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    CHAPTER ONE


    Elijah peered into the distance, trying to see the future in some mystical place amongst the fog across the clearing over the nearby hillside, focusing so intensely. It seemed like viewing a place far away, yet so close at the same time. All he could hear was the distant echoes of birds as they flocked together to find shelter for the winter soon approaching. Other than that, the whistling wind seemed the only sound, blowing what little hair he had left. Age had taken its toll without a doubt. His happiness little, and worries much, but at the end of the day, his bad choices, or bad attitude, caused it all. How did I get to here, he thought to himself? Standing in this beautiful place alone, but it didn’t have to be that way. Dear Lord, I wish I could go back...I can still see her on our wedding day.


    Memories flooded his thoughts like the opening of a dam, drowning everything in its path. Yes, there were things he could be grateful for, but so many regrets kept him bound in chains from past mistakes that made way for his own emotional destruction. People always say you can’t go back and look ahead, but he couldn’t see what there was to look forward to. Life seemed to fly by like the flash of lightning, there then gone.


    “Dad,” a sweet voice rang out. “What are you doing out here? It’s getting colder. I don’t want you to get sick.”


    “Just thinkin’ Ella,” still gazing into the distance as the fog got thicker on the ridge.


    “About what? Let’s go inside and think. You know I’ve never been fond of the cold dad,” she said, shivering like it was below freezing although it wasn’t. Her long flowing blonde hair twisted in the wind like a mini-tornado and her striking blue eyes kept on her dad as he stood there like a statue. Caught up in the moment he needed, a pure reflection of himself and his one and only true love, Geneva, took him over. The things he had done made him think he would never see her again.


    To say she was a spitfire, full of energy and spoke her mind, wouldn’t even scratch the surface of who she was. Her infectious smile contagious and her joyful laugh would ring throughout those hills and echo back, filling it completely. There had been something about her from the first time he met her.


    “Come on dad,” Ella said, supper is about ready. “Caleb is watching over it right now, but you know he’s not much of a cook. If we don’t want blackened chicken, we better head that way.”


    Without a word, Elijah turned, gave a half-way grin, and nodded. He knew he would go back when she wasn’t tracking him down and to be one with the nature he loved so dearly, the place that calmed his nerves and took him back to another time.


    She held onto his arm making sure he didn’t stumble as they made their way down the hill to the old Victorian style home not far away. A little rundown, it needed to be repainted and some porch rails fixed so no one would fall into the flower beds below, but other than that it was fine. Her mom and dad bought it years ago and the wood floors still made their creaking noises when you would step on certain boards, but it had character. The one thing Ella loved the most, was the porch that wrapped clean around it, inviting to say the very least. She caught herself thinking back to good times when they would all gather out there, singing songs and just spending time together. Her dad had never been much of a Christian man, but it seemed he enjoyed the singing of hymns and old songs.


    Elijah and Ella Walked into the kitchen and Caleb was standing at the stove trying to stir everything at one time, looking like he was about to lose his mind.


    “I got it, honey,” Ella said, taking over the task of finishing supper. “Thank you for watching it.”


    “I’m a chef you know,” he raised his eyebrows comically. “But I’ll let you finish. I want to make sure you feel needed.”


    Ella grinned, humoring him, “I appreciate that.”


    Elijah took his spot at the table, tore off a paper towel, and set it down. He wasn’t all that hungry, but he couldn’t let on to that. He wanted Ella to know he appreciated her coming to take care of him. She didn’t have to, and he knew it. As for Caleb, he was a character. His ways were nothing short of Godly. He carried himself in a way that made Elijah want to be him. Caleb was always quoting scriptures whenever he felt it was needed in a situation of stress or sadness. And, although Elijah never acknowledged it, those scriptures were just what he needed at the time.


    “Here ya go pop,” Caleb said, carefully placing his dinner in front of him. “Just what the doctor ordered. He said you need to start eating better. You’re gonna blow away if you don’t.”


    “I eat,” Elijah replied abruptly. “When I want to eat, I eat.”


    “Maybe you need to want to eat more often dad,” Ella chimed in, her smile glancing his way in a very uplifting manner.


    “Maybe I will.”


    “Well,” Caleb said. “I know I’m gonna eat. I’m starved.”


    It was funny him saying that because he wasn’t very big at all. Now he was tall and wore a beard that was neatly groomed, but he wasn’t the least bit fat. You would think so if you ever watched him inhale all the food he did. Where it all went, no one knew, but he ate what he wanted and never gained a pound. There were lots of folks who only wished they could do that, especially the lady who lived just down from him. She didn’t eat much, but what she did eat, went straight to her hips. She always came by flirting with Elijah, but it did her no good. He only had eyes for one woman…Geneva.


    They sat there and made small talk for a while as they ate the meal, baked chicken, baked beans, potatoes, and fresh rolls. Ella always tried to make sure everyone ate well. Caleb took much of the conversation talking about his dream to write a children’s book. He had an imagination without a doubt, and everyone knew one day his dream would come true. He wasn’t one to give up on anything he would shoot for. That’s one thing Ella admired about him along with his faith in God.


    “I think I might turn in,” Elijah said, rising to put his plate away.


    “I got it, dad. Why don’t we sit on the porch for a bit first? We don’t do that anymore. I miss it. I remember lots of good times out there.”


    They put their plates in the sink, letting the washing wait until later, and went outside. In the left corner of the front porch sat a porch swing Elijah made years before with his own two hands. It was perfectly crafted with beautiful etchings across the front seat and on each armrest was a cross. The cross was very detailed and unique to say the very least.


    Ella and Caleb sat in the swing and Elijah sat in the white wicker swivel chair to their left, where he could see out into the hillside. Ella’s fingers began to run over the cross where her hand was resting, letting the many memories from the stories behind that cross, rush in. She knew the story but wouldn’t dare to talk about it. Caleb took her other hand and held it tight giving the smile he always did. It was his silent way of saying I love you and everything will be okay.


    The wind continued to caress the trees and the flowers in the bed beneath them. Ella made sure she had on a jacket since she got cold so easily, but it was nice. They didn’t talk at first. They just enjoyed the symphony of nature God was giving them right then and there. The dirt road leading from the house to the main road had a swirl of dust winding around. Taking in a deep breath and out again, Ella turned to Elijah. “It is beautiful out here dad.”


    “Was more beautiful,” he muttered.


    “God outdid himself when he created this place. I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere more peaceful,” she continued.


    “Peaceful…uh, lonely is what it is,” he said. “And when you two leave…”


    “We’re not going anywhere dad,” Ella replied quickly.


    “You can’t stay here forever. I did this to myself. You’re not to blame and you shouldn’t be punished.”


    “Punished…for spending time with you?” Ella retorted.


    To ease the moment, Caleb quickly broke in. “You know it says in the bible not to worry and not be anxious. I know that today you feel this way, but tomorrow is a new day. He has a plan. It’s not our plan, but it is perfect.”


    “Perfect…” Elijah raised his voice. “Perfect for who? You have each other. Who do I have?”


    Before they could respond, Elijah pushed himself up out of the chair and shuffled to the front door, slowing before he opened it. There was a pause, and it was as if the wind stopped blowing for a moment, a deafening silence. Never turning back to them, he twisted the nob and went inside. The emptiness he felt was wanting to spill onto everyone around him. A part of him thought if he was miserable, then everyone else should be as well, but that wasn’t right. He didn’t want to be miserable, and he sure didn’t want his daughter to be, but handling his regrets, anger, and sadness was almost too much for him to carry around much longer.


    Elijah went upstairs to his room, and the door’s hinges made the usual squeaking sound as it slowly opened. On the bed lay a beautiful hand-made quilt of every color in the rainbow, that kept him warm every night. Geneva made it a long time ago, with love in every single stitch. Thinking back, he could remember her sitting in the rocking chair outside on a sunny day, talking about that quilt.


    “You know what Elijah, seems like I get this thang done quicker when I’ve had a good day,” she said, steadily working along.


    “Why you think that is honey?” Elijah replied.


    Geneva stopped for a second with a thinking look about her face, “I betcha because I’m happy. When Ella comes and gives me a hug, it’s a blessing. When we spend time talkin’…it’s a blessing. When God gives me a beautiful day like this, it’s a blessing. And each one of these squares on this here quilt is put together after each of them blessings. You see, God wants us to slow down and enjoy every moment honey,”


    “God…”


    “You better betcha God. And don’t you start that darn mess again. God put us together didn’t he…just like I’m puttin’ together this here quilt,” she smiled, then looked back down at her work. “I won’t tolerate no backtalkin’ against my God. You hear me?” Geneva said with conviction and sass.


    Elijah’s mind came back to present time soon after, leaving him peering at that very quilt patched together with nothing but love. Elijah ran his large, somewhat wrinkled hands across it, and somehow it made him feel closer to her. In a way, it connected him to her once more, even if he couldn’t see her.


    The sun finally faded behind the hills leaving glimpses of orange and reds until it went dark…remanence of the day. As Caleb would say, God’s rainbow. Feeling tired, although he hadn’t done much of anything, he readied for bed and climbed in under that old quilt. Still stroking it gently and resting his head on the feather pillow, he let out a long sigh.


    Each breath got slower and more relaxed until he found himself where he truly wanted to be.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Elijah was transported in an instant from the reality he desperately wanted to escape, to a better place and time…one he’d never forget.


    “Elijah James, what are you doing in town,” an old friend of his granddad’s hollered out from one store over, waving as if he couldn’t see him.


    “Pap and maw sent me to get some things for them. You know they don’t drive,” Elijah answered, loading things up into the shiny 1955 green and white, two-tone Oldsmobile.


    “That ole cuss can drive; he just wants everybody to run after him. He’s always been that way,” the man continued.


    “I don’t mind at all. It gives me a reason to drive to town in my new car,” Elijah grinned, pointing to the car.


    “They’re lucky to have a grandson like you boy. I need one like that. The one I got is no account. He thinks work is a dirty word. I tell ya somethin’…takin’ him out behind the barn would be too good for him.”


    Elijah listened to his pap’s old buddy gripe about his own flesh and blood, just nodding and acting like he was really listening as he eased into the car slowly, waving as he left. He didn’t want to be rude, but if Elijah let him…he would go on and on. He was told to hurry and get back home with the groceries. If he’d learned anything, it was to mind. He had a few times out behind the barn himself and didn’t want any more.


    Elijah drove slowly down Broad St., although there were lots of people walking up and down the walks, his eyes zeroed in on one person. In the middle of a group of girls, was one particular girl who stood out like the brightest star in the dead of night. He didn’t know what it was about her, but when he saw her smile, he almost forgot where he was or where he was going. All of a sudden, he felt a small bump and he came to a stop. Finally looking up after focusing on such a beauty, he had run into the car in front of him. He barely hit him, but the man was furious.


    Elijah jumped out and went to see if there was any damage. Luckily there wasn’t but the man’s finger was about lodged up his nose as he swung it around telling him to be careful and that he was probably too young to be driving in the first place. The man got back in his car and sped away.


    Then he heard that voice. “Are you okay?”


    Turning slowly, it was like being in one of those old black and white movies, love at first sight. Words wouldn’t come out of his mouth like he was frozen.


    “I said are you okay?” she said, the very one who had caught his attention to make him wreck in the first place.


    “Uh…uh…yeah, I’m ok…uh, thank you….”


    “Geneva, my name’s Geneva. And land sakes you need to watch where you’re drivin’. You coulda killed somebody. What was you lookin’ at anyway?” she said.


    “I was lookin’ at…”


    “It don’t matter anyway. Next time be careful,” she said, whirling around and moseying away.


    Yelling out to her, “Elijah.”


    She turned, and squinted eyes and all, “What?”


    “I’m Elijah,” he announced as if she had asked what his name was.


    She stopped, smiled, her beautiful white teeth gleaming, and her sparkling eyes gave a wink, “Don’t have no more wrecks now,” She paused. “Elijah,” and went back to her friends as they continued their laughing and giggling like before it happened.


    This was a moment in time he wanted to bottle up and keep forever. Her reddish-blonde curls and ice-blue eyes captivated him. It’s like she was looking clean through him. They were hypnotizing to say the very least. He just about forgot what he was doing when he noticed the time.


    I’ve got to hurry back, he thought to himself. Pap and maw are going to kill me.


    Elijah rested his foot on the gas and traveled fast as he could without the law getting a hankering to pull him over. He didn’t want to anger his pap. He was a kind, caring man, but when he got mad, everyone knew to get out of his way. His eyes were blue, but not the normal blue. They were so clear, sometimes it was like you could see clean into his soul. Some kids down the way were afraid of him because his eyes were so very blue. Maw, on the other hand, was tough. She cared for everyone and had her way of doing things. Everyone had their chores, from what my daddy told me. And if the chores weren’t done, she was ready to fight.


    “What in tarnation took you so long boy? I hope you wasn’t tellin’ folks in town that’s your car. Get you a job and you might have one like that one day. Now, git in here and put them groceries up for your maw. And make sure you put everything in the right place. You know how she is,” Pap said, sitting in his old rickety, thread-bare chair, resting his feet on the antique table in front of him.


    “Yes sir,” Elijah said, nodding and totting everything to the kitchen.


    Still wearing an unmistakable grin across his face, Elijah couldn’t get the vision of Geneva’s out of his mind. He could still see those eyes, the ones that put him in a trans, even if it was for only a moment. Elijah’s daydreaming halted what he was supposed to be doing until he was startled.


    “Elijah!” a strong voice rang out. “Put that food away like your pap told you. You’re supposed to get back home and watch the twins for your mama and daddy while they go out for a bit. You know how you blame kids drive them nutty. And what’s with that look on your face. Why you smilin’?’”


    “Just happy maw,” Elijah said, never losing the beam shining, ear to ear.


    “Well, go on next door and do what you’re told,” she said, going from one thing to another, but not doing much of anything at the same time. “Go on now.”


    While leaving, he handed the keys over to Pap and did as he was told. The last thing he wanted to do was watch his sisters. They were twins which meant double trouble for him. It always seemed like one day Brenda would be sweet and Bridget would be the one causing trouble and the next, the other way around. I guess it didn’t matter really because you couldn’t tell them apart except for the mole on the back of Brenda’s neck. That’s how everyone told them apart.


    Elijah went on to his house and he analyzed it as he’d never done before. It was a small white frame house with mint green shutters. The paint was cracking and in dire need of some tender loving care, but somehow it always got put on the back burner. His mama had a few flowers around the small front porch, but there were usually more weeds in it than flowers. She always tried though. Climbing roses had taken over on the left side of the porch, painting the area with vibrant pinks and reds, giving the house a festive presence.


    Elijah crossed the lawn and started to go inside, then glanced up and noticed a moving truck across the road a few houses down. Not thinking much of it at first, he had to tackle the task of watching his sisters. Babysitting them was never something he loved doing, but he figured it was what big brothers were supposed to do. He had just turned 17 and they were only 8. He figured his parents must’ve been a glutton for punishment to want to have a few more kids to raise. Regardless, he was stuck with these two blonde-headed little girls who lived to aggravate him whenever they got the chance, which was daily.


    Elijah’s parents left. After he got the girls situated, Elijah went to the front porch and sat in the old, faded brown, rocking chair. With every rock backward, the boards underneath, played their tune, interrupting the peace in the air. The sun was trying to sneak away, only to leave the darkness behind. Before the sun was completely gone, he noticed a familiar car pull up. It was parked downtown when he was there earlier. Out hopped someone he was shocked to see. It was Geneva. It was her. She was walking toward the house where the moving truck sat in the driveway.


    From the distance, he could tell how beautiful she looked in her white top with fringe around the neck and sleeves, and a hot pink full skirt that bounced when she walked.


    I must be dreaming, he said to himself. So, he closed his eyes real tight then opened them again. This time he could hear some conversation from their yard. They had to be yelling or else he wouldn’t have been able to hear so clearly. His curiosity started getting the best of him, wondering what was going on down the way.


    “Geneva,” an abrupt voice called out. “You were supposed to be home an hour ago. We got unpackin’ to do girl. Come here.”


    “But grandpa, I was just…” she said.


    “No buts. This is the last time your late girl,” a man’s mean scruffy voice rang out once again.


    The next thing he heard was something he didn’t want to hear. Not sure what she was being whipped with, but by her cries, it wasn’t good. A part of him got very angry even though he didn’t really know her, but he wanted to. Then Elijah went back in to check on the girls. They were content being left alone, so that’s exactly what he did. They always did play well together.


    “I’ll be right back,” he told Brenda.


    “Where you goin’ Eli?” she asked, looking up from her play make up and dolls.


    “Just a few houses down, you two stay here. Don’t go outside,” Elijah replied. “Don’t go outside.”


    “I’ll tell mama and daddy you leave us,” Bridget said in a nagging kind of way.


    With a half grin to her and pat on her head, he went back outside. Unsure of what he was going to do. He felt like Geneva needed him. He got an uneasy feeling and couldn’t let it go. It got darker, and he stepped carefully down the walk, being guided by the streetlights. When he reached her house, he slowed down, almost stopped. The lights inside were dimly lit and there was no porch light. Then he could hear something over by the bushes to the left of their front porch. It sounded like crying.


    Taking a deep breath, not sure he should even be there, Elijah eased across the street and made his way toward the sound.


    “Geneva, is that you?” he whispered, getting closer to the sound.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


   

    “Pop,” a voice rang and was shaken at the same time. “Breakfast is ready.”


    He opened his eyes to find Caleb standing over his bed, smiles as usual, waking him from a dream he wanted to stay in. He wanted to see her face again.


    “Why did you wake me?” Elijah said angrily, then rolling over and covering his head up. “I need to go back to sleep.”


    “But it’s after 9 am. Aren’t you hungry?” Caleb asked respectfully.


    “You stay hungry enough to eat for the lot of us, so eat mine too. I want to sleep,” he said, covering up his head with that quilt, so he could find the same place and time he was pulled from.


    About then, Ella poked her head around the door to his room. “Come on dad, I made all your favorites. Homemade hashbrowns, crispy bacon, homemade biscuits…gravy.”


    “Can’t I just sleep?” he begged; his head still covered as if to tell to say leave me alone.


    Ella motioned for Caleb to leave, “We’ll be downstairs when you’re ready to eat. I’ll keep it warm for you dad.”


    When the door shut, he flung the quilt off him and began to have somewhat of a tantrum. Not one for people to see or anything like that, but one he needed to get out all his frustrations. Then he reached into the nightstand to grab his glasses when he grabbed something else along with them. It appeared to have been wedged in the crack of the drawer sitting almost upright.


    Putting his spectacles on, so he could see what he had, the envelope was dusty, and flap sealed. There was no writing on the outside, but it did have a beautiful fragrance coming from it. He would know that scent anywhere. Just taking it in, made it feel like Geneva was sitting right next to him.


    Elijah knew Ella and Caleb were waiting on him, so he placed the envelope back where he found it and went downstairs. But after breakfast, he knew the first thing he was going to do, open the letter. So, he went downstairs to join Ella and Caleb.


    “There you are sleepyhead,” Ella said, finishing her plate and getting his from the microwave where she was keeping it warm. “Did you sleep okay?”


    “Great,” Elijah responded quickly, thinking about it all over again. “I dreamed of your mama. And I’ll tell ya something. That’s one dream I didn’t want to wake up from.”


    “That’s why…” Caleb started.


    “Yes,” Elijah interrupted. “That’s why I wanted to go back to sleep.”


    “You know it’s almost impossible to pick up where you leave off in a dream dad,” Ella said, serving him breakfast. “I read that somewhere, but it never hurts to try, I guess.”


    “Well, you can betcha I’m gonna try again tonight,” Elijah replied, his attitude glaring.


    Silence filled the room momentarily then Ella’s look turned from all smiles, to more solace. “You couldn’t have known dad. It wasn’t your fault.”


    “I wasn’t nice to her like I should’ve been,” Elijah lowered his head. “Always more worried about me and what I wanted to do than what she needed. I don’t know what I was thinking Ella. What was I thinking?”


    Ella, realizing there needed to be a change in mood, “I remember when I was really little, mama always sang that song This Little Light of Mine, every night before I would go to sleep. From an early age, I knew she had a light like I never saw in anyone else. There was always something about her smile that lifted me up even when I was at my lowest.”


    “Yeah,” Elijah half-smiled. “You know I’ve never been much of…what you would call…uh, a religious type. But I swear that woman always made sure I knew the way to go if I ever wanted to be. She told me lots of times Elijah, I ain’t givin’ up on you and neither is God. If I heard it once, I heard it a thousand times.”


    “Nothing wrong with that Pop,” Caleb muttered, holding a mouth full of eggs and biscuits which were about to fall out.


    Ella and Elijah looked at one another, then back at Caleb, and burst out laughing at his usual antics. One thing for sure, he never claimed to be
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