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 Cast of
Characters

 


 


Twenty-three years have passed since
Memories of Home. In the interim, new faces have joined the
Smith-Cassel contingent.

 


Chelsea Louise, William Alvin, David Thomas,
Rachel Melinda, and Eric Samuel Harris Cassel

were born to

Alvin Harris, Jenny Cope Cassel, and Sam
Cassel

 


Emily Deborah, Mitchell Jacob, and Travis
James

were born to

Max and Liz Smith

 


Daniel Gabriel, Cara Alison, and Brian
Steven

were born to

Steve and Marcy Smith

 


Kimberly Rachel and Dustin Richard

were born to

Lexi and Ricky Shelton

 


Tanner Allen, Courtney Abigail, Melissa
Lindsay, Nanette Lisa,

Susannah Kate, Michael Scott, and Janessa
Lily

were born to

Scott and Alana Cassel

 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


 


To the west, Chelsea Cassel spied a sunset
similar to many she had witnessed driving back and forth from
Arkendale, Oregon to San Francisco. This one was no different,
calling her to pause, but as usual, she kept her gaze mostly on the
road.

Ocean blue eyes glanced to the horizon, a
bright yellow ball dipping past green mountains that concealed more
than the sun. Those hills were the western edge of Oregon,
Chelsea’s home. She lived in California, but always thought of
Oregon as home.

If she was driving south, the sunset would be
easier to see, reminiscent of many. Year after year she had taken
these roads, and the San Francisco Bay Area was like home; Will
lived in Pacifica, Uncle Robert in The Castro. Rachel and Eric
dwelled in Oakland and Palo Alto, but they were transitory. Once
they graduated college, Chelsea had no idea where her youngest
siblings would land.

Probably not here, in Oregon. Or at least not
in a small hamlet in the Willamette Valley, where all had been
raised, where these sunsets weren’t anything special to the locals.
But to Chelsea, they were enchanting.

Finally she did the unthinkable. Pulling to
the side of the two-lane highway, only fifteen minutes from her
parents’ farm, she killed the engine, stepping from the small car.
At five foot ten, she stood taller than her mother and younger
sister, but Will towered at six foot three, David and Eric both six
foot even.

Chelsea looked west, noting passing cars, the
impending darkness. It was evening in Oregon, the same time as in
California, but here those hours passed at light speed. That night,
Chelsea felt a change. Putting hands on her hips as she had done
when little, she gazed at the falling sun. That orb crept lower and
lower, her heart pounding with each movement.

Soon it was gone, the sky a fading yellow.
She looked up, then behind her, where she was heading. There it was
dusky and she smiled. Her parents and relatives waited, but she
glanced again at the western horizon.

So clear was the sky, not a single cloud,
which seemed odd. Some years San Francisco received as much rain as
western Oregon, but that night an open sky beckoned. Chelsea
wrapped her arms around herself. A peachy-orange glow spread wide
as the sun slipped away. She heard her cell from the open car door,
someone wondering where she was, but Chelsea knew exactly where she
stood.

She kicked a small rock, then laughed. Oregon
would always be home.

 


The message had been from her mother; Jenny
wondered if she was nearly there. Chelsea had told them she’d be in
by seven thirty. For two weeks she wouldn’t have to consider
accounting or commuting, only thinking about baseball. They would
watch Will pitch, then when she returned to California, Chelsea
would witness those games in person. Still, it always seemed more
fun sitting in her parents’ living room, nestled between them as
when she was a girl. Sam stayed quiet while Jenny perched on the
sofa’s edge. Yet, when it came to crunch time, Sam would leap to
his feet, arms in the air as his eldest son threw another strike.
With the season already underway, Will had three wins, a good start
in his fourth year as a San Francisco Giant.

Chelsea considered her mom and dad, Uncle
Tommie and Aunt Rae in their usual chairs, sometimes Uncle Jacob
and Aunt Debbie close; maybe Will would have a twelve or
thirteen-game winning season. In mid-summer, all those folks would
make their annual trek south to see Will pitch. Chelsea’s parents
would stay for as many as six or seven games, sleeping in her guest
room, maybe a night spent with Uncle Robert in the Castro. The rest
would bunk in Tommie’s RV, only for a couple of games. She smiled,
looking again at the sky, missing the flashing lights. The siren
caught her attention.

“Oh shit!” She glanced in the rear view
mirror, no one between her and the cop. Her foot came off the
accelerator, but her speed was only a little over average. Pulling
over once again, she rummaged for her insurance and registration,
then looked to her left. A familiar frame waited and she rolled
down her window to Sheriff Andy Schumacher’s easy grin.

“Hey Chelse, heading home?”

“Oh hi Andy.”

“You got a tail light out, the left one, and
the right brake light’s not working either.”

She sighed in relief. “Oh God, that’s
all?”

He smiled again. “Well, I think you were
speeding. If you’d like me to…”

She laughed, then looked to the dashboard.
“No, that’s okay.”

Handing him the papers, she fiddled with the
steering wheel. He walked back to his car and she watched him reach
for the radio. She hadn’t seen him the last time she visited a
month ago at Easter, but had run into him over Christmas. Andy
wasn’t just another local. He was Grant’s nephew and every time
Chelsea came home she thought of that man, as well as her pop.

Andy was tall like Grant, but blonde, and
older than Chelsea by more than a few years. She was twenty-seven;
he must be at least thirty-four, maybe thirty-five. She wasn’t sure
and would ask her mother. Good thing she had told Jenny seven
thirty; Chelsea peeked at the dash, nearly that now.

Andy returned with her paperwork. “Looks like
everything’s fine. You staying with your folks?”

“Yeah, gonna be here a couple of weeks.”

He smiled. “Well, just get those lights fixed
before you head home. Long drive to San Francisco.”

She smiled. Arkendale was still a small town,
everyone aware of others’ business. It didn’t matter that Will
Cassel was a famous ballplayer, only that he was Sam and Jenny’s
boy, Alvin’s son, a name firm in Chelsea’s head. She had three
parents, always would. “I’ll have Dad fix it for me.”

“Sounds fine. Say hi to them for me.”

“Will do.”

He stepped back and rolling up the window,
she looked again. His hair was nearly a crew cut, his usual style.
He had to be in his mid-thirties, but for the first time Chelsea
noticed his eyes were blue, like hers.

He waved as she signaled, only for his
benefit. In her rear view mirror she observed him standing there
until she couldn’t see him anymore.

 


She was detained once more, but this was
family. Tanner Cassel stopped her as she turned down a still
unnamed road simply known for where Tommie and Rae Smith lived,
where Sam and Jenny Cassel did too. Those farms were now all this
gravel road called home, but Tanner’s aged truck was one for which
Chelsea would pause.

“Hey Chelse!” Tanner’s green eyes were
exactly those of his Aunt Liz.

They only spoke for a minute, Tanner on his
way back to town. The eldest of Scott and Alana Cassel, he was also
Chelsea’s youngest brother’s best friend, along with Travis Smith,
a trio all born in 1985. A plethora of Smith and Cassel cousins had
arrived after Chelsea and Will, David ushering in more than Sam
Cassel’s first child. There were fifteen between the six children
Tommie, Rae, Jacob, and Debbie produced, and while technically
Chelsea and her siblings were aunt and uncle to those children, the
closeness of ages lumped all twenty together. Chelsea was the
eldest, Scott and Lana’s youngest daughter Janessa finishing off
the group.

Tanner spoke of his youngest, and favorite,
sister; he had dropped seven-year-old Janessa at Tommie and Rae’s
for a sleepover. So many names and relations, but Chelsea clung to
this sprawling clan. She didn’t live here, Will didn’t, neither did
Lexi and Ricky. Everyone else had stayed. Arkendale was the base,
maybe a bigger town due to all the Smith and Cassel offspring
Chelsea thought, as Tanner made his excuses.

“I’ll see you around.” She looked down the
road. Lights blazed at Tommie’s and she suspected it was the same
at her parents.

“Yeah, looking forward to Eric and Travis
getting back.”

She laughed. “I bet you are. Say hi to your
folks for me.”

“Will do. Have a good vacation Chelse!”

He waved and Chelsea was glad for his smile.
Sometimes speaking of his parents caused a rift. That night, Tanner
was on a natural high, probably from hanging out with family that
didn’t aggravate him.

If not for all the delays, Chelsea might have
stopped at Tommie’s. Instead she sped along the small road, passing
the cow-shaped Smith Family Farm sign. Making a small veer
to the right, a house waited for her, lit and welcoming. It would
only be her parents, but somehow that didn’t make it any less cozy.
She felt warm inside, noting that ancient placard, Alvin’s
Farm, in bold colors. Uncle Tommie touched it up every few
years and when Chelsea was little, she had assisted, wearing her
usual get-up of summer clothes and small boots, younger siblings
trailing behind her. Cousins followed, so many that her work
calendar noted a birthday or important event every few weeks. That
year was quiet for graduations; just Steve and Marcy’s son Brian
finishing high school next month. Chelsea wouldn’t dream of missing
it, an excuse to return. Parking near the barn, she heard a door
slam, her arrival anticipated.

Her parents headed her way. As if she was
five years old, Chelsea Louise Harris Cassel ran to meet them, then
was enveloped in arms that always spoke of home.

 


Her tardiness was summarily excused by the
broken tail and brake lights, Sam in a small huff that she hadn’t
checked those before she left.

“Well, I just wanted to get outta there.” She
sipped cocoa her mother brought her as soon as all her bags were
inside.

They sat in the kitchen, a room Chelsea loved
most. She enjoyed watching baseball in the living room, but in this
part of the house she had learned to bake cookies, watched her
mother fix dinner, drinking endless cups of coffee with all she
loved. Oregon was the best place Chelsea could imagine spending her
vacation and as there was no one else to please, she never
considered any other locale.

Her few friends in the city thought it odd
she would choose a setting similar in weather. They didn’t
understand it wasn’t the climate she needed to flee, but the
solitude, even with Will, his wife Bethany, and Uncle Robert so
close. Right now Will’s wife was in Rhode Island with her family,
but Chelsea didn’t mention that to her parents.

She didn’t need to explain why she always
gravitated to where she had known nothing but love and security.
This farm would always be where she found the most peace.

“I’ll get those lights fixed tomorrow,” Sam
said, eating a cookie. “I suspect you don’t have any immediate
plans.”

“Only to sleep in every day and eat like a
pig. Other than that, I’m all yours.”

Jenny caressed her face and Chelsea gripped
that hand. Only Sam had spoken, mother and daughter their usual
quiet natures around each other. Chelsea could talk a blue streak,
but when near her mom, the older they got, the less was said.

But it was Jenny to break the quiet. “It’s so
good to see you.”

Chelsea’s eyes watered as she nodded.

 


She dressed for bed as Sam inspected her car,
needing to confirm what Andy Schumacher had noticed. Chelsea didn’t
care as he had only given her a warning. Maybe she had driven all
those hours with a few missing lights, but she was home.

She used her old bedroom on the top floor.
She didn’t remember sleeping in the room across from her parents,
only upstairs, to the right, where she and Rachel shared a space,
the boys across. The nursery had been turned into Sam’s office and
while it had been a pain sharing with a sister seven years
Chelsea’s junior, now sleeping in that room alone felt odd. Unless
it was summer, Rachel home from college, it was all Chelsea’s, what
she used to wish for when in high school, a pre-teen’s additional
presence such a bother.

The walls were still pink, the room across
painted blue. Those hues hadn’t changed; in fact, not much about
the house had altered. Her parents looked the same, Jenny’s silver
hair resting at her shoulders, and she didn’t look fifty-eight.
Chelsea’s father was also gray, his thick mane longer than in the
past. Maybe that was the only difference. Perhaps her dad needed a
haircut.

His beard was white, had been since she was
in high school. At sixty years old, Sam Cassel looked much as he
had when Chelsea was younger, his gray eyes usually calm. Chelsea
knew little of what her parents had suffered, only what most
accepted. Her father had been married before, his wife deceased.
Alvin was dead, but in his passing Sam and Jenny had found each
other, like some fairytale romance. The darker details were kept
from Chelsea, her siblings, and their cousins. Chelsea was aware of
other secrets, more than just Will’s unhappy wife. Tanner had
motives to dismiss his surliness, but not enough to allow his
dabbling in drugs. He had looked sober that night and Chelsea
chalked it up to ferrying Janessa. In mentioning that to her
parents, Chelsea had noted their anguish. When Eric and Travis came
home, maybe they could talk some sense into him.

Other than one drunken cousin and Will’s
rocky marriage, Chelsea’s family was stable. Most of those cousins
were in college or heading that way, but Tanner wasn’t in school,
and Mitch was still in the Marines. Chelsea looked at the curtains,
faded lavender with blue and yellow flecks, made by her mother and
Aunt Rae before Chelsea was born. This place screamed of constancy,
just how Chelsea liked it.

“You in bed yet?” Jenny called from the
landing.

“Yeah. You coming up?”

“No, my hips hurt.”

Chelsea giggled. Her mother had used that as
an excuse when Chelsea still lived at home. She hauled herself from
bed, silently taking stairs that like her natural father she could
navigate as to remain concealed. Chelsea reached her mom, standing
near Jenny’s doorway.

“Is he still out there?” Chelsea asked.

“Yup. I bet those lights are fixed tonight,
unless he doesn’t have the bulbs.”

“He might not, you know.”

“Oh I know. Not that it would do any good to
tell him.”

They laughed. Then Jenny placed her hand on
Chelsea’s stomach. “Are you due soon?”

Chelsea nodded. “I guess you know what’s
gonna happen when I come north.”

Jenny stroked Chelsea’s face. “Well that’s
what home’s for. Just let me take care of you.”

“Yeah Mom, oh God, that’s, that’s…”

Mother and daughter looked alike in round
faces, freckles, and warm smiles. Will was the spitting image of
Alvin Harris, but Chelsea only carried his physique, lanky when she
was younger. Then she had filled out, no longer a beanpole.

Will had been a stellar pitcher since old
enough for Tommie and Steve to show him what to do with a baseball.
On the diamond Will shined, a beacon on which no shadow had
befallen, but Chelsea had inherited their biological father’s
penchant for hidden injuries.

“When’re you due to start?” Jenny asked as
Chelsea went into maternal arms.

“Soon. I was fine driving up, but like my
body knows where it is.”

“You need some drugs tonight?”

Chelsea laughed, pulling away from her
mother. “I’m so tired, I’d sleep no matter what hit me. Just save
them. God knows I’ll need them in a day or two.”

As Sam came through the back door, the women
said nothing more. Chelsea’s small agonies weren’t obscured, but as
it was more a topic for females, Sam wouldn’t be included, not
until Chelsea was actually stuck in bed. Her cycles were few and
far between, but when they hit, she was laid up for the
duration.

“How is it?” Jenny called.

“Got it fixed. She’ll be fine for driving to
Alaska if she wants.”

Chelsea giggled. “Listen, tell him goodnight
and I’ll see you in the morning.”

She kissed her mother, then returned up the
steps, missing the creaky boards that had grown louder over time.
As she closed her door, she heard her father. Sam wasn’t bothered
with how he took those stairs, which was how she and her siblings
knew when he was coming to tuck them in. Chelsea knew her house,
this farm, these people, like the back of her hand.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


 


While everyone knew Chelsea was home, some
didn’t see her until the nearly the end of her vacation. Due to the
nature of Chelsea’s predicament, it was the women who visited, and
Chelsea’s Uncle Tommie.

As close as Jenny and Tommie were, Chelsea
and Tommie shared a similar bond. Sometimes Sam would pull up a
chair, a laptop within his grasp, but with Tommie, Chelsea could
share her troubles. And with that uncle, Chelsea found herself
usually out-talked.

Tommie still gabbed like there was no
tomorrow, but unlike her parents, he looked his age. Chelsea had to
think; he was sixty-seven, how old Alvin would have been. Tommie
spoke of him often, papa to all of Sam’s kids, each sporting Harris
Cassel within their names. David Thomas might be Tommie’s namesake,
as Rachel Melinda was her Auntie’s Rae. Eric Samuel rounded out
Sam’s biological children, but they were just as knowledgeable
about Alvin Harris, a spirit Tommie felt was never far away.

When it was discovered that Chelsea probably
wouldn’t have kids, Tommie had eased her heartache with stories of
her papa struggling with his own difficulties. Back then Alvin’s
handicap was thought to be from a childhood fall, but early on
Chelsea knew that he had been born retarded, a word Tommie used,
rousing sighs from the younger generation. Mentally handicapped or
developmentally disabled were more acceptable, but Tommie employed
an old term to soothe Chelsea’s soul. Infertility had been
diagnosed when she was sixteen; her periods were erratic, one ovary
undeveloped, the other covered by scars. Her uterus itself seemed
undamaged, but she rarely bled, and when she did it came in a
flood, often corresponding with her trips home. It was too much to
insist her mother fly to San Francisco and while Chelsea liked
Will’s wife, Bethany had enough on her plate. Chelsea hadn’t said
that to her parents, nor did she reveal it to Tommie. They might
talk about everything else under the sun, but certain details
stayed under wraps.

Instead they spoke of Tommie’s youngest
grandchild; Janessa had spent the weekend with him and Rae while
Alana and Scott took their older kids to Portland. Janessa had
Down’s syndrome and didn’t like to travel, but the rest of that
Cassel-Smith clan was touring colleges for Courtney, the eldest
daughter. She wouldn’t be off to school for another year, but was
probably just nipping at Eric’s heels when it came to smarts.
Chelsea’s brother went to Stanford, couldn’t wait to be done with
the spring quarter. That was another fact Chelsea kept from her
parents, Tommie too; Eric hated school and only wanted to be back
on the farm.

Courtney Cassel loved academics, but didn’t
want to go that far from home. Portland had several good
universities and Scott and Alana had taken their brood, hoping it
would rub off. Tanner wouldn’t step foot in a classroom to save his
life both Tommie and Chelsea joked, but the others were bound to
end up at one college or another.

“Unless they sign up like Mitch.” Tommie ate
his oatmeal chocolate chip cookie over a napkin. “My God, that
boy’s a born soldier.”

Chelsea nodded, eating her cookie. Coffee sat
in mugs on her bedside table, sandwiched between the twin beds she
and Rachel had used as kids. Since none of the siblings except Will
had a significant other, this room remained for singletons. The one
opposite had a queen bed for when Will and Bethany visited.

“I got an email from Mitch before I left,
sounds like morale’s taking a hit.”

Tommie nodded. “Goddamn Abu Ghraib and if
that wasn’t enough, that wedding party that got all shot to shit. I
am damned proud of my grandson, but what the hell are people in
charge doing to those kids and that country!”

Chelsea let Tommie rant, better to hear it
from him than her father. Tommie was more impartial, even with a
grandson in fatigues. Sam abhorred the occupation, as he called it,
but his left-leaning politics were balanced by Max Smith, who as
Mitch’s father swung the other direction. Sitting in the middle,
Tommie usually kept the peace.

Jenny never intruded on Tommie’s visits, her
aching hips the excuse. Sam also stayed downstairs, no need to
bombard his daughter with two men at once. As Chelsea and her uncle
ate cookies and spoke of family, her cramps came and went. She
would need to get downstairs to use the bathroom and it would only
take a few motions for Tommie to take his leave. Chelsea loved
these visits; since Keith and Sylvia’s deaths several years before,
Tommie was more of a grandfather than an uncle. Chelsea never
thought of Rae as her grandma, only Sylvia Baxter had that title,
but Tommie was special, not just to Jenny, but to her daughter as
well.

“Listen, I’d better be going,” he smiled,
taking the last cookie. “Your Auntie Rae’ll have my head if I’m not
home for lunch.”

“Like you’re gonna eat anything after those
ten cookies,” Chelsea teased.

“Well, you weren’t helping any.”

They laughed as he stood, that useless hand
offered. Chelsea kissed it, then grasped his good arm, getting out
of bed.

She wore sweats and a t-shirt, an old sports
bra underneath to keep large breasts somewhat in place. As they
walked down the stairs, Tommie hit the squeaky boards, but Chelsea
stayed on those silent. They stopped at the bathroom door, where
Tommie gave her a one-armed hug.

“You be down for dinner before you go?” he
asked.

“Wouldn’t miss it. Aunt Rae making
cobbler?”

He laughed. “Of course. You want cherry or
apple?”

“You pick.”

“Oh now girl, you’re making it too easy.”

Chelsea kissed that stump of a thumb, then
caressed his weathered face. Tommie’s age lay in deep wrinkles
around brown eyes and lines around his mouth and brow.

“Uncle Tommie, as long as it’s hot, gooey,
and sweet, I don’t care if she puts cow pies in it.”

They laughed and Tommie kissed her. “I’ll be
sure to tell her that.”

“Oh God, don’t! I’ll never hear the end of
it.”

Tommie was already down the stairs, his
laughter ringing through the house.

 


The cobbler ended up being peach, which
Chelsea thought was perfect, as was that evening with many members
of her extended family. With three days left of vacation, Chelsea
would spend them surrounded by these people, some old, some young.
Some like herself, ailments under the table. Others carried
complaints easy to see.

Besides Janessa, who looked like her Grandma
Rae only with eyes spaced far apart in her oval face, Tanner wore a
grimace, and Chelsea wished it was only due to who was missing.
With Eric and Travis in school, Tanner was bereft without those
with whom he was whole. Travis Smith was studying computer
engineering at UCLA, Max and Liz’s youngest ambivalent about Iraq,
even with a brother in the thick of it and his father’s booming
approval. Anything President Bush did was right by Max, but that
night the talk was subdued, for Tommie was correct. Abu Ghraib had
sickened the nation, photographs Chelsea had viewed only once. Max
spoke of Mitch’s assignment in the northern part of the country,
near Kurdish populations. And that he hoped after this tour, Mitch
would be done.

Max’s eye patch was never removed, his arm
dangling at his side. He had some feeling in that limb, but usually
it remained motionless. His hand had withered over the years, but
unlike his father, Max had no power to hide those digits. Usually
they were gripped within Liz’s. She always stood on Max’s right, a
smile never far. Chelsea adored them, even if Max’s political views
weren’t to her liking.

Steve and Marcy Smith sat across, no
disabilities for them or their kids. Brian was the youngest, would
graduate high school in a few weeks. Chelsea didn’t know his plans,
but his elder siblings, Daniel and Cara, were in college, and Brian
would probably follow suit.

To their right Alana and Scott sat with
Janessa between them. Their kids fanned out, mostly girls with
Tanner and Mike in the mix. All but Tanner were in school, even
Janessa, who was mainstreamed and doing well, Alana reported with
pride. Chelsea stared at that threesome, hearing the other
daughters in the living room, Mike probably outside with Brian
throwing a football. Mike Cassel was only nine and when confronted
with these youngest cousins, Chelsea felt her age and some weight
of her own troubles. So many kids, but not something to which she
would contribute.

The talk went from Mitch in Iraq to Will in
San Francisco; what a good start to the year he was enjoying. Then
Chelsea grew animated, spilling stats, having just seen her brother
play before her trip. It drew kids back into the dining room, Mike
and Brian as well. Tommie added his voice and Jacob joked those two
could be Will’s personal play-by-play team. Tommie laughed and
Chelsea let Jacob take her place, a man long past the need for a
drink, only hoping his grandchildren wouldn’t succumb to a similar
fate. Except for Tanner, so far, so good.

Tanner said little, the eldest present, after
Chelsea. A gap stood between them, the rest of the older cousins in
college or fighting a war. Tanner hadn’t wanted to join the
military, much easier to stay put and battle his mom instead.
Tanner and Alana argued constantly, skirmishes not as bloody as
Mitch’s exploits, but just as dangerous. When extended family was
absent, those two, Scott included, went the rounds. It was stupid
in Chelsea’s opinion, but then she considered Will and Bethany. No
one in that room knew of their problems that were exacerbated by
Will’s reluctance to open his eyes to more than baseball. Bethany
was getting lost in shuffle, just as Tanner was.

“Honey, you need anything?”

Jenny’s voice slipped into Chelsea and she
was glad for the break. “No, I’m fine.”

They exchanged smiles, then warm squeezes.
They hadn’t talked of much more than Chelsea’s discomfort and
Will’s success. Chelsea hadn’t wished to say much about that
brother, nor did they discuss Eric’s desire to come home. But Jenny
was aware of that issue.

Jenny moved from the gathering and Chelsea
followed, heading to the kitchen. Jenny picked up plates, setting
them in the dishwasher. “If you wanna leave, we can go
anytime.”

“Oh no, this’s been great. God, been stuck in
the house all week and now it’s nearly time to go.”

They laughed, something over which tears had
long been shed. Chelsea imagined she would come home every few
months for the rest of her life unless she finally found someone
who didn’t want kids.

She didn’t anymore; Chelsea was a part of
these families. Maybe one day this entire town would only consist
of Smith and Cassel descendents.

“I saw Andy Schumacher yesterday,” Jenny
said. “He asked about you.”

“Really?” Chelsea moved toward her mother,
their voices hushed.

“Wanted to know if you were okay, said he
hadn’t seen you since stopping you about those lights.”

“Well, that was nice of him. I should get to
the cemetery. Wanna come with me?”

Jenny smiled. “Yeah. Tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

Within a few minutes they were joined by the
older women, Janessa at Alana’s side. As Lana had taken Chelsea
under her wing, Chelsea did the same with Janessa, who clung to
Chelsea as if a second mother. Taking the opportunity, Chelsea led
the youngster outside, where they sat on Tommie’s porch swing,
watching Brian, Mike, and the girls playing catch.

“You wanna join them?” Chelsea asked,
stroking Janessa’s long blonde braid.

“No, I’m fine right here.”

“Me too.”

“Chelse?”

“Yeah?”

Janessa’s blonde hair was straight from her
mother, but those green eyes were of the Cassel women, Debbie
passing them to Liz and Scott.

Janessa didn’t say anything more, looking
back to her siblings and cousin. They were also Chelsea’s
relatives, but not directly. These kids would have their own
families and Chelsea would be a childless aunt, never a mother.

Yet, Janessa probably wouldn’t either. She
wasn’t overly slow, but if she graduated high school, every Smith
and Cassel would attend that ceremony. Chelsea hadn’t missed a
graduation yet, and even if she was bleeding like a stuck pig she
would see this girl receive a diploma.

“Janessa, what were you gonna say?”

“Aren’t the trees pretty with all Grandpa’s
lights?”

This girl’s life was destined for simpler
things, not like her eldest sister Courtney. She could probably get
into Stanford, but wanted to stay close to prop up her mother.
Alana needed all the support she could find, and not only due to a
handicapped child.

“It’s a gorgeous sky Janessa, just like
you.”

Pulling the girl close, Chelsea kissed the
top of her head. Together they watched those more able run around
Tommie’s front yard, lights sparkling in branches as night
settled.

 


Those older children were called for kitchen
duties as Chelsea and Janessa were spared. They remained in the
porch swing until Janessa fell asleep against Chelsea, her body
still achy, but not like earlier. With the comforting weight of a
warm companion, Chelsea stared at lit trees, Tommie leaving those
lights in year-round. No one was as agile as Alvin, not even Will,
having channeled all that energy into sport. Chelsea’s parents had
been relieved Will left the climbing to others, so those lights
hadn’t been moved once Tommie strung them years back for some
family function. Maybe it had been Chelsea’s high school
graduation, or Will’s. Maybe it was David’s, but that was only five
years ago, in 1999. To Chelsea, these trees had sparkled since she
was a little girl.

Which was true, but only on occasion. Now
they shined most nights, especially as summer approached. Here it
was, nearly the end of May, and Chelsea suspected they would be on
every evening until autumn.

Then other lights caught her attention.
Janessa stirred, then snuggled back against Chelsea, as a car
approached. A man, tall and burly, stepped from the vehicle, but
Chelsea didn’t recognize Andy Schumacher until he was on the porch.
She put a finger to her lips, which he saw. Then she waved him
inside. He smiled, going into the house.

Chelsea was glad Janessa was still sleeping;
was Andy there about Tanner? He had scooted off sometime after
Chelsea and Jenny had gone to the kitchen. Chelsea tried to listen,
but the tones were muted. Then her heart stopped; had something
happened to Mitch and they sent the sheriff to tell the family?

Unable to move, Chelsea strained to hear.
Older tones emerged; soon her father, Tommie, and Jacob stepped
onto the porch, but said nothing, allowing a sleeping girl her
rest.

Andy followed them, offering Chelsea another
wave. The men gathered on the lawn, lit by the trees, but Scott,
Max, and Steve weren’t included. This was for the older
generation.

Janessa stirred, their mumbles catching her
attention. Chelsea needed to get up, pins and needles shooting
through her legs. She ushered her cousin into the house, then stood
at the screen door, wishing to know what was being said. Her mother
came behind her and they watched together.

“Is it Tanner?” Chelsea asked.

“No, thank God,” Jenny whispered. “Andy’s dad
had a heart attack.”

“Why isn’t Andy at the hospital?”

“It happened this afternoon, seems Eric’s
okay, but Andy wanted to tell them himself.”

Chelsea knew those relationships, again the
benefits of a small town. Eric Schumacher had gone to school with
Jacob and Tommie. And Alvin, until Alvin dropped out, one reason
Scott and Alana wanted Janessa to finish high school.

Sam had been friends with Eric’s younger
brother, a man like Alvin, but not from birth. Chelsea had grown up
with Grant Schumacher’s gentle presence, and his death when she was
seventeen formed the first heartache of her life outside her own
problems. Grant had forever been helping with the chickens and
garden, but mostly pushing small children on the swings, raking
leaves so piles could be demolished by eager feet. He had never
said a cross word, always a smile on his face. Once she was older,
she learned the reason for that cheerful countenance. At his death,
Chelsea felt a light had gone out, what she might have experienced
if able to recall her late father.

Tears fell and without another thought she
ran out the door, up to men that spoke in somber tones. She
approached her dad, but said nothing, brought up to respect her
elders. Yet her chatty nature wasn’t silent for long. As soon as
Jacob finished speaking, she reached for Andy’s hand, taking it in
her own. “I’m sorry, is he okay?”

To Chelsea’s relief, Tommie nodded. Then it
was only her and the sheriff, the others stepping back to the
house.

“Yeah, just a good scare. I came out to tell
them before it got round. Dad wanted me to.”

Chelsea wiped her tears. “I just, oh God, I’m
so sorry!”

She couldn’t imagine anything happening to
her own parents, but Eric Schumacher was creeping toward seventy.
Then she looked behind; Tommie and Jacob were that same age.
Suddenly she burst into sobs, the toll of her week and this news
hitting like a brick.

“Oh Chelsea, it’s, uh, okay. I mean, he’s
gonna be fine.”

Andy’s arms came around her, a shaky, unsure
sensation. Soon they were replaced by ones more familiar. Sam had
heard her, rushing to her side.

As her mother followed, Chelsea realized a
previously unknown undercurrent. For all the harmony and peace this
place possessed, anguish rippled, tripping her heart alongside a
small memory. Andy grasped her hand, then looked into her eyes. His
were blue, as she had noticed when he stopped her for those broken
lights, blue eyes that had peered into her ten years before at
Grant’s funeral. Andy’s uncle had been a part of Chelsea’s life and
in a face not at all similar, she felt a sense of recognition.

He gave her one small squeeze, then stepped
away, back toward his squad car. Still in uniform, he had conveyed
personal news. Chelsea watched him, then moved from her
parents.

As Andy reached his car, she set her hand
onto his shoulder. “Listen I’m sorry, I mean, for that. It’s just
been a long week and I…”

“Did you get those lights fixed?”

“Oh, uh, yeah. Dad replaced them that
night.”

Andy’s smile warmed her heart. “That’s all I
need to know. Would hate to think of you driving all that way
without proper tail lights.”

“Yeah, uh, sure. Listen Andy, your dad. I’ll
be praying for him.”

Faith had sustained Chelsea during her
grandparents and Grant’s passings and her own health issues. The
least she could do was offer a prayer for this man’s father.

Again Andy held her hand, this time keeping
it within his own. “Chelse, say one with me now.”

All the adults saw were two bowed heads, then
an embrace exchanged. Rae and Debbie had joined their husbands, and
Jenny gripped Sam’s hand.

“What?” he whispered.

“The future,” she said, kissing him.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


 


Back in San Francisco, Chelsea visited with
Will when he had a free moment, or their two youngest siblings.
Twice a week she checked on their uncle. Robert Tucker wasn’t
family by blood, but tied by a bind deeper. And he was ailing,
which broke Chelsea’s heart.

By the time Chelsea could remember Robert’s
visits to Arkendale, he always came alone. Cliff Brooks had died of
AIDS in 1985 and Sam Cassel’s family had flown south for that
service, one that Chelsea barely recalled. She was eight years old,
but only possessed fleeting memories of the bridges and so many
weeping men. Robert had nursed Cliff through that illness, then
found himself alone, as did many others. Then he found himself
HIV-positive.

AIDS had developed around the time Chelsea
graduated from college; she had chosen Mills due to the proximity
to Uncle Robert. After college, she lived near the ocean in San
Francisco’s Richmond District, the cool and cloudy climate
reminding her of home. Oregon would always be home and the two
weeks she had spent there in May only reaffirmed that fact. Seeing
Robert so weak brought it round again. He spoke openly of his
impending death, of Cliff, and always of Alvin.

“Your father, my God, what a man. I mean, oh
hell Chelse, you know what I mean!”

She smiled, setting tea on his bedside table.
As her mother had cared for her a few weeks previously, now Chelsea
did the same for this Oregon native who had lived the last
twenty-five years in the Castro District. Robert hadn’t moved from
the apartment he shared with Cliff and Chelsea knew only on a
stretcher would he leave it now.

Robert hadn’t been in Oregon since Rachel
graduated high school three years ago. He had missed Eric’s
ceremony, but now Chelsea’s siblings visited often, all except
David, working on his masters in Ohio. Rachel had two more years at
Mills, Eric three more at Stanford. Chelsea and her uncle spoke of
those younger siblings as the tea cooled; Chelsea didn’t want to
hear what Robert thought about Will and Bethany.

She told him about Eric Schumacher’s heart
attack, but little about Andy. After that one prayer, he hadn’t
crossed Chelsea’s mind, and it was only gossip Robert wanted. He
had gone to school with Eric and the rest, also with Jasper Wilkins
and Todd Lambert. Jasper was in prison for second degree murder,
but Todd had emerged from his days as the local pothead into an
occupation more respectable. Now he supplied western Oregon’s
medical marijuana users with some of the highest grade cannabis in
the state.

Robert loved those stories and Chelsea had
plenty, hearing the latest from Tommie and all the female
relatives. Rae was sorely tempted to get a permit for her
polio-stricken leg, but hadn’t pursued it, an occasional beer still
easing that ancient ache. Robert had a card but didn’t bother
anymore, too weary to get high. They joked that maybe Chelsea could
use a joint when her periods hit, but that was so far and few
between, plus she was usually in Oregon when it happened. What
trouble might ensue if she was caught with weed heading north?

“Especially if my brake lights go out again,”
she laughed, having relayed that part of her travels. “Andy’s nice,
but I think hauling drugs over the state line might be something
he’d have to report.”

“Okay Chelse, spill it. What’s with Andy
Schumacher?”

“What?”

“Don’t give me what. I see how your
face lights up when his name gets mentioned.”

She blushed, then stood, looking around the
apartment. It was sparse, a life shared with another for brief
years, then many lived in solitude much like her own. Robert had
felt it unfair to enter a relationship once he became positive. His
old-school ways, Chelsea and Jenny had noted, a man who only came
out of the closet in his late thirties. He had departed Oregon, but
small town sensibilities never left him.

“Oh God, Uncle Robert. He’s, you know,
nice.” She sat down again, grasping his hand. It was thin
and cool, and she blinked away tears.

“You’re crying over him.”

“I’m crying over you!”

“Better him than me.”

Robert’s weak laugh roused her smile and they
said nothing more about Andy, only topics Robert preferred, like
her natural father and baseball. Then they spoke of Will; had
Chelsea said anything to Jenny about him?

“No,” she sighed, standing again. “He doesn’t
even see it and they’re all coming down next month.”

“Will Bethany be back in time?”

“Maybe. I know Will’s on a hot streak, but
man, I just wanna smack him!”

“You should. He’s gonna lose her if he’s not
careful.”

She stared at a man gaunt and balding. “You
tell him. Maybe he’ll listen to you.”

“Not as long as he’s winning. As long as his
arm holds out, that boy’ll only see a baseball. We’re just gonna
have to let him be.”

“Well, shit. She better come back before they
get here ’cause I am not gonna lie for him.”

“Honey, don’t. Will got himself into this,
he’ll have to get himself out.”

Struggling to sit forward, Robert leaned
toward the table. He reached the cup, taking a sip before Chelsea
could help him. Then he lay back down, closed his eyes, and fell
asleep.

 


During the summer, Chelsea saw little of her
siblings. Eric and Rachel went north as soon as school let out and
Will was always busy. With Robert no longer ambulatory, Chelsea’s
days consisted of work at a prestigious accounting firm, then
evenings at SBC Park, watching her brother in action. She only went
to games in which Will pitched, so every five days of a long home
stand Chelsea sat with someone from work, rarely a boyfriend. Those
came and went, even though she told each one up front that she
couldn’t have kids. With that out of the way, it was three months
here, six months there, until the fellow in question realized she
wasn’t kidding, nor was she inclined to amend that situation. She
never used birth control, accepting if by God’s grace she did get
knocked up, she would keep the baby regardless of the father.

Many times she watched the games alone unless
the team was on a hot streak. In 2002, she didn’t have enough extra
tickets, but that autumn’s devastating World Series loss had
colored the game for her. What really broke her heart was last
November’s questionable trade of three players; while her brother
was pitching well, the team was suffering from that atrocious
business maneuver. Now she found herself alone, wrapped well to
blunt the chill. Even in summer, Chelsea found San Francisco a cold
city.

The weather played a part, the lack of a
permanent companion was another. If she wanted she could sleep with
someone any night, but Chelsea was like her Uncle Robert. He had
fallen in love with Cliff, then suffered a crushing loss, and never
fully recovered. She felt somewhat the same, her faulty
reproductive organs a blight for which there was no cure. Which
wasn’t altogether true, nor had Robert been damned to a life alone
by Cliff’s death. When he felt strong and argued about her decision
not to pursue medical options, she would counter with his
deficiencies in the relationship department. Lately he had been
unwell and Chelsea hadn’t pressed, but his comment concerning Andy
Schumacher hadn’t gone unnoticed.

She sat near home plate, a gift from Will
right after he signed with the team. He had been on a high, a
natural one they joked. While Tanner was perpetually stoned or
drunk, Will’s trips were only in summer, every five days on a dirt
mound that elevated him beyond his incredible height. Will had
signed a generous contract, threw a fantastic rookie year, then got
married, achieving those feats as easily as the plentiful strikes
he hurled.

It seemed so easy for Will, but Chelsea felt
cursed. She pulled her jacket tight, thinking about Robert’s remark
about Andy. It was ridiculous for many reasons, the biggest of
which was that Chelsea lived in California. And she was several
years younger, and couldn’t have kids. Guys said they didn’t mind,
would date her for a few months, then a light went off. Again she
found herself alone in a baseball park, watching her gifted brother
throw a ball on target while tossing his marriage down the
toilet.

Robert knew about that too, but they hadn’t
said much, for he had gone to sleep on her. Then help arrived, a
man who sometimes joined Chelsea on his off days. Kent Strickman
was personable, good-looking, her age, and gay, which made for a
warm friendship, but did nothing for her love life. Alone, Chelsea
got comfortable, waiting for San Francisco to take the field.

She didn’t care about the team’s offense,
only her brother’s pitching. Since Bethany left, Will still threw
winning games, his wife’s presence or absence
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