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Chapter One

[image: image]


Jada Wilson stood in the aisle behind the row of cows as she waited for her mother to switch the milkers from one cow to the next. She watched and when her mother finished and stepped out in the aisle, Jada said, “I’ve got the water ready for washing. I’m done with my work. How many more do you have to milk yet?”

“These and the next four. Then we’ll be done.” Jane Wilson paused and studied her daughter intently. “Are you all ready for tonight?”

“I think so.” Jada held out her hand and they both laughed at the steadiness of it. “But when the actual time comes it might be a different story. Right now, I’m good. I only wish... Never mind.” Jada looked away from her mother.

“What, Jada? What do you wish?”

Jada sighed deeply and looked her mother in the eye. “It’s more of a hope than a wish. But I hope Dad doesn’t mess this up for me somehow.” She paused, then took another deep breath. “It’s not that I don’t mind his drinking, I do, but I don’t want him to show up drunk out of his mind like he normally is. I don’t think I can handle that.”

“He promised me he wouldn’t be rip-roaring drunk for tonight. But that was before he went to the woods to cut those trees down. And we both know what happens when it’s this hot out and he’s by himself.” Jane sighed and studied her daughter, saddened Jada’s father was a violent alcoholic, and never acknowledged Jada in anything she ever did or achieved in her life. According to her husband, their two oldest sons, Grant and Ken walked on water, while Jada did everything wrong, which wasn’t the case at all. Grant was eight years older than Jada and left for the Marine Corps when she was ten. Ken left a year later for college when she was eleven.

Making a quick decision, Jane said, “Since your work is done, and you’ve set up everything in the milk house, why don’t you head on up to the house, get your shower, and get ready for tonight? Do you know what you’re going to wear?”

“I’m supposed to wear a skirt or dress, I’ve got the skirt I wore to Grandma’s funeral a few years ago. I can wear that with some sort of shirt. It’s not like anyone will see what I’ve got on under my gown.”

“I put something on your bed when I ran up to the house earlier. It isn’t much, but I hope you like it.” She paused and frowned when the phone rang. Because they were in a working barn the phone was in the milk house and the ringer was loud, really loud so they could hear it over the cows and equipment running. “Go answer that while I switch the milkers to the last cows, then we can get out of here. You have a big night ahead of you.” Jane stepped between the cows, and Jada hurried to the milk house to answer the phone.

“Wilson Farms,” Jada answered breathlessly.

“Put your mother on the phone,” came the gruff voice of her father, and in just those six words, Jada’s stomach dropped. She closed her eyes and laid the phone down and hurried back to her mother. She refused to let the tears she felt gathering fall. Before she reached her mother she stiffened her spine, held her head high, and approached.

“Who was on the phone?” Jane asked as she came out from between two cows.

“Dad, he wants to talk to you.” Jada took the milker from her mother and put it on the cow, then proceeded to do the last two as she watched her mother hurry to the phone.

“Hello?” Jane said into the phone, hoping everything was alright and would be fine for her daughter that night.

“I need you to get the good truck and come get me,” her husband, Howard Wilson, slurred into the phone.

“I’m almost done with the milking and then we have to get ready for tonight.” Jane knew that Jada’s hope was dashed.

“The disrespectful, selfish brat can finish up the milking. I hurt myself. I need you to come get me in the woods to take me to the hospital.”

“How bad is it, can you get yourself back here?”

“If I could, I wouldn’t be calling you. Now come get me, the axe slipped, and it’s embedded in my leg. I don’t want to pull it out in case I hit something. I’ll see you in five minutes.” The phone went dead.

Jane hung up the phone, worried for her husband, but at the same time resigned that once again Jada was being ignored. She took several deep breaths to calm herself and walked back to where her daughter waited for the milkers to finish.

Jada took one look at her mother’s face and knew that her hopes were dashed. “Let me guess, he’s drunk and needs you to go get him?”

“Yes, but he said he’s hurt, and I need to take him to the hospital. I’m so sorry, Jada.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s not the first time, and won’t be the last. How bad is he hurt this time?” Jada sighed.

“He said the axe slipped and is embedded in his leg, he doesn’t want to remove it in case he hit something vital.”

“So it’s not just a quick patch job, then?”

“No, sounds like we’ll be in the emergency room for a while. My god, Jada, I’m so sorry that this happened on your important night.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Jada waved her mother’s concern off. All she felt inside was coldness. It seemed like whenever she had anything important happening in her life her father always did something to mess it up to either prevent her from doing it, or not showing up himself.

“Go, it has to be bad if he called on his cell phone. You know how he hates to use it. I’ll be fine. I’ll finish up with the chores and get myself there. I’ll ride my bike, it’s not like it’s the first time I’ve had to do it.”

“You will not. Take the farm truck. The green one. You have your license now and its roadworthy. I don’t want you riding your bike in a skirt.”

“I’ll be fine, Mama, don’t worry about me.”

“But I do. I’m putting my foot down on this Jada. Take the truck.” Jane crossed her arms and studied her daughter intently.

Jada sighed. “Alright Mama. You better get going or Dad’s going to have a cow. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“I love you, Jada. I’m so sorry we won’t be there.”

“Maybe it’s nothing serious and you can be there on time. I have to be there at six thirty, but it doesn’t start until seven.”

“I’ll try, but knowing your father, this is major, and we won’t make it at all. I sent out e-mails to your brothers to remind them of tonight, but I haven’t heard anything back from them.”

“I don’t expect you to. Now go.” Jada gently shoved her mother in the direction of the door. As soon as she left, Jada finished the chores and within forty-five minutes she was finished, and headed toward the shower at the house. After her shower she frowned at the box on her bed and gingerly opened it and gasped at the cute white sundress and white strappy sandals in the box. Feeling like a kid in a candy store, she held it up to her towel-wrapped body and twirled around in front of the mirror. “Oh, Mama.” Jada sighed and wiped the tears from her eyes. She glanced at the clock and swore, she had fifteen minutes before she had to be at the school. She dressed and put some gel in her hands and ran it through her short hair, she teased it into spikes all over her head, then not bothering with makeup, her father wouldn’t let her wear any anyway, she was dressed in ten minutes and hurried down to the kitchen. 

She saw that her mother had left a note on the table that said she had taken her father to the hospital. Jada shook her head as she grabbed the keys to the farm truck and hurried out the door. Thankfully the school was only six miles away and she’d only be a few minutes late.

*****

“Thank god you made it!” Her best friend, Alison Coleman said as Jada hurried into the area behind the stage in the gym. “I thought you weren’t going to make it. Here’s your cap and gown. Do you have your speech ready?”

“Right here.” Jada tapped her temple and hurried into her gown, and grinned when Al, as her best friend was referred to, affixed her cap on her head. Just then their class supervisor, Mrs. Squires approached.

“Jada, you made it. Are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be. It’s not a long speech, but I think it will get the point across.”

“It doesn’t matter what it’s about, as long as it came from your heart and there aren’t any profanities. I hope you can stick around afterward, I’d really like to finally meet your parents.”

“Oh, well.” Jada sighed, and said, “Dad got hurt in the woods and Mama had to take him to the hospital. I don’t think they’ll be able to make it in time.”

“What about your brothers?” Al demanded.

“No clue.” Jada shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. She put on a brave face and acted like it didn’t bother her, the same way she had done for the last eight years, but she was almost at the end of her rope with her family. She was sick and tired of being put down and made to feel inferior to them. Tonight was her night. She was graduating from high school as the valedictorian. No matter what her brothers and father said, this was all her doing. Thank god she was leaving in a little under two months to go to college. Granted, no one in her family knew she had been accepted, but she wanted out, and this was the only way she could see how to do it.

She was tired of the abuse, the excuses she’d come up with as to why she had a black eye, a split lip, or bruises on her legs or arms. The excuse of a cow doing it was getting old. Fortunately, everyone seemed to buy her story. No one ever questioned as to why she’d come to school with those bruises.

“Okay, people, let’s get lined up,” Mr. Cummings, the other class advisor, said over the din of the noise of eighty-seven students. When it was quiet, everyone started to line up alphabetically and as Jada started toward the back of the line, Mr. Cummings called out. “Jada, you and Alison are to go out first. Being the valedictorian and salutatorian you sit on the stage with the faculty.”

Jada and Al looked at each other and wrinkled their noses as they grinned. “So, did your brother get leave from the Marines to be here?” Jada asked Al as they waited for their cue.

“He did. He should be in the audience with Mom and Dad. Want to meet him afterward?”

“I should get home, I don’t know how long Mama and Dad will be at the hospital. I’d hate not to be there when they get back.” Jada hedged.

“Dammit, Jada!” Al grabbed her hard on her upper arm and didn’t notice the wince Jada gave when she grabbed her in the exact spot where there were already black bruises from her father that morning. “This is your high school graduation! When is your father going to realize that you are an adult and that you don’t need a curfew? I’m surprised he’s not going to be in the audience cheering the loudest because you’re the valedictorian. You’re smart and you earned that title.”

“Yeah, well, as he would say, it won’t milk the cows.” 

Al rolled her eyes and was prevented from saying anything else because they were called to enter the stage with the faculty at that point. They went on stage and as much as Jada didn’t want to look, she couldn’t help it. The four seats where her family was supposed to sit were glaringly empty. Pulling her eyes away from the empty seats she glanced around at the people she could see and gave a huge grin and small wave to Al’s family. Mrs. Coleman, who she always insisted on Jada calling her Betty gave her a wave and grin back.

“Who’s that?” Parker Coleman, Al’s older brother by five years leaned in and asked his mother.

“Your sister’s best friend. Jada Wilson. You might remember her oldest brother? Grant?”

“Yeah, I played sports with him. Haven’t seen him since we graduated. Do you think he’s here for his sister tonight?” Parker asked as he looked around and frowned at the four empty seats a few rows back from where he sat.

“No clue. I do know he went into the Marines. He doesn’t get home as much as you do, though.”

“I heard he’d gone in the Corps. I saw him a couple times when we were over in the desert. We caught up, but I wasn’t able to hang out over there,” Parker admitted, then nodded at his father’s look when the audience was called to silence.

Parker was bored out of his mind, knowing he could be doing something else on his leave, but he was here for his sister who was walking up to the podium to give her speech as the salutatorian of the class. He was impressed by it to say the least. After the audience gave their applause, the valedictorian stood and walked to the podium.

Parker studied the girl giving the speech and was surprised by his reaction to her. For someone that he knew was five years younger than him, he frowned at his reaction. She was beautiful. He frowned when his father nudged him hard with his elbow and when he glared at his father, a camera was shoved in his hand.

“I want pictures of Jada. I already got them of Al, but my knee’s acting up. Can you take some? Get as close as you can.”

Parker took the camera and went closer to the stage. Through the lens of the camera he was able to study Jada’s face and was surprised by his body’s reaction. For some reason, it made him mad he had this reaction to a young girl. With a frown, he lowered the camera and glared at her as she was finishing her speech. 

Jada sat back down and whispered to Al. “What’s with the guy in the front taking pictures. Did you see the way he glared at me? Do I have something in my teeth?” She grinned at her friend and Al had to cover her mouth to stifle her giggle.

“That’s my brother, Parker. I don’t know why he glared at you. I’ll ask him later.” The faculty member beside them cleared his throat, they stopped talking and paid attention. Because Jada had made the decision not to look over to where her family was supposed to be sitting, she made the decision not to look at Al’s brother either. She had gotten good at being singularly focused over the years. For the next hour and a half the commencement service continued, and finally she and Al were allowed to join their fellow classmates. Unfortunately, they had to go to different seats, based on their last names, but it was finally Jada’s turn to receive her diploma. As she walked across the stage she saw Al’s brother with the camera to his face, just for grins, she looked directly at the camera, and stuck her tongue out at it.

Parker was taking Jada’s picture again and when he saw her stick her tongue out at him, or the camera, he wasn’t sure, he snapped several photos, then threw his head back and laughed. He hurried over to the other side of the stage and actually held out his hand to help her down the stairs. 

Jada was shocked by the action, but she had seen something like this on the TV a few times, so she automatically took the hand Parker Coleman offered her, and when she was on the floor they looked at each other for a brief moment, then she had to hurry back to her seat. She was surprised by the tingle in her hand and the butterflies in her stomach.

Afterward, the graduates moved their tassels to the other side of their cap then took them off and threw them in the air and gave a whoop of joy. Several hugs and handshakes were given, and Jada’s classmates made their way to their families. In the rush, Jada slipped through the back hall and was just exiting the school when she thought her name was called. She hurried out and because she’d parked the truck up behind the soccer field, she was on the road and headed home within five minutes. Once home, she saw her parents weren’t home yet, so she changed into her pajamas and went over all the paperwork from the scholarships she’d received that night with a fine-tooth comb.

Once everything was read, she put it away to be taken care of in her special place the next morning, and fell back into an exhausted sleep. For the first time ever, she dreamt of a boy, and it happened to be Al’s brother, Parker.
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Chapter Two
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Grant Wilson rushed into the emergency room at the local hospital, and the first person he saw was his mother. “Mama,” he said as he rushed to her side.

“Grant. What are you doing here?”

“I got home, saw your note on the kitchen table, and rushed right here. How’s Dad? Your note said you brought him to the emergency room.”

“I don’t know, they’ve been working on him for some time now. I haven’t heard anything since we arrived over two hours ago. Ken happened to be leaving when we arrived and he’s back there with them now.” Jane indicated the doors to the emergency department.

“Where’s Jada?” Grant demanded, and frowned at the look on his mother’s face.

“She had another commitment and couldn’t make it.”

“Bullshit!” Grant yelled. “Nothing is more important than being here for Dad.” Grant paced and ignored his mother’s expression. “Just wait until I tell her how much of an ungrateful, selfish, disrespectful brat she is for not being here.”

Before Jane could say anything they looked up when the doors opened and Ken walked out. He was wearing a pair of scrubs and Jane saw that his chest and underarms were sweaty. He was accompanied by another doctor.

“Mom. Grant, thank god you’re here. Where’s Jada?” He looked around and didn’t see his sister and frowned.

“Don’t worry about her,” Jane said firmly, and glared at her oldest son when he went to say something. “How’s your father?”

“Dr. Smith, this is my mother, Jane Wilson, and my brother, Gunny Sergeant Grant Wilson.”

“First, thank you for serving,” the doctor said, then sighed deeply. He turned to Jane. “Your husband was lucky, the axe didn’t nick any major artery or break a bone, but it did chip one in the ankle. We took him into surgery and was able to successfully remove the axe and repair the damage. Even though nothing is broken, we don’t want him to put any weight on the leg for several weeks. That’s why it’s in a cast, for the support. He won’t be bedridden, the cast is a walking cast, but he needs to cut down on his activities to keep weight off that ankle and lower leg.”

“For how long?” Jane asked, thinking about all the work that she and Jada would have to do now that her husband would be basically out of commission for some time.

“At least six weeks. That was the good news, the bad news was that we almost weren’t able to do the surgery. Your husband’s blood alcohol level was at the legal limit. One point over and he would have been too intoxicated for the surgery to be successful.”

“Where the hell was Jada?” Grant asked after the doctor left them. “She should have been out there in the woods helping him.”

“It’s not your sister’s responsibility to babysit your father,” Jane snapped coldly at her oldest son. “She and I had milking to do. Your father is old enough to be responsible for his own actions.” She glared at Grant and when he backed away, she turned to her middle child. “Where is your father now?”

“He’s still in recovery being monitored. He should be there a couple of hours until he’s moved to another room. He’s probably going to have to stay a couple of days.”

“Shit,” Jane whispered under her breath, and didn’t realize her sons had heard her. They frowned at each other, she demanded. “Take me to a waiting room near your father.” Then she started walking away from them. Ken had to jog to catch up with his mother, and in less than ten minutes he had her introduced to the nurses on duty, and settled in a waiting room. He went into the hall and saw Grant standing there with a confused look on his face.

“What the hell bug crawled up Mama’s ass?” Grant demanded of his younger brother.

“No clue. I haven’t seen her in a long time. With finishing up school and doing my residency, I’ve been extremely busy. You?”

“Same here, well, not school or a residency, but I’ve been over in the sandbox for the last eighteen months. I think it’s been over three years or so. But still, what does that have to do with Jada not being here for Dad?”

“I know, it’s not like she had anything really important that she couldn’t have missed. Even if she wasn’t here for Dad she could have been here for Mama.” Ken ran his hand through his hair and sighed.

“Do you have to work tomorrow?” Grant asked.

“Not until three in the afternoon. I’m done for the night, actually I was done hours ago, but I saw Mama when she pulled up to the ER with Dad and stayed to help. Want to go for a beer?”

“I’d love one. Let me tell Mama that I’ll be back in a couple hours.” Grant went into the waiting room to give his message and in minutes he was back out in the hall with his brother.

“So how long you home for?” Ken asked as they exited the hospital and Ken indicated where his car was parked.

“Only for seventy-two hours, I’m being transferred to Lejeune, in North Carolina. I have to report there by ten Tuesday morning. I’m only home for the weekend. Just got home from the sandbox three days ago.”

“Damn, Bro. How many times have you been over there?”

“Three, I should be stateside for at least the next two or three years, I’m thinking of getting out when it’s time to resign. That’ll give me ten years in. This is my rental.” He pointed to the vehicle only two rows away from Ken’s. “I didn’t tell anyone I was coming this weekend, I wanted to surprise everyone, when I got to the house I saw Mama’s note on the table and rushed right here. No clue where that brat sister of ours was.”

“Let’s forget about her for tonight. Let’s go down a couple and catch up. If I know Mama, she’ll stay here at the hospital until Dad’s transferred to a room and then go home in the morning. Why don’t you crash at my place? I have a two bedroom in town. Then together we can go out and confront Jada tomorrow to see where the hell her priorities are, because as we’ve both seen, they sure the hell aren’t with Dad.”

“Yeah, let’s do that.” Grant said, and got into his car and followed his younger brother by a year to the nearest bar.

*****

Jada came downstairs the next morning and saw her mother at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee. “Hey, how is he? What time did you get home?”

“A couple of hours ago, and he’ll survive.” Jane sighed tiredly and rubbed her eyes. “He didn’t do any permanent damage, but he’s got to stay in for a couple of days, then he’ll come home with a walking cast. He chipped a bone, didn’t break it and they want it supported.”

“Which means he’ll baby it for all he’s worth, and again, we’ll be picking up the slack.”

“Yeah, probably.” Jane studied her daughter with concern. “Couple of things. How did last night go?”

“Good. When you’re not so tired I’ll tell you about it. I did as you said and took the farm truck. I parked it out behind the soccer field, I was home by nine thirty. I want to thank you for the sundress and sandals. You didn’t have to do that.” Jada walked behind her mother and gave her a hug. “Go to bed. I can handle the chores by myself, it’s not like we’re milking to capacity. You need some rest.”

“I don’t want you to have to do everything by yourself.”

“I can handle it. Get some rest. You said there was two things, first last night, what was the second thing?”

“Grant’s in town. He said he came here and saw the note.” She pointed to it on the table. “And rushed to the hospital. He left after your father was out of surgery. But I have to warn you, he and Ken, both were up in arms because you weren’t there. I only said you had a previous commitment, and they didn’t like it. Be warned, I have a feeling they went out drinking, and they may show up here today and confront you.”

“Let them. I didn’t force the alcohol down Dad’s throat. He has no one to blame but himself. Remember the whitewash people are going to be here around eleven, I should have chores done by seven, eight at the latest. Go to bed and set your alarm for eight. Four hours of sleep is better than none.”

“If you’re sure. I don’t want to leave you alone.”

“I’ll be fine.” Jada watched as her mother rubbed the back of her neck and then her face. “Go, if it’ll make you feel better you can cook me breakfast when you get up.” They laughed and Jada watched as her mother slowly climbed the stairs to her bedroom. Filling her travel mug with the coffee left in the pot Jada headed to the barn.

Two and a half hours later, Jada let the last of the cows out, after the last milker was removed and taken to the milk house. Once the door was closed behind the last one, she whispered to herself, “Now the fun begins.” She had fed the cows, let them in and milked them before she did her normal job of cleaning the drops. Now that the cows had been fed and milked and were back out in the pasture for the day, she could start her work.

Starting like she always did, it was a matter of minutes before the first one was done, and she moved the tractor forward and finished the second one. With the tractor back in place she ran the automatic cleaner for the main part and got the wheelbarrow and began the last drop. She glanced at the clock and saw that it was only going on seven, so she decided to clean the calf pen. She had only done it last month, but she figured with Dad laid up, she wouldn’t get time to do it, and when she did get to it, it would be so deep it would take her forever.

Working diligently with her own thoughts she was surprised that it was all done by nine. As she put down fresh bedding she looked up at a noise and smiled at her mother. “You look better.”

“Thanks, I feel better. You didn’t have to do the pen, you know we do it every two months.”

“Yeah, but I figured with Dad laid up, I might not get to it until it’s knee deep. Besides, we only have five calves in there now, so it was easy. How do you feel?”

“Good. I think those five hours were the best sleep I’ve had in a long time. So, what needs to be done?”

“Nothing, I kinda did chores backwards. I put the feed down, let the cows in and milked them. After the milking, I did my normal chores. All the drops are done, fresh bedding put down, and the pen is done. The spreader is full if you want to take that out. I’m going to start a special project before the whitewash man gets here.”

“What do you have in mind? I know later today we’ll both be in here washing the pipeline, and I want to go to the hospital this afternoon to see your father.”

“Well, if my plan works, we won’t have any cleanup, or very little. Why don’t you take the spreader out? I’ll show you when you get back.” She looked at her watch, and said, “They should be here in about an hour and a half.”

“Okay, I trust you, Jada,” Jane said as she climbed on the tractor and took the manure spreader out to the field where they spread it for fertilizer. Jada went to the cabinet in the silo room to retrieve her supplies. With a grin she started the furthest away from the milk house and began. She had no idea if her project would even work, but it came to her one day in Science class, and this was the perfect opportunity to try it.

Almost an hour later, Jada’s mother returned, and she was just tying off the last bag she’d placed over the self-watering for the cows and looked at her mother with a grin.

“What did you do?” Jane frowned at the bag.

“You know we have to wash the whitewash off the pipeline and these waterers after the people are done, and it starts out okay because it’s fresh, but the longer it takes, the more dried on it is and we both know that trying to keep these clean are a bitch. I thought this would help the waterers, so they can whitewash and not worry about the spray. And look at this, I don’t know if it’ll work, but I thought of it in class one day a couple months ago.” She pointed to the pipeline where the milk was pumped from the cow directly into the bulk tank.

“What is that?” Jane frowned at her daughter and reached up and touched the pipeline.

“I washed the pipeline first, then put a small, I mean very small amount of bag balm on my hands and rubbed it on the line. Then I did this.” She picked up a box of plastic wrap and opened it. “I bought the biggest box, cut it into thirds and then wrapped the line. The plastic sticks to the bag balm. In theory we just have to pull it off and don’t worry about scrubbing anything.” She reached up and started pulling it and Jane came over to inspect it.

“I think that’ll work. We can take paper towels and wipe the bag balm off. Damn, I never thought of something like that. Let’s hope it works.”

“It’s worth a try, we only have to do it once a year and we both know this is my last year here. If this works you can use it next year.”

“I will. Now, they’re due here in half an hour, would you like some breakfast?”

“I would. But I can grab some toast or something, don’t go to any trouble.”

“Come up to the house, Jada. We must discuss what’s going to be done around here now that your father is going to be laid up. We’ve got to make plans, and the best way to do that is over a meal.”

“Yes, Mama,” Jada said, and grinned behind her back. They went up to the house and in no time they sat down to a quick brunch. “After I’m done eating, I’m going to go to the pole barn and get the mower ready. Dad said days ago that the first forty acres will be ready for the second cutting first. Thought I’d do that, then I could rake it if you wanted to go see Dad.” She paused and sighed deeply. “Sorry, but I won’t be going with you.”

“I didn’t expect you to. That sounds like a plan, we’re not due for rain for a few days. If you could get that mowed and raked, then after chores in the morning you can go bale it. Do you think I should call some people from town to come up and help?”

“You could. With just the two of us, it’ll be harder on us. Do you think Grant would help?”

“I doubt it,” Jane said, and the way she said it caused Jada to frown at her mother in shock.

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“No,” Jane said firmly, and continued to eat. Jada let the subject drop and in no time they were done, and Jane went to the barn to talk to the guy whitewashing the barn, while Jada headed to the pole barn where they kept their equipment. She went over the mower and after greasing some of the fittings, she was hooking it up to the tractor when she looked up and smiled as she watched two huge men walk in.

“Grant, Ken. It’s good to see you.” They were both handsome men. Grant was a Marine and eight years older than her. Ken was a doctor and seven years older. They both were several inches over six feet and she always felt so small next to them. She was only five foot four. She approached them to give them a hug, but something in their expressions made her pause.

“Where the hell were you last night?” Ken demanded as he leaned down and got into her face.

“Yeah, you should have been there for Dad. Why the hell weren’t you at the hospital?” Grant demanded from beside her brother. They both towered over her, and Jada saw disgust in their faces. She firmed her spine and said coldly,

“I had a previous commitment.”

“Bullshit!” Grant actually yelled. “Nothing is more important than being with Dad in his time of need.”

Before Jada could answer, they all jumped at the cold, stern voice behind them. “Jada, if the mower’s hooked up, you can leave now.” The three siblings turned as one and looked at their mother. When Jada didn’t move, Jane barked out, “Now, Jada.”

They watched as she finished hooking up the mower, hopped in the tractor, and left. As they watched her go, Ken and Grant turned to their mother, but before they could say anything she started on them.

“I’m ashamed of you!” That practically brought them to their knees. Both her words and her tone, not to mention the look on her face. “How dare you talk to your sister like that? Why are you here?”

“We wanted to know why Jada wasn’t at the hospital last night,” Grant said.

“It’s none of your business. If that’s the only reason why you’re here you can leave. Unless you plan on helping us put up hay.”

“I’ve got to be at the hospital at three and I’m on for a straight thirty-six,” Ken said sheepishly.

“I’m only home for seventy-two hours, and report back on base by midnight.”

“Why are you here then? Are you here because of the e-mails I sent you?”

“What e-mails?” Grant frowned. “I just got back from the sandbox and was given seventy-two hours leave, thought I’d come home and say hi. I haven’t been home in a couple years.”

“Bullshit!” Jane said firmly, and drilled her finger into his chest. “The last time you stepped foot on this farm was four years, seven months, two weeks, and three days ago. And you.” She did the same to Ken. “It’s been three years, four months, three weeks and two days. If you only came here to harass your sister you can leave.

“I’ll say again, I’m ashamed of you both. If the Marine Corps taught you to treat women like you just did your sister, then they are a disgrace, or is it just you? I suggest you two leave and don’t come back unless you’re ready to apologize to your sister and help out around here. This is a working farm, if you don’t plan on working here, then leave.” Jane didn’t wait to see their response she turned on her heel and left them standing there with their jaws on the ground.

“What the fuck?” Ken looked at his older brother in shock. “We’ve been gone for that long?”

“Apparently,” Grant said as he watched his mother walk away and get into the truck and drive off. “Let’s go to the hospital and see Dad.”

“You’re not going to apologize to Jada?” Ken asked as he followed his brother out.

“Nope, she’s the one that was wrong for not being there. I have nothing to apologize for,” Grant said, and they were only five minutes behind their mother on the way to the hospital. On the way to town, he looked at his brother with a shake of his head. “Mama’s probably upset because Dad’s in the hospital.”

“Probably,” Ken replied as he thought of what he had to do when he got to work.
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Chapter Three
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“Tell me again why your graduation party is starting at five thirty in the afternoon?” Parker Coleman asked his sister as he helped his father make up burgers to be grilled later that evening. The four of them were in the kitchen getting things ready for the party.

“Because Jada has chores to do, and she gets done around six. If I want her here, then I have to have a late party.”

“What’s so important about this one girl?” Parker frowned.

“She’s my best friend. She’s not having a party for herself because of all the work on the farm, and she wasn’t going to come to mine until Mom talked to Mrs. Wilson at church. Mrs. Wilson promised that Jada would be here.”

“I still don’t see what the fuss is.” Parker frowned as he continued making the burgers.

“You don’t have to be here if you don’t want to,” Al said, and glared at her brother with her hands on her hips.

“Oh no, Sis. I got leave to be here for your graduation and party. I’m only here until Monday afternoon, then I have to get back to base. I’m here for you.” He grinned then went over and hugged her.

“Thanks, Park. I’m really glad you could be here.”

“When do you think this Jada person will be here?”

“I just told you, after her chores, I’m hoping between six and six thirty.”

“Why the long face?” Park frowned as he studied his sister’s expression.

Alison sighed and said, “She’ll probably have to leave by nine, her father’s strict with her curfew. When she’d go to a school dance, her curfew was ten and she’d leave at nine so she’d get home in time.”

“It takes her an hour to get home?”

“Not really, she only lives six miles out of town, it only takes ten to fifteen minutes to come to town, but about thirty to forty-five minutes to get home.”

“I’m confused.” Parker frowned.

“She rides her ten-speed bike everywhere,” Noah Coleman, their father and the county sheriff said. “I’ve even offered to take her home from the dances or from soccer or volleyball practice or a game, but she refuses. Said she didn’t want to put me out.”

“Doesn’t she know the dangers of riding her bike after dark?”

“Son, she always makes sure she’s home an hour before her curfew. If she can’t be, she won’t attend things.” They all paused as the phone rang, and smiled as Al ran for the phone muttering that it hadn’t better be Jada cancelling. They all looked at her when she answered and when she shook her head and walked away with the handheld phone, the others smiled.

“What’s this Jada’s story?” Parker asked. “If I remember correctly she’s Grant and Ken’s younger sister. They’re both older than I am, so I didn’t really hang out with them. But I remember when they were seniors they always drove around town and partied.”

“Personally, between you and me...” Betty Coleman said quietly and looked over her shoulder to make sure her daughter didn’t overhear her. “...I think their father has double standards for his daughter.”

“How so?”

“His sons could do no wrong and do anything they wanted in their senior years. Jada has a strict code to live by. I don’t have actual proof, but I think she’s being abused at home.”

“Now Betty, don’t you think I’d know if something like that was going on?”

“Not if it’s not reported.” Betty raised her chin. “You’re not always here when Jada is, but she’s either one clumsy girl or she has some mean son of bitching cows on her farm.”

“What do you mean by that, Mom?”

“I’d see her from time to time and she’d have a split lip and or a black eye. Al told me she had to teach her how to use makeup to cover up the bruises. But she’d wash it off before she went home. I didn’t want to say anything without proof.” She looked at her husband and he hugged her to him.

“And I can’t investigate without proof or reports of abuse.” Noah held his wife tighter.

“How many times has Al been at Jada’s house? Did she see anything?”

“None,” Al said as she rejoined them. “I’ve never been to her house. She’s only been here about ten times since we met the first day of kindergarten. And Mom’s right. I’ve seen bruises on her ribs, a split lip or a black eye. Several times. For a long time I never saw her without a bruise. As a matter of fact...” She ran off and was back in a few minutes carrying several yearbooks.

“Look at this.” She flipped a book open and pointed. “She was twelve when this picture was taken. She has beautiful strawberry-blonde hair and it was to the middle of her back at the end of school this year. When she came back to school in the fall it was jet black and short like it is now.”

“What happened?” Parker frowned.

“I asked her once and she told me the only thing she had any control over was the length of her hair. She said her father didn’t like the natural color and made her dye it. When I questioned her about it, she clammed up and wouldn’t talk about it again. But over the years, when her natural roots began to show, she’d have a new dye job. Unlike us.” She grinned as she fingered the two-inch patch of white hair just above her left temple that was a family trait. She saw her father and brother had the same thing, since it ran in the Coleman genes.

“You have to admit, it’s a great conversation piece when you’re trying to pick up chicks.” Parker grinned and raised his brows at his sister. His parents laughed and Al slapped him, and laughed as she said, “Eww.”

“Besides, you can’t really see mine because of my high and tight.” He grinned as he ran his hand over his military short hair.

“I see your conceitedness hasn’t changed any.” Al laughed and together they worked to finish getting ready for the graduation party.

*****

Jada walked in the back door to the house and removed her barn boots. She was exhausted. With her father home, it seemed like he had extra things for her to do besides her own work and his combined. She was starving and only wanted a hot shower and a soft bed. However, she feared she still had hours of work to do yet.

“Jada, come in here please,” her mother called out from the kitchen.

Jada sighed and took several deep breaths then made her way into the kitchen. She was surprised that her mother indicated for her to join her and her father at the table. Ever since she’d turned twelve, her father wouldn’t allow her to sit at the table with him. She had to eat in the dining room by herself, or wait to eat until after they had eaten. Her mother had tried over the years to get him to see how wrong that was, but it was easier on everyone if Jada did what her father demanded. Less bruises that way.

“Yes, Mama?” Jada stood where she had been trained to stand when her father was in the room. She happened a glance at him and saw that he was angry. Everything inside of her turned cold.

“I’ve informed your father that you’ve worked your ass off this week, doing your own chores along with mowing, raking, and baling for the second cutting.” When her mother didn’t say anything more, Jada looked at her father and cringed at the anger on his face and his clenched fists.

“Okay,” Jada said to prompt her mother. Suddenly, her father jumped out of his chair and punched her in the side of her face.

“You will respect your mother!” he growled at her.

“Howard!” Jane stood and rushed to her daughter and actually pushed him away from her. “That was uncalled for. You son of a bitch, you said you wouldn’t hit her again.” She pushed her husband again and Jada couldn’t stand still.

“Mama, stop! I was disrespectful to you, it’s what I deserved.”

“Bullshit!” Jane turned to her daughter. “You have never been disrespectful to me ever, or your father. He’s just too caught up in his head to understand that his treatment of you is wrong. What I was trying to say was that you’ve worked hard this week, and I’m proud of you. You have a party to get to. I was reminding you about it and that your curfew for tonight is midnight.”

“Nine.” Her father growled.

“Put a sock in it, Howard. She earned some extra time to herself. Her curfew is midnight for tonight.”

“But Mama, I don’t know what you’re talking about. What party?”

“Al’s graduation party. It started at five.” They all looked at the clock and saw that it was quarter to six. “I saw Mrs. Coleman at church last week and she reminded me of it. They knew you had chores and expect you to be there by six thirty. You better run up and take a shower and get ready.”

“She’s not taking the fucking truck.” Her father growled. “If she goes then she’ll get there on her own.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll ride my bike.” Jada snarked at her father, then turned on her heel and slowly walked away. Thirty minutes later she was back in the kitchen, showered and changed into shorts, a tank top, and her favorite brown cowboy boots. Over her shoulder she had her backpack with a light jacket in it. She had seen the weather and it was supposed to stay in the seventies for the night and no rain, but it was good to be prepared.

“Have fun.” Jane came up and inspected her daughter’s face and winced when she saw the huge bruise on her cheekbone. “God, I hate that he treats you this way.”

“Don’t worry about it, Mama,” Jada whispered. Even though her father wasn’t in the kitchen or back room, she whispered, “I’ve only got five weeks left. I can handle it. I only worry about you when I leave.”

“Don’t worry about me. I can handle my own. I worry that you can survive the next five weeks.”

“I’ll be fine. As long as I keep busy and out of his way, I should be fine. And if he doesn’t drink as much, but that might be too much to ask.”

“I know.” Jane sighed. “I’m serious, you don’t have to be home until midnight. But you can come home anytime you want, but I don’t want to see you before ten. Understand?”

“Understood.” Jada grinned. “Could you call Al and tell her I’m on my way?”

“I will. Now go, and Jada...?” She waited until her daughter looked her in the eye before continuing. “Have fun.”

“I will. I love you, Mama.” Jada ran back and hugged her mother tightly, and didn’t realize the wince she gave when her cheek hit her mother’s shoulder. “Tell Al or Mrs. Coleman that I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” She grinned and hurried out the back door before her father tried to stop her.
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Chapter Four

[image: image]


“Coleman’s.” Parker answered the phone on the fourth ring since his sister was talking with her guests and his parents were beginning to get the grill ready and set the food out.

“Is this Noah?” came a woman’s voice over the phone.

“No, that’s my Dad. Do you need to talk with him?”

“No, this is Jane Wilson, Jada’s mother. I’m calling to let Al know that Jada just left here. She should be there in fifteen minutes.”

Parker’s first thought when she began talking was that he’d have to tell his sister that her best friend wasn’t going to show. “Thank you for calling, I know Al was getting anxious. Oh, by the way, I’m Parker, Al’s older brother.”

“Thank you, Parker. Do me a favor and make sure my baby girl has fun tonight. She’s been working very hard this past week and she needs to relax and have fun.”

“I’ll see what I can do, Mrs. Wilson. Thanks for calling.” He hung up and turned and grinned as his sister walked in the kitchen. “Hey, Sis. Mrs. Wilson just called and said Jada’s on her way, should be here in fifteen minutes.” He winced and covered his ears when his sister squealed in delight, and ran out to tell her other guest that Jada was on her way. Parker was outside in time to see and hear the cheers that went up at the news.

“I take it this Jada person is popular?” he asked his mother.

“You saw her last week.” Betty frowned at her son.

“When?”

“At the commencement service. She gave her speech after Al’s. Then when you took her picture when she got her diploma, she stuck her tongue out at you, and you helped her down the stairs.”

“That’s Jada?” Parker was suddenly excited. He’d get to see the girl again to see if he had the same reaction as he had last week. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember her from when he’d been in school, but he was five years older than most of the kids there tonight. He helped his father with the grilling and watched in fascination as every kid, that was what he thought them as, kids, formed two lines, and when a shrill whistle rang out, he and his parents looked up as all the kids began to chant, “Jada, Jada, Jada.” He frowned at his parents and together they shrugged and watched as they saw a bicycle coming down the sidewalk, and she rode down the human aisle they made for her arrival.

Because of his height and location on the back deck, Parker was able to follow Jada’s progress right up to the garage where she hopped off her bike, propped it against the side of the building, turned and raised her arms in victory. Cheers rose and she was rushed by her classmates, with Al leading the way. They squealed like the girls they were and hugged. Everyone acted like it was years since they’d seen each other, instead of only a week.

“God, was I like that at that age?” Parker asked his father.

“It was only five years ago, son.” Noah laughed.

“I know, but I feel old. Maybe it’s because of what I’ve seen over in the sandbox that makes me feel that way.”

“Because of what you do, these young adults have the opportunity to act like the kids they are,” Betty said from beside her husband. She turned and smiled as she saw her daughter hug her best friend. Then grinned at her husband and son when she saw Jada look around and then held out her hand and wiggled her fingers. “Pay up, boys.” She grinned. She had bet them that if Jada had shown up, she would hug Al first, then approach her and Noah and thank them for the invitation before joining the others. Sure enough, when she spotted the adults on the back deck she held up a finger to a student and hurried over to the deck steps.

“What the hell?” Parker put his turner down as he watched Jada approach. “Is that a bruise on her cheek?”

“Sh,” Noah said as he studied the beautiful young woman intently as she approached.

“Mr. and Mrs. Coleman. Thank you so much for inviting me to Al’s party,” Jada said, and shook both of their hands. She turned to Parker, and said, “I don’t know if you remember me, but hi, I’m Jada Wilson.”

“What the hell happened to you?” Parker blurted out as he reached for her chin and held her to inspect her bruised face.

“Oh, it’s nothing, don’t worry about it. We had a new calf this afternoon and I had to feed it for the first time tonight. If you know anything about newborn calves, they like to buck their head as they drink.” She waved it off and subtly stepped back to release her chin from the intense scrutiny from the good-looking man standing next to Al’s father.

“Jada, this is our son, Al’s older brother, Parker,” Betty said to break the intense silence and staring contest between the two. She nudged her son with her hip, and when he got the hint, he held out his hand.

“Sorry.” Parker rubbed his hand on his thigh and held it out to shake. “Good to meet you.” When Jada placed her hand in his, he was surprised at the shock that ran up his arm.

“You, too,” Jada said as she stared into his intense blue eyes. “I’d like to thank you for your service. I’d better get back to the party. Again, it was nice meeting you.” She almost tripped as she backed away from him, and Parker grabbed her arm and frowned at her wince. He looked down to where his hand was and scowled at the fading bruises on her upper arm. When he started to say something, Jada wrenched her arm away and hurried down the steps and over to his sister.

“What the hell?” Parker said to his father. “Did you see the fading bruises on her arm? And that bruise on her face looks like it came from a fist.”

“Son, as much as I hate to say this, I can’t do anything. Without her coming right out and saying anything, or seeing it happen personally, my hands are tied. As you heard, she said it was from a calf. The only thing I can do is keep an eye and ear out in the future. This is the first I’ve ever seen anything remotely like abuse.”

“Maybe I’ll go have a talk with her father.”

“And do what?” His mother asked. “Make her life more miserable if he is abusing her? What do you think will happen to Jada if you confront him? You’re going back to your unit in two days, you won’t be here to witness the aftermath of a confrontation. Leave it alone for now. Somehow I have a feeling that it will all work out in the end.”

Jada went back down the steps to her best friend calling herself all types of names in her head. She realized that Parker Coleman didn’t believe her when she’d said a calf had hit her face, but hopefully he’d let it drop and she wouldn’t have to see him again for a long time. She didn’t know if she could handle what might happen if he confronted her father. She turned and looked back at him from a safe distance away and actually felt like she was drooling.

“So, what did you think of my brother?” Al came up and linked her arm with her best friend and grinned. She had seen the bruise on her face, but just like all the other times in the past, didn’t comment on it.

“I’d say he’s a seven.” Jada looked at her and grinned.

“Only a seven?” Al laughed.

“I didn’t see his backside.” They both laughed and looked up at the deck just as Parker turned to go into the house and Jada groaned. “Okay, maybe an eight and a half to a nine.” They laughed together and went to join their friends.

“Did you bring your bathing suit? It’s supposed to be warm all night, I thought we’d get some swimming in,” Al asked, and the look Jada gave her made her laugh. “Oh, right, sorry about that.” 

“I wore it.” Jada pulled a strap from beneath her tank top. “Not that I’m going swimming, but I can maybe learn to lounge with the best of them... at least for a couple hours.” They laughed and joined the others around the pool. Jada didn’t feel any embarrassment as she removed her boots, socks, and tank, then together she and several other girls removed their shorts and settled on the lounge chairs.

“Christ, I wish I had an hour with that.” Parker frowned at the boy beside him, and before he could say anything, the other boys around him actually began to groan. They began talking about what they’d do with a woman. 

Frowning hard, he turned to them, and demanded, “What are you talking about?”

“That.” One boy, Richard, he thought his name was, nodded toward his sister and her friends. “That’s some prime real estate I’d like to spend some time with.” The boy actually groaned.

“My sister?” Parker scowled at the boy and looked over at his sister, and sucked in his breath as he watched her step aside and he had a bird’s eye view of Jada Wilson removing her outside clothes and reveal a skimpy bikini.

“Holy fuck,” Parker said as he stared. When the boys around him looked at him and grinned, he felt his cheeks redden. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Just one question. How old are you?”

“Twenty-two. I’ll be twenty-three in a couple months. How old is Jada?”

“Eighteen.” They turned to see the most popular boys from their class approach the girls. “Watch.” Richard grinned at Parker. 

“Why?”

“The most popular guys in our class are about to get shut down. Hard.” They grinned at one another and turned to watch as the captain of the basket and baseball teams approached Al and Jada. Parker saw several of them preen. He smirked when he noticed his sister and her best friend look at each other and roll their eyes. When one of them sat down at the foot of Jada’s lounge chair, she sat up and pulled her legs closer to her chest. The guy didn’t get the hint, he moved closer and reached to put his hand on her knee. Parker looked around and grinned.

“Watch this,” he said to the boys he’d been talking to. He bent down and picked up the volleyball from the corner of the deck. “Hey!” he called out, and as everyone looked at him he grinned. Even from this far away he saw the relief in Jada’s eyes. “Who wants to play some volleyball?” 

Before anyone could answer he whipped the ball at the boy’s head and watched as Jada and Al jumped to their feet and yelled, “We do!” 

They grabbed their shorts and put them on and headed to the back lawn. Parker watched as the boy he’d thrown the ball at fumbled to catch it and then glared at him when he saw his conquest walking away from him. The two boys next to him had to turn their backs and cover their mouths to stop their laughter.

“Nice,” they said once they were under control. 

All three of them looked up, when Al called out, “Hey, Park, come be the ref. It’s boys against girls.”

Parker heard the boys beside him burst out laughing. “What’s so funny?” he asked as he went down the steps.

“That girl team?” Richard asked as he pointed. “That’s the volleyball team from school. They were undefeated this year. Made it all the way to the state championship, but lost the last game by one point.”

“This ought to be good.” Parker grinned and walked over to the net. He listened as Al set out the rules of the game. He studied the teams and was surprised that it seemed like the male side was all over six foot. As he studied the girls, he realized Jada was the shortest, and Al the tallest. He flipped the coin, and the boys won the toss. They started with a lot of smack talk, and it quickly got serious when after the first volley, they lost the point.

Al grinned as she served the ball, and it was returned, but sent back over the net. Parker was surprised when it was Jada who jumped up and spiked the ball and got the point. For the next hour Parker watched an intense volleyball game, and was amazed by the skill of the women playing. The men weren’t bad, when they concentrated on the game and not the girls across the net from them, but at the end, they lost.

Walking back up to the house, Parker waited for his sister and gave her a side hug. “Good game, Al. I’m impressed.”

“Thanks, but we wouldn’t have gotten some of those points if it wasn’t for the others, especially Jada. Did you see her jump to spike those balls? Awesome!” She grinned, then turned and gave her best friend a high five.

Back around the pool, several bottles of water were passed out. Parker looked over at the pool at the loud splash, and watched as the male players began to do cannonballs into the deep end. Several of them laughed as they got out and grabbed several of the female players and tossed them in. Parker was laughing as his sister was tossed in, and went to say something to Jada, but frowned at her expression. Fear, that was the only thing he could think of. She started backing away from the activity and as the women came up sputtering and laughing Al looked over at him, and screamed, “NO!” Suddenly there was a blur next to him and Parker watched as Jada was tossed in. One boy had her arms while another one had her feet, and they tossed her in. He frowned. It was his sister that caused him to leap into action.

“NO! You freaking idiots! Don’t you remember Jada doesn’t know how to swim!”

Parker saw Jada stiff as a board sinking to the bottom of the pool. Not thinking, he kicked off his shoes, ripped his shirt off his head, and before anyone could do anything, he dove in after her. In the pool he reached her, and she was staring wide-eyed and stiff. She wasn’t flailing or trying to fight. She just sank to the bottom. He didn’t see any bubbles coming from her, so he knew she was holding her breath, but he’d never seen anything like it before. Thinking she was playing a trick on them, he watched her, but when her eyes started bulging and then rolled to the back of her head, he immediately sprang into action. He gathered her in his arms, pushed off the bottom of the pool, and shot to the surface.

As he surfaced, he’d moved them to the shallow end, and he stood so she was able to reach the floor of the pool. He ignored all the yells and demands from her classmates, and put his hands on her face and stared intently into her eyes. She wasn’t connecting with him, they were going everywhere and not focusing.

“Jada, look at me,” he said firmly. When she didn’t respond, he turned her head and said louder and deeper. “Jada! Look at me. NOW!” Her eyes immediately went to his, and he saw she still wasn’t breathing. “Breathe, baby. Breathe.” When she still didn’t, he wanted to shake her, but knew that might not work, so he did the only thing that came to mind. He leaned in and said in her ear. “If you don’t breathe now, I’m going to kiss you.” He grinned as she jerked, and suddenly she took in a lungful of air and started sputtering and coughing. Holding her to him, he wrapped his arms around her and slowly walked through the shallow end, up the stairs and sat down on a lounge chair with her still in his arms. He looked up at his father, and nodded his thanks for the bottle of water. He noticed that his mother held everyone back.

“Jada,” Parker said firmly. “Drink this.” When she didn’t move to take it, he held it to her lips and made her drink. “Easy, slow,” he said as she started drinking. As she started to relax, he saw her glance at the pool, and she took a deep breath and stiffened in his arms. He spread his legs, sat her on the chair before him and forced her head between her knees. “Breathe, baby. Breathe.” He didn’t care about the looks he was getting from the others. To him it was just the two of them and he needed to take care of her, but not if she was going to pass out. 

He leaned over her and began talking nonsense to her. Slowly, too slow for his comfort, she began to relax. When she began to shiver, he reached out his hand and snapped his fingers, never taking his concentration off her. A towel
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