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				It is said that grief never ends, but it changes. It is a passage, not a place to stay. Grief is not a sign of weakness, nor a lack of faith. It is the price of love.
			

			
				My name is Sarah Alinora Winslow. My family has called me Sassy as long as I can remember. They called me Sarah Alinora if I was in serious trouble. I am 34 years old. My husband died a few months ago. He just turned 50. We were married 14 years. We both worked hard, and we saved a lot during our marriage, so that we could buy a lake house near my brother and his family, who live in Kennesaw, Georgia, just outside of Atlanta. We were so excited to buy that house at Lake Allatoona, 20 minutes away from Jim and his family. Owen bought his boat he had talked about for years, and was thrilled that we had found the house we wanted, for when we retired in a few more years. Our son, Rick, would be living there while he completes Med School at Emory. We had been moving the first load into the house, when my damned husband had a heart attack, and just had to up and die.
			

			
				Isn’t that just like a man?
			

			
				I was so ready for this desolate time in my life to change. To move on to the passage to the next stage in the grief process, for movement to the next phase in recovering. Because when all is said and done, grief sucks. It hurts like hell.
			

			
				Maybe I was better. Maybe I was progressing. I knew I was going through the passage. Some days, I felt like it was the slow boat to hell. But then, change is not always pleasant, especially secondary to the death of someone loved as much as I loved Owen. I just knew I was ready to stop hurting.
			

			
				My Owen was dead, and I was struggling to go on. Breathing was hard. I hurt. I know that grief is said to be love’s unwillingness to let go. He was missing from me. Right now, thinking about life without him was almost unbearable.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter One
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				I graduated high school a year early when I was 17, and started at Trinity University that fall. In the spring, I took a class in Early American History taught by the renowned Dr. Owen Winslow, who had the reputation of being one of the foremost authorities on Colonial American History in the country.
			

			
				I hated the illustrious Dr. Winslow from the very first day.
			

			
				I typically run a program on my computer to record my classes. That way, I can listen but not have to take notes. I have an accurate recollection of every word the professor says. It’s easier to explain than the fact that I have a photographic memory.
			

			
				We got off to a bang up start that first day, when he called roll for Sarah Searcy.
			

			
				“I’m here, sir, and I would prefer to be called Ms. Searcy.”
			

			
				His head whipped up at that. Lips thinned, and he took his glasses off, tilted his head, and stared at me, frowning, before he put them back on. I was unsure whether I was going to pee myself or laugh. I must have made the wrong choice because I laughed, and it caused his lips to narrow more. He glanced at me again, and said, “Ah, yes, the Saucy Miss Searcy.” I tried not to chuckle as he pronounced Searcy like ‘Sussy,’ which I assumed was due to his New England accent. “I will make a point of NOT calling you Sarah.”
			

			
				I smiled, fascinated by his accent. “Thank you, Dr. Winslow.”
			

			
				About 45 minutes into the lecture, he realized I was not taking notes. In fact, in typical Saucy Sassy Searcy Style (as it came to be known), I was sewing while he lectured. “Could our Saucy Miss Searcy manage to pull herself away from her important task in her hands to pay attention to this lecture?”
			

			
				I smiled, and kept sewing. “I am listening to you, sir. I am quite capable of multitasking.”
			

			
				The hall was silent except for a shuffling of seats. Eyes grew wide around me as students seemed to move away from me, in fear of the explosion to come.
			

			
				He took his glasses off again, his grey eyes cold as ice, as he gave me that thin-lipped smile. I learned right then that when Dr. Winslow smiled, it was not necessarily a good thing. “Fine, Little Miss Multitasker.” I bit back a grin as he dropped the ‘er’ on the end of Multitasker, so it sounded like ‘Multitaskah.’ “What did I say before I asked you to stop your handwork, or whatever it is that is so very important that you are doing?”
			

			
				Okay, A-hole, I thought. Bring it on. You may have one sexy accent, but you are just plain rude, every bit as rude as Gramma always says Yankees are. I smiled, as I glanced at my computer screen over the transcription from his words of his lesson. “At what point in the lecture, sir?”
			

			
				His cheeks were turning bright red. “I beg your pardon?”
			

			
				I kept sewing. “Well, you’ve been talking for 45 minutes. At what point would you like me to recount what you said?”
			

			
				He smiled again. “How about 5 minutes ago. No. Make that 7 ½ minutes ago.” The Cheshire cat looked like he had swallowed the mouse whole.
			

			
				I shut my eyes, visualizing what he had said then. “In 1765, King George III and Parliament agreed that the colonists would pay taxes on all printed material to help pay for the French and Indian War. Colonists were angry. Since they had a self-government, they thought Parliament had no right to tax them. At that point, the colonists determined that without representation, they were little more than slaves. Hence, the famous words ‘no taxation without representation.’ The cornerstones of the prospective Revolution were laid at that very moment.”
			

			
				The shit eating grin was off his face. He blinked and then he blinked again. I thought his jaw was going to hit the floor. It was word for word what he had lectured. After about a minute, he snapped his jaw shut, and shuffled his papers. “Very good. Continue... whatever,” he waved his hand in the air as if to make light of me.
			

			
				I smiled and continued to stitch. “Thank you, Dr. Winslow.”
			

			
				As class ended, I started picking up my things to leave when he said, “Just a minute, Miss Searcy. I need to speak with you.”
			

			
				My heart sank. Great, Miss Sassy Mouth, I thought. I pissed this dude off, and he’s gonna kick me out of the class. Damn, I really wanted to take this class.
			

			
				He took his time in gathering his own papers up to put them in his briefcase. At last, he asked the question he had apparently made me wait to hear. “Can you always do that?”
			

			
				I gulped. He was making me late for my next class. Worried, I glanced at my watch. “Uh, sir—”
			

			
				“Answer me, girl! Can you?” He glared at me, his grey eyes blazing.
			

			
				I sighed as the bell for the next class rang. “Okay, I’m late now anyway. Yes, sir. I have been able to do that all my life. Why does it matter to you?”
			

			
				He stared at me. “And you can just sit there and sew or whatever, and know every word that was said?”
			

			
				I nodded.
			

			
				He grabbed me by the arm. “Come on!”
			

			
				I dug my heels in. “Hey! What’s going on? I have classes. I am already late for the next one now.”
			

			
				He stopped and looked back at me. “Because, my dear Saucy Miss Sarah Searcy, I have need of you at a meeting. I’ll talk to your professor, but you need to come with me. Now.”
			

			
				“Sassy,” I said through gritted teeth.
			

			
				He stopped and stared at me. “Saucy. Sassy. What’s the difference?”
			

			
				I shrugged. “People call me Sassy. Sarah Alinora Suarez Searcy. The initials spell SASS. Add the ‘y’ on the end from Searcy, and it spells Sassy. My family has called me Sassy since I was an infant. If you are forcing me to do something for you this afternoon, at least get my name right, sir.”
			

			
				He started laughing. “Saucy Sassy Searcy. I love it! That name fits you to a ‘T’. Come on, girl, time’s a’wastin’!”
			

			
				And that was how I got conscripted into the job working in his office to record meetings unobtrusively. Don’t ask me why he couldn’t use a tape recorder. I always wondered if he had one going, too. I would sit in the corner, with the laptop, sewing, or apparently reading, while my photographic memory would record every freaking word for Himself.
			

			
				As the semester progressed, we had to do a major research project. My paper was on the history of the quilt in the Colonies. I included a sample square for each significant quilting pattern that evolved during the Colonial Period. It must have impressed him. He gave me the only A that semester, and surprised me when he asked me to be his Research Assistant on an article he was writing on Early American Textiles. I didn’t know then that the article he had in mind would became a series of articles, which began with him writing about the importance of cotton to the economy of the colonies, why they wanted to produce their own textiles, and the financial impact it had on the colonies. Or that I would write articles about how they carded and wove the cotton into fabric, how they dyed the fabric, how they made print designs, especially chintzes which were so expensive to import from India, and were so highly in favor during the Colonial and Revolutionary War eras. We wrote about clothing styles affected by using cotton and linen instead of silks, and of course, I wrote in particular about quilting, applique, and embroidery. The articles evolved into a well-received book. I still smile at the memory of that very happy time in my life.
			

			
				As time passed, the business relationship into which I was conscripted became a friendship. I started working as Owen’s Research Assistant that summer, even though I didn’t take classes then. Gramma insisted I take a break from studies in the summer. I now know that working as Owen Winslow’s RA full-time was harder than classes would have been. In fact, he cut a deal with the Dean that I received college credits for my work that summer. Seems if you write articles in your area which are published, you get college credits, if your professor is ethical enough to give you credit for writing the articles!
			

			
				The fall semester started, and I continued with my research for Dr. Winslow, dying pot after stinking pot of fabrics, from all sorts of natural dyes known to the Colonials. By spring, I began making patterned fabric, using the lost wax techniques still used in India to this day, that they used in Colonial Williamsburg. I became accustomed to him calling me Saucy Sassy. In private, I even started calling him Doc, or on rare occasions, Owen. Even so, we were still very much in a professional relationship, just a lot more cordial and friendlier than the year before. We both joked and teased a bit, although more times than not, I had to jerk my head up and look at him to see if he was teasing or serious. The sparkle in those grey eyes would always give it away even before that twitch of a grin hinting on his lips. Damn, he had a good poker face, but I was learning his ‘tells’.
			

			
				Owen shocked me when he asked me to go with him to Williamsburg that summer. I told him he had to ask my Gramma and get her permission. My maternal grandmother raised my brother, Jim, and me after our parents died. She was very ‘old world’ Spanish, descended from los Canarios who were the first settlers to San Antonio in the 1700’s. He went with me to the house, and bowed to kiss her hand when I introduced them. “Mucho gusto en conocerle, Sra. Suarez,” he said in remarkably good Spanish.
			

			
				“I didn’t know you speak Spanish,” I blurted.
			

			
				He flashed a grin at me. “Si, como no?”
			

			
				Gramma blushed, and said, “Oh, please, Dr. Winslow. Call me Alinora.”
			

			
				My eyebrows just about popped off my head. My aristocratic, elegant, very proper abuelita never asked anyone to call her by her first name that fast.
			

			
				“Solamente si usted me llama Owen. Only if you call me Owen.” He smiled, “Muchisimas gracias, Alinora. Con su permiso.” With a slight bow, he bent to kiss her hand as my Gramma blushed again. He stayed for dinner, explaining why he wanted me to go to Williamsburg. They talked about the project, and what I would be doing. He told her how much he admired my work and admired me as a human being, in fact, that I was an exemplary human being. That one totally surprised me, I remember.
			

			
				“Really?” I interjected.
			

			
				He reached over to squeeze my hand. “De veras. Really, Sassy.”
			

			
				Gramma adored Owen from almost the first moment she met him. He flirted with her, and I swear he could have charmed the panties right off that sweet old lady. This was a different Dr. Winslow than I knew at school. This Dr. Winslow rather fascinated and terrified me. By the end of the evening, Owen had Gramma eating out of his hand. Literally. He was feeding her candied fruit. She told him I could go with him to Williamsburg, since I would be living in a boarding house with the other female students working there for the summer. She stressed that no men were to be allowed in the boarding house where I stayed. Owen assured her that I would be well guarded, before he left me some patterns. Gramma and I sewed up my clothing for Williamsburg.
			

			
				“That man is falling in love with you, Sassy,” Gramma said one evening after Owen left.
			

			
				My head jerked up at her words. “Oh, Gramma, yo no creo. I don’t think so—”
			

			
				She nodded her head, as she watched him walking to his car. “No, m’hija, this old woman can tell you a few things about love. De veras, m’hija. Believe me, Owen Winslow loves you. And you are falling in love with him.”
			

			
				My throat felt dry at her words.
			

			
				“You be careful this summer, Sassy. Con cuidado. Don’t let him take liberties with you.”
			

			
				Silent, I nodded. I swallowed, hard, more than once. “Don’t worry. You raised me better than that, Gramma.”
			

			
				She smiled. “Yes, I know, m’hija, but passion is a funny thing. It can make a strong woman weak. Just... be careful. And remember: don’t make permanent decisions based on temporary feelings.”
			

			
				Williamsburg was quite an experience, to say the least. I worked my ass off at the dye vats every day from dawn till dusk. Owen enjoyed telling people I was his little Mexican indentured servant. Believe me, he got a real dirty look the first time he said that. I all but chewed his head off and spat out the pieces when he laughed and told another man dressed as a planter that I was a real little hot tamale. In fact, I was so angry that I stomped right out of the dye vats and went back to my room.
			

			
				Working in the vats was hot, smelly, exhausting work, but by summer’s end, I was able to produce museum quality, dyed cotton yardage and which they began selling in the shops. I was so proud of my work. Owen took photos of the fabrics, and I took some yardage back with us to Texas to use in quilting pieces for the book our articles were evolving into. I was most pleased because the prints I made duplicated original Colonial prints popular during the Revolution. I was especially pleased with the results of my Jefferson chintz, the same pattern as the curtains in the parlor at Monticello. Owen said if it had been made when Martha Jefferson lived, that you could not have told my copy from the original. That was pretty high praise coming from Owen.
			

			
				I also realized the very proper Dr. Winslow had a wicked sense of humor, and could be rather charming and flirtatious at times. I guess I should have perceived that with the ‘hot tamale’ comment. I tried my best to ignore the flirtatious behaviors as nothing more than the Good Professor was away from school enjoying himself role-playing in Williamsburg. Still, there was a swat or two on my butt that got him some really dirty looks, and once I even raised my hand as if to slap him, to which the men watching had howled in laughter. “No, me tocas esta vez. Don’t touch me like that. Sometimes, you get way too much into this role of planter with the little indentured Mexican girl, Owen,” I muttered through gritted teeth. The men howled again as he gave me a wolfish grin as he arched an eyebrow at me.
			

			
				The following semester, a couple of things happened. Back at Trinity, he was Dr. Winslow again, replete with tweed suits, bow ties, and crisp New England accent. I had enough hours to be a senior, even though it was just my third year. That’s what happens when you get credit for working your tail off in the summers in Williamsburg. Dr. Winslow had definitely become Owen to me, at least out of the classroom. He’d best not try to pop me on the butt again, but we were definitely friends.
			

			
				I could tell if he had his way, we would be more.
			

			
				And then one afternoon in late October, Owen surprised me when he told me that he had filed for divorce that morning.
			

			
				“Que dices?” My head jerked up in shocked surprise when he told me, even though I knew his marriage had been rocky for the past couple of years. “I’m sorry. Um... why are you telling me this?”
			

			
				He stared at me a long time, with this rather sad smile on his face. He reached out, as if to touch me, and after a second, he smoothed my hair back from my face. I was unsure whether to feel relieved or disappointed that the touch was so insignificant, so ... not a caress. “Oh, my sweet Saucy Sassy. You are the one person I wanted to tell. I trust you, Sass. Perhaps more than you will ever know.”
			

			
				When he left his wife, he took their son, Rick, who was 9 years old. I often worked at the office on Saturday, to conduct dye experiments with fabric, to sew, and to write. Owen would bring Rick with him on Saturdays. He would even leave Rick with me, if he had to run errands or go to the library to do research.
			

			
				Rick and I bonded in no time at all. He enjoyed my quirky sense of humor, and I just plain liked the kid. He taught me how to play Pokemon. I taught him how to play poker while pots of dye processed. Rick learned how to help me with the dyes, and developed a critically discerning eye where it came to them. Periodically, Owen would walk through, and smile when he saw us laughing at cards or analyzing and grading dye lots. Rick was also learning Spanish, and enjoyed knowing words his dad didn’t know.
			

			
				Rick was just about the same age Jim and I were when our parents died in the crash. We related to each other. He began telling me things he wasn’t telling anyone else. Like his dad, Rick needed a friend, and he chose me to be the friend he trusted.
			

			
				In November, there was a hearing on temporary orders. The Saturday before the hearing, Kathryn wanted to meet with Owen to ‘talk’. He was pretty nervous about it and admitted he told her he was unwilling to meet.
			

			
				“Why not?” I asked. “Afraid she might try to get you in the sack?”
			

			
				Owen looked horrified. “Oh, that’s not going to happen. Not even with a 100-foot pole and Dean Sander’s dick!”
			

			
				Owen asked a couple of students and teachers to come to the hearing as witnesses. I was one. I told the judge I worked for Dr. Winslow, and sometimes I babysat, if that was the correct term, for Rick. I told the judge Rick talked to me about concerns about his mom and his desires.
			

			
				“What does the boy say he wants, Miss Searcy?” The Judge surprised me when he asked the question. I understood the lawyers couldn’t ask me that. Something about hearsay, I think Owen’s lawyer said.
			

			
				I looked at Owen’s attorney, and the judge before I answered. “Judge Hinojosa, he says he loves his mother, but he doesn’t want to live like that again.”
			

			
				The judge studied me before asking it. “Like what?”
			

			
				Her lawyer objected, and the judge waved a hand in the air. “I asked the question. I want an answer. Of course, I can always appoint an amicus attorney, but that will cost your client more money and I am not sure she can afford it. And if push comes to shove, I won’t make Dr. Winslow pay for her fees to an amicus attorney, who winds up appointed due to your arrogance.”
			

			
				I dreaded answering these questions, but I knew Rick needed a friend to stand up for him. “He says he was living in constant fear.”
			

			
				“Why? Why was he in constant fear, Miss Searcy?” the judge asked.
			

			
				“He says that his mother is addicted to heroin, your honor. His mom drags him around from drug house to drug house so she can score her drugs.”
			

			
				All hell broke out with that. Kathryn Winslow was screaming I was a lying Mexican whore, whereupon Judge Hinojosa held her in contempt. As I heard her attorney say to Kathryn: don’t call the witness a Mexican whore in front of the Hispanic judge. Not your coolest move. Anyway, the Bailiff then handcuffed her as the Judge ordered she submit instanter to drug tests. She tested positive for heroin, just like Rick said she would.
			

			
				At the completion of the hearing, Owen had custody of Rick.
			

			
				I had an enemy named Kathryn Winslow.
			

			
				After the hearing, people started looking at me differently. Sometimes they would stop talking when I came into a room. Sometimes, they would move away from me. One day, I came into a classroom when everyone stopped talking when I came in. I remember I frowned, and asked, ”Okay, what gives? Do I have body odor? Bad breath? Lice? What’s up?”
			

			
				Most of the students tittered, a few looking away. One of the jocks sauntered over to me, and leered down at me. “Nothing, Saucy Sassy. Why?”
			

			
				“Leave her alone, Brice. She’s okay,” interjected Tim Brown, the computer geek who was one of my study partners.
			

			
				Brice Waters gave Tim a dirty look, and made a move towards him. “Shut up, twerp. She’s his whore. Everyone here knows she is his whore.” He turned his head back to me, leering at me again. “Aren’t you, Saucy Sassy?”
			

			
				I felt the color fade from my face. Without thinking, my hand whipped out and slapped him hard, one, two, three times. When I realized what I had done, I threw my hands over my mouth. My hand print stood out on his face as if I had painted it there.
			

			
				He touched it gingerly. “Saucy.” His eyes narrowed as he reached for me again, but I stepped back, and jerked my arm out of his reach. “One for the whore. But watch out. I’ll score next time.”
			

			
				Heart racing, I moved to the front of the class before I sat down. I think it was the one class in college I could never remember a word from later on.
			

			
				Kathryn showed up late that Friday night at about 6:15, with a big show of love and affection before they left. Rick looked back over his shoulder at me, mouthing, ‘save me’. It broke my heart, but there was nothing I could do. Look kid, I wanted to say, I can’t save you. You’re on your own here. I waited till I saw them leave the building through the window before I turned off the lights and locked up the office to head home.
			

			
				Gramma’s house was two blocks off campus, three blocks from the Chandler Building in which the department office was located. Most days, I walked back and forth unless it was raining or dark when I left. That evening, it was drizzling, and would soon become dark. I’d hoped Owen would get back from his staff meeting in time to give me a lift home, but when he wasn’t back, I figured I could handle walking a couple of blocks in light drizzle. After all, South Texas isn’t very cold in November.
			

			
				I was about halfway down the block heading off campus when I heard steps behind me. I glanced back, half expecting to see Owen, shocked to see Brice Waters leering at me. I hurried up to get away from the brute, but he grabbed my arm and swung me around. I felt a jolt of pain shoot through my jaw as he slugged me. I fell backwards, and saw stars when my head hit the concrete curb. He fell on top of me, laughing like a maniac as he began ripping at my clothing.
			

			
				I began screaming, as I pummeled him ineffectively with my fists. He ripped my blouse open, and was ripping my skirt apart. Hell, he just about stripped me right there on the edge of campus, less than three blocks from the safety of my home. As I lay there in the cold, damp grass, my head throbbing with pain, all I could think was this monster is going to rape me because of something Kathryn Winslow is spreading around about me. I sobbed, begging him to stop, in Spanish. “No, me tocas, por favor, no me tocas!” I tend to revert to Spanish when I am very stressed, scared or angry.
			

			
				Then, Owen was there, pulling Brice off me. He hit Brice again and again, until the Dean ran up and pulled Owen off Brice. My friend, Lucy, followed along behind them, and rushed to my side, Lucy gathered me in her arms as I cried, struggling to pull something over me. She slipped her sweater off to cover my bruised breasts. Campus security showed up, and escorted Brice away in handcuffs, his nose still bleeding from the pummeling Owen gave him.
			

			
				“Went a little overboard there, Owen,” the Dean said. “There’s gonna be repercussions from that.”
			

			
				“I don’t give a fuck, Jack. You saw what that bastard was doing.”
			

			
				Dean Sanders nodded. “Yep. But we’re gonna have a load of shit from his parents.”
			

			
				“That bastard was about to rape her, Jack. We all saw it. Let them bring it on. I don’t care. That boy has to learn he can’t rape women.” Owen glanced at him in scorn, as he knelt down beside me and scooped me up into his arms. “I am so damned sick of entitled students who think they own the campus. He shouldn’t get away with that, not here, not anywhere. Let’s get you into the car, sweetheart. Lucy, can you come with us?”
			

			
				Eyes wide, Lucy nodded, silent, as she hurried to help Owen get me into the car.
			

			
				The security guard standing there shot into motion. “Dr. Winslow, we need to debrief her.”
			

			
				“Talk to her tomorrow. If you dumb asses had been doing your job, she would not have just about been raped right here tonight.” He stood up, with me still crying, my arms tight around his neck, as he carried me to the car. “On the fucking campus. This is outrageous.”
			

			
				My grandmother swooned when she opened the door. “Sassy! Owen! What happened?”
			

			
				It was hours later that I realized he called me sweetheart. Or realized he kissed me when he raised me up. Or that I kissed him back as I clung to him.
			

			
				Brice was arrested, but his family bonded him out the next day. Kathryn came in smirking two weeks later, but the smirk wiped off her face pretty quick when she realized an armed security officer was waiting for her there with me. As she started to leave with Rick, she nodded at me, and said, “Round one for the whore.”
			

			
				I knew what she meant but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of acknowledging that. “You haven’t won anything, Kathryn. And please, don’t belittle yourself like that in front of your child.”
			

			
				Angry, she slammed the door so hard the glass in it shattered.
			

			
				Soon, it was the next spring, and I would graduate in May. The students still looked at me strangely, but was more in awe because I survived the Waters attack, lived to tell about it, and Brice had been expelled. I kept waiting at the office for Kathryn on her Fridays, often in the company of Lucy, my Gramma, my brother, and security. Security was always there when Owen was not in the office with me. Rick thought it was fun to have our Friday afternoon parties. We all knew we were protecting my reputation.
			

			
				In early March, Owen came looking for me in a Art History class one afternoon. He looked shaken. “Miss Searcy,” he always called me Miss Searcy in class, “I need to speak with you in the hall, please.”
			

			
				My heart plummeted. Something was wrong, terribly wrong, if Owen came to another professor’s class to find me. I rushed out of the class to his side. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”
			

			
				“Your grandmother is in the hospital. Jim called and asked me to bring you right away.”
			

			
				“Ai, dios mio!” I rushed back in the class, told my professor where I was going, and rushed right back out. We were at the hospital minutes later.
			

			
				Gramma had a mild stroke after Owen brought me home the night Brice attacked me. Her health had been delicate ever since. Now, at 72, she’d suffered a major stroke. It devastated me. Jim and my Gramma were my whole family, after Mom and Dad died 10 years before.
			

			
				“Gramma? It’s Sassy. Estoy aqui. I’m here. I love you. Yo te amo, mi abuelita.”
			

			
				My Gramma’s beautiful green eyes opened, and she reached for me. I took her hand, and began to pat the delicate skin on it, shocked to see how infirm she looked. I knew she’d been failing, but I’d been unable to admit to myself how frail she had become. I held her hand up to my face, and she stroked my hair, as she had done all my life. She motioned for Jim, who came over beside us. I was surprised she motioned for Owen, who joined us at her bedside, also.
			

			
				“When I’m gone—” she began, her voice weak and tremulous.
			

			
				“Don’t talk like that,” I said, as I began crying. “You aren’t going anywhere.”
			

			
				She tried to smile, and gently squeezed my hand. “Shush, m’hija. When I’m gone, you men look after my girl.”
			

			
				“Gramma, please, please don’t say that,” I sobbed. “Please, Gram, please. Por favor, mi abuelita. No te vayas! Please don’t go! Please.”
			

			
				Owen placed his hand over mine. Jim’s slid beneath Gram’s and mine. They looked at each other.
			

			
				“We’ll take care of her, Alinora,” Owen promised.
			

			
				“Always,” Jim said.
			

			
				She passed that night.
			

			
				The next week, Kathryn Winslow tried to get custody of Rick back. She hit hard, accusing Owen and me of adultery. I must have looked totally shocked. The Judge interrupted her, and called me up to the bench.
			

			
				“Miss Searcy, are you having an affair with Dr. Winslow?” he asked, his voice stern.
			

			
				I objected with unexpected violence. “No, sir, I promise. I’ll take a lie detector test, Judge. Right now, if you want. I think a lot of Dr. Winslow. He’s a good man. But I’m not having an affair with him. My grandmother didn’t raise me like that.” I choked up at the reference of my grandmother. “I’m sorry, Judge Hinojosa. My grandmother just died last week...” I struggled hold back my unbidden tears.
			

			
				Owen’s attorney asked how many visits Kathryn had missed with Rick. “Eight.”
			

			
				The judge’s eyes popped up. “How do you know that, Miss Searcy?”
			

			
				I’d regained my composure by then, so I squared my shoulders and looked at the judge. Kathryn was shooting me daggers. I knew I’d start shaking again if I looked at her right then. “I work in the office on Friday afternoons. Dr. Winslow attends a staff meeting at 6—”
			

			
				“Ha! He’s out drinking,” Kathryn interjected.
			

			
				Judge Hinojosa frowned. “Counsel, control your client. Mrs. Winslow, I will hold you in contempt again if you do not comport yourself appropriately. This is a court of law. You know I mean it. I’ve done it before. Don’t make me do it again. Proceed, Miss Searcy. What happens then?”
			

			
				“I stay at the office with Rick for his mom to come pick him up.”
			

			
				“Do you know the dates when she has picked him up?”
			

			
				I nodded. “Yes, sir, I mark it on Dr. Winslow’s calendar.”
			

			
				The judge’s eyebrows popped up again. “Did you bring the calendar?”
			

			
				I smiled. “Yes, sir, I did.” I pulled it out of my bag. “I marked the times she came in blue, along with the time she showed up. I marked the times she didn’t show up in red.”
			

			
				“How late would you wait for her?”
			

			
				“Until at least 6:30.” I responded. “We stayed til 6:45 once when she called and said she had been stuck in traffic.”
			

			
				“Please hand me the calendar.” Judge Hinojosa reached for the book, which I handed to him.
			

			
				Kathryn picked Rick up 4 times since the hearing in November. She did not pick him up for Thanksgiving and just took him for one day at Christmas. She could have had him for a week. She didn’t pick him up again until the weekend before the hearing, when she showed up at 6:35, just before we were all about to leave.
			

			
				“What was this date with the big circle around it?”
			

			
				I paled. “That was the date of her first visit, sir, after the last hearing. After I turned Rick over to his mom, I started out to walk home.”
			

			
				“What time?” the Judge asked.
			

			
				“She picked him up at 6:15. It was a little later when I left. I always lock up the office before I leave.”
			

			
				The Judge frowned. “Why is it circled?”
			

			
				I could feel myself shaking, and I began rubbing my hands together. They were cold as ice. I took a ragged breath. “I was assaulted on the way home that night.”
			

			
				The Judge stared at me before he spoke. “You may sit down, Miss Searcy. Dr. Winslow, please take the stand.”
			

			
				Owen stood up, straightened his tie, and took the witness seat. “Yes, your Honor?”
			

			
				“Are you having an affair with this girl?” he asked.
			

			
				Owen turned to look the judge right in the face. “No, sir. I have great admiration and respect for Sarah Winslow, but I am not having an affair with her.”
			

			
				The judge tilted his head at him. “Oh, really? Little Freudian slip there?”
			

			
				Owen realized what he had said, and laughed as his face reddened. “You may just be right, Judge. But I am not having an affair with Ms. Searcy. I have far too much respect for her as well as for the University where I work to do that. And like she says, her Grandmother did not raise her like that. She’s a fine young woman, with a keen sense of morality.”
			

			
				The judge studied his face again. He nodded and said, “What happened on the night of November 24th?”
			

			
				“A male student followed Ms. Searcy and attempted to rape her, sir. The Dean and I were walking back to my offices and heard her screams for help. We interceded and were able to stop it.”
			

			
				The judge looked back at me, but my head was down. I was shaking horribly as I tried not to cry. Kathryn sat there like a cat who had been given a saucer of milk. The judge looked back at Owen.
			

			
				“Was it ever determined why he attacked her?” he asked.
			

			
				Owen nodded. “Yes, sir. The boy admitted in criminal court last week that he attacked Ms. Searcy because my wife spread the rumor I was sleeping with Sassy.”
			

			
				The Judge gave a pointed look to Kathryn. “Did you do that?” he demanded.
			

			
				She shrugged. “Well, if the shoe fits...”
			

			
				She looked completely lost when the judge told her he was not changing custody.
			

			
				A week later, Kathryn Winslow overdosed on heroin.
			

			
				No one was at the secretary’s desk that Friday afternoon when I came into the History Office. The phone was ringing, so I slung down my backpack, and grabbed it.
			

			
				“Sassy? This is Dean Sanders. Is Owen okay?”
			

			
				The question surprised me. “I guess so, sir. I just came in. Would you like to talk to him?”
			

			
				“Yes, please. See if he is okay, and let me know if I need to come over. Right now, Sassy. I’ll hang on.”
			

			
				I didn’t know what was going on. “Yes, sir.”
			

			
				I put the phone on hold, and knocked on Owen’s door. He did not answer, so I pushed the door open. He stood at the window, staring out across the beautiful campus, deep in thought. I walked up, and laid a hand on his shoulder.
			

			
				“Owen?” When he didn’t answer, I rubbed his shoulder, to get his attention, and asked, “Owen? Are you okay?”
			

			
				Wordless, he reached to my hand. “Oh, Sassy, I didn’t hear you come in. Um... no... no, not really.”
			

			
				I had never seen him quite so white faced before. I pulled him around to face me. “Owen, what’s the matter?”
			

			
				He pulled me to him and laid his head on my shoulder. I realized there were tears running down his face. “She ... killed herself, Sassy. Kathryn killed herself.”
			

			
				“Oh, my God.” I swear, I went numb. I swear I felt like I had killed her with my testimony. I knew that wasn’t true; chances were heroin killed her. Mouth dry, I got the words out. “Umm... Dean wants to know if he needs to come over.”
			

			
				Owen shook his head. “No.”
			

			
				I started to pull away, to go back to tell the Dean what Owen said and how he was. Owen didn’t release my hand. Instead, he pulled me closer. “Owen, I have to...”
			

			
				He dipped his head to kiss me. “I have wanted to do that for so long,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. He lowered his head towards me again. I could feel months if not years of yearning in that kiss, my own yearning as much as his. He had never so much as pecked me on the cheek before except for the kiss the night he took me home to my Gramma after the attack.
			

			
				I wanted so badly to kiss back. To reach my arms up around his shoulders, to run my fingers through his tawny blond hair. And before I thought, I was kissing him back. But with a start, I realized I couldn’t do this, not now. We both deserved so much more. I felt the blood drain from my face. I pulled back, my hands shaking like a leaf. Stammering, I pulled away from his arms, and rushed to the other room, but I made sure I locked Owen’s door before I left his office. I didn’t want to be tempted to go back in there. Not right then.
			

			
				“Dean? He says Kathryn ... yes, exactly. He is pretty shaken up. He said you shouldn’t come, but I think you should. I locked him in there. I didn’t want anyone else walking in.”
			

			
				I hung up the phone, and turned, to see Owen standing in the doorway his hands extended to me, beseeching me to stay. “Please, Sassy. Don’t go.”
			

			
				“I can’t do this. I can’t. Not now.” I whispered the words as I backed away from him. “Please, Owen, don’t... Not now. She just died, for God’s sake, Owen. Not now. Please.”
			

			
				Just then, my friend, Alice, walked in. I grabbed my backpack, and with tears streaming down my face, I hurried towards her. “Come on, Alice, we need to go pick up Jim.”
			

			
				Alice kinda had the hots for Jim and would do just about anything for him back then. I remember she looked from Owen, to me, and back again, before she nodded. “I’ll drive,” she said.
			

			
				That was good, since I didn’t have a car.
			

			
				I would be lying if I said I hadn’t realized Owen was falling for me or that I was falling in love with him. He was always very proper at Trinity. You know, that New England bow tie and tweed suit, puffing on a pipe kind of guy. That kiss was the first real kiss we ever shared, other than that kiss when he took me home after the attack. For well over a year, he did little more than pat my back or pat my hand, except for those few occasions at Williamsburg which I tended to blame on play acting and a bit too much bourbon. But in the weeks after the attack, he became more solicitous of me. Much more solicitous. His pats on my hand would linger a little longer than necessary. Sometimes, it seemed as though his pats to my back were becoming caresses. At first, I thought it was just my imagination, but I hadn’t stopped it. I knew, just like my Gramma had known, that Owen loved me. I knew, just as my Gramma had known, that I loved my crotchety curmudgeon. When my Gramma put his hand on mine, I knew she was telling us both that she approved. Despite the age difference. Despite the fact that he was not yet divorced, which was quite shocking from my very Catholic Gramma. She gave us her blessing.
			

			
				I just wasn’t sure that afternoon what I felt about Owen Winslow. It was complicated. Some days, I knew I loved him with all my heart and soul and wanted to spend my life with him. Other days, I hated him to the very essence of my being. I often told him that he could be a real ass. He had a temper and rarely apologized after he blew. He hurt my feelings any number of times, and sometimes, he made me cry. But in all our years together, I never let him see me cry when he hurt my feelings.
			

			
				But, as the days became weeks, and weeks months, and months became years, I knew deep down in my soul that my feelings for Dr. Owen Winslow had changed. He was more than my professor or my mentor. He was more than a friend. Dammit. My professor had become my first love. I refused to be a cliché, a Research Assistant sleeping with her boss. I saw too much of that in other departments, and I was determined to stay above that. I saw too many girls ridiculed and even run out of school over that. I didn’t intend to ever be called puta again. So, I said over and over to myself, don’t make permanent decisions based on temporary feelings. In other words, Sassy girl, don’t go jump into that fine kettle of fish. I’d heard Owen say, ‘fine kettle of fish’ a jillion times. Okay, maybe not a jillion, but a lot.
			

			
				I had trouble sleeping that Friday night. I tossed and turned. I remembered Gramma used to say, a year from now, m’hija, everything you are stressing about won’t even be important. Keep moving, girl, just keep moving! So, I determined to move into sleep mode. I went hog wild and drank a whole glass of Gramma’s vintage fine Spanish wine. Dotted some of her lavender on my temples, my wrists, and sprinkled some on my pillow like she used to do when I couldn’t sleep. With the wine and the lavender, I finally drifted off to sleep. When I awoke the next morning, more of Gramma’s words rang in my head. Love isn’t what you say, Sassy. Love is what you do.
			

			
				Then the damned phone began to ring, over and over again from Owen. I sighed, and picked it up. “Yes, sir?” I hoped if I kept it all business, he might, too. Maybe. But in my heart, I knew we moved past that yesterday, both with Kathryn’s death and with those kisses.
			

			
				He wanted me to go with Rick and him, to run some errands. After significant wheedling on his part, I relented and agreed. He arrived an hour later grinning like a school boy, with Rick in tow.
			

			
				“Have you told him?” I whispered.
			

			
				He sobered a bit. “No. I ... I don’t know what to say.”
			

			
				I was dismayed. “Owen! I will do a lot of shit for you, but this is not, I repeat, not, in my job description. Nowhere does my job description say I am to be the bearer of bad news to your child.” Owen just stared at me, despair clouding his grey eyes to hazel. “Oh, hell, Owen. Come on.” I felt disgusted with myself for giving into those damned puppy dog eyes.
			

			
				We went to lunch, and took Rick shopping for some new clothes. Around 4, we got to the McNay Art Institute, one of Rick’s favorite places. I planned to wander off, leave the two guys alone, and Owen would at last man up and tell Rick about Kathryn’s death. No such luck.
			

			
				As I started to wander away, Owen grabbed my arm. He looked frantic and sounded almost desperate as he said, “Sassy, please stay here with us.”
			

			
				My lips thinned in anger. “Owen, you need to talk to your son.” He gave me his damned ‘I’m helpless – help me – I’m all alone here’ look again. I didn’t know whether to hug him or slug him. So, I sighed, and sat down. “Dammit. Rick, we all need to talk.”
			

			
				Rick turned around from studying the painting before him, and grinned. “What’s the matter? Dad get you knocked up?”
			

			
				I gasped. “Richard! Of course not!”
			

			
				Owen looked shocked. “Richard, you need to apologize to Sassy. Right now.”
			

			
				Rick chuckled. “I’m sorry, Sassy. Mom spouts off like that all the time. I’m just teasing. Honest, I know better. For the record, I can’t think of any one I would rather have for a Mom than you.”
			

			
				I turned very pale. Owen stared in shocked silence.
			

			
				Rick spoke first, his voice far too serious for a boy his age. “Okay, what is it?”
			

			
				Owen swallowed, hard, and then turned to me. “I can’t do it,” he whispered, his voice cracking with emotion.
			

			
				I hate you, I mouthed to Owen. I love you, he signed back, with just the faintest hint of a smile.
			

			
				I shut my eyes tight for a minute, as I struggled for words. This is so unfair, I thought, as I opened my eyes and cut daggers at him. Finally, I turned to Rick, and placed my hand on the boy’s arm. “Rick, your mother died yesterday.”
			

			
				He stared at me a long moment before he answered, and when he did, Rick’s eyes shown with unshed tears. “I told her she would kill herself with that shit.”
			

			
				“Don’t talk like that, Rick,” Owen said automatically.
			

			
				I frowned at him. “Ai, dios mio! For the love of God, Owen. Don’t do that to him. He’s your son, for God’s sake. Have a little sympathy. Es su hijo! I just told him his mother is dead. Show a little compassion.”
			

			
				His eyes flashed in anger at me. “I want him to grow up to have some manners.”
			

			
				“Then don’t act like an ass,” I snapped back.
			

			
				Rick began to laugh through his tears. “See? She’s strong enough to deal with you, Dad. I loved Mom, but she was weak. Sassy, well, Sassy ...”
			

			
				“Is not your mother,” I finished for him.
			

			
				His smile was bittersweet. “I still wish you were.”
			

			
				I hugged him to me.
			

			
				Rick turned 10 the day of his mother’s funeral.
			

			
				Owen asked me to marry him the afternoon I graduated. I knew the proposal was coming, and I accepted. We were married six weeks later in the Trinity Chapel. With us were Jim, Rick, the Dean, and my friend, Alice. Owen gave notice to Trinity, and accepted a job at Harvard as head of their American History Department. They’d been trying to steal him away for a couple of years, but he liked the temperate weather in San Antonio. He wouldn’t have left if we had not fallen in love. We found a cute apartment near campus for the three of us, and managed to move in just before the fall semester started. Suddenly, I was living in Boston, the wife of a Harvard professor, the step-mother of a pre-teen, while I went to graduate school at Harvard.
			

			
				For Christmas, Owen brought home a little ball of wriggly fur that he told me was a Skye terrier. Rick was thrilled. He’d never had a dog before. Of course, I wound up the one who loved the dog, and the one who cared for him.
			

			
				That was fourteen years ago. I finished my master’s degree in American History at Harvard and then I adopted Rick when he was 12. A year later, I finished my doctorate. By then, I had lost all traces of the Hispanic accent I still had when we went to Boston, although if I was raging mad, I lapsed into Spanish as I yelled at Owen. I began teaching at another local college. Four years later, we moved to Williamsburg. Owen became the Dean at William and Mary and I became a history professor. Owen hated the cold in Boston, and we both saw this move as the chance of a life time for us. We continued to write about the Revolutionary War.
			

			
				We were both still at W&M when we bought the lake house. The plan was Rick would live there while completing Med School at Emory, in Atlanta, and we could stay there when we visited Rick as well as Jim and his family. Jim had a thriving legal practice in Marietta, just outside Atlanta. Owen and I would live at the lake house when we retired.
			

			
				And then my damned husband had to up and die.
			

			
				A Harvard friend told me once, “No wonder he loves you,” to which I bit back the angry retort on my lips. Owen loved me for so much more than the fact that I was a good Research Assistant, even if he bragged I was the best damned RA he ever had. My friend didn’t understand at all why Owen loved me. Even now, it’s hard for me to verbalize it. I loved Owen, don’t misunderstand. But sometimes, I think maybe I married Owen because I loved Rick so damned much. But don’t ever doubt I loved my Owen, body, heart and soul, long before he died.
			

			
				Now, the man I loved is gone. I understand grief is love’s unwillingness to let go. I wasn’t ready for Owen to leave. I sure wasn’t ready to say goodbye. He’s missing from me. I realize that I am no longer who I was. My loss is reshaping me.
			

			
				Like I said, love is complicated.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				I arrived in Acworth about dusk on the first of July. I had tendered my resignation to W&M, and the sale of our row house in Williamsburg closed a few days before that. I would start teaching at Emory that fall. I had no place to go but ahead, as Owen would have said. My brother, Jim, and his family were out of the country visiting his wife’s family in a long-planned family reunion and vacation. I did not want to be a bucket of cold water on them, and elected to stay home, to organize my new house. Europe was always fun, but Moldova was just not where I needed to be that summer.
			

			
				Rick would continue to live with me while he finished med school at Emory in Atlanta. Rick is the first to admit that he was a difficult child for this stepmother at times. He said he couldn’t imagine wanting anyone else to be his mom but once the reality of his new life set in, I was to blame for all his problems in his mind, at least until he decided his dad was the cause of all his problems. I adopted him when Rick decided again that he loved me and wanted me to be his mother. Since Owen and I never had other children, Rick, Jim, Jim’s family and I were basically all the family we had now. Owen’s mother had little to do with us, often calling me ‘Owen’s little wetback’ despite the fact that my ‘back is not wet’, as we say in South Texas. I am a legal U.S. citizen, just like Nell Winslow is. She is such a nice Progressive lady. You know the type. God bless Owen, he wouldn’t tolerate her treatment of me, and he finally cut her off when she kept throwing slurs as well as punches at me.
			

			
				Rick announced he was ‘not available’ on the 4th of July. I took that to mean he had a better offer than hot dogs, fishing, and fireworks with Mom at Historic Acworth for the 4th. I couldn’t blame him for taking that pretty blonde over me. She was a knockout and smart as a whip.
			

			
				So, all alone by my sweet little self, I decided to do something crazy and drive to the Cohutta Wilderness to look at a piece of property I might buy. In this day and age, who doesn’t need a bug out camp? Armed with a map from the realtor, who was unavailable for a property showing on the 4th of July weekend, and with my two Skye terriers in tow, I headed north, until I turned between the towns of Ellijay and Blue Ridge. I followed the road on through the Cohutta, deep into the Wilderness, almost to the state line between Georgia and Tennessee.
			

			
				I planned to then go off road just past Little Frog Holler, in search of
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