
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      [image: title page]

   
      
         [image: CoverImage]

         Begin Reading

         Table of Contents

         Copyright Page

          Reading Group Guide

      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            To all those who struggle to care for aging parents, may God grant you love and grace beyond your wildest dreams, and to you
               I dedicate On Hummingbird Wings.
            

         

      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Chapter One
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         But Mother is always dying.” Why had she ever let the call come through? “I’m putting you on speaker.” Gillian Ormsby clicked the SPEAKER button without waiting for her sister’s reply. At least this way she could continue to flip the screens on the computer.
            Glancing at the clock, she mentally allowed Allison two more minutes before returning to the report in front of her.
         

         
         “No, this time it is really serious. I can’t make her get out of bed.”

         
         Gillian rolled her eyes. Leave it to Miss Perfect Allison to hit the dramatics. “Look, you live twenty miles away and I live
            across the country. Surely you can find time in your busy schedule to sweet-talk Mother into doing what you want.” You always have.

         
         “You don’t need to be sarcastic. Just because I’m not a high-powered executive with an office in New York City. It isn’t like
            what I have to do isn’t important, with two active teenagers and a busy husband.”
         

         
         “I didn’t say that. But, Allie, there is no way I can leave right now. There are rumors of a possible buyout, and everyone
            is walking around whispering like someone died. Have you talked with her doctor? Surely if she is that bad, she should go
            to a nursing home to help get her back on her feet.”
         

         
         “That’s part of the problem; she doesn’t want to get back on her feet. She wants to die. She says life here has no meaning
            for her any longer and heaven will be a far better place.”
         

         
         “Mother said that?”

         
         “And yes, I have talked with the doctor, but you know I don’t understand a lot about medical things.”

         
         “Google it.”

         
         “Gillian, please. She needs you.”
         

         
         “Mother has made it quite clear through the years that she much prefers your company to mine.” So suck it up, baby sister, and live with it. She drummed her nails on the desk pad. “Look, I have to go. I’ll call you back tonight.” She checked her calendar. “No,
            make that tomorrow night, I have a commitment for tonight.”
         

         
         “What if she dies before then?”

         
         Gillian closed her eyes and heaved a sigh. “Look, she’s not going to die. She’s threatened this for years. Every hangnail
            is mortal peril, you know that.”
         

         
         “You haven’t seen her, in what—five years?”

         
         Leave it to Allison to go for the stiletto. Although Gillian sent expensive gifts at the proper occasions, she’d not graced
            California with her presence in a long time. Surely, it hadn’t been five years, had it? She counted back, using Christmas
            as the starting point. She’d spent the last one in Saint Croix, actually two of the last five; she needed warm weather by
            then. And while California was usually sunny in December, she’d wanted somewhere really warm and tropical to go along with
            it. One year she’d gone skiing, the first and last time in Vermont and the first and last time with Pierre. Since that debacle
            she’d sworn off both skiing and men.
         

         
         That was three of the five. Where else had she gone? Oh, yes, one year she’d been home in bed—with the flu and her own rotten
            company.
         

         
         “Gillian, are you listening to me?” The strident tone jerked her back to the moment.

         
         “Of course I am.” What had she missed?

         
         “Well, then?”

         
         “Well, what?”

         
         “When are you coming?”

         
         Gillian glanced heavenward as if hoping for deliverance. “Sorry, I have a call that I have to take. I’ll get back to you.”
            She hung up before her sister could respond. Clicking on her intercom, she instructed her assistant to hold any calls from
            Allison and collapsed against the back of her leather executive chair. Why now? She really didn’t dare leave, not if she wanted
            to be sure of an office to come back to. Glancing around the room, she focused on a painting she’d found at a local art fair
            and hung opposite her desk to help relieve moments of stress. The painting depicted purple wisteria cascading over a white
            trellis that had one corner of its arch in need of repair. Much like she did right now. The four-paned cottage windows of
            the cozy house at the end of a brick walk beckoned her in. She drew in a deep breath, held it to the count of ten, and blew
            it all out on a gentle stream. Her shoulders relaxed immediately, as did the tension pulling from the back of her head, through
            her scalp, and to her eyebrows.
         

         
         Someday she would own a cottage like that, maybe as a summer place; it didn’t matter on which coast. What mattered was the
            garden and the sense of peace that seeped from the picture into her soul. Digging in the dirt did that for her. Gardening
            was the one thing she had in common with her mother.
         

         
         Surely Mother isn’t really dying.

         
         Gillian flexed her fingers. Allie had been born exaggerating. No occasion was sufficient in and of itself; she always had
            to make it bigger and brighter, deeper and wider. Gillian stared at the computer screen where she’d been working on the proposal
            for a three o’clock meeting. The figures blurred, causing her to blink and blink again.
         

         
         Her mother could not be dying. She was far too young and had always been robustly healthy. She claimed her gardening did that
            for her.
         

         
         So what had happened to cause this, this manifestation of…of…of what? Granted even fingernail splits were traumatic to her
            mother, but she’d never taken to her bed before.
         

         
         You don’t have time to think on this now, she ordered herself. Get that proposal done. She pulled open her middle desk drawer and popped two squares of gum from the green box. Chewing vigorously, she focused
            on the computer screen. She knew the figures added up, but could she cut anywhere to reduce the bottom line?
         

         
         The intercom clicked in. “Gillian, you have one hour.”

         
         She’d asked Shannon to remind her in case she lost track of time. “Thank you. I’m sending this to the printer. Would you make
            ten copies and put them in clear binders?”
         

         
         “Of course…You didn’t have lunch.”

         
         “I know. I’ll eat a protein bar.”

         
         “I’ll bring you a bottle of water.”

         
         “Thanks.” Shannon was the kind of assistant all executives dreamed of, coveted by the rest of the R and D team at Fitch, Fitch,
            and Folsom, commonly known in the business world as Triple F, developer of systems for data transmitting. Retiring early from
            her successful twenty-year career there was one of Gillian’s lifetime goals. Early, meaning in five to seven years. Her other
            dream had died a lingering death, killed by time.
         

         
         When her assistant stepped through the door, Gillian knew immediately something was wrong. Shannon had obviously been shoving
            fingers through her normally sleek coif.
         

         
         “What’s up?” Gillian accepted the fresh-from-the-fridge bottle of water and pointed at the chair in front of her desk.

         
         Shannon sat. “I just had a call from my mother. They took my father to the hospital via ambulance.” She blinked back tears.

         
         “And why are you still here?”

         
         “Because you asked me to put the folders together.”

         
         “I see.” This must be family intrusion day. “Then I suggest you hand the project over to Natalie and take yourself out the
            door as fast as possible.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “And give your mother a hug from me, and know that we’ll all be praying for your father.”

         
         Shannon nodded and stood at the same time. “You’re the best.”

         
         “Get outta here.” Gillian made shooing motions with her hand and raised the water bottle to her mouth. Forty-five minutes
            until the meeting.
         

         
         Halfway through the protein bar, the phone rang again. Gillian hit the TALK button.
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Your sister is on the line.”

         
         Gillian stared at a water drop on her desk. “Put her through.”

         
         Reading the long pause and deep breath correctly, Natalie responded, “Guess I was supposed to hold your calls. Sorry, I didn’t
            know.”
         

         
         “I know.” Gillian clicked the OFF button and stared hard at the blinking light on line one. If only she could glare it away. With an even deeper exhale, she
            pressed the square button. “What now?”
         

         
         “You don’t have to be snappy.”

         
         “I told you I’d get back to you.”

         
         “I know, but since then I’ve talked with Mother, and she said she hopes to see you before she dies. After all, with even a
            minor stroke, who knows?”
         

         
         Besides always being “on the brink of death,” their mother was a maestro at laying on guilt. “So, why doesn’t she call me
            and say that in person?” Gillian paused. “A stroke. You didn’t mention that before.”
         

         
         “I know, but you know how private she is.”

         
         “Yes, I’m afraid I do. So here is my suggestion. You drive over there and physically see how she is. None of this phone-tag
            stuff. If I were you, before I went, I would put in a call to her primary care physician and make an appointment—for Mother,
            not for you. Look into this stroke thing.”
         

         
         “I intensely dislike sarcasm.” She spoke in that hurt-little-girl voice of hers.

         
         Oh, for Pete’s sake, Allie, grow up. “Yes, well, I intensely dislike being cast in the unfeeling older sister role. Surely Jefferson could be put upon to haul
            his own children around for a change and not go hide out at the golf course.” Gillian knew she was overstepping, but at the
            moment, she didn’t give a rat’s nose. “Now, I have a meeting that I have to not only be at, but lead, so I know you will handle
            this with your normal efficiency. Give Mother my love.” She pushed the END button with a little more force than necessary. Heartburn was not her usual problem at this time of day, but right now, she
            needed help—in the form of a crunchable tablet. Or maybe half a bottle of the liquid stuff.
         

         
         Surely her mother hadn’t really had a stroke and not told her.

         
         The packet in the middle drawer of Gillian’s desk was empty, so she pulled out the pill container from her purse, but that,
            too, held nothing but air. She’d reminded herself on the way home last night that she needed to refill it from the large bottle
            she kept in the bathroom. So much for keeping on top of things. Stuffing the purse back into the lower drawer, she headed
            for Shannon’s desk. Surely she had a supply. After all, nearly everyone in the building lived on antacids.
         

         
         If this was an indication of the remainder of the day, she’d rather just head home now.

         
         Hand to her chest, she pulled out the drawer where Shannon kept her personal things, and in the back of the divider she found
            a beat-up roll of antacids with two tablets left. Only two when right now the burning called for a handful. Crunching the
            two, she returned to her office, turned her chair so she could stare out the window, and sipped water to wash the last of
            the chalky bits down. Relax. The words didn’t get past her clenched teeth. Breathe deeply and exhale. Relax. Her shoulders were tickling her earlobes, not a good sign.
         

         
         Think of your favorite place, see yourself there, and inhale the clean air. All the instructions from the class she’d taken on relaxation less than a month ago raced each other around the storm-laced
            trees in her once peaceful place.
         

         
         Mind control was needed. Take every thought captive. The verse usually worked. Not today. Her very un-captive thoughts chased after each other wielding meat cleavers. The headache
            that she’d stretched away a few minutes earlier returned with a vengeance along with a partner, each of them taking up residence
            behind an eye.
         

         
         She closed her eyes and returned to the deep-breathing exercises.

         
         A tap on the door made her turn her chair back around and respond. “Come in.”

         
         “Your folders are done.” Natalie clasped the stack against her skinny chest, her eyes huge behind her thick glasses. Another
            forewarning of unforeseen circumstances.
         

         
         “What now?”

         
         “The printer server is down—tech support is working on it. I had to do these on the old one, so the typeface isn’t quite as
            clear.”
         

         
         Gillian heaved another sigh. “Thanks for taking care of it.”

         
         “But it’s not perfect, you know.”

         
         “I understand.” What she really understood was that only those who looked too closely would notice the discrepancy. Natalie
            had hawk eyes when it came to fine print. “Don’t worry about it, all right? Just set them on the corner of the desk and then
            hold all my calls. You’ll be gone before I return.”
         

         
         “I could stay as long as you need me.”

         
         “Thank you. But once this meeting is done, I’m heading home immediately.” To get rid of this headache if nothing else. When Natalie closed the door behind her, Gillian dug in her purse for whatever painkiller she still had in there. Obviously
            her entire purse and desk needed a restocking. She filled a glass of water in her private bathroom and prepared for her meeting.
            Hair, fine; add lipstick; check for mascara smudges. All in order.
         

         
         She stared in the mirror. Surely her mother wasn’t dying. Guilt dug like little needles under her skin. Of course Allison
            could take care of this latest fiasco.
         

         
         One thing at a time. Get through this meeting and then think on Mother. If that were at all possible.
         

      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Chapter Two
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         Turned down. How could they be so shortsighted as not to see this plan was far better than the other one? Granted, the bottom
            line was lower on the other, but that team had not included several costs that would be necessary. As Senior V.P. of Marketing,
            Gillian had been so sure of her plan. She closed her eyes and mentally reviewed the meeting. Why did she have a feeling there
            had been a setup?
         

         
         And the major question: what did this mean to the others on her team? If the rumors were indeed true…She blew out a breath
            and stared at the folder in front of her. Nothing further could be done today. Hauling her purse from the bottom drawer, she
            slung it over her shoulder, retrieved her raincoat from the closet, and headed out the door. As usual, she was the last in
            her department to leave, so she shut off the lights as she went, a carryover from her growing-up years when her parents always
            insisted that when one left the room, one turned out the lights.
         

         
         Tonight the click of the switch felt symbolic. The meeting had thrown a switch inside of her. All that hard work for naught.
            Waiting for the elevator, she felt her cell phone vibrate in her purse. She flipped it open and said hello without checking
            to see who it was.
         

         
         Big mistake.

         
         “I’m at her house, Gillian, and I can’t get her out of bed.” Allie’s voice came over the receiver. “Here. I’m sending you
            a picture I took with my cell.”
         

         
         Gillian considered hanging up or at least pretending she lost the transmission. Guilt alone prevented her from following through.
            What kind of an unfeeling daughter was she to even think of such a thing? One on serious overload, she argued back. The picture
            showed up on her screen. Even with the poor-quality reception, she could recognize her mother, eyes closed, mouth half open
            in sleep.
         

         
         “Gillian, are you there?”

         
         “I am.” How she wished she weren’t.

         
         “Her pulse is slow, too. Should I call 9-1-1?”

         
         “Is she comatose?”

         
         “No, she refused to go to the doctor, refused to eat the hamburger I brought. I did manage to get her to drink some tea, but
            then she went back to sleep.”
         

         
         “So she would refuse the paramedics, too?” Gillian stepped out of the elevator and crossed the marble floor to the front exit.
            Tonight even the soaring beauty of the brass and glass lobby failed to lift her spirits.
         

         
         “I suppose.”

         
         “Does she have food in the house, easy things to fix?”

         
         “Of course. I do her shopping and make sure of that. This week she refused to go with me, even when I tried to bribe her with
            lunch at Lucia’s.”
         

         
         Gillian didn’t recognize the name, but much had probably changed in the twenty years since she left Martinez, California.
            Back then, oil refineries and cargo shipping had been pushing out the orchards and fishing around the small river town on
            its way to becoming a bedroom community for San Francisco. Her visit five years earlier made her even more grateful she’d
            left when she did.
         

         
         She paused to put up her umbrella so she wouldn’t get soaked on her walk to the subway. Had the weather been dry she would
            have walked home to her condo in Greenwich Village. The rain matched her mood.
         

         
         “Look, Allie, there is nothing I can do from here. You will have to deal with this.”

         
         “Mother said you wouldn’t come so not to waste my time. I guess she was right.” The phone clicked off.

         
         Gillian could hear her unspoken thrust. And if she dies it is all your fault. While the thought made no sense, she couldn’t shut it out. With no place to sit on the subway, she hung on to a bar and tried
            to read the newspaper over a man’s shoulder. The Dow fell yet again. An ad for cheap airfare caught her attention. Here it
            was Thursday; what if she flew out there tomorrow and caught a red-eye back to New York on Monday night? Would a few days
            make any difference—other than to her guilt level? She had plenty of vacation time, so that was not a problem.
         

         
         The metallic voice announced her stop, and she followed the human herd out the door and up the steep stairs into more rain.
            Sunny California was looking better by the minute.
         

         
         When she unlocked her door, the phone gave one last bleep and went to voice mail. The flashing light said there were more
            messages. She hung her coat on the hall tree to drip dry and tipped her umbrella into the stand to do the same. What would
            happen if she called her boss and said that due to a family emergency she would be out of town for the next few days, not
            working on Saturday as was her wont? Friday, either. Others took three- and four-day weekends every once in a while, but a
            two-day weekend was a treat for Gillian. Dedication to her career had always taken precedence.
         

         
         Flipping through the messages, she shook her head. Allison had been busy. After the second one, she hit DELETE at the first sound of her sister’s voice that was whinier by the message. The last message was different. Her boss’s voice
            sounded tired, too.
         

         
         “Give me a call when you get in, will you, Gillian? Thanks.”

         
         She checked the time of the call. She’d just missed it. Thirst drew her to the kitchen, where she pulled a bottle of Perrier
            from the refrigerator, popped the top, and poured it over ice cubes into a stemmed glass. Tonight she needed bubbles. Sipping
            her drink with her phone in hand, she sank down into her favorite leather recliner. With her feet propped up, she dialed Scot’s
            number.
         

         
         He answered on the second ring. “Thanks for returning my call. I just wanted to say how sorry I am that the board went with
            the other proposal.”
         

         
         “Thank you.” I guess. What else am I to say?

         
         “Between you and me, I think they made a big mistake.”

         
         She forced herself to take a sip and swallow before answering. “Obviously I do, too.”

         
         “Well, don’t be discouraged, we’ll work something out.”

         
         “Okay.” And then her mouth took off without her permission. “I had several calls here from my sister in California. We are
            having a family emergency, and if I can get flights I think I’ll fly out there tomorrow and come back Monday.”
         

         
         “I hope it is not too serious.”

         
         “I’ll know more when I get there.” I can’t believe I am saying this.

         
         “Well, go with my blessing and let me know how I can be of help.”

         
         “Thank you. I’ll be in touch.” They said their good-byes, but she kept hold of the phone. She really had done it. Not asked
            for time off, but stated it as fact.
         

         
         He must be in a state of shock, for she certainly was.

         
         
            
              

         

         
         Gillian caught the six a.m. flight to SFO Friday morning and called her sister from the airport as she caught the shuttle
            to the car rental. She ignored the e-mails on her phone; she’d have to check them later. None looked critical.
         

         
         “Can you meet me at Mother’s in an hour?” A slight shiver of vindictiveness caught her at the stutter on the other end.

         
         “But why didn’t you warn me? I’m on my way to a doctor’s appointment with Sherrilyn and we can’t miss that. It took me forever
            to get it. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”
         

         
         Gillian could hear more muttering. It sounded like she’d thrown her sister into a real tizzy.

         
         “Look, you wanted me to come, and I am here. Is the key still under the same rock?”

         
         “Yes, at least I assume so.”

         
         “Good. I’ll call you if it is, and you won’t need to re-arrange your schedule.” She left out the adjective precious before schedule, but barely.
         

         
         “I’ll come as soon as I can.”

         
         “Fine.” A four-letter word that housed a multitude of meanings. Gillian clicked her phone shut and prepared to exit the bus
            at the rental office.
         

         
         Thanks to traffic on the Bay Bridge the trip took more than an hour, but when she had trouble recognizing her mother’s street
            due to all the new houses in what used to be fields, she was even more grateful she no longer lived in the area. Recognizing
            the winery that had been there ever since she could remember helped. At least the homes on her mother’s street had been kept
            up and the few vacant lots built on. She parked in the short driveway and stared at the front yard to her right. The jasmine
            that had always been the glory of her mother’s yard lay brown and twisted, the leaves lifeless under the branches and stems.
         

         
         Alarm sneaked in, followed by resentment. Couldn’t her sister at least have turned on the sprinklers a few times? The small
            patch of lawn looked equally bereft, only the weeds poking through the dead grass. Her mom would probably get a citation from
            the city for neglect of the premises, if she hadn’t already. Gillian opened her car door and, leaving her suitcase in the
            backseat, slung her bag over her shoulder and headed for the front door. The key lay under the same rock, but it failed to
            turn the lock in the door.
         

         
         Gillian felt like banging her head against one of the curtain-obscured windowpanes in the door. Drapes drawn tight prevented
            any view into the house. She checked out the side of the house. The gate to the backyard was locked from the inside. By putting
            her eye to the crack between the gate and post she could barely make out a padlock. The six-foot cedar fence effectively cut
            off any access to the backyard.
         

         
         Muttering a word that her mother would take exception to, Gillian headed back to the front door and pounded on it. “Mother,
            it’s Gillian. Come open the door.” She knew the effort was futile. Her mother’s bedroom lay on the far end of the house, overlooking
            the backyard. “Please, God, let her be in the kitchen, or watching TV in the living room, or even getting up to go to the
            bathroom.” As was the case lately, God did not seem to be listening.
         

         
         What to do? She tried the key several more times, but nada. She called her mother’s phone—no answer. Back in the car she punched
            in her sister’s phone number only to have it go to voice mail. What now? Call 9-1-1 and get the fire department out here to
            let her in on the pretext that her mother needed medical help? She considered that. Unless Mother was comatose, she would
            refuse and they would not take her.
         

         
         She dialed Allie again. No doubt she turned off her phone during the doctor’s appointment. Were they still there? Nearly noon.
            Surely not. “Turn your phone back on, you…” No names sounded sufficient. Surely Allie would turn her phone on. Miss Perfect
            who kept track of everyone in the universe except their aging mother and her now furious sister.
         

         
         Slamming her hand on the steering wheel did nothing but cause more pain. Think, Gillian, think. Were any of the neighbors long-term friends? Did her mother leave the key with anyone else? Probably not. She glared at
            an imprint the key had left on her palm. Why hadn’t she called Allie from the airport in New York? Surely she could have worked
            something out to be here. She knew the reason—six thirty in New York was only three thirty in California. But you could have called her last night. Would the arguments in her head never cease?
         

         
         Returning to the front door, she leaned on the doorbell. Not hearing a ring from inside, she heaved a sigh that sounded more
            like a groan. Was it broken? Disconnected? Why had Jefferson, Allie’s perfect husband, not taken care of these things?
         

         
         And now, on top of everything else, she needed to use the facilities. She should have stopped at the shopping center, but
            she’d known she’d be at her mother’s house soon enough. Obviously not soon enough. She glanced around the yard and spied the
            brick edging along the sidewalk. It would be easier to put a new pane in the front door than to gamble on making it to a ladies’
            room at the shopping center. Checking the door for an emblem that said security and not finding one, she picked up the closest
            brick and lifted her arm.
         

         
         “Stop!”

         
         She heard the voice and the growl at the same time. She dropped the brick while spinning around. Her toes screamed from the
            force of the falling brick, and she yelped. The monster dog standing right at the edge of the single concrete step never made
            another sound. He didn’t need to. One lip slightly raised and dark eyes that stared into her own slammed her back against
            the door. The screen door smacked her shins. Could she hide behind that?
         

         
         “Sit, Thor.”

         
         Her gaze shifted to the middle-aged man striding up the walk. The scowl on his face about matched that of the monster. “Call
            off your dog!” Sure, that sounded like a line from a B-grade movie. She tried to swallow, but somehow her mouth had turned
            to dust.
         

         
         “He seems to be doing his job just fine. Now, what are you doing here?” He glanced down at the brick, then back to her face.

         
         “Trying to get into my mother’s house, if it is any business of yours.” At least total fear had momentarily dried up the other
            problem at the same time as her mouth.
         

         
         He nodded, a slight glint touching his steely blue eyes. “You could have tried the key under the rock.”

         
         “I did. It didn’t work!”

         
         “And Allie?”

         
         “Who are you?” That you know all this.

         
         “My name is Adam Bentley and I live two doors up.” He relaxed his shoulders, and the glint brightened. “You must be the long-lost
            daughter. Gillian, isn’t it?”
         

         
         The urge returned, more ferociously than before.

         
         “Look, I have to get in the house.” Big emphasis on have. “Allie is coming from a doctor’s appointment, but who knows how soon. I can’t rouse Mother and…” She shifted from one foot
            to the other, like a little kid.
         

         
         He gave a slight nod. “I could boost you over the fence.” He looked at her slacks and silk blouse, along with her trademark
            high heels. “Probably not.”
         

         
         “Look, I don’t have any choice. I’m going to break the window and get it fixed this afternoon. Only, call off your dog because
            I don’t dare move.”
         

         
         “Thor, come.”

         
         Gillian bent over, picked up the brick, and tapped the window. The glass fell inward. She started to reach through the eight
            inch pane, when his “watch it” made her jerk back.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “The glass. You could cut yourself.”

         
         “I’m fine,” she said through gritted teeth. Please, body, hang in there. She tapped a jagged tooth and, when the glass fell, reached through and felt for the handle. A rip in the arm of her silk
            shirt didn’t stop her. Turning the handle, she pulled her hand out and opened the door. Sliding through, she crunched her
            way through the glass shards and hustled down the hall, fighting the buckle on her leather belt closure as she went.
         

         
         When she’d finished her business, she heaved a sigh of relief, put herself back together, and washed her hands. She took a
            peek at her mother to make sure she was still breathing, then returned to the front door.
         

         
         “Is your mother all right?” The guy had picked up the larger shards and stacked them by the wall. Thor sat on the sidewalk
            where he’d been told to sit.
         

         
         “She’s breathing, but all this noise didn’t wake her. I’ll get a broom and dustpan.” Delayed reaction, she thought as she started to shake. Her foot ached; she glanced down to see a scuff on the toe of her Ferragamo three-inch
            heels. Fury lit a flame. This was all his fault. Had he not appeared, she’d have broken the glass and entered in a nice, civilized
            manner. No broken toes, ruined shoes, heart palpitations or…
         

         
         “Here, I’ll take those.” He reached for the broom and dustpan. “You’re limping.”

         
         Up close the man looked like a giant—had to be at least six-five, broad-shouldered—a big man. She started to hang on to the
            cleaning utensils, but when her foot let out another shriek, she surrendered them. “Do you know my mother well?” She tried
            to remember his name. Adam something. Mind your manners. Her mother’s voice of yore.
         

         
         “No, not well, I’ve not lived here that long, but she and my mother were the best of friends.”

         
         She caught the were. Had there been a falling out? What happened?
         

         
         “My mother died eighteen months ago.”

         
         “Oh, I’m so sorry.” The light dawned, her mother had often spoken of her friend up the hill. Alice? Bentley, that was the
            last name. “Mother never told me.” Perhaps had you asked more often about her friends and activities, she would have told you. If only she could order the voice in her head to take a vacation. Guilt was a strident hoyden, a demanding accuser.
         

         
         “There.” He held pan and broom. “Where can I dump this?”

         
         “The trash is under the sink, in the kitchen.” At least it used to be, but then her mother was never one for change. If something
            worked, she did not try to make it better. Gillian leaned against the half wall that bordered the living room. She started
            to lean over to take off her shoe, remembered the glass, and thought the better of it.
         

         
         “You might want to take a vacuum to the carpet around the tiled area.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         “Did your mother know you were coming?”

         
         Gillian shook her head. No, she is sure I didn’t care enough to come. “My sister called me in a panic, and so I came.”
         

         
         “So you are Gillian from New York?”

         
         “Yes. I don’t know why the key doesn’t work.”

         
         “Figures. They probably forgot to put a new one under the rock after they changed the locks.”

         
         “Changed the locks?” What had been going on in this neighborhood?

         
         “We had a rash of burglaries last year, and the police suggested that those of us with older houses might want new locks with
            dead bolts.”
         

         
         Right now if she could get her fingers around Allie’s neck she would have been seriously tempted to squeeze. Dead bolt. Thank
            God that wasn’t in place; she’d never have gotten in in time. The thought flipped. What good was a dead bolt if it wasn’t used?

         
         “I see.”

         
         “Have you called your sister?”

         
         “Yes.” What do you think I am, stupid? Of course, had she called earlier…or come more often. She gritted her teeth. All she needed was another dose of guilt to
            make this a perfect day.
         

         
         The dog whined outside from his place on the concrete walk. She flinched. Little dogs were fine, but this monster looked like
            he could be guarding a junkyard with ease. Broad of chest, salad plate–size paws, square muzzle with lots of shiny white teeth,
            one ear stood up, the other flopped forward.
         

         
         “I’m coming, boy.” Adam looked back to Gillian. “We’ll stop back in when we get home in an hour or so to make sure you’re
            all right. Maybe by then your sister will be here.”
         

         
         “I certainly hope so.”

         
         Gillian took a deep breath and let it out. Her cell phone was ringing in her purse she’d left outside the door.

         
         He waited to see if it was Allie, and when she shook her head, he smiled and the two strode down the drive and turned to go
            down the hill. He stopped and called back. “You might want to get some ice on that foot.”
         

         
         “I will.” She watched him leave. Bossy-man. She’d not even said thank you.

         
         “What is it, Shannon?”

         
         “Are you really in California?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “But you never leave New York.”

         
         “True, but this time I did. Have you heard about the meeting? Oh, before you answer that, how is your father?”

         
         “He’s doing better, thank you for asking.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Something strange is going on here, and I
            have no idea what it is. I keep hearing words like takeover and reorganization, but no one knows for sure.”
         

         
         Gillian heaved another sigh. “Well, keep me posted. I should be back in the office on Tuesday.” Barring any real catastrophes here, and if Allie doesn’t arrive soon, she is going to be one of the casualties.

      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Chapter Three
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         Since when had deep sighs become part of her modus operandi?
         

         
         Gillian caught herself in another one. She peeled herself off the half wall and limped down the hallway. If she had brought
            her suitcase into the house, she would have changed shoes. Trying to ignore the pain, she entered her mother’s bedroom. Not
            only were the drapes pulled but the blind was down, too. Strange since her mother had never closed the back drapes before.
            She loved seeing the first light of the day. The room smelled musty, empty like a house when no one was home. Where had the
            meticulous housekeeper gone? Good thing she could hear her mother breathing, since she could barely see her. Should she turn
            on the light? Would that be too much of a shock? She crossed the room to stand beside the double bed, the same bed she’d known
            as a child and had climbed into when the nightmares overwhelmed her. All those years ago, before her father had died. Even
            the lamp and shade on the nightstand were the same. Memories from her growing years whipped through her mind at warp speed.
         

         
         With eyes more adjusted to the dimness and the light from the doorway, she stared down at the frail woman in the bed. Gaunt
            was the only word she could think of. How long had her mother been like this? Was Mother really dying? From what she saw,
            it could happen at any minute.
         

         
         “Mother.” Gillian touched the thin hand lying on top of the blankets. “Mom.” She gently stroked the fingers she remembered
            being strong enough to pull quack grass. Surely her mother wasn’t comatose? Fear raced through her mind chased by larger ones.
         

         
         A slow burn ignited. Why had Allie let their mother get to this state before attempting to do something? Gillian laid a hand
            on her mother’s shoulder and shook a bit harder.
         

         
         Her mother snorted and sniffed, her eyes slowly opening as if the weight was too much to lift. When she didn’t focus immediately,
            Gillian took her hand. “Mother, it’s Gillian. Can you hear me?”
         

         
         Dorothy nodded and turned her head bit by bit. “You came?”

         
         “Yes, Allie called me.” Called me twenty times or more. The burn flickered higher.
         

         
         Her mother looked straight forward again. “It’s too late.”

         
         “What do you mean, too late?” She fought to keep the edge from her tone.

         
         “I’m dying.”

         
         
            
              

         

         
         Gillian swallowed and blinked. “I brought you some See’s Candies; you know the creams you like so well. I bought them here
            at the airport.”
         

         
         Another shake of the head.

         
         You can’t be dying, Mother, you are too young to die. But her argument didn’t hold water as she stared down at the still form whose eyes were drifting closed again. Was Mother
            really so weak she couldn’t even talk? Or sit up? Or…or… “Can I get you something?” She forced herself to think. What did
            her mother like, other than the candies? “When did you eat last?”
         

         
         She’d have missed the shrug had she not been staring so intently. “Okay, how about I heat up some soup and bring it in and
            feed you?” She took the non-answer as an affirmative. “I’ll be right back.”
         

         
         Stopping at the door to the guest room, she removed her shoes and tried wiggling her toes. At least they worked, although
            the three smaller toes were already swollen. No wonder her shoes hurt so badly. As long as she stayed away from the front
            door and the glass, she should be all right.
         

         
         Sunlight flooded through the south window and sliding glass door, warming the kitchen that included a dining area. The geraniums
            in front of the window side of the door looked about as shriveled as her mother. Did Allie ever water anything? Disgust warred
            with anger, and then the two teamed together. Obviously her visits were short, with a lack of assistance. Gillian’s mind turned
            into list mode. Even though she would only be here for a couple of days, she could get some of this mess cleaned up.
         

         
         With a bowl of chicken noodle soup heating in the microwave, she filled the under-the-sink pitcher with water and started
            watering the geraniums. When the water drained through the dry pots without pausing, she brought the plants to the sink. She
            put in the plug and after setting the temperature to lukewarm, set the three pots in the sink and gave them a good drenching.
            Upon closer inspection, the stalks still had a little bit of green to them. As did the violets on the north windowsill in
            the living room. She moved them to the other side of the deep two-sectioned sink to soak.
         

         
         For crying out loud, how long does it take Allie to get here? Surely she didn’t take Sherrilyn out for lunch first. But knowing the time, of course she did. The girl couldn’t go back
            to school without being fed.
         

         
         The microwave beeped, so she dug a spoon out of the drawer and after dividing the soup into two bowls—from the same yellow
            set she remembered as a child—carried one bowl and spoon down the hall. She stopped at the table to retrieve a napkin from
            the yellow holder that had sat in the middle of the table ever since she could remember. Back in the bedroom that desperately
            needed airing, she set the bowl down and pulled the cord to open the drapes. While the horizontal blinds kept out the direct
            sun, at least she could see to feed her mother.
         

         
         “Mother, I’ve brought you some soup.”

         
         No response.

         
         She sat down on the edge of the bed and shook her mother’s shoulder.

         
         A grimace but at least a response.

         
         “Open your eyes and I’ll help you sit up.”

         
         Mother shook her head, slowly. “I can’t.”

         
         “I understand that, so I am going to help you. I’ll help pull you up and put the pillows behind you.”

         
         “No.” Even two letters trailed off.

         
         Leave her and let her be came from one side of Gillian’s mind and just do it from the other. She gritted her teeth. She had been called to help and help she would. No matter if her mother wanted it
            or not. She would not be intimidated like her wimpy sister. Forcing a note of cheer into her voice, Gillian stood and leaned
            over the bed to pick up the other pillow.
         

         
         “All right now, I’m going to put an arm around you to lift your head and add the pillow. Then we’ll get you sitting up comfortably.”
            In spite of her mother’s shaking head, Gillian did exactly as she had explained. Although lifting someone who didn’t want
            to move into a sitting position took more strength and determination than she had expected. But her mother was now halfway
            sitting against the pillows. At least she’d be able to swallow the soup without choking.
         

         
         “There, how’s that?” Gillian picked up the bowl and spoon. “Remember when you used to do this for us when we got sick?” She
            scooped out liquid and held the spoon to her mother’s mouth. To her surprise, Mother did open her mouth and swallow the soup.
            “There, very good.” You sound like you’re talking to a baby. This is your mother, remember?

         
         Without opening her eyes, Dorothy ate half the bowl before shaking her head and resisting the spoon against her mouth.

         
         “Okay, we’ll stop for now. Would you like coffee or tea?” She gently wiped her mother’s mouth with the napkin. Waiting for
            an answer tugged at the end of her patience. “Mother, coffee or tea? Or if you have juice in the cupboard, I’ll bring that.
            You have to get some liquids into you.”
         

         
         Faded blue eyes peered out of half-opened lids, but the face bore no appearances of a stroke. Not that Gillian knew a lot
            about strokes, but surely the damage would be visible if her mother were really dying from it. A bath was needed, her nose
            told her that much. The thought of giving her mother a sponge bath made her want to sigh again. And head for the rental car
            and the airport.
         

         
         “Gillian?” Allie’s voice came from the front door. “What happened here?”

         
         “In the bedroom.” Keep this light and easy. Do not jump on her with both feet—both spiked heels feet—yet. Her mind heard the warnings, but the rest of her fought going along with it. “Allie’s here.” Bright and breezy. Maybe she
            should have been on the stage instead of in the boardroom.
         

         
         Her mother’s jaw went slack as Gillian watched. In an instant, Dorothy Mae Ormsby was sound asleep again.

         
         “What happened to the door?”

         
         “What ever happened to ‘hello, good to see you, thank you for coming’?”

         
         “Don’t get testy with me; I’ve had a hard morning.” Allie set her leather hobo bag on the dresser by the doorway. “Now, what
            happened to the front door and why is there glass all over the floor?”
         

         
         “There is not glass all over. It’s already been swept up. Since the key did not work and I had to use the facilities and you
            were not here yet, I hit the glass with a brick and let myself in. Had you replaced the key when you replaced the lock on
            the door, none of this would have happened.” Gillian stood, wishing for her heels so she could be taller and more imposing,
            and crossed her arms over her chest. She ignored Allie’s sputtering and continued. “And if you had taken the time to come
            more often, perhaps things would not be in such bad shape.” She didn’t say, “including Mother,” but she sure thought it loud.
         

         
         “Now, I think we should adjourn to the kitchen. Mother has just finished half a bowl of soup and is resting.” She marched
            forward and out the door. Again wishing for her shoes but wisely not trying to cram her wounded toes back into the fashionably
            pointy leather, she headed for the kitchen. Even if her mother did not want a cup of coffee, Gillian most certainly did.
         

         
         “You got her to eat?”

         
         “Yes, I fed her.” Gillian opened the cupboard and found the can of coffee right where it had always sat, second shelf on the
            left. She shook the red plastic container. “How long has this been here?”
         

         
         “How should I know?”

         
         “You said you do all her shopping.” Gillian located the coffeepot in the tall closet beside the stove. The same percolator
            even. “Couldn’t you buy her a decent coffeemaker?”
         

         
         “She didn’t want one.”

         
         Gillian thought back. “I sent her one for Christmas two years ago.”

         
         “It’s in the closet of the guest room. Along with most of the other things we’ve all given her. She’s keeping them nice.”
            Allie clipped her words.
         

         
         Gillian turned around to recognize daggers flying at her. She heaved another one of those sighs she so deplored. “All right.
            That’s enough. We’re not getting anywhere sniping at each other.” Talk about falling right back into old patterns. This was
            classic Gillian versus Allie. “I suggest that I pour us each a cup of coffee and we sit down at that table and discuss what
            we would like to accomplish here.”
         

         
         “I’ll fix myself some iced tea. I hate that kind of coffee.” Allie reached into the tall pantry cupboard and brought out a
            jar of peach-flavored instant tea mix.
         

         
         “Mother drinks that?”

         
         “At times, but mostly I keep this here for me. Her coffee is far too strong.” As Allie went about making her iced tea, Gillian
            filled the white ceramic coffeepot with water to the eight cup line, poured the grounds in the basket, and with all the innards
            assembled, set the pot on the burner. Later she’d retrieve that new coffeemaker from the guest closet and set it up. Her stomach
            rumbled at the fragrance of the coffee. She should finish that soup.
         

         
         “Have you eaten?” Gillian asked.

         
         “Yes, Sherrilyn and I stopped for lunch.” Allie glanced at her sister’s face. “Well, I couldn’t let her go back to school
            hungry. Her lunch period had already passed.”
         

         
         “I’m sure.” Gillian set her bowl of soup in the microwave. While it heated she put the dish she’d served to her mother into
            the fridge. The lack of supplies caught her attention. “I thought you said there was plenty of food here.”
         

         
         “There is. Both canned and frozen. I didn’t want things to go to waste. You know how Mother hates that.” She sipped from her
            glass, her gaze flitting from her sister to the backyard and to the drink between her hands.
         

         
         The microwave beeped, and Gillian retrieved the hot soup with potholders and set it on the table. The coffee was beginning
            to perk, sending the aroma to tease her nose. The coffeemaker would have finished brewing long before now. She sat down at
            the table.
         

         
         “Why are you shaking your head?”

         
         “The coffee thing. I try to make life easier for her, and she stuffs the gifts into the closet.” Spooning her soup, she waited
            for her sister to say something.
         

         
         “You could have let me know you were coming.”

         
         “Oh, Allie. By the time I hit the airport, it was three a.m. here. I spent the evening trying to get flights and packing.
            Let’s just drop it and try to figure out what to do.”
         

         
         Allie rolled her eyes and heaved a sigh of her own. “All right. Just don’t blame me for everything. Mother has a will of her
            own, in case you’ve forgotten.”
         

         
         So much for not sniping. “Look, I don’t have a lot of time here, so let’s make every minute count. First of all, do you know
            who I should call to fix the window?”
         

         
         “The people I know would charge extra for driving clear up here, so look in the phone book.”

         
         “All right. Do you have her primary care doctor’s phone number?”

         
         “All her phone numbers are in the book by the telephone. And before you call, they will not give you information because you
            are not listed as immediate family.”
         

         
         “Great, so how do I get listed?” The soup she’d partially eaten only made her realize she wanted something more.

         
         “They won’t be open over the weekend anyway.”

         
         “So we have to deal with this today.” Gillian glanced at her watch, glad she’d reset it on the plane. One thirty.

         
         “What are we going to do?”

         
         “Go over to the clinic and get me on that list.”

         
         “I think you have to have Mother’s signature to do that.”

         
         “Good grief.” Gillian tipped her head back and closed her eyes. This was enough to drive one to cocktails. Early cocktails.

         
         “It’s not my fault; it’s the new privacy laws.”

         
         Gillian smiled around clenched teeth. “I didn’t say it was your fault. We are two fairly intelligent women; surely we can
            come to some kind of agreement on how to get help for our mother.”
         

         
         “She doesn’t want help.”

         
         Gillian placed her hands flat on the table, fingers spread. “So, according to you we just leave her here to die?”

         
         “Yes…no.” Big sigh. “I don’t know.” Allie’s head wagged from side to side.

         
         “Okay, here’s what I see as the options. One: we leave her as is and she dies. Two: we talk to the doctor and get her opinion.
            Three: we call nine-one-one and have them take Mother to the hospital.”
         

         
         “His opinion.” The words were mumbled into the iced tea glass held at her lips.

         
         “What?” Gillian got up to pour herself a cup of coffee.

         
         “His opinion. Mother’s doctor is a man.”

         
         “Oh, for…” Man, woman, what did it matter? Stick to the point. Gillian set her cup on the counter and crossed to the wall
            phone with the stand right below it. Funny, why did she feel so strongly that Mother had a woman doctor, and had so for years?
            “His name?”
         

         
         “Isaacs. He’s with the Martinez Medical Clinic by the hospital.”

         
         “When did you see Mother last?” Gillian picked up her mug of coffee and returned to the table.

         
         “Yesterday.”

         
         “How long before that?”

         
         “I talk to her every day.” Her sister’s petulant tone showed her defenses had sprung to attention.

         
         “That’s not what I asked you.” Gillian kept her tone mild through fierce force of will. She stared out the glass door to the
            caricature of the former beauty of the backyard. Surely it hadn’t been so hot here that the plants in the pots had died overnight.
            “Couldn’t someone have turned the sprinklers on?”
         

         
         “We had timers installed, but Mother turned them off. Said her water bill was too high.”

         
         So why didn’t you pay it? Or ask me to? Things were not making sense. Gillian glanced at her watch again. “Okay, here’s what we are going to do. I will get my bag
            out of the car, put some shoes on, and we will go over to the doctor’s office and start the process so I can have access to
            Mother’s medical information. We will see if Dr. Isaacs can fit us in for a quick conference. With you there, he can talk
            to me.”
         

         
         “But I have to pick up the kids at two thirty.”

         
         “Text them and tell them you will be a bit late. Waiting won’t kill them. Tell them it’s all my fault.”

         
         “This is not a boardroom with you in charge.” Allie stood and took her glass to the sink, then pulled out her cell phone.

         
         Gillian drained her mug, opened the dishwasher door, and pulled out the rack.

         
         “No, you can’t put those in there.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Mother doesn’t like to use the dishwasher; it wastes too much power and water.”

         
         “I see. Does it work?”

         
         “I guess so.”

         
         “Then I will use it and pay the power bill.” So, that’s another thing we deal with—Mother’s finances. “Don’t you usually take care of her financial things?”
         

         
         Allie shook her head. “Oh, no. I offered and she about bit my head off. I’m not going there again.”

         
         “But has she been paying her bills?”

         
         “I guess so. It’s not…”

         
         Gillian whirled around and shook her finger at her baby sister. “Do not say that again.” She huffed a breath. “How long since
            she took to her bed?”
         

         
         “Two weeks.”

         
         “And before that?”

         
         Allie shrugged. She glanced down at her sister’s bare feet. “You better put on shoes before you go to the car.” She stared
            down. “Your toes are all swollen. What happened?”
         

         
         “I dropped a brick.”

         
         Allie stared at her sister. “Give me your keys. I’ll get your suitcase. And we’ll take my car.”

         
         “But what about Mother?” Gillian wished she could take the words back. After all, her mother had been alone all this time,
            what difference would a couple of hours make?
         

      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Chapter Four
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         He’ll never have time to see us.”
         

         
         Gillian swallowed the sigh this time. “Didn’t Mother teach us a verse that said something about it never hurts to ask?”

         
         Allie shook her head. “There were verses about asking, but that wasn’t one of them.”

         
         “Well, what is it then?”

         
         “I don’t remember exactly, but that isn’t it.”

         
         Gillian turned in her seat. “Do you still go to church?”

         
         “Of course. Don’t you?”

         
         She knew that was another strike against her. “Not too often. Sunday is the only day I have off.” She gazed out the window.
            Things sure had changed in the five years since she’d been back to Martinez. But she knew mentioning that would bring on more
            recriminations.
         

         
         “Surely you don’t have to work every Saturday.”

         
         “If I want to achieve my goals, long hours are part of the package.”

         
         “You and Jefferson.” This was muttered under her breath.

         
         “I thought he played a lot of golf.”

         
         “Well, he needs some form of relaxation from the pressure cooker where he works.”

         
         That sounded like a direct quote. What was wrong with relaxing at home? But she knew the excuse most men used. Golfing was
            also a good place to make contacts and conduct business in a more informal setting. She’d tried golfing but found the same
            criteria didn’t always work for women. The men didn’t want to golf with a woman, and there weren’t too many women in her sphere
            of equals. Not that she’d thought much of a game where one hit a little white ball with a club and then hoped it fell into
            a hole in the grass.
         

         
         “Can’t relax with his family, eh?” She knew that was throwing down the gauntlet, but some demon inside slipped it into the
            conversation.
         

         
         “You just don’t know what life with two active teenagers is like. Jefferson is a good father and a great provider. You…” She
            sputtered as she turned into the clinic parking lot.
         

         
         Gillian noticed her sister had not said what a great husband mister perfect Jefferson was. And yet, since his wife was driving
            a Lexus SUV he certainly was doing well, or was heavily in debt. The peril of going into debt was one thing that her mother
            had drilled into both girls, and it had stuck with Gillian. But then she didn’t have to consult with a husband as to what
            to buy and when.
         

         
         Don’t go there, Gillian, the sweeter of the two internal voices whispered. “Is it always this crowded?”
         

         
         “Yes, Martinez has grown a lot in the last years. Like everywhere else in the Bay Area.” Allie expertly jockeyed the big vehicle
            into a parking place just vacated by a much smaller car.
         

         
         Admiration for her sister’s skill made her smile. One did not own an SUV or any other vehicle in NYC. Not if they had any
            common sense. New Yorkers rented cars as needed, which wasn’t often.
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