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A Search for Answers Reveals a Mystery

Eleven years ago, Halla Jenkins climbed out a window at her parents’ house, fell to the ground in a mangled heap, and fled. Eventually, she found Lily’s House and a real family. Now as a successful online reporter and a blogger with a quarter million followers, she doesn’t think much about her roots. But the man she’s fallen for online and dreams of making a future with has questions, and how can she tell him the answers when she doesn’t know them herself? She never planned to confront her parents, but she is desperate to know what really happened. The chance of meeting Oliver in person for first time makes it all worth the risk.

Elsie Reynolds has had the same best guy friend for ten years. Sure there were a few times when he forgot they were only friends, but setting him up with one of her foster sisters always fixed that problem. For the most part, being friends was all either of them ever needed. But now Payden is moving on, and Elsie isn’t quite sure how she feels about losing him. Especially if it’s to the sweet-looking new teacher at the school where he works. Maybe kissing him is just what she needs to get them back into the friend zone.

Kendall Brenwood was already an adult when she found Lily’s House, but it changed the direction of her life, and she is finally living her dream, helping others as a nurse. Only sometimes does she grieve what she lost, even though she knows she made the right choice. When a new resident at the hospital catches her eye, she isn’t sure she’s ready to find love. Why won’t he take no for an answer? Would he still want her if he knew her secret? She’s about to find out.

Join these three roommates from Lily’s House as they take the road less traveled and find . . . love.


Once again for my sister Mary for always being there.


1

[image: ]

Halla stared at the rows of canned food in her cupboard as she put away the last can of black beans. The neat, orderly rows gave her a sense of security and contentment. She never let herself get too many, though, because there was a difference between preparation and hoarding, and she still, even after so many years, had the urge to stockpile all she could. Just in case. Maybe the urge would never go away. Maybe full recovery was impossible when you went hungry as a child. Maybe it was worse when your parents were responsible.

No. She wouldn’t let those years define her. She was a woman now, college-educated, with a successful advice blog that focused on finding one’s true self.

“I’ve done that,” she whispered fiercely, staring at the rows of canned goods. “I’ve found myself.”

But no one living in a small three-bedroom apartment with two other women really needed thirty cans of black beans, especially when she had as many cans of refried beans, tomatoes, corn, tuna, chicken, and soup. Her freezer was every bit as packed with tortillas, bread, and strawberry ice cream.

With a sigh, she shut the cupboard and went to the chair that sat in front of her computer in a corner of their living room. She spent much of her day here, so this chair was comfortable. More comfortable, in fact, than her secondhand bed.

As a child, or even in college while earning a bachelor’s in journalism and a minor in editing, she’d never expected to make her living as a blogger, particularly as an inspirational blogger. Even when her following had grown to a hundred and fifty thousand by the end of her college years, she’d expected to do something else after graduation. But last year when she’d been offered an online column for a popular news outlet, she found she couldn’t give up her own blog. Luckily, the paper’s editor was willing to let her share the column and send in only one weekly article, so she’d been able to get a taste of “real” journalism while still posting four times a week on her own site. She now had two hundred and fifty thousand people who received email notifications about her blog, and she was considering adding a few more product reviews so she could quit her part-time news column.

She had thirty new email subscribers since she’d run to the store after a very late lunch. Not bad for a slow Tuesday afternoon. Her gaze ran down the numerous comments on her most recent post about a hiking trip she’d taken but saw nothing requiring immediate attention. Until her eyes snagged on a name, and her heart started beating faster.

Between Oliver Montgomery’s comments on her posts and her comments on his small hiking blog, along with their interactions on social media, she and Oliver had exchanged thousands of communications. It was because of him she’d taken up an interest in hiking—and found that it helped sooth not only her but also her followers. The free hiking gear she tested and occasionally blogged about was a bonus.

Glad you had such a great time, he wrote. As you said in your post, being out in nature is a great way to center yourself. By the way. I did what you recommended in your Let Go So You Can Hold Tight blog. It worked. Thank you!

Halla stared at the words. He’d done it. He’d actually talked to his mother, maybe even patched things up with her—and Halla wanted details. He’d posted on her blog only thirty minutes ago. Maybe he was still online. She navigated to Google Hangouts, where they normally connected for private conversation, and while it loaded, she darted a quick look into the small mirror on her desk. With as many video posts as she made these days, it paid to make sure nothing was stuck between her teeth or smeared on her cheek. She ran a hand through her hair. The blond strands were no longer the near buzz cut she’d sported after fleeing Idaho, mostly in defiance of the long hair her parents had forced her to wear, but it was still short and manageable, with enough thickness and a slight wave to sometimes make it look a bit wild like it did right now. She finger-combed it into place, the strands finally long enough to tuck behind her ear. There, she was ready.

Her heart banged against the wall of her chest that much harder. Only because I’m interested in what happened with him and his family, she thought. She always cared about her subscribers.

Not the whole truth. She’d be lying if she didn’t admit Oliver was special. It wasn’t just hiking they had in common. She lived in Phoenix currently, but she’d spent her first fifteen and a half years in Nampa, Idaho, and he had originally hailed from Boise, twenty minutes away, though he now lived in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, where he worked for the US Forest Service. He knew what it was like growing up where she had, and with only two years separating them, they remembered a lot of the same local events and school rivalries. Enough that it had sparked more than the regular communications between them. She could count on two hands the one-on-one video chats she’d had with subscribers, and only a few of them had become regular friends.

Oliver was also drop-dead gorgeous, which helped, because she was a woman after all. Not gorgeous in a suit and tie, well-groomed kind of way, but in a rugged, outdoorsy way that made her dream of warm nights under an open sky with crickets chirping. Or of beautiful, untouched valleys that stretched as far as the eye could see.

Oliver growing up so close to her hometown did have its drawbacks. He’d still been in his last year of high school when she’d disappeared from Nampa, catching the attention of the national news. Seven months later when her parents had finally picked up her trail in Arizona, he, like all the other residents of Nampa and Boise, had been following events as they’d unfolded. As her father had started fundraising in an effort to locate her and as Halla’s foster sister Saffron had fought back, posting the truth of why Halla had run away. Halla had been ready to run again, but the social media outrage had backlashed on her father and saved her.

She’d started her first blog then, talking about running away and finding Lily’s house and her foster sisters. Not many of those original blog subscribers were still her followers, and she’d unpublished many of the embarrassingly raw, agonized earlier posts. Oliver had followed her then, he’d confessed to her a few months ago, but he’d been too busy to read blogs during his college years, so he’d let his subscription lapse. Last year, he’d found her Let Go blog, had recognized her name, and had annoyingly disagreed with her post. She’d answered back, and they’d been talking almost daily in some form or another ever since.

Now he responded to her video call almost immediately, and Halla couldn’t help the warm rush inside her as he appeared on the screen. He had short brown hair and his face, normally covered with a few days’ beard growth, was freshly shaven. His blue eyes crinkled at the corners, showing his pleasure at seeing her. His mouth, one she’d dreamed about kissing, was full and wide and smiling.

“Hey, how are you?” he asked, his voice low.

That made her study his background. “You’re not at home.”

He shook his head. “I’m at my Mom’s.”

“How’d it go?” A smile tugged on her lips, but she wasn’t about to spoil this moment with an I-told-you-so. His happiness was satisfaction enough.

“Go ahead and say it,” he told her, apparently reading her mind.

“What?” She blinked at him innocently.

He laughed. “Okay, play it your way, but I readily admit you were right. I wasn’t sure if talking with her was going to put a final seal of death on our relationship or if it would fix things, but either way, it couldn’t have gotten worse since we had zero relationship to begin with.”

“And?” she asked. Oliver had become estranged from his mother when he’d rejected her advice and chosen a forestry career that would keep him in the field, far away from family. From there things had degenerated, growing worse the day he’d been out in the forest, unreachable, when his father had died. She’d never forgiven him.

He leaned forward, lowering his voice further as if to make sure he wasn’t being overheard. “I told her I missed her and wanted a relationship. I expressed regret at not being there when my dad died. That’s all. She said she would be happy to reconnect. Like you told me, I refrained from saying if she hadn’t driven me away, I would have kept in touch and would have been there for my father. I also didn’t say that every apology she’s ever made me ended with ‘but you are wrong and it’s your fault.’ But at least I didn’t have to apologize for something I shouldn’t have to apologize for. Though I still feel like she owes me an apology, I let that go because she’s never going to change her mind or her view of what happened, and neither am I.”

He flashed Halla a smile that did funny things to her stomach. “It feels good,” he added. “I have missed her. She can be very loving and giving. She’s just been so angry at me, and I’ve been angry at her. It’s good to get past that.”

“Exactly. Because it’s not about who’s right. It’s about taking one step closer to each other and trying to find middle ground so you can still have a relationship. You can’t replace family.” She said this with a hint of guilt, because she’d managed to do exactly that. She’d traded her parents for her foster mother Lily Perez, and for all the foster sisters that came along with her. Of course, Halla’s case was different from Oliver’s. Far different. She’d done what she had to in order to survive.

“I expect things will come up between us in the future,” Oliver added.

“And then you’ll just go back to the fact that you regret the years you lost and not being there when your dad died.”

He nodded. “Right. No accusations as long as we’re both trying because there’s no middle ground in accusations.” Oliver leaned back in his chair and said a little louder, “Anyway, my sister and brother are excited that maybe we can all finally celebrate the holidays together. Not sure how that’ll go over, but we’ll see.”

“It’s barely September. You have a few months to worry about that. How long are you staying in Boise?”

He shrugged. “A few more days at least.”

“Better save some vacation time for those holidays you were talking about.”

He laughed. “Right.”

For a moment, they fell into silence, and though it hadn’t usually felt awkward in the past, it did now, and that concerned Halla. Maybe now that the reason they’d initially started talking—or disagreeing rather—was over, they would drift away. It happened often with online relationships.

Panic shot through her at the idea. She who had lived through an abusive childhood, who had survived on the streets, and who had forged a new life for herself. She who fended off cyber stalkers on a weekly basis. She didn’t want to lose him.

Talking to Oliver every day, even if through a public post was . . . well, she looked forward to it, that’s all. She didn’t have to examine her reasons further.

Had she been fooling herself that Oliver felt something more for her than friendship? And how could he, seeing as they’d never met in person? She’d dated more than a few guys she’d met online, and if they hadn’t been lying about who they were or their quirks hadn’t driven her mad, they weren’t ready to accept a girl who normally wore army boots and camouflage. She could count on one hand how many times she’d worn a dress that wasn’t her stand-by church skirt, and each time was when she’d been a bridesmaid for one of her foster sisters. First Zoey, then Bianca, followed by Ruth and Saffron. She and Elsie were the last of the original Lily’s House girls, the only ones unmarried. There had been many other foster sisters, of course, and many of those were married now too, but Halla had somehow managed not to get roped into an uncomfortable dress for those events.

Maybe if Oliver knew her in person, they wouldn’t get along at all. With him living in Coeur d’Alene and her thirteen hundred miles away in Phoenix, maybe she’d never get a chance to find out.

“Halla?”

She jerked, realizing she’d drifted off. She did that more than she wanted to admit. Her sisters teased her that it was because of her imagination, and they were probably right, but this was one depressing thought she was eager to shake off.

“Yeah?” she said.

“You went away there for a minute.”

“Just thinking about it all, how we met. I’m glad it worked out for you with your mom.”

“Me too. And I have you to thank.”

She shrugged. “You are the one who acted. It’s easy for me to urge you to do something when I’m not the one in the hot seat.”

“Maybe you should be.”

She stared at him, unsure if she’d heard him correctly. “What do you mean?”

“When was the last time you were back in Nampa?”

She spluttered a laugh that was more fake than anything. “Um right. That would have been never—and I don’t plan on ever going back. There’s nobody I want to see. Nobody I can meet on middle ground.”

He nodded. “Still, it might do you good to go. Make peace with the town and your memories. I absolutely agree that your father doesn’t deserve the time of day, but he can’t hurt you now. And there’s still your mother.”

An emotion shuddered through Halla, a mix of anger and fear and loss. “She let him chain me to my bed for six months. She was the one who baked my daily bread and brought it to me.” Halla kept her voice even as the words left her mouth. This was something she was still called on to talk about periodically, and it no longer hurt her to speak about the past. It was as if she were separate from the memories, from the terrified girl she’d once been. Everyone agreed that the man who’d raised her was insane—he had to be insane—though no one had yet locked him up. “My mother is not a reason to go back. And I have no blood siblings, for which I’m grateful to God every single day.”

He nodded again, looking sincere and wise. She wondered if he smelled as good as he looked, and if kissing him in person would be as good as in her dreams.

Stop, she told herself.

He frowned, his forehead creased in concern. “You never talk about it,” he said quietly. “At least not to me.”

She shrugged. “I don’t like to dwell on unhappy memories.”

“I remember what you wrote on your blog after he tracked you to Arizona. How awful it was for you. I remember wishing I could punch him out.” He hesitated before continuing, “But weren’t there any happy memories at all? With your mom? With the town? At school? Do you think you might have blocked out any good? It’s understandable, of course, with what happened after, but I’ve been wondering.”

She wanted to tell him to stop poking into her business. She wanted to reach out and sever their connection and forget him entirely. But the idea of not talking to him tomorrow made her heart ache.

Maybe he was right. Maybe her not talking about it unless in a public setting meant she was holding back. Because that’s what he was hinting at, throwing her own pseudo psychology back at him. If she thought about it rationally, which she hadn’t done much of lately, her current view of what had happened had come through a child’s eyes. She, Halla, had been the center of everything. Her mother was little more than a shadowy figure who had tiptoed around her father as if he’d been the devil himself. Which he very nearly had been.

Halla forced a brittle smile. “I don’t think anything good would come of it. If I showed up on their doorstep, he’d probably lock me in my old room and never let me leave.” She tried to laugh, but it sounded a little hysterical, even to her own ears.

“I would never want you to go alone, that’s for sure.” He leaned toward the screen. “Look, Halla, I’m sorry I brought it up. It’s just that you’re so open about everything except this . . . I feel you shut down whenever the subject comes up. It’s like a light switch.”

And what does that mean to you? she wanted to ask. What right do you have to be a part of my secrets? Instead, she nodded. “Well, thankfully my foster aunt is a shrink, just in case I need one.” She laughed it off, this time sounding back to normal.

Oliver lifted his brows quizzically, not cracking a smile, as if a little disappointed in her. Why did he have to be so good looking? He’d probably hate her army boots. Good to believe that so she wouldn’t pine over him. Or at least not for long.

“I was hoping that maybe you’d come now,” he said, his eyes staring directly into hers, though screens were deceptive and maybe he was checking out her ear for all she knew.

“Why, because you’re there?” She said it flippantly, because he couldn’t mean that.

“Well, yeah, it would be a chance to meet in person. And Boise is a lot closer to you than Coeur d’Alene.”

Her heart was once again drumming that weird, violent rhythm. “And you choose Idaho?” She emphasized with a tiny roll of her eyes. “Not exactly a dream destination. In fact, it’s at the top of my least likely to visit list.”

Yet even as she said it, she wanted to go. Not to see her mother or to visit the place of her nightmares, of course, but to see him. Tell me all that mumbo jumbo about my parents was only because you want to see me, she begged him silently.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to make you come all this way just for me,” he said with another of his fabulous smiles. “But if you did, we could go hiking.”

“As tempting as that is, I have my next news article due on Thursday, and I haven’t even started. You’ll be gone by then.”

“I’ll probably stay at least through Saturday. I don’t have to be back at work until Monday, so if I leave Sunday morning, that gives me plenty of time.” He started to say more but stopped short, his head turning from the computer screen. “Looks like my mother has called in reinforcements. I don’t think I’ll have the luxury of waiting for the holidays for a family celebration.”

“Enjoy it.” Halla was both happy and a little envious that his family would be spending time with him.

Oliver called something to whoever had talked to him and then turned back to her. “Look, Halla, think about what I said. About making peace. Maybe I’m not the only one who needs to let go.”

This time she didn’t censor her thoughts. “I let go a long time ago. You’re wrong.”

He barked a short laugh. “Maybe so. It wouldn’t be the first time I was wrong. Maybe next time we talk you can tell me a happy memory of Idaho.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”

“I’m good at holding my breath. Just ask the skunk I met last week. Let’s talk tomorrow, okay? Goodbye, beautiful.”

With that, his image disappeared, leaving Halla staring at a blank screen and wondering about the skunk. He hadn’t told her about the animal. The past few days they’d talked about his siblings, about her foster sister Saffron’s baby daughter, and Halla’s upcoming article. Why hadn’t he mentioned the stupid skunk?

“You need to get over this obsession with him,” Halla told herself out loud.

“Who are you talking to?” Behind her, Elsie was pushing into the apartment, her hands full of grocery bags.

Halla jumped up and ran to help, peering into a bag full of lettuce, avocados, and carrots. “I could have picked these up for you.”

“You know I’m picky about my lettuce, and it’s on my way home from the café anyway.”

“Do the avocados and lettuce mean you’re making taco salad?” Halla asked hopefully.

Elsie nodded, her long, dark curls spilling around her gently rounded face. “As long as you have beans.”

“As many as you want.”

Elsie’s face dimpled. “I knew you would. Payden’s coming over, by the way. I hope that’s okay.”

“Sure. As long as you make enough.” Elsie’s friend was a healthy eater, which was a good thing since Elsie also loved food and her once too-thin figure had filled out significantly in the past few years. Last summer she had joined their foster sister Ruth at her café Eats and Treats, finally rounding out the “Eats” part of the name, since Ruth’s specialty was pastries. After a total of three years in business, they were now looking for a larger location.

“I’ll make plenty,” Elsie said. “Come in with me. We’ll talk while I cook.”

Halla detached her laptop from the external monitor she normally used and carried it into the kitchen. By the time their third roommate, Kendall Brenwood, came home from the hospital where she worked as a registered nurse, dinner was nearly finished and Halla’s article about the dangers of swimming because of chlorine-resistant bugs was well underway.

“Your cooking is music to my ears,” Kendall said, falling into a chair at the table and kicking off her black clogs. “I’m starved.”

“It looks like you’ve already been eating.” Halla pointed at a large stain scattered down the front of Kendall’s blue scrubs.

“It’s cake,” she explained. “One of my co-workers is leaving. Thankfully.”

“That arrogant surgeon?” Elsie asked, running a leaf of lettuce under the water, though Halla had already washed it. “The one who cheats on his wife?”

“Yep, this was his parting gift. If I hadn’t agreed to work for Jenny today, I would have been off and missed his leaving altogether.” Kendall’s blue eyes became dreamy. “But if I’d had today off, I wouldn’t have met the new resident who just started. Seriously, I could stare at him all day.”

Halla studied the other woman’s glowing face. “That good, huh?”

Nodding, Kendall began unwinding her long blond hair from its bun. She wasn’t officially a Lily’s House foster girl, but she felt like a sister to them. She’d come to the home three years ago at eighteen, after reconnecting with her biological sister, Saffron, who had been the oldest of the original six Lily’s House foster girls. Kendall had stayed at Lily’s House, helping Lily and going to school, almost a year before moving in with them to take the spot that opened in the apartment when Ruth had finally married her handsome photographer.

In the beginning, Kendall had been quiet and withdrawn because of some difficult life choices, but after she’d finished her nursing degree, things had changed for her. Halla thought she was finally becoming the person she was meant to be, who she would have been if she’d found Lily’s House sooner.

And what about me? Halla wondered, staring down at her laptop. Am I who I should have been? Maybe not. She didn’t dwell on her own personal tragedy, but it had changed her permanently.

“So did you talk to this new resident?” Elsie asked Kendall.

Kendall nodded. “Quite a bit. He only came in for the staff meeting and introductions, but it turns out we’ll have several patients together. Looks like I’ll be seeing more of him.”

“Maybe he’ll ask you out.” Elsie dropped the last leaf of lettuce into the salad spinner.

“I hope so.” Kendall sighed, propping her elbows up on the table and letting her chin drop into her hands. Her eyes danced. “So, is the food ready yet? I’m starving. Did I mention that?”

Elsie laughed. “You did. It’s almost ready. Why don’t you two set the table while I finish the meat? Set an extra plate for Payden. He’ll be here soon.”

Halla finished the sentence she was writing and closed her laptop. Another few hours and a few quotes from a doctor she’d contacted yesterday, and she’d wrap it up.

What was Oliver up to now? Shooting baskets in his mother’s driveway with his younger brother or playing with his mischievous young niece?

She was halfway to her feet to help set the table when her tumbling thoughts forced her back down, her gaze fixed on her left hand that was still splayed on the lid of her laptop. “Oliver thinks I should go to Idaho.”

“Seriously?” Kendall rolled her eyes as she pulled plates from the cupboard. “He wants you to come to him for your first real meeting? That is so lame.”

Elsie laughed. “I think it’s a wonderful idea. You should totally go. You know, see if there are any sparks there in person.”

“From what I’ve seen, there are plenty of sparks between them.” Kendall set the plates down. “Haven’t you seen them argue?”

“I’ve seen them flirt is what.” Elsie sprinkled more salt into her pan.

“I wish he’d invited me to visit him,” Halla admitted. “It would have been more flattering than him suggesting I go see my mother.”

Elsie’s head whipped around, her full lips open in shock. She stared at Halla blankly for several long seconds before she reached out and turned off the gas under her pan. “He said what?” she asked heatedly, coming over to sit at the table next to Halla. Kendall stood frozen nearby, her face sympathetic.

“He seems to think I’m blocking out some of my past, and that maybe I won’t be able to move on unless I go visit her.”

Elsie wrinkled her nose. “What do you think?”

Halla considered. So many emotions raged inside that she couldn’t pinpoint only one. But the idea that there were any emotions except apathy toward her mother was a surprise to her. “I think I’ve been doing great. And . . . I think she allowed the abuse, so why should I care about her?”

“True,” Elsie said. “But she didn’t run away and leave you there alone like my mother did.”

Halla reached out and grabbed Elsie’s hand. Halla remembered the day Lily had brought twelve-year-old Elsie home, beaten and scared, hugging a stuffed wolf, one of the few belongings she’d brought with her when she’d run from her father. “I’m sorry.”

Elsie shrugged. “Don’t be. My mother was fragile, that’s all. Every bit a victim as I was. While she was there, she protected me the best she could—until her mind broke. I had it good compared to you and the other girls. Except that last little bit.”

“You forgave her.”

“It took time.” In fact, Elsie had stayed at Lily’s House for two years and then split her time between her mother’s and Lily’s House until she was eighteen and moved in with Halla. “And my mother is another person now.”

“You think my mother was a victim?” Halla glanced up to include Kendall in the conversation, but Kendall only shook her head.

“Don’t look at me. My mother was the controller in my family. She was never the victim. After she kicked Saffron out and she didn’t come crawling back home as expected, my mother was better, but still . . .” Kendall shook her head. “. . . bad.”

Halla knew their relationship was far from ideal, but they seemed friendly enough when they were together. “You talk to her now. What changed?”

Kendall sighed and went to the silverware drawer. “She did. Eventually. A tiny bit. It was enough, I guess, now that I’m not dependent on her.”

“So could Oliver be right?” Halla asked. “Because he admitted he might be wrong—and he is wrong a lot.” She cracked a smile, but her heart wasn’t in it.

Elsie leaned back and crossed her legs. “You never talk about her. Or about that time.”

“I don’t?” Halla experienced a sense of déjà vu that she knew came from her conversation with Oliver.

Kendall shook her head. “No. Well, on your blog sometimes, and at Lily’s House fundraisers. But not at home.”

“I guess there’s not much to say. I haven’t seen her in eleven years.” Since Halla was fifteen and a half to be exact. “She brought up the bread that last night,” she remembered aloud. “It was broken into small pieces, and I wanted to throw it in her face, but I was so hungry. It smelled like butter. The second she left the room, I ate it all.”

She’d gobbled it, actually. Then she’d gone back to pulling at the chain on her ankle and was almost paralyzed with shock when it squeezed off. The once-a-day, bread-only diet had ultimately freed her from her six-month imprisonment. Halla took a deep breath and pushed the memories aside. They couldn’t hurt her now. She never even thought about it.

Except that wasn’t quite true. Sometimes when people argued, she felt herself starting to cringe. To feel sick inside. And she still avoided most types of bread.

But Oliver was wrong. He had to be wrong.

“If Oliver wants to see me,” Halla said, “he should come here. Or we should meet somewhere fun.” A hiking destination maybe. There had to be somewhere he’d love to go. He’d talked about Hawaii once. Now that sounded fun.

There, it was decided. She was not going to Idaho.

Probably.
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Halla grabbed her laptop from the table and set it on the counter next to the wall where it would be out of the way. “Go ahead and finish dinner. I’ll get the glasses.” She could feel the other two staring at her, but she didn’t want to share anymore. She already felt exposed.

Elsie went back to her pan of meat, which turned out to be ready. She was mixing it with the beans when the doorbell rang. “You guys get everything on the table. I’ll go open the door.” She practically flew from the room.

“You think she’s getting serious about Payden?” Kendall asked Halla. “She hasn’t been dating anyone else for the past few months, right?”

“I don’t think she’ll ever be serious about him. Something would have happened by now, if it was going to. She and Payden have been best friends since she was twelve.”

“Twelve? Why haven’t I heard that story? I know Payden is Lily’s husband’s cousin, and he introduced them, but is there more?”

“There’s more, but you probably haven’t heard it because it brings back other memories that aren’t so good.” Halla glanced over her shoulder at the kitchen doorway to make sure she wasn’t overheard. Elsie didn’t keep her past a secret, but Halla didn’t want to ruin her sister’s dinner. “He stumbled on Lily right after she found Elsie in an alleyway outside the grocery store where he worked. She’d just run away from her father after he’d beaten her pretty badly. Payden was only a teenager himself. He’s been in love with Elsie ever since.”

“Oh, that sheds a little light on things.” Kendall chewed her bottom lip thoughtfully.

“For the longest time, they only saw each other when we’d pick up groceries or when he’d come to Lily’s House,” Halla added. “Payden is five years older, and I think Elsie got used to thinking of him as a cousin or a brother. Sometimes she’d set him up with her friends. He’d go, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. Now every time she breaks up with a boyfriend, he sends her flowers, and they go out for a while. As friends, I guess. Then eventually she moves on.”

“Ah, right. I remember he sent flowers right before I switched to the day shift and came back to the world of the living.”

“That was him.” Halla sighed. “Lily and I might be the only people who think he’s perfect for her.”

“Five years is a big age difference when you’re twelve,” Kendall said. “But twenty-two is a different story. Maybe her feelings are changing. Maybe if they really are good for each other, we can come up with a way to help her recognize that.”

Halla held up crossed fingers and nodded, dropping her hand abruptly when Elsie, with Payden in tow, came into the kitchen. “Hey, Payden,” Halla greeted him. “Good to see you.”

“You too. Thanks for having me.” He was a big man, a good eight inches taller than Elsie and a bit on the heavy side. He had dark hair, blue eyes, and a sexy, well-maintained scruff of beard that made his somewhat rounded face look preppy and very smart. He was probably a bit of a heart breaker at the high school where he taught math.

“As far as I’m concerned,” Halla said, “you’re always welcome.”

Elsie waited until he was seated before she crossed the kitchen to get the chips they liked to keep separate from the taco salad until the last second.

Kendall slipped into the empty spot next to Payden, smiling at him and nodding her head. When he looked away, she mouthed, “Maybe she’ll get jealous” to Halla.

But Elsie didn’t appear concerned as she sat across the table from him, next to Halla. “I think that’s everything.”

They’d barely started eating when the doorbell rang and this time Halla went to get it, thinking of her article . . . and, yes, Oliver and his unsettling comments. She opened the door, surprised to see Tara Levine and Rylee Williams, who, at seventeen and eighteen, were the oldest foster girls currently at Lily’s House.

She blinked in surprise. “Hey, girls, come in! I guess. What brings you here? Is everything okay?” Technically, they weren’t her foster sisters since they’d never lived together, but most of the Lily’s House originals spent enough time volunteering that they felt all the girls there were younger sisters.

“Everything’s fine,” said the shorter girl, Tara, as she lifted her chin and tossed her dark hair every which way. “But we saw Elsie’s post on Instagram about taco salad.” She passed Halla and hurried toward the kitchen.

Rylee nodded in agreement. “Lily’s gone to pick up a new girl, and Mario put frozen burritos in the microwave.” She wrinkled her nose. “So we bailed. Don’t worry—we told him where we were going.”

With an endearing smile at Halla, Rylee followed Tara into the kitchen, looking more like a blond model than a girl whose mother had never gotten it together long enough to keep her for more than a few months. She’d been at Lily’s house two years already, one year less than Tara, and she would be there until she finished her last year of high school. She’d already asked to move in with Halla and Elsie if there was ever an opening at the apartment, but Halla doubted Rylee would leave Lily’s House until Tara could go with her. The girls had been inseparable from the moment they met.

Back in the kitchen, the younger girls had already dragged stools over from the small counter and were heaping taco salad onto their plates. Halla returned to eating, but her appetite was gone. She kept thinking about Idaho and Oliver and the hazy face of her mother, remembered more from newspaper articles than from real life. Halla didn’t know the color of her eyes. Were they blue like hers? Or green like her father’s? And why did she remember him and not her mother? Why couldn’t she remember anything of their home life before her imprisonment except sitting at the dinner table and being hushed?

Kendall was now openly flirting with Payden, which he appeared to enjoy. Elsie still didn’t seem to mind. Maybe she’d set the two of them up, now that Kendall had shown an interest.

Halla forced down the rest of her salad before excusing herself. “I’d better finish my article.”

“Wait, we were going to watch something,” Elsie protested. “You can write it tomorrow.”

“Sorry.” Halla rinsed her plate and put it in the dishwasher. “I have another post to do tomorrow, so I have to work on this tonight. But I can write in my room if you need the TV.”

“Count me out too,” Kendall said. “I’m about to drop. I had a long day, and I need my beauty sleep. I have important things to do tomorrow.” She raised her eyebrows a couple times, and Halla knew she was referring to the cute resident.

“Or we could go out to a movie,” Payden suggested, smiling. “There’s a new sci-fi flick at the mall.”

“Ooh, I want to go!” Tara said. “Are you paying?”

Payden laughed at the teen’s excitement. “Sure. But we’ll have to go right away. It’s a school night, and you girls need to get home at a decent time.”

Rylee and Tara rolled their eyes, but Rylee only said, “I’ll tell Mario we’re going with you guys. We borrowed his van, though, so we’ll meet you there.”

“I’ll see if I can get tickets online.” Payden brought out his phone.

Kendall jumped up from the table, motioning to the teens. “Before you go, can I talk to you two in the other room for a moment?”

Kendall and the younger girls disappeared, while Halla helped Elsie put away the rest of the salad. It looked like there would be enough for all of them to have it for lunch tomorrow, for which Halla was grateful. Maybe she’d enjoy it more than she had today.

“I left my wallet in the car,” Payden said to Elsie. “You ready?”

“Go ahead, I’ll be right there.” Elsie gave him a bright smile as he left the room. Then she hurried over to Halla’s side. “Did you see the way he and Kendall were talking?” she whispered. “I should have gotten them together before now. I think she likes him.”

Halla shook her head. “Not like that.”

“I could set them up and see. He’s such a great guy, and you know that she needs someone great after all she went through.”

Halla stifled a sigh. “Set her up then, but remember she has the hots for that new doctor.”

“Oh, right.” Elsie frowned. “That might be a passing thing.”

“We’ll see.”

“Yeah, I’d better wait.”

Did Elsie seem a little relieved? Halla couldn’t tell.

“Go ahead. Kendall and I’ll clean up. It’s only fair since you cooked.”

“But your article.”

“I’ll get it done. Go!”

Elsie nodded and hurried out the door. Halla was washing the pan when Kendall returned to the kitchen, a satisfied smile on her face.

“What did you do?” Halla asked.

Kendall grabbed a dish rag and began wiping down the table. “Nothing much. I just got the girls to join my secret operation.”

“And that is?”

“To get Elsie to see what a great guy Payden is. The girls are going to comment on how much they like him and what a great dad he’ll make and so forth. They promised to be subtle.”

Halla rolled her eyes. “And you trusted them? They’re teens.”

“Who cares if they’re subtle. I don’t. If she doesn’t like him, she shouldn’t be stringing him along.”

“They’re friends. He knows that by now. Besides, talking about leading someone on, Elsie definitely noticed you flirting. She wants to set you up with him now, so your plan might have backfired.”

Kendall’s grin faded. “I didn’t think of that.”

“Don’t worry. I bought you some time.”

“Well, I would go out with Payden if she set me up. He’s cute. But it kind of destroys things for me knowing how much he likes her.”

“And besides, he’s not your dreamy resident.”

“Dr. Gorgeous, I’m calling him.” Kendall gave a sigh. “He’s pretty impressive—and not because he’s a doctor. For the most part I’ve disliked any doctor I’ve dated in the past two years. But this guy is . . . I don’t know . . . nice. Like maybe he wouldn’t judge my past. You know.”

“I do know.” Halla put the pan on a dish towel to dry, pausing a moment to reflect before retrieving her laptop from the counter. “Well, I guess it’s back to work.”

“You’re so lucky to work from home.”

“Yeah, but it makes meeting men a bit harder.”

“Oliver’s nice. I mean, except for the whole weird Idaho invite.”

Halla forced a laugh. “Yeah, tell me about it.”

“He’ll come around.” Kendall yawned widely, belatedly attempting to cover her mouth. “Good luck with your article.”

“Thanks.” Halla considered going into the other room and her more comfortable chair, but the kitchen had something more important: strawberry ice cream. She opened her laptop to bring it to life, then headed for the freezer.

Two bowls of ice cream and a completed article later, Halla sat staring at her screensaver. She felt out-of-sorts, as if the room was too hot but her feet too cold. Her camouflage pants too loose and her tank top too tight. Her hair felt plastered to her head, and she was pretty sure her entire article was the worst drivel she’d ever written. Who was ever going to believe or care that chlorine in pools might not be doing its job?

She wanted more ice cream.

Her laptop screen went dead, a sign that it was definitely time to quit. It did that more often than not these days when it ran out of battery, without even flashing a warning. Fortunately, she was in the habit of saving after every sentence, if not earlier, and her program saved automatically every minute. But a new computer was definitely in her future.

Pushing the laptop farther away, she closed her eyes, folded her arms atop the table, and laid her head on her arms. Oliver didn’t know what he was talking about. How well did he know her anyway? Sure, they talked every day, but it wasn’t as if he really knew her. She might have permitted him into her life, sharing her triumphs and even at times her upsets, but that didn’t mean he knew more than she let him see.

Which might have been his point. Why hadn’t she let go with him?

Let go. The partial title of her article took away her breath. She squeezed her eyes shut tight, and a tear squeezed out.

The world fell away.

And she was back in that small room on the second floor, a shackle around her ankle with the chain that attached her to the bed. Her mother came with the bread, once again torn into tiny pieces instead of the small round loaf she’d previously brought. Halla didn’t look at her mother or touch the paper plate as she set it on the bed. Her mother had learned not to bring anything that might break. It took all of Halla’s effort to hold back until the door closed. Then she crammed the pieces into her mouth, gulping and swallowing too fast. She choked and nearly vomited.

She held a hand against her mouth. No! She couldn’t let it come up or she’d be hungry all night and the next day. She forced herself to lie down on the carpet, breathing slowly. When the urge to vomit passed, she pulled herself to a seated position and began tugging against the chain, straining to force the shackle over her heel. It was no use, though, no matter how much weight she lost. After six months, all she had to show for her efforts was a bloody scar on the top of her foot. But she couldn’t give up. Blood leaked between her fingers as she pushed harder.

Then, seemingly all at once, her foot slipped free. She stared at the shackle and then at her bleeding foot for a few seconds, her heart beating erratically. What to do? Her brain said to wait until dark, but her fear screamed “Go!” Because sometimes he came to check on her before bed, and her mother always did. Even if she climbed under the covers, they might think to look at the chain.

In the next second, she was yanking the window open, climbing outside into the cold November air, and stumbling partially down the gable that covered the porch. Until she tripped and rolled the rest of the way, falling . . . falling. She didn’t care. It was better than staying in that room. Falling was her choice, at least. She didn’t mind dying.

She slammed into the ground, and for endless long seconds she couldn’t breathe. Agony shot through her arm. Agony which told her that by some miracle she was still alive. She bit her lip hard to keep from crying out.

She listened for footsteps, ears aching with the effort. There was nothing. Nothing except the blare of the television coming from her own house, where her father was probably eating his rare steak and sautéed potatoes, both cooked exactly the way he liked them.

Mindlessly, she hugged her injured arm to her chest, forcing herself to her bare feet.

She ran.

Halla jerked awake, gasping a little as the dream receded. No, not a dream but a memory. Her face was slick with tears. What was it she’d done that made her father so angry? That had bothered her over the years. She remembered the refusal to eat broccoli and the resulting two-week broccoli-only diet. She remembered being kept home from school for a month after a boy had called. She remembered running to their pastor in tears, and her father smoothing it all over with a large donation. She remembered him cutting up and throwing out most of her clothes when she’d borrowed a bright pink shirt from a friend. There was more she recalled, but nothing of that last punishment, the reason for the chain and the months of horror.

“No reason,” she whispered. There couldn’t be any she would accept. And what about her mother? Why had the bread come in pieces that entire week?

Regardless, she knew there had to be answers. She needed answers. Her child memories were no longer enough.

She almost hated Oliver for it. Almost.

I’m going, she thought.

An ache formed in her gut. Whatever she discovered in Nampa, there would be no going back.
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Elsie looked around the crowded hallway at the theater. “Where did the girls go?” It was open seating and if they didn’t hurry, they wouldn’t get decent seats.

Payden shrugged. “I don’t know. I handed them the drinks and popcorn and they disappeared. Let’s find a seat and you can text them.”
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