after the fall.

	The scientist’s wife lifted him from the floor and stared inside the plastic frame where the broken blade clattered against the intact ones.

	“Merde, merde,” she said. She clicked off the fan.

	Mr. Fan squeezed his remaining arms together, two on each side, and stared up at the scientist’s wife.

	“Look.” She held Monsieur Ventilateur up for the scientist’s inspection. “Doesn’t that seem like a smile?”

	
The Stone

	Tim Flood

	By the time beryl returned to the house in the early afternoon, the skies had left the ground with another layer of snow. When she opened the door, she found Michael lying on the kitchen floor, his body still and cold. Her world stopped. She could not move.

	“Angina,” the doctor had called it. She had pried that piece of news out of her husband one morning three months earlier seeing him double over in pain out by the barn. It wasn’t his first episode. Turned out he had been seeing the doc for the problem without telling her. “Oh, it’s nothing, Beryl. I didn’t want to worry you none.”

	Winter had come early that year. With harvest concluded, he plowed his fields and laid down next year’s seed, now dormant in the frozen ground until its time in the spring. A prairie farmer’s life is never dormant. This year the harvester needed cleaning, the fence out on the north forty had to be mended, and the barn roof required patching. And of course, there was the livestock with the usual calving. “What’s a farmer to do?” he had said. “The work has to be done.” Michael had persevered. He was stubborn like that. All these farmers are like that! Now he was gone.

	Then Beryl sat at the kitchen table for nearly an hour, staring at her fallen husband’s body.

	When she was able to move at last, a flood of events took up her life: the coroner, the pastor, their children in the city, the obituary, arrangements for the memorial service, prairie women offering help and sympathy, and at the culmination of it all, the service and cemetery.

	Now everyone was gathered at the house she and Michael had shared.

	Beryl quietly opened the bedroom door, holding the picture of Michael she had neglected to set on the dining room table, where prairie folk congregated for the wake. Michael had been much beloved. There wasn’t enough room for everyone. Some even stood in the snow outside.

	But whispers down the hallway stopped Beryl before she’d opened the door all the way.

	“She’s always been a harsh one, hasn’t she?”

	“Cold-hearted, I’d say.”

	She stepped into the hallway and smiled to let them know she had heard. She felt a little pleasure at their reddened faces.

	“Oh, you must be so grief-stricken, Beryl,” came the quick recovery.

	At my husband’s very own wake, Beryl remarked to herself, calmly showing them Michael’s picture.

	“Such a fine-looking man.”

	“We’ll all miss him. The dearest soul.”

	Yes, everyone loves Michael. She nodded and walked to the dining room.

	•          •          •

	It began suddenly, as a sensation in the back of her neck and a feeling she could not dismiss. By the time she had placed his photograph on the dining room table next to the food set out for the guests, she knew for certain. Something within her, tightened by years of habit, strength of will, and boredom loosened just a little. She felt no longer in her body, detached. She saw herself as if from a space a little above in this room of strangers. Yes, that’s who these people are to me—strangers in my own house. She had known most of them all her life, these familiar strangers, dressed in black and wearing long faces. Who are they, really?

	Just as suddenly, her usual presence returned. There’s no time for these shenanigans, she admonished herself. She stiffened her back and inhaled deeply. None of this must touch you. Keep it usual, Beryl. Be strong.

	But nothing was usual. Genuine grief for Michael affected everyone. Even some of the men seemed teary-eyed.

	“Beryl, you are so strong. How’re you able to hold up?” the one with the plain face asked.

	“Oh, I’m just putting one foot in front of the other, Myrtle.”

	Give them what they need. Keep yourself to yourself.

	Myrtle looked at her a bit oddly, she thought, and Beryl felt unusually self-conscious. I won’t allow myself the emotion of it. Michael would have felt the emotion. But that was Michael.

	For a moment Beryl felt a bit envious of him. Of all of them. She shook it off.

	People won’t mourn me in the same way when I go, I know that. All this emotion just leaves a person weak-kneed.

	She straightened her back again to hold her head high. Always stand a bit aloof, she reminded herself. Not enough to be unliked, just enough to let them know you’re stronger. You have a certain stature, after all.

	Command respect, her father taught her. Beryl had grown up watching him with admiration.

	Hat in hand, one of the farmers approached her, his face flushed with worry about the right words to say. “Yer as tough as a rock, Beryl. Tough as they come. That’ll see you through this difficult time, sure. Anythin’ you need …”

	She nodded, smiled, thanked him, and moved away. Never settle in one place among them. Always do the right thing. Don’t let them see too much.

	She returned to her bedroom to fetch a sweater for a guest, then to the kitchen to put on another pot of coffee. She paused a moment to look out the kitchen window where her grandchildren and some of the prairie kids were working up a sweat from throwing snowballs. She heated water on the stove, then called them in for cocoa. As they noisily sipped at the kitchen table, Beryl stood alone at the window again, looking out over the acreage that spread white to the horizon. There stood the snow-covered granite stone Michael loved. In the living room, her son and daughter caught up with old friends they hadn’t seen for years. She gazed at the snow covering the seed Michael had sowed.

	Maybe some of these people here loved him more than I did myself. I was loyal, though. Never strayed. I was grateful for what he did for me. And I showed it. Never asked anything of him. Didn’t have to, did I? He just always loved me. That was his nature. Can’t say I loved Mike the same way he loved me, though, not as a girl might love her man. But I did all the things a wife should. After all, he was just an ordinary farmer—the best on the prairie, but all these farmers are plain folk.

	Her father had always said, “Beryl, there’s something special awaiting you.”

	It was the city awaiting me. Knew it from the start.

	•          •          •

	A few days later, the quiet of solitude lay over the house, disrupted only by the creaks as Beryl crossed the worn oak floor. That morning, she had met the attorney to settle affairs. “Michael prepared for the worst and left you in good shape,” he assured her. “It won’t be hard to find someone to do the farming. You’ll have enough to get by.”

	After lunch, she stood again at the kitchen window, staring at the large granite stone in the distance. Michael’s rock, the one he took her and the children to on every harvest moon. An emptiness lay between her and everything. An expectation of something to be done. But what?

	Michael’s rock will be my permanent reminder of him. That old rock has seen a lot of things.

	The memories came. Thought I’d be whisked off to the city—to adventure, romance, and passion. Quite the dreamer I was back then, I was.

	She had thought Michael was nice and a good-looking fellow. He was bent on farming like the others. But Dagmar had promised he’d take her away.

	I knew Dag wouldn’t make a suitable husband, but he’d get me out of here. ’Course, he skipped town once I told him I was pregnant. It’s a sin to kill an unborn child, the preacher said. Then Michael showed up at my doorstep. She wasn’t going to let him in at first. She was too embarrassed to see anyone on account of the way she’d started to look. That was mostly in her head. Mother said I wasn’t showing much at all yet. But there he stood in the doorway with that worshipful look in his eye. So she invited him in, bid him sit, and fetched him a cup. Something—Beryl never knew what—made him know she was carrying.

	“I’ll marry you if you’ll have me,” Michael offered simply. “I love you, Beryl. I’ll give you a good life. I promise.”

	At first, Beryl thought he was making a joke. It made her angry. Then she came to her senses. He was throwing me a lifeline. I wasn’t going to get off the prairie that easily, was I? I’d have to
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