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      Emelie

      Thursday, June 1st

      

      Looking back, the signs were everywhere. I just refused to see them—the good, the bad, and everything in between was leading me to this very moment.

      Rain pelted my windshield, and I brushed tears from my cheeks. I didn’t even know why I was crying; perhaps I was mourning a future that no longer looked as it once had.

      If only I’d known how much more was waiting to break.

      I never intended to visit my mom’s hometown.

      I never expected to inherit land from my grandfather’s will.

      I had no idea he cared.

      The school year had been anything but blissful, yet somehow the bad things had mostly turned into blessings, until yesterday.

      But I am still searching for the silver lining. Maybe that is the reason for these ridiculous tears. Maybe I have found my breaking point, life has put me to the test, but I am still breathing, still moving forward—or at least moving into something new.

      I had to believe that the next few weeks would be the blessing, the good I was in dire need of right now.

      It is crazy to think about how quickly things can change. Steady relationship—gone, a decent savings account—drained, a place we had made a home—too expensive, and a job that I loved—eliminated. My life has been a slow-building shitshow that started the day I discovered my grandfather had died.

      Pink-slipped. Yesterday was hard, and it is the real reason behind these tears. I don’t want to believe it has broken me, but what if I am too stubborn to throw in the towel, wave a white flag, and admit defeat?

      I don’t know how to start over.

      Maybe karma is coming to bite me in the ass, I was at a loss how to right the wrongs I somehow put out into the universe.

      Last fall, when I got word about my grandfather’s unexpected passing, I wasn’t sad or filled with much emotion at all. I hardly knew him; he was just the guy in an old photo my grandmother had hidden in her jewelry box. I had vague, gossamer memories of hugging a man who reminded me of Santa Claus—the guy in the big red suit, a story built on lies parents tell to make children behave. At least, that’s the version my mom told me.

      Harold Alvin Thomson was no Santa. He wanted nothing to do with my grandma, my mom, or me. Once, he gave me a pink teddy bear with a purple ribbon—the softest thing I’d ever held. I was around four years old; that was the last time I remember visiting my grandfather. He never stopped by for a visit, made no phone calls, wrote no letters, or mailed a cheap dollar-store card.

      So, learning of his death was no different than that of a stranger. Only others thought I needed to know about it. They thought I should care, shed a few tears, and, at the very least, attend his funeral. But I felt nothing. No sorrow—just the benign feeling of minimal sympathy for his loved ones.

      I was supposed to be one of them.

      I wasn’t.

      I saw no reason to take two days off from school to spend hours planning and writing lesson plans for a substitute to feign mourning a man I hardly knew. I had a stronger connection with the cashiers at the local grocery store.

      So instead, I didn’t tell anyone, and I didn’t go.

      Then I casually mentioned it to my boyfriend, little knowing what a terrible mistake it would become. It bothered him far more than it did me. I mean, really bothered him.

      He came from a strong family, with all four of his grandparents still active in his life. Even though they didn’t live nearby, they sent him expensive cards that played music or popped with cute characters, as if they still saw him as a little boy. Those cards arrived on his birthdays and holidays. Although I was happy for him, a tiny part of me felt jealous. They never missed a chance to visit their grandson when in town. I spent more time with them during those visits than I had with my grandfather my entire life. They were delightful people.

      But Seth—the man I had been living with for the past three years, the same man I thought wanted to marry me—could not get past my “cold and callous attitude” toward my grandfather. When he understood I chose not to attend the funeral to avoid making lesson plans and driving almost four hours, he was furious.

      I tried to make light of it, saying it was more of a half-truth joke. He was not amused, and the mere notion of it sent him over the edge. It was the first time our argument didn’t end with ordering pizza and snuggling up to watch the next episode of the latest series we were binge-watching.

      It was a significant wedge, and as the weeks went on, it festered like an unattended wound. He could not let it go. Occasionally, he would bring it up in passing, and it caught me off guard. Other times, he used it like a weapon, like it was a fault in my existence as a human being. More than once, he called me heartless.

      He could not accept that I did not know my grandfather, Harold Thompson.

      At first, I thought he was taking teasing too far, but then I realized he was genuinely bothered by my “coldness.” He’d ask accusatory questions like, “When are you going to give up on me?” It was as if he could not comprehend a life where I might not know my grandfather. My situation wasn’t some anomaly, yet he made me feel as if it was—as if I were the problem. Harold—even his name seemed wrong on my tongue, had never been a part of my life. I believe it set Seth on a path to discovering how differently we were raised. He disliked my mother, and I know better than anyone that she is not an easy person to love. We were nothing alike…

      Still, he said I was like her.

      My stomach twisted, sharp and sudden, as if he’d slapped me.

      Not only was it a low blow—it was wildly inaccurate.

      My mother and I are exact opposites. If I said black, she’d say white. For her to be right, I had to be wrong. He knew the two of us couldn’t be more different for the entirety of the time we had been together.

      Now he claimed we were two peas from the same pod.

      He was well aware that my mother was not an influential person in my life, but more of a whirlwind that blows in, stirs shit up, and leaves a mess in her wake. I have come to accept her for who she is, and I work every day to forgive her ways, as my grandma Donna insisted was the best way to live.

      That forgiveness and easygoing attitude were something Seth claimed he loved about me—but it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough. His words cut, and the wounds are still fresh, even though he said them months ago.

      He said, “I cannot fathom raising children with someone who has no respect for their family.”

      The words punched the air from my lungs. He couldn’t mean it, could he?

      I blinked at him, waiting for him to crack a smile. He didn’t. He was serious. So I laughed and joked that I was in no hurry to have children, anyway.

      He walked away and muttered, “Probably a good thing if you follow in your mother’s footsteps.”

      “Wow, Seth,” I said, heat pricking behind my eyes. I refused to let a single tear fall in front of him. Unable to say much more, I watched him grab his sweatshirt. Then he faced me and backed out the front door—as if I might stab him in the back.

      It’s clear now.

      His inability to get over my not wanting to attend my grandfather’s funeral and insulting me about my mom was likely a justification for what he wanted. His guilt for what he was thinking of doing.

      Fast-forward three months. Things had improved, and we stopped arguing about my grandfather’s funeral. I thought he finally understood, especially when he grilled me about my childhood and was confident my grandfather must have been there.

      He wasn’t.

      I never faltered in my answers—answers to his interrogations—every last one. Then, one night after dinner, I was loading the dishwasher, and he was clearing the table, and he dropped a bomb on me.

      “I took another job.”

      Dumbfounded that he’d been applying without saying a word, I said, “That is great! Doing what? Where at? Downtown, like you talked about last year?”

      Seth shook his head and put his washed plate in the dishwasher. “Out East.”

      “Like East Wellsdale?” My heart hammered in my ears. “When do you start?” It didn’t make sense since we were already on the city's eastern side. He shook his head and gripped his hips.

      When his head fell back, I knew what he was about to say wouldn’t be good.

      “It’s another investment job out East.”

      “Like—”

      “Way out, Em. It’s in Baltimore, and I start next month.” I followed him out of the kitchen and into the bedroom. My legs felt wooden, like I was walking toward a blow I couldn’t dodge. His family was from the East Coast. I felt lost as I watched him pull a mostly packed suitcase from his closet and place it on the bed.

      He stuffed the last of his neatly folded clothes into the suitcase and said, “It is better this way.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Come on, this isn’t a surprise.”

      My breath was sucked out of me for a moment, as I was unable to speak.

      Not a surprise?

      “What do you mean, ‘not a surprise’, Seth? Do you have to go now? I’ve already signed my contract for next school year.”

      “I know,” he said with a shrug. “I want to be able to visit Mom and Dad for a while before I start. You have school here anyway.”

      “I know, but… Should I get a plane ticket for the summer?”

      He shook his head; his expression wasn’t kind. He looked at me with contempt, as if I’d betrayed him when it was so clearly the other way around. “You know, you have made me realize that life was too short to spend so much time away from the people I love.”

      My heart cracked, and I don’t think he even realized what he said, or maybe he did. Then, as quickly as that venom hit, it vanished—and he seemed just like himself again.

      It was the end of us. I didn’t recognize it. I suppose he is right. I should have realized he was up to something. He was distant. He had no interest in anything that we used to do together. He was cutting ties while I was desperately trying to hold on to them.

      I absorbed his nervous smiles and light, playful voice, convincing myself of something that didn’t exist. He sat me down on the bed and carted his suitcase toward the living room. When he returned, he crouched in front of me. My heart took off at light speed. Butterflies swarmed in my belly, and I couldn’t speak when he smiled.

      “Em, I have turned in my two-week notice and am using my vacation time to get my new place ready.”

      He waited for a response, but I could not speak. He was going to propose… Then his eyes drooped, and his cheeks turned pink.

      “I am leaving, and my mind is made up. I know what I want, Emelie. It is going to be hard, but…” He took a big lungful of air and let out a small laugh.

      Still, I was blind and naïve. With the school year ending in a few months, a glimmer of hope sparked within my heart. I let myself believe he’d ask me to follow. I said nothing. I quietly listened, waiting for him to invite me along—perhaps with a wedding proposal. He seemed happy and relieved. The glimmer turned to gloom as he stood up. His smile hardened. Hoping I was overreacting, I remained patient and attentive. All the while, questions and logistics began to form in my head. He rambled on about the new job, the perfect apartment that just landed in his lap.

      “It is meant to be, Em. Everything will work out, and it will be… fine.”

      My excitement turned sour. Still, I hoped, despite a sick hollow growing in my gut.

      His words escalated, building toward a moment, the question I suddenly feared having to answer. Even the hum of the dishwasher in the other room suddenly sounded too loud, filling the silence he left between his sentences.

      But he didn’t drop to one knee and reveal a tiny velvet-covered box. Instead, he delivered a killing blow to our relationship—a twist I never saw coming.

      What he spoke, the last words he said to me, ones I will never forget as long as I live, were, “And you are not coming with me. I don’t want you in my life anymore. I do not love you, Emelie, and I haven’t for a very long time. I am sorry.”

      The floor seemed to tilt beneath me. I couldn’t breathe. How long? How long is very long? A year, a month? Longer? I wanted to ask, but no words came to my lips.

      He walked out, and I sank onto the bed as the world I’d built with him dissolved.
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      Emelie

      Thursday, June 1st

      

      It was only after  Seth had cleared his closets and packed his things while I was at school that I understood what was happening. It wasn’t just his usual travel suitcase—it was the last of his belongings.

      Despite the initial shock and my entire world being thrown off-kilter, a gradual numbness crept in over the following weeks. I realized I did not miss Seth as much as I thought I would. Instead, my thoughts shifted to the rent for our duplex, which was now draining my savings, especially alongside the cost of my car's recent transmission repair. A repair that Seth claimed was unnecessary.

      That was an extra hassle I had not anticipated. I thought he had been seeing someone else, but he wasn’t. Somehow, that hurt even more. I didn’t lose out to someone prettier, smarter, or funnier—none of the -ers I could imagine.

      I lost because of me.

      Then, in May, I received a letter informing me that I had been left the entirety of my grandfather’s property in co-ownership with someone named Abe Campbell. Now here I was, driving to my grandfather’s farm—a place I now owned. Fifty percent of every speck of dirt, every fence post, every animal—all of it.

      Back then—a mere month ago—all I hoped was to get the property on the market quickly, make a profit with the other owner, or sell to the interested party mentioned in the letter. The lawyer, Aston Carrington, assured me he could handle everything except a few signatures. I hadn’t planned on visiting the property—until yesterday, when everything changed.

      Yesterday, the last leg of stability gave out, and my world came crashing down.

      That little pink slip was the climax to the shitshow—and the reason for the tears running down my cheeks—not Seth. The news blindsided me yesterday. I was dismissed from a job I loved due to budget cuts. Overnight, my sense of purpose was stripped away because I was the lowest teacher on the totem pole.

      Five years of dedication should be enough, but as the saying goes, last hired, first fired. My administration claimed they fought to keep me, and I believed them, but none of that softened the blow. Still, the community’s push for a new high school drew scrutiny to the budget and prompted a search for a fair, equitable distribution of funds by grade level and enrollment.

      The report and data indicated we were overstaffed, with eighteen third graders per teacher. Now there would be twenty-four, just like the surrounding suburbs. I wasn’t the only one let go; three others throughout the district shared a similar fate. One teacher resigned, and his position was eliminated. They opted not to replace the three veteran teachers who retired early, offering a small bonus to encourage them to let go of their life’s work. Over the next five years, the plan would save them more than $1 million and fund a state-of-the-art gymnasium.

      The school board gave me a form letter apologizing for my misfortune, but at least my administrator’s apology was sincere. So I walked out of Briarwood Elementary with tissues in hand, an excellent performance review, a letter of recommendation, and a thin promise: “If we can maneuver things, we will find a spot for you.”

      I wasn’t going to hold my breath. Our school board pursued an agenda that never seemed to align with what was best for teachers or students. The district was terrific, but the community faced many issues.

      Just thinking about Mrs. Danvers asking me to stay after our last meeting of the year makes me tear up again. I knew something was wrong, but for the life of me, I couldn’t imagine what it was; no parent had been upset with me, I had completed all of the required checkout procedures, the cumulative folders were in order, and my room was packed away for summer cleaning. The last thing I expected was for her to present me with a document to sign that nullified the contract I had signed just two months earlier.

      Yesterday, I had a classroom, a purpose, a plan. Today, I have a storage unit and a farm I barely remember—belonging to a man who never wanted me.

      With my last paycheck due at the end of June, I’d have no income in less than thirty days. I let my lease lapse since I couldn’t afford it without Seth. Luckily, my landlord found subletters, easing my mind.

      I paid movers to pack up my belongings in two weeks and place them in a storage unit I rented today. It wasn’t cheap, but it was significantly less than the rent I would pay for my duplex.

      Technically, I had the right to stay in the farmhouse, according to Mr. Carrington. My mom said I could move in with her and Jason, but that sounded as appealing as sticking a hot poker in my eye, especially since she made it very clear I would have to pay rent up front. I’d spent my whole life surviving her choices. I wasn’t about to move back in and become one of them.

      To top it off, I hardly knew Jason; he was only seven years older than me. My mom’s lifestyle was something I didn’t understand, and the fact that she had suddenly taken to adoring pineapple décor made me leery about what other lifestyle ‘adaptations’ she’d adopted.
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        * * *

      

      The miles blazed by at about sixty-eight miles an hour, just enough over to avoid getting a ticket. I kept telling myself it was just a quick trip to sign papers and get everything in order. I didn’t realize I was about to drive straight into the kind of storm that changes everything—uproots and leaves disaster in its wake.

      It was a four-hour drive to my grandfather’s farm. I left at two, watching cumulonimbus clouds that had built up as I walked earlier that day—my random fascination with useless science facts came in handy. The weatherman predicted evening storms, but I thought little of it; the past week had been stormy enough, in weather and in life.

      Now on the road and very close to my destination, I regretted not looking beyond the hundred-mile radius of home. As the sky grew angrier by the minute and darkened, my headlights turned on despite it being a few hours before sunset. If that wasn’t concerning enough, the yellowish-green hue in the sky was eerie enough to make me consider pulling over.

      But I was so close and tired that I just wanted to settle into the only motel in town. I tried not to think about what I might find; the images on the website were dated, and the lady on the phone had been cranky, and I knew that in the worst-case scenario, I could drive an hour to the neighboring town with a standard chain accommodation, pay twice as much, but feel content.

      My phone alerted me to a severe thunderstorm in the area; at this point, I was less than fifteen miles away from the motel, yet heading directly into the heart of the storm. It was difficult to determine whether it was moving toward me or if I was chasing it and catching up. Aware that thunderstorms can escalate quickly, I pressed on with my destination so close.

      Only when I felt the winds pushing against my car and saw tree branches bending and swaying in every direction—downward, sideways, and even upward—did I start to feel more than concerned. The grasses and crops in the fields didn’t show a clear wind direction; they just swirled and swayed every which way. The inconsistency of the wind’s steadiness prompted me to recall a quirky detail from the severe weather unit in the meteorology class I took in college.

      I know now that was probably a very bad sign.

      The whole area was under a tornado watch, including back home, which was a frequent occurrence this time of year, but rarely anything to take too seriously. I knew well enough that a watch didn’t guarantee anything, and nothing had been upgraded before the severe thunderstorm warning. I wasn’t foolish enough to believe a tornado wasn’t a possibility. Almost as if I’d wished this storm into existence, buckets of rain slammed into my car as if I had suddenly driven beneath a waterfall.

      The weather was dismal, visibility was terrible, and I took comfort in knowing I was likely on the back end of the storm. Winds blew the rain like sheets, lifting it from the car and loudly splattering it against the windshield a moment later.

      With the distant memories of my grandfather’s farm, I suddenly felt like I might be trapped in a modern-day version of The Wizard of Oz minus the lovable farmhands, Auntie Em, Uncle Henry, and the great and powerful Oz. The mash-up didn’t summon a smile, but I most certainly could use a wizard, one to wave a wand and make all of this disappear. A swish of magic to undo things to the way they were before.

      But that wasn’t in the cards or silk hat. Instead, my reality was staring me in the face, and I was not looking forward to dealing with anything regarding this trip. The weather was just another inconvenience, and I would deal with it, too.

      It was a quarter to six when the shrill blare of a weather warning pierced my ears inside the cab of my overstuffed car. The wild wind intensified, pushing my car on the highway as visibility was nearly nonexistent. An overwhelming sense of danger took over as I entered the town.

      The wind, the dark, eerie green hue lighting the foreign landscape around me, so little light that the streetlights were on, raised the hairs on my neck, and I knew more than anything I needed to seek shelter immediately. A farm supply store just off a frontage road came into view, and I took the exit. My car wouldn’t save me, not with my back seat full of luggage; I just prayed someone was around and that my things wouldn’t end up strewn from one county to the next.

      Every instinct screamed at me to keep driving, to outrun this, like I’d tried to outrun everything else this year. It all caught me anyway. Sharp cracks rang out as hail pelted my windshield and car.

      The lot was empty except for one dark pickup truck, and if I had not seen the lights, I would have kept going. The wind was roaring, pushing my legs out from under me with each step. It whipped around me, lashing me with waves of rain and particulate matter—sticks, leaves, pebbles, and straw. An unnatural howl of sirens wailed, distorted by the air currents and a constant roar that refused to let up. Dried corn husks and weathered leaves were aloft in the air, as well as other things like straw and what appeared to be random napkins. The fifteen feet to the front door was more like a dreamscape than reality. I was immediately soaked and grabbed the handle, but my fingers slipped, and my nails bent as I lost grip on the metal.

      Debris… That is what surrounded me.

      I was in trouble.

      Frantic, I pounded on the door of the store. A thin board of wood slammed into my body, and I screamed for someone to let me in. At the front of the building, I was pelted by a mix of rain and solid marbles of hail that cracked against my skull and ricocheted off my body. Finally, a dark silhouette rushed toward the door, flipped the lock, and yanked me into the store. He never let go of my arm as he shoved the door closed and locked it.

      “What in the hell are you doing out in this? There is a damn tornado!”

      “I was driving. I had nowhere to go,” I said, shouting back over the cacophony outside the building that howled around us.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      I yelped when the lights went out, and he pulled me against his body, pushing me faster toward the back of the store.

      “The backup will come on in a moment. Come with me. We have to get away from the windows.”

      Looking over my shoulder, the sheets of glass rippled and buckled, looking like portals to another world. Only I knew there was nothing magical about what was happening if the roar inside the building gave any indication. Sounds echoed through the structure as unknown objects impacted the roof. I feared it might lift off before we reached the safety the man had implied.

      I rushed, matching the demand of his movement, and held on a little tighter for fear I might fall. As the noise intensified, so did the man’s urgency as he released his hold on my body and pulled me along by the wrist faster. Half running, half stumbling, I managed to stay upright despite the wicked pounding in my head. It was still dark, but small lights were glowing on the ceiling.

      “We have to get in here; it is a safe room. There is no basement.”

      He pulled me in, and when he shut the door behind us, the space was black as pitch, but the chaos of noise nearly disappeared to a low rumble. Breathing, panting, gasping, and maybe a little whimpering from me filled the space. Then light illuminated the space from what appeared to be a lantern in his hand, which he rested on a desk. We were in an office of sorts. I wiped wet strands of hair away from my face.

      “Don’t touch…”

      He grabbed my hands and started blotting my forehead with a soft cloth. “It’s clean.” Then he opened a small box, and the smell of antiseptic and bandages met my nostrils. He flipped the lid of a small, dark bottle and dabbed the cold-soaked cloth on my forehead.

      I watched him. I had not taken the time to even look at him when he was yelling at me. He was tall, probably four inches over my seventy inches—maybe more. Aside from his height, he was more than handsome, probably close to my age or a little older. His lips were perfectly pouty, currently pursed beneath his straight nose. His dark hair sported just a few strands of silver at the temples, and his close-trimmed beard also contained a few stray grays, mostly near his chin. The creases around his aquamarine eyes were hard to tell whether they were primarily due to age or to spending a lot of time outside. Unless he was graying early, then he was perhaps more than a little older.

      He applied butterfly adhesive sutures and stared into my eyes as he wiped a particle from my cheek with the pad of his thumb. No one had touched me that gently in months. Maybe years. He was so close to my face in a very intimate gesture, I thought he would kiss me.

      The thought made me realize that I was either confused or concussed, but his closeness ignited a fire within me. Maybe it hadn’t been debris at all but an arrow from Cupid’s bow that struck me so squarely. Seconds ticked by, minutes, hours. I was frozen, enraptured… Then he gently touched my head. I winced.

      “You get hit in the head?”

      It hurt to frown and think, and my stomach somersaulted.

      “Did you hear me?”

      Finally, I processed his questions, “Yes, hail, I think, or maybe wood? Plywood.”

      “Your eyes look okay, you seem,” he puzzled over my face again. “You seem stunned. You might have a concussion.”

      I nodded. He stared at me as if he was expecting an answer, and my brain worked harder than it should to recall his question.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Tornado. We are in a tornado.”

      “Not used to storms? Where are you from, city girl?”

      “I’m okay, just… No, I have never… When you open that door,” I felt my eyes grow wide at realizing what I spoke. “There might be nothing left.”

      “All true,” the harsh edge to his voice diminished as he smiled. “Honestly, what in the hell was going through your head?”

      “Shelter? I could not have stayed in my car. There was nowhere to go. I saw a truck⁠—”

      He nodded, “That is mine.” His forehead pinched, and the grumpy tone returned.

      “I knew someone was here or hoped.” His expression hardened.

      “Do you know how to check the weather, or are you blind to the fact that it was as dark as night when it shouldn’t be? What were you thinking?”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, taken aback by his scolding.

      “You heard me. Reckless and stupid behavior.”

      “I have been on the road for nearly four hours. I had nowhere to go.” If he were going to yell at me over something that couldn’t be helped now, he would get some sass he hadn’t bargained for right back.

      “Where are you from?”

      “That is none of your business. What is your name anyway?”

      “What is yours? My name is Jack.”

      With an eye roll that could rival any one of my students, I said, “How original. I’m Jill.”

      “My name is Jack. Jack Reid.”

      “Oh,” I said, now feeling foolish, I responded with far less gusto than before, adding, “You can call me… Paige.”

      “Like a page in a book? How original. What else do they call you?”

      “Ms. Scott.”

      “How formal.”

      I didn’t take the bait and looked around the room that had grown far quieter than when we entered. “Why do you have this… is it a panic room?”

      “That is none of your business.” The man reached behind my head and gently touched my scalp, then he clasped the sides of my face in his palms, tilted my head back, and examined my eyes. I swear my stomach flopped again, but not like I’d be sick, like the only thing that mattered in the world was him. Suddenly, being attacked by a tornado-riding cupid seemed plausible.

      “Cupid-nado,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “Stupid tornado,” I covered. My third graders would have laughed at Sharknado, and anything with nado on the end was the butt of their jokes earlier this year. But there was no reason he would know about that or that I was thinking about Cupid.

      I had to be concussed.

      He made a disapproving grunt and said, “Believe it or not,” he covered my left eye, bracing the back of my head in his other hand. “A salesman was going around showing this thing off, trying to drum up sales in ‘tornado alley,’ he called it. He parked in my lot, and the trailer he was hauling broke.”

      Jack uncovered my eye, smeared a droplet of rain from my brow, and examined my eye. Then he continued. “Turns out it wasn’t insured, and he decided just to leave it behind.” He covered my right eye. “I contacted the company, and they said they would leave it if I wanted to be a distribution site. So I got some friends to maneuver it to the back of my store and set it up inside as my office.” He uncovered my eye and might have studied my soul from how intently he gazed into my eyes.

      I asked, “This is your store?”

      “Yes. Close your right eye.”

      I followed orders and asked, “Sell any shelters?”

      “Open it. I sold a few, mostly to newly built homes. Close your right one. But after this storm, it might just push sales through the roof.”

      “Assuming there still is a roof,” I said, in all seriousness.

      He laughed, “Open your eyes. That is what insurance is for. Your pupils seem to be still reacting normally.” His hands were still on my face, and I couldn’t take my eyes off him. “I don’t think you have a concussion, but if you⁠—”

      “I know the signs.” He let go of me and stepped back. His expression was puzzling, a little worried, a little bewildered. But then I explained it away because we were in an unusual situation.

      I had nothing more to say. I looked around. Everything was eerily silent, and he was still looking at me. My heart rate jumped up when I thought about everything being gone outside. Jack stood up, and I grabbed his hand. He sort of froze and looked down, where my hand was mostly strangling his thumb. I let go and softly apologized, to which he hardly responded. Then he opened the door of the safe room slash office.

      “Nothing’s damaged. The windows and the roof survived,” he said, sounding half-surprised. “It must have missed us.”

      I followed behind him. My head hurt, and it was strange to see daylight return to the overcast outdoors and flood the front of the building. All around were the things I missed when we reached the safe room. It was typical of a farm store, but it also had a significant hunting and fishing section. To my left was an area dedicated to overpriced brand-name sportswear and outdoor gear.

      Stepping out into the world was a strange experience. Nothing looked the same as it had when I arrived. Branches were everywhere, along with debris: plastic, twisted sheet metal, corrugated panels, garbage tangled in what looked like barbed wire, and sheets of white plastic. Clumps of dirty pink and yellow insulation littered the ground. For a moment, I thought my car was gone, but then I realized it was half hidden—its windshield impaled by a plywood panel and wrapped in a nearly shredded sheet of white plastic.

      I should be more upset—shocked—but honestly, driving into a tornado that managed not to kill me just seemed like it made sense—as much sense as anything.

      Somewhere beyond the twisted metal and shredded plastic was a farm I barely remembered and a stranger named Abe Campbell waiting on the other side of this storm. I just didn’t know yet that the worst—and the best—was still coming.
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      Jack

      Thursday, June 1st

      Evening

      

      Paige. Paige Scott. Such a remarkably ordinary name for the woman staring at her car. I wondered if the board turned blade protruding from her windshield was the culprit behind the gash on her forehead—it had chopped like a guillotine through the spidery shattered glass. I circled her, focusing on the vehicle. It was a compact black sedan, utterly undrivable. The board, jammed against the seats just below the headrest, was visible through the driver’s side window.

      Had she been in her car, she would be dead, and I would have found a gruesome scene if she hadn’t sought shelter inside my store. I looked back to see her clutching her midsection, her mouth pressed to the back of her hand. Tears trembled in her eyes, fear etched in her taut hands and drawn face. She appeared miserable, scared, and fragile. Despite her tall, tough build, her vulnerability was stark. I didn’t know what I was seeing, but I sensed her sorrow ran deeper than a wrecked car—something heavier weighed on her.

      Out in the light of day, I could see that her hair was a dark red, like chocolate and cherries, a rich auburn. I wondered if being wet made it darker.

      I walked around the car and noticed her back seat brimmed with suitcases and bags. I wondered if she was moving or just that materialistic. It was strange—on the cusp of too much for a family vacation but way too much for one person. I wondered where she was headed. Then I wondered what she was running from, and doubted she would answer me with more than, “None of your business.”

      Back in my office, staring into her eyes—gray, but green, but a hint of blue, I’d said I was checking for a concussion. The truth was, I was mesmerized; the smattering of colors gave her irises multifaceted colors. I was caught in her gaze, unable to look away. That is why I had to check again. I wasn’t looking for symmetrical pupils. I rarely reacted to women this way, especially after Marley. But what I did notice was the way she stared back at me. It was hard to know if it was mutual interest or a head injury. For a moment, all I could think about was kissing her soft pink lips when her mouth parted. I pushed her wet hair, the fiery strands muted by the water, off her face, and for a moment, I almost went for it.

      She was so damn pretty, so soft, and…

      “Naturally! Of course, it had to be wrecked,” she finally spoke. “Just one more thing.”

      “What did you expect? At least it's still here—and so are you. If you’d been in there, it would have been much worse.”

      “Maybe I should have been,” she muttered and fished her cell phone out of her back pocket.

      My jaw clenched. I’d heard people joke about wanting out before, but she hadn’t said it like a joke; instead, despair weighted every word. Her words didn’t sit right with me, and a knot formed in my gut. She was still soaked to the bone, but now the vulnerability was fading, replaced by a cold, distant resolve. The temperature had dropped, and she was shivering, but I had to force myself to look away. Usually, detaching wasn’t a problem for me. Women were trouble, bringing more problems than they were worth. I had sworn them off, especially pretty ones like her.

      Like Marley, but she wasn’t like Marley.

      Had she just said…

      I peeked at her again; her hand rested on her head. She gazed into the thinning clouds, her phone pressed to her ear. She stood tense and small, her pain and hesitation obvious. A sliver of skin appeared above her denim shorts. Her legs were long and pale, and her slender arms were in proportion to her frame. When she turned, red welts marked her left side. I felt an urge to take care of her—even as I hesitated, unsure, my feet inched toward her, pulled by worry and protectiveness.

      Nope, this one is dangerous.

      It was ridiculous to think, but the last woman who brought about those protective instincts left me, broke me, and damn near ruined me. That wasn’t going to happen again. Marley was my type; she was everything I thought I wanted in a woman and a wife—until she walked out and proved wanting me was never part of her plan.

      This one?

      She was soft, gentle, with a distinct edge of sass that I was certain matched the fire in her hair. She also lacked common sense. I attributed my protective instincts to that and her stubbornness; she’d ignored weather warnings, making her too reckless to survive alone—and clearly not my responsibility. Likely someone else’s problem, anyway. Maybe whoever she’d just tried to call.

      And she had just wished she were dead… why?

      “Phones aren’t working—towers must be down.”

      Before I considered the consequences of my words, I said, “I can take you to a motel, the only one in town, and call a tow truck to get your car hauled out of here. My guess is the way the town looks here; the rest of it is a disaster.”

      “That would be helpful. Thank you. I already have a reservation there, I think—the only one in town, right?”

      “That is right. We should probably load everything into my truck. Want to unlock your car?”

      “Sure.” She hit the button on her key fob, and the lights blinked, and the doors unlocked. She walked to the other side and grabbed one suitcase and two duffel bags from the back passenger side. And wandered over to my truck. I opened the back door to the extended cab.

      “In here?” she asked.

      “That’s fine.”

      I grabbed most of her other things and piled them into the back of the truck, except for the cloth bags. Those went into the cab. Everything smelled like strawberries and vanilla—the same scent I detected while taping her cut together.

      “Hey, you up to date on your tetanus shot?”

      She snapped her head toward me and sort of just studied me a moment. Her eyes dropped, and she shook her head, saying, “Of course.”

      “Just checking. You seem to have a lot on your mind. Wouldn’t want you to live, to die of lockjaw.”

      Her mouth pressed into a line, and she blinked her expression into a forced smile and said, “Thank you.”

      I hadn’t tried to sound like a jerk, but I don’t think she appreciated my comment, and I wanted to believe she wasn’t as daft as I had first assessed. “Where were you coming from?”

      “Wellsdale.”

      “Never heard of it, small town or bigger?”

      “Much bigger. It is technically a suburb, so yes—it’s definitely a city. Not like Chicago or New York, but⁠—“

      “Population?”

      “Easily over half a million if you include Wellsdale and all the suburbs. Wellsdale itself is about sixty-five thousand. We could be our own city.”

      “I guess. We are less than a tenth of that. So where were you headed?”

      “Here.”

      “Why on earth would you visit Hamettsburg?”

      “Personal reasons.”

      She wasn’t sharing, and she wasn’t interested in me. That was clear. I decided it was all right by me. “Perfect, let’s go.” I opened the door before she had a chance to reach for it. She looked up, blinked in surprise, and then smiled.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” I had to wonder what that look was for. I climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. There wasn’t a scratch on my truck, only particles of shredded leaves, straw, and other organic matter that the storm stirred up. “We only have the one motel in town, and I am afraid it isn’t the glamorous sort someone like you might be used to.”

      She tilted her head and looked at me.

      “Someone like me?”

      “City girl.”

      “Oh, I see. I am sure I will be fine with substandard accommodations.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. It is clean and has all the basics. Madge just got new beds for the whole place, so they should be comfortable. I don’t think there will be room service or anything like that. But I am sure there will be a hot pot of coffee on in the morning—maybe even some croissants.”

      “Nothing says elegance like croissants, Jack.”

      She was teasing me, and a smile cracked my serious expression before I could stop it. Something I almost felt like I had forgotten how to do. Yet, she pulled it out of me.

      “Sounds like all my needs should be met, as long as hot water is in my shower.”

      I nodded and pulled into the parking lot under the canopied entrance. The lights were on, and Madge had the open sign inside the window. Since there was electricity, I took that as a good sign that no major lines were down. I ran inside, grabbed a dolly, and loaded her bags onto it. She added a few to the top of the stack.

      “Do you want some help with this?”

      “I think I can manage.” She reached for the push handle and then turned to look up at me. She was just short enough that she could not quite look me in the eye, but she wasn’t far off. I glanced down at her feet. Her toes were painted a pale pink like bubble gum. Her fingernails were natural but maybe had clear polish, since they were manicured and shiny.

      “Where is the best place to eat here?”

      “Well, that would be at D’Arcy’s. It’s a pub-turned-sports grill. But with the damage, I couldn’t be sure it was still there. All this debris had to come from somewhere. I just hope the rest of the town isn’t gone. We’re a bit out of the central hub. Main Street is another couple of miles west of here.”

      “If it is still standing and open, could I buy you dinner for everything you did for me? A drink, I’d assume they’d have your favorite?”

      “For what I did?”

      “My head. Basically, saving my life. You know, little things like that. It’s at least worth the price of a prime rib and a beer, or whatever you prefer.” She smiled.

      My belly tightened in a way I’d almost forgotten. It tempted me with something I’d sworn off, but her offer also dragged up memories I never wanted to face again. For a moment, I saw her across the table, laughing at something I said. Then the vision twisted to Marley walking away, curdling the feeling. I still didn’t know if my home was standing or my livestock safe…

      “I am going to have to pass. I did what any decent human being would.” The words tasted like rust, but I let them stand. “Take care, and pay attention to the weather warnings from now on.” I nodded and took a step back. As the light in her eyes dulled and her smile flattened, I turned away and rounded the back end of my truck. I wondered if her offer was simply gratitude or something more. Was it disappointment that dimmed her eyes?

      She was still standing when I climbed into the cab and started the engine. When I waved at her, the slump in her shoulders went rigid, and she forced a smile—hiding her hurt behind politeness. She looked over her luggage and started pulling it to the entrance.

      I left as she opened the door.

      She was no longer my responsibility. She’d been delivered safely, and I pushed the sights of her out of my mind and focused on getting to my farm just north of town and the larger area of residential that surrounded it.

      Driving through town, I saw the same level of destruction; the main path had mostly missed downtown. Unfortunately, the damage was on the north side—my side. Taking the gravel out to my farm, I found trees snapped at their bases or completely uprooted. They looked as if someone had plucked them like a weed and dropped them to the ground, leaving a skirt of dirt and sod around the base, roots exposed beneath.

      Johnson’s corncrib and machine shed were flattened, but his house remained. I pulled into his drive and saw him standing out there, looking lost.

      “Everyone safe, Tim?” I shouted.

      “Yes, thank God. We got to cover. Have you been out to your place yet?”

      “Nah, I was in town at the store.”

      “Any damage there?”

      “Minimal. Madge’s got electricity. Maybe she can put up those who don’t have shelter or need it for now. Anybody seriously hurt?”

      “Not that I have heard. Give me a call if you need help with anything. We were lucky, but it came at us from your way.”

      “Will do.”

      The stretch of gravel that linked Johnson’s farm to mine looked nearly unrecognizable; no trees remained, and the wire fences that lined our pastures no longer existed. Even the posts had been pulled from the ground. Fortunately, as I crested the hill, I saw the barn. It still stood, and so did the house. Only one of the old chicken coops, which was nothing more than a storage shed, collapsed, but the extent of the damage was what looked to be a large section of shingles and the roof of the main machine shed. I prayed that the equipment wasn’t damaged. I wouldn’t know until I got inside.

      Driving around the house toward the barn, I saw that I wasn’t as lucky as I had thought; the back section had damage, an addition to expand the structure a few decades back. Papa had done that when I was just a little guy—five, maybe. He never cared for the workmanship and always said it was a shoddy job. Looks like he was right.

      I pulled out my phone, not expecting it to work, even though it showed a signal.

      “Hey Tim, you serious about lending a hand?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “Cattle are scattered. I need to round them up and put them in the holding pen. The pasture fence is gone.”

      “You are kidding.”

      “Nope. The house is standing, but the roof has some damage. We are supposed to get more heavy rain tomorrow, and a tree might have broken through the roof. The barn has damage, but only to the addition. I don’t know what else yet.”

      “I’ll grab the boys, some tarps, and boards; we will be right up and help you get it all patched up.”

      “Thanks, man.” I ran my hand through my hair, grateful for insurance and good friends.

      “No problem, Jack.”

      I told myself I’d forget about the storm-soaked city girl by morning. But as I looked at the wreckage of my life and land, all I could see were gray-blue eyes and a car that should’ve been a coffin.
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      Paige-Emelie

      Thursday, June 1st

      Evening

      

      Madge was an interesting character, likely my grandmother’s age. The thought made me cringe. She recognized my name on my license—especially the hyphenated part I never use. Her narrowed eyes, with the glint they held, summoned a youthful wickedness. I knew instantly she wouldn’t be my friend. Outwardly, she remained benign, but my intuition warned me otherwise.

      Jack was right about the sparse and basic amenities, but it was clean, as promised. All I wanted was a hot shower and a bed. Both of those things were readily available.

      The bathroom, like the main room, was all white and lifeless. The tile floor shifted to gray wood-like vinyl outside. I stripped down and checked my bruised body in the mirror: thirty marble-sized welts with blue centers spanned my arm, back, and leg. There was probably a blue bruise on my head under my hair, too.

      I avoided loosening Jack’s adhesive sutures and let the shower’s pulse soothe my aching body. When I rinsed my hair, blood streamed from my scalp—my head had been cut too. Somehow, the bleeding must have stopped before it soaked everything. My hair is heavy and thick, so it made sense.

      After settling in, I wrapped up in my cozy robe and jammies and snuggled into bed. It was just after seven, but I was done for the day. I scrolled through my phone and found Aston Carrington’s number.

      I dialed it. Within two rings, he answered.

      “Miss Emelie Paige Scott, it is good to hear from you. What can I do for you?”

      “Please call me Emelie—or just Paige,” I replied. I suddenly realized I was too exhausted for this conversation, and a low wave of reluctance swept over me, but it was too late. “Well, I am in Hammettsburg.”

      “Here? Now? Are you okay? We just had a tornado tear through—pretty destructive one, too.”

      “Yeah, I am fine. I am staying at the motel on the east end of town. It didn’t get this area too badly.”

      “That’s good. Unfortunately, north of town took the worst hit, and that is where your farm is. I will send a damage assessor out there tomorrow. Things could get a little dicey with insurance since it’s still in your grandfather’s name. Hopefully, they’ll accept the claim and get repairs done in a timely fashion, or I’m afraid the property value might plummet.”

      “Well, let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

      “You know, being a co-owner, you have every right to stay on that property.”

      The idea of walking into a stranger’s home and announcing myself as their new half-owner made my skin crawl. I’d spent my life feeling like an unwanted guest in my mother’s space, so the thought of repeating that discomfort on a farm I barely remembered filled me with dread.

      “Doesn’t the other person live there?”

      “Yes, but there are five bedrooms.”

      “I’d rather not be annoying, especially if I want them to accept a good price to buy me out. I don’t feel comfortable with that… Who would? It’s their home. I’m a stranger.”

      “Well, it would be awkward. I just wanted you to know your rights. If he refuses to work with you, we can force him. I have another interested party willing to pay top price. As I mentioned before, pushing that route could be more profitable.”

      “Right now, I am fine staying where I am, but thank you.”

      Part of me was curious about the other co-owner living my grandfather’s life while I taught spelling and subtraction four hours away. But curiosity was a luxury I couldn’t afford with my life in boxes, bags, and my job gone.

      “Have you had supper tonight?”

      “I haven’t, but I am already in bed.”

      “What? Live a little, Miss Scott.”

      “Mr. Carrington, I will have to take a rain check.”

      “Tomorrow night, then. Six at D’Arcy’s, assuming it’s still standing.”

      “Okay, sounds good.”

      “I look forward to it.” There was a pause. “And… Emelie…”

      “Yes?” His voice held a subtle tease; I assumed it related to choosing from the names I’d provided. I noticed he used Emelie, even though I’d previously interacted with him as Paige.

      Emelie was the version of me my mother had named and mostly ignored. Paige was the one I’d built myself into. I wasn’t sure which one Aston was inviting to dinner—or which one would show up.

      “I will be wearing a suit, so don’t be too casual.”

      “Oh? Okay. So, this place is fancy?”

      “Just thought you might not want to be underdressed compared to the present company. Just looking out for your interests.”

      “Okay, um, thanks.”

      I ended the call. It felt weird. Not unsafe—just slippery, as if I’d agreed to something without reading the fine print.

      Did I just get asked out by the lawyer, or is it business?

      It felt like a blind date. His flirty tone made me wonder. I didn’t know what he looked like, so I searched for him on my phone. He wasn’t bad-looking, but his grin seemed suited to a swap meet dealer more than a lawyer. Then again, that fits an unscrupulous lawyer, too.

      He looked like a former football star: big, tall, broad shoulders, short-cropped hair at his temples, styled pompadour at the front. Friendly eyes, deep dimples—one in each cheek and another in his chin. He exuded confidence and playfulness. Or the cheesy villain in a feature-length cartoon.

      He was exactly the kind of man I should have been interested in—easy smile, polished edges, predictable charm. Yet my stomach still twisted—a signal of confusion and something deeper—especially when I thought about a grumpy farm-store owner with aquamarine eyes.

      His law partners were much older. He came across as an overgrown kid. If nothing else, tomorrow night should be entertaining. I started a word game on my phone, but my thoughts drifted to the man who patched my head and turned me down.

      It wasn’t a normal kind of rejection.

      It was curious.

      Tomorrow would be about contracts, property lines, and practical decisions. At least, that’s what I told myself. But drifting off, I wasn’t thinking of any of that. Eyes like the Caribbean haunted me, Jack’s tempting pouted lips, and the phantom warmth of his hands on my skin.
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      Jack

      Friday, June 2nd

      
      After midnight, we finished putting a temporary patch on the roof. No rain would get in as long as I got someone out here to repair it as soon as possible. Before bed, I sifted through Papa’s papers and pulled out the insurance policy on the property in search of the number to call for claims. It wasn’t a local guy, which would have been easier to deal with. I’d made sure everything stayed paid up, so I doubted there’d be much of an issue.

      My name was listed as a contact on the account. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little uneasy about the process.

      When I finally slipped into bed, I figured it would only take minutes for me to be out, but a beautiful, coppery redhead lingered on the fringes of my mind. Sleep was more complicated than I’d thought, and when the blue early-morning light seeped into my bedroom, her face was still there. But I had things to do. Ms. Paige Scott needed to find someone else to torment today and tonight.

      Up with the sun, I drove to a big chain home-improvement store—technically a competitor, but I couldn’t keep this stuff on hand at their prices. Pretending the sting didn’t hurt, being the little guy who loses sales to bigger chains, felt even worse today. I loaded up on fence posts, wire, and plywood to close off the collapsed end of the barn. A buddy from high school stopped by last night to check the structure; he said it was safe. That was a relief because I had no idea how I’d house the rest of the animals otherwise.

      I should be glad I don’t have to call in a disposal company to remove hundreds of dead hogs and cattle. Or the horses. Losing old Charlie would be a shame—he was Papa’s horse. But Maple was a young pregnant mare, which would be even worse. By some miracle, not a single animal was injured or killed yesterday. Papa had to be watching over them. They were his pride. The crops mattered, sure, but the animals had a special place with him.

      When the time came to sell the cattle and hogs to the butcher, he left that up to me. He said he dealt with the heartbreak of it for years, and it was my turn. I’ve never been bothered by it much, and I’m still not. He would ruffle my head of thick, moppy hair and say, “Someday, life will teach you just how precious it is for everything, and even though those animals pay the bills, it hurts just a little to take their lives. As for me, I have lost the stomach for it. Some things change.”

      I’ve often wondered when the day would come that it’d bother me as much as it did him. I also wondered if there was something in particular; he never mentioned anything, and it didn’t seem like he would have shared it if I’d asked.

      After I unloaded the sheets of plywood and dropped the posts and the digger off in the field, I returned to the house to make the insurance calls. This was supposed to be the easy part of today.

      What I’d planned out last night was quickly undone when I learned this morning that I had much of it wrong. All the hoops I had to jump through to get help weren’t listed in the fine print for the average human to decipher.

      I spoke with three agents and then two supervisors, each of whom told me about new requirements: filing a formal claim, submitting photos, and providing repair estimates from licensed contractors. Only after all that was submitted would my claim be reviewed.

      Because of the extensive storm damage here and across much of the state, it might take an insurance adjuster three weeks or more to assess the damage after I submit the paperwork. The representatives advised me to pay for the urgent repairs up front, then submit the receipts along with supporting documentation to substantiate the claim. They cautioned that if I upgraded materials, I might not be fully reimbursed, but if I used lower-quality materials, the claim could be denied. Most of the farm repairs done by licensed contractors would be eligible—DIY repairs wouldn’t be covered, due to the estate situation. The process hinged on careful documentation and following these directions exactly.

      It felt like getting punished twice—once by the storm, and again by the fine print.

      Given the extent of the roof damage and the urgent repairs, I had no choice. I had to contact a company over sixty miles away. They said they could arrive as early as Monday and begin repairs by Tuesday. It was the best I could find. The story was the same for the machine shed, coop, and barn damage. My money—and a prayer they’d approve the claim.

      Frustration hit me harder than I would have liked, but I was glad no one was around to see it. This wasn’t what it was supposed to be like. Papa was still supposed to be here. He would have been able to get someone out here sooner. I was certain of it. I could not help but believe I was letting him down. This farm was his legacy, and even though I wasn’t his blood, I was his grandson. He told me so, said I was his just as much as anyone who shared his DNA.

      I was his grandson, and I was failing him. I wiped away the tears and fortified my resolve to serve his legacy to the best of my ability. I would get through this and make him proud.

      I just wish that resolve could lay shingles, rewire fences, and pay off loans.

      The part that loomed over me was how taking another loan would affect my ability to buy out his estranged granddaughter. I don’t think I’ve ever met her—at least not that I remember. Supposedly, she and her mother visited the farm once. I have no memory of it.

      I had to believe the insurance claims would be approved and that they would provide me with what I needed to complete my mission. I had too much on my plate to worry about things out of my control.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tim slapped me on the back, and I smiled. It was almost seven, and the last fence post was strung. The pasture was open to the herd, and I could rest easy knowing it was a step in the right direction.

      “How about I buy you a meal, Tim?”

      “If you’re driving and buying my drinks, I’m in. I’ll run home, get cleaned up, and wait for you to pick me up. Cathy went shopping with her sisters, and the boys are out cleaning up and having a bonfire down at Jones’s.”

      “Will do. Half an hour?”

      “Sounds good. I am starving.”

      Tim was an upperclassman when I was a freshman. We played football and basketball together for two years before he graduated, and we’ve been friends ever since. Cathy, his high school sweetheart, and they were married straight out of high school. Their eldest child, a little unexpected package, graduated with them, and now
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