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    The future is a blank page, but not a mystery.


    Tinker’s riddle

    (Written on the wall of wisdom, Waterbird Bait and Grocery, Moses Lake, Texas)



    Chapter 1
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    Is it possible for nine months and three days of your life to haunt you forever? Can memories become like restless spiritstheir long, thin fingers always reaching, and tugging, and grabbing? Their fingernails, in my case, would be some variation of floral pink and nicely manicured. Perfectly matched to a shade of lipstick and possibly a purse or some other accessory. Undoubtedly, this is not the norm for personal demons, but try telling them that. They won’t listen, I promise.


    There is no escape from those graceful Moses Lake ladies, with their embroidery-adorned pantsuits and their languid Southern drawls. When they whispered in my mind, their sentences rose and fell and rose again, filled with long vowels, padded and powdered with cheerfulness they couldn’t possibly be feeling all the time. They became the stuff of my darkest recurrent nightmaresthe kind that reprised the most awkward teenage years and found me wandering the halls of Moses Lake High School with no idea where I was supposed to go, suddenly aware that I’d arrived in my Pooh Bear pajamas. Or even worse, I’d forgotten the pajamas altogether. Yet, somehow, I was just then noticing....


    Even from thousands of miles away, after the passage of season after season, the high school dream lingered, along with the feeling that somewhere in the tiny town of Moses Lake, Texas, the ladies were still talking about me. Such an odd little thing, they were saying, a purposeful twang morphing the last word into tha-ang. All that eyeliner and that tacky, tacky purple lip gloss. Why, those black T-shirts didn’t help her figure one little bit, I’m tellin’ ye-ew. But how much can you expect, considerin’ what happened?


    I wondered if their conversations turned darker, thenif the women whispered behind their hands about things I was never allowed to know. Did they debate theories or did they discuss facts as they sat at Lakeshore Community Church, making greeting cards or knitting scarves for orphans or boxing cans for the food pantry? Did they know what happened?


    In my dreams, sometimes I was running toward a door. I heard the ladies on the other side, whispering amongst themselves. I recognized the doorlarge, white, with intricate molding. A double door. It was made to open inward, to allow the crowds to funnel through.


    Then the door grew smaller, and it was a cellar door. It was plain and brown. There was a spider on a web in the corner. I reached for the handle.


    I’d awaken in a sweat at that point, still hearing the echoes of the ladies chattering in the dusty corners of my mind.


    Their voices found ways to carry into the daylight, sometimes. Occasionally, I heard them talking to me, those Moses Lake ladies. Suga’, now, sit up straight, they’d admonish as I hunched over the table in some meeting, bleary-eyed while watching a computer render a building in 3-D from an electronic blueprint I’d been tweaking all night. Oh, Heather, hon, put that foot down. A lady never crosses her legs at the knee. Darlin’, don’t swing your toe like that. Some boy might think you’re a hussy. Mercy! Didn’t your mama teach you any-thang?


    How, I wondered, is it possible for such a small part of your childhood to linger so persistently? Do we choose the ghosts that haunt us, or do they choose us? And if we choose them, shouldn’t we be able to banish them?


    The questions were scrolling through my head again as I sat in a meeting room, watching Mel generate a virtual walkthrough of a big-box retail store. He was explaining how customer traffic would flow, how the layout allowed for excellent point-of-sale potential. He laughed and said, “It’s about capturing those impulse buys.”


    Leaning across the table, he inclined his head toward the Japanese contingent on the client side, as if he were sharing valuable trade secrets with them. “Of course, we all know that sixty-six percent of buying decisions are made in the store, and of those, fifty-three percent are pure impulse buys. Our research shows that with this layout, your percentages could increase to...” He paused, looked down at his notes, tapped the tabletop with his pencil.


    I was only vaguely aware of the glitch in his presentation. I’d had the Moses Lake dream again last night. The past was floating in front of me like a cellophane overlay, scenes dripping and blending with the reflections from the conference room windows. It was raining outside again, typical for Seattle. Not the best weather for a critical presentation that could mean millions.


    I’d dreamed all the way to putting my hand on the cellar doorknob last night. I’d curled up on a yoga mat behind my desk to catch a couple hours’ sleep before the office came to life, and suddenly there were the doors. The white ones, then the brown one.


    It had been a while since I’d seen the door. Maybe a year or more since I’d awakened with a start and moved through the day wondering what really happened at the bottom of those cellar steps.


    “Heather, did you pull together the rest of that research?” Mel glanced my way expectantly, as if he hadn’t already been given the numbers. My boss was slipping. Seven years ago, when I’d started at CTI, Mel was a lion.


    “Sure. Of course.” I flipped through the paperwork to save face for Mel. In reality, the numbers and I were on intimate terms. “The consumer research indicates a potential seventeen percent increase in impulse purchases, as compared with your existing stores. Considering that we’re discussing stores that are already running at a brisk average of three hundred and fifty dollars in gross sales per square foot, that increase would be...” Mel caught my eye and gave me a look that warned me not to start running calculations in my head and spouting figures. This was his meeting. Letting the papers settle back into place, I finished with, “Significant, of course.”


    Mel took over again, but two of the principals were clearly more interested in hard facts than Mel’s sales talk about Environments that perform and brand iconography. Mel was pushing hard, borderline desperate, but after seven years of paddling in the man’s wake, I understood his nuances. It was hard to know how to feel, sitting there watching him struggle to revive the old magic. On the one hand, he had plucked me off the bottom rung of the ladder. On the other hand, every time I tried to climb the ladder, Mel’s foot was squarely on my head. I wanted to move up, to eventually achieve what he had achievedproject leader, junior partner, partner. I’d never get there with Mel in the way.


    My cell phone vibrated in my pocket. I slid it out and glanced while everyone was watching virtual customers move through checkout lanes. The customers started at a normal pace, then gradually sped up, buzzing by like bumblebees exiting a hive, having sacrificed nectar for shopping carts filled with fifty-three-plus-percent impulse buys. They were moving so fast, they never even knew what hit them.


    The text message was from Richard. Problem. Call me ASAP.


    The phone vibrated with an incoming call as I was tucking it away. Surely that wasn’t Richard. He knew how long these meetings could take. One advantage of dating a guy who was in the real estate business was that he understood. When clients come to town, the clients come first.


    I took a peek at the screen. I didn’t recognize the number, but I knew the area code. 510. California. My mother, undoubtedly. Suddenly Richard’s text message made sense.


    My foot vibrated under the table as the meeting worked toward a close. When it was over, I gathered my files and politely excused myself from the room. Somehow, Mel and I ended up on the elevator together anyway.


    “They left quickly.” He leaned into the corner, his head falling against the wall as if he couldn’t hold it up one more second.


    “It was a long meeting.” But we both knew what a quick exit usually meant. “They won’t find a more comprehensive proposal than ours, though.”


    “Let’s hope.” His eyes slowly closed, like he was already trying to figure out how he’d survive if we didn’t get this Itega contract.


    The doors opened. Watching him there, crumpled against the wall, I felt the need to say something more. I held the doors open with the button, so as not to be ferried to the executive suites along with Mel.


    “It’s a good proposal,” I offered. “We’ve got a slick design. Perfect fundamentals.”


    He didn’t react.


    Like a puppy, I stood there pathetically waiting for a pat on the head, for some acknowledgement of the countless hours I’d put into the proposal, of the devotion I’d given to managing all aspects of the design package. Finally, there wasn’t much choice but to step through the door onto my floor. The one nicely above the designers in their Spartan cubicles and squarely below the posh executive level.


    “What’s going on with that thing in Texas?” Mel’s question followed me.


    I turned and pushed the button to open the doors again. “What?”


    “The thing in Texas. The processing plant... Proxica Foods. What’s happening with that?” Mel cracked an eye open. “Your project.” Was it my imagination, or did the emphasis on your come with an underlay of resentmentan insinuation that I was overstepping my bounds by insisting that, if I could bring this project in, I would be the project leader.


    “Everything seems to be right on target. The principals at Proxica are happy with the design concept. The property deals are in the final stages. They’re looking at a state-of-the-art processing plant and eight corporately-owned production farmssix for poultry and two for grain crops.” The phone message from Richard crossed my mind, and an uncomfortable sensation settled underneath my favorite blue blazer. The biggest event in my career, and I was banking on something that involved my mother....


    Mel’s lips pursed, smacking slightly, as if he were tasting the potential of the deal. Maybe now that the Itega bid had soured a bit, Mel was looking to take over my Texas project. Would he really do that?


    “Keep me apprised,” he said, rubbing his chest as I exited the elevator.


    “Aye-aye, Cap’n.” The words were a thin attempt at lightness. The second the elevator doors closed, I raced toward my office, muttering to myself and thinking of the Texas deal and my mother.


    A pair of interns, chatting as they ferried mailing tubes, stopped talking and sidled to the wall as I passed, clutching the tubes like Roman shields. I had the momentary pang of regret that comes from knowing someone finds you humorless and slightly frightening, but it quickly passed. Interns rotated through the firm constantly. If they were here to learn architecture and design in the real world, they might as well see how things really were. No point filling them with the warm fuzzies. It was a long, hard climb before you got to take on a project of your own. Those fresh-faced college kids were better off seeing the truth now and then deciding how badly they wanted it.


    I dialed Richard’s number while rounding the corner into my office. “Hey, what’s up?” I asked, an odd little singsong in my voice. Maybe I just felt the need to be girly and cute, so as not to send him scurrying, like the interns. In the dating world, intimidation is not considered a desirable quality. Normal men tended to see me as slightly work-obsessed and hyperfocused. Or, as my friend and former roommate, Trish, liked to put it, married to my iPhone.


    But Richard was as normal as they came. Normal and successful, and he liked me. He didn’t have a string of failed marriages behind him, and he was with a respectable law firm. An especially rare find among the over-thirty set, where pickings became slim.


    He sighed, and I knew the news was not good. I loved him for hesitating a minute, as if he felt the need to break it to me gently. In general, Richard hated conflict, which was probably why he was in real estate law and not prosecuting murder cases. “Well, I know you said she was unpredictable, but...”


    I didn’t even wait for him to drag through the rest of the sentence. “What happened? Did she sign the offer?” Poor Richard. I should never have brought him into this. My mother was probably lighting incense in his office, hanging crystals, or reciting dark, dramatic, obscure poetry by some writer only English professors had heard of.


    “She’s not here. Not coming... Well, not today, anyway.”


    “What?” My voice echoed into the corridor, and I closed the office door, keeping the conversation inside. No one knew about the Texas project except Mel, Richard, and the commercial broker who was quietly shopping for land he would then resell to Proxica for their new facilities. Proxica had insisted that their expansion plans be kept confidential. Strange things happen when communities find out that a company with deep pockets is sniffing around. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


    “I wish I were.” Richard sounded frustrated, tired, and uncharacteristically irritable. He’d put in countless extra hours on this real estate deal and managed to get my family an offer of more than the property was worth. He’d sorted out the convoluted deeds for the land that had been in my father’s family since just after the Civil War. Once the property was in Proxica’s possession and the feasibility studies were finished, my part of the project came indesigning Proxica’s new flagship facility, where big pieces of raw meat would become little pieces of cooked meat, neatly sliced and packaged in deli bags for people like me, who don’t like to think about where meat actually comes from.


    “Where is she?” Within reach, I wished. If my mother were within reach, I would... I would... What? What, exactly, would I do? Talking to my mother was like talking to one of those gauzy, diaphanous scarves the street vendors sell in India. Anything I said would go right through, my breath barely creating a ripple in the fabric.


    “In Texas, apparently.” I could hear Richard typing on his computer as he replied.


    “In Texas? Why?” My mother hated Texasespecially Moses Lake and the portion of the family farm that had passed into her hands after my father’s death. “Is Uncle Herbert all right? Uncle Charley?” A mental scenario materialized in which my dad’s uncles had driven to the family farm, fifteen miles outside Moses Lake, and were holed up with shotguns in hand. Even though they both now lived at Uncle Herbert’s place in town, they had grown up on the farm and were still sentimental aboutit.


    “As far as I know, your uncles are fine. Your mother is down there with them, apparently. She said they are ‘talking about some things.’”


    “What things?” Inside my brain, I heard the high-pitched whistling sound of a pressure cooker about to blow. No wonder Richard was irritated. He’d worked so hard to convince the broker to take not only the farm property, but to make a package bid for my uncles’ other properties, as well. Altogether, they owned four plots of land and two businesses. Uncle Herbert ran the Harmony Shores Funeral Home in town, and Uncle Charley was famous for the fried catfish at his floating restaurant, Catfish Charley’s.


    Now that both of my great uncles were in their eighties, the family farmland and businesses had to go. That was all there was to it. Uncle Herbert and Uncle Charley had made plans to relocate to Oklahoma to be near Uncle Herbert’s son Donny and his progeny. Selling the property all at once would allow them to leave Moses Lake behind in one clean sweep.


    Why had my mom suddenly decided to swirl her big toe in the pool, muddying the waters? She couldn’t possibly have gotten wind of Proxica’s plans to acquire the farm property, and quite frankly, I couldn’t imagine why she would care. She’d hated Moses Lake even before we lived there, and she never wanted to see it again after we left. If my father’s portion of the family farm hadn’t been squarely landlocked between Uncle Herbert’s portion and Uncle Charley’s, it would have been gone shortly after my dad’s passing sixteen years ago. Now the old dairy farm would be quietly recommissioned as a Proxica location, I would get my first design project, and the town of Moses Lake would see sorely needed new jobs. It was a win-win, if you didn’t count the fact that everything hinged on my mother’s cooperation.


    “I’ll call and talk to her about it,” I said, and then apologized profusely to Richard, privately admiring his composure. He was accustomed to issues like this. I’d met him while testifying as an expert witness in a case. He was a lawyer for the opposition. My side won. He didn’t hold it against me, fortunately.


    “I’ll take care of it. I’ll have her here tomorrow.” My words brought on that feeling you get on your first ski trip when you realize you’ve accidentally turned onto a double black diamond slope.


    “The drop-dead date is eight days away. The broker offer expires February fifteenth.”


    February fifteenth. February fifteenth...


    The day after Valentine’s Day. Valentine’s Day was a week away, and Richard and I hadn’t even talked about it? That was odd, considering that Richard was a planner, and in Seattle, restaurant reservations on Valentine’s Day were a must. Maybe this little silence wasn’t purely accidental. Maybe Richard had something special in mind, a surprise.


    Could there be a certain little trinket attached to the hush-hush Valentine’s Day... maybe something that comes in a little ring-sized box? We’d been dating six months. Having turned thirty-four last month, alone in my apartment with a cat that wasn’t even my own, I was feeling the nudge. Richard was six years older than me, ready to find someone and settle down. He’d said so sometime early in our relationship. It was one of the things I liked about him. Neither of us had time to play the games that went with dating.


    I found myself staring out the window, idly picturing an upscale apartment, two kids.... Would they have dark hair like Richard’s, or auburn hair like mine? My caramel-brown eyes, or Richard’s gray ones? Short and stocky, like Richard’s family, or lanky like mine? Wavy hair like mine, or straight hair like Richard’s? They’d be good at math. Both Richard and I were good with numbers....


    I realized he was waiting for me to reply on the broker issue. “So the offer expires the day after Valentine’s Day, then, right?” Hint, hint.


    He didn’t pick up on the nuance, unfortunately. “Yes. Right. February fifteenth.”


    “Got it.” First things first. Right now both of us were focused on the property deal. Between all the confusion about easements, ancient surveys, and my mother’s failure to update the deed after my father’s death, we’d come way too close to letting the offer expire.


    I took a deep breath, then exhaled. “Don’t worry.” Which, of course, is what people say when they are worried. “If I have to go down there and drag my mother back here myself, I’ll do it.” The words held the false bravado of a schoolyard bully who’s really afraid to fight. The last, last, last part of my life I ever planned to revisit was that terrible high-school year in Moses Lake. I’d shaken off the Texas dust sixteen years ago, and nothing short of the apocalypse would ever drag me back there again.

  


  
    

    Truths are first clouds; then rain, then harvest and food.


    Henry Ward Beecher

    (Left on the wall of wisdom by Andrea Henderson, new Moses Lake resident, and Mart McClendon, local game warden)



    Chapter 2
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    Famous last wordsnothing like planning a last-minute trip to Texas to make you eat them. One should never underestimate the power of twisted family ties and well-meaning church ladies bearing casseroles. Apparently, the Moses Lake ladies had discovered my mother at Uncle Herbert’s place, and they’d pulled out the frozen funeral casseroles and the slice-and-bake cookies. They had shown up at Harmony Shores armed with food, ostensibly because widowed men like my uncles shouldn’t be trying to cook for company. In reality, of course, they were there to figure out what, exactly, was going on at the former funeral home, and in what way it involved the town’s ex-pariah, my mother.


    The story, as my mother related it on the phone, grew more bizarre from there. Apparently she’d flown in on a whim, after arranging for a graduate assistant to cover her classes. It sounded like she’d been in Moses Lake overnight with the uncs (suddenly she was using the family pet name for my great uncles, to whom she had never given the time of day before). I wanted to ask her what she was thinking, taking off for Texas the day before she was supposed to be in Seattle. But trying to understand her thought processes was like contemplating infinity. It tied your brain in small, painful knots. Her actions were typically based on vague feelings, a sense of karma, or the advice of some spiritual advisor she’d met on the Internet.


    When I called, she was walking along the lakeshore, “... just thinking,” she said, as I rummaged around my office, stacking the Itega files all in one place, just in case I had to fly out of town to round up my mother. “Uncle Herbert found some boxes in his basement that were ours. Apparently, they’ve been stored here all this time. I wanted a few days to check it out, and then there’s the estate sale issue. It’s not easy for the uncs, having so many memories tied to the place....”


    She trailed off, and I thought we had a dropped connection, but then she started talking to someone who was there with her. I gathered that the pastor from Lakeshore Community Church had just dropped by to say hello and to pass along the phone number of a mortician who might want to buy the surplus caskets, casket stands, skirts, and various other funeral equipment in Uncle Herbert’s basement.


    “But... I thought all of that had been cleaned out. Uncle Herbert and Uncle Charley are supposed to be moving this week.” Right after the papers are signed. It was a sad fact of this entire process that Uncle Herbert and Uncle Charley had to relocate closer to younger members of the family. They seemed to be handling it well enough, though, and as people age, difficult decisions have to be made. I needed to get my mother out of there before Uncle Herbert’s son Donny found out she was meddling and a family war ensued. Donny and my mother had practically come to blows over the Moses Lake property numerous times in the past.


    “Listen, Mother, the plans have already been made. You said you didn’t want to handle your portion of the paperwork via fax, so Richard made arrangements for you to do it here, in person. He waited all morning for you to show. I don’t understand why you’re holding things up. You know that Uncle Herbert and Uncle Charley need the money, and you know they can’t stay in Moses Lake by themselves any longer. You’re just making things harder for everyone.”


    “Oh, they’re fine. We played Chicken Foot last night.” As usual, Mother was floating around somewhere in the fluffy cumulus nimbi. She sounded alarmingly relaxed. Not at all like someone about to head for the airport. “They’re enjoying the casseroles. We’ve been writing down a few of the family stories, even.”


    “You’re doing what?” The last thing we needed was everyone hanging around the funeral home, waxing nostalgic about the good ol’ days. “What do you mean, you’re playing dominoes? There’s supposed to be almost nothing left in the house, and...”


    I was momentarily at a loss for words. I imagined my mother camped out with my uncles in the massive Greek Revival house, where back in the day, you could turn a blind corner and unwittingly bump into coffin stands and body boards. My mother hated Uncle Herbert’s place on Harmony Cove as much as she hated everything else about Moses Lake, which was why she’d fought like a banshee when my father had been offered the opportunity to supervise the construction and implementation of the Proxica plant upriver from Moses Lake, near the little Mennonite town of Gnadenfeld.


    Mom had finally given in and let my dad accept the transferbut only because my grandmother was in a nursing home, in the final weeks of her life, and my grandfather had been diagnosed with congestive heart failure. My dad was needed in Moses Lake, and so we picked up our lives and went. For me, a math-and-art-class-loving chick accustomed to a big-city high school in Philadelphia, it seemed like the end of the world. I’d long since lost interest in going with my father on his cross-country trips to visit his family in Texas, and all of a sudden I was being told I’d have to spend my senior year of high school and graduate from tiny, podunk Moses Lake High. I hated my father for subjecting me to such a hideous reality. I made sure to communicate that in every selfish, immature way I could.


    Sometimes, life turns upside down, and you never get the chance to say you’re sorry.


    “Listen, the offer on the property expires next week.” I pointed out.


    “I know,” Mom answered, and I wondered at the strange, melancholy rhythm of her voice. Was Moses Lake wrapping its watery veil around her again, dragging her down the way it had in the months after my father’s death? “So there’s not any rush, really.”


    “Except that Richard did a ton of the work on the deeds as a favor to me, and he was expecting you today.”


    Mom exhaled. “Oh, Heather, men are always doing you favors. They love to do favors for you. It makes them feel like they might have a chance of cracking that shell.”


    “Richard is different.” I refused to slide into yet another relationship conversation with my mother. I really did. She was the one with men bobbing in and out of her life like horses on a carousel. She was always holding courtdiscussing art, or literature, or theater with men from grad-student age on up to those with full professorships. She’d been in and out of love more times than I could count, the only constant being instability.


    Just as she was working up what, undoubtedly, would have been some critical analysis of Richard, formed during their limited phone and email conversations over the real estate deal, I heard laughter in the background. A man’s laugh. A familiar laugh.


    “Mom, who’s there with you?” My mind raced through the connections. My mother wasn’t in Moses Lake alone. “Is Clay there? Is that Clay?”


    Mom didn’t have to answer. Suddenly the trip to Moses Lake made some sense.


    Clay was there. He’d found out about the sale of the property and seen fit to involve himself, and now he was in Moses Lake, hanging out and giving Mom advice. My stomach clenched at the thought. Clay’s involvement in the deal could be a game changer, and not in any good way. My little brother had been floating idly through college and law school for a decade, while taking occasional breaks to climb Mount Hood, or get his scuba-diving certification, or spend a semester in some tiny South American country, working with an earthquake relief team. So far, Clay seemed perfectly happy to move at his own aimless, relaxed pace, while Mother contributed financial support from the nest egg left behind by our dad’s life insurance policy. At twenty-seven, Clay didn’t seem in any rush to take care of himself.


    “I’m coming down there,” I said, but the show of bravado was intended only to make my mother snap to her senses. Surely she knew that Moses Lake, in terms of emotional stability, wasn’t the best place for her to spend time. “Really, Mother. It isn’t good for you to be there. What could you possibly be hoping to accomplish?”


    “Maybe putting some ghosts to rest.” Suddenly the lightness was gone from her tone. She sounded gravely serious. “They don’t just go away on their own, you know.”


    A sick feeling leeched from the pit of my stomach, darkness spreading over me like a splash of ink. How was it that she could still do this to me? It was as if she knew where the painful spots were, and she could probe them whenever she wanted. “I’ll be there tomorrow. I’ll help you ship whatever boxes you want to ship, and then we’re coming back here and doing the deal as planned.”


    A long pause left me hearing my own pulse thrumming, and then she finally answered, “Well, if you must know, there’s another offer we want to look at, Heather. There’s really nothing you can do here. I’ll call you in a day or two.”


    My insides were rolling now, my mind whirling ahead. “What offer? An offer from whom?” There was no way that could be true. No one else was going to come along and pay the price the broker was offering.


    “I really can’t explain it all....”


    “I’ll be there in the morning.” Rubbing the ache in my forehead, I tried to think through the details. It was Wednesday. I could tell Mel I needed a couple personal days to see to the family matters related to the land sale. Mel wouldn’t be happy about it, as personal wasn’t really in his vocabulary, but I had enough unused vacation stacked up to last me until spring.


    I mentally fast-forwarded through the Mel confrontation, then considered the practicalities. I’d have to book a flight, arrange for a rental car, look at a map, and figure out the route from the airport to Moses Lake. It would probably be easier to fly to Dallas and drive from there, rather than taking a commuter flight to Waco....


    “You’re not bringing Richard along, are you?” Mother’s question collided with my thoughts like an asteroid, leaving a fiery trail. Why would she care whether Richard was coming along? Unless... Unless she’d already made up her mind to bug out on the land sale, and she was afraid I might use Richard to try to strong-arm her into it. Maybe my brother was giving her some sort of amateur legal advice. Exactly how far had Clay gotten in law school before his last side trip on the highway of life?


    The question nagged and nipped as I reiterated that I was coming down there to straighten things out, then said good-bye.


    Within an hour and a half, I’d cleared my impending absence with Mel, booked a flight, returned to my apartment, and thrown together a carry-on bag.


    I ran into Trish as I was lugging my carryon and laptop case down the stairs. She was ferrying a pizza box to the three-bedroom unit she’d moved into after she fell in love with the guy down the hall and got married. Now she was on the fast track to family life, having had three kids in four years. Since she’d given up ergonomic building design for mommyhood, we had most of our conversations in the stairwell at odd hours.


    “Whoa, where are you headed?” she asked, holding the pizza like a platter.


    “Texas,” I grumbled, feeling pathetic and like I needed someone to feel sorry for me. I would never have let anyone see that but Trish. We’d met while working long hours at our first jobs out of college. She’d ridden the merry-go-round of family issues with me before.


    Leaning against the stairway railing, she rested the pizza on the banister. “Your mom didn’t show, huh?”


    “Of course not.” I gripped my forehead. I already had a headache, and my mother was still hundreds of miles away.


    “I don’t know when you’re going to learn not to expect anything from her.” She punctuated the sentence with a disgusted smack. “Can I do anything for you while you’re gone? Want me to water your plant?”


    “I’ve already killed the plant. I watered it. Really. I mean... I think I watered it.”


    Trish rolled her eyes and opened the pizza box. “Here, take a slice of pizza, so you don’t end up like the plant.”


    I thanked her, we hugged good-bye, and I transported myself to a flight bound for Texas, by way of several irritating layovers. Oddly enough, I didn’t even think of calling Richard until I was high in the skies over Idaho. I dialed his number during a layover in Denver. He took the news well, which actually disappointed me a little. I was tired, frustrated, and irritated, and I suppose I wanted him to get manly and protective, maybe tell me it was brave of me to try to deal with this alone but he was hopping the next flight out.


    Then again, why would he? Richard had no idea of the history that lay in Moses Lake because I’d never told him. No one in Seattle knew, except Trish. The best thing about living halfway across the country from the past you’d like to forget is that you’re not obligated to reveal it to anyone. You really can leave it all behind. As far as Richard knew, Moses Lake was just an ancestral family place to which I had little attachment, sentimental or otherwise.


    “I have a boatload of work to catch up on this weekend, anyway.” Richard’s words brought another unexpected letdownas if I were dangling over a cliff, sinking a little lower and a little lower as he let out the rope. Maybe it was the whole Texas thing, but I was feeling uncharacteristically needy. The sensation was foreign and unwelcome.


    I cradled the phone on my shoulder, juggling my laptop, purse, and carryon as I took a seat at the gate for my next flight. Outside the window, a Colorado moon shone on new-fallen snow. I wanted to walk out the door, catch a cab, and head for the mountainslose myself in their cottony peaks and have a vacation. “I know. I’m sorry my mom wasted your time today. It’s her world, and we’re just living in it.”


    Richard chuckled, and I fell into the warm sound of it. He had such a nice laugh. “I like your mother. She’s... artsy. A free spirit.”


    I was momentarily silenced. I like your mother? Traitor. “Thanks for being so nice about it.” He wouldn’t like her if he knew her better, would he?


    “It’s fine, really. I can understand her attachment to the family home.”


    He could? Richard understood my mother? “It isn’t even her hometown. It was my father’s. She never wanted to spend time there when I was a kid. She and my grandmother hated each other.” I sounded like a harpy, like one of those bitter family members on Dr. Phil.


    “Well, you know, the older people get, the more sentimental they feel about things. They have that sense of time slipping away.”


    I blinked, watching snowflakes swirl in the pocket of protected space near the Jetway. This didn’t sound like Richard at all. “Are you okay?” I leaned away as a guy in a rumpled business suit took a seat next to me.


    “Yeah, it’s the birthday thing, I think.”


    Birthday... Oh, smack, I’d forgotten all about Richard’s birthday. Friday. The day after tomorrow. Forty. Six years older than me. We’d talked about it, like, a month ago while watching the waiters at Chili’s bring out a birthday cake and sing to an embarrassed customer. Richard made me promise I wouldn’t take him anyplace with singing waiters on his birthday.


    “Ohhh, your birthday. I’m sorry. I should be there. If I didn’t have to get to Texas and straighten out this family thing, I’d turn around and fly right back.” Forty had to be hard. I was glad I was a long way from forty.


    “It’s all right.”


    “No it’s not.” In all the talk back and forth about the land deal this week, I hadn’t even mentioned his birthday. Because I hadn’t thought about it. “I’m a really bad girlfriend.” A flight attendant moved to the microphone behind the service desk, and a line began to form in anticipation of boarding. I stood up, grabbing my things.


    “You’re just you, Heather.” There was a flat quality to his voice, a matter-of-factness, like The grass is green or The air is invisible.


    It stopped me where I was.


    The flight attendant announced that due to wind sheers associated with a storm moving over the mountains, all flights had been delayed.


    I sank down in my chair. Is that me? The girl who forgets people’s birthdays and kills houseplants, and it doesn’t even surprise anyone? They just expect it?


    Plans flashed through my minda tidy little suitcase of them that I’d been unpacking during these past months with Richard. Richard and I had a lot in common. We got along well. We were both nearing that age where it seemed like it was time to... well... fish or cut bait, as the uncs in Moses Lake would have said. Not having settled down hadn’t bothered me in my twenties, but at thirty-four, you feel the fork in the road coming on....


    Some of our conversations had clued me into the fact Richard felt the same way. Maybe that was the reason for the melancholy sound in his voice when he mentioned the birthday. I wanted to believe it was, but really, I was afraid that I was the cause. Who wants to be dating the girl who takes off for another state right before your birthday and doesn’t even realize it?


    “Well, listen, I’d better let you go,” he said, and I felt myself sinking lower.


    Don’t, I wanted to say, Don’t let me go. But the words felt too vulnerable, too raw. I’d never been good at hanging my heart on my sleeve. But this was where so many relationships endedwith the old, You’re an amazing person, but we just want different things conversation. Sometimes I was on the delivering end of that line, sometimes on the receiving end.


    “Hey, Valentine’s Day is next week.” As soon as I said it, I felt pathetic, like I was pushingfishing to see if he had something planned. The ring box I’d been contemplating earlier suddenly seemed miles away. “We could do dinner at the Waterfront Grill, take a walk through the sculpture park if the weather’s all right.”


    “Let’s talk about it when you get home. I haven’t really thought that far ahead.”


    Let’s talk about it when you get home? That wasn’t the response I wanted, not at all what I expected.


    Or was it? Maybe I’d been feeling the cooling air around us for a whilelike evening setting in, but when you’re busy, you don’t notice. Then you look up, and suddenly it’s almost dark. Chilly. Was that why I was trying to superimpose visions of a Valentine’s surprisebecause I was afraid yet another relationship was dying for lack of regular watering and feeding? “Oh... okay. We can figure it out when I get back.”


    “Have a good trip, Heather.”


    “Richard, are we okay?” As soon as the words were out, I wanted to stuff them back in. What was wrong with me tonight?


    His hesitation was an answer, even if it wasn’t. “Let’s talk when you get home.”


    A wound, raw and deep, cracked open. On an architectural rendering, it would have been on Layer 1the layer upon which everything else is built. “I’m sorry I asked.” The words were bitter, hard-edged. “But you could have just told me... if there was a problem with you and me. You didn’t have to pretend.”


    He sighed. I pictured him leaning forward, his short, thick fingers wrapped over his forehead, rubbing, trying to drum up the right words, trying to avoid a confrontation. “Listen, I know you’ve had a lot going on with all the family and the property sale. I didn’t want to add any more... stress.”


    “I’m fine,” I said. “It’s fine.” But, really, my head was ringing like I’d just had a hard right cross to the jaw. The fact that he was trying to be kind about it only made it worse. Is a gentle smack in the head better than the abrupt kind? It’s still a smack in the head. “It’s not like we were engaged or anything, Richard. We were just dating, right? It’s not like there was any commitment.”


    He didn’t answer at first. Clearly, I’d shocked him by being so blunt, but it was like a knee-jerk reaction, impossible to control. It’s so much easier to reject than to be rejected.


    “Sure,” he said, and he sounded like I’d disappointed him in some way.


    “I’d better go, okay? It’s time to board my flight.” It wasn’t, but the rip inside me was widening. The only thing to do now was pull it back together before anyone saw.


    We said good night, leaving things strangely open-ended, and I dropped the phone into my purse. Beside me, the guy in the business suit ventured a sympathetic glance. He’d heard the relationship drama, of course. He looked like he might be conversational, and there was a dangly fish-shaped luggage tagthe Christian kindon his carry-on bag, so I grabbed my things, headed for the bathroom across the hall, and locked myself in a stall. The last thing I wanted at that moment was well-intentioned counselingspiritual or any other sort. I just needed... a few minutes alone.


    To figure out why.


    I could never get.


    This one thing.


    Right.


    After twenty minutes of standing with my back to the stall door and my eyes closed, I still didn’t have the answerwhat’s the likelihood of a profound personal discovery happening in an airport restroom, anywaybut I had pulled myself together. After all, Richard hadn’t exactly said we were breaking up. He’d just said we needed to talk, and then he hadn’t argued with what I’d said.


    I went back to the waiting area by my gate and took a seat along the windows, away from the man with the Jesus tag on his luggage. He looked my way a couple times, but I just leaned my head back against the metal frame and closed my eyes, letting the cold of the Denver night seep through my body as the stewardess announced an indefinite delay.

  


  
    

    Be not forgetful to entertain strangers;


    For thereby some have entertained angels unaware.


    Hebrews 13:2

    (Left by Ruth, who’s seen the proof)



    Chapter 3
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    Greyhound isn’t so bad... until you’ve been on one for sixteen hours, driving through the plains of West Texas in blinding snow. What idiotic notion had possessed me to climb into a taxi with the Jesus-tag manGary from Fort Worth, dentist, two kids, married twenty-nine yearsto head to the Greyhound station, I couldn’t say. He’d awakened me when all flights were canceled, an extremely kind thing todo.


    “Hated to just walk off and leave you here sleeping.” The slow Southern cadence of his words had comingled strangely with the fact that I was on my way to Texas, creating the feeling that I’d arrived there already. “Heard you say you had to get to Texas. No more flights going out tonight, and who knows what the backlog’ll look like tomorrow? By morning, they could be socked in here for days.” He’d smiled, his round face friendly, welcoming, sympathetic. “Greyhound’s still moving, if you want to take a chance on it. I’m headed to the station. Tomorrow’s my thirtieth anniversary, and I’m gonna be there if I have to walk in on snowshoes.”


    There’s something irresistible about a guy who would combine snowshoes with a business suit and walk through an impending blizzard to get home for his anniversary. I grabbed my stuff, and within minutes Gary from Fort Worth and I were partners on a journey of a thousand milesthe kind that binds you together like two tourists clinging to the same tree as a tsunami washes through.


    By the time we reached Fort Worth, I knew all about Gary. Fortunately, he was a talker, so I didn’t have to be. He owned a chain of family dental clinics that was expanding through Texas and the Deep South. He was interested in learning about how ergonomic design might make his clinics more efficient. I gave him my card, even though, honestly, his project didn’t require a fully-integrated solutions firm like ours. Any licensed architect with an office in the back of a mini-mall could handle it. He asked where I was going; I told him. He knew about Moses Lake. He’d been there for a conference at the resort just past the dam. Small world. Amazing coincidence, if you believe in coincidences.


    Gary’s wife and teenage daughters were there to greet him when we reached the Greyhound station in downtown Dallas. Seeming completely oblivious to the cast of strange characters that typically inhabit a downtown bus station, Gary introduced me, and all three of his best gals hugged me. Theirs was probably the warmest welcome I’d get in Texas. Things would not go so well for me in Moses Lake, I felt certain. I found myself taking in Gary’s family reunion like Scrooge watching the Cratchit family Christmas through the window.


    Finally, I stepped back and blinked the bus station into focus, trying to ignore the creepy sensation that it was not the safest place to be on my own. The sooner I was out of there, the better. I’d have to find my way to a cab and then a rental car place, but really, I wanted to be where Gary was, turning the details and the luggage over to take-charge family members.


    I leaned close to one of his daughters. “Tell your dad thanks for the help, all right? Tell him he’s got my card, if he wants to get in touch about the dental clinics.”


    “Sure,” the girl, Kylee, looked up from texting on her cell phone, and smiled. “Have a nice vacation.”


    “Thanks.” Juggling my stuff, I went to get a cab. In short order, I was loaded up and ready to gountil the cab rolled away from the curb, and I reached for my purse to see how I was fixed for cash, and there was no purse on the seat. I picked up my coat, my laptop bag. Nothing. Panic swirled through my tired brain, lighting up circuits that had been lazily flickering a moment before.


    My purse! My purse! Where was my purse?


    “Wait!” I screamed. Where? When had I seen it last? I remembered looking at my cell phone as we pulled into Dallas, wishing there would be a text from Richard....


    The bus! It’s on the bus! While I was gathering my belongings with Gary, sharing the euphoria of having survived our trip, I’d left the efficient-but-fashionable little Dolce purse tucked between my seat and the wall.


    My money, my iPhone, ID, credit cards, everything....


    “Take me back to the bus station,” I gasped. And as soon as we’d made it to the curb out front, I threw open the cab door, abandoned my stuff, and ran down the sidewalk. One peek around the corner confirmed that the bus was gone. My identity was headed to Texarkana... or possibly to some shady computer lab in Russia or Nigeria by now.


    My mind whirled as I ran back around the corner to the cab, begged the driver to wait with my things for a moment, then burst into the lobby and scanned the crowd for Gary and family. But they’d moved on. Outside, the cabbie was unloading my stuff on the curb, and a couple of bystanders in soiled overcoats were already checking out the spoils. I hurried out and laid claim before anything else could disappear, and then headed back inside, trailing two homeless guys, one of whom told me I was a dead ringer for Julia Roberts.


    Despite assurances that I wasn’t Julia, he called me Julia and insisted on aiding me in finding my way to an official bus station employee, who could help me. He and his friend stood guard while the counter clerk called the bus, now en route to east Texas. My purse was nowhere to be found.


    A desperate search of my pockets failed to turn up any folding money for phone calls, but who would I call anyway? All of my numbers were stored in my iPhone, which was who-knew-where at that moment. My fingers settled on something cardboard, and I knew what it was before I pulled it out. Gary’s card.


    Oh, thank God. The thought came with an echo of surprise. I’d long since given up attributing much in my life to divine intervention, but right now, the fact that I’d stuck the card in my pocket instead of my purse seemed like a miracle.


    The clerk had pity on me and let me use her cell phone, and in short order, my new friends, Harley and Doyle, were walking me to the curb and helping to load my suitcases into Gary’s wife’s Lexus. Gary thanked them and gave them each five bucks to go buy some lunch. Noticing that Doyle’s teeth were in bad shape, Gary dug through the door pocket of the car and produced a brochure for a mobile cost-free dental program, which Gary’s clinics helped to support. Doyle stuck the brochure in his ragged coat, shook Gary’s hand, offered a blessing my way, and pronounced this to be an example of the mysterious workings of the Lord.


    I left the Dallas bus station, sandwiched in the backseat with Gary’s daughters, Kylee and Grace, all three of us waving good-bye to Harley and Doyle. There was an odd, tender feeling in the pit of my stomach, and Doyle’s broken smile lingered in my mind as we rolled out of downtown. Despite my lack of confidence in divine intervention, I couldn’t help thinking that if not for a snowstorm, a bus ride, a lost purse, an impatient cabbie, and a business card haphazardly tucked in my pocket, Doyle might never have found out where to get new teeth. Occasionally, luck and coincidence doesn’t explain things as well as you’d like.


    After a short conversation, during which I was unable to come up with any good option as to where Gary and his family could drop me off, they made it clear that, no matter what I suggestedthe mall, a hotel, a bank location where I could attempt to gain access to my accountsthey were not about to abandon me in a strange town with no money, no phone, and no ID. They would be driving me all the way to Moses Lake. Everyone was surprisingly cheerful about it, and I determined this to be the kind of thing that happened often. Perhaps it was the kindly look of Gary and his family, or the skill that dentists develop for carrying on one-way conversations with unhappy clients, but they were like the Griswolds of mercy meet-ups.


    I borrowed Grace’s cell phone and called Trishone of the few numbers lodged in my memoryso she could take the emergency file from my apartment and call my credit card companies and my bank. I didn’t even bother to tell her the whole story. I was too tired to repeat it, and Trish’s kids were screaming in the background. “Sorry it’s such a disaster so far. Just call me if you need anything else,” she said, and we hung up.


    As we rolled southward under a cloudless Texas sky, sharing takeout food on the way, Gary’s family entertained me with stories of past family vacations buffeted off courseor blessed, as they put itby strangers in need. The day outside was clear and perfect, the sky painted with the long white strokes of winter clouds. I found myself oddly taken in as the countryside slowly changed from rolling plains to hills dotted with live oaks, their green boughs stretching heavy and thick over amber tufts of last year’s grass. Here and there, we passed fields where cattle grazed happily on expanses of winter wheat, the lively green pastures and frolicking calves seeming to promise that the startling color bursts of a Texas spring were right around the corner.


    I leaned against the window, my mind traveling back in time. I was curled up in the backseat of my father’s car, gazing out as wildflowers drifted by like spatters of paint on a bright green canvasthe deep azure of bluebonnets, the bright red-orange of Indian paintbrush, the purple of wild phlox, the yellow and crimson pinwheels of Indian blankets, the pale pink and white of primrose. Beside me, my little brother was asleep. Up front, Dad was driving and Mom was popping a new cassette tape into the player.


    We were headed off on one of the trips Dad lovingly called Sunday-ventures. Those trips always occurred after church, which we attended only when my father was not away on business. Generally, following the service, we would pick up my mother at home, and then there was no telling where we’d end up. Sometimes Dad was checking on a Proxica facility, or doing an inspection on a locker storage plant, or taking a look at one of Proxica’s massive farms, where rural families raised turkeys, chickens, hogs, and various produce to fulfill Proxica contracts.


    Many of those trips took us far into the country, where Dad spied tractors or cattle in the field and told us stories of his childhood on the family farm in Moses Lake. Along the way, Mom would talk him into stopping so she could climb rocks, hike off down a state-park trail, photograph buildings in some derelict small town, or sit in a stranger’s cow pasture, writing in one of her ever-present journals. I never worried about how long she would be gone when she disappeared into the woods. I knew that my father would be there taking care of us, making a game of her flighty, unpredictable nature.


    Of all the things I remembered about him, that one was foremost in my mind. He was a really great dad.


    My eyes fell closed as I drifted between a dream and reality, between Gary’s car and my father’s. Finally, all of it faded away, and the long Greyhound bus ride caught up with me.


    “We’re here! Wake up, Heather!” My father’s voice probed the darkness, and pulled me away. I snapped upright, smelled water and cedar and the chalky scent of wet limestone.


    Outside the window, a sign was passing by. It was old, made of earthy, weathered wood suspended between rock pillars. The etched letters had been newly-tinted with gold paint, seeming incongruous against the burnt umber background.


    Welcome to Moses Lake


    If you’re lucky enough to be at the lake, you’re lucky enough!


    “Hear that, kids?” My father’s voice echoed through the interior of the car. “We just hit it lucky. Anybody bring a swimsuit?”


    He laughed, and my mind stumbled into the present. It wasn’t my father’s laugh, not my father in the front seat, but Gary from Fort Worth. The kindly dentist. My rescuer, without whom I’d still be at the Denver airport.


    Next to me, Gary’s daughters tucked away their cell phones and stretched in their seats as we rolled into the sleepy little burg of Moses Lake, Texas.


    It was just the way I remembered it: a convenience store selling bait and gas at either end of the strip, and in between, a row of brick and limestone buildings with high false fronts. A few new antique stores had gone in, but everything else seemed to have been frozen in timethe Variety and Dollar, the pharmacy with the soda fountain in it, the Wash Barrel Laundry, the chamber of commerce, the little rural medical clinic that was only open a few days a week, the community center, the little brown stone church with the white steeple, a squatty brick building that belonged to the Corps of Engineers.


    Not much had changed. Moses Lake was still the same, right down to the little Moses Lake Hardware store at the end of the strip, near the church. Same wooden barrels out front, filled with fishing poles, shovels, and on-clearance tackle. In the summer, blown-up beach balls, air rafts, kites, giant squirt guns, and old tractor inner tubes converted for floatable fun would be stacked there, as well. Tourism in the winter was scant, of course, the place only appealing to fishermen and bird watchers hoping to catch a glimpse of the bald eagles.


    Uncle Herbert’s place, Harmony Shores Funeral Home, was only a few blocks farther, just past the post office and the Ranch House Bank.


    “Let me off here, okay?” I said, suddenly not ready to face my family.


    Gary glanced over his shoulder. “Here? At the hardware store?”


    His wife swiveled in her seat, giving me a quizzical look. “We can drive you all the way.”


    “It’s all right. My uncle’s place isn’t far.” Somehow, I couldn’t imagine pulling in with Gary and family in tow. Harmony Shores was a stately old estate, a classic example of nineteenth century Greek Revival architecture, but strangers tended to find the idea of a combined residence and funeral home rather odd.


    When Mom, Clay, and I had moved into the gardener’s cottage out back following my father’s death, there’d been no end to the whispers. Couple that with the dark, drab, chain-laden and somewhat vampirish style of dress I’d adopted as a protest when my father had moved us to Moses Lake, and I’d looked way too much like I might be sleeping in one of the coffins myself. Kids can be merciless, and when your mother is the reason the prodigal son left town in the first place, so can adults.


    Gazing at the hardware store now, I remembered passing by on my way to the pharmacy and wishing Blaine Underhill would come out to help some customer with an inner tube or a fishing pole. In my teenage imagination, Blaine would look my way, and against all social mores and at risk to his reputation, discover his undeniable attraction to the skinny girl in the dark clothes and ridiculous goth makeup job.


    It was an insane fantasy with which I both entertained and tortured myself throughout my senior year of high school. It kept me tromping back to chemistry class, day after day, and it broke my heart night after night. I wanted Blaine Underhill to love me; he didn’t even know who I was.


    Such are the twisted dreams of teenage girls.


    It didn’t occur to me until I was actually on the hardware store sidewalk, hugging Gary and family good-bye, that Blaine Underhill’s family might still own the hardware store. The Underhills had been in Moses Lake since long before the Corps of Engineers ousted a settlement of Mennonites from the farms in the valley, then dammed the river and created the lake.


    Blaine had been a prince in this small town; his stepmother was the queen and his dad the banker. When I could get away from home long enough, I used to stand in the convenience store, catty-corner from the hardware store, peeking out the window while I pretended to peruse the magazines. I’d watch Blaine there in his football jersey, his dark brown hair curling on his suntanned neck as he sorted through the inner tubes for kids in swimsuits, or carried bags for little old ladies, or flirted with girls in bikinis. If there’d been a pin-up poster of Blaine Underhill in Teen Time magazine, I would have bought it and tacked it on my wall in some secret place.


    “... that okay?”


    I realized that Gary was talking to me, and I hadn’t heard a thing.


    “Sorry,” I answered, noticing that he’d unloaded my suitcase and laptop on the sidewalk. I whirled a hand by my ear, rolling my eyes apologetically. “Had my head in the past there for a minute. This town hasn’t changed at all.”


    “There’s something comforting about a place that doesn’t change.” Gary couldn’t have known how wrong he was about that. My sweet memories of childhood visits to Moses Lake had been permanently painted over by the blackness of that senior year in high school. I’d spent the first three months of our stay trying to punish my father for marooning us on the family farm outside town, and the other six months living in the tiny gardener’s cottage behind Uncle Herbert’s funeral home, mired in the grief and guilt that followed my father’s death.


    Standing in the middle of town now, I sensed that those emotions could be as potent as ever if I let them, so I concentrated on expressing gratitude to the Good Samaritans who’d spent their anniversary saving me from disaster. “I really don’t even know how to thank you. If there’s ever anything I can do to pay you backadvice on the clinic designs, anything, reallyplease let me know. When I get back to Seattle, I’ll send money for the gas.”


    Smiling pleasantly, Gary lifted a hand. “No money needed. It’s a blessing to be a blessing. That’s what my mother always said. Just pass it on to someone else when you get the chance. Can we pray for you before wego?”


    Gary’s wife smiled expectantly, and his daughters extended their hands, ready to form a prayer circle on my behalf.


    I felt the momentary culture shock of having been asked that question, of being back below the Mason-Dixon line, where such an inquiry was considered perfectly natural. Nine years in the cityand not that I hadn’t met plenty of passionate churchgoersbut I’d couldn’t recall anyone coming right out and asking me that. Typically, I didn’t run in those sorts of circles.


    “Sure.” I could hardly say no after all they had done for me. Slipping in somewhat awkwardly between Gary’s daughters, I closed my eyes and bowed my head, and for some reason, thought of Trish. She was actually quite spiritual herself, in the broader sense of the word. She thought it was ridiculous when I told her that I’d grown up in church with my father and didn’t have issues with it, but I just didn’t want to go anymore. That’s like saying you believe fatty foods cause heart attacks and then eating fried chicken all day, she pointed out. I mean, if what you do and what you believe are two different things, it’s a guilt trap, right?


    Trish would have loved the sight of me standing on the sidewalk, hand in hand with the dentist’s family as they prayed for my journey.


    When the prayers ended, I did feel better, in a strange wayas if perhaps some special blessing had been called down and might ease my return to Moses Lake. Nearby, the white wooden steeple of Lakeshore Community Church glistened in the late-afternoon sunlight, as if in punctuation.


    Gary’s wife looked up at it and said, “It’s a gorgeous day. Let’s take a drive around the lake before we head back home. We can do the anniversary dinner tomorrow night.”


    Gary agreed, and even the girls looked toward the lake, placid in its deep blue winter coat.


    “What a pretty little town,” Gary’s wife remarked, and I was startled by the chasm between their perspectives and mine. To me, this place would never again be beautiful.


    Even so, I took a moment to describe some of the sights they might see on their drivethe cliffs above Eagle Eye bridge; the historic marker that told the legend of the Wailing Woman, whose voice could be heard moaning through the cliffs; the spire-like rock formations north of the dam, where tourists pulled off at the scenic turnout to watch bald eagles nesting. I finished by telling them about Catfish Charley’s, my great-uncle’s floating fried food Mecca, where they could eat batter-crisp fish while being watched by Charley, the hundred-pound primordial catfish who’d been greeting diners from his tank for as long as I could remember.


    “I think they’re only open on weekends in the winter, come to think of it, but if you want some dinner before you head back, the food is good at the Waterbird, over by the dam,” I added, and then I realized that the Waterbird might not even be there anymore. It’s funny how the mind believes that the places of your childhood will always be waiting for you to come back to them. “I mean, I guess it’s still around. Anyway, the view of the lake is beautiful there, and it’s sort of a traditionpeople go in and sign the back wall of the store, sometimes leave a favorite quote. The legend is that if you sign the wall of wisdom with someone, you’ll return to Moses Lake together again.”


    A lump rose in my throat. My father and I had signed the wall together when I was a girl. Every time we visited after that, we went by the Waterbird to look at our handiwork, touching the quote like a talisman. When we moved to Moses Lake that final year, I’d refused to visit the wall with Dad. I’d broken the chain....


    As I told Gary’s family good-bye and watched them drive off, the blessing they’d pronounced over me seemed to fly away with them, rolling down the main street of Moses Lake, growing smaller, and smaller, until it drifted out of sight, and I was once again all alone, with no ID, no phone, and no money, in the last place I ever thought I’d find myself.

  


  
    

    The man who troubles the water


    might soon enough drown in it.


    Fisherman’s proverb

    (via Catfish Charley, feeding lakesiders since 1946)



    Chapter 4
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    I’d barely been in Moses Lake ten minutes, and I could already feel the place winding around me, quietly and efficiently, a spider twisting silken threads about an errant moth before it can break loose and fly away.


    The bells on the hardware store door jingled, and my mind tripped over itself. “May I help ye-ew?” The question traversed the parking lot in a long, sticky-sweet Southern drawl, and for an instant, I was like an astronaut being pulled into a black hole, lost in time and space. I turned to find Blaine Underhill’s stepmother, a ghost from yesteryear, standing in the hardware store doorway, wearing a peach-colored pantsuit, her puffy hair still the same brassy shade of blond, pulled back in a pearl-toned headband. “Do you need directions to someplace, hon?”


    The word hon took me by surprise. Even though some of the Moses Lake ladies had attempted to adopt me as a somewhat lost cause after my father’s death, I was never hon to Mrs. Underhill. She couldn’t quite forgive me for being the product of the unwelcome union of my father and the freewheeling out-of-towner who stole him away.


    Clearly, she didn’t recognize me now. I hadn’t considered the possibility that, while the people of Moses Lake still loomed large in my mind, they might not even remember me. It was strangely pathetic to think that I’d been reacting all these years to people for whom I was just a temporary blip on the radar.


    “No, I’m fine,” I answered, and then started walking, conscious of Mrs. Underhill staring after me, no doubt wondering why I was dragging luggage along the side of the highway. She was probably thinking, What an odd little thing....


    I headed out of town, past Lakeshore Community Church, its brown stone walls warming in the winter sunlight beneath a patina of dust and moss. The doors to the squatty low-ceilinged fellowship hall were open, a half-dozen cars parked out front. An elderly woman in a red coat was trying to wrestle a wheelchair from the trunk of her car. After glancing back and forth between her and the door a couple times, wishing someone would come out and help her before she hurt herself, I parked my suitcase near the road and jogged across the gravel parking lot. The suede boots that had set me back a week’s salary squished in a layer of creamy, limestone-colored goo as I skirted puddles left behind by a winter rain.


    “Here, let me help you,” I said, and unfortunately startled her off-balance. She caught herself against the car, with a bug-eyed look. Such was usually the way with my awkward attempts at random acts of kindness. I wasn’t meant to be folksy and friendly, but I had promised Gary that I would pay it forward. If not for an act of kindness, I’d still be standing at the bus station, or worse yet, sleeping in an airport chair in Denver.


    “Oh!” the woman gasped, catching her breath and squinting at me through glasses thick enough to make me wonder if she’d driven herself here. Something about her was familiar, but I couldn’t decide what. “Oh, well, all right. Aren’t you sweet?” She pulled and stretched the words, adding extra syllables on ri-ight and swe-eet. Scanning the parking lot, she tried to figure out where I’d come from.


    She motioned to the sidewalk in front of the fellowship hall. “Just set it up there, hon. It’s my cousin’s. I was tryin’ to make room back here for the casseroles.”


    Casseroles. Why did it not surprise me that the casserole ladies were on the move again today?


    A blue piece of cardboard tangled in the spokes of the wheelchair as I pulled it out, and I rested the chair against the trunk rim for a moment, wiggling the paper loose and dropping it into the trunk. It flipped over and slid partway under a folded navy-and-gold Moses Lake High stadium blanket. I found myself cocking my head to read, from the bottom up, the bold, white letters on the royal blue sign. Precinct 4. County Commission. Underhill. Blaine. Vote for.


    Huh... Looked like Blaine Underhill hadn’t strayed far from the hometown. “You shouldn’t be lifting this thing on your own,” I said, noticing that there was a rather large stack of Blaine Underhill signs wedged against the side of the trunk.


    The woman noticed that I was staring. “That’s my grandson.” Reaching into her oversized purse, she whipped out a flyer printed on red paper. “Are you a resident of the county?” A brow lifted with a hopeful look, and I gathered that my vote was about to be solicited.


    “Just visiting.” Now I knew why she looked familiar. This was the infamous Mama B. When I used to walk by the football stadium on my way home from school, she was always perched on the bleachers next to Blaine Underhill’s father, the two of them watching practice, making sure their golden boy was getting the kind of treatment he deserved. If she wasn’t telling the coaches what to do, Mama B was checking up on the teachers, shuffling through the school halls with a pug-nosed pocket pooch in her handbag, pointing out girls whose hemlines were too short and boys who had hair over their collars.


    More than once, she’d cornered me and let me know that my oversized black T-shirts were “unbecoming on a young lady,” and that if I’d drop by the variety store, she’d be happy to help me look for something more appropriate. Perhaps in a nice shade of blue or mauve. She felt sure there was a cute figure underneath my misguided wardrobe, and she wondered if I’d ever thought about entering the Miss Moses Lake contest.


    Thank goodness she didn’t recognize me now. I didn’t bother to introduce myself as I carried the wheelchair to the sidewalk and set it against the front of the church.


    “Thank ya, sweetie.” She held out the Vote for Blaine flyer. “Here. Pass this along to someone while you’re here. Tell them Blaine Underhill’s their man. It’s about time we cleaned up that county commission.”


    I felt obliged to take the pamphlet, and then I quickly backed away, folding it and stuffing it into my jacket pocket.


    I could feel Mama B’s curious stare following me across the parking lot. “Where’d you say you were stayin’?” she called. A propane delivery truck passed by in a whoosh, and I pretended not to hear. Swirls of asphalt-scented air skittered across the parking lot in the truck’s wake, and I made a hasty exit, my suitcase bumping along behind me. Mama B hollered at the propane driver, informing him that the speed limit through town was thirty-five.


    Dry winter grass crackled under my feet as I left the pavement and moved into the ditch alongside the rural highway, traversing the short distance to the tall limestone pillars and rusting iron gate that marked the entrance to Uncle Herbert’s driveway. The sign hanging in the shade of lofty magnolias still read Harmony Shores Funeral Home and Chapel, even though the place had been closed since Uncle Herbert’s health problems had forced him to shut down the business. It was a beautiful old place, if you didn’t find sleeping in the bedrooms above the funeral chapel strangely morbid. Unfortunately, I did, and the usual chill accompanied me through the gate and followed me up the long, tree-lined drive. A shudder gripped me like a fist, squeezing the air from my lungs. Avoice in my head was urging, Run, just run.


    Pulling in a fortifying breath, I veered off across the grass toward the memory gardens, my suitcase bumping over twigs and pecan shucks. Dampness from the soil seeped through my suede boots, making them soggy and chilly by the time I reached a stone path, where holly bushes and magnolias provided secluded alcoves in which grieving families could reflect privately.


    Pausing, I gazed at the treetops and did a poor imitation of the yoga breathing I’d learned from a fitness-guru-slash-boyfriend who’d tried to convince me that meditation would help my tension problems. At the time I’d laughed flippantly and told him I couldn’t imagine what he was talking about. Me, tense?


    Now I wished I’d paid more attention. The muscles in my back were as twisted and knotted as a string of used rubber bands in the corner of a junk drawer. I jerked at the sound of cars coming up the drive, and a charley horse kicked up its heels near my spine.


    That odd temptation to bolt for the woods stirred me again. Instead, I did the mature thing and ducked behind the holly bushes, peeking through the limbs as three cars rolled past. I recognized the one in the lead, and I knew whose little gray head that was peering over the steering wheel. Mama B. That would be the church ladies behind her. Apparently, they had arrived on another reconnaissance mission, with food in hand, of course. The fact that the casserole ladies were so interested in what was going on at Harmony Shores was not a good sign.


    The third car pulled in, and I peered through the leaves, undercover-agent style. The silver Cadillac rolled to a stop behind the first two vehicles, and doors opened on both sides. The puffy blond hair and peach pantsuit were unmistakable. The venerable Mrs. Underhill, whose stepson I was supposed to help elect to the county commission. She came bearing a foil-wrapped plate, and she had someone with her.


    The holly bushes combed my hair as I leaned closer. Who was that with her? Someone young, svelte, and blond in a perky above-the-knee skirt and high heels. Blaine Underhill had a couple of half-sisters, as I recalled, but they didn’t look like that. The Underhill girls had the misfortune of having the same figure as their father. They were stocky, muscular, and athletic. When we graduated from high school, they were entering middle school, and Mrs. Underhill was still cramming them into ruffled gowns and making them stroll the catwalk at beauty pageants, and attend cotillion classes. The kids at school used to tease Blaine about it, and ask him if his stepmother expected him to make a bid for Cotton Queen one of these days, too.


    The girl with Mrs. Underhill today was definitely not one of Blaine’s half-sisters.


    She trotted up the steps, the dress swaying back and forth across her knees. My brother, of all people, answered the door, his dishwater blond hair sporting a bad case of bed head. I noted, in the split second before the newest visitors reached the porch, that Clay didn’t seem to have changed much. Same rumpled lookkhaki shorts, washed-out T-shirt, flip-flops. Mom’s soft, slightly curly hair and hazel eyes, a green tone where mine were brown. His face had matured a little in the... how long had it been since I’d seen him, other than on his Facebook posts from the far parts of the universe?


    Three-and-a-half years. He’d called on the Fourth of July. Just called me out of the blue. He was a hundred miles from Seattle on a bicycle tournot the organized kind with other people, but a solitary, unplanned journey of his own making. He’d been rained on for three days, was running a fever, and wanted to know if I’d like to come get him. He wasn’t complaining about the conditions, really. It was more like he was offering me the opportunity, and he was fine, either way. Maybe the choice between biking in the rain with a fever and visiting with me was pretty much a toss-up. He probably knew I’d ask why he was out of college for the summer and not working anywhere.


    The girl in the cute dress tackled Clay with an exuberant hug. I watched in fascination, my mouth dropping open. What in the world was going on? Who was the girl, and why was my brother... slipping an arm around her waist and lifting her off her feet?


    The casserole ladies twittered, giggled, and seemed delightedeven Mrs. Underhill. They politely pretended to be commenting on the condition of the memory gardens, as Clay gave the girl a peck and then set her down again.


    Suddenly the ladies were looking in my direction, pointing, and I was cognizant of the idiotic position I’d put myself in, hiding in the bushes, spying on the funeral home. Another thought followedsomething petty, and immature, and born of sibling rivalry. It wasn’t fair that I was hiding in the bushes while Clay was getting hugs and cookie plates. Moses Lake had always loved Clay. The year we lived here, he was a cute, gap-toothed fourth gradergoofy, precocious, innocent, a little charmer who was easy to like. After my father’s death, Clay had slipped neatly under the sheltering wings of not only his school teacher, but his Sunday school teachers and a half-dozen adopted grannies around town, including Mama B. They loved him then, and apparently still loved him now.


    “There’s someone over there,” one of the ladies observed. “In the bushes... Look!”


    “Where?” That was Mrs. Underhill’s voice, the sound shrill, all traces of sugar-and-honey sweetness gone. That was the voice I rememberedthe one that sent chills through me, back when there were secrets to hide. Mrs. Underhill loved nothing better than to ferret out people’s secrets and spread them around. In particular, she wanted to find out what was really going on in the little cottage behind the funeral home. She was certain that, in some way or another, the authorities needed to be involved. She would’ve liked nothing better than for child welfare services to swoop in and take us away from my mother. It would have proven her right about everything and proven that my father should have married her years ago, instead of my mother.


    “Yeah... you know... you’re right, I think,” Clay concurred, and then added, “Hey, Roger, come’ere. Come’ere, boy. What’s out there, huh? You see somebody out there?” Of all things, Clay still had the goofball mutt-slash-golden retriever that was riding with him on the ill-fated bike trip. Roger traveled in a pull-behind bike trailer, the kind made for babies. He’d been an inconveniently manic houseguest in my no-dogs-allowed apartment building for a week, while Clay recovered from pneumonia. I’d come within a whisker, literally, of getting kicked out of the complex, and my Persian rug has never been the same since.


    “It’s just me. It’s just me.” Squeezing from the bushes with one hand in the air, I surrendered without a fight. “Everybody calm down.” My suitcase wobbled over clumps of grass and loose twigs, threatening to tip over as I started toward the driveway. The casserole ladies squinted, and Mrs. Underhill took a couple of steps my way. Detaching himself from the blonde, Clay trotted down the stairs as his dog sprinted across the lawn, heading in my direction.


    “Roger, hey! Roger, wait!” Clay called, and of course Roger didn’t listen. He tackled me with the momentum of a linebacker, and we did a clumsy backward waltz as I tried to avoid falling over the suitcase. Roger swiped his long, lolling tongue across my mouth before I could get my balance and push him away. By the time I did, Clay had caught up.


    “Heather’s here,” Clay announced, in case anyone was still confused. One hand caught the dog, and one gave me a shoulder-hug, but I got the distinct impression that my brother wasn’t thrilled to see me. “Hey, Sis,” he said.


    The casserole ladies regarded us with curious, somewhat uncertain expressions, as we walked to the porch. A few uncomfortable greetings passed back and forth, and I was actually relieved when Mrs. Hall shoved a casserole into my hands. It was still warm on the bottom, which felt good. I remembered Mrs. Hall from the pharmacy where, after Dad’s death, I’d picked up the prescriptions that were supposed to fix my mother, but didn’t. Mrs. Hall was always nice about it. In truth, she probably wasn’t supposed to be handing that stuff off to a minor, but she let me take it, always with the kind admonition that they’d be happy to deliver next time.


    I set the casserole on one of the porch tables and wiped my mouth, still contemplating the gross-out factor of having been kissed by Clay’s dog.


    Mrs. Underhill gave me a suspicious look, then stated the obvious, “Well, Heather, my goodness, you’re a wreck. Was that you outside the hardware store earlier? You didn’t walk here all the way from Seattle, surely?” She batted a hand, peppering the artificially sweetened question with a sharp-edged giggle.


    I did. You know, I’m on a new exercise kick, and I thought walking from Seattle would be a great way to start, was on the tip of my tongue. Heaven help me, but Mrs. Underhill obviously still held the strings to the broken, bitter, smart-mouthed teenager I thought I’d buried years ago. Even that was disconcertingas if she had control of me, rather than me having control of myself. “It’s a long story,” I replied, instead. “Weather problems.” Let her ponder that and draw her own conclusions as to how that equated to appearing in town on foot.


    She was right about one thing, though. I was a wreck. No wonder the girl who’d just put the smooch on my brother was eyeing me uncertainly. She butted Clay in the shoulder, as in, Introduce me, already. Who’s this Heather person? Apparently she didn’t know anything about me. Strange, considering how familiar they’d looked a few minutes ago.


    Another vehicle rattled up just as Clay was about to begin the introductions. The hearse was a dead giveaway, even from the end of the drive. As it passed through the tunnel of live oaks, I recognized three people in the front seattwo tall, one short. Two gray heads, one sandy brown with the hair loosely pulled back, fly-away strands swirling around her face.


    My mother, Uncle Herbert, and Uncle Charley. Clay waved enthusiastically, in a way that said, Hail, hail, the gang’s all here!


    The hearse had barely skidded to a stop before my great uncles were grunting and creaking their way out of the car, then heading for the porch in stiff-legged shuffles. Mother, sliding over from the middle, was one step behind them.


    “Well, praise the Lord and phone the saints. There she is!” Uncle Charley made a beeline toward me, outdistancing Uncle Herbert, who had to hold on to the handrail to make his way up the eight steps to the porch.


    Uncle Charley pushed past the casserole ladies and swept me into a meaty hug. “We just been to the sheriff’s department, finding out how to report you for a missing person.”


    The ladies gasped.


    “Huh... wha... oof!” I stammered and grunted as Uncle Herbert moved in from behind and I was momentarily the filling in an uncle sandwich. The scents of Borax, axle grease, and musty leather flicked at my senses, pulling threads. Memories were tied to those smellschildhood visits to the old family farm with my father, where Uncle Charley gave me pony rides. The dark days after my father’s death. My high school graduation, when all I cared about was getting away from here. I didn’t want the memories that were tethered to these two old men. I wanted to leave this place and everything attached to it.


    Now I felt it all pulling at me again, leaving me confused and lost.


    “Heather, where in the world have you been?” My mother’s admonition came from somewhere outside the circle of scents and memories. “We had a call from a man in Dallas who discovered your purse in the trash that was cleaned off of a bus, but you were nowhere to be found. We were scared to death. He said he’d FedEx the purse, by the way.”


    The casserole ladies gasped and twittered and asked questions as I rushed to share the odd saga of my trip to Texas and the lost purse. No telling how big that story would get by the time it circled town a few times.


    Uncle Charley brushed a sandy-sounding something off my jacket. “Looks like Roger got the besta you. Clay, you gotta teach that dog not to mug the comp’ny. He almost knocked Reverend Hay in the drink when we were takin’ the lights off the restaurant after Christmas, and the UPS man is afraid to even come by here. He’s been catching us at the Waterbird when we go for coffee in the mornin’.”


    Uncle Charley took my shoulders and held me away from him. “Let me get a look at ya.” He pulled me into a patch of sunlight and announced to the crowd, “My cow, look at our little Heather! She growed up to be a pretty thang!”


    I was too confused to be embarrassed. Clay and his dog had been in town long enough to frighten off the UPS man and help take down Christmas lights? What in the world?


    Mrs. Underhill wasn’t the least bit interested in admiring my growth or my natural beauty. She regarded me with the fisheye, as if some frightening life-form had invaded the casserole circle. “My word, you got on the bus with a... a man you met on the plane? It’s a wonder he wasn’t after more than your purse.”


    I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “He was a dentist.” As if that explained everything. “Anyway, I was never in any danger. I just forgot my purse.”


    “What sort of purse?” one of the ladies asked. “Nothing expensive, I hope?”


    “Land sakes, what’s that matter?” Mama B snapped, then turned and hobbled toward the car. “Let’s leave these folks to their reunitin’. We got more deliveries to make.”


    Even the members of the Moses Lake human telegraph knew better than to refuse a direct order from Mama B. Reluctantly, they backed away, having ferreted out enough details to successfully add their own and come up with an account of my arrival in town. In closing, they offered a few sympathetic, but pointed, comments about the burden of my two widowed uncles being forced to provide for all this company. Then they handed over more food before following Mama B. Clay’s apparent girlfriend kissed him on the cheek and whispered, “We gotta drop off a meal for a funeral.” Adding a meaningful look, she told Clay she’d see him later.


    An uncomfortable silence descended on us as the crowd departed. I was conscious of everyone surreptitiously watching me and maintaining their positions, in the way members of the bomb squad might gather around a suspicious package.


    My mother broke the stalemate by peeking under the foil on the CorningWare pan. “Still hot,” she said, her tone overly light and falsely cheerful. “Let’s go around back and eat on the sun porch. Clay, maybe you can give Heather a ride over to Catfish Cabins after that.”


    “The cabins?” I glanced at the house. Despite the presence of the funeral office, parlors, and workrooms, as well as the chapel in what had once been a grand ballroom, Harmony House was still quite large, the entire second floor and both ends of the main floor remaining in use as personal residence space. There was also the small gardener’s cottage out back, which meant there was plenty of space for me to stay here. So why was Mom trying to ship me off to the rental cabins, halfway around the lake by Uncle Charley’s restaurant? With no car to drive, I’d be stranded there.


    Maybe that was their plan. Maybe I was being given the bum’s rushwhile they were happy not to have to report me as a missing person, they didn’t want me around, either. “I thought I’d stay here.”


    “Oh... Well, it’s sort of... crowded....” Mom hedged as furtive glances darted between the relatives. “Uncle Charley has been living here for a while now, since Uncle Herb shouldn’t be alone. It’s somewhat crowded with Clay and me in the house, too, and now the mess of getting ready for the estate sale. The place really is a disas”


    “I can bunk out back in the gardener’s cottage.” I didn’t wait for her to finish. I wasn’t about to let them warehouse me off-site while they continued with whatever they were doing. I’d never seen a group of people looking so culpable. I was going to be on them like fleas on a back-porch hound, as Uncle Herb’s Mennonite housekeeper, Ruth, used to say.


    Glancing at the house momentarily, I wondered what had happened to Ruth. During those terrible months of my senior year, she was the one who’d saved me. She hadn’t tried to convince me to snap out of it, or stop skulking around in black T-shirts and too much makeup, or keep a stiff upper lip, like Uncle Herb and Aunt Esther had. Nor had she echoed the geriatric pastor of Lakeshore Community Church, telling me how much God still loved me. Ruth just baked cookies, washed laundry, and occasionally laid a comforting hand on my shoulder as she passed by in her old-fashioned-looking dresses and sweaters, and a hair covering, as was typical of many of the Mennonite residents upriver in Gnadenfeld.


    Uncle Herb rubbed the back of his neck, glancing toward the backyard and then toward my mother, his brows lifting in a way that seemed to say, Uh-oh... Now what do we do?


    “Well... but... Blaine Underhill has things stored out there,” Mother shrugged, dismissing my suggestion. “Signs and whatnot. He’s running for county commissioner.”


    There was that name again. Blaine Underhill. Why was my family suddenly so tight with the Underhills? I’d never before in my life seen my mother speak the Underhill name without sneering.


    “I don’t mind,” I pressed, calling their bluff, but there was also a painful little pinprick inside me. Nobody was happy to have me here. “All I need is a bed and enough space to put my suitcase, and maybe a plate of casserole. Why is the benevolence committee bringing food by here, anyway?”


    Mom shrugged, her lip curling slightly, flashing an eyetooth. “Oh, you know those women. They’re always looking for an excuse to take a casserole somewhere and stick their noses in.”


    “Stick their nose into what?” The attention of the church ladies was never completely for naught. They believed in Christian charity, with a purpose.


    Mom flipped a hand through the air. “Who knows? Heather, don’t you think you’d be more comfortable at the Catfish Cabins? The gardener’s cottage is a mess.”


    The sting of rejection put me back in my high-school shoes, when no one other than Ruth seemed to want me around. I will not let them get to me. I will not. “No. I’ll be fine here. I don’t plan to stay long. As soon as we get the hitch in this real estate deal taken care of, I’m gone.” And never coming back. Ever. You won’t see me darkening your doorstep anymore. “In fact, since we’re all here, why don’t we go on inside and hash it out? What’s this malarkey about a competing offer on the properties? When did this come up and who made the offer?” As if there really is one.


    Mother rolled her eyes. “Really, Heather. You’ve barely arrived, and all you can talk about is business? Let’s have something to eat on the sun porch. The man who found your purse said he’d try to get it to FedEx today. You’re stuck here until it arrives, anyway. You can’t fly without identification. I think you’re safe taking a little time for family niceties.”


    Irritation crawled over me on sharp little legs, digging in claws. A snappy retort was on the tip of my tongue, Who are you to lecture me about family anything? Squeezing my lips tightly over my teeth, I fought to keep the venom atbay.


    Uncle Charley, looking embarrassed, nudged Uncle Herbert and started toward the front walk. “Well, I’m starved. Let’s head around the back way. No sense traipsing through the house.”


    I was conscious of more covert glances and a collective holding of breath, but I’d also caught the scent of casserole, and I was hungry, weary, and lost. Every muscle in my body seemed to be liquefying. The afternoon had started to cool, and I just wanted to sit down someplace warm, so I followed the uncs and the casseroles off the porch. Clay grabbed my suitcase and walked along behind me as Uncle Charley talked over his shoulder, pointing out the growth in various trees, a new rose bush on the corner, an old lamppost that had been removed after it became too unstable, and other things he thought might have changed since I’d last seen the place.


    By the time we reached the sun porch, it was all just a buzz. I couldn’t concentrate on the words. The cold had pressed through my jacket, and my suede dress boots were wet all the way to my socks. On the sun porch, at the urging of Uncle Herb, I took a seat on the faded floral fainting couch that was nearest the old wall-hung propane heater. Mom and Clay headed to the kitchen to get some plates and glasses, and to make a pitcher of iced tea.


    “You look plumb wore out,” Uncle Charley observed as he turned up the heater. “I’m gonna go put on a pot of good hot coffee.”


    Despite my insistence that he didn’t need to make coffee on my account, he speedily quit the room and was followed by Uncle Herb. I heard the whisper of voices in the kitchen. The last thing I remembered was letting my head fall against the sofa pillows, then catching Blaine Underhill’s name again and thinking that I should tiptoe in there and see what they were whispering about.

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/bakcov.jpg
Lisa Wingate writes with depth and warmth, joy and wit."

— New York Times bestselling author Debbic Macomber

Every Once in a Blue Moon
Your Heart Waits at a Crossroads

For Seattle architect Heather Hampton, a trip back to tiny Moses
Lake, Texas, is hardly in the plan. Yet because a promotion hinges

on the sale of the family farmland, Heather heads to the last place.
she ever wanted to go. She’s determined to return home,
contract in hand. the next day.

As Heather's stay lengthens, she discovers a family steeped in
secrets and an unexpected connection to local banker Blaine

Underhill, despite his opposition to Heather's project. With cach
new revelation and question, Heather can’t help but wonder if the.
handsome banker—and the family she has come to know a
are crooks or crusaders. Somehow she must find out the truth
before she loses everything she has worked for and ever,
she’s found on the shores of Moses Lake.

ain—

hing

- Praise for Larkspur Cove
“Wingate's attention (o detail, her poignant depictions of her

g———sc and her lyrical writing style make this book a dra....*
: — Booklist

L ATE is a popular inspirational speaker and
national bestselling author of several hooks. including
Dandelion Summer, Larkspur Core. and Never Say Never.
which won ACFW's 2011 Carol Award for Contemporary

. She lives in central Texas with her family.






OEBPS/Fonts/SabonMTPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/SabonMTPro-SemiboldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/ad.jpg
MORE FROM AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR

Lisa Wingate

For more on Lisa and her books,visit isawingate.com.

LIS\ WINGATE

ANovel That Glows with Faith and Hope
When a mysterious ltle gir is suddenly seen with
the town recluse, two unlikely people see a chance

at redemption and hope. Harboring deep wounds,
yetdrawn together in their quest, Andrea and Mart’s
search for the girls identity has consequences
neither of them expected.

Larkspur Cove

“Lisa Wingate writes engaging stories that strike
the heart, God has gifted her with a marvelous
talentand 1, for one, am most grateful.”
—Debbie Macomber,

New York Times# | bestseling author

BBETHANYHOUSE

n Find Us o Faceboak.

Fre,excusive resoucesfo your book group! bethanyhouse.com/AnOpenBook

Stay up-o-date o your vt books and authors with cur fee e newsieters
Signup oday at bethanyhausecom.






OEBPS/Fonts/SabonMTPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/CourierStd.otf


OEBPS/Images/9781441269966-cover.jpg
2

BlueMoon Bay

w rorel

LISA WINGATE






OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
Blue Moon Bay

@ novel

LISA WINGATE






OEBPS/Images/ch-fig.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/SabonMTPro-Semibold.otf


