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To Charla, the forerunner

A friend in every season

Your joy and grace are a beautiful gift


Chapter 1




It took great courage to move toward the dying.

For Gia Carter, love mixed with a small sense of lingering guilt drove her daily to Tia Carolena’s sick bed at her home in New Orleans. Her second mom—the one who was there when Ma couldn’t be—lay unmoving, covered in blankets. An IV tree towered above the hospital-grade bed with bags of fluids dangling as a life-sustaining force.

The nurse said Tia wasn’t in any pain as the lymphoma shut her body down, which was good, because Gia’s heart hurt enough for both of them.

To say goodbye forever to another person she loved so completely felt like performing surgery on herself without the benefit of anesthesia.

Each work day, she took a late lunch so others in the family could have the hours at Tia’s bedside that they wanted. The last few weekends, Gia had spent her days off in the house just to be nearby. Most days, she couldn’t speak through the tears as her tia’s frail body gave up on living, each rattling breath labored. Her skin coloring changed, and her skeleton became more prominent.

The grief came in waves, despite her best efforts to maintain her composure. The lost time, the milestones they would all miss sharing with Tia, the agony accompanying her body failing, and the discriminatory way death claimed the best far too soon overwhelmed even her best moods.

She’d stayed away for the last three years, believing it best to hide and atone for her part in Uncle Angelo’s murder. Because of that, she’d needlessly missed out on so much. Joey had corrected her flawed thinking. Staying away had done more damage than good.

After the faux engagement party where Gia’s ex-boyfriend Bronc and his business partner Grant were arrested, Tia Carolena’s health took a sharp decline. Joey and his sister Cara spent every free moment by their mother’s side, never leaving her to suffer alone. Tommy and Xander had overseen the final touches of the rebuild of Gia’s burned bedroom, allowing her to stay in her parents’ house and be by Tia Carolena’s side where she should have been this whole time.

Xander managed to fly to New Orleans to see her a few times and combine the visits with meetings for setting up his businesses, but that pace couldn’t last forever. The tension grew inside her. The longing to be with him without the urgency of their time ending was beyond her fingertips every time. He had been an anchor she didn’t know she needed. And while phone calls were good, his strong arms and faint cologne scent settled her soul and gave her strength to keep moving.

A sigh welled up as her lunch break came to an end. Another day of goodbye, not knowing if today would be their last together. She brushed her hand across Tia Carolena’s paper thin skin and kissed her cheek. The pain-masking medicine rendered Tia unable to stay conscious most of the time now.

“I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon so we can visit some more. I want to tell you about this project I’m bidding for down in Brazil to build a school in the favelas near where Avó lives.” A school Tia would never see in person. Gia’s eyes pooled as her throat thickened. “Forgive me, Tia. I’ve been horribly selfish. You deserved much better. I love you so much.”

Monitors beeped in the silence. She turned to leave.

“You don’t have to ask her forgiveness every day, Gia,” Joey said as he pushed off the door frame with his shoulder, his hands in his pockets. “She’s told you over and over again that she forgives you, that she loves you. You can stop asking.”

A sad smile accompanied his words. Dark rings under his eyes acutely contrasted his tan skin. His muscled frame had thinned under the stress of the last few months of watching his mama slowly dying. Cara hadn’t faired any better. The burden was too great to bear.

Gia swallowed, trying to loosen the tightening in her throat. He didn’t need her problems adding to his load, but he’d take them on because that’s who he was. “I suppose I’m asking because I haven’t forgiven myself entirely. My therapist says it’s a process.”

Joey collapsed in the chair and took Tia’s hand in his. “Her color is better today. Not so gray.”

Gia nodded. “She squeezed my hand a couple of times. She’s listening.”

“She always is. Hearing like a bat, this one. Couldn’t ever mumble under my breath and get away with it. Eh, Mama?” Joey’s grunt was the closest he’d come to a laugh in a long time. She’d take what she could get. His visible heartbreak made her want to wrap him in a hug so tight he couldn’t breathe.

“You eat something today? I can make you a plate.” She knew his answer before she asked. He had no appetite. Neither did she.

“I’m good.” Joey rubbed his eyes. “See if you can get Cara to eat. Her protein powder and blender haven’t been used in days.”

Gia laid a hand on his shoulder. “Family comes in tonight. Don’t forget the dinner at our house at seven.”

Joey nodded. “We’ll be there.”

Their extended family flying in from Brazil affirmed again that this was goodbye. They would stay until just after the New Year which gave them about three weeks in the States. Each family had a suite in a nearby Venha Hotel, courtesy of Ma and Daddy.

On her way down the stairs, Gia opened her texts to Xander. Tia doesn’t have much longer.

His reply was instant. I’ll be on the first flight out. Just say the word.

She smiled. He wasn’t bluffing either. He’d proven that to her before. Soon. Family comes in tonight. Wish I’d see them more often than at funerals.

His answer came again. Looking forward to meeting them. You okay?

No, she wasn’t. She missed him. She hurt. The constant sadness and grief drained her, leaving her exhausted and unmotivated. But if she said anything to the contrary, he would be at the door tonight. She couldn’t do that to him when he had so many important things coming up this week. She needed his support for the funeral.

I’m ok. Missing you adds to the heartache.

She tucked her phone into her back pocket as she entered the sunroom where Cara had set up her sewing machine. She’d been working tirelessly to finish the quilt Tia Carolena had started before she couldn’t muster the strength to get out of bed. Cara wanted to show it to her mama before she died.

“It’s beautiful. Almost done.”

Cara looked up from the machine. “A few more sections to add. Then, I finish the edges, and it’s off to the auction.”

“The Lymphoma Foundation is lucky to have it for the Christmas auction. If I’d been in charge of finishing it, they’d never have it. You’re so good at this,” Gia said as she ran her fingers across the soft fabric. The stitches were small and perfectly even.

Tia Carolena was an expert quilter with many prizes to her name. She’d taught Cara years ago as a fun summer project. Selling off the quilt they’d made together had raised the money for Cara to take a school trip to Europe for a couple of weeks. Tia Carolena had also tried teaching Gia one summer, but Gia kept wandering over to where Uncle Angelo and Joey hunched over drawing boards talking architecture. Eventually, Tia Carolena gave up on Gia, but never scolded her for it.

“You eat recently?” Gia asked. Every day she asked the same thing.

Cara snorted. “You’re as bad as Joey. I’ll tell you, I’ve eaten more in the last two days than he has in the past two weeks. And he has the nerve to get on me about eating.” She glanced up. “And you’ve lost weight, too.”

Message received, loud and clear. “I’m headed back to the office. Don’t forget dinner tonight at our house at seven. Plane lands around three.”

Cara waved her on. The machine’s whir drowned out her response. When that quilt was done, Cara would have nothing left to hide behind, and the emotions would hit full force.

By six that evening, Gia was in full hostess mode at her parents’ house. Her outfit was a little looser on her than when she bought it, but it still looked stylish. Ma hadn’t wasted any time in helping Gia replace her wardrobe when the insurance money came in to cover the smoke-damaged clothes back in Golden, Colorado.

When the cars pulled up, the whole Brazilian crew unloaded. Since the school term was over and it was almost Christmas, everyone had taken time off to come—Ma’s sister Judita and her husband Mateus and their two sons, Ma’s brother Roberto and his wife Neves and three kids, Ma’s mother Avó Ana, and Uncle Ronaldo Cevere, Ma’s cousin. Uncle Angelo and Tia Carolena had traveled to Brazil every summer as had Gia and her parents so they could stay connected to the family in Rio.

Family was everything in Brazilian culture. Tia Carolena’s family was coming in from around the US and Brazil tomorrow to stay for a bit. Daddy had agreed to put them up in the Venha hotel, too, so Joey and Cara wouldn’t have to host them in their house where Tia Carolena received hospice care.

Avó Ana was the first one to the door on Ronaldo’s arm. “Giovanna Sophia, you grow more beautiful every time I see you.” She clutched Gia’s face in a surprisingly firm grip and kissed both cheeks. “You are a sight for these aging eyes. I’ve missed you. Will I be seeing this handsome young man of yours that I keep hearing about?”

Gia grinned. “I sure hope so.” She glanced beside her to Uncle Ronaldo, Ma’s cousin. “How’s futbol, Uncle Ronaldo?”

He flashed her a bright smile. He’d once been one of the best players in the world and now was vice president of Brazil’s Federal Futbol Committee. “Changing and hopefully going to get even better very soon. Keep an eye on those headlines.” He winked as Avó Ana tugged him away to continue into the house.

Gia’s face hurt from smiling as she greeted her cousins, tias, and uncles. Daddy pulled up last. He’d insisted on picking up Joey and Cara himself. Tia Carolena’s nurse was there to keep her company.

She hugged Joey first. “Thanks for coming.”

He smiled down at her. “Anything for family, but I also want it to be over with.”

Gia felt his words settle deep inside her heart. They all wanted this to be over, didn’t they? Not the dinner, but the goodbyes and endless nights of despair.

If they could just have more time with Tia Carolena and have her standing next to Ma as the hostess of their family. If they could hear her laugh and see her easy smile and the grace that lit her eyes. If they could laugh at her playful scolding of her husband acting like a child.

The “ifs” could fill a skyscraper and never buy more time. Wishes never became horses for desperate beggars to ride.

She looped her arm through Cara’s and led them inside. As the night progressed, she lost her sadness in the love of their family that remained. The laughs, the memories, the catching up, the endless teasing.

Reminders of life and love.

Conversations shifted directions and languages as quickly as the wind with their huge family. A part of her heart chided her for not asking Xander to jump on the last plane out of Denver to be here in time for this circus.

As Uncle Roberto grilled Joey on work and his nonexistent love life, she could see Joey’s eyes shift toward her in rapid succession. A sure sign he was about to dump the conversation in her lap and make her recent scandal the drama of the evening. It was bound to come up over their family meals in the next few weeks.

Not today, Joseph.

She jumped from her seat to take refuge in the kitchen until dessert. Tia Neves was already in there with Ma. Tia Judita came in behind Gia.

“Ah,” Judita sighed. “I love our family being together, but it’s way too loud out there.”

Ma raised her glass and took a sip. “Next meal, we’ll make a kids’ table again.”

“What’s the age limit on that?” Gia asked, sneaking a chocolate truffle from the tray.

Judita snorted. “It’s generational and voluntary since Ronaldo usually likes keeping up with what the kids are doing these days.”

“How’s fashion design, Judi?” Ma asked. “Hope you brought a suitcase of goodies for me.”

Judita pressed her hand to her chest, offended. “Do you think I would dare come overseas and not bring my big sister—the hostess and brilliant businesswoman constantly in the public eye—a wide range of my very best work?” She leaned over to Gia and stage-whispered, “The younger girls are more fun to dress, so I’m hooking you and Cara up, too.”

Neves smiled. “That and chocolate will make everyone feel better.”

Judita stole a cookie from the tray. “I actually could use all of you for models for a project I’m working on.”

“Me?” Neves said. “I’m just a music teacher. I have no modeling skills. In fact, I only do my makeup on Sundays for church.”

“Neves, you are tall and beautiful and willowy. You just need to stand there and smile. We can even have you pose against a piano, if that makes you feel more comfortable,” Judita said.

When Neves realized there was no way out, she muttered her agreement. Judita exchanged a grin with Ma when Neves turned her head. Their sister bond thrived on finding new ways to broaden Neves’s modest horizons.

“Let’s get the dessert out so people can feel free to leave the table,” Ma said, picking up a pie. “Your flight has probably left you ready for bed.”

Neves, Judita, and Gia each grabbed a dish and followed her into the dining room. Judita’s son Silva was animatedly telling a story about a dental patient he’d treated in clinicals. The poor man had to be sedated to be treated and when he awoke, he apparently announced in front of his wife that he’d never loved another woman like he did the nurse who helped him through his procedure. The whole room burst into laughter.

Joey and Cara, too.

Their smiles lasted the rest of the evening as the cousins ditched the adults and went to play video games on the big screen in the basement. The eight of them were long-standing rivals on game nights.

Ze, Silva’s brother, won the racing game since he was a video game designer. Cara won four rounds of Pictionary. Joey dominated Uno. And the girls beat the boys in the acting game.

As they packed up the game, Breno, Neves’s son, flopped back on the couch. “I think it’s time for Gia to spill the drama.”

The chorus of agreement pinned her into a corner. Joey sat back with a smug smirk on his face.

“Well,” Gia cleared her throat. “Once upon a time, I made bad decisions. They caught up with me. The end.”

A wall of pillows flew at her face along with loud boos and hisses. She laughed as she unburied herself.

The door to the basement banged open, freezing the moment.

Daddy’s expression was tense. “Everyone to the cars. Tia Carolena needs us.”

Joey and Cara raced out the door behind Daddy and they screeched out of the driveway as everyone else loaded into the other awaiting vehicles. The car caravan to Tia’s house was almost comical so late at night. As they parked and filed in, the air was hushed and somber.

The ease of the last few hours disappeared, opening the floodgates of grief once more. Gia let the cascade of tears fall as she watched her family say goodbye to one of her favorite people in the world. It struck her that perhaps of all the people in her family, she had the hardest time letting go. Everyone took their turn at Tia Carolena’s bedside. Joey and Cara begrudgingly gave them privacy.

When it came her time, Gia tiptoed into the room with a reverence. A gravid foreboding blanketed the room. Tia Carolena’s wheezing breaths shredded her to her core. The remnants of her composure evaporated. She ran to kneel at her bedside, pressing her forehead to Tia’s hand. “I know you forgive me.” Her words came in hiccups. “And I promise you, I will learn to forgive myself. No more running.” She swallowed hard. “You were kind, gracious, and loving. Everything I want to be.” She took a shuddering breath. It didn’t feel like enough. “I love you so much.”

She kissed Tia Carolena’s soft cheek. It felt impossible that she’d never see her again and yet there was a growing relief that Tia’s horrible pain would be over. The fibromyalgia and lymphoma could take her body, but they’d never take the love and memories away.

“See you soon, Tia,” Gia said. She steeled her mind, took one last look, and walked out the door.

As soon as the last person came out, everyone crowded in with Joey and Cara next to Tia on the bed. The large room felt small with all the family stuffed into it, exactly how Gia hoped the scene would be if she were in the bed instead of Tia Carolena.

They held hands and bowed their heads as Roberto then Daddy prayed. Neves led them in a quiet hymn accompanied by a chorus of sniffles. Tia was leaving a legacy of kindness and grace in her wake. If Gia could only be half as thoughtful and compassionate, she’d be happy.

A few hours later, Joey came downstairs to where everyone sat talking quietly. His presence silenced the group. Gia knew what he was going to say, but it didn’t prevent the devastation she felt when he said, “She’s gone.”


Chapter 2




Xander Reinerman shoved his hands into his pockets, paced a few steps, and stopped. The upbeat Mexican music in the background strummed on his frayed nerves. Why had he suggested meeting over lunch again? It was a terrible idea. He couldn’t possibly eat right now.

His fingers toyed with his car keys in his pocket. The nerves would be worth it. Good or bad, he was here for closure. Or as the therapist had said, “Starting the journey to emotional maturity by breaking trauma bonds.”

What if she hated him?

His deep breaths didn’t slow his racing heartbeat. He’d gained a lot of control over his anxiety and panic attacks in the last six months, but it wasn’t gone. And when the stakes were high, as they were today, a panic attack rushed him like a three-hundred-pound linebacker.

He couldn’t help but feel a trickle of fear over how life wouldn’t likely give him another shot at reconnecting with Avri. She was his youngest sister, but that didn’t mean her acceptance was limitless, regardless of how much he wanted it to be. Linc had given him her number and Xander had finally worked up the nerve to reach out to her. She’d agreed to lunch as it was her first day on Christmas vacation from physical therapist school.

Whatever the official term for that was. Did they go to medical school? He’d find out.

“Alex!”

He jumped out of his skin. There stood his petite, brown-headed little sister next to him. He’d not heard her coming, what with the borderline panic attack in his mind. She opened her arms awkwardly and gave him an unsure smile.

“Avri.” He wrapped his arms around her, just as he had before his sentencing day. Her hair smelled just as flowery and her frame still felt so small. Always his little sister. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Do you hate me?” They both asked at the same time, then laughed.

“Never,” Xander said. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you so much. Five years is an eternity,” Avri said, gripping his arms. She exhaled hard. “I thought when all my letters came back, that you wanted nothing to do with me. I—”

“Wait. What letters?” Xander dropped onto the stone wall next to them, bringing her to sit beside him. “You sent me letters?”

Her mouth hung open a bit. She dug around in her extra-large, animal print purse and pulled out a bundle of letters bound in a rubber band. Return to Sender was scrawled in red. He took them from her. There had to be at least twenty.

Letters.

Addressed to him.

Letters that could have been a life raft while he treaded water in the ocean of despair.

Except they’d been rejected.

“Carlson State Penitentiary? I was only there until my trial. I got sent to White River Correctional after my sentencing,” Xander said.

She gasped. “That’s the address Dad gave me. I made sure to ask for your most current one. I’m so sorry, Alex.”

Dad knew the difference between jail and prison. He’d even asked Quinn, Xander’s lawyer, for the address after the sentencing. Anger heating to rage swelled inside Xander’s chest. He stuffed it down.

Avri had done nothing wrong. She’d sent him letters. None of his other family members had done that.

She dabbed at her eyes. “I should have visited after those first few letters were rejected, but prison scared me—”

“Yeah, me too.” He grunted out a half laugh.

“And I always talked myself out of it. I’m the worst sister.” She threw her arms around his neck. “Please, forgive me.”

“Av, of course I forgive you. I am relieved to have you back in my life. I didn’t realize how much Dad had been sabotaging me and my sanity from out here.” He ran his hand over his hair. He was going to have a hard time forgiving Dad for this one. “Can I keep the letters?”

She smiled and handed them over. “They’re yours. From what I remember, they are mostly full of trivial day-to-day happenings or stuff I thought you’d think was interesting. Let’s eat something, because I haven’t been able to eat all morning. I was so nervous.”

After eating their weight in chips and salsa, they split the fajitas and caught up on life. Avri had a pretty boy for a boyfriend. Chad.

But so long as there were more good times than bad, he’d keep his opinion to himself.

As they left the restaurant, Avri stopped. “You’re joining us for Christmas this year, right?”

“Uh.” Xander scratched his neck. “Actually, I might do Christmas Day with my girlfriend and her family.”

Avri’s eyes widened. “Girlfriend? Wow. You guys must be serious if you’re spending Christmas with them.”

Surer than he’d ever been about Macy whom his sisters adored. He pulled up a picture of Gia hugging his neck on his phone to show her. “As soon as I get my life in order, I’m going to propose.”

“She is stunning.” Avri scrunched up her nose. “Just put your life in semi-order. Don’t wait too long to tie her down.”

“I need to be making enough money to support myself, and hopefully both of us, so she can’t write me off on her taxes as a dependent,” Xander said.

Gia had done most of the heavy lifting herself and that grated on him in the worst way. She deserved a man who could give her the life she wanted and more. He wasn’t close to that yet.

Avri hugged him goodbye and promised to meet him again for lunch soon. As Xander drove Gia’s SUV back to Gia’s office to work, he allowed himself a reprieve from fear, long enough to celebrate the really amazing lunch he’d had with Avri.

They were on great terms. His family minus Dad believed him. They were proud of him. They’d once been his biggest cheerleaders, the core of who he was. To lose them to a lie was unconscionable. Now, all he had left was to see Kelsey in person and work on Dad. Or maybe give up on him. What dad intentionally misdirected his daughter away from supporting her brother?

It wasn’t right or loving of his family to bail on him, but he understood it in a small way. They’d been afraid and confused. Dad loudly passing judgment on Xander hadn’t helped the situation. 

Xander parked in the back of the office in Golden and texted Gia. The daily reminders of her made him miss her more than he’d anticipated. Logically, they hadn’t been dating long enough for him to feel like he was missing his right arm, but surprisingly he did. Worse was that she was in deep pain about her aunt’s health and was trying to be strong and brave about it all, but he was across the country and could only offer her his verbal support.

He trudged inside and checked his email. No orders. Still.

Reclaim That, his store of upcycled items, had a decent start, but sales had tapered off once the media circus from his launch and Coach Randall’s admission had died down. Chances were good that sales might pick up again as soon as his wrongful imprisonment settlement hit the papers. His new lawyer figured it wouldn’t be until the new year.

But the funds in his bank account weren’t going to last much longer. Even though he felt like the world’s biggest leech right now, he still spent his own money on groceries and business expenses. Gia was really sweet about it, saying that she’d be paying someone to house sit for her if he wasn’t staying there, but he could not live on charity much longer. It made him crazy.

He spent the afternoon marketing on local garage sale pages and online listing sites. On social media, he had a message about commissioning a piece. He responded. The sale would pay for a few more groceries.

His phone chimed. 

Colorado number: They think you have something of mine. They’re coming for you. Watch your back.

Have what? Who was this? He hesitated a moment. 

Wrong number, Xander sent back.

No response.

That was weird.

That evening, he walked out to his easel and giant sign on the sidewalk. Every Thursday at seven, he held a workshop for The Upcycled Life. He talked about the mission, his story, and then the rest of the time they each made an item that he would list on Reclaim That’s page. At the end of the night, he would collect the creator’s contact information, so he could give them the money when their product sold.

Gia’s office was a block from the bus station so he had Lucy’s permission to put a sign in front of Mother Hen directing riders toward him. She dropped by every Thursday with a box of baked goods to donate. Her tendency to linger made him think that she missed Gia more than she let on. Or maybe she was a self-appointed overseer of all that was Gia’s to make sure Xander stayed in line.

He had, after all, spent five years in prison.

Inside, he restacked the resource pamphlets in even rows on the table. These weren’t those unhelpful government trifolds that slapped a cartoon bandage on a gunshot wound. They were nonprofits offering their services to those in need. If someone wanted his help, that person probably could use other resources, too.  

He’d been unbelievably fortunate to land in Golden and be given the hand up he needed most. Others didn’t have that, but he planned to be a launching point for them if they’d let him.

Twenty till seven, Lucy breezed in the front door. A few stray strands of hair stuck out from her head. “Wow. What a day. Actually, more like ‘what a month’ but it’s all a wash at this point.”

She plopped the box down in the usual place and unpacked plates, napkins, forks, cups, and pitchers of drinks from her Mary Poppins bag. “Gia texted to say her aunt is failing quickly. Poor girl. She’s absolutely beside herself.”

Xander nodded. He didn’t want to talk about Gia with Lucy, but he’d learned from experience that she’d keep going until he acknowledged her. “She’s exhausted from what I hear.”

Lucy turned with her hands on her hips. “I hope you don’t mind if I stay tonight. I need to find someone to help in my store for a few hours a day and thought this might be the place to look.”

He raised his eyebrows. Really, there was no way to calculate how disruptive she’d be, so he couldn’t reasonably say no. “Okay, but please don’t say crazy things and interrupt me while I’m talking, all right?”

She made a disgusted face at him, as if to say she’d never. But, oh, she would.

The door chime interrupted their talk. In walked three well-dressed women with their hair and makeup done, laughing. He greeted them.

“Hey, we’re here for the upcycling workshop,” the blonde one said with a firm grip on her Coach purse. Thanks to Gia for that education.

The brunette leaned in and winked. “We brought our own wine. Hope that’s okay. We figured it might be like one of those spirited art classes.”

The third laughed at the joke until she snorted.

They were definitely not sober. He smiled at them. “Actually, that’s tomorrow night at seven. I hope you can make it.”

They apologized dramatically and promised to come again tomorrow. It wasn’t anywhere on his radar, but he could use the income and it wasn’t a terrible idea. Girls’ night had to be fairly lucrative. Xander made a note to add that to his business offerings. He needed to find a low-maintenance project for them that didn’t require hammers.

“That sounds like fun. I’ll come tomorrow night, too,” Lucy said.

Why not? He could use a buffer.

An older woman walked in and glanced around. “Hi, I’m Edith. Hope it’s okay that I’m here.”

Xander shook her hand. “Anyone is welcome. Please, grab some snacks.”

“Oh, I already had dinner. Thank you though, sweetie. I want to see if this is something I can do with my autistic granddaughter. She learns through working with her hands and—you know how expensive craft materials are these days—I just can’t afford to keep buying those kits.” Edith snagged three cookies with a napkin while she was talking and moved toward Lucy to keep talking about who made the cookies and how many eggs she used in her recipe.

Individualized children’s craft kits. Xander made another note in his workbook. Possibly offered from his non-profit to autistic foundations as tools, but for his for-profit definitely marketed to bored children and desperate parents at craft and hobby stores. A couple of middle-aged guys came in next. Their long, greasy hair partially veiled their faces. He scanned their inked skin, looking for gang identification. A new skill he’d picked up in prison.

None that he could see.

He greeted them, offered them snacks which they loaded up on, and invited them to have a seat. They assessed the office, unsmiling. He looked around with them. The main room was sparse as far as decorations went. The exposed beams and brick walls had enough character to impress a newcomer. The interior office where Gia designed held her family pictures and ornately framed degrees. His degree lay in a box somewhere in his parents’ shed still.

Assessment finished, they slumped into chairs with their smart phones in hand.

Something wasn’t right.

He strode toward them to find out more, but his phone chimed in his pocket to tell him it was the top of the hour. When he walked to the front, they straightened in their chairs.

Controlled movements. No smiles under a scraggly beard. A few words said between them.

As he was about to get started, a black teenage boy slipped inside. Lucy met him and sent him to a chair with a full plate. He got settled and pulled a notebook out of his backpack.

Teenagers weren’t usually attendees. Interesting.

“Thank you all for coming. My name is Xander, and I’m the founder of The Upcycled Life. My goal here tonight is to connect you with resources that you might need in order to start creating an income or supplementing your income by building products to sell. Rustic and upcycling are huge trends these days. Making new uses for old things speaks to us because we like the idea of being given a second chance.”

Edith nodded at him encouragingly while the teenage boy in the back scribbled on his notepad with one hand and shoved food into his mouth with his other. Xander hadn’t said anything worth noting yet. What was this kid doing?

“I’ve brought for you a sample of common discarded things that can be turned into something new. This egg carton can be used for planting starter seeds. This wine bottle can be turned into a candle or stuffed with a string of lights to become a decorative light. This pallet can become furniture or a play structure for kids or picture frames or anything that can be built with wood.”

“Hey, man. Do you like dig through trash cans and stuff?” one of the long-haired guys asked him.

Xander hadn’t noticed their pink eyes and puffy veins before. “Dumpster diving is all the rage. Lots of good stuff to be found at construction sites, but you don’t have to do that in order to find things that can be upcycled.”

The teenage boy raised his hand. “Is dumpster diving illegal?”

“In most places around here, it’s legal. However, private property and no trespassing signs are pretty clear indicators that you don’t belong there. A majority of stores have cameras around their buildings or signs posted near their dumpsters that are pretty explicit in what they allow.”

The boy nodded, writing furiously.

“The internet has a lot of tutorials and ideas on things to use and how to use them. I even have detailed instructions on The Upcycled Life’s website to help build some basic items. We’re going to get started on some simple things here in a moment. You can choose whether you’d like to sell it on my website. When it sells, I contact you and give you the money and a free Reclaim That t-shirt.” He clapped once. “All right. You are free to ask questions while we get set up. Please, grab some more goodies from Golden’s very own Mother Hen Bakery.”

For Edith, he grabbed the paper towel and toilet paper rolls and paint. For the men of questionable sobriety, he brought the bucket of wine corks. And for the teenage boy, he brought the coffee cans, paint, and ribbons to tie around them. With each one, he gave them a picture of what the finished product could look like and set them to work.

He made eye contact with Lucy and nodded toward Edith while he sat down next to the teenager.

“Hey, what’s your name?”

The boy looked up and blinked. “Reggie.”

Liar. He’d go with it for now. “Welcome to the workshop. What’s your goal in learning upcycling?”

Reggie scrunched his eyebrows. “Income. Gotta pay the bills.” He huffed out an awkward laugh.

“Your parents don’t pay the bills for you?” He was that annoying adult that fished, but he couldn’t help himself.

“No, they don’t.” Reggie dipped the brush into paint and lathered it over the coffee can.

“You eighteen?”

“Yep.”

Xander snorted. “Dude, I got out of prison six months ago, but I’m not an idiot.”

Reggie glanced up, his mouth open. “Prison. What’d you do? Kill someone?”

A sarcastic answer stopped at the tip of his tongue. Reggie’s lies didn’t merit drama from him. “I was set up to look like I was selling steroids to minors. Spent five years paying for a crime I didn’t commit. When I got out, my family was nowhere to be seen, so I had to make my own way with some help from strangers. That’s what I’m doing with these workshops. Trying to help strangers make their own way, too.”

Reggie nodded but kept working as if there would be a grade at the end of the time. In a way, he wasn’t wrong. If no one bought his work, he wouldn’t make any money.

Xander stood to give him some space. “I’m going to check on the others. Be back in a minute.”

The other guys weren’t doing too badly with their cork vases. It was a little like Lincoln Logs from childhood. Edith and Lucy had a collage of small circles painted bright colors and glued together, ready to be put on a wall and filled with little trinkets.

Edith patted his arm. “You have been so helpful. This will be something great for my granddaughter to do with me. I’m going to go home and use the internet to look for more ideas.”

He grinned as he handed her a contact form to fill out. That spark of joy carried him through each week. “When you get them finished, bring them to me and I’ll list them on my website to sell.” 

She clasped her hands in front of her mouth. “Oh, that is a marvelous idea. I can’t thank you enough, Xander. Thank you.”

“Edith is going to come to my shop tomorrow to look into helping me part-time, too,” Lucy said with a grin. So, she’d gotten what she came for.

“Tonight filled my soul. It was just what I needed. Thank you both,” Edith said. 

He handed the contact form to the guys to fill out and give back. When he got to Reggie, he offered one to him and a pen.

“Tell you what, man. Write down your number for me. I could use some help around here. How about you come here every afternoon say around…” What time did school get out these days? “Three thirty? Four? We’ll see if we can’t get you some more income.”

Reggie’s eyes grew wider as a smile spread across his face. “Yeah…yeah, I can do that. Cool, man. Thanks. See you tomorrow.”

Xander gathered up the contact sheets and left the projects where they were to dry overnight. Reggie’s coffee container planters were colorful and meticulously done. Add dirt and a bouquet of those succulents chicks loved and they’d sell first.

Sounded like Reggie needed some money.

He needed some income himself, so maybe this would work for both of them.


Chapter 3


“She didn’t get to see it,” Cara screamed through her sobs as she hurled the quilt at Joey. Ribbon wheels and thread bobbins skimmed his head and shoulders. The once organized sunroom lay destroyed by the tornado of Cara’s grief.

He didn’t catch the quilt. Instead, he stood with his hands in his pockets not saying or doing anything. Some projectiles bounced off him, rolling to a stop on the floor.

“I—I did this for her. And she didn’t even live long enough to touch it. I told her she couldn’t die until I was done. I told her, Joseph. But she didn’t listen.” Cara collapsed onto the nearby sofa with her face buried in her hands. “Why didn’t she listen?”

Gia couldn’t hear Joey’s response as he folded Cara into his arms, his cheek pressed against her hair. It wasn’t fair. Neither of them were thirty yet and here they were burying their last parent.

She was helpless. No words fixed the way the bottom had dropped out of the world. And they certainly didn’t stop the freefall of despair.

It was two in the morning and the rest of the family had left to sleep for a few hours while Ma and Daddy worked out the details with hospice to get her moved to the funeral home.

She’d called Xander a few minutes ago to tell him the news, but she’d gotten his
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