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Leah rushed ahead of me through the back door of the house, swinging a paper bag from Classy Miss. Jonathon and Debbie’s wedding was only two weeks away. My daughter and I had been shopping for a month, and now she finally had what she wanted. A perky little pink dress that I thought was a little too revealing, but she insisted it was what all the girls her age were wearing. The saleslady assured me Leah was right. Reluctantly, I paid for the dress. 

Joe came in on our heels. It was nearing suppertime, so I stashed my purse and prepared the meal. Leah excitedly told her father about her find. Looking over at Joe seated at the table, I saw he had no clue about flounces, fringes, and ruffles, but he was smiling knowingly. 

“I’ll try it on so you can see, okay Daddy?” 

He nodded, and she sprang up the stairs with youthful exuberance. Her door slammed, and Joe turned his attention to me.

“Did it cost a lot?” 

“No, it was actually on sale.” That was true. I paid more than we agreed, but Leah was insistent. After the saleslady’s comments, I found no reason not to get her the dress. We could well afford it. “Supper in twenty minutes.”

Joe grunted, standing up. He moved to the living room, where he relaxed before dinner. I shoved the frozen fries into the oven. Then, I dropped the burgers I had formed before we left for the city on the grill. The meat sizzled, making me smile. There was something so fulfilling about cooking for your family. Tonight’s meal was more casual than normal. I reserved it for days when I wasn’t home in time to make a proper meal. Burgers and fries were not on Joe’s list of established farm fare.

Frozen peas and carrots from my garden would round out our supper. I set the table and added pickles and condiments to the lazy Susan. 

I heard Leah coming down the stairs, guessing she was wearing her dress shoes as she usually skipped down. “Dad is in the living room.” 

Moving into the hall, I watched as Leah swirled around in front of her father. She had taken the time to put her hair up, making her look older than her fifteen years. 

“What do you think, Daddy?”

“I think it’s lovely.”

Leah curtsied, beaming from ear to ear. Then she turned on her heels and headed to the front door. “I am going to go show Jon and Debbie,” she called over her shoulder as the screen door hissed closed. 

“Tell them supper is ready,” I called after her, turning to go back to the kitchen.

“Wait one minute, Joan,” Joe said in a voice demanding obedience. I walked into the living room to stand in front of his chair. “So, you think that dress is appropriate for our daughter?”

I pushed my hands behind my back to prevent Joe from seeing my fear at his question. I had learned to keep my expression lax, but there didn’t seem to be anything I could do about shaking hands. “It has a little jacket. I don’t know why she didn’t put that on.”

“It has no back, thin straps, and it’s obvious she’s not wearing her um ... undergarments.” 

“It’s the style, Joe. Most young girls are wearing strapless gowns nowadays.”

“I don’t care what other parents are letting their children wear. I do not want our daughter to look like a whore on the day of her brother’s wedding.”

My heart pounded. I did my best to control my voice. “With the jacket on, she will look very proper. That’s how she looked to me in the store. I will make sure she wears the jacket.”

“You’d better. It’s your job to keep our children in line.”

Holding my breath, I returned to the kitchen in time to rescue the burgers from incineration. Within moments, Jon and Debbie came in with Leah. She ran upstairs to change, and I called Caleb to come down for dinner. We sat together as a family, with Jonathon and Debbie discussing the work they had finished in the house that day.

Their home had lots of character. It was a used house Joe had picked up in Stavely and moved onto a new basement he and Jonathon had dug on the property. As a journeyman electrician, Jonathon had rewired the home to modern standards, and now he and Debbie were working on a few minor renovations, including paint choices. 

I caught Caleb’s eye across the table. He smirked and ducked his head—grateful no one was asking questions about his day. He’d won an award for his poetry, but he hadn’t shared that with anyone else in the family. 

When Jonathon stopped talking, Leah took over, bubbling about her day, which was the normal course of our meals. No one seemed to keep up with her, and somehow, we all indulged in her behavior. Today’s stories were about where we had lunch, where she found her dress, and how she couldn’t wait for the wedding. 

Joe smiled at her adoringly, unwilling to acknowledge that his baby girl was growing up.
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Chapter Two
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May twenty-second dawned with the promise to be a glorious day. There were no clouds in the sky. I hoped the small breeze brushing the new leaves wouldn’t change to a blustery wind before we took the pictures. Getting the flowers from the florist was the only thing left on my list of preparations for the day. 

I made breakfast for the crew: Jonathon, his best man, Thad, Leah, Caleb, and, of course, Joe. The conversation was vibrant. Everyone seemed jubilant, including Joe. Caleb even volunteered to help with the morning chores. Afterward, he and Joe came together, smiling as if all had gone well. I was elated that there was finally hope for the two of them.

Caleb seemed to come into his own in many ways in the past year. His daydreaming and losing track of what he was doing had fallen away. He focused on the tasks at hand. Joe considered him some help, though he’d never be a “Jonathon.” Caleb rarely helped his dad. He still recognized his place in the family, but at least there was a softening of the tensions between them, and I no longer needed to mediate all the time.

Caleb had good marks in school. He was in line for a scholarship, which made me proud. I think Joe was proud, too. He would never compliment Caleb for anything he considered sissified—like book learning. If Caleb had made the football team and excelled at sports, Joe would have shouted from the rooftops. Being clever and smart didn’t measure up to the prowess of physical strength in Joe’s mind, anyway.

Caleb’s lack of coordination is not apparent when you look at him. He certainly appears to be athletic. In my mind, I believe he didn’t try because he wanted his dad to accept him for the person he was, not just for his ability to catch and throw a ball.

I smiled as Joe stepped into the kitchen, followed by Caleb. This new camaraderie set the mood for our family for the duration of the wedding. Caleb joined in the conversation around the breakfast table. With my whole heart, I believed our family had turned a corner—that this wedding would draw us together and keep us together as we marched into the new decade. 

Looking around the crowded table and listening as the chatter filled the room, life couldn’t get much better.

A flurry of activities filled the morning. Leah helped me with the dishes, and then we dashed off to the hairdresser. Caleb offered to pick up the flowers and deliver the corsages to the bride and her entourage. The boutonnieres and the flowers for Leah and me were sitting on the kitchen table when we returned. Caleb and his friend, Paul, were lounging in the living room, playing one of the many video games they enjoyed. I never knew what they were. They all seemed too complicated for me. I watched momentarily as a vehicle sped down a road, taking the corner with such speed that it tipped onto two wheels.

“Time to get ready, fellas. Have you showered?”

“Yeah. Dad is in there now. Jonathon and Thad are done. They’re downstairs playing ping pong, working off the nerves.” Caleb smiled. “We just need to put on our duds, and then we’re ready. We have ... what ... an hour.”

“Just about, I guess.”

I left them to their devices and climbed the stairs. Joe was in our room, his hair dripping, a towel tied loosely around his waist. My heart caught in my throat as I glimpsed the man he was nearly thirty years ago, the man who stood at the end of that long aisle in the church, the man I loved with all my heart and whom I married for better or worse. Today was one of those better days. Love washed over me. I beamed.

Joe turned to the door as I entered. He smiled back. “I love what they did with your hair, Joan.”

I reached up self-consciously and patted the side of my head. The hairdresser had created a French roll by sweeping back my hair. I was not up on hairstyles, so I was only guessing. The stylist used a rather large comb with zircon studs to hold the roll in place. A drizzle of loose curls hung in front of my ears. Looking in the mirror, I hardly recognized myself.

I stripped off my old navy blouse and jeans and slipped into the pink and black dress I purchased for the occasion. 

Joe dressed in his navy suit. He looked so handsome, freshly shaved, and smelling of English Leather.

It crossed my mind to ravage him, but I never initiated physical contact between us. Joe was the man in our relationship, as he had reminded me, the only time I had tried. I smiled brightly at him as I knotted his tie. I was a little out of practice, but I got it done. Smoothing his lapels across his broad chest—he caught my right hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed the back of it. He smiled, keeping my hand there for a moment before releasing it.

“Well, Joan, we’ve done it. Our baby, our firstborn, is starting his own family today. I’m proud of him. Debbie is a nice girl. In a year, we’ll hear the pitter-patter of tiny feet—grandkids. The circle of life.”

I smiled back. It was going to be a good day if Joe was philosophizing.

He gestured toward the door. “Shall we?”

We left the room, heading back to the main floor. Joe went first, and I hung back to knock at Leah’s door. She opened it immediately, and my breath caught at the sight of her. At fifteen, she was all grown up. Her lovely pink dress with the short jacket magnified the brilliance of her big blue-green eyes. She’d also applied a touch of makeup, and I silently hoped her father wouldn’t cause a scene over it. Her long ginger-blond tresses draped softly from the knot atop her head. She looked much older than her years and very much a young woman.

Heading downstairs together, I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. She was my baby, and I was so proud of her. I wanted her to know. She smiled and squeezed back.

We met up with the men standing in the living room—they were a handsome group in suits and tuxedos, all tall and lean. Jonathon oozed confidence on the surface, but his smile quivered ever so slightly. He was nervous. I wouldn’t have expected anything else. Getting married is an enormous step in anyone’s life. There are no guarantees, even if you know the person well. It was always a gamble. Marriage didn’t solve all the issues or promise a happily ever after. Life wasn’t like that.

Joe looked over his shoulder, his eyebrows raised ever so slightly at Leah’s appearance. The group stilled, waiting. I held my breath in anticipation.

Jonathon broke the tension. “Wow, sis! You look great.”

Caleb simply nodded. Paul’s eyes widened, and he grinned.

Joe’s smile took a second. Then he reached for Leah’s hand. “My baby girl is all grown up. When did that happen?”

I exhaled.

“Let’s get a move on,” I said brightly.

We headed out to the vehicles. Caleb agreed to drive the family truck to the wedding. He and Paul climbed in and headed out before us. Thad and the handsome groom took Jonathon’s brand new Ford, a wedding present from his dad and me. I noticed Jonathon let Thad drive. I smiled.

Joe, Leah, and I took my Jeep. Although it was fairly new, it was not fancy. It served its purpose as a vehicle to get me around. It was cost-effective and paid for. We followed the other two vehicles, staying back as the dust from the gravel road spewed out behind those traveling before us. 

Once we hit the pavement, we were quite far behind the other two. 

We couldn’t even see Caleb. 

Not that it mattered—we were all headed in the same direction.
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Chapter Three
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There were already many vehicles in the parking lot of the church. We parked close to Jonathon’s truck and entered the building. Someone was playing hymns, the sound waving over the soft murmur of hushed voices. Everyone was waiting in anticipation of the blessed event. Jonathon and Thad were nowhere in sight, but Caleb and Paul stood waiting in the foyer.

Debbie’s cousins were beside the open doors on the left side of the church. Two of Jonathon’s football team members stood at the other set of doors on the right. We headed toward those doors. One of the young men escorted Joe and me to the front, and the other took Leah’s arm and walked behind. Many faces turned to smile at us—we smiled back. Joe walked stiffly at being the center of attention. He needn’t have worried. When people spotted Leah, they forgot Joe was even there.

Seated in the front pew, Joe shifted uncomfortably as we waited for the ceremony to begin. It wasn’t long before the boys came out of the choir room and took their places at the front of the church, with the minister standing behind them. The organ stopped playing, and the church grew silent. A few seconds later, the opening chords of the wedding march filled the room, and the congregation stood to face the back of the church.

Debbie’s cousin’s children started down the aisle together, looking like cherubs, adorable in their little outfits. Behind them, Debbie’s maid of honor entered wearing her royal blue taffeta knee-length gown. Cameras flashed as the trio passed. The doors at the back of the church were closed momentarily. When the small group reached the front of the church, the doors flew open again to reveal a stunning bride standing proudly by her father’s side. A snowy white veil hid her face. She moved forward with grace and beauty. With a nervous hint of a smile on his slightly flushed face, her father appeared to be dragged unwillingly to the front of the church. He looked straight ahead, his eyes on where he would turn his daughter over to our son.

At the front of the church, the minister asked his question, and Mr. Somerville nodded his response while placing Debbie’s hand into Jonathon’s. He then stepped back and slipped into the front pew opposite ours. His sister and her family shuffled slightly to give him room. I wondered how he would make out now that Debbie was getting married. It had been the two of them for more than a few years. He’d be alone now. That thought made me sad. I shook off my reverie and focused on the proceedings at the front of the church.

Jonathon tucked Debbie’s veil back, smiling as he took her hand once more and stepped back to face the minister. There were readings and blessings. I watched intently as the ceremony took them through their vows. Then it was over. The minister pronounced them married, and after a brief kiss, they moved off to a corner to sign the register while a soloist stepped into place. The smile on my face didn’t fade as the beautiful voice serenaded us. Tears welled up as I fervently wished, not for the first time, that Jonathon and Debbie would receive a blessing of enduring love. Joe squeezed my hand gently.

Minutes later, the minister presented them to the congregation as Mr. and Mrs. Jonathon Bradshaw. The couple skipped down the aisle, smiling for pictures occasionally. We followed not far behind, taking our place on the steps outside the church, grateful for the congratulatory words as the congregation spilled onto the street.

When the last of the well-wishers had offered their pearls of wisdom, we headed to the park in the center of town for more pictures. There was a lot of waiting around, as most of the photos were of the bride and groom. I was glad to be part of it, although Joe was getting restless. He had never been a man who enjoyed waiting—it seemed to him a waste of time—time, he said, was better spent on something constructive, not wasted by waiting.

Eventually, the photos were done, and we headed for the community hall. We found our table, where we greeted the newlyweds. As they entered, the crowd let out a roar. 

The festivities were well underway.

Joe, who didn’t drink, was unhappy about alcohol being served at the reception. He had no control over that, however. Mr. Somerville was paying, and he wanted it available, so it was. Most of those gathered had a form of it at their table. Joe kept a watchful eye on Caleb to ensure he didn’t partake.

The supper was delicious, and the caterers were top-notch. The master of ceremonies was humorous and lively. He kept things moving. Leah gave such a touching welcome to the bride from our family, which had me in tears. She expressed exactly how I felt about Debbie. Joe smiled at his daughter. He was smiling a lot that night, and I was glad.
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Chapter Four
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The reception wound down, and the speeches and toasts were over. The master of ceremonies turned the festivities over to the band. While the trend for weddings was to hire a DJ, Debbie’s father insisted on having a proper band. I agreed with him. Nothing was finer than a good dance band, and the one on stage was one of the best in the county.

The bride and groom swept onto the floor for the first dance, and then Jonathon collected me for the second. After that, they opened the dance floor for everyone. Jonathon handed me over to Joe, and we danced for one song. Joe had never been much of a dancer, so the night passed with many people popping by the table to offer congratulations and talk. I found myself lost when men outnumbered me. I sat quietly for a spell, watching the dancers and occasionally catching glimpses of my children.

Leah was the life of the party—as usual. There was a group of young men and women always surrounding her. I noticed she danced several times with Ryan James. He looked like a nice boy, although I knew little about him. Eventually, the wives came to rescue me from their husbands, and the night passed quickly. I lost track of Caleb and Leah about that time. Jonathon and Debbie were easy to spot, but the others seemed to fade into the crowd. I wasn’t worried, as I had raised them well, and they knew better than to be missing when it was time to go home.

On my trip to the washroom near the end of the night, I saw Caleb hunkered near the back with a gang of kids his age. They were lounging around, chatting. I motioned him over.

“Have you seen Leah?” Because I wasn’t looking for deception, I didn’t see any. Later, as I relived the night over and over and over in my head in the wee hours of the mornings when sleep eluded me, I recalled the subtle shift in his expression.

“She’s around here somewhere, Mom. I just saw her a few minutes ago with Amanda and Ryan. Maybe they’re upstairs.”

“We’re not supposed to be using the upstairs, so get up there, find her, and tell her we’re leaving in half an hour.” I smiled at him, patted his cheek, and went on my way.

The bride and groom gathered on stage as I exited the washroom. They thanked us all for coming, and then we had the traditional tossing of the garter and the bouquet. I noticed Caleb didn’t get into the mix of bachelors eager to catch the garter. He stood well back against the wall and laughed at all the others scrambling to own the prized piece of elastic, lace, and ribbon. Then it was the girls’ turn, and I was certain Leah would be in the middle, hoping Debbie would single her out and throw the bouquet in her direction. She didn’t take part, either. I couldn’t even see her in the group gathered around the perimeter. The tiniest niggling of fear crept across the base of my hairline. Where was she?

Then I told myself I was being silly. Maybe my kids didn’t like this marital superstition. Maybe she was still upstairs. It wouldn’t be the first time she disobeyed instructions from her brother. I guess I’d have to get her myself. As I walked across the floor, Jonathon and Debbie swept up to me. There were hugs and wishes for a wonderful honeymoon. I assured them I would take care of the last inspection of their new house before their return.

I watched the two circle the room, saying their goodbyes to key people, and then they slipped out the front door into the night. A few characters followed them out, but not many. As I stood there, I nearly forgot my mission. Then I spotted Caleb again and headed toward him.

I saw he was trying desperately to avoid me. When he spotted me coming, he backed up and turned slightly, pretending he hadn’t. I called his name. His shoulders sagged slightly as he turned back to me. 

This time, I was ready when I asked him. “Where’s Leah? Is she still upstairs?”

Caleb sighed. “No, Mom. She’s not upstairs.”

“Where is she?”

“She left at about ten-thirty, promising she’d be right back. She was just going for a drive with Ryan. But they haven’t come back yet. I don’t know where she is.”

The color drained from my face. I was instantly concerned about Joe’s reaction but also angry at Leah’s lack of respect for us and her reputation. Driving with a boy—being gone for hours—only meant less driving and more parking was going on. I may have been a virgin when I married, but I wasn’t naïve about what went on between the sexes before marriage.

“Why didn’t you tell me when I asked earlier?”

“I thought she’d be back before you found out she was gone. I’m sorry! I tried to stop her, just so you know.”

That’s my girl, I thought. She had a mind of her own. Now, to tell Joe. Immediately, Joe’s temper sparked, and he snapped angrily at Caleb.

“Why didn’t you stop her?”

“I tried, but she wouldn’t listen to me. She said she wouldn’t be gone long, but she never returned. I don’t know where they went.” 

Caleb was defiant, but not so forcibly that he pushed Joe further.

Joe gathered his wits and made plans to search for Leah. He interrogated Caleb, Paul, and Steve to find out where young people park nowadays. Then Joe and I took my vehicle and drove to the south and east of the town, searching for Leah. On our way, I phoned Ryan’s parents, hoping they would have news.

The couple was in bed when I called, and they seemed unconcerned about the kids. “Ryan is an excellent driver,” Mrs. James assured me. “It’s probably a flat tire or something like that. I’m sure they are both all right. I promise to call you if I hear from him.” 

Not satisfied with her answers, I suggested the kids had perhaps gone to park somewhere. She assured me that their son would not take advantage of my daughter. If any parking were being done, my daughter would have influenced that. Already on edge, I rolled my eyes, thanked them for their help, and ended the call.

Joe and I drove on.

Caleb and his friend Paul had taken the truck, driving roads north and west of the town. We rendezvoused back at the farm, but neither group was successful. Joe and I had driven slowly down several gravel roads, looking for signs that they might have hit the ditch, but in the darkness, we saw nothing. The boys reported the same findings when they arrived home.

At three in the morning, Caleb and Paul finally called it a night. Minutes later, with rounded shoulders, Joe mumbled that he had morning chores as he headed to bed. I thought about going with him, but I wouldn’t sleep. I was so disappointed and angry with Leah. What was she thinking? What if she fell pregnant? Joe would have a coronary right after he killed her. 

I sat in the rocking chair, fretting, stewing, thinking, and worrying as the rest of the house fell into slumber. The sun peaked over the horizon when I heard Joe come down the stairs. He looked like he hadn’t slept as he stood in the doorway. 

“Is she not home yet?”

I shook my head. He turned away, and I followed him into the kitchen. I made him an Ovaltine, but he refused breakfast, saying he only wanted a piece of toast. I buttered a couple of slices for him and set them on the table.

Holding his head in his hands, staring at his mug of Ovaltine, I saw he was in obvious anguish. “Where is she, Joan? Why didn’t she come home? It can’t be good. It just can’t be.”

He pushed the toast away and stood up. Brushing his hand across my shoulders as he passed me, he went out to the back porch, pulled on his boots, and headed out into the yard. I sat there, Joe’s touch lingering hotly on my shoulders.

At six-thirty, I could no longer stand the nagging voice in my head. I called the police. They told me not to worry. She’d certainly come home on her own. There were no reported accidents. She was probably just embarrassed about being out with a boy overnight. They’d call us if they had any news.

Joe returned a couple of hours later, his face deeply etched with worry. I simply shook my head at his silent question.

“We’ll have to go out looking for her again. She can’t have disappeared. What are her friends saying?”

“I called several of them, getting most of them out of bed. No one knows a thing.”

We needed to go to church to pray for her, but we wouldn’t. While Joe was out, I called the pastor and asked him to pray for us. He’d been sympathetic to our plight, offering assurances that God had us in his hands, and promised to offer us up to the congregation for prayer. Joe wouldn’t be happy about that, and I had wrestled with myself all night, wondering if I would forever damage my daughter’s reputation by talking to the pastor. I finally decided I needed help—but kept Joe in the dark.

Getting busy, I made sandwiches and hot drinks for Caleb and Paul. Once I was done, I would rouse them. There was no sense in sending them out searching on empty stomachs. This way, they could eat and search simultaneously. Four toasted bacon and tomato sandwiches wrapped in wax paper sat on the table. Two thermoses of a hot, iced tea mix sat beside them. 

I headed upstairs to wake them.

A car pulled into the yard as I passed the living room. 

I rushed to the window, thinking Leah had finally come home.
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The police car came to a stop. A flurry of thoughts passed through my mind—visions of Leah sleeping in a jail cell, of an accident, visions of Leah and Ryan stuck in the mud on some back road and being rescued, cold and hungry but safe. Stories that could be true and some that I hoped weren’t. 

Gratefulness, anxiety, fear, and hope coursed through my veins as I watched two constables step out of the vehicle and walk up the front sidewalk. Leah wasn’t with them. Was she still in jail? I looked around them to the back seat of the vehicle. Why hadn’t they brought her home? 

I ran to the door, calling for Joe as I went. Hearing the panic in my voice, he hurried down the stairs, meeting me at the door moments after I had pulled it open.

They introduced themselves, but to this day, I cannot remember their names. The moment I saw their faces, it was clear they weren’t coming with the news I wanted to hear.

“Mrs. Bradshaw, Mr. Bradshaw. I’m sorry ...”

“No!” I shouted, shaking my head and backing away from the door.

Joe grabbed me and steered me toward the living room and onto the couch. The officers followed. After Joe guided me to the sofa, they continued.

“They found your daughter, Leah, and Ryan James this morning in a vehicle. Both were dead at the scene. I’m so sorry.” 

Staring at the officer, I prayed his words were not true, but knowing they were. When Leah didn’t come home, there really was only one outcome that made sense. 

“Thank you for coming to tell us.” Joe headed to the door.

“No, I need to know ...” I jumped to my feet, crossing the space between us and grabbing the sleeve of the officer closest to me.

“Joan, please.” Joe stared hard at me.

“No, Joe. I need to know. Are they sure it’s her? There is no way she can be gone. I mean, she was here yesterday. She looked lovely, didn’t she, Joe? Tell them. Tell them how pretty she looked yesterday.” I was standing on the edge but didn’t want to own this reality. 

The men exchanged glances.

“I’m not crazy,” I yelled. “She’s only fifteen years old. Leah can’t be dead. She has her whole life ahead of her.”

Joe took hold of me and steered me back to the couch. I looked over at the officer. “Please, please tell me she isn’t dead.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am.”

I gulped back tears. “What happened? Can you tell me that, at least?”

“Are you sure, ma’am?” He stared at me. In his eyes, I saw the sadness of his duty. What he had witnessed was not something I wanted to hear. Yet, I had to hear it.

“Please.” I waited.

The older officer cleared his throat and then told the story. I would repeatedly hear these words in this man’s voice for the rest of my life. He would become the link between Leah and me for as long as I lived, and I couldn’t even remember his name.

“The investigation is incomplete, but I can tell you they were driving down Old Coach Road. They came around that wide corner before the bridge, heading back toward Freyden and probably going too fast for the road conditions. They just resurfaced the road, and there was a lot of loose gravel in that area. Ryan was not an experienced driver, having only received his license last month. It seems likely he was incapable of handling the vehicle when he lost control. It left the road, caught a boulder in the ditch, and flipped end over end, landing upside down in the creek. There were no signs of braking. Both your daughter and Ryan died instantly.”

I looked into his face—his blue eyes glassy with unshed tears. 

“I have a daughter of my own.” He reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “She’s fourteen, and I can’t imagine how I’d manage with this news. If there’s anything you need ...” He looked at Joe.

Joe nodded and lumbered toward the door. The officers followed, and I wasn’t far behind. I saw Joe was already beginning to carry the weight of this news on his broad shoulders. The officers shook Joe’s hand, replaced their hats, and stepped out into the sunshine of the beautiful May morning. I shook my head, wondering how the sun would dare to shine if my baby was dead. It was unfathomable that I would never see her smiling eyes again or see her expressive face as she came home from school, excitedly sharing her news. How was it possible that I would not see her marry or see her children grow up and prosper? 

I turned from the door, not sure where I was going. Not sure what I wanted to do. On the landing of the stairs, still in his pajamas, Caleb stood with an unrecognizable expression. 

In a voice much calmer than I felt, I asked, “You heard?” 

He nodded, turned on his heels, and went back up the stairs. I didn’t follow.

I went into the kitchen and sat down heavily at the table. Joe came and sat down across from me. I looked at him, noticing for the first time the tears streaming down his handsome, weather-worn face. His dark hair appeared disheveled, as though he had been running his hand through it. 

“Oh, Joe!”

He broke at my words. Sobs shook his body. Wracking, wet, angry sobs. He folded his arms onto the table, laid his head down, and wept. Getting to my feet, I leaned over him, holding him in my arms. My eyes were dry. Numbness infiltrated me. Inside, there was nothing, not even empathy, for Joe. I was simply going through the motions.

As Joe’s sobs subsided, I made a pot of tea. Joe rarely drank coffee or tea. We needed something to carry us through. Caleb came down, grabbed two glasses of milk and a handful of cookies, and returned to his room. Normally, I would have protested and insisted he have something more substantial for breakfast. I just found all my fight was gone. 

The sandwiches I’d made for him and Paul, and the two thermoses sat untouched on the counter.
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The phone calls came later. The news of the accident traveled like wildfire in a sun-scorched stubble field. Neighbors, fellow church members, drifted into the yard, bringing food: casseroles, fresh bread, buns, and pies. It was nearly lunchtime when I finally remembered that I should call the bed-and-breakfast where Jonathon and Debbie would be that night. Hating to ruin their honeymoon, it was more monstrous that their wedding anniversary would also be the anniversary of the day we lost our little girl.

I had to call my family, too. My mother was still vacationing south of the border. For years, she left Canada for Arizona’s warmer, sunnier climate a few weeks before Christmas. She stayed the allotted six months, never returning before the middle of June, even refusing to come home for Jonathon’s wedding. We argued about her decision, but she told me they wouldn’t be getting married before her intended return date if they had wanted her at the wedding. She was a stubborn old woman. 

My sister, Susan, lived in Newfoundland. She’d met a man from there who’d come to Alberta to make his fortune. They were married, and when things slowed in the oil patch, they packed up and moved back to his home province. I hadn’t seen Susan in years. She had no money for trips home, and I never felt the urge to visit her out there. Our relationship reflected the vast physical distance between us, as we were never close as girls growing up—we were miles apart.

I called my mother first, and her answering machine picked up. I left a message for her to call back, and Susan answered before the second ring.

“What do you want?” She sounded drunk and belligerent. “Called to gloat about your precious son’s wedding, have you? Well, I don’t want to hear it.”

“Susan!” I shouted angrily. “Why are you being so snide?” 

“No reason, Joan dear. No reason at all.” The bitterness in her words dripped through the phone. 

“I called with bad news, I’m afraid.”

“What? Did Mom finally kick the bucket, leaving me the family jewels?” She guffawed, a hoarse, rasping laugh from smoking far too many cigarettes.

The venom spewing from my sister’s soul shouldn’t have surprised me. She was not a cheerful person, and marrying Dick hadn’t brought her the riches and lifestyle she coveted. Dick was a dreamer and a bit of a player. Handsome and fun-loving, it was easy to see what she saw in him, but his lack of vision and follow-through made it impossible for him to get ahead. He was one of those men who never truly grew up.

“Susan, please! I didn’t call to get into a fight with you. I called because ... we ...” Not able to contain my grief, the tears welled up and raced down my cheeks. My throat closed, making it hard to talk. I finally spit the words out. “Leah’s dead, Susan. She died in a car accident last night.”

There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. It was so quiet I wondered if she had hung up on me. 

“Hello?”

“I heard ya! Sorry about that. She’s in a better place, though. Off this shithole of a rock. That’s the silver lining, I guess.” There was a moment of silence as I tried to process her words. “Not much I can do for ya. But I am sorry to hear about it.”

“Thank you. I just thought you ought to know. I’ll be in touch when we know the date of the funeral.”

“Don’t bother. I won’t be able to come anyway.” She hung up.

I sat there with the receiver in my hand for a minute, listening to the dial tone. Not wanting another load of family comfort, I hoped my mother would not call back.

Joe disappeared, heading to the barn for some peace. I heard the tractor start up and watched from the kitchen window as he drove out across the field. I didn’t know where he was going. The seeding had been done, and the hay crop was not yet ready to be mowed. I think he just needed to be away with his feelings. 

I hosted those coming to offer condolences, making excuses for Joe’s absence. Caleb reappeared briefly, but he didn’t stay. I hadn’t spoken with him. I didn’t know how he was feeling or what he was thinking. I wanted everyone to leave, to go away so I could be with my thoughts and emotions. Instead, diligent to the core, I made coffee and tea and let the people tell stories of Leah.

Finally, the last of them went out the door, hugging me tight and promising me support. I wished I had told them I wanted Leah to come back through the door—for this to be a nightmare I could wake from. Instead, I smiled and accepted the hugs, the pats on the back, the words of comfort, nodding like a bobblehead doll in the window of a car without shocks.

Closing the door after the last well-wisher, the weariness fell heavily on my shoulders. I hadn’t drunk enough water, nor had I eaten much food. Too tired to do anything about that, I slowly climbed the stairs. 

The back door slammed shut. Joe was home. 

I trudged upward. Caleb’s door was closed. I heard music playing softly through the panels. I knocked. The music stopped. The door opened. Caleb stood there—his expression unreadable. I remember wondering how he became so good at hiding his emotions. Had he always been like this? 

I stood there, not sure how to proceed. “Are you okay?”

He hadn’t stepped back to allow me into his room, leaving me awkwardly in the hallway. Caleb leaned against the doorjamb, his body language oozing a relaxed casualness that angered me. This family had just lost its sunshine, and this boy wasn’t affected. Somewhere in the deep recesses of my heart, it was apparent I was misreading the situation. I was just too tired to find any compassion. I snapped.

“What is your problem?”

Based on his reaction, it was as if someone had slapped him across the face. He pushed himself off the doorjamb, stepping back into his room.

“Fuck you.” He slammed the door in my face.
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Caleb’s venom sent a shock wave through my body. I had never heard such language spoken ever, let alone in my home. Even when Joe had lost his temper, he never used profanity. I stood there in the hallway, staring at Caleb’s closed door, hardly daring to breathe. Then, the wave of regret and sorrow rolled across my shoulders, and I stumbled to my bedroom. I threw myself on my bed and let the waves roll over me. 

Feeling like I carried the world today, I allowed self-pity to take hold. The storm settled behind my eyes as I howled like a wounded cat. I needed to get this out of me—it was too heavy, too dark, too much to bear.

In my anguish, I was aware of Joe coming into the room. He came to my side of the bed, gently helping me up. So torn with grief, I was of no help to him. My arms hung limp at my sides, my tears flowing like rivulets down my cheeks. Gently, he stripped off my blouse and bra before hoisting me off the bed. While holding me upright with one arm, he pulled off my slacks with the other. Then he slipped a nightgown over my head. Wobbling beside the bed, he steadied me as he pulled back the covers. After he helped me onto the bed, he pulled the covers up under my chin. 

Looking into his drawn face, a flood of gratitude for his care swept over me. He leaned down and kissed my brow. As he moved away, I curled into myself, my stomach tight with knots.

How would I face another day without my lovely girl in my life? How could God be so cruel as to take her from me? For one brief second, I wondered, Why Leah? Why not Caleb? 

I was immediately ashamed of that thought, regretting that I hadn’t controlled my mind. 

The tears subsided. I lay hiccoughing and sniffling, my back to Joe as he lay quietly beside me. Feeling the need to be held and comforted in Joe’s strength, I thought about turning to him. 

I didn’t move. 

Sleeping until this nightmare was over was compelling. It would be easier to get things sorted. It would be easier than living it. Maybe all I needed was the right bargaining chip with God to bring my darling girl back. Sleep seemed to be a safe alternative to living in a world without her.

I lay there, my breathing growing deeper and more relaxed as sleep tiptoed up behind me, finally catching up with me. Offering no resistance, I slept.

When the sun peeked over the horizon the next morning, I turned my back on the window, pulled up the covers, snuggling deeper into the dream world. The reality was too much to bear. I had no desire to spend another day out where the sun shone when it shouldn’t, where the birds sang when they should be weeping. No longer centered. My world no longer spun on its axis.

Joe rose. He padded barefoot down the hallway to the bathroom. Minutes later, he was back, freshly shaved and ready for his day. I heard him pull on his clothes.

“Are you getting up?”

I lay there, not bothering to respond.

“Joan?”

“What?”

“Are you going to get up?”

“No, I don’t want to.”

“Well, neither do I, but life goes on, and you can’t hide from it.”

Angry, I sighed and rolled over, putting my back to him. Once again, I was facing the window. That annoyed me, too. Once I heard him leave the room, I turned my back to the window once more.

How could anyone understand my guilt and shame? Maybe Joe wished Caleb was gone instead of Leah, too. But if he were thinking such thoughts, he wouldn’t share them with me. It seemed inconceivable that I had thought it myself, and it pained me as much as losing my precious girl. 

Thinking of her brought joy, as it often did. But that passed quickly. I couldn’t stop thinking about the expectation of laying her to rest with dignity and decorum in the next couple of days. How could I give her a last goodbye when she was such an integral part of my life? The depth of pain rocked me. Tears welled in my eyes. This was so hard. Why? What had I ever done to deserve this? I pummeled Joe’s pillow in frustration. 

Exhaustion crept up behind me and poked me between the shoulder blades. I collapsed, breathing hard. For several minutes, I lay there, my mind going through the events of the last two days. Recycling memories, refining them, and storing them for the future.

Much later, with regret, I threw back the covers. I couldn’t be the weak link here—I needed to be strong. Leah would want me to be strong, I reasoned with myself as I lay debating whether I should stay in bed forever. Unaware of anyone in my circle who’d lost a child, I had no one from whom to draw inspiration. I was a reluctant pioneer who didn’t want to make the journey but had no choice. That angered me more than anything. This was not my choice or my chosen path. I had to bear the burden of this accident. No parent should ever have to bear this. It wasn’t fair. I didn’t deserve it.

When I arrived in the kitchen, I found remnants of the toast and Ovaltine Joe had made for himself before leaving to do his chores. Caleb was sitting in the living room, staring out the front window. His hair looked messy, and he was wearing his pajamas for the second day. 

I stood in the doorway, watching him. He didn’t seem to notice me for a few minutes. When he looked at me, I observed that he still had a tight rein on his emotions.

“Morning,” I said gently.

I wondered if he was thinking about our exchange last night. Ashamed that I lost my temper with him, I decided during my lay-in to forget those ugly words and try to go forward from there. 

Caleb stared at me. I saw he was trying to work his thoughts into words but wasn’t getting there. Love and compassion flooded my chest. I walked toward him.

Just then, the front door flew open, and Jonathon rushed inside, Debbie right behind him.

“Mom!” he called out before seeing me. I turned toward them, swept up in his embrace. “We drove all night. Oh, my God, I still can’t believe it!”

He held me tightly against his body. Debbie stood awkwardly off to the side, unsure where she should be in this situation. I saw she was feeling like an outsider, and I didn’t want that for her. She and Leah spent some time together, and over the years, they would become fast friends and allies. Someone had stolen that from both girls, adding another loss and burden for us to bear. I patted Jonathon’s back, and he released me. I stepped away and gave Deb a quick hug.

When I turned back to the living room, it was empty. Caleb had made his escape. A twinge of regret swung in and out of my chest. I took a deep breath and headed back to the kitchen, Jonathon and Debbie trailing behind.

I filled the kettle and plugged it in before offering to make them some breakfast. Debbie sat like a lump beside Jonathon and, for the first time since I met her, a niggling of hatred for her tingled up my spine. She should make toast for me, I thought angrily. She should serve me. I’ve just lost my daughter, and I’m still looking after their needs. This tiny seed slipped inside my heart, unchallenged because grief and sorrow had temporarily overwhelmed my ability to censor such horrid thoughts. A weed of anger and malice would germinate toward my daughter-in-law, manifesting in snide comments and a total lack of support.

Caleb’s emotional state went unchecked. Those hurtful and angry words still hung in the air between us. Jonathon’s untimely arrival cut off my attempt to repair what should never be severed. Over the next few days, Caleb stayed out of sight in his room. He came down for meals and answered perfunctory questions but otherwise stayed silent and invisible. He’d always been like that, withdrawing into himself. The other two never hid their emotions. 

Caleb was so different, and during this time of loss and grief, he removed himself from our lives while living under the same roof. I didn’t know how to reach him, how to bring him back into the fold. The knowledge that it seemed I had also lost my second-born, as if someone had plucked him from this earth, compounded my grief over Leah, which was already too much to bear.
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The minister arrived later that morning. Joe and I spoke with him at length, taking comfort from his words as we planned the funeral for our girl. Waves of anguish rolled up and over me like the sea. Thankfully, these feelings receded quickly, allowing me to complete mundane tasks and look after my family. These waves would stay with me for the rest of my life. They would grow intense if I heard the laughter of a teenage girl, heard one of Leah’s favorite songs, or saw trinkets and knick-knacks she would want in the stores she loved to frequent.

I think the whole town turned out for Leah’s funeral. I kept my emotions tight—Joe, too, was stoic. Jonathon had moist eyes, and Debbie sobbed like a little girl. I hated her for that, too. Caleb was there, sitting at the end of the row beside Debbie. I pictured him wearing the same outfit he wore at the wedding. Then, my mind would play tricks on me, and I wondered if I was only remembering him at the wedding and not at the funeral. It was so close to the nuptials that it seemed surreal. Even when I sat and concentrated and tried to bring him into proper focus on that day, his image escaped me. 

In the months after her passing, Joe and I argued over Leah’s room. He wanted to clear all her belongings out. I’d finally have a sewing room, he argued. He said it would be unhealthy to keep her belongings. He affiliated it with cancer. By cutting it out, you prevented the disease from spreading. I expressed shock and accused him of wanting to erase her memory.

“Her stuff is not her memory. She’ll always live here.” He pounded his chest with his fist. “I just think we ought to clear it out, help you get rid of the pain you’re living in. You need to let her go, Joan. She is not coming back.”

I couldn’t, though. I just couldn’t do it. We fought over this often in the early days after Leah’s death. Eventually, Joe stopped bringing it up, but not before it drove a wedge between us. We drifted away from each other as Leah’s ghost remained entrenched in the house.

When my grief threatened to consume me, I would open her closed door and imagine she was out with friends. She was just gone for a minute—she would be right back. Sometimes, I imagined her behind the closed door, listening to music. In this way, I thought I was coping better, never letting my grief consume me. I grew frustrated with Joe when he refused to talk about her. If I mentioned her name, Joe would shoot me a disgusted look and leave the room. I didn’t understand how he shoved her out of our lives so quickly and completely.

Forgotten in all the fuss was Caleb. He finished high school and went to work for the summer, seldom coming home. Whenever he was home, he told me he was staying at Paul’s. I couldn’t blame him. We never talked about that night and those ugly words. I missed the opportunity, and then it was simply too late. I couldn’t bridge the rift without putting in some serious effort. As I struggled with my loss, I just didn’t have it in me.

We forgot about Caleb’s graduation ceremony. It was a week after we laid our girl to rest. I didn’t even remember it until much later in the summer, and Joe never once mentioned missing it out loud to me. When I realized how unworthy and unwanted my son must be feeling, with everything that happened that spring and summer, I sat down and sobbed. I cried for myself, for Caleb, for Leah. Moments like that were frequent. I cried at the drop of a hat most days unless Joe was home. Then, I pretended all was well.

Jonathon and Debbie didn’t finish their honeymoon. Instead, they settled into their new home, and Jonathon went back to work. I don’t know how Debbie spent her days. She stayed on her own, never coming over to visit me unless Jonathon brought her. I sometimes looked across the yard at the tidy little structure and thought angrily that she was probably watching soap operas and drinking iced tea—a kept woman. Turned out she was taking an online course, studying to be a geriatric recreational facilitator. I should have been proud of her.

But I didn’t know, nor did I care. 

As a daughter, Debbie was a poor replacement for my Leah. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Nine


[image: ]




Joe and I never resumed our relationship. After we ceased fighting about Leah’s room, he stopped trying to reach me at all. He grew edgier, lashing out in anger whenever he thought I failed him. For several months, I stopped being particular about my appearance. He criticized me often for that. We stopped going to church, and the few friends I had—stopped calling. 

Jonathon did his best to be a bridge, but it wasn’t his job. Soon, he stopped coming for his morning break, and Joe followed suit. They went to Jonathon’s house, and I spent more time on my own, alone with my thoughts and my insurmountable grief. 

A shroud of loss settled down over the house. Joe and I passed each other most days without talking. There were no caresses, pats, hugs, or intimacies, including conversations. I cooked meals for him, did his laundry, and kept the house tidy, but all of it was done with a sense of duty, not love. I missed my family. 

Loneliness became my constant companion. Joe left the house at seven and didn’t come home until suppertime. I spent a lot of time reliving the past, remembering the days when this house had life in it. I was careful to keep my memories to myself. Joe lost his temper when I tried to bring up something that happened when the kids were young. 

Caleb went on to university that fall. He came home for Thanksgiving and Christmas, but he wasn’t present. His life in the city was an unknown, but the distance that bloomed at Leah’s death had only grown. He didn’t speak unless spoken to and spent most of his time upstairs in his room. He didn’t stay for New Year’s, claiming he had plans with friends. I didn’t stop him. Pulling him out of himself took more effort than I had.

Knowing that I would have to be the one to reach out to bring Caleb back into my life, I drove to Crawford to have lunch with him for his birthday. Joe didn’t come, claiming that calving season required him to stay at home. 

We met at the restaurant of his choice and had a pleasant time. Caleb seemed more himself than he had for a long time, and I wondered at the change. Then, a pretty brunette stopped by the table, a server based on her attire. Clearly, this girl was responsible for the change in my son.  

“Mom, I’d like you to meet Andrea Pritchard. Andrea, this is my mom.”

The girl beamed at Caleb before turning to me and shaking my hand. “It’s a real honor to meet you. You have a brilliant son here.”

Caleb snaked a possessive arm around her waist. She let it stay for a moment before moving back out of reach. “I need to get back to work before Jared sees me.” She smiled again. “This isn’t my section, so I’d be in for one of his many lectures.” She rolled her eyes and laughed as she walked away. Caleb watched her go with a look I knew only too well. It was the same gaze I’d seen when Jonathon looked at Debbie. 

Months later, when Caleb brought Andrea to the farm for the first time, I saw why he liked her. She had a bubbly personality and a zest for life that was infectious. When she laughed, it sounded like music, inspiring the people around her to laugh along.

Even Joe liked her, though he wondered what she was doing with Caleb, suggesting she could do better. Although I didn’t argue, I took offense on behalf of Caleb. Joe seldom had a good word for anyone anymore, and he hated Caleb’s moodiness. He didn’t see that he acted the same. Caleb hadn’t fallen far from the tree after all.

I was happy my boy had found someone capable of reaching inside his pensiveness and dragging him to the surface. Caleb had changed again, this time for the better.

By late September, I was once again finding it hard to reach my son on the phone. Because the university was back in session, I blamed it on Caleb’s busy schedule, even though I did not know if it was busy or not. It just seemed easier to accept he was engaged than to believe he had fallen back into his uncommunicative ways.

I left a message reminding him to come home for Thanksgiving and telling him Andrea was more than welcome to join us. He never called back, but with a hopeful heart, there were place settings for both of them at the table. They never showed up.

Inside, I was worried, but Joe was no help. When I mentioned my concern, he shrugged it off. “He’s a young man, focusing on his own life. He’ll be okay. I think we are his past, or at least that’s how he acts. Just move on.”

That was Joe’s answer to everything. I was supposed to move on from Leah and now from Caleb. Not wanting to let go of either of them. I kept phoning Caleb and leaving messages. Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore. On the twenty-fifth of October, I left a message for Caleb.

“Hi Caleb, it’s Mom. I’ve been missing you, and since you can’t find the time to return my calls, this is your notice that your father and I will be coming into the city on October twenty-ninth. We will take you and Andrea for supper—you name the place. Since you missed Thanksgiving, I will not be taking no for an answer. Call me back to confirm, and I’ll see you soon. Love you!”

Again, there was no response, and three days before we were to meet up in the city, it was time to tell Joe about my plans.
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Wham! Joe’s hand slammed onto the table. The dishes clattered, and my freshly poured cup of tea was sloshed over the lip of my mug and onto the table. I held myself stiff, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of cowering against his rage.

“I’m telling you for the last time, I am not going to the city to have supper with that boy,” he yelled. “Caleb hasn’t done a damn thing since he left for university to deserve it. He lives half an hour away, and yet I can count on one hand the number of times he’s been home. We just had Thanksgiving, and that boy didn’t bother to show up. If I remember correctly, you set a place for him—didn’t you?” Joe stared hard at me, expecting an answer. “Well, didn’t you?” he yelled when I failed to respond.

I nodded, stuffing back the tears.

“That’s what I thought.” Joe nodded. “The only time we hear from Caleb is when he needs money. That’s all I’m good for! I won’t have it. I am not giving up my night to go into the city just to have dinner with him. If Caleb wants to see us, he’ll come home. Until then, this subject is closed.”

Grabbing several napkins, I dabbed at the spilled tea, keeping my face averted to prevent Joe from seeing the tears I had unsuccessfully squelched. I stood, tossing the napkins into the trash before clearing the table. My heart ached—a yearning so intense it felt like spikes being driven through it.

Losing Leah rose anew, twisting my heart. Biting down on my fist to prevent a scream from escaping, I was overwhelmed by the longing to hear her laughter, her sweet, childlike voice, or one of her stories about life at school. I wanted to hear her storm down the stairs like she used to. The quiet was too hard to bear when my yearning was so deep. 

It was more than the empty nest syndrome that people talk about on those afternoon television programs. This was different because she wasn’t coming back. Caleb was missing most of the time, unconcerned with my needs, and Jonathon had moved on with his life. It was just Joe and me. 

I heard Joe’s chair scrape across the worn linoleum floor as he pushed back from the table. I didn’t turn around. Holding onto the sink, I waited to exhale.

If only I could turn back the clock to the time when laughter and voices filled the house. But there are no second chances in life. 

The squeak of Joe’s recliner told me he was in the living room. 

Alone in the kitchen, I sighed.

The sun had set while we were eating supper. Looking out the window behind the sink, I let the water run over the dirty dishes. My heart stirred again, aching anew for the rituals that were no longer part of my life. Washing the dishes had been a family affair for my children and me. The energy of their liveliness would dance around the kitchen as I washed and they rinsed, dried, and put away. It was togetherness and camaraderie that no longer existed. Oh, how I missed my kids.

I was lonely for them, for the laughter and stories they used to tell around the supper table. It had been a long time since joy had filled this room or enveloped me, and I was tired of the emptiness in my life.

Why couldn’t Joe be reasonable about anything? He used to have a little give and take. Now, he was firm in his denial of frivolity and fun. Anger rose, and I wanted to throw something through the window just to hear the tinkle of the glass as it shattered. That level of recklessness was out of character. Instead, I grabbed hold of the sink once more and stood there, forcing the anger back. A sad lethargy filled the unbearable emptiness in its wake. Weariness draped itself across my shoulders, and the world settled back in place. Pushing away from the sink, I started back on my chores.
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