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For families;
May we always love and pray for each other,
Even when it hurts


Chapter One

The midday sun continued its assault on the suffering mourners making their way back to their cars, back to their lives. I alone took small comfort in its blanket of warmth. It hadn’t rained in weeks and the humidity was brutal. It had never bothered Dad. He loved the heat of summer, I recalled as my own rain poured, droplets falling on the brown earth at my feet. Slipping out of my shoes, I collapsed to my knees, watching the droplets fade from existence. I grasped handfuls of the dry soil, watching it pass gently through my fingers, thinking of how I used to love to watch Dad in his garden when I was just a little girl. But I loved to watch Dad do everything. I would never leave his side if I had any say-so in the matter, always following him around asking endless questions. He never minded. He would work the garden every evening after supper and of course I was right there with him. Sometimes he’d let me “help.” There were rows of tomatoes, lettuce, carrots, and green onions. He also planted potatoes and sometimes corn, though he never had much luck with corn. Dad kept his garden neat and it was bordered with various flowers that my mother liked. At the far right stood a cluster of vibrant red-hot pokers that the hummingbirds loved so much. That was where we’d sit when the gardening was done.

“Keep very still and quiet, Teeny. They frighten easily,” reminded Dad. He’d never once called me by my given name, Christina.

“Daddy, look! There’s one now,” I whispered. “And another,” I added, struggling to stay perfectly still.

“I see them. Keep still and more will come. They need to fill up before nightfall.”

“They move like little helicopters. I can’t believe how small they are. So, so tiny,” I marveled.

“Just like you,” Dad said as he wrapped his arms tighter around me. “That’s just what I said when I first held you. So teeny, tiny, and fragile.”

Abrupt laughter jolted me back to the present. Across the street children squealed with delight in their swimming pool, splashing with relentless joy. I wondered at the sky, a beautiful shade of blue marked with sparse puffs of white soldiering across with no wind to carry them. A butterfly paused briefly on a tombstone and continued on. Honeybees danced throughout, steadfastly visiting every flower while the songbirds persisted and the sun progressed to the treetops.

I stayed until the horizon began to turn a pleasant shade of pink. My legs were stiff and it was difficult to put on my shoes. I brushed the dirt from my legs and my knees bore stone marks, witnessing my reluctance to go. I took an unsteady step. My feet were numb. Perhaps the feeling will come back with each step, I thought. 

I took one last turn. “Bye, Daddy.” 

 Chapter Two

I spent most of my childhood up in a tree. It was my place of refuge, a hideaway of sorts, where I was alone in my thoughts. No one could see or hear me. I would escape, free to be me, away from Mom’s disappointed glances or her words of refinement. I laughed, cried, sang, even slept in that beautiful, leafy fortress. It stood in the middle of the small woods behind our home, a short walk past the pines that bordered our yard. Perfect for climbing, it had limbs at the right intervals that a young child could just manage to struggle up into its arms, effortlessly rising to the sky.

As much as I loved that tree, it wasn’t even me who had discovered it. It was Ben. I met Ben when we were both four years old. Ours was a neighborhood with few homes, each of them sitting on several acres. We were all separated enough that no one really interacted with one another. So I was quite baffled when I saw him wander out of the woods onto our lawn. He was a little taller than me but every bit as skinny. He had large, dark eyes and his hair, a shade lighter, was sticking out in defiance on one side of his otherwise kempt head. Turned out his house was just on the other side of the woods. We soon became the best of friends, and not just because we were the only children our age in the area. Simply put, we completed each other. During my early school years we were inseparable. My mother was mortified.

“Young ladies do not have muddy knees and scratched up shins,” she determined. “And just look at the dirt in those nails of yours!”

I plopped down on a lawn chair next to her and watched as she carefully prepped her rose bed for a new season. She used a brightly striped garden pad to protect her knees and her deft hands were guarded by blue polka-dotted gloves that reached clear to her elbows. I couldn’t imagine why she needed so much armor; it was just a flower garden. She grew the most beautiful flowers, especially roses. I remember watching her when I was much smaller as she meticulously tended each stem, gently looking under each leaf, checking for insects. She would sing softly as she snipped away any dead or unsightly leaves with her pruning shears, smiling as she cupped the large blooms and inhaled their rich scent. How I wished to be a rose bush back then. Once, when I saw her cutting away new buds, I asked her why. She explained that it gave all the strength to the bud at the top, resulting in a much larger, showier flower later on. To me it just seemed like a waste of what might have been beautiful. Now, as I watch her, I know better. I’m thankful I am not a rose bush, for surely I would have been pruned long ago. 

“Ben and I were gathering plants for Mrs. Burns,” I answered in defense of my appearance. “The whole class is making ter-rar-i-ums,” I pronounced carefully, “and ours will definitely be the best. Ben knows everything about plants and stuff.”

It was true. Ben had his nose in science books every chance he had. Mrs. Burns was our first grade teacher and this, our final homework assignment before summer, was only one of many we would do together in the next few years. While Ben’s expertise was science, mine would become math and English.

“Why don’t you ever play with any girls your age?” 

“Right,” I scoffed, “’cause there’s so many of them wandering into our back yard.” At age six I had already become quite satirical. But she knew I was right. There were no other children my age close to home and she was far too busy with her own life that getting to know the parents of my female classmates was not a desirable solution for her. Still she protested.

“It’s just not proper,” she stated. “Running around like a tomboy, playing in the woods, getting dirty…you spend too much time with that boy.”

“That’s ’cause we’re best friends,” I reasoned matter-of-factly.

“Little girls are not supposed to be best friends with little boys.”

“Now, Lana, I know you don’t really believe such nonsense.” Pearl, my nanny, had just stepped out with a tray of lemonade. I loved Pearl. She took care of me as long as I could remember. She understood me and listened…really listened to what I had to say. She also made the best food and told the greatest stories ever. And on top of all that, she knew how to handle my mother. “God sends us friends of all shapes and sizes; doesn’t matter…boy, girl…black, white. He sends us the friends we need.” She smiled at me and held out a sugar cookie. “Wash up first.”

Was that really twenty-five years ago? I had been lying on my bed, unable to sleep, watching the tree branches swaying in the breeze outside my bedroom window, barely visible in the predawn light. I hadn’t thought of Ben in years. I’d thought of Pearl, though. She had lived with us from my birth up until she got married when I was about five. Then she would come in the morning and leave every evening with some Saturdays and every Sunday off.

My siblings never had a nanny; they didn’t need one. My mother was your typical 1950s stay-at-home mom back then. She had three children, two years apart; a girl, another girl, then a boy. My brother and sisters had each other to play with while Dad went to work and she’d be home cooking, sewing, and “keeping house”—a picture-perfect family. Seven years later, with her children all in school, my mother had already ventured into the work force as a real estate agent and loved this new chapter of her life. Then, oops…I enter the scene, causing a problem in their perfectly organized world. Pearl was their solution. She cared for me from birth; raising me actually, so it was no surprise that I loved her so much. She was the only mother figure I had. She became the center of my tiny world. When I had a question I asked Pearl. If I learned something new, I shared it with Pearl. Whenever I was sad or hurt, it was Pearl that I ran to, not my mother. Of course, I loved my dad. He doted on me when he was home, but he worked long hours. Unless I was with Ben out at our tree, I was bound to be next to Pearl. 

Then one day she sent her away, and it was just Ben and me. Two more years passed and on a late fall day, the last of the colorful leaves had long fallen. Our tree stood bare, bracing itself for the long cold winter. Ben’s dad was relocated and they had to move; just me and the tree. 

I must’ve finally fallen back to sleep. I had a dream I was driving home, but something was wrong. My surroundings were unfamiliar and I realized I had lost my way. I was alone and frightened. As I came to a stop sign, I struggled to decide which way to go. There was a woman standing on the sidewalk outside my passenger door. Her back was to me. I kept calling to her through the window, pleading with her to help me to find my way. Finally she turned around to face me. She opened her mouth, rhythmically, letting out a strange buzzing noise each time. The buzzing grew louder and louder until I sat up in bed, my heart pounding in my chest. My head was still foggy with sleep and it took a moment to realize I was in my own room; it was just a dream. Then the buzzing started again. It was my cell phone on the nightstand. I looked at the time. It was just after six. Who would call at this hour?

“Hullo?” I rasped.

“Christina? Were you sleeping?” My sister’s voice seemed more condescending than usual. I guess feigning superiority is done easier over the phone than face to face.

“What else would I be doing at six in the morning?”

“Sorry, I forgot that you get to enjoy the entire summer off. Must be nice to sleep in when you want.” She paused to let the jab hit. Or maybe she was waiting for my retort. Either way, I didn’t care. “I called because you’re going to have to get over here at Mom’s as soon as possible. She fell last night, one of her dizzy spells. I came when she called, got her back to bed and everything.”

I rubbed my eyes, trying to process everything.

“Aren’t you going to ask if she is okay, any broken bones or bruising? You know, the usual response when someone hears that their elderly mother has fallen?” She waited for a response. I didn’t give one. “You haven’t seen her since the funeral. You didn’t even come to the house afterwards. People were asking about you.”

“You said you got her back to bed, Colleen, so I assume she’s fine.” I wasn’t about to defend myself to her. “What do you want from me?”

“I stayed half the night but I have to go to work.” More waiting. “She can’t be left alone today and I really don’t think she should be left alone anymore. It’s time we look into moving her to the Villa. It’s church run and the best facility around.” Silence. “Well?”

“You’ll never get her to agree to that. She’s not the Villa type.”

“No, I meant what about today? Both Amy and Don drove back last week. I have to work so that leaves you. You owe her that much. You could at least—”

“Will you shut up for half a second, I’m trying to think.” I sighed inwardly. “I have to grab a shower and make arrangements for Nick. Then I’ll head right over.”

“Why don’t you bring Nicky? Mom would love it. It’s been so long since she’s seen—”

“I’m not bringing Nick.”

“Hmm, suit yourself. How long?”

“I’ll get there when I get there.” 

 Chapter Three



I made Nick and me a simple breakfast of sliced fruit with yogurt. Nick topped his yogurt with granola. By the time I was out of the shower, he had cleared the dishes, gotten dressed, and was ready to go. He was pretty responsible for a seven-year-old. I was proud of my little man of the house.

I had two options. The first day of school was next Monday for teachers, and Wednesday for students. But since the office secretaries and administrative staff had already begun the new school year, the daycare center was open. Being a kindergarten teacher, I was entitled to its use. The other option would be to ask Jason to watch Nick. I knew what Nick would want. The daycare’s great, but Nick loved spending time with our neighbor. For a single guy with no young kids in his life it was amazing how well he could connect with Nick. Jason taught science at the high school. Like many little boys, Nick was thrilled with the outdoors. Bugs, dirt, rocks, you name it. Jason had a knack for taking his high school curriculum down to Nick’s level. He would often do experiments with him, showing him the how and why of things, and Nick was a sponge soaking up all he could. Still, I was reluctant to ask Jason. He’d be all too eager













 Chapter Four











 Chapter Five




























































 Chapter Six

























 Chapter Seven




























 Chapter Eight


































 Chapter Nine

















 Chapter Ten







 Chapter Eleven

































 Chapter Twelve













































 Chapter Thirteen





















































 Chapter Fourteen











 Chapter Fifteen












































 Chapter Sixteen
















 Chapter Seventeen

















































 Chapter Eighteen



















 Chapter Nineteen






















 Chapter Twenty














































 Chapter Twenty-One





 Chapter Twenty-Two













 Chapter Twenty-Three













 Chapter Twenty-Four
















 Chapter Twenty-Five

































 Chapter Twenty-Six























 Chapter Twenty-Seven









 Chapter Twenty-Eight















OPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OPS/navtoc.xhtml


    

    Table of Contents





    

    		

        Title Page and Copyright Information

    



    		

        Dedication

    



    		

        Chapter One

    



    		

        Chapter Two

    



    		

        Chapter Three

    



    		

        Chapter Four

    



    		

        Chapter Five

    



    		

        Chapter Six

    



    		

        Chapter Seven

    



    		

        Chapter Eight

    



    		

        Chapter Nine

    



    		

        Chapter Ten

    



    		

        Chapter Eleven

    



    		

        Chapter Twelve

    



    		

        Chapter Thirteen

    



    		

        Chapter Fourteen

    



    		

        Chapter Fifteen

    



    		

        Chapter Sixteen

    



    		

        Chapter Seventeen

    



    		

        Chapter Eighteen

    



    		

        Chapter Nineteen

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty-One

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty-Two

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty-Three

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty-Four

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty-Five

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty-Six

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty-Seven

    



    		

        Chapter Twenty-Eight

    



    		

        About the Author

    



    



    



OPS/image0.jpg





