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      Maddy wrapped her fingers around the wooden handle of the shovel and jabbed the blade into the hard, rocky ground. She leaned forward, the shovel holding the weight of her limp body. What had she ever done that was so bad to merit another child taken from her? Mark left her months ago. A blessing in disguise. What child needed a jobless, homeless, high school drop-out for a daddy anyway?

      She stood up straight and her abdominal muscles cramped. Inhaling through her nose, she waited for the pain to pass. She could do this. She would do this.

      Eyes closed, Maddy turned her face to the sky.”Why?”Tears flowed down her cheeks, puddling along the edge of her scoop-neck T-shirt. “Why’d you take her from me?”

      She walked to the farthest corner of the property where a gigantic oak tree shaded the creeping charlie and dandelions. How she loved to sit there in the summer, her escape from the heat. And the view of the Russian River rekindled her spirit.

      She paused, swiped her forehead with the back of her hand, then dug deeper into the tightly-packed soil. Sweat dribbled from her armpits, soaking the sides of her shirt. When the hole appeared deep enough, she tossed the shovel aside and walked to the back door, through the kitchen to her bedroom, and picked up the swaddled body of her dead child with one hand and the pink hat box in the other.

      Dead three months before her due date. So unfair.

      Maddy reached the side of the homemade grave and knelt at the edge. The hat box, once the receptacle of all the letters she’d never sent her momma, was the necessary size. She set the box on the grass and cradled her baby against her chest one last time before placing a gentle kiss on her ice-cold forehead.

      We should have made a great pair, little one.” A lone tear dropped onto her baby’s cheek and Maddy dabbed it away with the edge of the pink blanket. The blanket she’d crocheted months ago in anticipation of her child’s birth. “I’ll miss you forever, Monica.” She smiled through her tears. “Maddy and Monica. I thought that sounded so cool. Whatever comes next, I do in memory of you, baby.”

      The hat box fit perfectly in the hole, its four sides nestled against the sides of the grave. Moments later, she’d filled the hole with dirt and patted it down with the back of the shovel.

      “Now I’ll always know where you are.” She wiped at her eyes with her fingertips. “Last time this happened, I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye.”

      Easing her backside to the ground and crossing her legs, she stared at the orange and pink colors of twilight. So beautiful.

      But the glow did nothing to soften the harshness of Maddy’s grief.

      When the last speck of light dwindled and the chilling darkness enveloped her, she pushed herself up and stood, wobbling when dizziness invaded her head. After blinking away the stars in her vision, she plodded slowly to the back door, shut it behind her and dragged her body to the bathroom. A long soak in the claw-foot bathtub would beckon sleep. And her soft bed and down pillows promised to drown out the relentless depression. Then she would give in to the unconsciousness of night slumber.
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      “Hey, Maddy, what’re you doin’ here so early? It’s only six in the mornin’.”

      A cold breeze surged through the café and swayed Cheryl’s dyed red ponytail as Maddy slammed the front door. “Man, it’s windy out there.” She yanked the wool beanie off her head. “Robert said I could get more hours if I come in and mop the floors.”

      “Well, ain’t he nice.”

      “What’s with the sarcasm?”

      “I’ve asked him for overtime hours. He always tells me there ain’t no extra money.” Cheryl shrugged. “He likes you, Maddy. He knows you’re young and strugglin’ to make it.”

      Maddy grabbed the mop and bucket next to the kitchen and swung the wet strings side to side along the baseboard under the lunch counter. “Robert has a good heart. He’s a little odd, I’ll give you that. He just loves the smell of grease and cigarettes. Which makes me want to puke my guts out.”

      “’Cause you’re pregnant, hon.”

      Maddy ignored the comment. “I hate the truckers more than the smells. They’re the worst thing about working here.”

      Cheryl chuckled.”Ah, they ain’t so bad once you get to know ’em. But you’re way younger than me, darlin’. They sure as heck ain’t gonna look at me the same as you.” She reached out to grab the mop out of Maddy’s hands. “You shouldn’t be doin’ stuff like this. You only got, what, two or three months left before you spit out that cute little kid a’ yours?”

      Maddy held the mop out of Cheryl’s reach. A hot flush crawled up her neck to her cheeks. She didn’t want to think about her dead baby. She didn’t want to think about anything. Going home and sleeping was all she could think about. “I’m fine. You don’t have to worry. I need the extra money, Cheryl. As soon as I can afford to move, I want out of Monte Rio.”

      Cheryl stopped directly in front of her, frowning.”Well, this is the first time I ever heard you say that, Missy.”

      “I didn’t want you to take it personally. Like my wanting to leave has anything to do with you, you know? Because it doesn’t.”

      “Here, lemme do it, hon. I won’t tell Robert you didn’t do the moppin’, so you’ll still get the overtime. But I’m tellin’ you, if you don’t wanna lose this baby like the last time, you gotta take care of yourself.”

      Maddy let out an exaggerated sigh and handed the mop to her friend. She held back the tears and wiped down the tables until every speck of grease and dirt vanished, as if her life depended on it. Well, actually it did. She had a plan. And she needed money to make it happen.

      “Why’re you so fired up to leave here, anyways? I thought you liked livin’ here. Monte Rio’s a nice little town.”

      “Well, for one, eleven hundred people is too small. Everybody knows your business.” And when it finally came out she’d miscarried again, every remark and comment would crawl through Maddy’s psyche like a worm in an overripe apple.

      Cheryl dumped the mop in the bucket and let out a whoosh of breath. “Not that much to know ’bout people in this small place, hon.”

      “If I stay, I’ll never make anything of myself. Just like Momma.”

      “You don’t wanna be a low-paid waitress for the rest of your natural born life?” Cheryl chuckled. “I get it. Never thought I’d be sixty-five years old, still workin’ at the Monte Rio Cafe, that’s for sure.”

      Maddy put her arms around Cheryl and squeezed her as tight as she could.

      Cheryl laughed out loud. “What’s this for?”

      Maddy leaned back, grasping Cheryl’s shoulders. “I’m sorry for saying that, about not making anything of myself. I wasn’t trying to hurt your feelings. That’s exactly why I didn’t mention leaving before now.”

      Cheryl looked her in the eyes.”You’re young. Time’s on your side. They say you gotta strike while the iron’s hot, right?”

      Maddy smiled at her friend’s old-fashioned expression—one of many—and gave her another quick hug. “Watch out, Bay Area, Maddy McCray is on her way.”

      Cheryl’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you really goin’ to San Francisco?”

      “Somewhere in the Bay Area. I’m not exactly sure which city yet.”

      “Wooh, doggie. I like the sound a’ that, darlin’.”

      “Nothing’s going to hold me back.” What would happen if people found out she’d just buried her dead baby in the back yard? That could keep her from realizing her dream. She couldn’t let that happen, so she’d better keep her mouth shut.

      “What’re you plannin’ on doin’ there?”

      She plopped down on the nearest chair. “I want to be a nurse. And I can’t do that if I stay here.” She looked down at her tightly-clasped hands. “I’ll prove that I’m better than any of those things Momma said about me. What my two babies’ daddies said about me, too.”

      Cheryl knelt down in front of her young friend and covered Maddy’s hands with her own. “Of course you are, hon. You’re smarter than anybody I know.”

      Maddy blinked back the tears and smiled. “Thanks for saying that.”

      Cheryl stood and grabbed the nearest plastic-coated menu, wiped it with a sponge. “If anyone can do it, it’s you. You been workin’ here since you were a teenager, just like me.”

      “My tip jar is filled to the top with bills and coins. I’m getting close to being able to afford the move.”

      Cheryl patted Maddy on the back. “I’m proud of you, Maddy.”

      “That means a lot to me.”

      “If I were your momma, I’d be yellin’ at the rooftops, ‘My daughter’s gonna be a nurse’.”

      “I wish you were my momma.”

      Cheryl shook her head. “Now, don’t be sayin’ stuff like that. Your momma wasn’t all bad.”

      Maddy’s eyebrows furrowed together. “What kind of person leaves their teenage daughter and runs off with her low-life boyfriend in the middle of the night?”

      Cheryl scrunched up her mouth like she’d just sucked on a lemon.”Your momma had no guts when it came to a man bein’ interested in her.”

      Maddy rolled her eyes.”You think? Every boyfriend she had meant more to her than I ever did.”

      “She loved you in her own way.”

      “Pretty sick way to show her love, leaving me all alone to fend for myself.”

      “Let’s not talk ’bout this anymore, okay? It ain’t good for the baby, gettin’ upset and all.”

      Maddy walked to the front door of the cafe, unlocked it and turned the sign around to Open. “A big eighteen-wheeler just pulled up in front.” She turned to Cheryl and waggled her eyebrows. “You better put on your high heels and lipstick. This dude looks like just your type.”
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      Maddy could hardly stand up straight by the time her shift ended. Her back hurt. Her legs hurt. Her stomach muscles hurt. Her arms hurt. What did she expect? She’d had a miscarriage three days ago.

      She tore the apron off, threw it in the dirty clothes hamper and let out a huge breath. “See you Sunday.” She waved goodbye to Cheryl and slogged through the kitchen. “Later, Robert.”

      She’d taken another step in the right direction for her escape. A twelve-hour shift and tips that had been more than generous. Probably due to the fact the holidays were coming up, which put people in a more giving mood.

      Tomorrow was Saturday, her one day off, and she planned on sleeping in before going to the library to do research on jobs in the San Francisco Bay Area.

      Her bicycle stood outside at the back of the restaurant where she’d shoved it next to the big green dumpster. She twisted the dial on the combination lock. A muffled squeak sounded from the dumpster, and Maddy jerked backward and smashed her butt on the cold ground.

      “What the heck?” She sat still and closed her eyes, listening. Another squeak! She stood, brushed the dirt off her backside, and shuffled backward, cocking her head. The peeping sound was definitely coming from the big green garbage bin. God, she hated mice. Though it didn’t actually sound like any mouse she’d ever encountered.

      She tip-toed to the side of the bin. There! A whimper. Should she ask for Robert’s help? Nah. He’d just say she was “making something out of nothing,” his favorite phrase whenever anyone complained about anything. He’d say he was too busy frying meat or smoking a cigarette to help her anyway, so why bother asking?

      She grabbed the lid of the bin and tossed it backward. It clattered against the wall and she stumbled, nearly falling to the ground again. She peered ever so slowly over the edge, and the sickening stench of garbage wafted into her face. Instantly she pulled back, covering her nose with her hand.

      Another whimper emanated from deep inside the bin. “Oh, my goodness. Is it a puppy?” She couldn’t take care of a puppy. Not when she planned to leave soon.

      “God help me,” she whispered, as she snuck a second glance over the edge. Rotten meat, snotty tissues, chicken bones, moldy bread. She gagged and turned her head to the side, took a deep breath through her mouth. As soon as her stomach stopped pitching and her heart quit thundering against her ribcage, she poked her head over the edge of the bin again, searching for something, anything alive. A pink doll’s hand stuck out from underneath a soiled paper towel. Just like her childhood doll she’d kept that lay at the top of her bed. The tiny fingers of the doll wiggled. “Oh, my dear God.” Maybe it was a doll. They made dolls that moved and cried. Even pooped. Maybe some kid left it in a booth, and Robert had thrown it away.

      It moved again. A tiny cry came from underneath a half-eaten corn cob on top of a large piece of lettuce. Hesitantly, Maddy touched one of the fingers. Warm. She yanked her hand back and swallowed.

      A baby in the dumpster? “Please don’t let this be happening.”

      She looked up and down the alley, making sure she was alone, heart thumping madly. She delicately lifted the piece of lettuce. The corn cob rolled to the side, revealing an infant in the middle of the waste. She gasped, staring. “Oh, you sweet little thing.” She picked up the child and cradled her in the crook of her arm. Maddy untied the sweater encircling her waist and wrapped it around the baby. “You’re the prettiest baby girl in the world,” she whispered.

      The baby stared at Maddy with wide eyes. Not whimpering or crying. Not making any sound at all.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off the infant. “Who did this to you, honey?”

      Maddy’s future hung like a boulder on the precipice of a gigantic mountain. Should she bring the baby to the police station, the fire station, inside the restaurant? A heavy brick lay on her chest. She took a deep, cleansing breath through her nose and blew it out slowly through her mouth. She had to calm down. What should she do now?

      Whoa, whoa. Wait! Someone didn’t want this gorgeous, precious gift? “How could anyone throw you away? What is wrong with people these days?” She paused, blinked several times. “Whoever threw you away isn’t fit to raise a child, that’s for sure.” She shook her head. “But I am.”

      Maddy slipped her finger between the baby’s clenched fingers. “I’ll be the best momma ever, I promise. And I’ll never, ever leave you.”

      She placed the infant in the basket of her bicycle and pedaled as fast as her legs could go, block after block, zooming past houses, trees, and the occasional car, along the back roads to her cabin on the Russian River. Tears whipped into her hairline, and she smiled up at the moon, feeling as if she were in the movie E.T.

      “I’m taking you home, little sweetheart.”
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      Maddy glided her bike down the short grade to the front of the cabin and carefully lifted the baby out of the basket. After fumbling for the keys in her rear pocket, she opened the door, trying not to make any loud sounds that might wake up the child.

      Once inside, she flipped the light switch, igniting the glow of the faux Tiffany lamp next to the tattered brown couch she’d found by the side of the road on her way to work years ago. She sat on the edge of the couch and laid the child on top of her legs, the neck of her sweater forming a halo around the baby’s head. “You look just like the baby Jesus with my sweater wrapped around you like that.” She chuckled.”Does that make me the Virgin Mary?”

      The baby shut her eyes and let out a soft sigh. “What am I going to call you?”

      The child’s eyes opened slightly then closed again. Her tiny lips formed an “o”, and she stuck out her little tongue.

      “You look like you want to eat.” Maddy stared into the infant’s face. “I have nothing to feed you, baby girl. I have clothes and diapers and bottles. They were supposed to be for Monica.” She picked up the baby, laid her over her shoulder, and rubbed her back. Tears coursed down Maddy’s cheeks, as she recalled her last miscarriage.

      “I never thought I’d be holding a baby again so soon.” She slowly lowered the infant onto her lap and stroked her warm pink cheek. She ran her fingers through the blond peach fuzz covering the child’s head. There’s no way she could pretend this baby was hers. A preemie would never be this big. She would either have to play sick from work to care for the infant, or they’d have to leave Monte Rio right away. Either way, Maddy’d severely deplete her tip jar and hamper her ability to move to the Bay Area and become a nurse.

      She shook her head and stood, cradling the baby to her chest. “We can’t worry about that right now, can we? Right now, I have to feed you, Judith.”

      The name popped out of her mouth like a kernel of freshly popped corn. Judith. One of Maddy’s favorite movies was The Horse Whisperer. She lowered the baby and gazed at her face. “You don’t know this now but there was a young girl who died in the beginning of that movie. Her horse was killed by a trucker. Her name was Judith.” Not Judy. Not Jude. Judith. It flowed off Maddy’s tongue like drool from a baby’s mouth.

      “Welcome to your new home, Judith. Now where am I going to get formula?” She glanced at the froggy clock on the table next to the lamp. “It’s six o’clock, and it’s getting dark already.”

      She stared at the far wall. “I know. I’ll get you all situated in the cradle in my bedroom, then I’ll bike to the store down the road. I’m sure Mr. Jacobsen carries baby formula.” Even if she pedaled really fast, it would take at least fifteen minutes to get from the cabin to the store and back. She shouldn’t leave the baby alone, but it really couldn’t be helped.

      She walked into her bedroom, turned on the overhead light and laid Judith on top of the comforter. The child was sound asleep, but that wouldn’t last much longer.

      “You must be starving, little one.” She pulled open the chest of drawers where she’d stored the baby clothes and took out a mint green sleeper. The baby was dressed in nothing but a soaking wet cloth diaper. “Who uses cloth diapers?”

      She took a baby wipe and gently stroked Judith’s skin from head to toe, not wanting to waken her by giving her a bath right then. She dressed her in the sleeper, being extra careful not to jostle her too much.

      Carefully placing Judith in the cradle, she rubbed a pacifier over the baby’s lips. Judith opened her mouth as if ready to suckle, instantly sucking the pacifier as if it was a bottle of milk. Or a nipple. Maddy would never know which.

      She rushed into the front room, grabbed her sweater off the couch, and closed the front door gently behind her. She pedaled as fast as she could the mile to the Monte Rio Grocery Store.

      Crap! Not another customer in the store. She didn’t need any unwanted attention. Then again, everyone in town knew she was expecting a baby soon. Wouldn’t it be normal to buy baby formula?

      “Hi, Mr. Jacobsen.”

      “Well, hello there, Maddy. How are you this evening? Can I help you find something?”

      Maddy shook her head. “No, I’m okay. Just getting everything set up for the baby. You know.” She placed three cans of Similac on the counter and smiled.

      “I remember when my wife was pregnant with our Michael. She’d get up at all hours of the night, open every drawer in the baby’s room, making sure all the clothes were perfectly folded. I’d tell her she just did that the night before, but no, she’d have to go through the drawers again and again to make sure everything was ready before Michael was born.” He shrugged. “Hormones, I guess.”

      Maddy nodded, shifting from one foot to the other. She really didn’t have time for small talk, yet she couldn’t be rude either. She moved the cans closer to the register.

      After he rang up her purchase, she paid him, waved goodbye and skittered home. Upon entering the house, she heard soft cries emanating from the bedroom. “I’m coming, honey.” Just in time. She heated up a bottle and sat in the rocker she’d refinished months ago. It had looked like little more than kindling until Maddy put her sandpaper and resin to work. Judith sucked and swallowed until not a drop remained.

      Maddy placed her over her shoulder and patted the baby’s back until she let out several burps. She continued to rock forward and back, singing, “Hush, little baby. Don’t say a word. Momma’s gonna buy you a mockingbird. If that mockingbird won’t sing, Momma’s gonna buy you a diamond ring.”Judith’s breathing slowed, and her tiny body lay limp in Maddy’s arms.

      “Goodnight, precious Judith.”

      She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. She had a baby. A baby. “You’re my baby now, Judith.”Maddy lapsed into a deep sleep, cradling her new child in her arms.
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      When Maddy awoke the next morning, slumped in the rocking chair, Judith was still sound asleep in her arms, with a wet diaper, not having eaten since last night.”You must be hungry, Judith.” She fed her a bottle, then bathed her in the plastic bathtub she placed in the kitchen sink.

      After strapping her into the car seat on top of the kitchen table, Maddy sat down with a cup of coffee and a granola bar, ready to make plans for her—no their—future. “There’s no way for me to go to work, Judith. And I don’t have anyone to take care of you.”

      She had to get herself together, right now. She brought her tip jar to the kitchen table, poured out the coins and bills, and began to count.

      “I could buy a bus ticket and be in the Bay Area by this evening,” she muttered to herself. She shook her head. There really was no hurry to get out of town, was there? After calling in sick for work tomorrow, Sunday, she’d have plenty of time to figure out what she was going to do.

      She had to be realistic. Once she arrived in the Bay Area, she’d have no job, no place to live, no babysitter, and not a whole helluva lot of money to waste if she stayed in a hotel until she got her act together. “Maybe I should stay in Monte Rio until I have something concrete lined up.” But what about childcare?

      She poured herself a second cup of coffee and slouched in the kitchen chair, trying to decide what to do. A car pulled up in front of her house, and she rushed to the front window to see who it was.

      Cheryl slammed her car door and headed toward the cabin. “What the heck?” Maddy ran into the kitchen, picked up the car seat and brought it to her bedroom, placing it on top of her bed with pillows nestled on both sides.”I’ll be back soon, baby girl.” Silently she closed the bedroom door. “Please don’t wake up,” she whispered.

      Cheryl knocked on the door, and Maddy took a few moments to compose herself, plastered a smile on her face, and opened the door.

      “Whoa, Cheryl. I wasn’t expecting you on my doorstep on my day off. Don’t you have to go in to work today?”

      Cheryl pushed past Maddy and headed toward the kitchen. “You got any coffee, hon? I gotta have a cup before I say another word.”

      Maddy bunched up her lips. What in the world was Cheryl doing there? The woman lived in Guerneville, more than fifteen miles away. Maddy followed her into the kitchen and glanced nervously over her shoulder toward the bedroom. Cheryl opened the cabinet, grabbed a mug and poured a cup of coffee before plopping down in a chair.

      Maddy joined her. “What’s up? You never just drop by.”

      Cheryl’s hand-drawn eyebrows lifted, almost touching her hairline.” Do I need an invitation to visit my almost-daughter?”

      Maddy patted Cheryl’s hand. “Of course you don’t. It’s just unusual. You okay? Can I do something?”

      Cheryl let out a heavy breath, stuck her hand in her purse, and grabbed a pack of cigarettes. “Do you mind?” She flicked the lighter under the tip of the cigarette, inhaling deeply, then blew a stream of smoke toward the ceiling.

      Second-hand smoke and infants. Not a healthy combination. But what could Maddy do? “No, of course I don’t mind.” Was that a whimper? Maddy’s heart bumped in her chest. Not now, Judith. Just a few more minutes, please.

      Cheryl took another drag off the cigarette.”I’m sick and tired a working at the cafe. I wanna quit. At sixty-five years old? I should be retirin’. Instead I got back problems that’re gonna get worse the longer I work there. Doc says I got carpal tunnel somethin’ or other, in both of my wrists. Gotta have an operation if I wanna keep workin’ as a waitress, he says. Hell’s bells, Maddy. I don’t wanna work no more. But I don’t got a choice.”

      A drop of sweat crept down Maddy’s back. She loved Cheryl. She was like the mother she never had. The thought of leaving her best friend behind was one of the reasons Maddy hadn’t left already. “You could come with me. I’m quitting. I just haven’t told Robert yet.”

      Cheryl choked and sputtered. Maddy patted her on the back until Cheryl got her breath back.

      “You have to quit smoking, Cheryl. It causes lung cancer, you know?”

      Cheryl waved her hand and coughed again. “I thought you were gonna wait till the baby’s born. What’s the rush all of a sudden?”

      Maddy was shit outta luck if she thought she could move to the Bay Area on her own, with a baby, no job, no sitter. And live happily ever after? Yeah, right. She needed help. She could trust Cheryl with her life. So she did. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “What would you do if you found a baby in a dumpster?”

      Cheryl laid a hand on her chest. “Wow. You’re fulla surprises today, girlie.” She gazed at Maddy’s face. “What would I do if I found a baby in a dumpster? Well, I’d call the cops, I guess. I’m too old to care for a baby. Not much else I could do.”

      “But what if you were me? I’m twenty-two years old. I could take care of a baby.”

      Cheryl furrowed her brows and squinted. “You’re gonna have your own baby in no time a’tall. Of course you can take care of a baby.” She shook her head as if she had water in her ears. “What’re you tryin’ to tell me, hon?”

      Another faraway whimper emanated from the bedroom. She didn’t have much time to make her case. “Okay. Okay. I’ll tell you. And don’t hate me, okay? No matter what, you have to promise me you won’t call the cops.”

      Maddy shut her eyes for a few seconds, and when she opened them, Cheryl was looking at her with all the love she’d always felt from her friend. The love she’d never received from her momma.

      Cheryl grasped her hand and squeezed. “I’d never do nothin’ that would hurt you, hon. You oughta know that by now.”

      Maddy sat up straight and looked Cheryl in the eyes. “Last week, remember when I left early because I wasn’t feeling good?”

      Cheryl nodded. “’Course I do. First time in ages Robert let me work overtime.” She frowned. “I called you that night and you said you were feelin’ better.”

      “I lied.”

      “Oh… kay.” Cheryl let go of Maddy’s hand and sat back in her chair. “What’s this all about? Just come out and say it already.”

      Maddy tried to swallow past the lump in her throat and fixated on a deep scratch in the wooden kitchen table, picking at it with her thumbnail. “When I got home, I started cramping really bad. I lay down for a while, but it only got worse.”

      “You shoulda called me or somethin’, Maddy. Or called the doctor. The exchange woulda got in touch with him right away and⁠—”

      “Wait, wait.”

      Cheryl stopped and stared at her.

      She lifted her eyes and met Cheryl’s gaze.”I stood up to go to the bathroom and… and…” Tears spilled over her eyelids, and she sucked in a breath. “There was so much blood. And the pain. It was so bad. I lay on the floor, and I could feel the baby coming.” She sobbed and couldn’t stop. She laid her head atop her hands on the table while wrenching, convulsive cries flowed from her heart through her chest, escaping in a loud gush.

      Cheryl moved to the chair next to her and put her arm around her shoulders. “You lost the baby.”

      Maddy lifted her head and turned toward her friend, tears streaming down her face, falling off her chin on to the table. She swiped at her eyes with the back of her hand, then nodded. “A baby girl.” Her lip quivered. “I lost Monica.”

      Cheryl pulled Maddy to her and wrapped her in her arms, rocking back and forth. “It’s okay, sweetie. You’re gonna be okay. And Monica’s surely in heaven now.”

      Minutes passed while Cheryl held Maddy in her arms, their bodies swaying together. Maddy’s sobs became hiccups, then sniffles, then she let out a huge sigh and pulled out of Cheryl’s embrace.

      “I’m sorry, hon. So very, very sorry.”

      Maddy nodded. “I know you are.”

      “But why would you think I’d call the police? Women have miscarriages at home all the time.”

      Maddy grabbed a napkin and dabbed beneath her eyes. “I buried her in the backyard.”

      “I don’t know enough about the law to know if that’s a crime, but nobody needs to know.”

      Maddy stared to the side of Cheryl. “My first miscarriage? Momma took care of all the arrangements. I signed some papers, and Momma took me home.” She looked back into Cheryl’s eyes.”I don’t know what they did with my baby. I think it was a boy.”

      “No funeral? Nothin’?”

      Maddy shook her head. “Momma said I didn’t need to know and to just go home and get on with my life. Now that I look back on it, he was probably cremated.”

      “Most likely, hon.”

      “I didn’t want that for Monica. That’s why I buried her here. She’ll always have a place I can visit. Mr. Crane told me a long time ago that this cabin’s been in his family forever. He said when he dies it’ll go to his son.”

      “You can always come back and visit.”

      “That was my thinking, too.”

      “Well, hell’s bells, Maddy, you coulda miscarried months ago for all anybody in this town knows. It’s not like you got a lotta friends you hang out with. I ain’t gonna call the police about this.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      Cheryl’s eyebrows drew together, and she tilted her head. “What’re you talkin’ about?”

      “Last night when I was leaving work? I heard a sound coming from inside the dumpster.” She looked into Cheryl’s eyes. “I found a baby.”

      Cheryl gasped. “In that dirty ole thing? You found a baby in⁠—”

      “She’s here. In my bedroom. I named her Judith.”

      Birds chirped in the tree in the backyard, the only sound breaking through the silence in the kitchen. Cheryl didn’t say a word, and Maddy leaned toward her. “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

      Cheryl turned her head toward the window that overlooked the river. Maddy followed her gaze. The river had risen significantly that fall. There was always a chance the cabin would be flooded, but it hadn’t happened in years, so Maddy wasn’t all that worried. She’d be gone when the rains came anyway.

      Cheryl turned to face her. “I’ve never been the type of person who believes followin’ all the rules meant you was doin’ the right thing. Not like I think laws are supposed to be broken, but who in their right mind would leave a baby in a dumpster?”

      “If I called the cops I know what would happen, and so do you.”

      Cheryl blew a tunnel of smoke out the side of her mouth, away from Maddy. “That kid would be in so many foster homes, her little head would be spinnin’ by the time she was a teenager. Just like me. I don’t think I’m none the worse for it, but it’s no life for a kid. Hell, it’s no life for nobody. So this jar you have, with the tips you been gettin’. Is it enough to leave right now? Get a place? Make a fresh start?”

      Maddy nodded. “I think so. I’ve saved about five thousand dollars. Enough to find a place, first and last month’s rent. I’d get another job as a waitress, and I’ve been looking at the want ads. They pay more in the Bay Area than they do here.” She grasped Cheryl’s hand and squeezed. “We could find a place together. You and I. A one-bedroom place. I’d sleep on a pull-out couch in the front room. You could have a bedroom all to yourself. And best of all, you could retire, Cheryl.” She shrugged. “Well, not exactly retire-retire. I’d need you to take care of Judith while I’m at work, but still.”

      Cheryl pursed her lips, glanced down at the table, looked up at Maddy, tossed a look in the direction of Maddy’s bedroom, and sighed.

      “You’re not interested.” Maddy’s heart sank faster than the rocks she threw into the river for fun.

      Cheryl shook her head, and Maddy’s stomach turned round and round. She felt like throwing up.

      “Let’s do it, hon.”

      Maddy blinked. “Serious?”

      Cheryl grinned.”As a gunshot wound.” She stood, ran water over her cigarette. “That’s the last one I’ll ever be smokin’ round you and the baby.” She rubbed her hands together. “Now where’s Judith? I can’t wait to be a gramma.”
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      “There’s a lotta things we’re gonna have to do before we’re ready to leave this place, hon.”

      At midnight Cheryl and Maddy were still going over ideas and plans for leaving Monte Rio. Maddy used an empty journal in which she constructed a timeline of what to accomplish and when, before they headed south.

      “It’s a bit overwhelming.” Maddy flipped through the pages. “Four pages of notes?”

      “For starters, you gotta go back to the doctor with Judith, right? Explain there wasn’t enough time to make it to the hospital in Guerneville so you had the baby at home, but I helped deliver her. I’ll go to the doctor with you, too. Whaddaya think?”

      Maddy slapped her knee.”I totally forgot. I need to get her a birth certificate, Social Security number, vaccinations. A doctor has to sign all those forms.”

      “Doc Holloway’s been a friend of mine for years. That’s why I sent you to see him in the first place. He won’t give you no flack. Don’t worry ’bout him.”

      “Will he have the form or do I have to go to the Social Security office or what?”

      “I think he has ’em or his nurse can tell us where we can get one. Call the office on Monday. Make an appointment.”

      Maddy grinned. “This is way more fun. Now that I don’t have to do it alone.”

      Cheryl reached out and clasped Maddy’s forearm. “You never have to worry ’bout doin’ none of this by yourself, hon.”

      A lone tear dripped down Maddy’s cheek, and she swiped it away. “You’ve been there for me since Momma left. I don’t know if I ever said thank you for being such a good friend.”

      Cheryl shook her head and leaned back in the cushions. “Friendship ain’t somethin’ you thank somebody for. It’s somethin’ you give for free. From me to you, no charge.” She smiled. ”I don’t expect nothin’ from it.” She paused, tipped her head to the side. “You know, you’re a good girl, Maddy. You got a soul that won’t quit, and I love you like my own daughter.”

      “I love you, too, Cheryl.” Her grin went from one side of her face to the other. “And so will Judith. She’ll have her very own built-in gramma. I can’t wait to do this. What about you?”

      “Yup. I wouldn’t say I’d go with you if I wasn’t sure it was gonna fly. We just gotta watch our p’s and q’s. Not mess anythin’ up with Doc Holloway, neither.”

      Maddy chewed at her bottom lip. “Do you think Robert will let us switch shifts at the café? If I work mornings, you can take care of Judith, then when I come home you can work the evening shift. That way we’ll have more money before we leave.”

      “He’ll go
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