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Sometimes in life there is an event so big, so deep, so traumatic, that a person runs away and never looks back. They never want to think about it again, let alone surround themselves with memories and reminders of the painful time and place.

I called this my Lion King moment; after the big event, I seized the opportunity to run away from my childhood and Hakuna Matata my way through life. I went to college and got straight A’s. I met and married a military man after graduation and together we moved all around the country having beautiful adventures together. We had a baby, who grew almost all the way up and is everything we could want–kind, smart, funny, beautiful inside and out, sassy and sarcastic. I absolutely loved my life with my two favorite people in the world, and adored my career as a newspaper journalist. I didn’t need to look back; forward was the way to happiness, I was sure of it..

My mind was racing, circling through past and present, as I drove along northbound Interstate 35. With my 17-year-old daughter Lexi beside me on the long trip from San Antonio to small town Iowa, I was a mess of emotions, most of them stemming from the fact that I was just a little older than her when I moved away from Iowa for good. When I’d ran away, I thought to myself bitterly.

“I-35 is the same as ever,” I said with a groan, turning my attention back to the present. “It’s all road construction and constant traffic!” I glanced at myself in the rear-view mirror, my green eyes bright in the midday sun. I scrunched my face, making crinkly lines appear on the sides. I switched my focus to the road, not wanting to dwell on the wrinkles and fine lines I seemed to notice growing daily.

“But the gas stations are pretty good,” Lexi replied, shrugging her shoulders and holding up a giant container of powdered sugared puppy chow and shaking a cup of soda for emphasis. We’d gone from Buccee’s to Casey’s, stopping any time we needed to stretch, go to the bathroom, or see some weird roadside oddity. Though the businesses along the way changed, the landscape stayed fairly flat with farms and undeveloped land along the busy road. 

Lexi and I spent the entire first day just getting out of Texas. We stopped at a roadside hotel in Oklahoma that served Texas shaped waffles for breakfast in the morning, as if every business along the Interstate knew it existed just for drivers to get to and from Texas. 

“I love road trips!” Lexi had exclaimed, her mouth full of syrupy waffle. We took so many road trips together over the years and we learned to slow down and just enjoy the little things, like huge waffles and anything that said “world’s largest” on the sign. Other than some real traffic outside of Dallas/Fort Worth, this one had gone pretty smoothly.

I glanced over at my daughter, a mess of pink hair and road snacks, lost in her music. I asked myself for the thousandth time if I was doing the wrong thing, taking her out of her school and putting her into a new one a thousand miles away, and for her senior year no less. However, I reminded myself, it didn’t seem to matter what life threw at Lexi. She took it and made it work, seeing it as an adventure instead of a bother. It was a trait I knew I passed onto the teen and it made me smile.

She caught my smile and paused her music, looking out at the scenery flying by.

“I don’t remember there being so many cornfields,” Lexi muttered to herself uncomfortably as she looked out the window of the dirty SUV. She pulled at her braids, a nervous habit she’d had ever since she was a tot. I nodded, waiting for her to continue.

She sat with her legs crossed over themselves, with her bag of snacks, a pillow, her phone, and everything else we could shove into the footwell of the passenger side. We had packed the rest of the vehicle with suitcases, awkward shopping bags filled with loose objects, and all the belongings they felt they’d need for a year’s time away from home.

“It’s not that bad,” Lexi said, taking a quick snapshot with her phone. “I’ll send this to Dad and see what he says.”

I smiled again and shifted in my seat, trying to get comfortable after a couple hours without stopping. I really admired the positive energy that seemed to radiate from Lexi, though she always promised she only mirrored what came from me. She shifted in response and returned the smile. I watched her rub a hand over the soft cloth seat, which was cool and comfortable with the AC blasting, unlike the stickiness of her dad’s sports car leather seats. Lexi stretched her legs out as much as the seat would allow, and I started feeling jittery at the thought of being close to our destination. 

“Mom, you’re tapping your fingers again,” she told me, pointing at my nervous habit. I stretched my fingers a bit and laughed, apologizing. “It’s ok to be nervous. It’s been a billion years since you’ve set foot in your hometown, and we’re sort of stuck there for an entire year. It’d be weird if you weren’t a little anxious.”

She knew me well. When David, my husband and Lexi’s dad, left last week, I lost it. I’d cried for hours, and once I’d calmed myself and could speak again, he made me promise to lean on Lexi and my family when I needed it. I just shook it off and told him I’d eventually get to where it felt like any regular move across the country.

To be fair, it sort of was.

At 17, Lexi had lived in 8 states, and I had a couple more on her from life before she was born. Every few years, if we were lucky enough to stay that long, our family packed up and moved to the next base, or the next remote location. I would close up my job at whatever small-town newspaper I worked at and move on, hoping the new town had an opening for full time or freelance at their publication. Lexi would say goodbye to whatever friends she bothered to make to start a new school where she mostly kept quiet and focused on getting through until the next time David would come home with “good news” about his next promotion or his next assignment. It was a routine that we continued over and over, knowing it was all part of the unique life we lived. It wasn’t something just everyone understood, that’s for sure.

This time his assignment, a 365 deployment, took him across the world where we couldn’t follow. David came home early from work one Friday night, sat us down with a less than excited look on his face and told us we would have to stay in Texas without him. He had to leave, and Lexi would go through senior year and possibly graduation without him.

We’d all cried and hugged each other. Lexi had thrown a teenage fit, being extra dramatic on purpose to make us feel guilty. She yelled at us, saying she just wanted one year where her world didn’t crash. I listened, I comforted, I told her I completely understood, and then I took a deep breath and immediately began planning. 

On the outside I probably hadn’t even seemed shocked or upset, though on the inside I was a Texas-sized tornado of emotion. That was me, in a nutshell–tough on the outside, the family’s rock, while barely admitting I needed help or support too. Like a duck in a pond, furiously paddling beneath the water while swimming calmly and elegantly above the surface. No one usually bothered to look at how hard I actually worked to make everyone’s lives easier, but I continued to do it, regardless. Lexi deserved to feel her emotions, knowing I’d be there to put everything right.

“I was thinking about that night Dad told us he was leaving,” Lexi said from the passenger seat, bringing me back to the present. “It was like one thing after another that whole week, remember?”

I nodded, laughing at the mess that week brought. We’d gone through the usual conversations about what to do, how to handle the year apart, when the landlord threw out the last of the bad news: our house was going up for sale and we either needed to buy it or get out. 

“Dad has to deploy, ok fine,” Lexi continued. “But wait, this time it’s for a whole year, oh and we can’t go along because it’s too dangerous or whatever. And then–MOM AND THEN–the landlord comes at us with an eviction notice?” She threw her hands up and laughed, remembering the shock of it all.

“And THEN,” she continued, “you somehow decided that the answer was to move us to the Midwest to stay with grandparents I’ve barely ever seen, during my last year of high school. Mom, this is nuts. Are you sure we thought this through?”

I took a deep breath, nodded to myself, and forced a smile and told Lexi I sure hoped so. I had made that final decision on my own, as I often needed to do for the family in times of crisis. I’d called my mother and humbled myself real quick.

“Lexi’s senior year in the sticks.” I said to her, laughing. “You poor dear.”

She hit at me, sticking her tongue out.

“It’ll be so good for us, love,” I went on, reaching over to pat her hand. “We’ve lived in the city long enough. It’s time to lean on family; your Grama and Grampa are so excited to see you before you go away forever for college.”

A year sounded like an eternity to us both, though we didn’t need to–and wouldn’t–say it out loud. We suffered the awkward pause for a moment, each grimacing at the thought. I was the first to break the silence, seeing the road signs begin to change. 

“I don’t remember THIS many fields...” I said again, snorting a laugh. “It’s also more flat than I remember.” I grimaced again. “No skyscrapers. No mountains. No beach.”

“Just corn,” Lexi mumbled with a sigh, sliding down in her seat a bit. She flipped on the phone’s bluetooth, letting music blast into her hearing aids. 

I knew Lexi needed some vibe shifting before getting to the farm, and frankly so did I, though I kept the car speakers off for her benefit. I also knew we both needed this move, as crazy as it sounded. It was time to go home, to repair the damage I had caused to my family, while there was still time. My Lion King moment didn’t end with songs and dancing. It was time to get real. I knew eventually I’d have to explain everything to my daughter, the whole long heartbreaking story.

But right then I just needed to find temporary peace in my choices. It would be nice to show Lexi where I spent my teenage years, before everything happened. It’d been so long since I’d been back on the farm. Would everything feel the same? Would it feel like before?

“So much corn,” I mumbled, shaking my head lightly. Honestly though, it was beautiful in its own way. I’d spent a lot of years in those fields. Like my daughter, I was an only child, but my cousins were as close as siblings, closer even. We spent hot sweaty summers together from sunup to sundown, mostly running around outside away from the eyes and ears of our parents, who would throw a chore or two at us if they saw us. As much as I wanted to forget it, those fields and those people made me who I am. They’re a part of me–a part of Lexi.

I took a deep breath as I passed the county line.

Ready or not. Jenna Rose Abbott was Home.
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We weren’t even fully into the driveway when my mother, the one and only Dottie Rose, came shuffling out to greet us. She looked so far removed from the poor farmer’s wife I left 20 years ago, with her pressed white collared shirt and pressed Levi’s jeans, her platform espadrilles moving heavily over the gravel. She wore a silk scarf around her neck and gold bracelets jangled on her wrist as she opened Lexi’s door and practically dragged her out to greet her.

“Alexis, I am just SO happy you’re here!” Dottie said enthusiastically. She hugged my awkward teen, her arms folding all the way around Lexi’s thin body. I watched her fingers clasp around the back of my daughter. Fingers laced with wrinkles and soft pink paint on carefully manicured nails. It’d been so long since I’d see my mother, and I cleared my throat, pushing the emotion away as she pulled her arms back and looked between the two of us, her own eyes watery.

“We cleaned up the rooms in the back,” she said to us before reaching out to rub Lexi’s arms in that motherly way she used to do to me. “I thought maybe you could stay out there while your mom takes the guest room upstairs. You might like your privacy, you know,” she rambled. “I remember your mom at that age, always loving to be on her own. Did she tell you about the old playhouse?”

Lexi shook her head and snuck a look to me, wide eyed. It was the look of panic and I smirked and snorted.

“Mom, we talked about this. I haven’t mentioned much of anything to Lexi and that’s ok. We can both bunk in the guest room in your house. I was thinking once a rental comes up we can get out of your hair altogether. Small towns aren’t exactly thriving in the housing market right now.”

Dottie started rambling again about knowing a perfect realtor and then stopped to tell me we would do no such thing. There was plenty of room at the farm, she told me again, and we would not embarrass her by staying in some bed-and-breakfast all year.

I nodded and turned to look at the place I’d left all those years ago; it’d been a couple decades since I’d set foot on this property.

The large farmhouse wasn’t much to look at, but it was classic and modest with its two stories and wrap-around porch, all painted stark white. Dottie had decorated the front in red, white, and blue for the summer Americana holidays. They kept the siding clean and the windows spotless. The home looked both loved and lived in but also looked too big for her parents to keep up on their own. I knew my mom had called in many favors to help the old place look its best. She dealt in batches of cookies and Sunday roasts, if things hadn’t changed.

I slipped my arm through Lexi’s, guiding her away from my mom for a minute. I noticed my dad wasn’t anywhere near, which meant he was either working on something or just didn’t want to see me yet. I was equal parts angry and thankful.

We walked along the garden blocks back behind the house toward the “playhouse” I used to spend so much time in as a kid. Seeing it as a full-grown adult I of course realized it wasn’t a playhouse at all, but a small house in its own right. I smiled to myself as Lexi’s eyes went wide and she flew out of my reach. In Texas she and her friends had been obsessed with a television show that would flip tiny homes into dream homes, and I could tell she was dying to get a photo on her phone to send to them. She’d have her phone out before I could catch up to her.

The small house was plain, clean, and looked as though someone had recently worked on it. Short, simple roofline, windows with shutters, and planter boxes in the front, the place was a grown-up version of what I remembered.

“It’s beautiful, Mom,” I said, letting out a breath. Lexi nodded, biting her lip in excitement. She slipped her phone into her pocket and looked to Dottie as she continued her rambling.

“Way back this place used to house the seasonal farmhands that came throughout the year to help with the planting and harvest,” Dottie explained to Lexi. “This farm has been in our family for generations and we’re real proud of the way your ancestors took care of their workers, who sometimes came in from out of town, working all those long hours.” She shook her head in wonderment before swatting away a fly and continuing. “The poor house sat empty for a while until we turned it into a playhouse for your mama when she was young. We thought maybe you’d use it too, but you never visited...” Dottie caught her sour face and smiled meekly.

“Everyone said to turn it into one of those short-term rental types, but I just don’t want strangers here all the time. We turned it into a guest house but it’s mostly just sat there empty waiting for someone to come in and make it her own.” She winked at Lexi. “We fixed it up a little but I’m sure there’s still a lot that a teenage girl could do with a summer and a small budget.”

I stared at the pair, my brow furrowed, wondering how long to let the two of them scheme about decorating. I opened and closed my mouth twice and waited while they talked about color palettes and fabrics. Lexi was beaming.

Finally, I needed to set the boundary. I just couldn’t take it any longer.

“Mom, you know Lexi can’t stay out here alone,” I started gently. “She and I can stay back here together. I’ll hold off looking at rentals right now since there aren’t any anyway, and we’ll just see how we do. I don’t want us to be in your way at all.”

My teen shot me a look. In the past few minutes, she’d probably gotten used to the idea of having the space to herself.

“Final,” I said to her, raising my brow. She shrugged and looked around behind the house. I saw her frown and shudder a bit, which caused me to let out, a laugh. I knew what she was thinking before she could say anything.

“Grama Dottie, are there ever animals living in this corn?” Lexi asked weakly, still grimacing a bit.

Dottie let out a hearty laugh, stopping short when she met Lexi’s serious eyes.

“Your mom hasn’t been filling your head with stories has she?” She sent me a look, and I put my hands up and shook my head. My mother didn’t even glance my way as she kept talking.

“You know, if she hadn’t been sneaking out that night she wouldn’t have ever stepped on that snake anyhow.” Lexi’s jaw dropped as she looked from me to my mother. I schooled my face, enjoying the interaction way too much. “Now, let’s see about airing out this place and making sure you have everything you need. We’ll have dinner in the main house at 5:30 and lunch after church on Sunday. Of course you’re welcome to join us for breakfast anytime. We’re always here, unless I’m with my card club or quilting or shopping, or doing chores...”

I put a hand gently on my mom’s arm. She was nervous; it was obvious. I didn’t want her to scare Lexi off before we even unpacked. I changed the subject, asking mom about the land and who owned it now. I needed her to talk about something that would calm her back down, whether I actually cared or knew who the neighbors even were at that point.

Lexi winked and mouthed a thank you, tiptoeing to the door to the guest cottage. I motioned for her to go on in while I kept Dottie talking for a few minutes. I figured it was only fair to give my kid a chance to look around on her own before we attempted to cram into the small house with my mother’s large personality.

Holding the door for Dottie, I waited for her to go in behind Lexi, following her through the surprisingly heavy wooden door. I let the screen door slam closed, making a note to catch it next time. It felt so cozy as we walked inside the tiny entryway. Immediately my mind swirled with memories of the sounds, the smells, the constant children running around. I stood there letting the memories tornado around me feeling frozen in time.

Lexi called to me, breaking me out of my quiet panic. She held up a white stoneware bowl that said “Keys” on it, telling me how cute it was sitting on a small table in the entryway. I looked around with fresh eyes, noticing the small coat closet, the hardwood flooring, the gray walls with white trim. I looked to the small but open kitchen to the right, which looked like Dottie and Charles had updated it at some point. I followed along to the circular dining table and four chairs, the small living space to the left, with a couch and two dark leather rockers, and a hallway with 3 doors. Two cramped bedrooms with a small bathroom between them.

“One bathroom?” Lexi asked, shocked. I smiled, remembering sitting on a stool in that bathroom getting my hair done or applying makeup with my cousins.

Dottie had decorated everything in that modern farmhouse design, with gray and white colors throughout. Lexi chose the first bedroom, throwing her bag on the quilted bed. No doubt Dottie had quilted it herself, I thought.

The whole space was smaller than our apartment in Georgia, where we had learned to walk up 3 flights of stairs with bags of groceries we’d bought from the corner market. We’d shared a cluttered bathroom then too, but we’d found our way.

We’d do the same here.

Lexi jumped in front of me, a smile crawling across her face.

“Mom, it’s so cute! Should we unload now?”

I nodded as we propped open the door for a bunch of trips in and out. We’d packed as light as we could, since everything had to fit in the SUV. It had been difficult deciding which items to choose, but somehow we made it work. All the household furniture and whatever we couldn’t fit into the car went into storage to deal with later when the deployment is over, when we move back to San Antonio.

If we move back to San Antonio, I thought, my heart aching for the life we left. We hadn’t talked much about that part. We hadn’t asked Lexi what she thought about any of it. We just hadn’t had a chance; David had to be ready to ship out, and we had a checklist to follow to not a lot of time to do it. We put everything else on hold, including Lexi’s ACT and SAT tests, her college and scholarship applications, and anything related to the future beyond the deployment.

Shoving the guilt back to revisit later, I thanked my mother again and told her the house was beautiful. She smiled modestly but stood a little taller with the compliment.

“Your dad went to a lot of trouble to fix this place up, though he’ll never admit it,” Dottie told us. My father was a quiet, proud man who hated fuss and liked to get things done quickly and efficiently. I had a hard time imagining him caring enough to put thought into decisions based on what I might like. Probably he just enjoyed the projects and preferred Dottie direct him what to do.

“Well, we will definitely thank him when we see him,” I told her, looking at Lexi with a nod. To her I said, “Yes, Lex, let’s get a bit of unpacking done before dinner. Tomorrow we can look around a bit and figure out how to get you enrolled at school.”

Lexi groaned, as if she’d forgotten all about her senior year starting in just a few months. She looked out through the window at the growing cornstalks. I briefly wondered how tall they’d get and when they’d get cut down. I couldn’t even remember, but I knew the landscape would look so different without them.

School here wouldn’t be that much different from Texas, would it? Or any of the other states we’d lived in? I was glad we had the summer to settle in before starting it all again. My thoughts raced again as we began unloading the car, humidity blasting every time we stepped outside.

Fresh start, I said to myself over and over. Fresh start. Right.

I missed David.
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1993

As a child I loved summers more than any time of year—more than Christmas or Halloween or that time in the spring where it got warm before the last winter chill. Summers on the farm were lazy, simple, and always super special to my entire family. The days were long, and the weeks were short. Popsicles, cans of soda, watermelon and sweet corn for dinner—I loved it all and wished it would last all year.

As an only child, nights during the school year meant homework and playing alone while my parents finished chores or played cards with the neighbors. I spent weekends together with my aunts and cousins when we could all find time, but it seemed like the grownups were always busy. I spent most of my time alone writing stories to read to my stuffed animals.

But summers in small town Willow, Iowa, were magical. May 1993, I turned 10 on the last day of school, and I sprinted outside when the bell rang, my heavy backpack overflowing with broken crayons and notebooks filled with doodles and drawings of cats.

“Mommy, I’m ready!” I called into the window of my mother’s brown station wagon. “I’m ready for my birthday!”

My mother Dottie clapped and told me to hurry and get in. She had a huge surprise for me and couldn’t wait to show it off. I awkwardly climbed inside the large vehicle, setting my backpack at my feet and placing them gently on top of it, my knees knocking together with joyfulness. I struggled with my seatbelt and gave an exasperated puff of air and a thumbs up when I finished, hugging my legs to pull all the excitement into my body. 

Dottie didn’t smoke in our car like some of my friends’ moms did. I inhaled the smell of pine from the little air freshener shaped like a Christmas tree that hung from the rear-view mirror. Dottie kept the car clean, and I enjoyed running my hands along the smooth cloth seats that to my little hands felt like expensive velvet.

We drove back to our cozy white farmhouse singing songs from the radio. Janet Jackson was my favorite that year, and I really wanted a cassette player and Janet Jackson tape wrapped in pretty paper and a bow for my birthday. I’d dropped hints for months so I just knew someone would get it for me.

“OK, Jenna, close your eyes!” Dottie told me after we parked the car and dropped my backpack on the porch. “Follow along with me. There you go, just around here. I’ve got you,” Dottie led me slowly around to the backyard toward the fields. “Now OPEN THEM!”

I slowly opened one eye, then the other, and smirked. All I saw was the old farmwork house, and I scrunched up my face in confusion.

“Mommy, what’s so special about the weird old house?” I asked. Dottie motioned toward the house, which on
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