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Chapter One 

Some people wish on candles, others on stars. When I was a girl, nose pressed against the passenger window of our Vista Cruiser, I watched truck loads of hay bales rumbling down the highway near our Kansas farm. Weather-beaten farmers drove thirty miles an hour (or slower), traffic piling up a mile behind them. Momma would ease the station wagon into the left lane to pass the snaking line and say, “Make a wish, girls, and don’t look back.”

My younger sister, Abby, always made a production out of her wishes. She squeezed her eyes closed, pursed her lips toward heaven, and proclaimed to all who were within hearing, “I’m gonna …” She leaned forward, her hand on Momma’s shoulder. “Can I wish on every hay bale?”
	


“Why not?” Momma shook her head with bewilderment as if my sister was a novelty act in the circus. To me, she was.

Puckering up again, Abby rattled off her litany of wishes. “I’m gonna be famous! I’m gonna be on the big screen! I’m gonna fly around the world.”

Like any good big sister, I rolled my eyes and let out a long, loud huff of irritation. Looking back on it now, I realize I was jealous that Abby knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to throw her dreams out there for all the world to see.

Cynical, even at age nine, I never wished on candles, stars, or hay bales. Maybe I’ve always been looking back rather than forward. Nowadays I’ve become a moderately healthy realist at age thirty-five. But sometimes in the dark of a lonely night, I do imagine wishes coming true.

Otto’s barking first signals something amiss on this damp, overcast afternoon. He’s my loyal, scruffy black dog, not more than ten or twelve pounds soaking wet. He follows me everywhere and will defend me if so much as a crow flies too near. Crouched on my knees in the garden, holding a prickly weed, I watch a strange sedan clip along the forlorn drive at an unsafe pace and feel a catch in my chest.

Squinting against the afternoon glare, I shield my eyes and push to my feet. Hope overrides any childhood cynicism. I decided long ago to hope for the best, prepare for the worst.

Ever since I was young, I’ve kept watch on the drive to our small Kansas farm. “Momma,” I would shout, “somebody’s comin’!” She would stop whatever chore was occupying her— folding laundry, drying dishes, balancing the checkbook—and we’d stand on the porch, my hand in hers, tracking the approaching vehicle. “Momma, do you think it’s—”

“No, Dottie. Don’t say anything to Abby, all right?”
	


Ever the protective big sister, I nodded, keeping my disappointment to myself. My little sister by two years tended to be more emotional than Momma and me. Momma never acted sad, and I took my cue from her. But she never hesitated when I called out again, “Visitors!” Hope would crest, soon to be dashed by disappointment. Still, even after all these years, when Momma is no longer here to stand beside me, there’s that smidgen of hope at the sight of a strange vehicle coming up the drive.

Rolling my shoulder forward, I swipe my face with my sleeve, wiping away bits of dirt and sweat, and blink at the pale-gray four-door as it stirs up a whirlwind of dust in its wake. None of my neighbors drive this type of car. Craig Hanson, my lawyer and friend, drives a conservative dark-blue 4-Runner. Rhonda Cox, the preacher’s wife, drives a white Expedition to haul her three children along with Pampered Chef wares to parties in the adjoining counties. Homer Davies, from the feed store, drives a battered and weary Chevy truck he’s had since the seventies. Most come to drop off donations for the annual Easter egg hunt I’m organizing again this year, or if their kid needs help with math, or if they’re in need of a third on yet another church committee.

The darkened windows of the strange sedan veil the driver’s identity as it comes to a screeching halt in front of my house. I dust my hands off on the back of my overalls. My muddy Crocs leave a depression in the soft earth. Otto prances around me, yipping and barking. “Easy now. Let’s go see who it is.” I lift Otto over a chicken-wire fence I strung up last summer to keep out a family of rabbits that had been nibbling on my beets and sugar snap peas. The sedan hasn’t moved. No door opens. No window slides downward. Is the driver lost or confused? Reconsidering? My footsteps quicken.
	


The driver’s door swings open and a tall, shapely woman in a form-fitting white dress emerges. I keep my head upright as Momma always did, my footsteps steady. This woman is definitely lost, like she’s looking for the pages of a Vogue magazine to crawl into. She has long black hair and dark sunglasses that make her eyes appear as big as a grasshopper’s. It isn’t until she swings her hair over her shoulder in a familiar way that recognition causes a whoosh of air to escape me.

“Abby!” I holler.

She turns, raises her sunglasses to the top of her head, and spots me.

“Come on, boy!” I slap the side of my leg. “Abby’s home!” I break into a loping jog, unable to run at full speed with these shoes that want to slide off my feet with every step. It’s been over a year since I’ve seen my sister, when she came home for Momma’s funeral. Abby hasn’t been around often enough for Otto to remember her. With his hind legs propelling him forward, my trusty little dog quickly covers the fifty yards or so and launches himself at the intruder.

“Get back!” Abby screeches, stepping sideways, wedging herself between door and car. His quarry cornered, Otto sounds the alarm and stands firm, tail straight up with its fringe like a flag and pointy ears flat against his head.

“Otto!” I yell and clap my hands. “Come.” He doesn’t. It takes another sharper command before he backs down, circles around, his hackles raised like bristles on one of Abby’s many hairbrushes.

“Crazy dog.” I push back a limp strand of hair that’s fallen into my eyes. I keep it too short for a ponytail. “Don’t worry about him,” I say. “He wouldn’t harm a flea.” I hug my sister tight and breathe in her pricey perfume like it’s a salve to ease the ache of an old wound. “Good to have you home.”
	


I step back, releasing her, and she wobbles on impossibly high heels. Between the spiky white shoes and a newly enhanced bust no doubt manufactured in Hollywood, I’m surprised she doesn’t tip over. I reach a hand out to steady her. Those breasts are definitely not coded in the family genes, and I find I’m a little self-conscious. “What brings you back to Kansas?”

Abby brushes from her dress a smudge left by my overalls. Her heavily lashed green eyes give me a once over. “What have you been doing, Dottie? Digging in the dirt?”

It’s an old joke between us. Fact is, as a kid, I liked to dig in the dirt. Momma had shown me how to take a tiny seed, push it into the moist spring earth, and cover it with dirt, water, and prayer. Together, we would watch each day for the little shoots to poke through, unfurl, and reach for the sunshine. It didn’t take pie-in-the-sky dreams to grow something; it just took water and sunlight. Abby, however, preferred daydreams and play-acting. Still does.

“Nothing’s changed here.” I say. That simple fact comforts me. I cling to what I know, to the past and tradition. Abby has always reached toward something she doesn’t yet have.

“I can see that,” she says, her tone indicating she’s not amused.

“Look at me, standing out here gabbin’.” I feel goofy grinning at my sister, but I’m truly thrilled by her sudden appearance. “Come on in!”

She presses a button on the car key and the trunk to what appears to be a rental car pops open. She picks her way over the gravel drive to the back of the car, then peers down at her oversized suitcase as if measuring it for the first time. Waggling her long, fake nails at me, she asks, “Think you can help?”
	


“Sure.” I grab the suitcase, which weighs almost as much as I do, and a couple of heaves later it teeters on the brink of the trunk. I may be small, but I’m strong. The bag hits the drive with a thunk. “I hope there isn’t anything breakable in here.”

When she doesn’t answer, I turn and realize she’s already gone inside. Checking the luggage over for some sort of a handle or a way to roll it up to the door, I traipse back to the house. Otto sits outside the door, lifting one paw, his nails scratching the wood where he’s already worn through the white paint. If I look close, I can see the layers of paint, like tree rings telling of years past, the colors Momma experimented with, from bright and hopeful white to anemic yellow to barely-there beige. I often imagine the house as it was when I was a girl, vivid and dazzling, a shimmering safety net among fields that routinely changed from summery green to autumnal gold and wintry barren.

The house belonged to my grandparents, then Momma, and now Abby and me. Even though it probably seems small and inconsequential to most passersby, it is my inheritance. More than weather-beaten wood and rusted nails, old-fashioned furniture and out-of-date equipment, it is full of significance and memories for me.

Otto looks up at me, his paw rising midair. His muzzle has turned gray over the last couple of years. I’m not sure how old he is. He was a stray lurking around the steps of the middle school where I taught. He looked part terrier, part anything goes. I fed him scraps of leftover peanut-butter-andjelly sandwiches from my sack lunch. I posted signs around the school, but no one claimed him. I’ve had him nine years now, but he still has plenty of get-up-and-go. Forlornly he looks at the house and barks again.
	


“Abby’s not used to having a pet around.” Not in L.A. I reach for the doorknob. “Give her a little time.”

I wrestle the suitcase through the narrow doorway, scraping the behemoth against the door frame. I give one last push and it flops over on its side, lying as if swollen and bloated from the heat.

Abby stands in the bedroom we used to share. The window unit blasts her with the coldest air it has to offer. “It’s hot!”

“Tell me about it.” I plop down on the bedside table. The doilies Momma once kept there have long since been put away to make dusting easier and more efficient. After I left for college in Wichita and Abby staked her claim in Hollywood, Momma kept the twin beds and lilac-covered spreads that suited Abby more than me. When I moved back home to take care of her, I never bothered remodeling or redecorating. It seemed like a waste of money. Momma used to say I’d inherited her ability to stretch a dollar to its breaking point.

Abby primps in front of the oval dresser mirror, fluffing her hair, which makes the bracelets on her arm jangle. She leans close and examines her makeup. “It’s not easy, Dottie.”

“What’s that?”

“My job. There’s always a younger actress. Someone more talented. Someone prettier.”

“I doubt that. Besides, you’re not old.” After all, Abby had been Miss Maize her senior year. She could out-dance, out-sing, out-act anyone.

“You have no idea.” Exhaustion deepens her voice. “Thirty-three is ancient in Hollywood. I’ve been turned down for parts that once were a slam dunk for me. Now they want me to audition for the part of a mother.” She turns sideways, sucks in an invisible stomach, which only makes her curvaceous top protrude further. “Do I look matronly to you?”
	


I shake my head. “Not at all.”

Her features relax. She focuses again on the mirror, forming an O with her mouth and stretching her jaw to the side. She taps the back of her hand under her chin twice. I can see my own reflection, small behind hers. It doesn’t seem possible that we’re from the same gene pool. She’s tall and statuesque; I’m short, petite, ordinary. Her hair is long, gleaming, full and inviting; mine is short and a dull brown. Maybe our differences are a reflection of how different our parents really were.

The flash of a diamond ring catches my eye. “Did you get married again?”

“I’m engaged.” She smiles, pleased I noticed. “You should come out to California and meet Trey.”

“Maybe.” I run a finger along the seam of my overalls.

“You really should get off the farm sometime, Dottie. See the world! Meet interesting people. Don’t you want to travel? See things?”

I feel a tightening in my gut at her insinuation. She was always the impatient sort, not content to sit around and wait for crops to grow, for Christmas morning to dawn, for boys to call. Is that why I stayed in Kansas? Was I content? Or was I scared?

“I’m happy here.”

She flops down on what used to be her bed, lying back, stretching her lithe body out like a sinewy rubber band. “I’d be bored out of my mind.” She props her elbows on the bed, pushing up to look at me. “What do you do around here for fun?”

Feeling prickly and defensive, I snap, “Watch paint dry.” Otto prances at my feet, and I pick him up and place him on the bed. “Pick fleas off the dog. You know, the usual.”
	


Abby eyes Otto, then sits up, and waves at him. “Shoo!”

“He doesn’t have fleas.” I move Otto to my lap, then can’t resist adding, “Just ticks.”

She wraps her arms across her stomach as if to ward off some invisible critter. “Are you still teaching Sunday school?”

“Yes.”

“And heading up the Easter egg hunt too, I suppose. How many committees are you on now?”

My defenses prickle. “Why?”

“Because you’re not living your own life.”

I laugh. “And whose life am I living? Groucho Marx’s?”

“Mother’s.”

“Momma had a good life.”

“Lonely, don’t you think?”

“That wasn’t her choice. What did you want her to do, abandon her marriage vows?”

Abby’s pupils tighten. “Don’t you want more in life, Dottie?” She watches me like I’m a strange plant from another world. “Don’t you want to live a little? Experience things for yourself?”

“I like my life.” My teeth click at my firm pronunciation. “Some people dream big dreams, Abby, like you. Others of us make do with what we have. But wishing on hay can’t change your life any more than it can change mine.”

“It’s what you do with those dreams that matters. What do you dream of doing, Dottie?”

Suddenly the reason for her questions becomes clear. “Is this about selling the farm?”

She folds her hands together and places them on her slim thighs. “Momma never should have made those ridiculous stipulations in her will.”
	


“It’s been in our family for generations!”

“It’s not about carrying on tradition, Dottie. Momma always wanted to control us. Control me. Probably because she couldn’t control Daddy.” Her features tighten, her skin stretching over her prominent cheekbones.

“Abby, if I could buy you out, I would. But I can’t afford it.” But someday I’ll have enough—scrimp and save enough, squirrel enough away—to buy the farm lock, stock, and clapboard. Then it will be mine.

Silence beats between us, like a bell sounding the end of round one.

Then the hard line of her jaw softens. “Let’s not talk about things we don’t agree on.”

My fragile hopes for this visit shatter and crash around me. “How long can you stay?”

“Don’t worry.” She stretches back again along the length of the bed. Her hair spreads out around her like a glossy pool. “I’m flying out tomorrow. I have to be in L.A. for a show. A new show.”

I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and ask the perfunctory question her statement demands. “What kind of a show?”

“Stage. I haven’t been on the stage in a while.”

Seems to me she’s on stage performing every minute of her life. But what do I know?

“I’ve been in front of the cameras so much recently.” She combs her manicured nails through her long hair. “An audience will be refreshing. Invigorating!” She rolls to her side, propping her hand against her head. “It’s really a fantastic opportunity, a chance to really stretch my acting skills. At first I was hesitant. It’s a challenging, complicated part. I’ve never played anything like this before. You should come out and see the show.”
	


“Oh, uh …” I search for an answer, something that won’t commit me to a trip to Los Angeles.

She shrugs a narrow shoulder as if maybe she doesn’t care. But I know the look. Her look. She tugs off first one shoe, then the other, and tosses them behind her where they clunk on the wooden floor. “It’s okay. You don’t have to come. It doesn’t matter anyway.”

Why do we always end up hurting each other? It seems to be our cycle of life.

“You know,” she says, “Momma made me go to all of your baseball games.”

“Softball,” I correct.

“Whatever.” She waves her hand, the diamond flashing like a mirrored ball on a dance floor. “I remember that tournament when it snowed. You never had to sit through a recital in a snowstorm.”

No, just loud music and knobby-kneed girls. But this time I keep my thoughts to myself. “I’m sorry, Abby. I’ll try to come to a show. Okay?”

She’s quiet for a long moment while I lose myself in a maze of regrets and if-only’s. If only I could contain my temper. If only I could curb my tongue. If only we could find some common ground between us and not stray into old territory.

“Want me to help unpack?” I ask.

Beneath a curtain of hair, she looks at me. Vulnerability softens her gaze. It’s a little-girl quality that reminds me of when she was small and helpless. “Dottie?” A catch in her voice tugs at me. “Have you ever … ?”

I brace myself for her next question: wanted to get married? wanted to leave the farm? wanted to make a wish and see it come to fruition?
	


“Have you ever thought of finding our father?”

A jolt pulses through me.

“Might be nice to …”

“What? Have a family reunion?” I hate the bitterness that pushes its way out of me like a wound oozing yellow pus. I thought that gash had healed over long ago with a thick, silvery scar. “He left, Abby,” I say, repeating my mother’s words. It was enough explanation for Momma, and it’s enough for me.

Abby glances down at the bedspread, plucks at a loose thread in the dotted Swiss material, and rolls it between her long, delicate fingers. “Just to see how he is,” she says.

I stare at my stubby hands. Dirt has made them dry and scratchy. My answer is simple, but the complications and contradictions lie deep within me. My gaze drifts toward the window, toward the lonely drive.

“He knows how to find us.”




	
Chapter Two 

I am awakened by a low guttural growl. My hands are clenched, my muscles tight, and I feel as if I’ve slept tense and frowning. I blink against the darkness, feeling a wave of panic like a sudden gust of hot air. “What is it, boy?” I reach for the furry lump beside me. Otto’s not in his usual place, curled at my hip. Instead he stands at the edge of the bed, body rigid. In the darkness he is not much more than a dark blob, but I reach out and his short, bristly fur tickles my palm. “You hear something?” My ears strain against the quiet. I shift, and the bedsprings creak beneath me. Sitting upright, I push back the covers. Cool, damp spring air puckers my skin. Slowly my brain shifts around like a Rubik’s Cube, locking pieces of an unfathomable puzzle into place.
	


Abby. She’s home. In the guest room. “It’s okay.” I breathe deeper and pet Otto, smooth down his fur, while reassuring myself all is well. “Is she still on the phone?”

After Abby changed into ripped jeans (which differ from my torn overalls mainly in that she paid lots of money for the look, and admittedly they are sexier than mine) and a cropped T-shirt that revealed her pierced belly button, we ate tomato soup and a tossed salad. The conversation at dinner revolved around Abby, her life and adventures, and her upcoming wedding. It was like old times, sitting together at the wobbly wooden table in the kitchen. Except soup couldn’t buffer the friction between us as Momma used to.

For a distraction I turned on the television. But this only pushed us further apart and exaggerated the differences in our lives. Every show featured actors she knew or had met, and each demanded a comment or two or three.

“Met him at a party. He’s very short.”

“That guy there. He’s gay.”

“She’s had work done.”

Not having much else to say, we turned in early. Abby called friends on her cell phone, and for a while I tried to read while lying in Momma’s bed. I never intended to take over Momma’s room after she passed on, but I missed her and stayed to feel closer to her. Not even a serial killer running rampant in the pages of a best seller could keep my attention from wandering to the room next door, where Abby chattered and laughed and moved about, opening drawers, shoving them closed.

A sudden clunking noise jars me now, calling forth images the book planted in my mind of nightly intruders, blood splatters, and dead bodies. Otto growls deep in his throat, and my pulse clicks into gear. I check the clock on the
	
 bedside table. It’s a round, old-fashioned clock with glowing green numbers and tiny bells on top that jangle when I bother to set it. The hands point to the two and three. What could Abby be doing this late? Maybe she’s on New York or L.A. time or some other zone that only actors get into.

Now fully awake, I crawl out of bed and set Otto on the floor at my feet. He sticks close as I pad into the hallway. Only the countryside can be this dark, with no city lights throwing off shadows or shades of gray. I push my hand outward to feel my way along doors and walls. I inch toward the guest room, pause, and listen. The door, which was shut earlier when Abby and I retired for the night, is now ajar.

“Abby?” I whisper into the dark.

She doesn’t answer.

Otto brushes against my leg. The wooden floor chills my bare feet. I’m wearing only my button-down flannel pajamas, the drawstring pants loose and baggy, the hem dragging. Feeling vulnerable, I hike the pants up.

A scraping and shuffling noise makes my heart race at a fast clip. I turn around in the hallway, trying to figure out which direction the noise is coming from. The clicking of Otto’s nails on the weathered hardwood floor alerts me to his scouting ahead. At the entrance to the den, I see a wedge of light coming from the cellar door in the floor.

Together Otto and I move into the den. This old farmhouse used to be one room with a kitchen and cellar. The one bath was added in the thirties, then later one bedroom. Our parents added another as their family grew, but it’s still rather small, definitely humble. Reaching down, I pull the wooden handle upward in a strong, swift motion, but it still makes a groaning sound. Light bursts out of the hole in the floor.
	


Mustiness rises like memories that have long been buried. The cellar is where I placed Momma’s clothes, keepsakes, and whatnots from her bedroom after she died. It’s where we’ve always stored canned goods from the garden, toilet paper and paper towels I buy on sale, and the tax returns I file every year.

The sounds below the floorboards where I’m standing become more distinct. Is Abby down there? If so, why? When we were kids, she used to bribe me to go to the cellar in her place when Momma would ask her to fetch a can of green beans. If it’s not her, then who? Or what? Maybe some critter got in and can’t get out. But a frightened animal didn’t turn on the cellar light.

An uneasy feeling settles over me. I tiptoe to the hat rack beside the back door and grab my umbrella for a weapon. Just in case. Then I ease first one foot then the other down the ladder. The scuffling noises grow louder. Still near the top of the ladder, I bend low toward the railing and peer down into the cellar.

Abby.

I release a pent-up breath and relax my grip on the umbrella. Part of me wants to throw it at her, scare her the way she’s scared me.

Abby bends over a box, digging her hands into the contents. She’s wearing a fancy nightgown, the slinky material hugging her curves. Her usually tidy hair is pulled up in a semblance of a ponytail, but the ends stick out in all directions like broom bristles gone amok.

She straightens, then shoves the box away and grabs another, yanking it off a stack and letting it fall to the concrete floor. Momma taught me to save everything, so there are old canning jars, mailing boxes, clothes I can’t wear anymore,
	
 worn-out towels and linens. “You never know what you might need one day,” she used to say. Some of her boxes I never went through as the pain of losing her was too great to relive with each document or saved letter. And I didn’t want to pry into Momma’s past without her consent. So I simply boxed and stored her things in the cellar.

Abby mumbles something to herself, then jabbers away like she’s ten and playing Barbies again. She speaks so low I can’t make out the words. Pausing, she leans over and looks at a stack of papers. A script? Is she working on lines? Then she arches her neck, clears her throat, and lets out a screeching cackle that makes the hair at the back of my neck stand on end. Otto, who stands behind me at the top of the stairs, starts barking.

Abby lurches sideways and looks up at us. Her hand clutches her chest, as if to still her heart. “Oh, good grief, Dottie! You scared me to death.”

“I scared you?” I fist the umbrella against my palm. “What are you doing?”

“I was feeling sentimental. You know. Silly really. So I thought I’d look through some of Momma’s things.” Abby folds up one of Momma’s sweaters. The same one she haphazardly tossed aside a moment ago. She runs her manicured hand down the length of the wool, a red fingernail poking through what appears to be a moth hole near the neckline. “You have all this to help you, Dottie, to feed your memories.”

Feeling bold I step down from the ladder. Behind me Otto shifts from foot to foot, wanting to follow yet hesitant. “You got the piano. Remember? If you want something else, then all you have to do is ask.”

She throws Momma’s sweater at the box and misses. “I had to sell it.”

My breath freezes in my chest. “What? Why?”
	


“Don’t look at me like I just killed the dog. That piano was horribly out of tune. And so old it couldn’t be fixed.”

“It was Momma’s.”

“It’s late.” She pushes a box out of the way with her big toe, not bothering to clean up the mess she’s made. Yawning, she steps to the foot of the ladder. “I have an early flight.” She stands there, waiting for me to move out of her way.

* * *

DISCOMFITED, I REMAIN awake, curled into the sturdy chair that belonged to my father. Or so Momma told me. She never spoke ill of him, never said she missed him. It was as if their lives were two largely perpendicular lines, highways bisecting each other once or twice, then never crossing again. I’d hoped when she mentioned it was his chair that she might tell me more about their marriage, his leaving, but she’d kept her feelings to herself as she always had.

I cup my hands over the chair’s padded arms, rub my fingers against the rough brown material Momma had used to reupholster it when they first married. Otto nestles beside me with a snort.

“It’s okay.” I slide my hand along his narrow body, unsure if I’m trying to convince him or me. Questions and concerns boil inside my mind, and I stir them around until they’re a froth of uncertainty.

Before the usual teenage arguments over space and control, there had been times of sisterly laughter: giggles on rainy mornings, tickling fingers under the covers when Abby climbed into my bed, afraid after watching a scary movie. I cherish those memories, tuck them around me like a warm quilt on nights when I feel lonely.

“How’d you get so brave?” she once asked me.
	


I shrugged. I wasn’t brave. I had my own fears. They just didn’t include witches, Godzilla, or Roddy McDowell dressed like an ape. “It’s just make-believe.”

I couldn’t understand her fear and she couldn’t understand mine.

There’s a chill in the air, and I pull a blanket Momma knitted long ago from the basket by the hearth. Under its beige and brown weight, I feel her comforting presence. Her sense of purpose and determination are woven into every stitch.

* * *

I MUST HAVE dozed because I wake with a start, my head bobbing. Blinking, confused, I straighten, feel my muscles stiffen. My neck aches from sleeping scrunched in the chair. Weak morning light sneaks through the slit in the front window curtains. The place Otto occupied is now cold and empty.

“Here, boy.” I snap my fingers for him to come.

There is no answer. Where is he? I push to my feet, feel my joints groan. I pat my leg and call louder, “Come here, boy.”

He doesn’t.

Confused, I shuffle to the kitchen to check the time. It’s early still, but the sun should be offering more light. A peek out the window above the sink reveals distended clouds threatening overhead. We need the rain.

Shouldn’t Abby be heading to the airport?

“Abby?” The door to the guest bedroom is wide open, the bed empty, covers strewn haphazardly. Her suitcase is gone. The bathroom is a flood of damp blue towels on the floor. A heavy weariness settles over my chest and I turn away.

A tiny scratching sound draws me back to the guest room. I stare at the closed closet door. A whimper tugs at me, then a muffled bark. I wrench open the humidity-swollen
	
 door. Otto rushes out, noses my leg, then sniffs around the room. He barks once, then sits and looks at me, his soft brown eyes concerned.

“What were you doing in there?”

I sit down next to him and rub his velvety ears. Panting beside me, his sides heaving, his pink tongue hanging out the side of his mouth, he resembles an old man with graying beard and mustache. I pick him up and cuddle him against my chest.

Daddy never said good-bye either. I simply woke one morning, padded into the kitchen to the smell of bacon frying, and looked toward his empty chair. “Where’s Daddy?”

Momma’s brows pinched together and her eyes welled. “He’s gone.”

I thought she meant he’d gone to work early. But that night when I stared out the front window, watching for his truck, Momma said, “He’s not coming back, Dottie.”

I suspect my sister won’t be back either. At least not for a while.

I push up from the floor, then reach for a forgotten blue towel and begin to fold it. Wishing on haystacks doesn’t accomplish anything.

* * *

THE SKY IS thick and gray this morning, much like my mood. Livid clouds churn and boil, bumping and bulging along the horizon. I go about my chores, feeding the chickens and hogs. Otto scarfs down his food while I pour out Wheaties for myself. I dress in a plain pair of navy slacks that I keep on hand for church committee meetings and add a simple pullover blue-checked top.

The morning chill gives way to the warm, damp blanket
	
 of an impending thundershower, and droplets of moisture fill the air, leaving the windows dotted and the grass wet.

“Don’t worry,” I reassure Otto as he trots behind me from room to bathroom. Over the past couple of years, he’s grown accustomed to my being home most of the time. I retired early to tend to Momma when she needed full-time care. I always assumed I’d go back to teaching, but Principal Buchanan filled my position before Momma died and I was available once more. And frankly, I didn’t miss teaching as much as I thought I would.

Otto’s brown eyes anxiously watch me put on the nicest shoes I own, which tells him when I’m about to leave. “This is important.” I give him one more pat on the head. “I’ll be back soon.”

As I descend the back steps toward my waiting truck, I hear him whimper through the locked door. Guilt makes me hesitate, but a quick glance at the darkening sky pushes me on. Rain is almost a certainty. Maybe worse. I need to hurry so I can be home before the storm hits.

It’s only ten minutes to town, and I pass a dozen small farms with fields cleared for planting. Maize is a small town, even for Kansas. Folks I’ve known all my life come and go into the Food Mart and bank along Main Street. But the town appears deserted this morning. The buildings look like they were up-todate in the 1950s and haven’t been renovated or repaired since. I pull into an open parking space in front of Craig Hanson’s office, turn off the ignition, and step on the emergency brake. A burst of wind tugs the truck’s door from my grasp as I open it. Rain spits a few drops against my face and arms.

Ducking my head, I make a run for it before the cloud overhead lets loose. I jump through a hedge that separates the parking row and the storefront sidewalk. “Attorney at Law” is
	
 etched on the door’s glass window. A “We’re Open” sign lies crookedly against the pane. It flops about as I open and shut the door, having to push hard against the relentless wind.

“Well, look who blew in!” Molly Quinton sits behind her computer terminal. Curly gray hair surrounds her kind face like smoke rings. She broke the habit years ago, but her voice still has a husky quality to it. “How you doing, Dottie?”

“Oh, fine. How are you? Mark’s leg better?”

“He gets the cast off Wednesday.” Molly’s lined forehead compresses like a folded fan. “Something wrong? I’ve been checking the weather.”

“Is Craig available?”

“Course. Go right on in.”

I slip inside Craig’s office. A mini TV on the corner of his desk blares, “… moving eastward at a fast clip …”

Craig closes a book and slides it into a drawer. His socked feet are propped on the corner of his desk. “What are you doing out in this weather?”

“Taking a leisurely stroll. Can we talk?”

“Have a seat.”

We went through school together. Craig asked me to marry him in first grade and told me his girl troubles in middle school. I fell in love with him during our senior year, but it was a secret affair on my part. He never knew how I felt.

Craig followed in his father’s footsteps to an Ivy League school and got a law degree, whereas I stayed, attended the community college nearby, then Wichita State. He came home with a wife and baby in tow and set up practice in the same office with his daddy who has since gone on to his great reward. I taught his oldest children when they reached eighth grade but retired before his youngest two made it that far.
	


With an economy of movement, Craig leans over and turns down the volume on the TV but does not turn it off. The meteorologist’s voice becomes a mumble. I catch a glimpse of angry reds moving across the projected map.

“What’s going on?” He studies me with a steady, amused gaze. “Let me guess.”

“Are you clairvoyant all of a sudden?” It’s our usual routine, except I don’t feel like kidding around this morning.

He holds up his hand, closes his eyes as if he’s Carnac the Magnificent answering questions from unopened envelopes. He twitches his mouth from one side to the other then opens one eye to stare at me. “Give me a minute now.”

“You can’t make me smile,” I warn.

“Oh, not trying to do that.” He snaps his fingers. “You’ve seen Abby. Right?”

I sink down onto the chair behind me. “Word travels fast.”

“She blew through town yesterday, turning heads, stirring up gossip. You know the bit.” He lifts his bad leg off the desk, easing it carefully to the floor. He was injured in a car wreck our senior year—a car wreck everyone blamed on Abby. It left him with a decided limp.

“Did she come by to see you?”

“That’s not her style.” He leans back in his chair, his fingers steepled. “So what’s wrong? She say something to upset you?”

“You know, the usual.” I push up from the chair, turn away, and try to tuck my feelings inside my sleeve the way my father used to hide handkerchiefs or coins for his magic tricks.

I study the pictures of Craig’s family framed and perched on the shelves that house row after row of law books. His kids are well behaved, well-adjusted, and all-around good kids. They’re a happy family, gregarious and friendly.
	


The TV cuts out and static crackles through the room.

“Cable.” He swats the TV with his hand. A few seconds later the weatherman emerges from a gray screen of squiggly lines to talk about wind shear.

I finger a gold-framed photograph. “This a new one?”

“You know Lindsey. Always wanting pictures of the kids and family. I expect we’ll come home from Disneyland with pictures of Mickey and Minnie and all of us in those stupid mouse ears.”

I grin, picturing Craig covering his receding hairline with the black cap, mouse ears sticking out like satellite dishes. “When are you going?”

“Sometime in July. You should come with us.”

“I’m sure Lindsey would love that.”

“She wouldn’t care.”

His words pull the truth out like a dandelion weed, the root dangling, dripping bits of truth. When Abby blows into town, the women of Maize lock their doors and hold tight to their men. But no one fears me. No one sees me as a threat to their marriage. Not in a long, long time. Maybe not ever. Momma would say that’s a reflection of my good character.

“It’d be good for you to travel some,” Craig says, echoing Abby’s words and rankling me. “Get away from here occasionally.”

There was a time when local folks set me up with every Tom, Dick, or Hayseed who came into town for a family visit. I had a ton of first-and-only dates. I can’t say I was very interested or encouraging. Maybe I still had my eye on the driveway … waiting. Or maybe I figured they’d all just walk right out of my life the way my father had. Whatever. It was a relief when my friends quit pestering me with prospective suitors.
	


“Your farm is safe, Dottie.” Craig interrupts my thoughts, reading my underlining concerns. Of course, this isn’t the first time I’ve come to him needing reassurance on this point.

I draw a slow breath and release it, release the tension I’ve been hoarding the way Momma collected plastic containers. “You can see in that crystal ball of yours?”

“I wrote Ruby’s will. Abby cannot sell the farm out from under you. You both own it, fifty-fifty. And because of the stipulations your mother set forth, you must both consent fully in order to sell. God willing, nothing will happen to—”

“What do you mean, ‘God willing’?”

“Any will can be broken. There’s no fool-proof, iron-clad will.” He taps a folder with his index finger. “But this is as close as anyone could get.”

“You’re a marvel. Or so they say.”

“Indubitably.” He winks.

“Conceited, aren’t you?”

“Confident.”

The TV stutters again, then the talking resumes. It’s a station out of Wichita. The traffic reporter gives the latest on potential street flooding from the approaching thunderstorm. Whatever hits Wichita usually reaches us first.

In a quieter, confidential tone, I say, “She was looking for something. Searching, you know?”

“Aren’t we all?” His smile crinkles into a frown along his forehead. “For money?”

“I don’t think so. Not in the cellar. Drugs?”

“From you?” He laughs. “Did they run out in L.A.?”

“Maybe she thinks I still have Momma’s painkillers.”

He shrugs. “Maybe something else of value.”

“She’s dreaming then.” I give a half laugh. “Momma never had anything of value.”
	


His gaze is steady and makes me uncomfortable. He presses his thumbs together. “Look, I did hear this bit of gossip. Take it for what it’s worth. Abby was in the bank yesterday trying to get a loan.”

“So that’s it.” I cross my arms over my chest where a deep ache throbs. “She must have been looking for something to sell. She sold the piano. What’s next? Why did Momma write her will the way she did? It just doesn’t make sense.”

“She wanted you to have the farm. She knew you loved it. But she couldn’t leave Abby out in the cold. She always hoped Abby would come home one day. She hoped you two would eventually get along.”

“Me, too.” I look down at my hands, the worn silver key ring wrapped around my pointer finger. “Maybe we’re too much like our parents. Opposites. Momma always said Abby was just like our father.”

“A dreamer with big ideas.”

“Foolish ideas.” I tap my keys against my thigh. “You know, I really have tried. Before Momma died, I called Abby regularly with updates. When she came home for the funeral, I wanted us to reconcile. Even this time I was determined to make it work. But for some reason we always end up acting like we’re ten and twelve again. Bickering. Snapping at each other.”

“Family relationships can be the hardest. But for some reason the good Lord puts these people in our lives when we never would have chosen them as friends. Iron against iron.”

“Sharpening us? So we can kill each other? Sometimes I wonder what it would have been like, how different it might have been if Momma had remarried. Do you ever wonder, what if things had turned out differently?”

“What if I didn’t have this limp? What if I’d chosen another profession? What if I hadn’t joined my father’s
	
 practice?” His shoulders slant at a stiff angle. “My relationship with my father was like yours and Abby’s—I wanted to set a different course.”

“What else would you have done?”

He shrugs awkwardly. “You’ll laugh.”

“Maybe. But then I’ll get you to laugh about it too.”

“Fair enough. I’ve always wanted to write a book.” He laughs before I can. Except I don’t feel like laughing at his admission. “I know. I know. Everybody wants to write a book.”

“Write what? About law?”

“Fiction.”

“You want to be the next John Grisham?”

“More like Tolkien.”

This surprises me, but it also makes sense. I’ve seen his home, with stacks of books in every room. He keeps a novel in his bottom left drawer for when work is slow.

“Well, you still could. What’s stopping you?”

“Paying bills.” He chuckles and rubs his thumbnail along his jaw. “Just an old daydream. Don’t you ever—?” Abruptly, he leans forward, turns the volume knob up on the TV.

“… on the leading edge of the storm and producing tornadic conditions. This is one big storm brewing, folks.” The forecaster’s tone is grim. “A super cell. And we’re starting to see rotation.”

Otto! He’ll be cowering and quivering beneath the bed, his anxious brown eyes alert and watching for me. But before I can leap for the door, the civil defense sirens start to wail.

Molly jerks the office door open, her eyes wide, her features stretched. “It’s a twister! Coming this way!”

“Take cover.” Craig stands, leaning against the desk to gain his balance.

“No.” I move toward the door. “I have to get home.”




	
Chapter Three 

The wind whips through Maize. Flags salute. A light pole at the end of the street bobs and weaves like it’s had a night out on the town. Tin cans rattle and roll from an overturned dumpster. A lawn chair clatters down the middle of Main Street, end over end. Rain lashes down, horizontal at times, swelling and cascading in waves. I squint up at the black clouds boiling over. Lightning zips in long, jagged streaks. Thunder follows right on its heels. By the time I’m inside the truck, my clothes are soaked. Water drips from my bangs. The ignition catches quickly and wipers slap at the rain, but it’s a losing battle. Suddenly there’s a hammering sound, like someone is pummeling my truck with a baseball bat. Quarter-sized chunks bounce like Ping-Pong balls off the hood.
	


The storm is gaining strength. I jerk the gearshift into reverse, back into the street, and push through sheets of rain toward the farm. I can’t see more than ten feet in front of the bumper. The town’s lone traffic light swings precariously overhead and casts an eerie yellow glow against the gloom. Blackened buildings line the way, mere silhouettes. Electricity must be on the fritz. Hail crunches under the tires as I turn at the edge of town onto a one-lane highway that will take me straight to the farm. The wheels skid, making the back end of the truck whip right, then left. I jerk the steering wheel, keeping my foot off the brake, and manage to right the truck.

As quickly as the hail began, it stops. The civil defense sirens still wail, pull my nerves taut. I flip on the radio for news, a voice of reason and calm in the chaos around me. The news is anything but.

“A tornado has been spotted thirty miles west of Wichita. There’s significant rotation …”

I tighten my hold on the steering wheel, lean forward, push the truck as fast as I dare. I grew up in Tornado Alley. I know what to do. Take shelter. And I will—just as soon as I get to the farm. I have to get the animals secure in the barn. Have to get Otto. He’s all alone. The radio announces the position of the tornado—northwest of my location and moving due east and south. Coming right at us.

I punch the gas pedal and a roar of water sprays from beneath the truck. I worry about the chickens loose in the barnyard, the pigs grunting, butting up against the fence, bumping into each other, huddling together, squealing. And Otto. Is he scratching at the door to get out? Whining? Barking? Cowering?

A black lump in the road startles me. Two eyes. A wide nose. A cow. I stomp the brake and blast the horn. The truck whips around in a circle. I lose sight of the frightened animal
	
 and come to a jerking halt half on, half off the road. The rear bumper tilts down into a ditch.

My breath comes in hard gasps. Where did the cow go? I look out the back window, but she’s disappeared. Wind buffets the truck. I press the gas, but the truck only makes a grinding sound. In the side mirror I can see mud shooting from the back tires. I jerk open the cab door and the wind slams it wide, nearly taking it off its hinges. Rain pelts me in the face. I try to get my bearings, searching for anything recognizable. On the road, a few feet away, a mailbox rolls over, the wind tossing it about like a handkerchief. On its side is painted my family name—Meyers.

Okay. I’m close. I can make it. Even on foot.

Fighting every inch of the way, fists clenched, eyes straining, I trudge through mud that seeps into my shoes and sucks at my two-inch heels. My ankle bobbles and I step on the side of my foot. Wincing, I kick off the shoe, all the while moving toward the house. Even though I can’t see it, it must be there. Rain plasters my hair to my head, stinging my cheeks, slashing my eyes. I’m leaning so far forward that if the wind were to stop suddenly, I would fall flat on my face.

I find the driveway almost immediately, and it guides me right up to the house. The picket fence has taken a beating. Slats tilt like teeth needing braces. Many are missing altogether. I push and shove, then kick at the gate. Old habits die hard, and I turn to close it. The wind jerks the gate out of my hands and slams it closed with a decisive clink. I turn back into the wind, glance toward the barn obscured by rain and darkness. I need to secure the animals, but a vortex has formed not a hundred yards away, a pale gray beast devouring the farmland and stalking toward the house.

I creep in what feels like slow motion toward the porch.
	


A post offers refuge and I cling to it, catch my breath. The overhanging roof tries to shelter me, but the slanting rain stings my exposed skin. I fumble with the keys, unlock the bolt, and fall into the house.

“Otto!” My voice sounds hoarse. “Where are you, boy?”

The wind whistles, moans, slaps at the house. The shutters tremble. There’s a whoosh, pop, whoosh, pop as something slides and smacks the roof. A rumbling fills the air. It sounds like I’m in a tin can and being shaken like a marble.

“Otto!” I charge through the rooms, search his hiding places. Behind the recliner. Under the kitchen table. Finally, dropping to my knees, I find him huddled in a tiny ball under the bed. He’s shaking so badly his teeth chatter. His little body spasms as fear rocks through him. “Come here. Hurry, Otto!”

But he won’t budge. His heavy brows hide his eyes in dark shadows. I stretch my arm out, my fingers barely grazing his side. The bed is too low for me to slide under, so I try again, stretching my arm as far as I can. The bed frame cuts into my shoulder. Finally I curl my fingers around his front leg and tug him toward me. He pulls back, fighting me.

Behind me, a window shatters. I duck and shield my head. Glass flies and an unseen hand flies through the room, knocking over pictures, tables, chairs. With a final tug I pull Otto from beneath the bed, press him against my chest, and start to rise.

Thunk! The sound explodes in my head.

Black clouds snuff out my vision, and I feel myself falling, falling, falling.

* * *

IT’S A SWIRLING world, everything spinning out of control around me. It feels as if the house itself has been picked
	
 up and is being spun like a top. But I remain still. I can’t seem to raise a hand or lift a finger.

Scratching, wavering sounds twitch around me. I can’t grab hold of or understand the words, if they are such.

It’s as if I’m in the eye of chaos and everything else orbits around me. I watch it all as if on a giant movie screen. My truck skids past, its bumper crunched, the side caved in, the yellow paint caked with dirt. Otto runs in circles, racing around, barking. I call after him, but he doesn’t listen, doesn’t mind. Then there’s Momma.

“Momma!” I cry out.

She simply waves and goes on, busy as if on an important errand. Swinging on her arm is a basket of Easter eggs, a reminder of things I have yet to do for the hunt on the town square. Then Abby blows past in a bright red convertible, her long hair trailing behind. She cackles at the wind. Craig hobbles past me too. Neither seems to notice me. And I am left behind. Alone.

Then it all starts again, everyone coming around for another lap. When I try to call out, no one hears. They’re busy doing their own thing. It’s as if my life has stopped and their lives have gone on. I feel tired just watching them. Their motion exhausts me.

I’m so very, very tired.

Still there is no rest, no comfort, no peace.
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