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*MAX

MODERN DAY

They say the way you do anything is the way you do everything. And for me, winning is everything. Losing is nothing. Show me a good loser, and I’ll show you a loser. They also say you can win a battle and lose a war. But I’ll win my battles and slaughter the war, thank you very much. Especially when my opponent is a four-year-old.

I gripped the controller. Sweat pooled in my hands. Power-up boxes jingled, and I maneuvered my kart, defying bob-ombs, sliding through oil slicks, and dodging the rhythmic thwomp thuds.

Harrison whooped when he unleashed a perfectly-timed mushroom boost, propelling his kart ahead of mine and leaving a trail of pixelated victory in his wake. 

My own kart hit an errant banana peel and spun off course. The game let out an electronic wail, announcing my avatar’s demise.

Harrison dropped his controller and stood to perform a victory dance with his hands waving in the hair and his tiny hips wiggling like a bunny trying to detach its tail.

My phone buzzed, and I dug it out of my pocket. “Hello,” I grumbled.

“Max, you need to get down here.” Jamie’s voice floated into the room.

“Are you saying that as a cop, or as my kid brother? Because as my kid brother, you don’t have a lot of sway.”

Harrison stopped gyrating and threw me a stricken glance.

Jamie didn’t laugh.

His silence told me he was serious...about something. 

“Where are you?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. 

“No!”

Harrison must have caught the gist of my one-sided conversation.

“You can’t go.”

Harmon, my best friend and Harrison’s dad, came to my rescue. Dropping onto the floor by Harrison’s feet, he took over my remote. “Hey, bud, thank Max for warming you up. It’s time for the real competition to start.”

The real competition? The competition is always real.

I shot Harmon a grateful glance, but he didn’t have time to even blink in my direction before Harrison, with a wicked glint in his eye, started a new round.

I unfolded from the floor and took the phone to the front porch. Washington’s sharp night air bit into my lungs, and my breath steamed before my face. A fat moon hung just above the tree line, and its light glinted off the frosty shoots of grass in the nearby pasture.

“What’s up?” I half expected to hear there had been another mountain lion attack on the herd, a wolf sighting, or maybe Mom, or one of our siblings, had been in an accident...

“Just get down here. I’m at the Fireman and Policeman’s Ball.”

I leaned against the porch rail, grateful for the slow wash of relief. Nothing tragic could happen at the Fireman and Policeman’s Ball, right? “The what you say? Why would you need me?”

“Do you know Bailey Taft?”

And just like that, a mountain lion sighting didn’t seem so bad.

“She’s here,” Jamie continued. “Looking for you.”

“I’ll be right there.” I shoved my phone into my pocket and left without saying good-bye to Harrison and Harmon. I caught a glimpse of them through the window on my way to my truck, their two dark heads—almost identical in everything but size—turned toward the TV screen in rapt attention.

I ignored the pangs of envy shooting through me, climbed in my truck, and turned the key. The engine roared to life, and the heater filled the cab with an icy wind. But I was already chilled.

Bailey Taft.

I had lost Bailey twelve years ago. If I had a shot of winning her back, I would do everything to make that happen. I pressed the gas pedal and sped toward town. The dark and sleepy winter night slid past my window.

But why had she resurrected now? And why look for me at the Fireman and Policeman’s Ball, of all places? It’s not like I was hard to find. As CEO of Haywood Farms, anyone who wanted to talk to me only had to come into the farm offices during work hours.

But maybe she didn’t want to run into Mom. That would be understandable.

So, why reach out to Jamie?

Questions circled around me. I tried to drown them out with the radio, but all the stations played Christmas carols. Their cheer grated on my already unraveling nerves.

The old barn, now transformed into a community cultural center, flickered with strung lights. The lot was full, so I parked at the edge of Robinson’s pasture. The mournful sound of lowing cows came from a distant farm. An owl winged overhead.

In some Native American cultures, owls are an omen of impending death. Seeing one seemed appropriate now. My bogus marriage should have legally died long ago. Why hadn’t I demanded a divorce the moment Bailey packed up and moved out?

Music, laughter, and the hum of dozens of conversations spilled through the barn’s wide doors—reminding me of another barn, and another time...

I stood among the crowd, my fingers clutching the edges of my leather jacket, the rhythmic beat of my heart echoing the distant strains of a live band. I scanned the room filled with people celebrating the season and honoring our community’s first responders.

Jamie’s uniform suited him, as did the girl in his arms, Mabel, or Belle, as everyone now called her. And, given the infatuated look on my brother’s face, someday soon, people would call her Mrs. Haywood.

But then I saw Bailey, and it was as if everyone and everything in the room faded and ceased to exist. A worry wrinkle sat above her brow, but, if anything, she was more beautiful now than she’d been then. Her eyes, a reflection of years lived, held a story we once shared.

I should have been over her. But time peeled away. An unexpected flame surged. Memories of our past flooded me like a tsunami. The echo of her voice. The warmth of her touch. She was like a ghost haunting me from a book I should have closed and placed on a shelf a long time ago.

I wrestled with my conflicting emotions.

Anger.

Hurt.

And the undeniable attraction that had never truly left me...the way she had.

December’s chilly night mirrored the frostiness between us. The voice of reason in my head told me to move on, but my monkey brain whooped and hollered as if the sight of her was a mushroom-boosting score.

I had another shot.

This time, I would win.

TWELVE YEARS EARLIER

BAILEY

Life changes because we change. Sometimes it’s incremental, and sometimes it happens all at once, like a wave that knocks you over, steals your breath, and leaves you gasping on the shore while all the sand around you that you thought was so stable, shifts.

In just a few months, I lost my sister, brother-in-law, and now I was about to lose my home. How could I go from being a scholarship student to an almost vagabond in so short of a time?

I left school on a whim. Finding student housing near campus was difficult enough, toss in a six-year-old girl and a seventy-year-old grandma, and it was nearly impossible. Thinking I needed to look outside of Seattle, I caught a northbound train.

Given it was mid-day, the car was nearly empty. Two workmen with rolls of wallpaper slung in burlap bags, a woman, and a little girl. I settled in my seat and leaned my head against the window. Seattle flashed by, but I was too tired to notice. Bone and soul tired.

Last night, my room had been steamy-warm, and Layla, my bed partner, had rolled from one side to the other, tossing my hope for sleep out the window. I wished I could close my eyes now and forget, only the clock was ticking like the clack of the train on the tracks, reminding me if I didn’t find something soon, we’d be homeless.

The train sped through the city’s heart, and noise and confusion whirled. We passed a bustling farmers’ market, and a waft of air blew in through the open windows, carrying the scents of over-ripe bananas, oranges, and lemons. A moment later, the sickening fumes blended into a ghostly gas smell from a yawning hole in the pavement. Sweaty, swarthy workers grouped around it, picks and shovels in their hands. 

When we crossed the bridge, I nearly gagged from the combined scents of leather, paint, metal, and the river’s dank odor.

We slipped underground with a whir and a swish where the cool, clean smell of the cement gradually rose and drowned the memory of the upper world.

I had a passing thought, wondering whether it would be like that in the grave—quiet and clean, with the noisy, smelly, and sometimes crushingly disappointing world roaring overhead. I closed my eyes and let grief for Danica and Parker wash through me.

Then we came up suddenly out of the subway, with a kind of triumphant leap and a shout of brakes and wheels, into the light and sunshine.

Here were broad streets, clean pavements, large houses, well-trimmed lawns, quiet people walking designer dogs, bits of flowerboxes on the windowsills filled with pansies and hyacinths. The difference made me sit up and look, and the contrast reminded me of Heaven beyond the grave.

Some say those who die are in a better place, but I know my sister would never want to be anywhere but with her daughter.

I blinked away tears and watched the cows meandering in their pastures. A mare and her foal grazed in the shade of a maple tree with leaves the size of my head.

Even creatures had a place to live.

We passed a farmhouse with large plate-glass windows and cobwebby lace draperies. What if Lady G, Layla, and I could live in a house like that? One surrounded by lawn, with flowers spilling from garden beds?

But that could never happen. I didn’t have a millionaire uncle to leave us a fortune; I didn’t know any rich piano teachers; and how could I ever get ahead with Lady G’s medical bills and the cost of Layla’s childcare? 

The train rattled by, the cows multiplied, and houses grew farther apart. Trees arched overhead. A new smell stole into the air—rich earth and young, green growing things, skunk-cabbage blooming in the swamps, and budding willows and lilacs. The narrow, stifling brick apartment where Lady G sat in front of the TV and Layla cut paper dolls from old magazines belonged in another world.

The train stopped in River Bend, and more people climbed on, filling the seats around me.

I still felt alone.

We passed an old-fashioned stone barn standing on a rise on a buttercup strewn hill. An enormous elm tree bowed over it as if to shelter it. A stream ran below at one side, and the ground sloped off into a pasture at the other. I didn’t think much of it until I caught the conversation of the two businessmen sitting in the seats ahead of me.

"Good barn!" the man in a pin-striped suit said. "Pity to have it standing idle so long; but they'll never rent it, and they won't build. It belongs to the Haywood family. The house burned down two years ago. Some squatters set it afire. No, nobody was living in it at the time."

"Make a good location for a house," said the other man, looking at the big stone building. "Someone must have had a pile of change when he built it. Who'd you say owned it?"

“The Haywoods. You remember them. Seven kids. Own all kinds of land. Got a regular palace out Arden way for summer and a farmhouse in Cascadia. The old man inherited it from his father. They probably don’t even remember they have this barn.”

The men talked on, but I had stopped listening.

The train rattled northward and left the big barn in the distance; but I kept thinking, going over all the men had said about it. Haywood? Where had I heard that name?

Could I live there and afford the fare into school?”

What did barns rent for, anyway? And would it have plumbing? What about electricity?

Could we live in a barn? What were barns like inside? Did they have floors, or only stalls and mud? There had been but two tiny windows visible in the front; how did they get light inside? But then, it couldn't be much darker than the apartment where we currently lived, no matter what it was. Maybe there was a skylight. Anyhow, if we could manage to get out there for the summer, maybe we could camp and I could save money for next fall’s tuition.

But yet—a barn! Live in a barn? What would Lady G say? Would she be mortified? Well, but what should we do? We had to live somewhere.

The train droned through the open country, coming now and then to towns and houses, some of them small; but no empty ones called to me. Everything looked too expensive to make me even look twice; besides, all I could think about was that barn, that great, beautiful barn, with the creek and the enormous tree and gentle green slope.

At last, the train stopped in a commonplace little town in front of a red brick church, and everybody got up and went out as if they had important places to go. As if they had homes that weren’t being pulled down to make room for a freeway expansion.

A crazy idea—who would live in a barn?

I thought so hard about it I forgot to eat the peanut butter and jelly sandwich and apple I had packed that morning. Could I follow the tracks to the barn? If so, I would eat my lunch under the tree by the stream. At least, it would be something to tell Layla tonight.

But, no! Layla would tell Lady G, who would call me crazy and selfish, maybe, to waste a whole day doing nothing when we had to be out of our apartment by the end of the month.

I started walking along the track. My heart pounded as if I were going to steal a barn and carry it home in my pocket. Lady G would worry if she knew I was walking alone in the country, but she would never know.

Breathless, I reached the bottom of the hill at last, and stood in front of the barn. The train passed just as I got there, and the people looked out at me. I paused a minute and watched the train run up the hill and out of sight, then picked my way across the track, and entered the field where the fence was broken down. Walking up the long, grassy slope to the front of the barn, I stopped at the top by the big double doors. The barn was bigger than it looked in the distance and made me feel very small, but in a good way. The way I felt like a child looking at the ocean for the first time.

I put my nose close to the big doors, and tried to find a crack to look through; but the doors were tight and fitted well. I turned and jogged the long, grassy slope around the side to the back of the barn, where I found an ajar door opening into what must have once been the stables. 

I slipped inside. Something scurried in a dark corner. I placed my hand over my heart when a mouse dashed across the floor. Like the businessmen had said, the stables must not have been occupied for a while, because the floor was clean and littered with dry straw, as if it had fallen and sifted from the floor above. Old farm implements, several ploughs, and a rickety wagon occupied the dusty, cobwebby space. There were several stall openings and rough doorways and windows without glass.

It was not too terrible.

The back of it opened directly to a sloping hill which dropped away to the running creek below, and a little stone house, maybe a pigeon coop, its mossy roof half hidden by a tangle of willows. I stood in the doorway, thinking. This lower level wouldn’t work, of course; it was too damp, and the floor was dirt. I gazed at the ceiling, wondering how to get to the next floor.

After a bit, I found a rough ladder, cleats nailed to uprights against the wall. I crawled to the opening and emerged into the wide floor of the real barn.

There were several small, glass windows left open, and air swept in. Patches of pale sunshine lit the dim, cavernous room. Motes floated in the sunlight filtering through the cracks. Another ladder rose in the middle of the floor to the loft above; and clumps of hay and cobwebs hung from the opening. Two massive doors had deadbolts securing them.

After investigating the main floor, I imagined how amazing it would be to set the table in one end of the room and put Lady G's bed behind a screen in the other end. The piano would go somewhere in the center, and the couch covered with one of Lady G’s quilts could stand on the other side. I turned my attention to the loft, and, straightening my shoulders, climbed up.

There were two openings that let in light, but they seemed like tiny mouse-holes compared to the size of the walls. Hay scattered over the floor. I looked to the dark rafters overhead, lit with beams of sunlight creeping through cracks here and there. Could Layla and I sleep up here? We could do anything for a summer, right?

Stupid, of course, and utterly impossible, as all daydreams are; but somehow, it seemed real, so plausible, I couldn’t let the idea slide.

Hungry, I found a place to sit outside, high and sheltered, where I wouldn’t be noticed when the train sped by. I ate my sandwich, and my imagination built a patio and a garden full of herbs and flowers.

Maybe, if we lived here, Lady G could start gardening again. Reopen the florist shop, or start a new one. It was highly unlikely—almost as plausible as living in a barn!

I finished off the last crumb of my peanut butter and jelly sandwich, dusted off my hands, and went to further inspect the barn, even though I knew the whole idea was crazy.

I shouldn’t think about it anymore, and I certainly couldn’t mention it to Lady G. She had enough worries without adding my delusions to her list.

Supposing it were possible to rent this place for the summer at a reasonable price, how could we cook? How would we keep warm? Of course, there were space heaters and microwaves, assuming there was electricity. Was that a wire hanging from a nearby electrical pole?

Back inside, I found a lone lightblub and pull-string dangling from the ceiling near the front double doors. How had I missed it before? Nothing happened when I tugged on the string.

I wandered to the back of the building and discovered a small, closed off and smelly room. A water spigot, green with oxidization, was attached to the wall by a copper pipe. Below it lay a stone trough. A black box—a toilet of sorts?—squated like a toad in the middle of the room. I sat on it and glanced out the window. The purpling sky told me it was time to go home. I shouldered my bag, crossed the dusty floor, and headed into the late afternoon sun.

When I rounded the hill and stepped over the broken fence, I spotted a clump of clover. Among the tiny stems, one bore four leaves. I’m not superstitious, and I didn’t think the clover carried a message, but I stooped, plucked it, and tucked it into the buttonhole of my coat.

“I believe that’s mine,” a man’s voice called out.

Instinctively, I placed my hand over the clover and looked toward the voice.

A man stood in a thicket of alders. Sunlight filtered through the leaves and cast him in a late afternoon glow.

Feeling wary, I hugged myself. “Who are you?”

He strode my way. “What are you doing on my property, is a better question.”

I squinted at him as he drew closer. With his dark curly hair, steel blue eyes, and strong jaw, I recognized him from the university. Had we shared a class? What had it been? Physical science? Or did my mind go there because this guy made all of my own physical sciences race?

Recognition sparked in his eyes. “Wait. I know you.”

I bolted. I heard him calling my name, but I didn’t stop to catch my breath until I reached the station.

The sands might be shifting around me, but that didn’t mean I had to stand still and let them swallow me whole.
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Modern Day

Bailey

They say still waters run deep. Which is another way of saying don't judge a book by its cover. The Bible says it this way, The Lord does not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.

I wish I had done a better job of studying my scriptures all those years ago when I first met Max, because I could have used that counsel. Sure, the Lord was talking about King David, but he could have been talking about anyone.

Max seemed quiet and laid-back, but inside, he was a bundle of deep thoughts and strong emotions. A super complex personality. So, just because his face looks as impassive as Mount Rushmore doesn't mean he’s shallow. Appearances can be deceiving. There's a lot more going on beneath Max’s beautiful surface. I should have dug a little deeper and gotten to know him before marrying him.

Max had always been an impossible poker opponent. Not that we played much poker, but he’d also been a difficult read during Scrabble—a game we had often played during our brief time together.

I placed my fingers on my lips to keep them from trembling, because I wasn’t as good at hiding my emotions as he was. Why had I ever thought that meeting him again in the crowded setting would be a good idea?

But it hadn’t been my idea. I blamed Jess. Her career in operational behavior led her to believe she knew all the best techniques in handling awkward social situations. And this was definitely awkward. Until Max smiled and held out his arms for a hug.

I fell against him. He was solid. Safe. Warm. And still smelled of leather and cloves. His arms held me against him, and my thoughts went back to that one night.

The last night.

Max drew away and took my hand. “Come on. Let’s talk outside.”

The curious gazes of his brother, friends, and neighbors followed us through the barn’s wide doors.

Max pulled me to the dark side of the barn. 

The cold December air bit my skin. Moonlight sparkled on the snow, and an owl called from the nearby woods.

“So, twelve years later and you’re finally ready to admit to marrying me?” 

He didn’t sound as angry as I thought he might, but he did drop my hand, sending a chill up my arm.

Why had I let Jess convince me this was the best course of action?

Take the upper hand, she had said. Start in a place of power.

But I had always been the weak one in our relationship. I had hoped that now, after all these years, it might be different. I might be different. And, yet, here I was, feeble-kneed and tongue-tied standing in front of him, ready to ask another impossible favor.

“You’re here for a divorce,” Max said, his voice steady and as conversational as if he were asking if I wanted a cup of coffee.

“N-no,” I stammered. “Unless, of course, that’s what you want. I owe you that much...”

“You don’t owe me anything,” he said, smiling and looking genuinely happy to see me.

Why did he always have to be so nice? I had forgotten that too-good-to-be-true quality that had made it so easy to make all of those long-ago mistakes...

I swallowed hard. I wasn’t that person anymore, and, yet, here I was, and here he was...

“It’s Layla,” I said. “She’s missing.”

TWELVE YEARS EARLIER

BAILEY

I loved my sister. Her death left a huge, gaping hole in my life. I missed her every day when I heard or saw something funny I wanted to share with her. I missed her every day when a disappointment hit and I wanted her to commiserate with me.

But, as much as I loved her, as much as I missed her, there was a small, evil part of me that resented her for upending my life. For abandoning me and leaving me by myself to care for the two people I loved most in the world. One of whom trotted by my side, holding onto me with one hand and clutching a half-chewed and dog-mangled Frisbee with the other.

Together, we navigated through The University of Washington’s bustling quad. Sunlight filtered through the towering trees, casting patterns on the manicured lawns. I took a deep breath when we rounded a corner and the Fine Arts Building came into view. Meeting my professor with my niece in tow wasn’t ideal, but what choice did I have?

Layla tugged at my hand and used her Frisbee to point at a group of students gathered on the lawn. Their laughter and Coldplay’s A Sky Full of Stars coming from a vintage boombox made my heart skip.

A friend had played the song on his cello at Danica and Parker’s funeral. An unconventional choice, but since it had also been sung at their wedding, it seemed more appropriate than any of the hymns the funeral director had suggested.

Layla’s stiffening told me she recognized the music, too.

Lost in memories, I barely noticed Max emerging from the nearby tech center. His presence caught me off guard.

Layla, ever perceptive, gave him a shy smile.

"You again,” Max greeted, his voice a familiar echo from the physical science class we’d shared my sophomore year.

"Max," I replied, a mix of surprise and uncertainty lingering in my tone.

As if sensing my roiling emotions, Layla looked up at me with questioning eyes, reminding me I had somewhere to be.

“I’m Layla,” my niece said, extending her hand in a formal gesture that made her seem like an old, very short, businessman.

“Max Haywood.” His big hand engulfed Layla’s small one, and he stooped to look her in the eye.

I glanced back at the Fine Arts Center. "I've got a meeting with Professor Anderson," I explained, my gaze drifting toward Layla. With most guys I barely knew, I wouldn’t ask. But thoughts returned to a long-ago study session held at Max’s house in Cascadia.

Max, the oldest of seven children, had tried to lead a group project without being interrupted by his host of younger siblings. The project had ended when a member of the group, Marc-someone, had attempted to demonstrate the properties of invisible ink using lemon juice. But, when it came time to reveal the messages under heat, Marc-someone accidentally set the paper on fire, sending smoke billowing across the kitchen and prompting a hasty evacuation as the alarm blared. What stuck with me was how everyone else went scrambling, but Max quickly marshalled his siblings into a well-oiled battalion, directing the next older brother to take his little sisters outside while another was sent in search of the fire extinguisher. Max used a pitcher of water to put out the flames. By the time his parents had returned, only a whiff of smoke lingered in the air to tell of the near disaster. 

I knew I could trust Layla with Max, but could I trust Max with Layla? Like frying invisible ink, she could be a stinker.

Max's eyes softened as he looked at her. "No worries. I can watch her for a bit.”

“You would do that?”

“Sure. If you’ll tell me
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