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1 SUFFERING IN SILENCE
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Gilbert William Payne was, without a doubt, extraordinary.

I watched as he leaned over the troubled middle-aged homeless woman in an attempt to counsel her. He was taller than most, towering over the diminutive woman who so desperately needed his help. Gil, a Doctor of Psychology, was the co-founder of Woods Crossing Homeless Services Center, where I volunteered to earn credits toward my graduate degree.

The tumbledown three-story building provided mental health services for the indigent and housed, clothed, and counseled a multitude each week. Gil specialized in behavioral therapy and trauma recovery for both children and adults, helping families regain some semblance of independent life.

He placed one hand on his hip and listened to her diatribe. His dark hair was parted conservatively on the side, and a shock that glistened with a few premature strands of gray fell across his forehead as he leaned closer to catch her words. He brushed it away as if the minor annoyance somehow interfered with his rapt attention to her.

Gil’s kindness and gentle manner appeared to work on the distressed woman, as it did with so many of the despairing souls drifting in and out of the Center. He was genuine and unassuming, open to learning from even the most bereft. People detected it in his warm brown eyes and the candor of his articulate, carefully chosen words.

I sighed and focused my gaze out the long row of sash windows to conceal my notice of him. Today, he wore a favorite shirt of mine—the dark-blue long-sleeved pullover—with a light muffler tucked gallantly under the collar. It was a cold day in late November, and the Center could be a drafty place. His attire was understated and modest, yet not without an expression of refinement.

When I first began my internship at Woods Crossing Homeless Services Center, Gil’s admirability had barely captured my attention. Older and with a decidedly unobtrusive personality, he’d faded into the many higher-ups who filled my days, both here and at the university. For the most part, I was consigned to the women and children who occupied the second floor, while lately, he focused primarily on the men on the ground level who suffered from addiction issues.

Initially, I’d been dazzled by several other senior staff members, notably director Desi Wiseman, with his open-minded progressivism and Kelly Workman’s wise-cracking humor, which quickly won me over. Margo Fowler’s experience and upbeat enthusiasm resonated with me and lifted my spirits. But later, I noticed their dedication tended to wax and wane, rendering them somewhat inconsistent in their obligations. Gil emerged as an invaluable source of knowledge and support.

“You need to consider your own welfare,” he cautioned me one afternoon when I’d agreed to stay too long after Desi and Margo bailed early, rendering me anxious and exhausted. “Go home to your family.” His smile had warmed my heart.

The woman reached for her tattered bags and trudged wearily into the next room, while Gil turned in my direction. As he approached, I pretended to be absorbed in a clipboard of assignments.

“Tamara, can I speak to you for a minute?” he asked.

His pronouncement of my name cast a momentary spell over me. “Yes, Gil?” I turned to him with a carefully composed expression.

“Would you like to fill in for another intern and work with me this afternoon? Margo told me she’s fully staffed upstairs today.”

Would I! My heart skipped a beat, and I had to turn away to conceal my emotions. “All right,” I finally replied, “as long as Margo’s agreed.”

“Wonderful,” he said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Margo told me to thank you for all your help the other day. We both appreciate it.”

He stepped away into the intake room, and I breathed more easily again. Instead of the usual five- or ten-minute snatches, I was to spend an entire afternoon with Gil. The prospect was delightful but also filled me with angst. I could still feel the warmth of his touch on my shoulder.

I had begun to believe there were no men like him out there. He never swore or lost his temper, although, at times, I could sense his deep distress. And he didn’t always like everyone, either, I could tell. But despite personal feelings, he never lost touch with whatever assistance he could offer an individual—whether they were cooperative or not.

“Ready, Tamara?” Gil stood in the doorway again with his slightly crooked smile.

“I’m coming.” I rose and attempted to follow, but he naturally stepped back to enable me to walk alongside him. It was one of the many small gestures he unthinkingly made.

As his long legs strode for the group room, I matched his pace, relaxing for a moment in the presence of his easygoing disposition. His tall, well-proportioned body, while attractive in its own right, seemed designed primarily to harbor a generous spirit and scholarly mind.

“We’ll begin with relapse prevention therapy today,” Gil explained as he reached for a stack of chairs. “This is a psychoeducational group, and we’re focusing primarily on client motivation. Everyone in the group has experienced recurrence, but I anticipate things moving along quickly as they’ve gained valuable insights into their problem.” He smiled at me. “Sometimes even failure requires great courage.”

I nodded. My own failures had landed me in the battle of my life, and I suspected it would require great bravery to extricate myself. Whether or not I possessed the fortitude remained to be seen. At the moment, I was too tired and shell-shocked to do anything more than stumble through another day.

“How is Michael doing?” he suddenly asked, as if the subject of failure had evoked his name. After three years of remission, my older brother’s illness had recurred.

“The doctors think he’ll recover with additional treatment.”

Gil grimaced and pushed up his glasses—his habit when feeling upset. “Tell him he’s in my prayers.”

“Would you like me to document the meeting?” I asked anxiously. The thought of my brother’s suffering seemed too much to bear today when piled on my own.

“That would be fine.”

I assisted in setting up the circle as Gil, sensing my discomfort, carefully switched topics and chatted amicably with me about my classes. He never overspoke or intruded too deeply, yet conveyed a steady sense of friendliness and interest. For a moment, I reluctantly allowed myself to imagine what it would be like to be married to Gil.

It would be a foretaste of heaven, I decided somberly, to meet those kind eyes behind a cup of coffee every morning. He’d been married at one time. His wife had perished years earlier in a car accident. I envied her, even in death. Her quality of life must have greatly surpassed the lack of quantity.

The attendees began filing in, and I gathered my paperwork to record the meeting. Gil seated himself next to me and placed one leg across his knee, resting his beautifully shaped, masculine hands on his lap. I immediately felt comforted and secure in our close proximity.

“Let’s begin with Handy today,” Gil opened. “How has everything been with you since we last met?”

Handy, a disheveled-looking man in his mid-thirties, slouched in his chair. “I’m beginning to wonder if this isn’t a total waste of time.”

Gil leaned forward slightly. “What do you mean, Handy?”

“I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I don’t think I drink more than anyone else I know.”

“I see,” Gil responded. “Maybe we can, just for a moment, envision your life without ever having touched a drop of alcohol.”

Handy sniffed in response, knowing he’d been caught in a snare.

I had begun to enjoy a glass of wine myself lately. At first, I’d kept it to four ounces, but soon enough, it began to creep over that amount. It took the edge off of my ever-deepening uneasiness. Still, as I carefully recorded Handy’s thoughts, I realized they mirrored my own too closely and decided then and there to stop using even a small amount of alcohol to mitigate my problems.

I imagined myself in the group. Identifying the factors that drove me to that glass at the end of the day would be crystal clear to articulate. The assemblage and I had a great deal in common. We yearned for a life never realized and found the disappointing aftermath too much to tolerate.

As the group moved deeper into the discussion, I switched tracks and began to wonder what it was about Gil that I found myself so drawn to day after day. I’d scrutinized it a hundred times without satisfaction. He was nine years older than I. Did his attention compensate for the lack of my estranged father’s? I had grown up somewhat starved for fatherly influence. My two uncles and grandfathers had played only a minimal role in my life. Fortunately, my older brother, Michael, had doted on me as a child, and we remained close.

But my father, despite occasional attempts through the years to kindle a bond, always drifted away into a sea of ambivalence. Gil was anything but indifferent. Even on his worst days, when sick with a virus or exhausted from lack of sleep, he maintained a sharp sense of awareness and decorum as a friend.

Perhaps it was his patience. When he grew angry, he handled it well. You knew he had reached the breaking point, but you never felt unsafe. It had gradually occurred to me that I felt safer with him than I ever had with anyone, even Michael, whom I trusted implicitly. The mask I wore around friends and family dissolved while with Gil. Before meeting him, I hadn’t realized I even wore a mask. I had lived at least partly hidden behind it since childhood.

“Let’s take a short breather,” Gil declared, interrupting my secret analysis of him. “There are drinks and snacks in the nutrition room.” He checked his watch. “Back in . . . say . . . fifteen minutes?” he requested of the gathering.

People stood up and stretched lazily, eventually moving over toward the snack area.

“Can I buy you a cup of coffee?” Gil kidded, leaning closer.

I nodded and smiled. “Sure.”

He headed for the coffee maker with his slightly stooped gait. The posture was customary, most likely to prevent towering over everyone. He often folded his arms across his chest and leaned forward during a conversation to better catch the person’s words and expression.

I stared out the window at the slate-gray sky. The faint patter of rain began to drum against the panes, deepening my melancholic introspection. Around Gil, I felt like myself again, I decided; it was as simple as that.

In years past, there had been one disruption after another in my sense of identity. Growing up, I often felt like I was not myself but could not identify the rationale behind this elusive perception. For a semester as an undergraduate, I became addicted to a soap opera in the late afternoon when I returned from classes. It had proved a great diversion from all the stress.

However, one character in particular—a young, insincere, conniving antihero—began to trouble me. Initially, I loathed her character. But as the months progressed, while I played the pleasing game on the road to success, I began to feel like her every time I spoke. Despite each attempt to be honest, I detected a telltale ring of insincerity in my words. I felt her phony facial expressions become my own.

When I broke off my engagement to Matt Carson, a marine biology graduate student whose freewheeling, ambiguous outlook on life had disastrously collided with my own, three years after graduating from college, I’d hoped the haunting sense of insincerity might leave me.

But it remained.

I’d tried to explain it once to my roommate, Alicia, who occasionally enjoyed the show with me.

“Are you kidding?” she’d exclaimed. “You’re nothing like her. You’re the complete opposite!”

Gil returned, handed me my cup of coffee, and sat beside me again. “Fortunately, I thought to bring my raincoat this morning,” he remarked as the drops drummed harder against the windows. “It looks as though it may rain the rest of the day.”

I sipped my coffee. “Yes, I’m glad I drove today.” I often rode my bike to the Center. I loved the old bike and preferred it to my car—it felt freeing—the closest I could come to that elusive state, except, of course, when around Gil.

He squinted and glanced away, deep in thought. “I’ve always considered November the most quixotic of months,” he confided, “despite all the overcast, rainy days.”

I turned to him in curiosity. “How so?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders with a pensive smile. “Oh, you know, the way the sun, low on the horizon, emerges from behind the dark clouds and casts an almost ethereal light across the bare branches and fallen leaves, and you feel the year’s passage with such acuity.” He turned to study me. “The poignancy always makes me wonder what awaits us ahead.”

“Uh-huh.” I knew more misery awaited me, but Gil couldn’t know. I’d never revealed that truth to him or anyone else, even Michael. My life had become a dark secret.

“Do you have a favorite time of the year?” he asked offhand, his expression attentive.

I thought for a moment. The past year’s slow retreat behind a wall of pleasantries had taken its toll on me—the ever-increasing massive load of denied pain had left me as blank as an empty room. I sat in frozen silence.

He sensed something amiss and grew visibly concerned. “Are you all right?”

The question, extended with genuine interest, threatened to collapse me entirely. My banished tears rose from some secret place as I struggled with every ounce of strength I could muster not to lose my composure. A memory of a beautiful early spring day from childhood emerged to save me.

“I love the time of year when winter and spring exist, just for a moment, side by side,” I managed, desperately hoping my tears would stay put.

He was silent for a moment, studying my expression. “I know what you mean,” he replied. “It’s a wonderful interval. I suppose that’s why I enjoy November—the contiguity of abundance, the beginning of silence, and eventual rebirth.”

I sipped my coffee again and breathed a prayer of thanks that I had not broken down like a child. Over a single year, Gil had enough people to care for and direct to last a lifetime. My role at the Center was to make his job more manageable.

“Welcome back,” he greeted as the group began filing in.

I reached for my clipboard and pen, burying my tears still deeper under their accompanying grief.

We finished up the afternoon with an impromptu staff meeting. Margo reviewed the minutes from the previous month, and Desi caught everyone up on the progress of building renovations. As volunteers and personnel aired their suggestions and grievances, I noted how deftly Gil picked up a worker’s thoughts after being inadvertently interrupted. He was acutely tuned in to the animated conversation and ensured everyone was heard.

Mostly, I remained silent, pretending to be interested in what everyone else said. I’d always disliked meetings, and the ones at the Center were particularly bothersome. They seemed to drag on forever and often got off topic into subjects that bordered on gossip. Gil rarely joined in at these times, and if he did, it was to steer the group back on track.

Throughout the meeting, it continued to rain, increasing my gloom. Soon, it would be time to leave, and the thought of returning home filled me with dread. I loved a good thunderstorm that arrived with wild abandon and poured out a torrent of rain in its clamorous wake. But there was something about the endless, dreary drizzle beyond the windows that hit too close to home.

After the meeting mercifully ended, I said the customary goodbyes and reached for my old fleece coat in the dingy breakroom. Gil was leaving too, and he pulled on his raincoat while turning to face me.

“You were very quiet during the meeting.” 

I was relieved when he didn’t ask why. Gil walked me to my car through the darkening parking lot and paused while searching his pocket for his keys. He studied me with his lopsided smile. The rain continued to hammer steadily on the covered parking structure above us.

“All right, Tamara. I’ll say goodbye here. I’m down on the other end. Drive carefully.”

“Goodnight, Gil.”

I watched him depart in his faded raincoat. He turned to glance back at me momentarily, and I waved. I suddenly experienced an overwhelming desire to run after him and beg him to take me home with him forever.

It was a preposterous impulse. After dodging a bullet by breaking off my engagement to Matt over a year ago, I’d been swept off my feet and married a federal judge, Milton Blaine Castellan. Ironically, he happened to be the same age as Gil.

As I watched his car pull away into the darkness, I felt the futility of returning home overwhelm me. The rain fell in a dizzying cadence on every side of me, and for a moment, I absurdly imagined being abducted by aliens on the lonely road out to Stardust Park, the wealthy suburb where I now lived. The irony that it would be preferable to ever walk through my front door again hit me hard.

I felt frightened and alone.
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After pulling out of the darkening lot, I followed Gil’s old sedan for a mile until he turned toward the town center, where he lived in the historic district. The pounding rain drenched the windshield, and I adjusted the wipers to maximum speed as I continued down the old highway toward Stardust Park. It was a twenty-minute commute, and while initially delighted to become a member of the elite bedroom community, I now regarded my life there as flat and tasteless as generic soup from a can.

A long passage of empty fields and mature trees still separated the suburb from Woods Crossing, but patches of gouged-up terrain were visible through the rivulets of water as I sped along, further increasing my gloom. I hated to see the sudden dearth of trees and natural landscape devoured by gas stations, strip malls, and a hideous Slappy’s SuperShop, but I reasoned that Stardust Park, for all its elegance and beauty, could be accused of the same.

When I finally reached the turnoff, a torrent of water swirling in every direction over the road greeted me. I hesitated, growing unsure. For a moment, I recalled the adage: Turn around, don’t drown.

I waited to see if another car might appear and attempt to cross. But as luck would have it, none materialized. If my car stalled in the water, Blaine would be furious. However, I was already late, which would also exasperate him. Maneuvering carefully, I chose the least flooded portion to cross and arrived safely on the other side of the road that climbed up toward Stardust Park.

When I made it home minutes later, the dripping shrubbery that overhung the arched trellises chilled me to the bone as I weaved through the elaborately planted curving walkway leading to the front door. The lights were on. Blaine was home.

I turned the front door handle but discovered it was locked. The contradiction did not escape me after the last year’s passage. After unlocking it, I proceeded inside. Strains of classical music drifted from behind the hand-carved double doors of his study, where I was sure to find him immersed in a book.

Peering through them a moment later, I offered him a disingenuous smile. “I’m back.”

Blaine glanced up from his reading and checked his watch. “I dined at the club,” was his response to my not returning home in time to prepare dinner.

“I’m a little late,” I explained. “We had a meeting that went over.”

He gave a handsome frown of protest, though I no longer found his stately appearance attractive. Then he shook his head. “A meeting? Was it even necessary to attend? You’re an unpaid volunteer,” was his sardonic response.

I shifted uneasily on my feet and shrugged. “Well, I’m home now, thank goodness. The rain is really coming down. It’s nearly flooded at the turnoff for Rose Garden Lane.” The weather was still a topic I felt confident enough to discuss with him.

He did not reply to my chitchat or express his dismay over my possibly being washed away to an untimely end. Instead, he resumed reading.

I prepared a simple meal in the kitchen that I didn’t feel like eating. Eying the liquor cabinet wistfully, I recalled my earlier resolve to forgo the nightly glass of wine. A deep grimness surrounded me as I poured myself a glass of water instead. I didn’t realize it then, but declining the drink was perhaps a first feeble step out of the maelstrom I had landed myself in.

After my food heated sufficiently, I sat stiffly at the kitchen table instead of sprawling in front of the television set like I had grown accustomed to while living in student housing with Alicia.

“It sets a bad example for the children,” he’d admonished at the first opportunity shortly after we were married. The children were not home at the time. Justin had been spending the weekend with a friend, and Kateryna—his adopted daughter from Ukraine—was visiting her aunt, who lived half a mile away.

But I’d sprung up from my position of comfort with a good-natured laugh and headed to the dining room table instead. Blaine had remained staring, and I wondered if he wanted me to eat in the kitchen like a servant.

Moments later, while rinsing my empty plate in the sink, I heard the doors of his study swing open and stiffened upon his approach, wondering what he would find to complain about this time.

He stood next to me with a somber expression, still dressed in his suit trousers and button-down white dress shirt, smelling of soap. I’d once found that clean smell wonderfully reassuring, but now everything was back to front.

“Tamara, could you possibly cut back on your schedule? The children need you at home. Have you considered postponing your degree for a year or two, as we talked about?”

I began drying my hands on a towel, his presence next to me feeling like an impenetrable wall.

“That’s a dish towel,” he remarked quietly.

Setting it aside, I tore off a paper towel and turned to face him. “I haven’t had time to think about it,” was my dishonest response.

He leaned on the counter and stared out the window into the lashing rain with an expression of deep disappointment. “Well, what about abdicating your position at the Center? Surely you’ve earned enough credit by now.”

“It’s not quite that simple,” I attempted to explain for the third time in two weeks. Graduate school could not accurately be juxtaposed with law school. A long interval of experience in the field was required to complete my particular degree and a subsequent master’s thesis.

However, I was not entirely truthful. I may have been able to withdraw without adversely affecting my degree, but there was another reason I felt disinclined. If I no longer worked at the Center, I wouldn’t be able to see Gil.

“You are part of a family now,” he told me, “and that comes with certain responsibilities.”

The irony of today’s oration was that surly seventeen-year-old Justin was seldom home. He needed neither my influence nor personal care. For seven-year-old Kateryna, I’d already rearranged classes, decreased my hours at the Center, and altered every aspect of my personal life multiple times to accommodate Blaine’s criticisms regarding her care. At the same time, he, himself, all but ignored her presence. Before my arrival on the scene, a housekeeper had attended to her needs. But nothing I said or did ever sufficed, perhaps because his deceased first wife, Betty, had been the consummate homemaker.

“I realize that,” I hastened to explain, growing thickheaded. Whenever I spoke at length to Blaine, I descended into a dull heaviness, unable to coherently assemble my thoughts. I felt choked by a strange futility. “Desi asked me to work a rotating schedule, and there are only occasional days when I just can’t manage to pick up Kat from school,” I continued. “Your sister told me she’s willing to help out, and—”

“Tamara, I wish you would refrain from calling her that. Her name is Kateryna.”

I gripped the edge of the sink and repressed a desire to scream. “She likes it when I call her Kat,” I said.

“That’s beside the point. Her mother chose Kateryna because it was such a beautiful name.”

I wanted to remind him that I was Kateryna’s mother now, but held my frustration in check. “Children are often given nicknames by their parents. It’s a gesture of affection.”

He donned his impassive judge stare that generally shut people down, but I refused to acquiesce. Finally, he sighed. “All right, but call her Kata if you must. As I recall, Betty did on occasion.”

The great late wife had spoken posthumously again, but I refused to reply.

“And Jansey has her own children to look after,” he continued, returning to his earlier grievance.

“I watched her boys last weekend while she attended a church retreat,” I countered after recovering from the nickname rebuff.

“That was very generous of you.” He smiled magnanimously. “But again, that would fall under the umbrella of extended family responsibility. Unfortunately, her helping us out every week can hardly be compared to an occasional favor,” Blaine finished with a flourish.

I began to feel an intense weariness overtake me. Having risen before dawn to finish a paper and grade undergraduate exams, I then helped Kateryna pack a bag to take to Jansey’s house so she could later spend the night, prepared breakfast, and dropped her off at her private school in Stardust Park. Afterward, I drove into town to attend classes and worked at the Center until after dark.

“Try not to take offense at an occasional suggestion,” he continued while still smiling. His mood was lifting, but my spirit no longer rallied like it once had. “Perhaps I can find the time to pick her up on occasion, and Justin can look after her until you return home.”

“All right, thanks.”

He placed his arm around my shoulders and leaned down to kiss me.

But I knew I hadn’t heard the last of it. Blaine would continue to brood until I postponed my degree. I’d been married long enough to realize I could never please him.

Later in the bedroom, he changed into his pajamas and slipped into bed beside me. I was studying for an exam, but he suddenly remembered something else he’d meant to discuss.

“Has Michael come to a decision regarding the recurrence of his illness?” Blaine asked with his staid expression.

I glanced over at him. “He’s decided to resume treatment.” I let it go at that, but sensed another confrontation coming.

“Well, I realize that. But what sort of treatment?”

“Therapy to help him recover,” I doggedly replied.

“Tamara, you know what I’m referring to. Is he going to follow the protocol recommended by Dr. Westmoreland?” His good mood had vanished.

I stared at the unread pages of my textbook. “No, Michael has decided to go to Germany instead for an innovative new therapy.”

Blaine sat immobile, but his disapproval was palpable. Finally, he grimaced and crossed his arms. “That is preposterous. He may as well sign his own death certificate.”

“It’s his decision.” I also wanted my brother to resume treatment with Dr. Westmoreland. Still, Michael, against the wishes of our mother and seemingly everyone else, including concerned colleagues, had adamantly refused.

“I can’t believe a physician of his caliber would make such an imprudent choice.”

“He said he doesn’t want more delaying tactics—he wants a cure.”

Blaine guffawed. “His prospects are abysmal. Even you must realize that. The most he can hope for is a few more years. Three, at most.”

The callousness of his words struck me like the back of a hand. I wondered what I detested more about the subject of my brother’s illness—Blaine’s glacial pragmatism or my mother’s naive optimism.

“The doctor in Germany told him that there are no incurable illnesses.”

Blaine adjusted the pillow behind him before looking back again. “Don’t tell me you believe that?”

“I don’t know what I believe, but I don’t want him to die,” I responded childishly. “He’s only thirty-seven years old. And I hardly saw him for years while he went through medical school and interned.”

“You’ve spent a great deal of time with him since,” Blaine said as if that made up for a life that would soon be cut short. He regarded my time with Michael as another impediment to my domestic responsibilities.

“And it hardly matters what we want,” he continued dryly. “People die anyway.” His words carried a trace of bitterness, and I knew from the look of pain on his face that he was thinking of Betty. Tiring of the morose subject, he reached for the paper lying on his nightstand and slipped on his glasses.

I returned to my reading but had lost my resolve to study. Instead, I stared unseeing at the pages while thinking of Michael. My thoughts eventually strayed to a memory of Betty as well. After being married for only a month and still in the blissful honeymoon stage, I dropped by the federal building to surprise Blaine, but the surprise ended up being on me.

He was finishing a meeting, and his administrative assistant permitted me to wait in his office. I seated myself in his comfortable swivel desk chair. Perched before me on his desk, a framed photo of Betty beamed back at me, jolting me to the core. She appeared to have just stepped out of a salon with her perfect crown of dark curls, dressed in an exquisite, floral beaded gown adorned with a single strand of pearls.

I’d seen pictures of her before—group portraits with Blaine and the children. Blaine did not have a photograph of me, and I’d reasoned at the time that he’d eventually replace her photo with one of my own.

Later, I had a photograph of myself enlarged. Michael had snapped the picture a year earlier at the beach. Perched atop a pile of rocks, I considered it rather flattering, with my windblown hair and carefree expression. After I presented it to him, he’d set it aside in some unknown place. I later complained about this, and he moved his deceased wife’s picture to his study at home, where Betty still held precedence.

“Where are you going?” he irritably asked as I tumbled out of bed.

“I’m thirsty.”

“Will you also bring me a glass of water while you’re downstairs?”

Nodding, I pulled on my robe and traipsed back to the kitchen. Blaine never offered to bring me anything. It was my role to fetch and carry. According to Jansey, Betty had cherished her vocation as Mrs. Blaine Castellan and waited on him hand and foot.

I poured myself a glass of water from the refrigerator and stepped out the back door to recline in the porch swing for a moment to clear my head. The storm was receding, and a bright moon appeared through the outline of dark clouds. I stared up at the beautiful sky, and my mood lightened.

Something about the charming Craftsman home cast a shadow over me. As soon as I stepped outside, I’d feel it—an elusive lifting of my mood. It always caught me off guard because, while in the house, I was not consciously privy to any heaviness of spirit.

Initially, I’d attributed the phenomenon to the predominantly featured rich wood paneling throughout the house. I preferred a lighter space, but the beautiful décor was a veritable showplace. Woods Crossing Exhibition of Homes showcased the Craftsman in their magazine annually.

I began to wonder, with the usual trace of accompanying guilt, if Gil were still awake. Did he ever think of me beyond our interactions at the Center? He may have also just stepped out in the open air to admire the enchanting November sky before retiring for the evening.

If only he were waiting for me upstairs in the bedroom instead of Blaine. He’d bring me a glass of water, like he often brought me a cup of coffee. We would sit together on the swing, enjoying the emerging stars.

But Blaine preferred the dismal daily news to my company. Heaven forbid if Kateryna ever clipped anything from the paper for a project in school before he’d had a chance to read it three times. If not buried in the newspaper or a weekly news magazine, he was planted in front of his laptop or the television set with a stern expression while watching the talking heads dissect the latest headlines.

I let out a long breath and rose from my comfortable position. Blaine was expecting that glass of water, and I didn’t want a chastisement for lingering in the darkness. After resetting the alarm, I heard him call out in that intense, measured voice.

“Are you coming with the water?”

“I’ll be right there,” I replied.

As I poured his glass, the subtle gravity returned. I suddenly longed to run away. It was a childish impulse that had marked my life, seemingly from the beginning.

My mother loved to recount the strange story of when I’d made my way through the partially ajar front door at three years of age and run away as fast as my chubby little legs could carry me. An astonished neighbor had captured me a block away and brought me home. After the initial shock, the family laughed over my attempt to escape.

While a preteen, when Michael was away at medical school, I’d secretly packed a bag numerous times in preparation to run after him. Once, I’d even made it as far as the train station before turning back. Ultimately, I decided I couldn’t burden my harried older brother with the overriding sense of innate unhappiness that never went away.

Just after my twenty-sixth birthday, I’d called off my engagement to Matt despite the objections of my entire family. After dating him for a year, charismatic Matt had managed to disarm everyone, including Michael, and I suspected my mother preferred him to me. They still kept in touch.

When I’d later announced my engagement to Blaine, my mother called him a stuffed shirt and refused to warm up to him or the rest of my ready-made family. Michael, two years clear medically after his protracted illness, gave me his blessing and told me to trust my instincts.

But now I desperately wanted to run away from Blaine.
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When I woke up the following morning, Blaine was in the shower. Kateryna wouldn’t be home for hours, so I seized the opportunity to do something that benefited me for a change. Jumping out of bed, I hurried downstairs for the landline, quickly punching the number. After three rings, the soothing, calming voice of the person I most cherished answered.

“Hello, Tamara. What’s up?”

“Hi, Michael,” I puffed. “Kateryna is at her aunt’s house until this afternoon. How about we meet for breakfast?”

There was a pause before he spoke again. “Why are you out of breath?”

I glanced anxiously up the stairwell before continuing. “No reason.”

“What about Blaine?”

“He plays golf on Saturday with his friends.”

“Well, all right. Where do you want to meet?”

“How about that little place downtown across from the park—the Reagent Café?”

“Okay. Meet you there in half an hour?”

I glanced up the stairwell again. “Sounds good.”

“See you shortly.”

After replacing the receiver, I rushed upstairs to change. The water was still running, so I grabbed my things and ran for the bathroom down the hall. Dressing in record time, I splashed cold water on my face and dragged a comb through my scraggly bedhead. The water abruptly shut off, and my heart rate increased as I snatched my purse and slid recklessly down the banister to save time. Minutes later, I was backing out of the drive and glimpsed Blaine, staring down from our bedroom window, still dressed in his bathrobe.

But it was too late. I’d escaped without a sermon, but there would be one later about my leaving without his knowledge or approval when I returned.

Upon entering the crowded coffee shop, I glanced around automatically for Gil. The Reagent Café was located only a few blocks from his home on Magnolia Street and was a favorite neighborhood hangout. But he was not in the crowd today, and my heart sank a little when I realized it would be almost four days before I saw him again. Michael Harrison Laurier sat toward the back, staring out the window at the park. I weaved my way toward him.

For years, whenever he waited for me anywhere, I’d always find him immersed in a medical journal or a book. But lately, he’d taken to gazing out windows. The subtle change left me uneasy, but I hadn’t thought about why until now. His interest in being a mover and shaker had declined alongside his health.

“Hi, Michael.” I slipped into the other side of the booth. Upon entering remission three years earlier, his extraordinary good looks had returned. Tall, dark, and handsome, with a powerful aura of assurance and poise, he presented as the consummate physician. Today, however, he appeared rather pale and tired.

“Hello, Sis.” He smiled, but the gravity in his eyes remained. It reminded me of a rainy afternoon while Michael was away at medical school, when I’d placed a blank piece of paper over the lower half of his face in every photo in the family album. As a boy, his eyes had matched his smile in each picture. But as he grew older, his eyes appeared increasingly melancholic despite the ever-present smile.

“I’m starving,” I declared, scanning the menu. The effects of my meager late-night dinner had long since worn off.

Michael made a face and laughed. “You’re always hungry.”

I chuckled too, but truthfully, my hearty appetite had vanished since living under Blaine’s roof. But I still enjoyed dining with friends and my brother, in addition to the occasional lunch with colleagues like Gil at the Center.

We ordered, and afterward, Michael propped his elbows on the table and put his head in his hands, speaking to me frankly. “How have you been, Tamara?”

I shrugged noncommittally. “Busy.” 

“How is Blaine?”

“He’s fine.” I nodded to emphasize my lie. Since the onset of Michael’s illness years earlier, I’d grown accustomed to shielding him from my troubles.

“Uh-huh.” 

The server appeared with our beverages. I stirred the rich cream into my coffee, hoping the subject of Blaine would not arise again to ruin the ambiance. Lately, the best life could be was a fleeting moment of peace with my beloved older brother and a comforting cup of brew.

“When are you going to begin your treatment?” I asked, plagued by a nagging concern for his health despite the pleasant moment together tucked away in the warm coffeehouse.

My brother breathed in deeply and exhaled again, his expression thoughtful. “I’ve started already. Dr. Lehmann sent me his protocol to begin before I fly out for my consultation next week. He utilizes a broad-spectrum approach clustered around immunotherapy.”

“I thought they used that for cancer,” I said.

“It’s also being implemented to treat autoimmune diseases and disorders.”

I sipped my drink in silence. Part of me wanted to hope for my brother’s questionable alternative. But I also feared that “the road less taken” might backfire, and we’d lose what little time we had left together. “Is that what he thinks you have?” I asked. His former physician, Dr. Westmoreland, had never been able to diagnose Michael’s condition.

The server placed my spinach omelet in front of me before smiling at Michael. Her noticeable attraction to my brother irked me. We looked nothing alike, and she couldn’t possibly know I was his sister. His suave, conservative good looks contrasted markedly with my round, youthful face and long, sandy hair. People frequently assumed I was still in high school.

“Thank you,” he replied politely before returning his attention to me. “Dr. Lehmann isn’t certain, and it’s complicated. He’s implementing a comprehensive, effective approach used against a wide range of disorders. For example, I’ll be working with a psychotherapist.” He sipped his tea, awaiting my response.

I glanced up in surprise, my cheeks stuffed with hash browns. It felt liberating to enjoy my meal like a peasant again. “Really?”

“Yes.” Michael sipped his herb tea and smiled, amused by my rapaciousness.

The news of my brother undergoing analysis came as a shock to me despite my expertise in the subject. I wanted to tell him that he was perfect already. What more could intensive introspection achieve? Yet despite his faultlessness, fate had struck him a lethal blow.

“Are you going to continue working?” I asked instead. He’d once confided that his position at Woods Crossing Regional Hospital, where he oversaw and taught medical students and performed surgeries while maintaining a large patient clientele, barely left him time to go to the bathroom.

“I’m undecided about that.”

His reply startled me. During his last treatment, he’d refused to forsake his responsibilities for long, including any time he could spend with his former fiancée, Sasha. Despite nearly a year of ongoing treatment with Dr. Westmoreland, he’d refused to curtail his busy schedule.

“I may need to step back.”

It wasn’t easy to imagine my conscientious overachieving brother pulling back from anything. I swallowed a bite of my omelet, followed by a gulp of water, allowing the news to penetrate.

“He tells me I’ll have to make changes.”

Again, I thought of the photos and the smile that did not match the eyes. “Slowing down a little wouldn’t be a bad idea,” I agreed. Michael was the hardest-working person I had ever known. 

“Probably not.” His stare drifted out the window again. The turbulent weather had returned, and the waving treetops seemed to cast a spell over him.

The sidewalks began to glisten with rain, and I grimaced with the sudden realization that Blaine would have to cancel his golf plans. If anyone’s life needed altering, it was mine, but I lacked the courage and could manage little more than surviving another day. The dreadful thought of Michael’s demise sank me even deeper as I sadly spread raspberry jam across my sourdough toast.

“Dr. Lehmann inquired about my personal life. He asked if there were any siblings I was particularly close to. Of course, I mentioned you.”

“Why’d he ask that?” Thunder rumbled ominously in the distance as it continued to rain.

“I’m not sure.” Michael sipped his tea with a reflective expression. “He also asked me if I’m tired.”

“What did you say?”

“I acknowledged that I’m spent.”

“Are you getting enough rest?”

“Of being a wunderkind.”

I wiped my face in agitation with my napkin. “What’s that?”

He laughed, but his expression remained serious. “Kind children who become wonders.”

My kindhearted brother had excelled from an early age and graduated summa cum laude from medical school at only twenty-five years of age. He’d been a source of pride and bragging rights on my part for years. I’d never contemplated whether or not his fast-tracked praiseworthy life might damage his health. I lapsed into silence, my mood grim as I considered Dr. Lehmann’s interest in any siblings. At twenty-seven, I was already weary.

“Speaking of pushing too hard, you’ve been busy, Tamara. How does Blaine feel about that?” Michael asked.

I shrugged. “Blaine thinks I should take a leave of absence from my graduate studies.”

Michael stared, attempting to read my expression. “That might not be such a bad idea. What is Kateryna? Only seven years old? You have plenty of time to complete your master’s degree.”

I wanted to explain to him that I needed to get the degree. Sooner or later, my marriage to Blaine would implode. But that admission would open a door to the truth, and I couldn’t risk that.

“I do spend a lot of time with her,” I countered instead. Blaine was the one who neglected his children. Yet the solution inevitably lay in my constant physical presence in the dark-paneled Craftsman in stultifying Stardust Park.

“I know you do,” he agreed. “But Kateryna is not typical of a girl her age. She’s suffered a lot of upset, especially before the Castellans adopted her. If you took a year or two off, it might be beneficial. You certainly don’t have to worry about your financial situation any longer.”

Nothing was certain, and Michael had inadvertently opened another can of worms: Blaine’s assets. Everything remained in Blaine’s name after a year’s passage, except for a joint checking account. His promise to amend the finances had yet to materialize. If I were to escape, it would most likely be with a suitcase of clothing—or in a casket. I frowned to realize how far my thinking had descended, now half believing Betty had willed her own demise to escape her domineering husband.

“Are you all right?” Michael asked, visibly concerned.

“I’m fine.”

“Well, it was just a thought,” he added, noting my lack of enthusiasm. “I’ve always pushed myself hard, but now I realize I could have taken everything a little slower and arrived at the same destination. You’re fortunate to have your family and the stability that comes with it.”

I began to fidget. “You know how much I hate Stardust Park.” That much I could admit without setting off any alarms.

Michael was quiet as he sliced into his sausage patty. He resided in an older bungalow near the hospital. While engaged to Sasha, they toured several homes in Woods Crossing to purchase after their marriage, including one right around the corner from my current residence. After their engagement fell through during Michael’s illness, our mother revealed Michael’s strong objections to that location.

“It is a bit ostentatious,” he admitted with a hint of a smile.

“And I don’t feel like it’s my house,” I further explained. “I feel as though I’m living in Betty’s house.”

Michael nodded sympathetically. “Second marriages come equipped with unique challenges. Perhaps Blaine might be amenable to the idea of your redecorating.”

“You mean like ripping all the paneling out?”

Michael wrinkled his nose. “That might be a bit drastic.”

“You mean he’d blow a fuse,” I said. “I wish I lived in the historic district.” The original part of town held a magical connection to a different time, and the stately homes, surrounded by picturesque old trees, imbued me with a nameless hope.

“Well, why not ask Blaine about it? He might like the idea. It would eliminate the commute, and he could well afford the cost.”

“Uh-huh.” For a moment, I imagined confiding to my brother that I wanted to live with Gil in his old house, inherited from his grandparents, and leave Blaine behind forever in Stardust Park. If only life could be that simple—that I could shuck off my dreadful lapse in judgment and run after the happiness I deserved.

“Ask him,” Michael encouraged.

“I wish I didn’t have to,” I replied. “I wish I could afford to buy a house there myself.”

Michael appeared confused. “Yourself?”

“I don’t like asking people for things.”

My brother was silent, attempting to read between the lines. “There’s a bit of an age difference between you two. Sometimes that results in the younger being too much in the child’s role,” he finally remarked.

I never felt like a child around Gil—quite the opposite. Had I always behaved like a child with Blaine, or had that role encroached sometime after the courtship? I frowned, trying to recall. In retrospect, the part of a foolish schoolgirl seemed to fit best in the months we’d dated. Thrilled to be seen on the arm of a distinguished federal judge respected by everyone in the county, I’d hypnotized myself into a disastrous marriage.

“Tamara?” Michael leaned across the table.

“What were we talking about?” I asked.

He picked up the ticket and reached for his wallet. “Never mind. Do you feel like a walk through the park before we call it a day? It stopped raining.”

“All right.” I rose from my chair and followed him, feeling safe close by his side as we crossed the street to Sentry Park. Autumn leaves lay scattered across the wet grass as we passed, and I wished I could hold onto the moment forever. The thought of him no longer in this world did not seem possible.

But as we walked, I detected a difference in my brother already. His stride could have been more resolute, and he gazed into the distance instead of looking ahead. The silences between us stretched out as we approached the bridge until we no longer spoke at all.

The creek raged below from the recent storms, and shimmering shards of ice clung to decaying branches along the bank. Drops of water showered down in the wind from the trees above, landing like tears on our faces. He leaned over the railing and stared below.

“You’re not happy, Tamara,” he said at last. “I can feel it.”

I stood next to him, my hands buried in my jacket pockets. “I’m still getting used to things. It’s not easy.”

He turned and faced me. “You’re not wearing your wedding ring.”

“I don’t like it,” I replied. “You know I’ve never liked rings.”

He grew quiet and looked into the distance.

“All right, I’ll wear the ring.”

“It must bother Blaine.”

“I doubt he’s noticed.”

“I’ve noticed. You haven’t worn it for months.”

“That has nothing to do with anything except the fact that I don’t like rings. I never have.” I hated lying to him.

He reached out and brushed the droplets of water from my hair. “All right, I’ll take your word for it. You don’t like rings,” he said.

As we returned to the entrance again, I felt an incontrovertible weariness overtake me. The news of Michael’s recurrence had further disrupted my already broken sleep. I often woke up at night, startled and anxious with some nameless dread. The slow dissolution of my impetuous marriage, the complex responsibilities of two disturbed children, and an arduous graduate curriculum threatened to sink me like a stone.

“See you soon?” He turned to me a final time, his striking visage inexplicably fragile.

“I’ll call you,” I promised.

Michael hesitated, looking away momentarily to gather his thoughts. “We should spend more time together, Tamara.”

“I’d like that.”

“I’ve been so preoccupied,” he explained. “We’ve missed out on opportunities to connect during the past few years, and it’s my fault. I’ve allowed my obligations to consume my life. Please forgive me.”

“Michael,” I began anxiously, “don’t worry about me.”

“I know something’s bothering you, but you’re unwilling to confide in me.”

My breath caught in my throat. Michael had sensed more than I’d realized, and it hurt to be shut out. “I’m still trying to get my bearings,” I explained. “I rushed into things without thinking about all the responsibility.”

Still reeling from losing her biological and adopted mothers, Kateryna presented a challenge, as did Justin’s bitter withdrawal from everyone in the family. But my biggest problem in the marriage by far had proved to be their disparaging father.

“I can’t talk about it right now,” I said. “I need a little time to sort things out. I’d burden you with problems I don’t even understand myself.” My words sounded muddied and untrue.

“Tamara, please don’t spare me any grief because I’m ill. Nothing sounds the death knell in a relationship so much as a loss of trust. If you feel you can no longer confide in me, we’ll lose all intimacy.” Michael fished his car keys from his pocket and unlocked the door after casting me a doubtful look. “We’ll just become two perfunctory people
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