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        Dear reader,

        Spoilers ahead, so if you prefer not to know in advance please go ahead and turn the page. If you prefer to read with a little more caution, please note that this story, while heartwarming in the end, contains storylines involving emotional abuse, suicide, and death. This is a story of a deeply dysfunctional family. Please read with care.

        Xo,

        Tanya
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      April 1949

      Cedar Springs, South Dakota

      

      John

      

      I already long for the normalcy of a typical Tuesday morning. The afternoon sun filters through wisps of clouds hanging low in the April sky. The wind and early morning chill have evaporated. The same is true of the future I imagined for myself and my children, vanished like smoke through a chimney. The bright spring sun creates the deceptive appearance of a lovely day, the kind those who have been barricaded against the winter crave.

      We gather around the deep rectangular hole, the freshly dug earth beside it in a small mountain of rich brown soil. The sun dips behind a cropping of dense clouds, perhaps realizing its error and apologizing for its appearance and warmth on a day such as this. I watch, my body numb, as grief dictates the crowd’s movements. With a bowed head and tear-filled eyes, I scan those gathered, all of whom seem to appreciate the view of their shoes more than that of the casket in front of us.

      We were married just short of three years. I shake my head in disbelief. “It wasn’t enough,” I whisper to nobody in particular. I might never have had enough time with her to be satisfied. But having her life cut devastatingly short, without warning, is too much for my broken heart to handle. Mere days ago, I watched in slow motion as our happiness was blown away like dust in the wind. My heart sinks further as my thoughts turn to Calla and Jarred.

      Children deserve a mother. Violet is, or rather was, an exceptional mother. A rogue sob escapes my closed lips at the thought of our loss. After less than a week without their mother, Calla and Jarred moved to my parents’ home at the edge of town. We made the decision out of necessity rather than emotion. My mother, well versed in raising children, took charge when the news of Violet’s death reached my family. Caring for her grandchildren is a joyous privilege my mother has adored since Calla entered our world. Given the situation, I can’t help but wonder if my mother’s own grief spurred her into action, driving her to busy her otherwise idle hands. When I found myself with a premature infant who needed care and a two-year-old girl devastated by the disappearance of her mother from her life, my parents opened my childhood home without hesitation, embracing Calla and Jarred with warm, loving arms.

      To my left, Reverend Campbell stands with his back straight and his shoulders wide, at the head of Violet’s final resting place. His white robes billow gently near his feet as he opens his Bible to a marked page. I brace myself to hear his booming voice—the same voice that baptized every child in my family, prayed for me and many more during the war, and celebrated my marriage to Violet with great enthusiasm.

      As his words ring out, reaching as high as heaven itself, Violet’s mother startles and a few solemn shadows to my right waver. Her slight and fragile body is flanked by Violet’s father on one side and my own mother on the other. Childhood friends themselves, the two mothers cling to each other for support. They both know the feeling that a mother experiences when the life of her child is snuffed out, in contradiction with the natural progression of life.

      I stare at the casket, stained deep brown, and attempt to recall a time when Violet wasn’t in my life. I realize after several moments of deep concentration that no such time exists. Being slightly younger than Vi, I am slapped with the reality that I have never known a world without Violet. I certainly have no desire to know one now. The tears pool at the edges of my eyes and spill freely to the ground.

      The tug-of-war inside my heart is real. Part of me can’t wait to escape this dreadful day. The thought of entertaining others at the reception is unimaginable. I am not certain I can resign myself to the obligation of listening to others speak of my Vi, with solemn faces and clasped hands. The desire to hide under the covers and forget this nightmare is both intoxicating and unrealistic. The other part of me doesn’t want to rush this final goodbye. This is my last time to be near her, to be of this same earth with her. I stiffen my resolve and straighten my posture. I am unable to let her go just yet, and I pray for Reverend Campbell to continue speaking, to draw out the service all afternoon.

      My guilt over wasted time and lost moments creeps in and stands beside me, keeping me company like a schoolyard bully. The guilt’s overbearing presence is heavy, and I am compelled to swivel my head, snatching a glance to my right, ensuring that my guilt is not physically present.

      Though, over time, Violet came to understand my decision to join the war effort, I regret that I was the cause of such heartache and worry for her. I wish I could take back the lost years, the pain, the fear, her worry. I know now that, once begun, a war never truly ends. The casualties of war are far too great, and they haunt both the living and the dead long after the battlefield has been abandoned.

      Once overseas, it didn’t take long for my preconceived illusions of war to tarnish. We felt neither gallant nor heroic as we trudged through mud, snow, and rain with the constant threat of enemy fire. The daily battle against our own fears and the necessity to fight to the end, no matter the cost to our souls, left me battle weary and with an instinct to flee at the first sign of trouble.

      I was far from a violent man when I left Cedar Springs for basic training. I always chose to take the high road in potentially inflammatory situations. I had never been in a schoolyard scuffle and always practiced patience during disagreements. Any fight I might have possessed upon enlisting vanished when I learned of the kind of evil humans are capable of committing.

      The war taught me that fighting disengages a man from his true self faster than anything I had witnessed. The lesson stuck, and when I laid down my weapon for the final time, I vowed to avoid battles, big and small, for the rest of my life. They simply are not worth the harm they cause.

      I am abruptly wrenched from my thoughts as Reverend Campbell touches my shoulder and says my name. His compassionate brown eyes house understanding mixed with his own grief. His love for Violet is written on his face, while his concern for me creases his forehead. Those gathered are singing one of Violet’s favorite hymns, swaying slightly as one, mournful and sedated in their grief-stricken states.

      “John,” Reverend Campbell says again. “It is time.” He motions with his Bible-holding hand toward the casket that has somehow made its way into the ground. “It is time, John.”

      A fresh shudder of tears invades my being. Duty bound to fulfill the task, I take one step toward the lowered casket. I say a silent goodbye and release the single white rose from my grip. After a moment, I reluctantly find my place among my family and close my eyes. A shiver runs through me at the repeated sound of a white rose being dropped onto Violet’s casket. Each person in attendance steps forward in turn to say farewell to my beloved Vi.
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      June 1944

      Caumont, France

      

      John

      

      Caked in dirt, I lie molded into the uneven ground. The fighting reached deep into the early morning hours, stealing any hope of rest. I could blame the Germans at Caumont, but I know my exhaustion is days old, from the rainstorm of destruction at the beach. Sleep is the luxury of a man who has never seen war.

      “It’s a funny thing. War, that is,” a soldier, new to our platoon since we made it past the beach, says as we crouch along the hedgerow.

      Having spoken with him briefly, I only know he is a farmer’s son from Idaho. I look over my shoulder in a feeble attempt to assess his sanity, all the while keeping an eye out for movement beyond the brush.

      With no verbal response from me, he continues as if reciting something poetic. The breeze dances lightly across the backs of our necks, sometimes soothing the heat and other times delivering chills as cold as death itself. “I’ve seen so much violence in just a few short days. Feels like months though. It numbs me to know these things. The knowledge haunts me in daylight and at night. But the funny thing is . . .” He sighs. “I can see a memory in that there field, and I just don’t think I know what is real anymore.”

      “Only real things we have to know right now are where the enemy is and whether they’re fixing to shoot at us,” I say dryly, hoping that holding my own emotions at bay will keep this soldier alive.

      While I’m lying in the dirt, brambles tugging at every piece of cloth and skin, and searching the area with eyes that narrow and scope like binoculars, I see it. I understand what Idaho is talking about.

      I am sitting beneath the large hackberry tree in Father’s field. Just sitting and whittling on a small fallen branch. The wind rustles through the tall yellow crop. Like an ocean moves in waves, a field sways to its own rhythm while offering a soothing song for those fortunate enough to hear it. I must have sunk deep into my own thoughts, though I couldn’t say now what they were.

      A shadow catches my attention. I look up to find Violet standing a few feet in front of me, her dress swaying in the breeze, her hair aglow from the sunlight behind her. She’s just standing there, smiling at me. I can almost hear her. “Didn’t you hear me calling you, John?”

      “John. John. Ten o'clock. Sniper in the hedge,” my commanding officer hisses. I realize my elevated position and ease back down, tucking my body as low as the earth allows.
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      June 1949

      Cedar Springs, South Dakota

      

      John

      

      Immersed in the dream, I burrow my face into the pillow, so deep I might suffocate. I stretch my arm across the bed, instinctively reaching for her. During these years since the war’s end, she is the one person who could offer me peace and calm my mind. The coolness of the vacant spot where she used to sleep snaps me from my dreamlike state and into reality. I heave my body to a seated position, forcing my eyes not to look over my shoulder for confirmation. I place both feet on the floor to steady the dizzying sensation. Rubbing my eyes with the heels of my calloused hands, I press hard against the sockets to try to keep the tears from falling.

      Two months have passed, and yet I still wake with the belief that Violet is alive and well. A shiver runs through me as my stomach turns and clenches in response to the grief that follows me like a shadow. I tug a t-shirt over my head and rise to face another day. Another day without her. Though reality tells me otherwise, my head refuses to accept this truth about my life.

      The phone rings as I make my way into the kitchen. I reach for the receiver and glance at the clock on the wall. I slept longer than usual again. “Hello.”

      “John, dear.” Mother has been at a loss for how to address me since Violet passed. I suspect she stops herself from saying good morning, solely because she knows there is nothing good about this or any other morning. “It is Saturday, and well, we are hoping to see you today.” Her words are tentative, but her resolve pushes them out.

      I squeeze my temples with one hand. By “we,” she means Calla and Jarred, my children.

      “Yes,” I say as both an acknowledgment of my duties and a promise to fulfill them.

      “I will pack a picnic.” Mother’s voice wavers, and I imagine her nervously twisting the phone’s cord in her free hand. This loss is not mine alone. Violet was like a daughter to my parents and an older sister to my siblings. She was a well-loved woman. No matter how a person came to know her, she would capture their heart with her piercing blue eyes and warm smile. “Calla could benefit from some time out of doors.”

      “See you at noon, then.” I hang up the phone before she can say another word. My head drops, and the anguish I’ve tried desperately to hold at bay escapes from the hollows of my chest. My tears hit the wood floor as I move about the kitchen, attempting to silence the agony with the distraction of daily chores. I demand that my body perform these mundane tasks. Coffee, shower, dress. These things keep me sane.

      There is little food in the refrigerator, and my stomach grumbles in protest as I load my truck with boxes filled with colorful fabrics. Yesterday, I found myself in a puddle of despair on the living room floor, where Violet set up her sewing machine and supplies. Her sewing table was a happy place for her. In front of the large window that faces the front yard, she stitched together dresses for Calla and herself, along with thoughtful gifts intended for the Christmas season. She had been working on infant-sized articles in the months before Jarred arrived. A stockpile of cloth diapers made their way to Mother’s when it became clear that I was in no condition to care for a newborn.

      The Singer squeals across the floor as I drag the machine and the desk I built toward the front door. I wipe a trickle of sweat from my brow and survey the space. A collection of dust and a basket of half-finished sofa pillows is all that remains of the sanctuary she created. I remember her joy that first Christmas after we married. Violet’s anticipation of Christmas morning had rivaled that of a three-year-old. Having been banned from the living room the afternoon prior so I could place her gift near the tree, she sat perched on the edge of the sofa, a wide smile spread across her face, eager for me to uncover her surprise.

      When I lifted the bedsheet that covered the sewing machine and desk, her delight at the thoughtfulness and usefulness of the gift was apparent. All she required was the relocation of the machine to the center of the window, and every day after, Violet could be found sewing and humming along to the radio. When Calla arrived, the living room became a nap-time nursery and later a play space where the two of them would spend hours talking, singing, reading, and sewing. A fleeting smile brushes across my lips before I heave the machine and the desk into the back of my faded green truck. Its destination is Mother’s home and the back bedroom my sisters share. I couldn’t refuse their request to continue Violet’s sewing.

      Violet’s scent permeates the air as I carry the basket of unfinished pillows, hugging it to my chest as I move. I open the truck’s door and toss the basket onto the seat beside me. Before I even turn the key in the ignition, I know I will take the long way to my family home. I want a few more minutes with her, even if only in my imagination.
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      June 1949

      Cedar Springs, South Dakota

      

      John

      

      I park the truck by the back of the house. The stench of grief permeates the air inside the stuffy cab. What only thirty minutes ago felt like an escape from reality now suffocates me with its weight. I press my finger and thumb into the pocket between my nose and eyes, determined to hold back another flood of tears. I give my head a firm shake and marvel at my body’s ability to produce a never-ending supply of liquid angst.

      Movement behind the screen door catches my attention. Calla is watching me with a dolly in one arm and the thumb of her other hand firmly inserted in her mouth. Her blonde curls frame her face like a halo. The screen between us prevents me from gazing into her cornflower blue eyes, but I can feel their intensity. Wise beyond her years, she offers no smile until I give her one—a habit she picked up in the last two months, since Violet vanished from her life.

      I lift my hand and wave hesitantly, a smile forced upon my lips. I know she is safe. But she is also broken, and my heart lurches for her as I round the hood of the truck and close the distance between us. Before I can climb the steps and scoop her into my arms, Mother is there. She cradles Jarred in the crook of her elbow and wraps her other arm about Calla’s shoulders, protecting her from the world beyond the house.

      I am torn between the instinct to quell the sadness in Calla’s eyes, the desire to nuzzle my newborn son, and the instinct to run far away and rid myself of the shackle of grief. Mother’s eyes speak loudly. I tug on the screen door and kneel before Calla, wrapping her delicate, two-year-old frame in an embrace.

      “Picnic.” Her soft voice brushes against my neck.

      “Yes, that’s right, pumpkin. We are going on a picnic.”

      Calla peers over her shoulder, her arms still clinging to my neck. “Gamma come?”

      “Yes. Yes of course, dear. Grandma will come.” Mother smiles and nods decidedly. “I must get the pie cut and packed though. A picnic just isn’t a picnic without a little pie, now is it, Calla?” Mother’s warm smile washes over us as Calla shakes her head obediently.

      Carrying Calla into the house, I lean across Mother’s arm and kiss Jarred’s forehead before taking him into the crook of my other arm. Together, the three of us make our way into the living room, Mother trailing behind us with an anxious expression.

      “They need you, John.” Mother’s words are a touch above a whisper. “They are always welcome here. You know that. But Calla needs you to reassure her everything is going to be okay.”

      I sit Calla on the edge of the sofa as Mother leaves to gather the pie for our picnic. I tuck Jarred into the corner of the sofa and brace him with a cushion, and then I kneel before Calla’s dangling knees. I retrieve a monogrammed handkerchief from my trouser pocket and lift Calla’s foot to my eye level. She giggles as I spit into the cloth and set about polishing her Buster Browns. “I think about you all the time, pumpkin, and I miss you very much.”

      Calla nods, her giggle replaced with a solemn expression.

      “If I promise to come visit you every Friday and Saturday, and on Sundays to take you to church and to visit Granny and Granddad . . .” I pause to add a little more spit to my cloth. “Would you be happy to stay here with Grandma, Grandpa, Edward, and the girls?”

      Calla’s eyes search my own as she considers my request. In a protective gesture, she reaches across the cushion and touches Jarred’s cheek. Her words are soft and filled with innocence. “Go too?” The question all but stops my heart.

      I pull her from the sofa and into my arms, holding her as tight as I can. My voice cracks as the emotions flow out of me. “No, sweetheart. I am not taking Jarred away. Both of you will stay with Grandma and Grandpa.” I wipe my nose with the back of my hand.

      Holding her at arm’s length, I examine her eyes. Just as I would be unable to tear my gaze away from a slow-moving collision, I am compelled to ask, “Do you think I took Momma away?”

      Calla’s nodding head is the final blow my heart can take. I’ve been drowning in my own grief, unaware of her two-year-old understanding of her mother’s absence. This, I know, is where I must begin. Mother is right. Calla and Jarred need me, and they deserve to have at least one parent present in their lives.

      I smile through my tears and lift her back onto the sofa. I polish her shoes in silence, and I vow to put the needs of my children above my own.

      “Picnic is ready.” Mother’s voice arrives in the living room ahead of her body as she peeks around the doorframe.

      “Calla, are you ready for a picnic?” I force a smile into my voice.

      She slides her bottom off the sofa, landing with a thud on her newly polished shoes before running to hold Mother Smith’s outstretched hand.

      I carry the basket Mother packed, while Calla swings my other arm, her hand grasped tightly in my own. Jarred stirs as we begin the walk to the creek’s edge. Mother pats the swaddled bundle, and he settles into another round of soft, murmuring breaths.

      At the water’s edge, we lay out the blanket, eat sandwiches, and watch the water race toward its destination downstream. The mood, though subdued by our collective grief, is far from quiet. The creek is alive with raucous sounds as the water bounces over rocks, reined in only by the deep bank that surrounds its flow.

      Mother was right again; it is good to be by the water. I feel washed clean by its presence. The occasional splash near our blanket sends Calla into a fit of giggles. This is precisely what we have been missing in our grief-infested state.

      Mother lies down, snuggling with Jarred as she closes her eyes. It occurs to me that she is the one who wakes in all hours of the night to attend to his newborn needs—a task I am certain she thought was completed after the birth of Edward, her youngest child. Shame seeps in as these thoughts settle on my consciousness.

      “Calla, why don’t we take off our shoes and dip our toes in the creek?” My words are steady. The knowledge of how I must proceed with life sits at the forefront of my thoughts. “Would you like to do that?”

      She grins at me, her eyes sparkling in the filtered sunlight. The dimples in her cheeks make my own smile grow. I slip off my shoes and socks before rolling my trousers to mid-calf. Calla waits anxiously as I unbuckle her shoes and remove her white ankle socks, placing our shoes and socks in a tidy pile at the blanket’s edge.

      We find a gradual slope in the creek bed, and I lower myself onto the smooth rocky surface before turning around to lift Calla. She stands beside me, mere inches from the water’s flow. “Do you think it is cold today?” The hot summer weather has only begun to infiltrate daily life with its warm breezes and longer days.

      Calla shrugs and inches her body behind mine, an indicator that I should be the one to test the water’s temperature. “Okay then. I’ll go first.” I release her hand. “You stay put until I gain my balance.”

      She stands planted, leaning against the side of the bank, eyes wide and mouth open in awe. I step onto a large rock, smooth from years of erosion, and feel the cool water rush over my toes. I laugh out loud as the current tickles my feet. The laugh sounds foreign, as if someone else has laughed behind me. It has been too long since I heard my own laughter, I think as I take Calla’s hand.

      Together, we wade to where the water reaches just below Calla’s knees. The hem of her dress graces the highest of the ripples as they sneak by. The occasional fish moves by us in the current, and I imagine Calla’s squeals of delight can be heard in town. We spend several minutes admiring a frog resting on a shady section of wet ground.

      In these small moments, we are able to let go of our saddened hearts and immerse ourselves in the wonder of nature. As our toes numb, we pick through the rocks, back to the shallow section of bank. I hoist Calla to higher ground, setting her bottom on the bank’s edge. Her legs dangle before me, and I rub her feet to bring back the feeling.

      “I know you miss, Momma,” I say. “I miss her too, pumpkin. Momma had to go and live in heaven, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t your momma anymore.” Calla’s face becomes solemn, and I regret having to share these words with her. “Did you know you can talk to her anytime you want?”

      She shakes her little head no as her eyes grow wide. “You can talk to Momma just like she taught you to talk to God.” A puzzled expression draws across her face. “Whenever you miss her or want to tell her something important, just get down on your knees and talk to her. Just like she is right here beside you.”

      Her lip quivers as a single tear rolls down her face. Calla pushes her body up onto solid ground before turning her back to me. Frightened that she may be about to dash away from me, I climb the bank and reach her side in a panic. Her small hand tugs at mine as she kneels to the hard ground, pulling me with her. Her eyes close as she releases my hand, folding both of hers together in prayer, just like her momma taught her to do.
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      March 7, 1964

      Ferngrove, Washington

      

      Calla

      

      The slamming bedroom door echoes throughout the single-story brick house. Only thin walls separate my fury and her condescending glare. My fists, clenched into tight balls at my sides, want nothing more than to strike out at her. “Mother,” I say to myself, my voice carrying thirteen years of heartache and disappointment. I tilt my chin upward in defiance of everything she’s said. Everything she is. “She knows nothing about being a mother.” No, to me, she is just Bernice.

      There was a time, in the beginning, that I desperately wanted to call her my mother. At four years old and with a heart that still remembered Momma’s adoration raining over me, I craved a mother’s love. Things haven’t quite worked out that way. Mother, as she prefers to be called, is devoid of any maternal touch. With the majority of my teen years behind me, I recognize that Mother has no compassion, kindness, or ability to hold her tongue. She spews only vengeful dialogue.

      Fueled by the argument, I spin away from the closed door and survey my small room and the little I own. All my worldly possessions are in this room. I began working as soon as I was able, out of financial necessity rather than desire. I alone am responsible for the purchase of my belongings. I was given little, due to insufficient household funds and Mother’s unwillingness to offer me anything more than basic necessities. I learned to secure employment at a tender age and have long paid my own way through this world. I’ve picked apples each season since we arrived in Washington state. I offer babysitting services to neighborhood families, while my peers enjoy the latest picture shows. Even now, with the heavy academic load of grade twelve, I juggle my high school studies with a part-time position at the hospital, and each night, I walk three miles home in darkness.

      I’ve clung to the dream of attending college since the early years of my education, ever since my grade-one teacher, a kind and nurturing woman, told me how bright I was. For twelve years, I’ve held on to the belief that I would attend college, earn a degree, and walk away from this place with my head held high. At sixteen, I now realize that my dream of college, though a crucial element of my future earning potential, has more to do with escaping the hell of my daily existence in this house.

      My shoulders slump as defeat creeps in, replacing the anger simmering below the surface of my skin. I shake my head, disappointed that I let my guard down. I should have known better. I misjudged the situation, and now devastation is tearing me apart. I believed Dad when he said there was a savings account just for college. My mistake was thinking he meant the funds would be available to me.

      As the years went by, life with Mother became an obstacle course set precariously above bubbling molten lava. But I clung to the dream of attending college. I relished the idea of choosing a college several hours away from Ferngrove. I planned to put as much distance as possible between myself and Mother’s unpredictable and unyielding wrath. I was sure that at least some of the college savings would be earmarked for my education. Mother’s words, “That money is for the boys,” will stay with me for the rest of my life, shaping my future. Her words guarantee that my dream of college, of escape, is no longer an option. I believe in my heart that Dad will want to stand up for me on this particular topic. I am certain he will try to reason with Mother. Sadly, I am all too familiar with Dad’s inability to persuade Mother. And he has an even worse chance of convincing her in situations regarding me. With my dreams dashed, frustration builds in my head, pounding its way out through tears. I hurl words riddled with indignation. “I am the oldest in the family. Girl or not, I should be first in line for the college money.”

      I scan the open math textbook atop the child-sized desk. The desk’s white paint is worn along the edges, evidence of hours I’ve spent on the hard wooden chair before it. Now it seems that time was wasted. All those nights and weekends. I gave my every spare moment to studying, and for what? I replay the argument in my head, dissecting it and trying to find a different outcome.

      I was immersed in a study session, trying to wrap my head around a new math process when I decided to take a quick break. I went to the kitchen for a glass of water while the calculus equation rattled around my brain. I wasn’t expecting a confrontation. Even after all these years, my mind refuses to assume a hand grenade with its pin removed is always at the ready, waiting to unleash destruction in any direction Bernice may carelessly toss it.

      She stood in the kitchen in her maroon, brushed velvet housecoat. A sideways glance in my direction as she poured herself another cup of coffee was a silent directive to stay out of her way. A glimpse at the plain, round-faced clock above the sink told me the day was edging toward late morning. She returned the nearly empty coffee pot to its resting place atop the warming plate, a thoughtless act that would have me scrubbing burnt coffee from the pot’s bottom this evening. Leaning against the olive-green stove, Mother crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes.

      “Just getting a glass of water.” I tried to sound casual, but the air indicated something more than coffee was brewing in the house.

      “You’ve been hiding all morning.” Her eyes bore into the back of my head as I reached for a glass. “If you think your chores will wait, young lady, you are sadly mistaken.”

      “Lots of homework this weekend.” I filled the glass from the kitchen tap. “I will get to the chores just as soon as I finish the chapter questions.”

      “Why do you even bother?” Her sneer was a definitive sign that she wanted no answer to the question.

      My eyes dropped, as if on cue, to survey the yellow, patterned linoleum floor. I knew already I could not navigate this conversation unscathed. “Bother with what?”

      “With school and all that.” Mother’s head tipped as she emptied coffee past her pursed lips. Her red lipstick was long gone, but the lines remained.

      “I plan to go to college. I’ve decided I’d like to be a teacher.” As hard as I tried to etch it from my voice, the pride in having decided my future career slipped past.

      “What makes you think you’re going to college?” A snort escaped her nose as she judged my dreams. “There is no money for you to go to college.”

      “But—” I paused, treading carefully into a conversation full of hidden land mines. “Dad said there is a college fund. He said he’s been putting away money all my life.” Though I felt compelled to remind her that Dad had been saving for my college education long before she showed up, I knew nothing good ever came of mentioning Momma.

      “Well, you might as well get to work on the laundry, then, because that money is for the boys’ education, not yours. Wouldn’t do you any good anyway. You’ll only amount to being someone’s lackey.”

      I felt my face redden. The tears gathered in my downcast eyes. I refused to give her the satisfaction of seeing me cry, so I hastily grabbed my glass of water from the counter and stormed back to my bedroom.

      The final blow came as I retreated from her view. “Calla, don’t forget to wash the bedding. My satin sheets are losing their shine. It’s my day off for Christ’s sake, and I am certainly not going to spend it doing laundry.”

      The argument plays on repeat across my mind, and I slump into the desk’s wooden chair, pushing aside my notebook. My eyes follow the pencil as it rolls and then falls over the desk’s edge, disappearing into the abyss between the bookshelf and desk. A sigh laced with frustration rushes past my lips. Fresh tears prick at the edges of my eyes. I slap my textbook closed and begin to grieve the loss of my future.

      I freeze at a noise beyond my closed door—a knee-jerk reaction. Worry settles over me as I think of my hastily slammed door. I know better than to argue with Mother, and I most certainly know better than to slam doors in anger. One can never know Mother’s tipping point, and I sit glued to my chair, holding my breath as I pray she is not focused on me.

      The noise subsides, the threat of danger snuffed out. I take a deep breath and lower myself to the faded yellow carpet in search of my lost pencil. The carpet’s rough texture rubs my bare knees as my muted plaid skirt creeps up my thighs. With my arm extended in the narrow space, my hand feels around for the pencil.

      I press my shoulder and then my face against the bookshelf’s thin wooden frame and stretch my arm a little farther. My fingers grapple with the smooth surface of the pencil before snatching it in my firm grip. I pull my body away from the bookshelf, a makeshift piece of furniture Dad built from scraps once he discovered Mother had spent the budget meant to furnish the whole house entirely on her bedroom suite. My eyes are drawn toward the book that hides the photograph. I place the pencil securely on the desk before retrieving my worn copy of The Diary of a Young Girl. I flip through the pages as Anne Frank’s story washes over me. I find the photograph tucked into the book, alongside my favorite passage: “Yet I cling to them because I still believe, in spite of everything, that people are truly good at heart.” I squeeze my eyes shut and clasp the book to my chest. If Anne can believe in the goodness of people, so can I.

      I gently tug at the photograph with my thumb and forefinger, releasing it from its hiding place. Momma’s shining eyes smile back at me. This treasured black-and-white photograph is the only proof I have that she existed at all. I must have been about seven years old when Granny Sanderson gave it to me, during an unscheduled visit to the Sanderson farm outside of town. Dad and I were running an errand in town. Instead of driving straight home, he took a detour to the countryside, unbeknownst to Mother, of course. He and I watched the fields of gold through the rolled-down windows of our family sedan.

      Though he never said, I knew our time at the farm would be short. He slowed at the farm gate, his eyes surveying the house and land before he spotted movement in the field. He turned the car slowly toward the driveway of Momma’s childhood home. The car bumped along the gravel drive, Dad navigating the largest of the potholes caused by frigid winters and heavy springtime rains. Grandad looked up from a fence line he was repairing, and his face spread into a wide grin.

      My hand flew out the open window, waving wildly as Grandad ducked under the fence, hollering for Granny as he half ran, half hobbled to meet us. Granny, bent over a bushel of beans in the garden, straightened her back and shielded her eyes with a gloved hand. She dropped her gathering basket to the ground and rushed to meet Grandad near the back porch, where they waited with anxious grins as Dad put the car in park. I bolted from the car to greet them, and Granny peeled the gloves from her hands just in time to wrap me in a warm embrace.

      Dad remained in the driver’s seat, watching the reunion from a distance. After hugs and a flurry of questions, Grandad made his way over to speak with Dad. Granny held me close and asked about Jarred and school and all the things grandparents take interest in, solely to hear their grandchildren’s voices.

      Our clandestine visit was brief, lasting barely long enough for Granny to retrieve the photograph from the home’s interior and to smother me with more hugs before our hasty departure. Dad didn’t need to tell me; I knew, even then, this was to be our little secret.

      I run my thumb along the edge of the photograph and lean my back against the wooden frame of my bed. I search Momma’s face peering back at me and wonder, What would she do?
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      March 1951

      Cedar Springs, South Dakota

      
      John

      
      On Sunday, specifically during church service, is the only time I allow my guard to falter. I feel safest within the walls of this church, whether that is because of the soothing familiarity of Reverend Campbell’s sermons or the vivid memory of a lifetime spent celebrating holidays, church picnics, and life’s milestones here. One of the reasons I opted for a cemetery service when Violet passed two years ago was that I couldn’t fathom visiting a place every Sunday that brought me so much pain. I couldn’t imagine watching my children grow and thrive while the memory of their momma’s funeral played on repeat in my mind.

      Two years. I run my fingers through my hair and let out a long, slow breath. Life hasn’t eased much since Vi passed. Oh, it has gone on. That is for certain. There is nothing quite like death to make a person realize how undeniably well the world goes on without their loved one in it. This reality is one of the crueler aspects of death. The ache in my heart still remains, weighing me down during even the most mundane tasks. Over time, I must have gotten better at hiding the pain. I decided to tuck my grief away from view. It was all but impossible at first, but Mother’s words about my children stuck with me. Calla and Jarred need a father who is present for their young lives.

      Each week, I fill my hours with work and household chores. I am building a small custom furniture business, and I spend weekends with Calla and Jarred. We have attempted three times to bring the children home to live with me during the week. Each attempt resulted in tearful goodbyes. Managing what comes with life and death is simply too much for me to handle. Deciding to allow the children to remain at my parents’ home during the week was one of the most difficult decisions I’ve ever made. Stability, though, is the backbone of child’s upbringing. So we spend the weekdays apart, while I work to bring a stable, happy father into their lives on weekends.

      The months pass with relative ease, though far too many minutes still feel like eternities. Aside from during the nightmares that I tell myself are beyond my control, I visit Violet and the war during Sunday services. Though entirely different, the two traumatic events affected my life so similarly that it is nearly impossible to discern where one ends and the other begins. They are loops in the same circle, unable to be separated.

      The swaying of the congregation transports me back in time to a ship bobbing with the choppy, frigid water beneath it. The sky was dark with angry-looking clouds, so I huddled under a slim overhang, tucking my back against the cold steel to hide from the unrelenting wind. Mail call was one of the few bright spots while I was overseas. We waited weeks and sometimes months for a word, a letter, a small bit of home to carry us through another day. In the thoughtfulness of the packages and letters, my family’s love shined over me despite the thousands of miles between us. Back home, I never felt unloved in the slightest, but with the threat of injury or death as thick as an English fog, urgency to speak with frankness and affection won out over pride and embarrassment. A letter was never sent without a clear statement of one’s adoration for the other.

      I sliced at the twine securing the small box’s sides, an added measure to ensure the contents’ safe delivery. My hands dove past the letter in anticipation of the milk chocolate that was sure to be lining the bottom of the package. Never one to deny her son his favorite treat, Mother had filled the bottom of the box with an assortment of chocolate bars. With the foil paper removed, I savored the first bite. The chocolate warmed me through, despite the day’s inclement temperature. Tucking the letter into my jacket pocket, I examined the remainder of the box’s contents. A pair of charcoal-colored, hand-knitted mittens. Three pairs of knitted socks. A knitted cap and two jars of Mother’s homemade applesauce, in addition to the quickly disappearing chocolate treat.

      With three chocolate wrappers folded neatly and tucked inside my innermost pocket, I retrieved Mother’s letter. As usual, Mother kept me up to date with the goings-on of Cedar Springs. She told me of Reverend Campbell’s weekly prayer for those touched by war. I imagined her sitting in the pew, holding her breath until my name was mentioned. I knew hearing my name spoken aloud in church helped her feel that I was safe and well. I stifle a laugh as I recall the story she told of her youngest child. Edward had found Mother’s hiding place for the treats she was gathering to send me. She found him under the bed, surrounded by a good number of empty wrappers. His back was turned to her when she entered the room, and though the carcasses of wrappers had already given him away, his chocolate-smudged face made Mother scream when he turned to face her. Father, thinking more clearly, took the boy for a walk outdoors to talk some understanding into him, while giving Mother time to regain her composure. It seems I am not the only Smith boy who has a fondness for the stuff. I make a mental note to remember Edward’s love of chocolate next Christmas.

      As the choir slides into a new hymn, my mind wanders back to those first months after the war. Violet held me close, letting me shed my worn-out misery. I was one of the lucky ones, after all. I survived a war that took too many young lives.

      Violet would wake me from the dreams that haunted me with faces, limbs, and the putrid smell of death. She would lie awake with me for hours, pressing a cool cloth to my throbbing forehead. She never shied away from the dark stories, and she asked the questions no one else could bear to ask. She was fearless in that regard. I miss having her strength in my corner. She gave me a special confidence by allowing me to be who I truly am, even with the bruises of life visible.

      I miss her presence the most—the simple knowledge that there was no worry too big and no achievement too small for her to want to hear about. Our conversations are now one-sided and take place inside my head alone. Without Vi here to listen and share it with me, my life feels less valid. Though I’ll never admit it to another living soul, I am certain a piece of myself accompanied my sweet wife to her grave that April day.

      The congregation shuffles and stands to join the choir, interrupting my reverie of years gone by. Calla wiggles beside me, swaying haphazardly to the music and drawing my attention back to the present. Calla is sandwiched between Violet’s mother and myself, and I imagine she feels imprisoned by the adults in her life. I tweak the bow in her hair with my thumb and index finger, which garners me a brilliant smile. Her smile sends a shock of guilt through my heart. I cringe a little, knowing that I am betraying both Violet and Calla with my recent Thursday-evening activities.

      I’ve contemplated mentioning Bernice, the woman I’ve been seeing each Thursday evening for the past several weeks. I’ve considered testing the waters and gauging my family’s response to a new woman in my life. So far, I have not been able to muster the courage. Even I myself waffle on pursuing this relationship with Bernice when I clearly have not come to terms with losing my wife.

      Even as a young boy, I always knew Violet was special. She had a kind of magic that drew people in, captured their hearts, and made them want to stay wrapped in the glow of her attention. Violet’s death left a hole in our family—in the lives of Calla, Jarred, and myself, but also in my parents’ and siblings’ lives. Violet was almost bigger than life itself, and I am under no illusion that another woman could take her place. Perhaps that is why my lips have remained sealed on the subject of Bernice. Or perhaps I am more of a coward than I realized. Vi was truly the strong one in our relationship.

      As the weeks pass, I exist in two different realities. One reality is that of a widower with two small children and a childhood sweetheart I cannot let go. The other finds me in the arms of another woman, at ease and lost in the darkness, with only her to hold my attention. My time with Bernice feels like a break, a disruption from the hardness of my life since Violet passed. I recognize the unfairness of the arrangement, and yet I can’t come to terms with two worlds that don’t seem to fit well together. Time, perhaps, is all I can give the situation. I will let time pass and allow my two realities to breathe. Perhaps then I will see things more clearly.

      As Reverend Campbell wraps up the service with a rousing and emotional plea to join him in preparations for the church’s annual Easter feast, my thoughts turn to Bernice. She is young, with striking features and dark, wavy hair. She has an air of bravery and confidence, but I see who she really is—a scared little girl who, after all these years, is terrified that she is only worthy of being abandoned. I think I am drawn to the damaged part of her. If two damaged individuals come together, does that make them less damaged? I shake my head, unsure whether I have the desire or the strength to find out.

      Uncertainty about continuing a relationship with Bernice has been flitting about my mind all week. The hairs on the back of my neck have raised in warning on more than one occasion, most recently during an outburst by Mrs. Perkins at the shipping office where Bernice works. I’ve never had much time for Mrs. Perkins, a fellow churchgoer and an avid Cedar Springs busybody, but her words of warning that Bernice was no good for me did strike with a hint of accuracy.

      For reasons I cannot pin down, I am drawn to Bernice. Her coy smile conveys far more than her lips utter. The sway in her hips lets me know she wants more of me and is prepared to deliver on the suggestion. Even the stark difference between her and Violet is intoxicating. Bernice is like a long-desired sleep for a weary traveler. The thought of her makes me want nothing more than to turn off the world around me so I can bask in her presence.

      My mind is no more at ease by the time the preacher sends us on our way. As I shake the exhilarating thoughts of Bernice from my mind, I try desperately to ignore the fact that the final hymn was one of Violet’s favorites. She would hum the song as she worked in the garden or while sewing happily at her machine. I tuck my memories away for another week, reach for Calla’s hand, and meander to the front doors, where Reverend Campbell is waiting to greet each member of his congregation.

      Making our way down the steps, we gather as a large family as the sun filters through the clouds, casting rays on the dusty parking lot. The children and I will spend the afternoon at Violet’s parents’ farm. Shame flows
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