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To Joyce Scarbrough, my best friend and author whose wonderful book was the inspiration for GLIMPSES. Had it not been for Mickey and Jeana, my Robert and Anna would have never been realized. Thank you for writing TRUE BLUE FOREVER and reminding me what timeless love feels like.

Joyce, this one is yours.

Our truest life is when we are in dreams awake.—Henry David Thoreau
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CHAPTER 1
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Drip. Drip.

If Mom were herself, she’d scream for me to turn the handle down tighter—stop the infernal torture of water collecting in the sink, one irrelevant drop at a time. But she’s not herself. She’s drunk. Again. Seventeen years later and she still misses them, can describe the smell of my sister’s hair like she’d just braided it for her yesterday. Earthy, like rain mingled with honeysuckle. And long, to her waist. My hair’s never been that long. Well, at least not in this lifetime.

Drip. Drip.

I can handle her talking about Paige—that was my sister’s name, Paige Marie Berkeley. But when she talks about my dad, the one who never held me, hugged me, or even loved me... How could he? He never even knew I existed. When it happened, my dad had just picked up my eight-year-old sister from ballet class and was on his way to a restaurant to meet Mom. She was going to tell them both about me, the three-month-happily-baking fetus in her belly, when the semi blindsided Dad’s Acura. Never knew what hit them. Mom was still in the restaurant when she got the call.

It was a sushi restaurant.

We never eat sushi.

Drip. Drip. Thud.

She’s missed the couch, again...probably slumped near the coffee table. I twist the handle for the cold water so tight it pinches my palm and the drips fade away.

“There’s my girl,” Mom says when my feet are three inches from her face. “Be a sweetheart and help me to the couch.”

“How about your bed?” I ask. “It’s one in the morning.” When she doesn’t protest, I drape her limp arm around my neck and lead her to the hallway. A combo of sweat and pee assaults my nose, but I can’t move a hand to cover it or she’ll fall. She’s already fallen hard enough tonight, too hard for me to let go.

“You would have loved them, Anna,” she mutters.

“I know,” I say. It’s what I always say.

“My Michael was so handsome. Best looking guy in...well...anywhere.” She laughs and I turn my face from hers to avoid the breath that’s worse than her B.O. Then the laughter turns to sobs. “He was so funny too, Anna. And my Paige. Oh, my beautiful Paige.”

When she’s finally in bed, I sit on the edge and roll her to the middle. “There you go, Mom. You’ll be okay.” Before I can stand, she sits up and cups my face.

“Why don’t you look like him? You’re supposed to look like him. Your sister looked exactly like him, hair so blond—”

It was almost white, I mouth with her, but don’t say it.

Mom’s eyes furiously scan my face like she’s looking for evidence, proof that I’m part of the perfect world that was once hers before I came along. Then she does the one thing that calms her every single time this plays out. She looks past my ashy brown hair and tanned skin and stares me dead in the eyes.

“Oh, my Michael. There he is...those green eyes.”

“A perfect match,” we say in unison, and she lies down to sleep it off.

I close her door, careful not to bang it on the loose hinges, and head to my own room again. I hate it when she does this, but blaming her for missing them would make me the biggest hypocrite on the planet. After all, I’m missing someone, too.

And I haven’t seen him in over two hundred years.

***
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I was crazy tired before Mom almost collided with the coffee table. I’m always afraid she’ll roll out of bed or choke on her own vomit when she has nights like this. She never has, but I worry about it anyway. I look at my phone again. 3:00 a.m. Thank God it’s Saturday, but I’m on schedule to volunteer at the nursing home at nine, and I can’t be late. I’m too close to winning the Sunshine Merit Scholarship to let something like no sleep land me a demerit. I purposely hold my eyes open for as long as I can, trying to make them sting enough that I’ll fall asleep.

“Get a grip, Anna,” I whisper when all the forced staring earns me is burning eyes. I bury the side of my face deeper into the feather pillow. Maybe William’s awake... Nope. No way I’m texting him now. God, he’d love that. I touch Maggie’s name instead.

I’m gonna be sooo

dead tomorrow.

Text delivered, not read. She’s asleep. Lucky her. I find the sweet spot on my pillow when I flip it, and take a few deep breaths, attempting to shut off my racing brain. It does feel good to close my eyes...

––––––––
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I don’t spot him straight away. Robert’s body is tiny compared to the incredible height and mass of trees in the distance. I wipe my hands on a stained apron. I wish I had a clean one, but the wash is days old and the baby’s sick, so it will wait. At least I have a decent supper over the flame, and my husband isn’t particular about food. It’s one of the things I love about him.

I check my reflection in a tin plate when I hear his boots on the porch, and tuck a few loose strands of hair behind one ear. I pinch my cheeks for pinkness then collect some bowls for the rabbit stew.

“Anna,” Robert says when the door unlatches. “How’s the little one?”

“She’s sleeping but less feverish.”

“And Robert Jr.?”

“Still no signs of sickness with him. I think the worst is over.”

“That’s good,” Robert replies. “Come here. I have something to show you.”

He drops the leather sack in his hands when I reach him and scoops me into his arms. When his mouth covers mine, it’s like the first breath I’ve taken since he left the cabin that morning. I breathe in the flannel and earth still clinging to his dusting of beard, his hands grasping my hips, gathering the fabric covering them like he’s clinging for life. A hand slides to my cheek and he cups it, nudging my lips open as his kiss softens.

“I’ve missed you,” he whispers into my hair.

“But it’s only been since the morn—”

“And that’s too long.” He pulls my face forward and kisses my forehead. “Now sit. I really do have something to show you.”

I’m barely in the chair when Robert sets a coin pouch in front of me. “Open it.”

I dump the coins out and lose my breath. “These aren’t shillings...they’re crowns! But how?” I do a mental count. Nine crowns total. “Robert, where did you get these?”

“Mr. Besson liked the table I made for him so much that he agreed to sell my furniture in his general store. He gave me the crowns for material costs.” Robert’s eyes light up so much they barely resemble the deep mahogany hue I know them to be. “Do you know what this means, Anna? A whole new life for us, that’s what. And look.” He pulls a paper from his shirt pocket. “I signed a document of accord with him too, for a whole year.”

I scan the paper, one word and a string of numbers striking me harder than a blow to the face:

September 23, 1805.

––––––––
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My bedroom’s still dark when a car horn jars me awake. I don’t bother with the time. The sun isn’t up yet. Tears sting my eyes. September 23, 1805. I was right—it has been over two hundred years.

I’ve had normal dreams before, ones about falling or flying, and some about being in a house I don’t recognize or having strange people chase me. I even dreamed about starting the first day of sixth grade totally naked, but that was then. I don’t dream anymore...not in five years. No floating, no flying, no nightmares about my dad’s car crashing or my sister’s tiny face vanishing in a window of red. No, not anymore.

Now when I sleep I fall into an expanse of frozen wilderness, the other life I’ve lived...the one I lived with him.
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CHAPTER 2
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I’m in the door five minutes before my shift starts. Even though I’m technically not late, I hate signing in, and only having a couple of minutes to read the notes I’m given about the elderly residents, like who had a great night, or who flung scrambled eggs at New York. Yes, that’s one of the nurses’ names: New York. Even though I love all the old people here, it always takes some deep breathing to mentally prepare for the morning ahead. Love’s hard, and grump-bag Mr. Nathan is the first name on my clipboard. Yeah, love’s freakin’ brutal.

I’ve volunteered as a Sunshine Warrior at the Greater Tuscaloosa Convalescent Home since my freshman year with one goal in mind—the Sunshine Merit Scholarship. A high school senior is awarded a ten-thousand-dollar college scholarship from the organization that founded the Warriors, and this is my year. Only two seniors are demerit free, and I’m one of them. The other is a guy named Dustin Mears. But Dustin became a volunteer his sophomore year, so as long as I stay demerit-less, the money’s mine. I got this.

My grades are fine, but I suck at numbers. With straight Bs in math, I’ll still qualify for some kind of academic scholarship too, but I’ll never be given a godawful amount of money like the A-listers. Those numbers I don’t have a problem with. So I need the Sunshine Warriors, need my own money for school, so my mom can hang on to some of hers. Dad left a hefty life insurance policy behind when he died, and thank goodness Mom’s good with money. But rehab ain’t cheap, and she needs to check back in soon. We both know it. She’s worse now than any of the other times she’s relapsed. She’s the kind of broken that shows, like when you superglue something along a perfect crack and just one tiny chip is missing. It’ll never be truly fixed, but it’s still good, still serves a purpose. I don’t need Mom perfect, I just need her to be good again.

“Morning, Mr. Nathan,” I announce before pulling on the door to his room. The soft humming that greets me when I step inside is a welcome sound. Thank God he’s sleeping. He’s usually way too cranky in the mornings to deal with, anyway. I’ll come back later.

And now I can go see Rose.

I stop at her door before going inside. She usually whistles when she’s alone, but quits the moment she thinks someone’s listening. Not sure why, though. She’s phenomenal at it. All I ever managed in the whistling arena added up to spitting through my teeth.

“Rose, hello-hello,” I say when I’m in the door.

“There’s my Anna,” she replies. “How’s your week been, dear?”

“Okay. A little rough, but okay.”

“Has the drinking gotten worse?”

It’s funny. I’ve always been so closed off when it comes to my life. I’ve been friends with Maggie since fifth grade, but I’ve never told her about Mom’s drinking problem. Honestly, I can count on one hand the times Maggie’s spent the night at my house. But it’s different with Rose. She’s eighty-eight years old and my best friend in the world.

“Yeah,” I say. “It was horrible last night. She fell again. Her head missed the coffee table by an inch, thank God, but she was okay once I got her in bed. She was still sleeping it off when I left this morning.”

Rose tugs at the strand of pearls dangling from her bony neck. She looks like an aging, classic film star. She’s thin, but a good thin, not the sickly old people thin. She wears her silver hair clipped up in a loose bun with wispy curls teasing her face. Her shirts are always silky, button-front, and her skirts are straight and to the ankle. Her costume jewelry is chunky and oversized, including the rings she balances on her long, skinny fingers—the embodiment of elegance.

“And how much sleep did you get last night?” Rose asks.

I sit in the chair beside her. “Not much.”

“You know she needs professional help again, right?” Rose’s eyes search mine. “You can’t do this alone.”

“I know, and we actually talk about it when she’s sober. She doesn’t drink as much during the week because she can’t miss work. But the weekends...” I look at my feet this time. “The weekends are rough.”

Rose wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I’m so sorry, dear. So, when do you think she’ll check into rehab again?”

“Her vacation time starts over again next month. She said something about putting in for a few weeks then. I just hope they give it to her without much argument. The bank she works in is usually pretty cool, though.”

“Well, that’s good.”

“Something else happened last night, though,” I say, “and it was actually kind of amazing.”

Rose scoots forward like her hearing aid’s malfunctioning. “So tell me all about it.”

“I had another dream about Robert.”

Only two people in the world know about my past life memories: my mom and Rose. But over the past couple of years, Rose has become my main confidante. Mom gets way too weirded out when I talk about it.

“What did you see?”

“Robert and our children. He came home with a pouch full of money from some furniture he’d made. Then he showed me a contract he’d signed, and, Rose...it had a date on it.”

She slides a sweet, wrinkled hand on top of mine. “A date?”

“September 23, 1805.”

A slight gasp escapes Rose’s thin lips. “1805? Good heavens, child. That is something else. Truly remarkable, really. So, do you plan to research—?”

“No,” I cut in. “I don’t really have any desire to research it. I don’t know, Rose, but it’s just...when I’m with Robert in my dreams, it’s like I’m finally home after a long journey. Every nerve in my body reacts to him. I can feel. I can move. I can breathe.” I look into Rose’s seeking, blue eyes. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s like I have to be asleep to feel truly awakened.”

She’s quiet for several seconds, no doubt allowing my words to fully register. I gather the dirty linens at the foot of her bed and toss them in the hamper.

“I hope I live another life someday,” Rose says, “but I would want it to be with Ted. I miss him so much.”

“I know,” I say, sitting next to her again. “How long has he been gone now?”

“Gosh, it’s been almost ten years now,” she replies. “He held on longer than the cancer should’ve let him.”

“I know,” I say. “I remember you telling me.”

“But he didn’t want to leave me here all alone,” she continues, like I didn’t say anything at all. “We lost our Teddy a few years before that—”

“And his wife was a pain in the butt.”

Rose grins. “I never said that, Anna, but I definitely wasn’t her biggest fan.”

“I wonder why they never had kids.” I blurt out the words before realizing how intrusive they sound.

“It just wasn’t in the cards, I suppose. But she remarried a few years after my Teddy died. I do hope she’s happy, wherever she is now. I guess Ted knew I’d eventually end up alone, huh?”

“You’re not alone. You have me.”

Rose pulls me into a hug. “I know I do, sweet girl. And that’s why I want my personal belongings to go to you if something happens to me—”

“Don’t talk like that. Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

“I know, I know. But I need to tell you this, okay?”

I nod.

“As far as money goes, I don’t have any. The nursing home gets that. But there’s a box in the closet. When I’m gone, that’s yours. I’ve already informed the staff that anything you want in this room is yours too, so dispose of it however you see fit. Understand? I love you, Anna. You’re like the granddaughter I never had.”

I do understand, but I can’t go there, can’t ever think about losing Rose.

“Okay, enough grim talk,” I say. “What’s going on in the activities room today? Knitting? Singing? Maybe a little Zumba fitness?” I do a few hip shakes and Rose laughs.

She diverts the question. “Do you have plans with William tonight?”

“We’re going to the movies,” I reply, “and I’m not ashamed to admit that I can’t wait to gorge myself on popcorn and Sno-Caps.”

“He sounds like such a nice young man. When do I get to meet him?”

“Soon, I promise.”

I’ve asked William a few times to come with me so he can meet Rose, but he always seems crazy busy on weekends. We’ve only been dating a couple of months, and I really like him, even though he moves a little faster than I want to at the moment. But Rose, she would eat that boy up with a spoon.

“Be honest,” Rose says. “William just hates old-people smell.”

I crack up. “God, Rose! I can’t believe you’re talking about old-people smell. And by the way, you might be aging, but you don’t smell like ‘old people’.”

“I’m not talking about me, Anna. I’m talking about you. You ever smelled yourself after you leave Mr. Nathan’s room? Phew-wee.”

***
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As rough as yesterday was, tonight is actually shaping up to be pretty perfect. Mom felt so guilty about last night, she promised not to drink while William and I are on our date. The humidity isn’t stifling like it usually is in Alabama in late August, and the sky’s clear and dotted with a million stars.

“So,” William asks as we walk to his car, “did you like the movie?”

“I liked being able to sit down for a couple of hours and do nothing,” I say. “I haven’t stopped much, lately.”

“I can tell,” William says. “You look tired.”

“Hey...”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

I tug on his arm. “Yeah, right.”

He stops and pulls me closer, running a hand through my messy-but-I-don’t-care hair. “I think you’re the most beautiful girl in this town.”

And I believe him. It’s what attracted me to William in the first place. Well, that and his dark, curly hair and killer smile. The guy practically oozes sweetness. We met at a concert in the park a couple of months ago. It was my first summer outing after finishing my junior year, and Maggie had bailed on me at the last minute. So, I did what I normally don’t and went alone. I spotted William helping a skeletal girl off the ground. No telling what she was high on, but he made sure she was back safely with her friends before leaving her side. It was chivalry at its finest. I’m not sure if my utter loneliness was the culprit for my boldness, but I bumped into him on purpose that night, and we’ve been whatever we are ever since.

“So, you think I’m pretty, huh?”

William presses the words against my face. “No, I said you’re beautiful.” His lips trail across my forehead and cheek. It tickles, but I don’t dare move. When his mouth meets mine, I lean into his body, needing more than anything to feel his closeness. His lips are soft, searching, coaxing with a tenderness that almost begs me to want him as much as he wants me. But when his hands slide from my hair to my neck, as tender as the moment is, I wince. I clasp his hands in mine and ease them away.

Confusion lines his eyes as he breaks the kiss. “Did I do something wrong?”

God, why did I do that? “No, Will. I’m sorry. It’s just...I don’t like for my neck to be touched. I know it sounds stupid, and I’m not sure why, but my neck hurts when it’s touched. Do you think I’m weird now?”

He tries to hold in a grin, but fails. “Yes, I think you’re weird.” But his smile says differently. “Seriously, it’s no big deal. It’s not like I vant to suck your blood.”

“Yeah, well, the only thing that sucks is your Dracula impression.”

He kisses me again before asking, “So, wanna get outta here?”

“We can go to The Spot,” I say.

“Perfect.”

The Spot is a wooded area near my house. I discovered it when I was eight. That day, Mom had a major hangover and I had a cold. Every time I sneezed she complained that the noise was like an axe through her skull, so I took me and my runny nose outside for some exploring. The cool thing about The Spot is that the woods there seem impossible to pass through at first, but then a small trail leads to a clearing nestled between some trees. And if you lie on the grass on a clear night, the stars are better than a planetarium. I used to call it Star-tacular, but changed the name to The Spot when I decided to share it with William.

It’s hard to get a word in once we’re on the highway. Will’s excited about the first football game next Friday night. He’s the kicker for Central High School. I go to Northridge. We’ve only been back in school for a week, but so far the different-school thing’s no biggie. Sometimes I enjoy the buffer, and it gives us more to talk about—especially since discussing my mom’s drinking and the deaths of the rest of my family isn’t something I’m very comfortable sharing with Will just yet. I mean, how do you tell someone the details of something you had no part of, and yet it defines your very existence? And then there’s Robert...

For the longest time, dating was something I wasn’t very interested in. Everything about being in the wild with Robert and our babies consumed me, even now. The first time I dreamed of him, I was convinced it was just that, a dream. But the more it occurred, the more the memories—real memories—replaced the doubt. I know things about that time, like how to cook and sew. I know how to tend wounds and make ointments from plants. Hell, I know how I made soap back then. I remember what it felt like to make love to my husband, the man I craved more than air, what it felt like to carry and give birth to our babies, and yet here I am in this life, a seventeen-year-old virgin. I know Robert. Know us. And that’s the point. I know, and I can’t unknow.

“Hey,” William says. “Well?”

I hadn’t heard his question. I’d been too busy reliving my wilderness past for the umpteenth time. “I’m sorry. What?”

“Next Friday night. You’re coming to my game, right?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.”

William’s eyes shine like sunlight on glass. “Good. I was scared you’d want to go to the Northridge game.”

“Well, I don’t have the hots for any of the players on Northridge. And besides, I can’t wait to see how you look in those pants.”

He shakes his head. “That’s just wrong.”

William parks on the street when we’re near the woods. The flashlight app on my phone glows to life as I take Will’s hand and pull him along. I always lead the way. In a few minutes we’re sitting on the cool, damp grass looking at the stars. Doesn’t seem like as many are out as I initially thought, but it’s decent.

“So,” I say as William wraps his arms around my shoulders and I lean my back into his chest, “Rose really wants to meet you in person. She probably thinks I made you up at this point.”

“I know, I know,” he says. “I promise I’ll try to stop by there next Saturday morning, okay?”

“Okay, but I’m holding you to it.”

“You know,” he says, “you hound me more about meeting that sweet old lady than you do about meeting your mom.”

“No I don’t.” Yes I do. I’m actually stumped for a moment, not sure what to say. I love Mom to pieces, and I want them to meet. But this has been a rough summer for us, much too rough for me to invite William into the madness just yet. “So the game Friday night,” I say instead, “do I just meet you afterward or something? You know, since you’ll be rock-starring it out on the field and everything.”

“Sure. You can just wait by the field house after the game. That way, I can show you off to some of the guys.”

“Oh I see. I’m just a pretty face to you, huh?”

He’s suddenly serious. “No, Anna. I wish you could see that you’re so much more than that.”

William nudges me to face him and his mouth finds mine in the darkness. The kiss is slow and tender. His lips are soft and warm, and I arch my back a little when a hand tangles in my hair. He slips his other one under the hem of my sundress, hitching it up until that hand is resting on my thigh. His fingers are hot as he traces lines on my skin, but I focus on the salty taste of his mouth instead. I can feel his muscles harden through the thin fabric of his shirt. I know he wants me, and I need so much to want him too. I urge my mind to let go of Robert, to shed the misplaced guilt that keeps me living in a past that will never be again. I need William to touch me—need it more than I need air at the moment. Right now I just need to feel normal.

He nibbles my bottom lip, pulling me closer. I follow his motions, tingles teasing my stomach as I hold my breath to calm the flutters. But when his hand eases further up my thigh, dangerously close to the boyshorts I always wear under my dresses, I catch his hand.

“I’m sorry, William. I can’t do this.”

His breathing’s still intense as he pulls back and searches my eyes. “I’m sorry, Anna. I’d never make you do anything you didn’t want to.” He lowers his head. “But I seem to do everything wrong with you.” Then he whispers, “Everything.”

He’s never done anything wrong. I’ve brought every drop of awkwardness to the party when it comes to us and I know it. I wish I could get a grip—been wishing it for a while now.

“This is just moving a little too fast for me,” I say. “I’m sorry”

“Fast? But we...” He shuts his mouth instead.

I don’t look at him. “Can we just go to my house now?”

His voice is barely a whisper. “Yeah, sure. Whatever.”

Guilt thuds my chest like a drum and I take his hands in mine. “I really am sorry, Will. Just give me a little more time. This is all just really new for me, okay?”

He nods and I squeeze his hands for reassurance and he places a short kiss on my forehead. I grab my phone and stand, shining the now illuminated flashlight app toward the trail again. My phone sounds an alert.

Will’s jaw tightens. “That a Facebook message?”

“Yep.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask,” he says, an edge to his voice that wasn’t there before. “Your Facebook bio says to ask about your relationship status.” He stops. “Well, I’m asking.”

I’m glad it’s dark so he can’t see my cheeks. I know they’re at least three shades of red.

“You know we’re in a relationship, William. I just fail to see why my business needs to be broadcast to the world. As long as we know what we are, we’re good.”

“That’s just it,” he says. “I’m not sure I know what we are.” He pushes past me and heads toward the street.

“William, wait,” I say, but he’s already halfway to the car. I hate making him feel this way.

In a couple minutes we’re parked in my driveway. I hear the music coming from the living room as soon as William walks me to the door. Exactly what I need at the moment. Awesome...

“You’re an only child, right?” he says.

I nod, my face flaming once again from pink to red to furious.

“Damn, your mom’s rocking out in there or something.”

“Or something,” I mumble. Then to him, “I better see what’s going on.”

“You need me to come inside with you?”

“No, it’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.” A kiss full on the mouth distracts him then I ease him back down the driveway before stepping inside my house. “We’re good, right?” I add.

“We are,” he replies.

I let out a breath. “I’m so glad. Bye, William,” I yell over a cymbal crash. “Mom!” I yell as I shut the door. “What’re you doing?”

But I know what she’s doing. The same thing she always does when she’s alone and drunk. Blaring 80s music through her old stereo, crying, scouring through a gazillion pictures of Dad and Paige. She lied to me. Again.

When I don’t find her in the kitchen or living room, I turn the music down and head to her bedroom. She’s sitting cross-legged in the middle of her bed, photos of our dead family circling her like hungry sharks. The last hints of her mascara are now faint gray lines on her cheeks, and I can tell by the smell and her matted hair that she’s vomited a few times already. She must’ve opened the vodka right after I left.

“You said you wouldn’t drink while I was out.”

She ignores the comment like I’m talking to the wall. “Look at this picture of Paige. I think she was six...no, five. Wasn’t she cute? Oh, such sweet memories.”

I scan the room for liquor bottles, but the only one that’s not empty is perched between her legs. I snatch it away.

“Hey, I was drinking that,” she says.

“No, you’re done.”

“You don’t tell me what to do—”

“Mom, don’t! Just don’t.” I feel the words in my chest, bubbling over like hot lava from an angry volcano: raging, urgent. I can’t stop them, not this time. So I don’t. “What does this do for you, Mom, huh?” I hold up the half-empty bottle. “Is it the taste you can’t get enough of? Or the making yourself look like a fool? Oh, wait, I know.” I touch her stuck-together puke hair. “It’s the vomiting, right? That has to be the best part.”

“Hey, you can’t talk to me like that—”

“Or what?” I ask. “What will you do, huh?” I scoop some photos in my arms then allow them to fall back to the bed. “These people can’t be here for you anymore, Mom! This is all you have left of them. They’re gone, and they’re not coming back! I’m the one who’s here, and I bet you couldn’t find pictures of me if you wanted to. Where are my childhood memories, huh? This has to stop! I’m the one who’s here. I’m the one who needs you. I love you, and if you keep drinking...” I hold up a picture of Dad and Paige. “You’ll end up dead, just like them. And then I’ll have no one.”

Mom’s glassy eyes search mine. I stare hard into the face that’s a much older version of me.

“You could’ve had something else by now, you know?” I say.

She lowers her head, as if the bed she’s perched on is the most interesting thing she’s seen all day.

“It’s been seventeen years, Mom. You could’ve met a nice man, had another kid. We could’ve had so much better than this. Life still goes on around you. You’re the only one who’s stuck.”

“I know,” she squeaks out.

Thank God she heard me this time. Needing a tender moment, I sit beside her on the bed and tuck a loose strand of ashen hair behind her ear. “You hungry?”

“Starving.”

“I’ll make you something.” I kiss her forehead and stand up to leave.

“Anna, wait.” Mom reaches into her nightstand and pulls out a photo then hands it to me.

My own tears streak my face. “How old was I?”

“I’m not sure. Flip it over.”

I turn the picture. “Anna Lucia Berkeley, age four.”

She still seems too ashamed to look at me, but mutters through clenched teeth, “Make no mistake, sweet girl. I know where your memories are.”

My throat’s tight from the tears, but I manage, “We’ll be all right, Mom.”

“And I’ll do better,” she adds. “I just need more help.”

I nod, silence replacing my words, and head to the kitchen to make her some food.
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CHAPTER 3
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A biting cold nips my fingers as I step back inside the cabin. Robert’s been working in the barn for several hours. He normally signals when I step on the porch, but he must be scrambling to finish before the snow starts falling harder. He’s making a second wardrobe for Mr. Besson’s store. His supper’s no longer warm, but I know him—he’ll eat it without complaint. He must be famished by now. Robert Jr.’s been sleeping for at least an hour, and after I feed sweet Emily, she’ll find rest as well. I wipe the dishes and set them away, then add another log to the fire before settling in the rocking chair with our infant daughter.

“There’s my sweet girl,” I say as I nestle our few-weeks-old baby close, readying myself to nurse her. “You are a patient little one. Your brother would have been screaming by now.”

Her dark eyes light with anticipation when I position her to me. “You are every bit the spit of your father, do you know that? Do you know how much you look like your pa, precious babe?” I finger her tiny, blond curls and graze her olive-toned cheek with my knuckle. I retrieve a silver rattle that belonged to Robert Jr. and gently shake the toy in her line of vision. “You like that, sweet baby?”

I lean back in the chair, enjoying her warmth and resting my tired body. After several minutes, I hear Robert’s boots on the porch. He steps inside quickly when he sees me and our babe rocking in front of the fireplace. He removes his hat, shaking water and snow from the brim, and takes off his coat. He’s clutching something beneath it but sets it all beside the door when he notices my glances.

“It’s really starting to come down out there,” he says. “I’ve worked up a mean hunger.”

“Did you finish the wardrobe?” I whisper, very aware that our infant is nearly asleep.

“I did indeed,” he replies softly. “And after we tuck Emily in, I have something else to show you.”

“What is it?” Excitement raises my voice a little, causing the baby to whimper.

Robert smiles and puts a finger to his lips. “Shh. I’ll show you when the babe’s down for the night.”

He sets himself on a makeshift stool in front of the fireplace, near us, blowing warm breaths into his clasped hands.

“Your meal,” I whisper, pointing to a plate on the nearby table.

“Thank you, my love.” He lifts the plate and fork without standing. He remains seated in front of the warmth of the fire and starts eating.

“I’m sorry your supper’s cold,” I say. “Just let me put the baby down and I’ll warm it up for you.” I can’t help but stare at his coat by the door. I’m sure he’s hiding his
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