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    TEAR DOWN THESE WALLS


    by Becky Milesnick


    Tear down these walls.


    I need to see what’s been hidden


    By this pain, this hurt


    This fear, this brokenness.


    Only You can take this away,


    Only Your presence


    Can lead me to say


    It’s all in the past


    I’m moving on


    Forget what’s behind me


    I’ll look to Your throne.


    Remove all these stains


    Wash me in love


    Restore my innocence


    Breathe life from above.


    www.worshipprojectfoundation.com
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    At twenty-seven, it feels silly to admit that my biggest fear in life is getting a certain phone call. You know the kind I mean—where someone announces they’ve arranged for your family to be on one of those hideous daytime television talk shows. Screaming, yelling, family secrets upchucked for all the viewers to see. What’s worse, our family is a trash TV dream-come-true.


    I would like to tell you I’ve exaggerated, but I can’t. As the oldest of three girls, I’ve long been the headmistress in our strange house of secrets.


    My sister Geena turned twenty-three last February. She’s always been the genius in the family; she devoured college like a two-year-old with a bowl of sugar-laden cereal and moved right on to a main course of law school. She also is model thin and a bit taller than me, which irritated me to no end when I hit my teens and people thought she was the oldest. All three of us have brown hair, but Geena’s is more a dark blond, almost a burnt gold, and long. Mine is a deeper brown, and I usually grab it back in a clip to keep it out of my face.


    Our little sister, Piper, graduated college last month. At twenty-one she’s all moodiness and distraction. Petite and delicate and pretty, Piper has always had hauntingly elfish features, with dark brown hair worn in a stylish bob. She also grew into the spitting image of our dead mother. I often wondered if it unnerved our father as much as it did me, but of course, I would never ask that question aloud.


    In the Cooper family, we learned early to never ask questions. Those only stirred up conflict, and conflict was unacceptable.


    Then there’s me. Being the eldest, I fit the stereotype—conscientious, responsible, a workaholic... probably more than a tad dull. Which may be why I found myself sitting in a rather old-fashioned, stuffy conference room listening to a barrage of reasons for why I should immediately accept the job being offered.


    The vice president of the company, Ron Delahunt, leaned forward on the polished oak table. “We have been pleased with the work you’ve done, Bailee. A full-time position with Masters and Delahunt Publishing is yours if you want it.” I’d been working for just over three years in my current position as a freelance editor, so the fact that I was being offered a job heading up the freelance editorial team was quite an honor.


    I gave a sidelong glance at Mark Delahunt—Ron’s son and my immediate supervisor. Not to mention the heir apparent to the throne. Mark was yet another difficult part of my life. My brain kept telling me he was everything I could want in a man—if I would only allow myself to want one. Given my history, however, I was determined to go through life solo. It would have been something akin to cruelty to force anyone else to endure what the Cooper family had to offer. Don’t get me wrong; I’d tried to have a boyfriend. When I was younger I convinced myself not once but twice that I could overcome the past and all the ugly issues that surround my family. But just as I started to give my heart—began to believe I could actually trust another person—something happened and I retreated to my fortress of solitude. Twice, as I mentioned.


    The other day I figured I’d spent something like four hundred hours in therapy to learn that I’ve got trust and abandonment issues. I could have figured that out on my own, saving myself time and my father a great deal of money. Mark’s grin drew me back into the present.


    “I need to consider your offer,” I said trying hard to sound nonchalant about the entire matter. It wasn’t every day that an offer of this magnitude came along, and frankly it would be the answer to a lot of my problems. However, it would also cause problems. For instance, I would need to leave Boston and move to New York City. That would mean leaving my sisters.


    “Take as much time as you need,” Ron said, getting up from the table. His assistant, Madge, quickly gathered the papers he’d left and got to her feet. Madge had been working here nearly as long as the publishing house had been in operation. Rumor held that she would retire at the end of the year, but as we’d seen with numerous sports figures who retired only to reappear the following season, I didn’t believe Madge was going anywhere.


    “Mark can further explain the benefits,” Ron said as he moved to the door. “I have a four o’clock across town and need to leave. Good to see you again, Bailee.”


    And just as quickly as he’d entered the room a half hour earlier, he was gone. I saw Mark’s assistant, Sandy, peek into the room. “You two want any coffee? I’m making a run.”


    I smiled. “A skinny latte sounds great.”


    “Make mine a mocha latte,” Mark declared.


    Sandy nodded. “Be back in a jiff.”


    Once the door was closed, I turned to Mark. “Did you know he was going to do this today?”


    He smiled and ran his hand through his wavy brown hair. “I did. I suppose I should have mentioned it, but I thought you might prefer to be surprised.”


    “You know I hate surprises.” I leaned back and studied him for a moment. Mark and I had a history that went back several years. And in the course of that time, I’d never failed to appreciate his rugged good looks.


    “Well, you know these opportunities are few and far between. You’d be in charge of all the freelance projects and represent those editors at the editorial meetings.”


    “I know, Mark. Believe me, I feel rather honored that your family would take a chance on someone as young as me.”


    “Well, we kind of like you around here.”


    Which in and of itself complicated matters. Mark liked me, and I liked Mark. Maybe too much. He had the heart of a poet, the mind of Einstein, and the face of... well, let me just say the man was definitely dealt a fair hand in the looks department. Several business magazine covers featured his impish grin and smiling blue eyes, and rumors buzzed that a top fashion magazine wanted to cast him as the spokesperson for the hottest new clothing line aimed at career-minded women.


    “Look, why don’t you stick around the city this weekend?” Mark leaned toward me. “You can stay at the apartment Dad mentioned—the one you’d be offered if you take the job. You can get a feel for it and see what you think. You and I could take in a show—maybe do some sightseeing or go to the art museum. Then on Sunday you could go to church with me.”


    And there was the other reason I needed to be careful where Mark Delahunt was concerned: He had all these nicely arranged beliefs in a God who cared and loved him enough to intercede when bad times threatened. That was a god I didn’t know—didn’t believe existed.


    “I need to get home. I shouldn’t even wait for the coffee.” I got to my feet and gathered my things. Opening my case, I stuffed them inside without worrying about the order of things. “I have people counting on me, as you know.”


    “Your sisters?”


    I met his raised-brow expression and doubting tone. “Yes. My sisters count on me. They always have.”


    “Don’t you think it’s time you focused on your life—what you need and want? You can’t even consider this job without first weighing the consequences to them. That hardly seems fair—or healthy.”


    “Look, it’s just the way it’s always been. Our father has been... well... busy building his empire. We girls rely on each other. That’s just the way it is.”


    “So how will that work when you start pairing off? Getting married?” he asked with a grin.


    Shaking my head, I headed for the door. “This isn’t open for discussion. I have too much on my plate right now to let you distract me.”


    He was at my side in four quick strides. Reaching out, he took hold of my arm. “Bailee, at least have dinner with me. You can catch the late train.” His eyes all but danced, as if amused at my discomfort. Was it wrong of me to think he rather enjoyed making me feel aflutter in his presence? On the other hand, maybe he didn’t realize the temptation he presented.


    “Please. Just dinner.”


    “I can’t, Mark. I need to get back.” I hurried from the room, knowing that if I didn’t I might well give in.
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    My weekend in Boston didn’t turn out like I’d figured it would. Piper refused to go shopping on Saturday, telling us that she had a splitting headache and just wanted to sleep. Geena and I quickly grew bored with checking out sales and headed instead to my condo in the city. We both ended up taking a nap and before we realized it, the day was gone—a complete waste. I ended up going back to the family house in Newton to spend the night, unable to stop thinking about what my Saturday might have been like had I stayed in New York.


    From the time we girls hit our teens, Sunday had represented nothing more than the day we were to head back to our boarding school—if we even came home on the weekend. This morning I slept late and then tried to interest my sisters in going out for brunch, but neither of them wanted to bother. I felt listless, roaming around my family home, so I soon found myself working on a manuscript and thinking I should just head back to my condo. Something was happening to the three of us, and I didn’t know quite how to take it. All of my life—at least as far back as I could remember—I’ve felt responsible for Geena and Piper. Part of that came from my mother’s encouragement. She always said that as the oldest sister, it was my job to set an example and keep watch. For most of our lives, we three girls have been close—either bound by our secrets or the uncertainty of our future—and so we stuck together. Now, however, that was all changing.


    “I’m going to meet some friends,” Geena announced after spending most of the day on the phone.


    “I thought we were going to get some dinner together—maybe catch a movie.” I looked at Piper for confirmation.


    She shrugged and seemed to mold herself even more tightly in the confines of the leather chair where she’d curled up to read. “I don’t feel like doing much of anything,” she replied. “You two go ahead if you want.”


    “I didn’t think we had firm plans,” Geena said, looking rather annoyed.


    Sighing, I gathered my things. “I’ll walk to the T with you.” And that was my weekend. The weekend that was so important that I turned down the chance to spend time with Mark in New York City. Maybe Mark was right. Maybe it was time to break away—start fresh.


    So on a rainy Monday evening, I considered the pros and cons of just such a move. The logistics were on my side for once. In New York I would be able to sublet an apartment owned by the publishing house. I’d have a good job in place—people who cared about me. I would receive a substantial raise, acquire new benefits, and move ahead in my career. It seemed like the decision should be an easy one.


    But there were nagging cons that kept me from taking the position. My life in Boston was fairly regimented. I had a routine that was long established. Our father was so often gone that I’d taken it upon myself to be both mother and father to my sisters. Not that he’d ever really asked me to, but after our mother died it seemed that in his absence it was my only choice. Of course, if this last weekend proved anything, it was clear that my sisters didn’t feel the need to have a guardian anymore. And who could blame them? They were grown women. I had no right to direct their lives.


    My stomach clenched at the thought that they no longer needed me.


    “So why not take the job?” I asked aloud. Just be bold and forget about everything else and take the position in New York City. It was what I wanted. It was what I’d dreamed of. So why was I so afraid?


    I knew the answer, but I didn’t really want to voice it. It was impossible to move forward with the future when I couldn’t seem to let go of the past. I carried the past around like a set of luggage that, though shredded and ugly in appearance, still managed to contain my things. I didn’t really want to keep it. But I felt guilty about casting it aside.


    Spying the clock on the wall, I pushed aside those facts and fears and settled into my work. I’d been given a rapid-turnaround project to edit—some governor who hoped to one day run for president had written a book timed to coincide with the next saga of campaign hoopla. Fortunately, I was nearing the end. Most of the book was written like a frat boy tasting his first spoonful of success. A braggart at best, and an out-and-out liar at worst. The project bored me to tears, but I’d taken it on as a favor to Mark. It would also be a nice piece of change in my pocket.


    The standard ring of my cell drew me back to task. I’d assigned specific ringtones to my family and my therapist, so I knew this had to be either work or a total stranger. I hoped it was Sandy, Mark’s assistant. She was supposed to get back to me and let me know about my next editorial project.


    “Bailee Cooper,” I answered in my professional voice.


    “Hello, Bailee. It’s Mark.”


    I looked at my phone again. It wasn’t his usual number, and that kind of surprised me. Shrugging, I jumped right in. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you, but since you called, I’ll let you know that this project is clearly one of the lamest I’ve ever worked on. This man is positively full of himself. To hear him tell it, he’s single-handedly nearly put an end to hunger, disease, and war. A job for everyone and a chicken in every pot.”


    Mark laughed. “I felt the same way when I gave it a quick read, but Dad is good friends with the man and believes he’ll one day be president of the United States.”


    “I hope the man loses his fondness for Speedos by then.”


    “I hope you edited that part,” Mark said, sounding serious now. “Readers aren’t going to want to read ten pages on the virtues of swimwear.”


    I nodded and made a note. I hadn’t been entirely sure how much of a free hand I had on this project.


    “But, Bailee, that’s not really why I’m calling.”


    I steeled myself. I knew very well why he was calling. At least I had a pretty good idea. I said nothing.


    “Bailee, you still there?”


    “I am. Just waiting for you to tell me why you called. Something to do with my next project, I hope?”


    “In a sense. I want to know if you’ve thought about the job.”


    I rubbed at my temples. “Of course I’ve thought about it. I just haven’t made up my mind. I hardly think one weekend is time enough to make a decision that will affect the rest of my life.” I knew this wouldn’t be what he wanted to hear, but I couldn’t help it.


    “I thought you and I might discuss it in more detail tonight.”


    I frowned. What more could he tell me about the job than what we’d already been over several times?


    “Bailee?”


    “I’m sorry, Mark, my mind.... Well, I really need to go. I’ll talk to you more about this later. I promise—”


    “Bailee, wait.”


    “Bye for now,” I said and quickly clicked off. It was a good thing too. Someone was pounding on my door as if the building were on fire. Probably Mrs. Nelson from the condo around the corner. She used a nightstick instead of the usual knock. She carried the stick for protection, although I had a hard time imagining the seventy-something woman successfully wielding it against some nineteen-year-old punk. Mrs. Nelson noted, though, that many of her friends were half deaf.


    I opened the door a few inches, to the limit of the security chain, only to find Mark grinning like he was delivering a contest winner’s million dollar check. “What are you doing here?” My heart skipped a beat. Okay, it actually skipped three, which frightened me more than I wanted to admit. I needed to get control of myself—and in a hurry.


    “I’m here to see you.”


    “How did you get in the building?” We had very strict doormen and concierges who guarded the high-rise like it was home to royalty and celebrities. So far as I knew, however, neither lived here.


    “I’ve gotten to know Gunther,” Mark said. “He’s interested in writing a book about his experiences in East Berlin before the wall came down.” He flashed me that smile again. “Doesn’t that sound like a winner?” When I didn’t respond, he said, “So... might I come in? Please?”


    My resolve quickly dwindled. I lifted the chain and opened the door wider. “I still don’t understand why you’re here. It’s a long way—”


    “I explained it on the telephone,” he said, losing the smile. “I want to do my best to persuade you to join Masters and Delahunt on a full-time basis. In a world where most publishers are eliminating in-house jobs, this is an opportunity few will ever get.”


    I motioned him inside and closed the door. “Have a seat,” I said, waving him to a chair in the living room, “and I’ll try to clarify why I’m not ready to give you an answer just yet.” I told myself that I wasn’t furthering the relationship angle—only offering an explanation related to my professional career.


    “Nice what you’ve done here,” Mark said, looking around. “Minimalist in white.”


    I frowned and followed him into my modest apartment. The main living area was designed in a great room fashion. The kitchen flowed into the dining room which flowed into the living room. My office was tucked into the little alcove to the side. Okay, so I hadn’t done much in the way of decorating. I’d only been in this condo for what... two years? With my schedule I could hardly be expected to paint walls, hang pictures, and worry about accessorizing to make color pop against my white sofa and overstuffed chair.


    I shrugged. “I laid a blue towel over the white ottoman. Think it adds a nice touch of color?”


    Mark laughed. “It’s probably just as well. I mean, if you’re going to be moving, this place will already be set—a clean slate for someone else to decorate.”


    “Yeah, if I were going to move.”


    He sank down on the edge of the chair, fingers steepled in front of him, and leaned forward. “Haven’t I convinced you yet?”


    “Even if I did take the job, it doesn’t necessarily mean moving. I could commute.”


    “But that would waste a lot of hours in the day. Even by the fast train, it would be three and a half hours one way. You’d spend more time on the rails than at home.”


    “I could spend that time reviewing projects.”


    He gave me a patient smile. “A complete waste of your time—others can do that for you. Besides, like I told you—the company has an apartment ready for you to sublet.”


    All my life I’d battled with the need to confide in a friend, yet fearing that once I did, they would immediately terminate the friendship and run screaming in the opposite direction. That’s why I found it so hard to make a commitment. Well, one of the reasons, according to my therapist. Dinah said I needed to face the past, and that in doing so it would somehow lift the burden of guilt or fear or humiliation or whatever else I was hiding.


    “Bailee, this isn’t just about the job.” I could see his Adam’s apple move up and down as he swallowed. “I care about you.”


    Okay, there it was. And something in me wanted to level with him. Mark was a good man, and he’d been great to work for. If I could ever bring myself to believe in love and romance—which for me meant commitment and marriage—I would want a man just like Mark. I’d even told the psychologist that very thing last week. But telling a counselor sworn to secrecy and confessing my feelings to Mark himself were two entirely different things.


    “Mark, I’ve told you my family needs me here. I have to consider them first.”


    “You also told me that one of your sisters is finishing law school in the fall, and your youngest just graduated with a degree in business management or some such thing.”


    I nodded. “But that doesn’t mean I can just take off. Besides, it’s less expensive to live here.”


    “Not with the sublet this job offers,” he replied.


    I turned away to stare at the open window. Fact of the matter, I was terrified of moving. New York represented a real change, and I didn’t know if I was ready for that. It had been hard enough to leave our family home in the suburb of Newton and take this condo in the Back Bay area of Boston.


    I closed my eyes for a moment. Truthfully, it hadn’t been that hard. Dad purchased the elegant condo as an investment and then enticed me to live in it. He figured in time I’d move on and pass it along to Geena and Piper. Just like always, Dad thought he could show his affection and fatherhood by buying us something.


    “Look, I know you’re concerned about what it all will mean, but we can just take it one step at a time.” Mark’s voice reminded me of a warm cappuccino—smooth and rich. “We already know we get along well, and if it doesn’t work out, I promise you it won’t affect your job.” His tone was heavy, weighted by the layers of meaning in his words.


    “That’s good. The last thing M&D Publishing needs is a sexual harassment suit,” I said, attempting to balance my emotional seesaw with sarcasm and casual wit. I decided to give him just a hint of truth. “I have a lot of baggage... too much for a relationship, Mark. It’s just that simple.”


    “Everybody’s life has a lot of baggage.”


    He wasn’t making this easy. “I need to eliminate some of the past before I even think about looking to the future.”


    “But maybe we could work on that together. I believe things happen for a reason, and our friendship and the connection we share didn’t just happen by chance.”


    Now he’d done it. He was going to tell me that God had a hand in this. I turned away and shook my head. “I’m not religious, Mark. You know that.”


    “I’m not religious either.”


    “Yes you are. Don’t give me that. Call it what you will, but you are totally into the Bible and God’s love and walking hand-in-hand with Jesus and living happily ever after.”


    He grinned. “What’s wrong with happily ever after?”


    “It isn’t real. That’s what’s wrong.” I sighed and finally took a seat on the far end of the sofa. I folded my hands and tried to think of how best to explain. In the fewest number of words. “Mark, without getting into the details of my past—”


    “I’d love to get into the details of your past,” he interrupted, now leaning back in his own corner like he was going to stay awhile. He was so good-looking. I loved the way his brown hair held just a hint of curl. But it was his blue eyes that completely set my heart aflutter. He could give me a look that... well... let’s just say I’d never felt that way when anyone else looked at me.


    I frowned. I was losing track of my argument. “Be that as it may, I have to tell you that God and I haven’t been on good terms for most of my life. At a time when I needed to count on a higher power—a heavenly Father, a gentle Savior, whatever—He wasn’t there.”


    “Of course He was,” Mark answered matter-of-factly. “Maybe He didn’t look like you expected.”


    I thought of all the times I’d prayed as a child—the times I’d gone to church hoping for some sort of proof that God was real. After Mom died, I gave up all thoughts of God, trading them in for cynicism and anger. Now, all these years later, I found the edges of my grief had worn down and the pain had faded some. But in its place, fear had very nearly paralyzed me. I was like a child staring at a roller coaster, wanting to climb on, but backing out at the last minute because I just couldn’t get up the nerve to take that ride.


    I caught sight of Mark’s caring expression and shrugged. “Well, despite whether God was in disguise or not, I don’t feel about Him like you do. Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but I have to believe that such an attitude would be deadly to any relationship we might have.”


    He nodded. “I agree. If we were to get serious about each other, we would need to be on the same page.”


    I leaned further back and relaxed a bit. Perhaps honesty had been the best choice. “See, there you have it. I’m not on the same page with you. In fact, I’m not even reading the same book.” I was kind of proud of my clever quip—you know, “book,” Bible.


    I figured this would end the matter and free me from further pressure for an entanglement I didn’t want or need. But that wasn’t honest either. I was drawn to Mark, but I’d barely allowed myself the luxury of indulging in thoughts of “us” and a future together.


    “But you could be,” he replied softly.


    I was not at all sure I’d heard correctly. “I don’t even own a Bible.”


    “That can be rectified.”


    I was growing more frustrated by the moment. “I don’t want to own a Bible. God let me down. I don’t need Him now. End of story.”


    For a few minutes Mark said nothing. I was beginning to get hopeful again that he had come to terms with our differences. Instead, he surprised me once more. “How about dinner together? I won’t mention God, and you can talk about anything you like. A deal?”


    My cell phone startled me, the ringtone was the one I had assigned to my father. “I need to take this,” I told Mark. I crossed the room to my tiny office alcove, keeping my back turned. “Hello, Dad?”


    “I’m glad I got ahold of you instead of your voicemail,” my father said. “I have some great news. We’re all going to the summer house.”


    I felt like I’d just been elbowed hard in the side. The wind went out of me and my stomach knotted. “In Washington?”


    “Do we have another summer house that I’m unaware of?” he said good-naturedly. “Of course the one in Washington. Look, I’ve already arranged the tickets for you and your sisters. You’ll fly out tomorrow. I’ll join you in a couple of days. Plan to stay several weeks. It’ll be great fun, and I have a very important announcement to make.” His in-charge mentality never gave him pause to consider the possibility that any one of us—or all of us—might not want to go.


    “But, Dad... I mean....” I went silent. How could I explain to him all I was feeling? We hadn’t been back to the summer house since Mom died. Fifteen years ago. In fact, no one had even suggested such a trip. Why now? Why was Dad suddenly instigating a reunion there? “I thought you had the place rented out to summer visitors.” Stalling tactic.


    “No, I took it off the listing for this year. You could stay the entire summer if you’d like.”


    “What about your job? What about—?”


    “Look, just be at Logan tomorrow evening for your flight on Alaska Airlines. You’ll leave at six twenty and get in to Seattle around nine thirty. I’ll email you the details. When you get to Seattle, rent a car and take the ferry over to Bremerton. You should be able to catch the last one. Oh, and be sure you get a GPS so you can find your way to the house. It’s a little tricky, and I know you won’t remember the way.”


    “But, Dad...”


    “I have to finish up the plans. Geena and Piper will meet you at the airport. Love you, babe.”


    And he was gone. Just like that. No further explanation. No other comment. After fifteen years of avoiding anything that referenced our mother and the place where she’d died, our father was suddenly plunging us back into the nightmare. This wasn’t at all like him. In fact, his entire demeanor was different. Could he be on drugs?


    I must have been as pale as I felt, because when I turned to face Mark, he was up and across the room in a matter of seconds.


    “What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked.


    I put the cell phone down on the desk and shook my head. “My father... he... well. It’s hard to explain. He’s called a family meeting of sorts. I’m supposed to fly to Seattle tomorrow.”


    “Seattle?”


    For reasons beyond me, I found myself spilling out more information than I’d ever intended. “We... Dad has a summer house in Bremerton. We haven’t been back there—well, since I was twelve. Dad said he had something important to tell us.” I couldn’t imagine what it might be, but the very thought of it left me trembling. Was he sick? Getting married?


    “Are you all right?” Mark put his hand on my shoulder.


    “I’m fine,” I lied. “Just surprised, is all. My father isn’t really the type to pull these secret get-togethers. It has me somewhat concerned.”


    “Did he sound like something was wrong?”


    I shook my head. “No, in fact, he sounded... what can I say? Happy, excited?”


    Mark smiled. “Then don’t borrow trouble. Maybe it’s something really good.”


    I looked at him oddly, eyebrows raised. Something good? In the Cooper family? “I’m sorry, Mark, but I think you’d better go. I’ll need to pack, and I still have to finish this edit tonight. I’ll send it in before I go. If you have another project ready for me, please just email it. I promise to keep up with the work no matter what happens in Washington or how long I’m gone.”


    “Really, Bailee, are you sure you wouldn’t just like some time off?”


    “No!”


    He almost flinched at the sound of my harsh reply. His left brow lifted slightly, and he narrowed his gaze, question marks filling his expression.


    “I’m sorry, Mark. I’m just trying to sort everything out in my mind. There’s so much to do to get ready. I need to talk to my sisters too.”


    He seemed reluctant to let the topic drop, but I was grateful when he didn’t ask anything further. “I guess I’ll see myself out. You’re sure you can’t take an hour out for dinner? You have to eat—”


    “I’m sure,” I said, moving toward the door. “I’m sorry, Mark. I’ll talk to you soon.”


    He paused and studied me intently. “If you want to talk about this... I’ll be there for you.”


    “Thanks,” I replied, opening the door and practically pushing him through it. But I paused and our eyes locked for a long moment. “I’ll be in touch,” I said softly.


    I closed the door and rested my head against it, suddenly weary. I wanted to call Dad back and tell him that I wouldn’t be joining them. I wanted to tell him I could never go back to that place—to those memories. My therapist had been urging me to make just such a trip, but I hadn’t been able to convince myself. Now it seemed the decision had been taken out of my hands. Could I really refuse?


    I leaned hard against the door and slid to the floor. At last I was being drawn back to that house of secrets—to those hidden memories of loss and sorrow. For so long I had fooled myself into believing the past would never catch up with me. But now the moment of truth had come... and if there was a hell, I just knew that demons were dancing in delight.

  


  
    

    Chapter 2
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    Yesterday I was arguing with Mark in Boston, and now I was waiting in a rental car to pull onto the ferry for Bremerton. A misty rain fell, putting a chill in the air and sending me back to a time I’d hoped to forget.


    “Momma, does it always rain here?” I’d asked my mother. In my mind’s eye I was standing at the window in the ferry lounge. Water streaked the window and obscured my view.


    “I don’t know,” she told me. “Seems like every time we come here it rains. Maybe God is just as sad about it as I am.”


    I never knew why she was so sad about going to Bremerton. It seemed to me that the area, despite the rain, was beautiful and summers far nicer than some of the other places we’d lived. Momma didn’t like being what she called “displaced.” I never understood that either.


    “The ferry is docking,” Piper said as she opened the car door. She and Geena had gone for a little walk while I remained in the car.


    Geena climbed into the front seat while Piper got in back. “They said it will take an hour to get over to Bremerton. Couldn’t we have just driven it?”


    “With traffic and the distance it would have taken longer,” I told her. The cars began to disembark the ferry heading into Seattle. It would only be a few minutes before we’d be able to drive onto the Kitsap and head to Bremerton.


    “I always liked the ferry ride,” Piper said. “I used to pretend it was a great ship taking me far away.”


    The cars began to inch forward and in no time at all they had us loaded. The marine highway was extremely efficient, I had to give them that much.


    “Are you coming upstairs with me?” Geena asked. “I want to get something to drink.”


    I looked at her for a moment and shook my head. She looked nothing like a lawyer or professional of any sort. Instead, wearing black skinny jeans tucked into ankle boots, a mottled red-print tee, and blazer, Geena looked more fashion model than studious lawyer material. She wrapped a black scarf around her throat and turned to Piper.


    “How about you?”


    “Sure, I’ll come,” Piper said, opening the door with care. “If I can squeeze out. They sure park us in here tight.”


    “I’m just gonna sit here and doze,” I told them. “You can bring me some coffee.”


    I reclined the seat and settled back. Frankly, I had a twinge of guilt for not going with them. I’d always felt a strange need to protect them—to watch over them. Dad used to say it was because I was so sensitive, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was something more. Why should a child feel it was her responsibility to take care of her siblings—of her family? I couldn’t remember ever being free from that thought. Now, as we headed ever so slowly from the harbor, the sensation of guilt coupled with duty left me feeling exhausted and wary. The days to come were ones I dreaded. But like a fatal attraction I was drawn to see them through.


    Funny, the thought of “fatal attractions” brought me back to Mark. We had worked together for so long now that we could very nearly read each other’s minds when it came to the projects at hand. I couldn’t help but think of the time when he took me with him to Long Island, where we met with some Kennedy cousin or in-law. She wanted to write a book about being a nobody in a family of somebodies. Mark and I listened to her thoughts on what she wanted to write and almost immediately had the same idea for how the book might come together. That happened a lot.


    We liked a lot of the same books—the same foods. I had little trouble talking to him about anything... so long as it wasn’t personal. We could discuss history, politics, movies, and of course books, and never feel a moment’s unease. But just let the conversation drift into personal experiences... family... relationships, and I was lost. I tried to imagine myself explaining my trepidation about this trip. How could I open the crypt to the family skeletons and not expect Mark to go running in the opposite direction? He was a good man, but he wasn’t perfect. No one was. Well... Mark would try to remind me that God was perfect, but even God turned away that night fifteen years ago.


    Closing my eyes, I tried not to think of those last days at the summer house, but I couldn’t help it. I could see it all as if it were yesterday.


    “What’s Daddy doing?” Geena had asked.


    We girls were gathered on the upstairs landing that overlooked the open downstairs living area. “He’s making Momma her cocoa,” I told them.


    “I want some,” Piper said, her six-year-old voice a little louder than I would have liked.


    Of course, given the fact that Momma was playing her rock music as loud as the stereo would allow, I didn’t figure Dad would hear us.


    “We’re supposed to be asleep,” eight-year-old Geena said.


    Just then our father crossed the room to switch off the music. I fully expected our mother to complain, but there wasn’t as much as a word. I couldn’t tell if she was even still in the living room. Maybe she’d gone to bed.


    Without the music playing, however, I could hear another sound. It was our father and he was muttering and talking to himself. He was also crying. At least that was what it sounded like. I heard him sniffing and saw him wipe the back of his hand against his eyes.


    “Why is Daddy crying?” Geena asked in a hushed whisper.


    So it wasn’t my imagination. He really was crying. I’d never seen this before and it scared me. Something must have been very wrong if he was that upset.


    “I have to do this for the girls.” His words were as clear as those Geena had just spoken. I shook my head and leaned closer to the rail.


    “It’s for them. They will be safe.”


    He took a prescription bottle from his pocket and opened it. I was mesmerized by the scene. What was he doing? What did he have to do for the girls—for us? I suppressed a yawn and watched as he crushed the pills and sprinkled them in the hot chocolate.


    “What’s he doing?” Piper asked.


    I pushed her back and put my finger to my lips. Returning my attention to the scene below, I watched as our father mixed the medication into the drink. I was old enough to know that something was desperately wrong. I wanted to go to Daddy and offer him whatever comfort I could, but instead I sat frozen in place.


    “It has to be this way. I must be strong and see this through,” our father said. He put the spoon aside and squared his shoulders. He stood completely still for a few moments. I guessed that he was calming himself and getting his tears under control.


    “Tony? What happened to the music?” our mother questioned. She sounded far off, and I figured she was probably in the master bedroom. “Tony, you know how important it is.”


    “I was afraid it would wake the girls,” Daddy called back. “I fixed your hot chocolate while you were showering. It’s ready if you want it.”


    Momma said something I couldn’t understand and Daddy picked up the cup and moved out of sight. I punched Geena lightly.


    “We need to go back to bed.”


    I hoped that Daddy wouldn’t hear us scurrying across the floor. I waited until Geena and Piper disappeared into their rooms before heading into mine. What was going on? What had we just witnessed?


    The scene faded from my thoughts and I tried to open my eyes, but my lids felt like they were weighted down. I could hear my mother humming as she often did. She told me this was to keep the FBI from reading her mind. She said they were trying to find her—to use her against her will to help them solve a crime. I couldn’t remember the first time she’d told me this, but it seemed I’d always known it.


    Now I was walking down the stone steps to the beach. My mother’s humming grew louder. I called to her—at least I think I did. Everything seemed so confused and obscured. A hazy darkness seemed to settle over my vision as I lifted my gaze to the water.


    “Bailee?”


    I opened my eyes to find Geena tapping on the window and calling my name. I unlocked the door and she slid onto the seat.


    “Here’s your coffee. It tastes pretty strong so I put quite a bit—” She stopped in midsentence. “Are you all right?”


    I shook the scene from my mind, straightened, and put the seatback upright. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


    “You look like you just saw a ghost.”


    I cast a quick glance behind her. “Where’s Piper?”


    “Restroom. What’s wrong?”


    I shook my head. “I was just thinking back to that night.” I took the coffee from Geena. “I closed my eyes and that’s what came to mind.”


    “I suppose it’s only natural.” She looked out the front windshield to the back of the SUV in front of us. “Why do you think Dad’s arranged this?”


    “No idea.” I sipped the coffee and grimaced. It was strong even with the cream Geena had thoughtfully added.


    Geena turned to lean back against the door. She fixed me with a hard stare. “You don’t suppose he’s going to tell us the truth, do you?”


    It had crossed my mind. “I don’t know. I suppose better late than never, but I can’t imagine he would.”


    “Piper thinks he might. We were talking about it on the way to the airport.”


    I tried to put it all in perspective. “But why now? Why after all this time would he finally be willing to talk to us?”


    “Maybe he’s feeling guilty. Maybe he plans to come clean.”


    I couldn’t imagine the family secrets being laid out on the table—not even for us. Piper popped out several vehicles ahead. She seemed to have lost track of where our car was. I leaned out the open window and waved.


    “Over here, Piper!” I called. She heard me and made her way over.


    “He didn’t sound guilty,” I said, turning back to Geena. “He sounded strange—not at all like himself.”


    “I know what you mean. He did lack that businesslike determination when I talked to him on the phone. He almost sounded—”


    “I couldn’t remember what kind of car we rented,” Piper declared as she got into the back seat. Neither Geena nor I said a word. She looked at us and the smile faded from her expression. “You’re talking about it, aren’t you?”


    “It? Have we really reduced that night to nothing more than It?”


    Piper crossed her arms and sat back. She looked irritated. “I don’t know why we have to be quiet about that night. It’s been fifteen years. We ought to be able to ask Dad to explain what happened.”


    “We ought to be able to do a lot of things,” I replied, feeling more frustration than I cared to admit. Piper had been so young and all I had wanted to do was protect her. I still felt like that was my number one job in the family.


    Geena, ever the realist, glanced over her shoulder at Piper. “Our father killed our mother. What’s to explain?”
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    For several minutes none of us said a word. It was as if the truth, spoken aloud, had somehow caused us all to go mute. Pain in my hands made me realize I had gripped the steering wheel as if it were a life preserver. I loosened my hold, but it didn’t do much to relax me.


    “Look, I know we made a promise to never talk about it—to never ask Daddy about it,” Piper began, “but I can’t help but think enough time has passed. We’re all grown, after all.”


    “I doubt any amount of time is enough when a murder was committed.” Geena turned to me. “But I do agree with Piper. Enough is enough. We have to confront him. We have a right to know what happened that night and why.”


    “But we know what happened,” I said, shaking my head. “Confronting Dad won’t change that, and it very well might ruin our relationship with him.”


    “Relationship?” Piper asked. “I have more of a relationship with his checkbook than with him.”


    I shrugged. “Well, it will put us all in an awkward position.”


    “More awkward than what we’ve already known?” Geena asked. “Come on, I think we all know this family can’t get much more dysfunctional.”


    “Things can always get worse,” I muttered.


    Piper surprised me with her growing irritation. “But I would like to know the truth. Look, Dad probably wants to tell us as much as we want to know. Can you even imagine carrying something like this around for all these years? I think it would be a relief to share the story.”


    I felt my stomach lurch. I was either becoming seasick or talking about that night was getting to me. I sipped my coffee and closed my eyes. Coming here had been a bad idea. A really bad idea. And I found myself simply wishing I could talk... not to my therapist, but to Mark.


    Where had that idea come from? Was it now, when I felt time and memories ganging up on me, that I would admit my longing for Mark Delahunt’s comfort? I chided myself silently. Next thing you knew I’d be thinking about God as well. Better to put an end to such thinking here and now.


    People were returning to the cars around us, and all I could think of was how glad I’d be to leave this ferry. The walls had closed in on me.


    “I think we should just go slow with this,” I finally replied.


    Geena rummaged through her handbag and pulled out a stick of gum. “Dad said he wanted all of us here for some announcement. It could be he does want to talk about that night, but it could also be that he has something else in mind. Let’s just wait and see what happens.”


    But that was just the problem, I thought. I hated surprises. Hated anything out of the norm. I had come to depend on my schedule and order over the years to keep me on an even keel.


    Geena secured her seatbelt. “We’ve spent a lifetime keeping this to ourselves. What’s a few more days or years?” Sarcasm laced her words.


    I noted the bitterness in her tone, but I said nothing. I had no desire to get into this further. In fact, I wished fervently that I could forget we’d ever brought the subject up.


    Geena had already plugged in our address on the GPS, while I maneuvered through the ferry traffic to disembark. Lights glittered from the buildings and reflected on the black waters of Sinclair Inlet. It felt hauntingly familiar. I followed the other cars onto Washington Avenue without another word.


    This was a huge mistake, I told myself. Over the years I’d learned to live with our family secrets—our life of unspeakable questions. What in the world was Dad thinking to bring us all here now? I felt my chest tighten.


    “At the next street make a right onto the Manette Bridge,” Geena instructed about the time the GPS announced the same.


    I suddenly felt exhausted. A sort of oppression had settled over me—weighing me down, stealing all of my residual energy. I heard the siren before I saw the flashing lights of the ambulance pop around the corner ahead of us. I braked hard and waited for it to pass, but in my mind I saw the ambulance in the tree-lined driveway of our summer home.


    I could still hear the paramedics calling out numbers, orders, concerns.


    “She’s not breathing. We’re going to need to intubate.”


    “She’s not responding.”


    “There’s no heartbeat. Charging the paddles. Clear!”


    “You can go now.” Geena’s voice came through the muddled images in my mind.


    I looked at her for a moment. From her expression I knew she had no idea where my thoughts had taken me. I nodded and made a quick glance over my shoulder before pulling out.


    For the first time in years, I really found myself wishing that I had faith in God. Mark always seemed so strong in his beliefs, but I couldn’t help but equate God to a sense of betrayal and church to the scorn my mother had faced—that we all had faced.


    “I don’t remember any of this,” Piper announced from behind me as I turned onto the bridge.


    “I know what you mean,” Geena said. “Most of it is a blur. But wait! Look on the other side of the water—there’s a restaurant there. I remember going there a long time ago. Oh, what was it called—the Boat House?”


    “The Boat Shed,” I replied mechanically.


    “That’s it!” Geena seemed so excited.


    I found myself sharing aloud what my therapist had said. “Dinah thinks that coming here is a good idea. She said there will most likely be many visuals that will help with unlocking memories, and in turn, help with healing.” Why didn’t I believe her?


    Geena ignored my comment and continued to give directions. “You’re going to angle over and get on Eleventh Street.”


    I had never driven this route, but I had ridden it many times before. Our house was on the east side of Bremerton, facing the water. Dad had purchased the house long ago as an investment and getaway for the family. Momma hated the area’s rainy weather, but she always seemed to like the seclusion this beach house offered. She told me once that it was safe here. I never really understood what we were safe from.


    “At Trenton, turn left. Then you’ll stay on that for a mile or so,” Geena instructed.


    “Do you suppose any of it will look familiar to us?” Piper questioned.


    I felt fairly confident that far too much would look familiar. “I think we’ll be able to gauge that better in the light of day,” I answered.


    It seemed appropriate that we should return to this place under cover of darkness. It was rather like naughty children sneaking back into their rooms—like we had done that fateful night. I sensed, more than remembered, that we were getting very close. I followed Geena’s directions, turning first right and then left again. When Geena declared with the GPS that we were arriving at our destination on the right, I was already starting to turn. How could I have known? I was just a little girl the last time we’d made this turn.


    Our house was set on a rocky ledge that rose about fifteen feet from the shore. The drive to our home was narrow and steep, and dropped down considerably from the higher roadway. We were canopied by trees of various types, their branches stretching at awkward angles along the way. From the road there was no indication of a house below. For all intents and purposes, it looked like an abandoned, heavily forested piece of property. Exactly the reason our father had chosen it.


    “This is really creepy,” Piper said from the back seat. “The trees are snuffing out all of the light.”


    “Not that there was much to begin with,” Geena interjected.


    The last of the streetlights faded from view as the driveway curved and declined in a steep grade toward the bay. I couldn’t see the house or the water yet. The thickness of cedars, firs, yews, and alders blended as one in the limited illumination of the car’s headlights. I didn’t remember it seeming so frightening.


    We passed a small building to the right. I figured it must have been the guest cottage Dad had contracted a few years back when tourism in the area really began to build. There had always been a small building there, but it wasn’t used for guests until Dad had it rebuilt. Now caretakers rented the cottage and beach house out to vacationers. Dad said it was quite profitable; he was actually thinking of acquiring additional properties.


    “Sure glad the rain hasn’t made it too muddy,” Piper said.


    “Dad had the drive packed with rock,” Geena threw out. “He said it was nearly as solid as asphalt and that we shouldn’t have any trouble.”


    We rounded the last bend to see lights shining from the house. Dad had said he’d arrange with the caretakers to have the place readied for our arrival. I supposed that meant leaving the lights on for us.


    I pulled to a stop outside the garage and turned off the engine. For a moment none of us moved. I figured we all had that same strange sense of returning to the scene of a horrible accident.


    Glancing up at the house, I remembered someone describing it as a two-story Alpine saltbox style. You found a lot of saltbox houses back east. They had been a popular Colonial period design. Here, however, I thought the house looked displaced. Perhaps that’s why Dad had purchased it. Maybe it had reminded him of his childhood in New England.


    “Well, the car won’t unpack itself,” Geena said, opening the car door.


    Piper quickly followed suit, leaving me to decide whether to remain seated or do likewise. I moved rather stiffly to open the door. My senses were assaulted by the damp, earthy scents. We gathered our things from the trunk and hurried up the stone walkway to the front door.


    “I have the key,” Piper offered. “Dad gave it to me just before he flew out on business.” She edged past Geena to unlock the door.


    We might have hesitated to enter, but the rain was now falling in earnest, sending us quickly inside. We maneuvered in just far enough to close the door behind us, however. I momentarily forgot about Piper and Geena as my eyes caught sight of the surroundings. Despite at least two remodeling jobs on the main house; the place had an odd feeling of familiarity.


    Looking past the entryway, I could see the large great room. Without thinking, I set aside my luggage and walked forward, soaking it all in. The high vaulted ceilings, the stone wall and fireplace, the dark wood floors. To the right was the staircase and above, the landing where we girls had spied on our mother and father.


    “I don’t like to think of strangers renting this place,” Geena said, coming to stand alongside me. “I know Dad kept the master bedroom off-limits to the tourists, but I still feel as though people were intruding here.”


    Piper moved around the room touching the furniture. None of it was the same stuff we’d known. She turned and looked at me and shook her head.


    “I really can’t remember much of anything. I know my room was upstairs. I remember sitting on the stairs all those times we snuck out of bed.” She went to the window. “I remember the stone steps to the beach and all the trees.” Piper pulled back from the glass. “I wish I could remember more.”


    No you don’t, I thought. Be glad you don’t remember. How I wished I could forget more than I already had. I glanced once more to the stairs. I could almost see three little girls crouched there in silence. Dinah told me that burying memories was my way of protecting myself. So why couldn’t I forget that night along with the other things I’d put away from my mind?


    “I wonder if anyone thought to stock the fridge,” Geena said, heading across the room to the kitchen.


    Here more than anywhere the house looked different. The kitchen had been anything but grand when we’d been little, but now it looked like something a professional chef would have designed. A large granite-topped island separated the kitchen from the rest of the great room. Large stainless-steel appliances had been purchased to replace the old standard white ones, and rich cherry cabinets lined the far wall.


    Geena opened the refrigerator and gave a nod. “There’s some sodas, bottled water, and what looks like everything we need for sandwiches.”


    “There’s bread and a big bowl of fresh fruit over by the sink,” Piper said, pointing.


    “Guess we’ll make it until we get a chance to go shopping tomorrow.” Geena popped the top on a can of soda.


    I felt the strain of the day begin to overwhelm me. “I think I’m just going to go to bed.”


    Heading back to where I’d dropped my bags, I retrieved them and walked to the stairs. I paused for a moment and glanced upward. The landing was empty except for a plant stand, which hugged the corner where the stairs turned.


    “I guess we should turn in,” Geena said. “It is pretty late.”


    Only Piper seemed at all disappointed. She took up a handful of grapes. “I suppose,” she said, shrugging, “we can talk more tomorrow.”


    Heading on up, I left the conversation at that. I really didn’t want to explain how I felt or listen to Piper or Geena bring up the past. At the top of the stairs, I flipped on the hall light and noted the open doors of the bedrooms and bath. It seemed quite welcoming, but still I hesitated.


    “Bailee?”


    When I turned I momentarily saw my mother, but then Piper smiled—once again my younger sister. “You’re blocking the road.”


    “Sorry about that.” I turned left to take the only bedroom that faced the front of the house. I felt Geena and Piper breeze by me and head to their own rooms as I switched on the bedroom light.


    The room had been completely renovated to replace my twelve-year-old decorating skills. I remembered Dad letting me get bold-colored curtains that had some sort of bubble-like valance. I’d had a twin bed and single dresser where now a beautifully accessorized queen-sized bed invited me to rest. In the corner was an oversized upholstered chair with an ottoman. Gone were the bright colors and in their place were relaxing pale greens and blues. The room seemed airy and light.


    I closed the door, anxious to be alone with my thoughts. Leaving my bags by the bed, I walked to the window and lifted up the edge of the blind. We’d failed to turn off the outside lights and I could see the front yard and driveway. Without warning I was transported back in time—twelve years old, watching the ambulance attendants carry my mother away.


    Her face was so pale, and she didn’t move so much as an inch. At least I couldn’t see her move from my vantage point. I wanted to go to her—to reassure myself that she wasn’t dead, but in my heart I knew otherwise. Daddy had said it was for the best—that he had to do this for us. I was old enough to understand—at least I told myself I was.


    “Where are they taking Momma?” Piper asked.


    I turned, expecting to find her standing behind me, but the room was empty. My cell phone began vibrating just then, so I pulled it from my pocket. Mark was calling.


    “Hello?”


    “Bailee, are you doing alright? Have you arrived in Seattle?” I had a sense of being rescued from myself as he spoke.


    “Arrived and departed. We’re in Bremerton at the house now.”


    “Is it all that you remembered?”


    His voice lured me into calm. “Not really.” I crawled onto the bed and piled pillows behind me with one hand as I held the phone with the other. “Dad had the place remodeled, so it’s not really the same.”


    “What about the area outside?”


    “Too dark to tell much.” I leaned back against the mound of pillows and remembered that he was three hours ahead of me. “It’s got to be past two in the morning there.”


    “You were on my mind, so I got up. Figured I’d risk you still being awake.”


    Against my will, his words comforted me. “I guess you figured right.”


    “So what’s the plan now that you’re there?”


    I thought about all that Geena and Piper had told me. “Dad said he’d arrive in a couple of days. Last-minute business in Chicago. I guess after that, we’ll hear what he has to tell us.”


    “Any thoughts on what that might be?”


    I couldn’t believe I was talking so casually about my family. “None.” I knew it was a lie.


    Neither of us said anything for a few moments. The awkwardness was back, and I felt compelled to end the call. “I need to get some sleep,” I told him.


    “Yeah, me too. Look, if you need to talk... I’m here. And Bailee...”


    “Yes?”


    “I’ll be praying.”


    I bit my lip to keep from saying something sarcastic. After I composed myself I thanked him and hung up. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate his concern, but the entire matter put me in a strange situation. As my supervisor we worked closely together, and he was slated to take over the business one day. Still, we both knew the relationship was more than professional. At least... it could be.


    Cradling the phone to my chest, I closed my eyes. I could almost hear Mark asking again, “So what’s the plan now that you’re there?”


    That was the million-dollar question.


    I thought back to shortly after I’d started working for Masters and Delahunt. Mark had joined the business only the year before, but he had a real knack for recognizing talent. He had managed to land at least six of the company’s bestselling authors of that year, something his father was proud to announce at the first in-house meeting I had been invited to attend.


    “We are small, but growing,” Mr. Delahunt had said. He beamed a smile at Mark. “I guess we all have Mark to thank for his tireless search for quality books. I’m proud of you, son.”


    I couldn’t imagine what it felt like to have that kind of genuine approval. Mark and his father were close; I’d been able to observe them together when no one else was around, and they genuinely seemed to enjoy each other’s company. I’d never experienced that. My father avoided having a real relationship with me... with my sisters. I always presumed it was his memories of the past, and perhaps his worries for the future that kept us apart. I tried to tell myself, even as a young girl, that it was normal—necessary, even, for him to survive what he’d done. Spending time with his children would only serve to remind him of the fact that he’d robbed them of their mother.


    After that first meeting at M&D, I’d sat for a moment going over my notes. The other editors and staff were vacating the conference room as quickly as they’d entered, but I lingered. For reasons I couldn’t explain, I felt safe there. The walls were lined with dark mahogany shelves, and books were strategically positioned to draw attention to the accomplishments of M&D’s publishing efforts.


    “So how are you liking it here?” Mark had asked.


    I was surprised to find him still in the room. I must have looked it too, because he put his most reassuring smile in place and apologized.


    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”


    “No, that’s quite all right. I thought everyone had gone.” I collected my wits and my notes. “I was just going.”


    “No need. Stay as long as you like, Bailee. Right? Your name is Bailee.”


    “Yes. Bailee Cooper.” I extended my hand. We hadn’t been formally introduced, but it didn’t matter. Mark acted as though we were lifelong friends.


    “I was impressed when Dad showed me your letters of recommendation. Seems you made a great many professors very happy with your work.”


    “I hope I’ll make Masters and Delahunt happy as well.” I tried to look away, but found myself caught in his unflinching gaze.


    Mark smiled. “Well, for now you have only to make this Delahunt happy. I’m your boss—well, sort of. As a freelancer you’re really your own boss, but I’ll be the one you report to and get projects from. I’ll be reviewing your work and assisting you as you learn the ropes.”


    “Well, I hope you’ll find me a quick study.”


    He laughed. “I’m sure I will. Say, it’s nearly noon. Let’s grab a bite to eat, and I’ll tell you more about your job.”


    It was the first of many lunch and dinner dates we shared. It was only after a couple of months that I realized no one else had lunch dates like we did. It was Mark’s assistant who actually spilled the beans one day. She made a comment about how she always knew to clear Mark’s calendar when I came to town. I asked if that was standard procedure with all of the freelance editors, and Sandy laughed.


    “Honey, there aren’t any other freelancers who come into the office like you do. We’re lucky to see our other out-of-town staff on a quarterly basis.”


    I had been stunned. Mark told me that he needed me to come into the office at least twice a month for a couple of days each visit. The company paid for it and put me up at one of several nice hotels, so I never really thought about it. But after that, I thought about it a great deal. I finally confronted Mark about all the lunches and dinners.


    “Okay, so I selfishly enjoy your company.” He didn’t seem at all apologetic.


    “Mark, I’m not looking for a relationship,” I told him firmly. “I want to focus on getting my career up and running. I’m sure you understand.”


    I can still remember the way he looked at me. His eyes seemed to devour me. Why hadn’t I seen that before? How could I have been so completely naïve about this “business arrangement” of ours? But I couldn’t be too hard on myself. I really didn’t have a lot of experience to draw from. It taught me a good lesson, however: Keep my distance.


    [image: ]



    I woke up the next morning with the phone discarded beside me and the comforter pulled up around me. I glanced at my watch. It was past ten. Funny, I hadn’t figured to be able to sleep at all in this house, and here half a day was nearly gone.


    Stretching, I pushed off the bed. A surprising sense of refreshment came over me. Maybe my therapist was right. Maybe being here would release something pent up inside of me. Perhaps the past could truly be set aside. A quick shower and change of clothes later, I was anxious to see exactly what could be accomplished.


    “I wondered if you were ever coming down,” Geena said as I came into the kitchen.


    “How’d you two sleep?”


    Piper shrugged. She seemed to be in a mood. Geena handed me a cup of coffee. “Good enough. We were just discussing what to do today.”


    “And what did you come up with?” The coffee smelled wonderful, and I realized I was quite hungry. Glancing around the room, an idea came to mind. “Why don’t we go have lunch somewhere?”


    “Sounds good to me. I definitely didn’t want to cook.” Geena pulled on a white and blue jacket. “It’s kind of chilly outside.”


    “The air’s always a little cooler around the water.” I glanced at my youngest sister. “What about it, Piper? Some lunch sound good?”


    “I suppose.”


    I looked at her for a moment. There were dark circles under her eyes. “Something wrong?”


    “Why does everybody keep asking me that?” she snapped. “Nothing is wrong. I’m just tired. If we’re going to go get something to eat, let’s go.” She stormed out of the room.


    Geena and I exchanged a glance. “She’s been touchy all morning. I invited her to jog with me earlier, and she bit my head off.”


    A worrisome thought flickered through my mind. Was Piper starting to take after our mother?


    “I think she’s jetlagged,” Geena added, grabbing her purse. “You ready?”


    Nodding, I found my bag and car keys. There was no sense in stewing over Piper’s mental state. At least not at this moment. I’d have a much better time making sense of everything once I’d eaten something and gotten a few more cups of coffee down.


    We all piled into the rental and hit the road. I drove around the area and headed back to Bremerton proper. After several minutes of silence and no luck in agreeing on a place to eat, Geena plugged in the GPS and did a search.


    “There’s a Pancake House out Kitsap Way,” she announced.


    I made a command decision as the oldest. “I have no idea how to get there. Tell me where to go.”


    Piper snorted from the back seat. “That’s a first.”


    Her comment was the first indication she might be loosening up a little, so I decided to take it as a good sign, even if it was aimed at me.


    It wasn’t long before we were seated at the restaurant with steaming cups of coffee and enough cream to start our own dairy line.


    “Man, when you ask for a lot of cream, you really mean for them to bring a lot of cream,” Piper declared.


    Geena laughed. “Well, why not. I happen to like my coffee pale.”


    Without warning, Piper leaned forward. “I’ve decided that I’m going to confront Dad whether you two do or not.”


    I looked at her for a moment, and her blue eyes narrowed. “And don’t try to talk me out of it. It’s time I understood what was going on in this family. All of my life I’ve felt like... well... that I wasn’t in on the joke.”


    “Some joke,” Geena said, shaking her head. “The Cooper Family Comedy Hour.”


    “I couldn’t sleep last night for thinking about it.” Piper lowered her voice only slightly when the waitress passed by our table. “I don’t remember much of anything. I can’t remember our mother. It’s like the first six years of my life were erased.”


    “Maybe that’s a good thing,” I said, not realizing how heartless it sounded. I immediately regretted my words. “I didn’t mean for that to sound so harsh.” I could see that Piper was taking it all wrong, and I held up my hand hoping to silence any outburst. “Look,” I said, “I know you want answers, Piper. But I don’t think we even know what questions to ask in this situation.”


    “I do.” She looked at me matter-of-factly. “I want to ask Dad why he killed Mom.”


    “Shhh,” Geena warned. “This isn’t exactly the place to make such a declaration.”


    “Our entire life has been like that,” Piper replied. She leaned back and folded her arms across her chest. “There’s never a good place or a good time. We’re always trying to protect someone.... Well, no more.”


    “Here’s the breakfast special with hash browns,” our teenage waitress announced. She put the plate in front of Geena. “And here’s the vegetarian omelet.” She looked at Piper and then to me as if trying to remember who had placed the order.


    “That’s mine,” I told her.


    She nodded and put the order on the table. “And that leaves the pancakes for you.” She put the dish before Piper. “I’ll be right back with toast for you two,” she said, nodding at Geena and me. “Can I bring anything else?”


    “I think some more coffee would be great,” I replied.


    Once the waitress returned to deposit the toast and fill our coffee cups, Piper seemed to have calmed once again. She toyed with her pancakes for a few minutes, adding butter and syrup, before finally looking up.


    “I think it’s time we were honest,” she said simply. Shoveling a mouthful of pancakes into her mouth, she gave a shrug, as if that was all that she needed to say.


    “Honesty would have been great a long time ago,” Geena said, putting her fork down, “but now I’m not so sure.”


    I looked at her. “Since when did the truth go out of vogue?”


    “Since I became acquainted with the law. If we confront Dad about... you know what,” she said, looking around in a nervous manner, “it also means we’ll have to testify against him.”


    “Testify? Who said anything about testifying?” Piper’s voice grew hushed. “I can’t believe you’d even say that.”


    “If we’re really going to open this Pandora’s box of Cooper family fun,” Geena said in a sarcastic tone, “we have to realize it won’t stop here. Once a secret is let out, there are consequences. Long overdue ones, I’ll give you that much.”


    “I don’t want anything to happen to Dad,” Piper said, looking quite appalled. She put down her fork. “I can’t believe you would even suggest something like that.”


    “He’s responsible for...” Geena glanced around again and shook her head. “We can’t pretend we didn’t see and hear what we did. We were children then—frightened and scared of losing the only anchor we had left to us. Now we’re adults. We deserve answers.”


    “Answers, yes.” Piper looked at me for support. “But that’s all. Just answers.”


    Geena fixed Piper with a steely look. “Unfortunately, I can’t turn my back on my responsibility to the legal system. Believe me, I’ve tried. As I’ve gotten closer and closer to taking the bar, I’ve become only too aware of the obligation we have to share the truth. A woman died because a man decided to end her life. Yes, it happened to be our mother and father, but the law is the law.”


    “I never thought of it as being a legal matter,” Piper declared. “I only wanted to know the truth.” She eyed her plate and picked up a piece of syrup-soaked pancake with her fingers. Popping it into her mouth, Piper quickly wiped her fingers on her napkin.


    I shook my head. “Answers have a way of being complicated.” I thought of all the things I’d questioned in life, and how one answer had led me to another question and then another. “There is no simple way to handle this, no simple answer. If we do this—if we confront him—there’s no going back. Everything will change.”


    “Maybe it needs to change,” Geena said in such a soft voice I barely heard her.


    I heaved a sigh. “Maybe it does.”
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