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            For every man and woman who has served in the United States Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Coast Guard, National Guard, and Air Force.
  
            
 
            For every parent who has said good-bye to their children, sending them off to a life far from home to protect and defend their nation.
  
            
 
            For every spouse who has left family, friends, and jobs to move from one duty station to the next in support of their service member.
  
            
 
            For every child who has lived the nomadic military lifestyle through no choice of their own but adapted anyway because that’s what military kids do.
  
            
 
            And especially for those who served with the following commands, keeping my husband, Robert, safe while he did the same for you:
  
            
 
            1st Marine Division, Camp Pendleton, CA


            
 
            1st Marine Division (REIN)


            
 
            2nd Battalion, 1st Marines, Vietnam


            
 
            Naval Air Station, Beeville, TX


            
 
            USS Sierra (AD 18), Charleston, SC


            
 
            Fleet Aviation Specialized Operational 
 Training Group, Pacific


            
 
            SERE School, Naval Air Station North Island 
 and Warner Springs, CA


            
 
            Dwight D. Eisenhower Army Medical Center, 
 Fort Gordon, GA


            
 
            2nd Battalion, 8th Marines (SOC), Camp Lejeune, NC


            
 
            5th Battalion, 10th Marines, Camp Lejeune, NC


            
 
            Headquarters, 6th Marine Regiment (SOC), 
 Camp Lejeune, NC


            
 
            And, as always, for Robert, who took a timid small-town Oklahoma girl off to see the country. The experience taught me strength and independence (and a whole new language) and gave me an enormous sense of pride in our troops, their families, and the sacrifices they all make.
  
            
 
            People talk about the one-percenters who share most of the nation’s wealth. To me, our troops are the one-percenters who are our nation’s wealth.
  
            
 
            Thank you.

         

      

	

    
	
		 
         
            The strength of our soldiers comes from the strength of their families.
 
            —U.S. Army
 
             
 
            You never know how strong you are until being strong is the only choice you have.

            My choice was simple. I was not going to give up.
 
            —Jessica Villarreal, 
 wife of wounded warrior 
 Corporal Anthony Villarreal, USMC (Retired)
            

         
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter 1

         
 
         The first thing Therese Matheson did when she arrived at Tulsa International Airport was head to the bathroom and blot her face with a damp paper towel. She should have taken an extra antianxiety pill this morning or skipped the pancakes and blueberries for breakfast. Maybe she should have stopped off somewhere for a fortifying drink, even though it wasn’t yet noon, or guilted one of her friends into coming along.
         
 
         “It’s not that scary,” she whispered to the pale reflection staring wide-eyed at her. “You’re just picking up the kids after their spring break trip. Paul’s kids.”
 
         Usually, reminding herself that Abby and Jacob were Paul’s kids helped calm her. Paul had been the love of her life, and when his ex-wife had sent the kids to live with them nearly four years ago, Therese had embraced the opportunity for a ready-made family. When he’d deployed to Afghanistan not long after, she’d promised to keep them safe for his return. When he didn’t return, well, she’d been shocked that their mother didn’t want them back, but she’d done her best. They were his kids, after all.
 
         Now, she’d used the time they were gone to seek advice about giving up custody of them.
 
         Shame crept into the reflection’s eyes. She’d promised Paul. She’d wanted to love them. She’d tried, God help her, but in the end, it had come down to two choices: keep them or find some much-needed peace. Break her promise to their father or break her own spirit.
 
         She was surviving Paul’s death, but she wasn’t surviving life with his angry, hostile, bitter children.
 
         Child, she corrected. Before they’d left for the visit with their mother, Jacob had shown her some sympathy, even some respect.
 
         It was Abby who was breaking her.
 
         With a deep breath, she forced the shame from her gaze, then left the bathroom and took the escalator to the baggage area above. There weren’t many people waiting for the incoming flights. She missed the happy reunions that once were common in airports. Getting off the plane and finding someone waiting for her had been part of the fun.
 
         Someone who was happy to see her, she amended when passengers started appearing in the skywalk from the main terminal. She wasn’t happy to see Abby, already texting on her cell, strolling lazily, mindless of the people who dodged her snail’s pace, and the swell of pleasure brought by the sight of Jacob wasn’t really happiness. It was a start, though.
 
         Tall and broad-shouldered, Jacob had a pack slung over one shoulder—his only luggage for the six-day trip—and buds in his ears. A person could be forgiven for thinking him six or eight years older than his eleven, not only because of his size, but also the look in his eyes, the air of having lived about him. He looked so much like his father that most days seeing him made Therese’s heart hurt.
 
         Next to him Abby looked even more petite than ever—and less angelic. For once the bright streaks that sliced through her blond hair were gone, and the blond was platinum instead. It had been cut, too, in a sleek but edgy style, sharp angles, short in back, longer in front, no bangs but a tendency for the entire left side to fall over her face—her made-up face.
         
 
         Her clothes were different, too. Therese had seen swimsuit bottoms that covered more than Abby’s shorts, and the top looked more like a beach cover-up than a blouse except that it was too short to cover anything adequately. The bright print was semi-transparent and kept sliding off one shoulder or the other, revealing the straps of her new black bra.
 
         Therese’s efforts to breathe resulted in a strangled gasp. Another pill, two more pills, and definitely a drink, or maybe she could borrow a sedative. Surely someone in the Tuesday Night Margarita Club still had a stash of sedatives somewhere.
 
         She couldn’t pull her gaze from her stepdaughter even when she had to move left or right to maintain line of sight. Abby’s skin was darkly tanned, a startling contrast to her white shorts and platinum hair and her shoes—
 
         Another strangled sound escaped. White leather, heels adding at least four inches to her height, skinny straps crisscrossing her feet and wrapping around her ankles to end in bows in back.
 
         Oh, my God.
         
 
         Beside Therese, the conveyor belt rumbled to life and people began nudging her aside to get prime spaces for reclaiming their bags. She took a step toward the kids as they neared, digging deep to find a neutral expression and to stifle the shriek inside her. What was your mother thinking?
         
 
         Abby barely slowed when she reached Therese. Recently manicured nails didn’t pause in typing as she said, “My bags are pink. I’ll be waiting at the door.”
 
         Therese turned to watch her go, then whispered, “Oh, my God.”
 
         Jacob stopped beside her and pulled the buds from his ears. “Scary, isn’t it?”
 
         Forgetting Abby for the moment, she studied her stepson. He looked exactly the way he had the day he’d left. He might even be wearing the same clothes. Whatever effects the visit with Catherine had had on him, they weren’t as painfully obvious as with Abby.
 
         She wished she could hug him or even just lay her hand on his arm to welcome him back home, but he kept enough distance between them to make it difficult. “Did you have a good time?”
 
         He shrugged. “It was okay. We didn’t do much.”
 
         Of course not. By the time Catherine had bought new clothes and shoes for Abby, taken her to a tanning salon and gotten her hair cut and colored, there probably hadn’t been much time left over for Jacob.
 
         “If you want to go on and get the car, I’ll get her bags.”
 
         “Okay.” Therese took a few steps, then turned back. “Why are her bags pink? She left with black luggage.”
 
         He grimaced. “Mom bought her new ones. She said only—”
 
         After a moment, Therese said, “It’s okay to say it.”
 
         “Only boring people use black luggage.”
 
         She forced a smile. “Well, I never aspired to be exciting. She did bring them back, didn’t she?” Black though they were, the suitcases were sturdy and still had a lot of miles left on them.
 
         At the hopefulness in her voice, he grinned. “I did.”
 
         “Thanks.” This time she did touch his arm, just for an instant. “I’ll meet you guys out front. Make her carry her own, will you?”
 
         He grunted as he stuck the earbuds back in.
 
         A warm breeze hit Therese as she walked out of the terminal, then crossed the broad street to the short-term parking lot. Her flip-flops keeping familiar tempo, she pulled out her cell and dialed her best friend back in Tallgrass.
 
         The call went straight to voice mail. No surprise since Carly had gotten engaged just a few days ago and was still celebrating. After the beep, Therese said in a rush, “I know you’re probably busy with Dane, so don’t call me back. I won’t be able to talk for a while anyway. I’m at the airport, and oh, Carly, I sent a wholesome sweet-looking thirteen-year-old to visit her mother and got back a tarted-up twenty-three-year-old streetwalker-wannabe! Makeup, high heels, platinum hair! I’d be afraid she’s got tattoos or piercings or something even more inappropriate except that there’s not enough of her clothing to cover anything like that!”
 
         She drew a deep breath. “Okay. I’m breathing. I’m in control. I’m not going to explode. Yet. I’ll call you later.”
 
         Once she reached the mom van, she buckled herself in and practiced a few more breaths. As she flipped down the visor to get the parking ticket stub, her gaze landed on the photograph of Paul she always kept there. He’d been in Afghanistan, smiling, full of life, in a khaki T-shirt and camo pants, with dark glasses pushed up on top of his head. He’d e-mailed the photo to her, then followed it up with a print copy, where he’d scrawled on the back, Major Paul Matheson, Helmand Province, counting the days till he sees his beautiful wife Therese again.
         
 
         “Oh, Paul, I wish you were here. You were the only person in the world who loved both Abby and me. Maybe you could negotiate a truce, because, sweetheart, we are facing a major battle. Send me some strength, will you?”
 
         She sat there a moment, wishing she would actually feel something. Just some small sign—a bit of warmth, encouragement, hope.
         
 
         The only thing she felt was sorrow.
 
         It took a few minutes to exit the lot and circle back around to the loading lane in front of the terminal. She was breathing normally, and a glance in the rearview mirror showed her shock was under control. It also showed the grimness in her eyes, dread for the upcoming skirmish.
 
         The kids were waiting, Jacob with the suitcases, Abby still texting. She did pause long enough to open the rear passenger door, slide inside, and fasten her seat belt, then she ducked her head and went right back to it.
 
         Therese helped Jacob load the luggage. The black one was easy to lift, since it contained nothing but the other empty black one. His muscles bulged as he hefted the matching pink ones inside. “Thank you, Jacob.”
 
         He started to go around to the other passenger side, then stopped. “Can I ride in front?”
 
         Her first response was a blink. For years, she’d chauffeured the kids nearly everywhere, with emphasis on the hired-driver concept. On the rare occasions it was just her and Jacob, he sat in the front seat, never talking to her but listening to music and playing video games, but if she had both kids, they always sat in back and pretty much pretended she wasn’t there.
 
         “Sure. That’s fine.” It wasn’t much, but as she’d thought earlier, it was a start.
 
         
             *  *  *

         
 
         Jessy Lawrence rolled onto her side with a groan and opened one eye. All she saw was pale aqua with a strip of brown on one edge. Closing her eye again, she digested that bit of information. She was lying on the couch, and it was daytime. Late morning, judging by the light coming through the south-facing windows of her apartment. It was Saturday, so there was nowhere she needed to go, nothing she needed to do.
 
         She did a little shimmy, just enough to realize she was wearing clothes and not the tank top and boxers she normally slept in, and a flex of her feet revealed she still wore the heels she favored to disguise the fact that she was vertically challenged.
 
         That little movement was enough to make her aware of the queasiness in her gut and the throb in her head. She hadn’t felt so bad since she’d gotten the flu last winter. She’d stunk of sweat then, too, and had been certain that the slightest movement would make her puke.
 
         Slowly she nudged the pumps off, and they fell to the floor with a thud muffled by the rug. Her arches almost spasmed in relief. Next she rolled onto her back and opened her eyes, then oh so slowly she sat up. Her stomach heaved, the sour taste making its way into her throat, making her clamp her hand over her mouth, and that movement sent daggers through her head. She could only hope the brain tissue they destroyed was nonessential, but she wouldn’t count on it. After all, this wasn’t the first time she’d done this to herself.
         
 
         The absence of sound in the apartment both soothed and pricked at her. It was always so empty, and it made her feel even emptier. She lived there alone. Slept there alone. Got sick there alone. Grieved there alone.
 
         Home was the second floor of an office building in downtown Tallgrass. Originally, an abstract company and a dentist had shared the space, then a dance school, but after it had stood empty for twenty years, the owners had converted it into residential space. It was the first place she and Aaron had looked at when the Army had transferred him to Fort Murphy, and the last. She’d loved it on sight, with its high ceilings, tall windows, and ancient wood floors. She’d loved the old architectural details of the moldings and the couldn’t-be-more-modern kitchen and bathroom and the convenience of being within walking distance of restaurants, shopping, and clubs.
 
         Aaron hadn’t loved it so much. He had wanted an extra bedroom or two for kids and a yard to mow and play in, but he’d loved her so he had agreed to the apartment. It wasn’t like it was permanent, he’d said. They could always move as soon as she got pregnant.
 
         She hadn’t gotten pregnant.
 
         He had died eleven and a half months into a twelve-month tour in Afghanistan.
 
         And she was so sorry that she was drowning in it.
 
         It was too early to start feeling bad—worse—so she carefully pushed to her feet, swayed a moment, then started toward the bedroom. She was halfway there when the doorbell rang, the peal slicing through her. Cursing the day she’d given her friends keys to the downstairs entry, she reversed direction and went to the door, opening it without looking through the peephole.
 
         Ilena Gomez stood there, blond hair loosely pulled back, face pink from the exertion of climbing the stairs. Her hands were in the small of her back, and she was stretching, making her pregnant belly look huge compared to normal. She greeted Jessy with a smile, all white teeth and pleasure, and said while patting her belly, “Hector and I are starving. Are you ready?”
 
         Jessy tried to erase the dull look she was certain glazed her eyes while searching her mind for a clue. Starving meant food; obviously she had agreed to go to lunch with Ilena today. She must have been insane at the time—or as fuzzy as she was right now—because Saturdays were never her best days.
 
         But she couldn’t renege. Sure, Ilena would understand, but that was rule number one in Jessy’s life these days: never fail to be there for any member of the Tuesday Night Margarita Club, also known around town as the Fort Murphy Widows’ Club. Without them, she wouldn’t have survived the past year, and by God, she would return the favor.
 
         “Give me ten minutes. Come on in and sit down.” As quickly as her stomach and head would bear, Jessy went into the bedroom, then the bathroom with an agenda. First: take aspirin. Second: brush horrible taste out of mouth. Third: shuck clothes and give sigh of relief that everything was fastened properly and she still wore her underwear. Fourth: shower, dress, and apply makeup. Fifth: avoid looking in mirror until absolutely necessary.
 
         Missing her target by only four minutes, she returned to the living room. She wore one of her girl-next-door outfits: cargo shorts, T-shirt, sandals with a thin sole. Her red hair was short enough that all it needed was a finger fluff, and her makeup was minimal to go along with the innocent look.
 
         She would feel more innocent if she could remember what she’d done last night.
 
         Ilena was sitting on the couch, holding the digital picture frame from the end table and gazing at some of the photographs Jessy had taken over the years. “You take beautiful pictures. Majestic. Haunting.”
 
         “Sometimes I feel like a queen,” Jessy said flippantly.
 
         “And sometimes like a ghost?” Ilena’s look made it clear she found that odd. That was okay. A lot about Jessy was odd, but they hadn’t stopped loving her because of it yet.
 
         She found her purse on the dining table instead of hanging from its usual hook near the door and slung the strap over her shoulder, then went to help Ilena up from the too-comfy couch. “What does Junior want for lunch?”
 
         “My boy may be here by way of Guadalajara, but we need some pasta and cheese today. How about Luca’s?”
 
         “Sounds good.” Comfort food, and she definitely needed comfort.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         “You should take her with you.”
 
         Keegan Logan secured the duffel that held his clothes, then rummaged through an olive-drab backpack to check its contents: laptop computer, power cords, paperwork, a handful of CDs. After zipping it, he finally met his mother’s gaze. “It’s a nine-hour drive.”
 
         “You can stop every few hours to give her a break.”
 
         “That would make it an eleven- or twelve-hour drive.” When that didn’t faze Ercella, he made another excuse. “She’s not comfortable alone with me.”
 
         Ercella gave him a dry look. “You mean you’re not comfortable alone with her. You could fix that if you just tried. Get down on the floor with her. Play with her. Talk to her. Bounce her on your knee. Lord, Keegan, you know how to act with babies. I’ve seen you with your sisters’ kids.”
 
         “Yeah, you saw me ignore their existence until they were old enough to be fun. Besides, they’re boys.” Both his sisters lived in Shreveport, so he didn’t see their kids that often. And he was good at doing boy things. And his nephews didn’t look at him like they’d summed him up and found him lacking. They didn’t narrow their eyes into little squints and let out shrieks that could shear metal.
 
         They didn’t look lost and alone, the way Mariah sometimes did.
 
         “Besides,” he went on before Ercella could speak. “I want to check this guy out. I want to see…”
 
         His mother’s eyes narrowed into little squints, and she held the baby a little tighter. “Are you sure…Have you really thought about this?”
 
         Hell, he’d done nothing but think about it for the last month. He woke up wondering what to do about Mariah, and he fell asleep considering the same thing. He’d been going into work late and taking off early, talking to social workers and a lawyer and the chaplain in his unit at Fort Polk. He hadn’t done a damn thing besides think about Mariah.
 
         And regret the day he’d ever met her mother, Sabrina.
 
         He’d loved her, he’d hated her, and since she’d abandoned Mariah with him, he’d been furious with her. Not that she knew or cared, since he hadn’t heard from her for more than a year before she’d decided to take a vacation from being a mother. He hadn’t even seen the nearly three-year-old Mariah until the day the social worker had led her by the hand to him and performed the introductions.
 
         If he could get his hands on Sabrina…
 
         He risked a look at the little girl, settled into his mother’s arms as if she belonged there, blond hair curling delicately around her chubby-cherub face. Her brown eyes watched him with a seriousness no two-year-old should ever know, and he wondered for the hundredth time what was going through that little brain of hers. Faultfinding? Her mother had certainly excelled at that. Disillusionment? Sabrina had that in spades, too. Wariness that, like her mother, one day he and Ercella would disappear from her life without notice?
 
         Guilt prickled his neck because that was exactly what he planned. If everything checked out in Oklahoma, she would be going to another family. Another man would get on the floor and play with her, talk to her, and bounce her on his knee. Another man would fall in love with her and do his best to protect her and keep her safe.
 
         Keegan wasn’t meant for that role. He wasn’t father material. Especially for another man’s daughter.
 
         Deliberately he shifted his attention from Mariah and that line of thought. “When are you guys going home?” Home for Ercella was Natchitoches, fifty miles from Leesville, half that again from Shreveport. She had more or less moved in with him when Mariah had come, but with him out of town, she was happy to be returning to her own place.
 
         “Soon as I get her stuff packed. I’m going to show her all the places my other grandkids—I mean, my grandkids—love and all the places you knew growing up.” Regret pinched the corners of her mouth. He’d warned her before she’d come here that Mariah’s presence in their lives was short-term, and she’d insisted that she understood. Still, it hadn’t taken her more than about five minutes to get totally charmed by the kid. Left to her, he would be Mariah’s father, despite proof to the contrary, and Sabrina’s daughter would be a Logan forever.
 
         But it wasn’t just for himself that he was heading off to track down her father. She deserved to be with real family. She deserved to know who her people were, and they weren’t Logans.
         
 
         “Okay. Well. Guess I’ll take off.” He circled the dining table and hugged his mother, inhaling the scents of bacon lingering from breakfast, perfume, and clean laundry and recently bathed baby.
 
         Ercella squeezed him tightly, then forced a big smile for Mariah. “Sweetie, want to give Keegan a hug good-bye?”
 
         As usual, the girl studied him, fingers stuffed in her mouth, as if he were an alien creature. She wasn’t going to give him a hug, say good-bye, or do anything but look at him and judge him, and he and his mom both knew it.
 
         This time, she surprised them both. Just as he started to step back, she pitched forward, tumbling out of his mother’s arms and landing in his, her arms wrapping around his neck.
 
         Keegan froze, not quite sure what to do. Her solid little body felt foreign—too soft, sweet, innocent. He’d never held her, not once, because she hadn’t allowed it, because he hadn’t wanted it. She’d never spoken to him, never touched him, never done anything but watch him warily, and now she was holding on as if she might never let go.
 
         It felt…nice.
 
         Aw, hell, he really needed to get on the road.
 
         He was about to tug loose and return her to Ercella when she reversed her earlier move, leaping into his mother’s more familiar embrace. His throat tight, he forced a smile. “Gotta go.”
 
         “You call me as soon as you get to Tallgrass. And be careful.”
 
         He nodded, picked up his bags, and left the apartment.
 
         His destination was programmed into the Garmin: 718 Cheyenne, Tallgrass, Oklahoma. He felt bad about leaving Mariah, though she was happier with his mom than she was with him. It was necessary, though. Since Sabrina had named him as father on Mariah’s birth certificate, no one else was much interested in finding her real father. Besides, like he’d told his mother, he wanted to check the guy out. He wanted to make sure he was a good fit for Mariah. Wanted to be sure she would be welcomed into his family.
 
         And if he decided she didn’t belong there? she had asked. Then what?
         
 
         “I’m not her father.”
 
         Too bad that didn’t solve the problem.
 
         And way too bad that saying the words didn’t ease the guilt still prickling at the back of his neck.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         On the hour’s drive northwest to Tallgrass, Therese asked the kids if they wanted to stop for lunch. Jacob declined, and Abby ignored her. She asked if they’d taken lots of pictures. Jacob said no, and Abby ignored her. She asked how their mother was. Jacob grunted, and Abby ignored her.
 
         Once they got home and she told Abby that she wouldn’t be wearing those clothes or that makeup for at least another few years, Abby would no longer pretend Therese didn’t exist. Therese half-wished she could do the ignoring and just close her eyes to what the girl did, but there was no way any child in her care was going to leave the house looking like that.
 
         Tallgrass was a small and lovely old town, dating back to Oklahoma’s pre-statehood days. Its early purpose had been to provide for the area ranches and the settlers brought there by the land run. Later it had supported the oil-field workers, as well, and for the last sixty years, it had been home to Fort Murphy, which tripled its population.
 
         Paul had been transferred there four years ago, and she’d fallen in love with the place. They’d bought a house big enough for his kids and the babies they’d intended to have together, with a manicured front lawn and a big backyard for play and family cookouts. But there hadn’t been any babies, his kids weren’t interested in outdoor play, except for Jacob’s football and baseball teams, and Abby never missed a chance to remind her that they weren’t a family.
 
         Someday the kids would be gone. Either their mother would take them back, or her parents, or maybe Paul’s parents. Or maybe Abby would miraculously start behaving like a human being, or Therese would find peace with the idea of putting her in foster care. Failing all that, if she could hold herself together for five more years of misery, then she could be free.
 
         Freedom had never sounded so good…or seemed so impossible.
 
         As she shut off the engine in the driveway, she said, “Abby, put the phone away, take your stuff inside, and unpack.”
 
         Abby either didn’t think Therese saw the face she made or simply didn’t care, but she tucked the phone into her tiny purse before sliding to the ground and stalking to the back of the van. The high school boys sitting on the porch across the street came to sudden attention, eyes popping, mouths gaping.
 
         Oh, Lord, please not that. Therese had enough worries without adding males to the list.
         
 
         Abby dragged her pink bags into the house, leaving the door standing open, and the boys slowly sank back into lethargy. Therese wanted to yell at them, She’s thirteen! She wanted to go upstairs to her room and march back down with the .40 caliber handgun locked in Paul’s gun safe and warn them what would happen if they even thought about his baby in that way.
         
 
         She settled for scowling at them, then jerking the black bag out, slamming the hatch, and following Jacob inside. He went to the laundry room off the kitchen, unzipped his backpack, and dumped the contents into the hamper there. After grabbing a bottle of water from the refrigerator, he headed past her with a grunt on his way upstairs. Within minutes he would be on the computer, headset on, jumping with both feet into the game he’d last played six days ago. He wouldn’t make another appearance until hunger drove him to it.
 
         Therese put her purse and keys in the kitchen, blew out a breath, and much more slowly climbed the stairs. Abby’s door was open, and she was reclining on the bed, one sandaled foot on the white spread, the other stretched high so she could admire the shoe. As usual, she was talking on the phone to Nicole, her BFF and, until very recently, the coolest kid in town. No doubt, Abby now felt that title belonged to her.
 
         “—so much fun,” she was saying when Therese stopped in the doorway. “I can’t wait till you see my hair and all the clothes she bought me. And the shoes! They make me taller than you. We spent a whole day at the spa, and I’ve got the best tan ever, and the cutest outfits! It was the best week of my life.”
 
         Therese waited, hands hanging limply at her sides. She really wanted to fold her arms across her chest and scowl as hard as she had at the boys outside, but there was no reason to start off openly aggressive. They would get there quickly enough.
 
         Tiring of admiring her right foot, Abby lowered it to the mattress and raised the left one, twisting her ankle this way and that. It was a pretty ankle, a pretty leg, all bronzed and lean and leading to a compact lean body. She was more assured at thirteen than Therese had been at thirty, more aware of the attention she received from others. The teenage girl Therese had once been envied her; the woman charged with overseeing her welfare was cringing in the corner with her hands over her eyes.
 
         Trying to feel more like the woman, she moved into the room and picked up the larger of the suitcases, set it on the foot of the bed, and unzipped it.
 
         Frowning at her, Abby said, “Gotta go, Nicole. See you tomorrow.” She set the phone on the nightstand, then sat up, arms folded over her middle. “Those are my bags. They’re private.”
 
         “You live in this house. Nothing is private beyond your journal, if you keep one, your purse, and, to some extent, your room, so long as you don’t give me a reason to reconsider that.” She flipped open the suitcase and saw nothing but unfamiliar clothes inside. She shook out the top garment. “Is this a dress or a shirt?”
 
         Abby rolled her eyes. “A dress. Duh.”
 
         With a nod, Therese laid it to one side. Next came a pair of jeans so skinny that only through the miracle of stretch fibers could they possibly fit her stepdaughter. They were the start of a second pile. The tiny shorts that measured the width of Therese’s hand from waistband to crotch joined the dress, along with a couple of tops too fitted and too revealing for any child.
 
         “What are you doing?” Abby finally demanded.
 
         “Sorting out what you can wear and what’s going into storage.”
 
         Abby surged from the bed and nearly lost her footing. She wasn’t quite as accustomed to those four-inch heels as she’d thought. “You can’t do that! They’re mine! My mother bought them for me.”
 
         Therese reached the bottom of the suitcase and picked up a handful of undergarments. No, not undergarments. Lingerie. Matched sets. Bikinis. Thongs. Push-up bras. Black, royal blue, red, purple. They were prettier, sexier, and more revealing than anything she owned, including the lingerie she’d bought for her honeymoon.
 
         Struggling to keep her hand steady, she began repacking them in the suitcase. Out of the twelve garments and the lingerie, she left only two or three pieces on the bed.
 
         “You can’t do that!” Abby repeated, grabbing for the bra in Therese’s hand.
 
         Therese shot her a look so hard that Abby should have fallen backward from the impact. Sullenly, she let her hand drop, then took a few steps away, her bottom lip poked out.
 
         After a moment’s stare, Therese looked at the bra. Catherine hadn’t bothered with Victoria’s Secret, judging from the padded cups, red lace edging black satin, and breakaway front clasp. She’d gone straight to Frederick’s of Hollywood. For her thirteen-year-old daughter! She dropped it into the suitcase, closed the flap, and zipped it before reaching for the smaller bag.
 
         Quivering with anger, Abby went to the closet. “You have to let me wear them.” She threw open both bi-fold doors, then clenched her fists. “I have nothing else. I left all my other clothes there because I knew you would do this. I told Mom so.”
 
         She wasn’t exaggerating by much. Except for her school uniforms and the dresses she wore to church, her closet was practically empty. A few pairs of jeans, a couple of old T-shirts that had sentimental value but no fashion sense, two hoodies. There were gym shorts and underwear in her dresser, but she’d taken practically everything else with her.
 
         “You’d better call your mom and ask her to ship them back, then, or you’re going to get awfully tired of wearing the same things all the time.” Therese sorted through the second bag, confiscating three more pairs of ridiculous heels, two more bags of cosmetics, and—she gulped silently—two of the skimpiest swimsuits she’d ever seen. She was surprised thunder didn’t roll across the plains from Paul’s roar of disapproval.
 
         “I can’t do that, because we threw them away.”
 
         Therese hoped she was lying, but it sounded like exactly what she and Catherine would do. Catherine might be Abby’s mother, but she didn’t want to be. Occasional friendship without real responsibility better suited her nature, and conspiring with Abby to thwart Therese would be an easy way to cement that friendship.
 
         “If that’s the case, you’ll have to buy new clothes from your allowance.”
 
         She expected another roar, but the girl just stared at her. In that moment, there was nothing of Paul’s baby in her, just quiet fury. Malevolence. Sheer hatred. Her eyes were like chocolate ice, her rage unflinching, but when she spoke, her voice was far calmer than the shriek Therese was used to.
 
         “You know, I don’t pray very much because I don’t think God really listens, but I do pray for one thing every night. I pray for you to die.”
 
      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 2

         

         All his life, Dalton Smith had found comfort in the Double D Ranch. He lived alone, worked too hard, and didn’t make much more than a living wage, but it didn’t matter. This was where he was born. Where he was raised. Where he was meant to be.
         

         His parents had left it. Once they’d been sure the ranch was in capable hands, they’d invested in an RV and had been seeing the country ever since, winters down south, summers up north, stopping off at any place that caught their fancy and had hookups.

         His little brother, Noah, would probably leave, too. A sophomore at Oklahoma State, Noah had decided he wanted to be a vet. While he said of course it would be around Tallgrass, Dalton knew his brother liked a lot of things, and small-town living wasn’t one of them. Besides, Tallgrass already had enough vets.

         His other brother, Dillon, was gone, too, but what was the saying? Good riddance to bad rubbish.

         And what was that other saying? A bad penny always comes back.

         Nah, Dillon would never return, and if he did, Dalton would meet him at the property line with a shotgun. More likely, he would just beat the tar out of him and throw his worthless carcass into the bar ditch on the other side of the road. It would be easier than explaining to his mother why he’d shot his twin brother.

         With a brother like that, he didn’t need enemies.

         He rocked back, the creaking noise an accompaniment to the breeze blowing from the northwest and the soft snoring of the dog on the floor beside him. The Australian shepherd had wandered down the road yesterday morning, burrs in all four paws, flea-bit and tick-bit and twenty pounds underweight. Dalton didn’t want a dog; he had enough four-legged creatures depending on him already, plus one two-legged, since he was paying for Noah’s schooling. But the dog didn’t understand he wasn’t wanted, or just didn’t care.

         So it appeared Dalton had a dog.

         The floorboards inside the house creaked, too, a moment before the screen door was shoved open and Noah stepped out. He was home from college for the weekend and had done more than his share of the work today. Unlike Dalton, who’d sunk down in the rocker afterward with a bottle of cold water and hardly moved, Noah had showered and changed into clean, pressed indigo jeans and a pearl-snapped shirt. He wore a rodeo championship buckle on his belt and his good boots and carried his good hat.

         Dalton knew from the clothes that Noah was partying in Tallgrass tonight. Local girls seemed to appreciate the genuine cowboy look more than they did in the cities an hour away in each direction.

         The scent of cologne reminded Dalton that he stank, his skin was taut from the gallons of salt he’d sweated, and his clothes could probably stand on their own. His mother would have thought twice about letting him inside even the back door.

         Noah sat on the rail. “Me and some guys are going out to dinner, then hitting some of the clubs. Wanna come?”

         Dalton gazed to the west. He was twelve years older than Noah and his buddies. He’d likely changed diapers on every one of them when he was a kid. They would eat like refugees, party it up, and at least some of them would find girls who appreciated genuine cowboys to spend the night with.

         Would one of them be a pretty redhead with exotic green eyes? Willing, wearing clothes that fit her hard little body as if made just for her, tossing back more than a few drinks with them before singling out one and suggesting the nearest motel? And would she forget their names before the booze was out of her system, the way she’d forgotten him?

         “No, thanks.”

         “Aw, come on. You haven’t gone out drinking in longer than I can remember.”

         “Maybe that’s because you go out drinking too much.”

         Noah didn’t even have the grace to make his grin abashed. “College,” he said, as if that explained everything. “You can at least have dinner with us. Anywhere we go’s got to be better than what you fix.”

         “Nah. I’m tired.”

         Noah pushed away from the rail, tall and lanky, strong but leaner than Dalton. “You know the Smith family motto. Work hard, play hard, live hard, love—” Abruptly his face turned red, and he clamped the hat on his head. “If you change your mind, you’ve got my number.”

         Love hard. Dalton had done that twice. He’d loved Dillon like a best friend and his wife like his life. Dillon could be dead for all anyone in the family knew, and Sandra was dead, buried in a sunny plot at Fort Murphy National Cemetery. She’d died in Afghanistan.
         

         Because she hadn’t loved him enough to live.

         Grimly, as Noah drove down the gravel lane, Dalton shoved to his feet and stomped to the door. He stopped long enough to toe off his boots, then shucked his dirt-crusted jeans and left both in a heap next to the door. In grimy socks, ripped T-shirt, and boxers, he stepped inside, then scowled at the dog. “You coming?”

         As if he’d been extended the most gracious of invitations, the mutt got up, trotted across the threshold and down the hall to the kitchen.

         Yep, Dalton definitely had a dog.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was five thirty, and Therese was curled in her favorite easy chair in the living room when her cell phone rang. She didn’t have to look to see it was Carly. “Happy Together” was the song she’d programmed in for her best friend just yesterday. She considered leaving the phone there on the table, on top of the Bible she’d been trying to find comfort in, but it was a general rule that she didn’t ignore her margarita sisters.

         “Sorry I missed your call earlier.” Carly sounded the same as always, just somehow lighter. Happier. A few months ago she’d been in the same situation Therese was in, minus the Princess of I-Hate-You, then Dane had come into her life and suddenly she wasn’t alone anymore. She wasn’t just a widow. She was a woman in love with a man who loved her every bit as much. It made Therese happy and sad and so very hopeful.

         Not for herself. She wasn’t looking for love. She just needed courage and sanity and peace. But Fia, Ilena, Marti, Lucy, Jessy—all the other members of the margarita club—deserved it. They were all too young, even the oldest ones, to live the rest of their lives alone.

         “Don’t worry,” Therese said drily. “I’m sure you had way more fun this afternoon than I did.”

         “I know a place just outside town that’s isolated. Do I need to bring over a shovel and a flashlight?”

         Therese’s smile was faint. “She’s much too alive to bury. Though if you made the same offer to her, she’d probably take you up on it since she’s been praying for me to die.”

         There was a moment’s silence, then, “Aw, Therese.”

         The sympathy in Carly’s voice was almost Therese’s undoing. Her eyes grew damp, her nose got stuffy, and she was sure she would cry if she gave herself half a chance. And what good would it do? How many gallons of tears had she cried over Abby, Jacob, and Paul, and how much difference had it made?

         “So tell me about the platinum hair and the streetwalker clothes. And just what size are those high heels? I know I could never squeeze into even two of her outfits, but my feet just might fit the shoes, and Dane has this thing for trampy shoes.”

         Therese chuckled. “Don’t ever tell anyone I said this, but she really looks amazing. The teenage boys across the street were too stunned to move when they saw her. But she’s thirteen. It would break her daddy’s heart to see her dressed like—like her mother.” Of course Catherine had approved the clothes. It was her own style. Fine for a thirty-some-year-old woman in most universes. Not for a barely adolescent child.

         “Did you take the clothes away?”

         “I did. They’re in the attic, in the dustiest corner in a box marked Old Drapes.” Therese heaved a sigh, massaging her temples with her free hand. “So what have you and Dane been up to?” The last time she’d seen Carly was Tuesday, when Dane had gone down on his bionic knee and proposed to her in front of everyone on the Three Amigos restaurant patio. Carly wasn’t the only one who’d gotten teary-eyed at such a public profession of love and commitment. “He took you home?”

         “He did.” Small words to contain so much pleasure.

         “I noticed your car was still in the parking lot Wednesday night. Or was it Thursday?”

         “I picked it up Wednesday night. Very late Wednesday night.”

         “I guess sex isn’t on the list of things you miss anymore.”

         A loud rumble came from across the room, and Therese looked up to see Jacob coming down the last few steps. His scowl was tinged with red. “There are kids in the house, you know.”

         A comment from Jacob when normally he would have walked past without noticing her. Better, a comment lacking the sullen tone both kids affected so well. “Sorry, Jacob.”

         “He asked me to marry him, Therese,” Carly said with a sniffle.

         “I know, sweetie. I was there.”

         “He wants to set a date. He wants to buy a ring. He wants to meet Jeff’s family and mine. He really wants to marry me.” She sounded so full of wonder and awe. Therese understood. She’d felt that way when Paul had proposed to her. It seemed an eternity ago, so special and amazing that she wondered if she could possibly ever feel that way again.
         

         At that instant, a door slammed upstairs and footsteps that would do a dinosaur proud headed down the steps. She couldn’t be in a worse possible place for even thinking about falling in love. She had nothing of herself left to offer. It took all her strength to get through everyday life, and even that required medication. Her only list right now consisted of things to survive. Romance, sadly, didn’t make the cut.

         Abby stomped down the stairs and turned down the hall toward the kitchen. She didn’t spare even a glance toward the living room, but Therese felt the hatred radiating from her. A direct look from her enraged brown eyes probably would have pulverized Therese where she sat. Nothing left but a layer of dust, the cops would say, shaking their heads in amazement while sweet, angelic Angry Girl looked on from the sidelines.
         

         Forcing her stepdaughter from her mind, Therese concentrated on Carly. “Have you set the date yet?”

         “We’re thinking the first weekend of June. I know that seems fast since we only met in March, but…”

         She didn’t need to say it. Life was short, time was fleeting, and so on. No one had ever expected Jeff and Paul and all the others to die as young as they did. That was why so few of them had started a family. They had plenty of time. One deployment here, another there, the war would surely end, the troops would draw down, their husbands would come home. There was always next month, next year, the next duty station.

         Except when there wasn’t.

         “Will it be here in Tallgrass?”

         “Yes. My friends and church are here. His friends are all over the world. His mom can come up from Texas, and it’ll do my family good to come out of their labs into the real world for a few days.” Carly hesitated. “I told Mia and Pop. We cried. But some of it was happy tears.”

         Carly had remained very close to her former in-laws. Therese envied her that. About the only contact she had with Paul’s parents involved their grandchildren, whom they didn’t want to raise, but they didn’t believe Therese was doing a competent job, either.

         Her latest decision regarding the kids would probably sever contact between them forever. At the moment, she couldn’t decide whether that would be a good thing or a bad one.

         “You know Jeff’s parents will always love you, and it sounds like Dane’s willing to include them in your lives.” I want to have little Jeff Juniors and Dane Juniors and Carly Juniors to chase after with you, he’d said when he’d proposed. He knew she’d loved Jeff dearly, and he didn’t feel threatened by it because he also knew she loved him dearly.
         

         Could Therese ever have that again? Maybe when the kids were gone. Maybe when she’d regained control of her life. But perfect loves weren’t out there floating around for the taking. She’d already had one. Unlike what happened with Carly, one might be all she was entitled to.

         “They’re going to come down before the wedding so they can meet,” Carly was saying when Therese tuned in again. “It’s going to be fine, isn’t it? We’re all adults, and we can work things out.”

         “It’ll be better than fine. Mia and Pop already love him just for making you happy, and they’ll love him even more for himself. They’ll probably adopt him for their own, the way they did you.”

         “From your mouth to God’s ears,” Carly murmured. “Is there anything I can do to help with Abby?”

         “Just pray.”

         “I always do. Is there anything I can do to help you?”

         With a sigh from deep in her heart, Therese repeated the answer. “Just pray.” For strength, for courage, for wisdom.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Saturday night in Tallgrass, Oklahoma, was like being nowhere at all.

         But almost immediately Keegan contradicted that. Tallgrass was much bigger than Leesville, where he lived, and offered a lot more than miles of businesses butted up to one busy road. He arrived around sunset and drove through the town. There were the usual fast-food restaurants, bars, and churches that any town had, but also a sense of a real town, not just a place that existed to support the Army base. It had a thriving downtown, and there was action other than prostitutes and drugs—restaurants open, a few shops getting ready to close for the day, regular people strolling the sidewalks.

         Murals of oil rigs, cowboys herding cattle, wild horses, buffalo, and Indian encampments covered entire brick walls, along with old-timey ads for soda fountains and cigars. The downtown area looked solid, as if it had endured the Dust Bowl, drought, and tornados just fine and wasn’t planning on surrendering to any other disaster. It had a sense of permanency that appealed to him.

         He’d driven down Main Street from one end to the other, past the national cemetery and the two main entrances to Fort Murphy, then took First Street all the way from the south edge of town to the north. He would find food, then a room, just as soon as he checked out something else.

         The address was already in his Garmin, and the cheeky Australian voice he called Matilda led him through a few blocks of commercial property, then into residential neighborhoods. The houses in this part of town were mostly old, mostly well maintained, with mature trees that towered overhead and neatly mowed yards. The farther north and east he went, the bigger they got, the pricier, until finally he found himself at the curb across the street from 718 Cheyenne.

         It was two stories, white wood, dark shutters, redbrick steps and foundation. The porch ran the length of the house, but it wasn’t very wide, not like the porch on his mom’s house that functioned as an outdoor living room. There was a swing and a wicker chair at one end, two wooden rockers at the other, with big pots of red flowers evenly spaced along the porch.

         In the dim light, a piece of metal gleamed dully on the supporting post at the left of the steps, an anchor for hanging a flag. Flower beds lined the porch and the sidewalk that led to the driveway, where a silver minivan was parked in front of the garage. There were no toys visible—no three-wheelers or bikes, no basketball hoop, no abandoned skateboards. Inside, lights shone through sheer curtains in various rooms downstairs and were muted by blinds in one upstairs room.

         So this was where Mariah’s father lived. Keegan didn’t know much about him beyond his name, and what he did know wasn’t encouraging. The guy had been married when he’d gone to Fort Polk for training and hooked up with Sabrina. Then he’d come back home to Fort Murphy, and she’d never heard from him again. He hadn’t even had the decency to respond when she told him she was pregnant. One e-mail going astray, maybe, but four? All going to his army.mil account? Not likely.

         The house was nice, one Keegan couldn’t afford on his salary. Of course, majors made significantly more than sergeants, and the major’s wife probably had a job of her own. And kids of their own, judging by the size of the place. He’d guess four, maybe five bedrooms.

         His chest tightened, and he shifted the air-conditioning to high, turning the vents so they blew straight at his face. There had to be room in a house like that for Mariah. Her father might have ignored her existence until now, and his wife might not know a thing about her, but things were about to change. Things had changed, the day Sabrina dropped her off and kept going.
         

         Guilt settled in his gut, and he would have cursed his mother for putting it there if he hadn’t been afraid God would smack him down for it. He wasn’t Mariah’s father. He’d dated her mother for two years, lived with her for one before she confessed to her affair with the major. That didn’t make him responsible for her child. It wasn’t his job to find her real family. It was just something he needed to do.

         He was going to talk to her father, scope out the situation with his family, to make sure they would provide a good home for her. He wasn’t abandoning her, because she wasn’t his to abandon.

         Now, if he could just get those damned big, solemn brown eyes out of his mind…

         He’d sat there long enough to see everything and learn nothing. Shifting into drive again, he eased from the curb and headed back to Main Street. After a stop at a drive-in for a cheeseburger and onion rings, he drove a few more blocks to a motel on the west end of town. It was a genuine old-fashioned motor court, or at least made to look like one, with tiny individual structures for each room. A metal lawn chair in familiar faded green occupied each stoop, and neon buzzed and perfumed the air.

         The metal key to Room 9 was bent. Getting it into the lock required a little jiggling, but soon enough the tumblers fell and he opened the door. Nothing luxurious—he’d known that from seeing the outside. But the room wasn’t shabby. The vinyl floor was clean, the area rug showed marks from being recently vacuumed, and the bed was neatly made. Instead of stale-motel, it smelled like something baking—his mother’s sticky buns, maybe.

         The window air conditioner cooled with a hum instead of the deafening racket he’d expected, and the sofa was comfortable. With a tiny kitchenette—dorm fridge, two-burner cooktop, sink—he’d do fine for however long he had to be here. Best hope: a day. Realistic hope: a week or more.

         That was okay. He had forty-five days’ leave on the books. If it took every one of them to get Mariah settled elsewhere, so be it.

         After eating dinner, he brought in his bag, then pulled out the phone to call his mother. She’d already let him know, not long after he’d hit the interstate, that she and Mariah were back home in Natchitoches. Call me when you get to Tallgrass, she’d instructed him again. He grinned at the thought of all the times she’d told him that. Call me when you get to basic training. Call me when you get back from leave. Call me when you get to Iraq. Call me when you get to Afghanistan.
         

         He had four brothers and sisters to prove there’d been a father in his life, but not one that had mattered much. Ercella was twice the man Max Logan was, mother and father to her own kids, now to Mariah. Isn’t it possible she’s yours? she’d asked more than once. I think I see your eyes in hers.
         

         It wasn’t possible. Not unless Sabrina had had the longest pregnancy on record, or the shortest with a healthy, full-term baby.

         “I’m in Tallgrass,” he said when his mother answered the phone.

         The television sounded in the background, along with kids’ voices. It didn’t matter where Ercella went, she always attracted kids. With her own grown and her grandkids living an hour or more away, she entertained the neighborhood kids on Saturday nights and most any other time they wandered over. “Is it nice?” she asked over the noise.

         “Well, it’s no Natchitoches,” he said drily.

         “Naturally. Have you decided how you’re going to…”

         He silently finished the question for her: give away the grandbaby who wasn’t her grandbaby in any place except her heart. “I thought I’d go by and meet the guy tomorrow afternoon.”

         “What? And just say, ‘Hey, remember when you had an affair with my girlfriend? Well, here’s a cigar, it’s a girl’?”

         His scowl fixed on the silent television. “I haven’t exactly figured that out.”

         “Be up front. ‘You got a two-year-old daughter and her mama doesn’t want her and I don’t want her and—’”

         Keegan heard a sob before Ercella clamped off the words. It both pained and frustrated him. “Mom, I’m sorry—”

         “I know.” Sniffly noises, as if she was wiping her nose. “You don’t wanna raise a kid who’s not yours. I understand that. It’s expensive. Lots of responsibility for a lot of years. It’s not your job. I get it, Keegan.”

         But in her heart, Keegan knew, she really didn’t. She might have in the very beginning, when he’d first told her the situation with Mariah, when he’d asked for her help. But now that she’d gotten to know the little girl, of course she’d fallen in love with her. How could she not? She was a mother deep in her bones, to any kids who needed mothering.

         God help her, Mariah needed mothering. She’d had so little of it in her life.

         “I’ll call you as soon as I talk to the major, okay?”

         “Make sure you do.” Ercella breathed deeply and made an effort to sound normal. “I’ve got to shoo these kids home and get Mariah bathed and ready for bed. You want to say good night to her?”

         Before Keegan could say no—he was ashamed of it, but there it was—his mom’s voice distantly said, “She’s listening. Say something.”

         “Hey, Mariah.” He cleared his throat. “Sounds like you’re having a good time. Good night and…sleep tight and…” Before he could remember the rest of his mother’s nightly routine with her kids, the phone hit the floor with a thud.

         A moment later, Ercella came on again. “She was listening. She recognized your voice. I could see it in her little eyes.”

         Of course she recognized his voice. She’d heard it talking around and about her every day for the past month. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Mom. Love you.”

         After her love you, too, he laid the phone aside and stretched back on the bed. Best hope: a day. Realistic: a week. Worst: having to turn to the authorities to get Mariah’s father to accept responsibility for her. Even though it would break his mom’s heart, he didn’t have a choice.
         

         Because he wasn’t Mariah’s father.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sunday morning services were one of the highlights of Therese’s week. The church she attended occupied an entire block on the fringe between the business district and the houses that edged downtown. Broad concrete steps led to an old sandstone building with classrooms and a gym on the lower level and a sanctuary with arched stained glass windows filling the upper level. Her regular seat was a pew about a third from the back on the left, which she shared most Sundays with Carly, while Abby and Jacob sat elsewhere with their friends.

         She wasn’t surprised this morning that Carly was absent. Still floating somewhere in the stratosphere with Dane, she supposed as she settled on the bench alone.

         The solitude didn’t last long. She’d just set her purse aside when the cushions gave slightly and a familiar voice greeted her. “Hello, Therese. How are you?”

         Loretta Baxter was a major and one of the few people in Therese’s life who created incredibly bittersweet feelings just by existing. LoLo had been the CNO—casualty notification officer—who had notified Therese of Paul’s death, so she was associated with the worst moment of Therese’s life. Afterward, though, she’d provided counseling, support, and friendship that had helped Therese keep her sanity on more than one occasion.

         She was also one of the rare people outside of the margarita club to whom Therese didn’t have to lie. “Things could be better. I’m not sure they could be worse.”

         “I noticed Abby’s new hairstyle. And color. And the tan.” LoLo glanced at her hands, folded in her lap. “And her manicure looks better than mine.”

         “Did you also notice the rage in her eyes?”

         “I thought she looked a little testy when we passed in the aisle. So the visit with her mother wasn’t a success.”

         “The visit was fine. The coming home sucked pond water.” Therese gazed at an arch of Jesus with the children. Suffer the little children…to come unto me, He’d said. Suffer seemed such an appropriate word at the moment.
         

         “Have you made any decisions?”

         Therese’s fingers tightened on her Bible. While the kids were in California, she’d had an appointment with the Judge Advocate General’s office—the legal office—on post, and she’d talked with LoLo. It seemed everyone knew of her desire to reclaim her life by giving up custody of Paul’s kids. Except the kids.

         “Not yet. I actually feel like I’m making a bit of progress with Jacob. It—it would be okay having him.” She stared harder at the image, the colors so vibrant, the love so obvious even in glass. Such serenity.

         When was the last time she’d felt serene? Long before Paul’s death. Being a military wife wasn’t ever easy. The moves, the training, the deployments, the forced independence, the loneliness, the ever-present fear of loss. Her last moments of serenity had likely been when they’d moved to Tallgrass: a new post, a new town they both loved immediately, new opportunities, and plans to get pregnant as soon as they settled in.

         Then had come custody of the kids.

         Then the deployment.

         Then his death.

         “But you can’t stop thinking about how that would make Abby feel,” LoLo said quietly.

         Abandoned by everyone. Rejected while Jacob was accepted. Even more unwanted and unloved than she already felt.

         Therese sighed heavily as the choir filed onto the stage and the pastor moved into place behind the pulpit. “It’s a hard decision.”

         LoLo squeezed her hand. “You’ll make the right one. I have faith in you.”

         Though she dutifully bowed her head as the pastor requested, inside she was silently scoffing. Faith? In her? She didn’t even have that herself anymore. Once she’d thought she could rule the world, but truth was, she hadn’t faced any real complications in that world. Life as she’d known it was easy.

         Lord, I’m not asking for easy again. Just bearable. I can live with bearable. Please.
         

         After prayers and songs, the congregation split up for Sunday school, kids and young adults streaming out the side doors, mothers taking their little ones to the nursery, singles and seniors heading for their own classes. Therese remained where she was, her gaze following Abby as she shuffled along behind Nicole, head down, full lower lip stuck out. She looked miserable, so at odds with her delicate beauty. An angel whose burdens had become unbearable.

         The Sunday school class was interesting, the sermon inspiring, the singing the best part of the service. Old hymns spoke to her soul, and this morning they were all old. They gave her peace, at least, until the closing prayer was echoed with Amens around the room.
         

         LoLo hugged her when they stood. “If you ever need anything…”

         “I’ve got your number.” Therese returned the hug.

         “And I’ve got your back.”

         LoLo wandered away to visit with other members. The congregation was a nice mix of civilian and military, families who’d lived there a hundred years and families who would move on in three years. Therese and Paul would have moved on by now if things had been different. She would have been teaching in a new school, the kids adjusting to their own new schools and the knowledge that, in a few more years, they would move on again. Nomads, gypsies. She thought Jacob was well suited for the life.

         Abby, not so much.

         After speaking with the minister and his wife, along with the youth minister, Therese located the kids outside and motioned them toward the car. About halfway there, they fell into step, a silent group. Therese knew how the next few minutes would go: she would ask, What do you want for dinner? Jacob would grunt, and Abby would ignore her. She would throw out some suggestions; Jacob would grunt, and Abby would ignore her. She would finally make a choice, and Jacob would say nothing, and Abby would sniff scornfully.
         

         Since Carly was usually with them, the routine hadn’t bothered Therese so much, but Carly wasn’t there today. She might stop going to church completely, or she might go elsewhere with Dane. She might prefer to develop her own family’s Sunday routine over being a part of the dysfunctional Mathesons’.

         The possibility hurt somewhere deep inside Therese. Carly was her best friend, and nothing could end that. But Carly being in love and happy with Dane could change it.

         When they reached the minivan, she beeped the doors, and Abby climbed into the backseat, per usual. Jacob hesitated, then, once again, slid into the front passenger seat. “Can we have Mexican for lunch?”

         Therese stilled in the act of putting on her seat belt. A flicker at the rearview mirror showed Abby was surprised, too, and peripherally Therese saw the hint of a flush darkening Jacob’s cheeks. She forced herself to go on as if nothing unusual had happened, clicking the belt, starting the engine. “Sure. You want Three Amigos, Bueno, or something else?”

         “Three Amigos.” Jacob shrugged. “You go there every week, so we hardly ever do.”

         It was true. They ate at home practically every night, even if it was just frozen pizza and a quick-tossed salad. Considering how uncomfortable their family meals were, she preferred to hold them in private. “You have any problem with that, Abby?”

         Her only answer was silence. Therese backed out of the parking space, joined the line of cars waiting to exit the parking lot, then smiled at Jacob. “Three Amigos it is.”

         The restaurant, a bright dose of primary colors in the middle of a strip parking center, was popular, and Sunday post-church was no exception. Therese gave her name to the hostess, then joined the kids near the blue-tiled fountain in the middle of the lobby. Abby was already texting, and Jacob was staring into the water, his hands shoved into his pockets.

         He glanced at Therese when she stopped near him. “Why do people throw money in fountains?”

         “It’s tradition. Throw in a coin, make a wish.” Since it didn’t seem a reasonable response to him, she went on. “Some ancient cultures believed water was sacred. If you sacrificed something you held dear to the deity that lived there, you’d get something in return. What do people hold more dear than money?”

         “Throwing a penny into water is a stupid way to make wishes come true.” His shoulders hunched forward, in a subconsciously defensive gesture that she’d seen in him since they’d met. A little boy who didn’t understand why Daddy moved away, why he was living with another woman; a frightened child who’d been taken from the only home he’d ever known and sent halfway across the country; a boy who’d stood stoic but heartbroken at his father’s graveside.

         Therese didn’t know what to say. She laid her hand on his shoulder, half afraid he’d shrug it off, and squeezed. “I know. But sometimes it’s fun to do things that are stupid or silly.” A pause, and she withdrew her hand. “You threw pennies in there the first time your dad and I brought you here. You wished for a new bike and a new game.”

         He tilted his head so he could see her without quite looking at her. “Did I get them?”

         “Not then, but for Christmas. Though, by that time, you wanted a different game.”

         After considering it a minute, he shrugged. “But those are things. Things aren’t real wishes.”

         No. Things could be bought, borrowed, traded, and sold. Real wishes were rarer, more precious, lasting longer…or not nearly long enough.

         “Matheson, party of three,” the hostess called, saving Therese from having to respond to Jacob’s last words. She smiled at him, and together they circled the fountain to reach the young woman, Abby trailing silently behind.
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