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​CHAPTER 1: NEW YEAR’S EVE’S RESPITE
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ARLANA EXHALED A DISCERNIBLE sigh of relief as Jorken informed her that he would have to work on New Year's Eve.

Jorken emitted a loud, mock sigh followed by, "What do you have to sigh about? What's so wrong with your life now?!"

"I'm allowed to breathe," Arlana protested, "and I have asthma."

Was sighing a symptom of asthma? She hoped he wouldn't ask Google.

Internally estimating how many hours of tranquility she had been granted, Arlana turned her attention to how she'd spend the evening. Once Aziel was in bed, she frequently played games on her laptop, but this was New Year's Eve and she aspired to do something different. Ordering pizza was out of the question - she didn't have enough money. Games with Aziel were her only other option. After that, she pulled a mental blank.

Within an hour, Aziel was giggling at her side, playing her childhood game of "Pop Pop." Aziel loved the game and was surprisingly good at it, normally joining his mother as they ganged up on their mutual foe: Jorken. They didn't care who won the game as long as Jorken was eaten and sent back home, but Jorken was at work, leaving mother and son to play against each other.

"Let's not eat each other, okay? It's really gross eating your eyes, bones and skin," Aziel's features were earnest, his reaction slightly dramatic for the colourful game pegs.

"Then what do you want to do instead?"

"How about we just bop each other on the head?"

And with that the game resumed, accompanied by peals of laughter,

A shrill beep suspended their play. The living room light was off and the digital clock on the stove was now black. Arlana never anticipated losing their electricity on New Year's Eve. She could hear her father in her mind, "See how much you need Jorken!"

No, she didn't require Jorken - not by a long shot. That being said, it was Arlana, not her father, who was going to have to experience Jorken's vengefulness when all their food was spoiled. It didn't matter to Jorken that she paid for the groceries out of her meagre funds, his weekly cheque going on everything else.

Jorken worked hard - maybe she was at fault in resenting his alcohol consumption - but she had never desired her son to grow up around an alcoholic. How far had she come! Like a dog, she laid down and accepted her fate, shame tormenting her. Aziel was being affected, influenced by Jorken.

Although he hadn't paid for the groceries, Jorken would scream at her - making her feel lower than gum stuck on the bottom of his shoe if something should happen to their food.

Panicking, Arlana asked Aziel to help her unpack an oversized Rubbermaid tote brimming with clothes much too large for her son. They made swift work of it, then struggled to carry the bin down two flights of narrow stairs to the kitchen.

Aziel clutched the handle while Arlana stocked it with their precious food supply - hamburgers and half a box of chicken strips topped off with one bag of milk from the fridge.

"Alright, let's get this outside," Arlana chatted with her best friend, her four-year-old who was pushing the opposite side.

Perhaps it was the pioneer blood surging through her veins, or more plausible, the dread of the man she lived with that incited the adrenaline pumping in her veins. Unfastening the patio door, Arlana thrust the bin over the ledge forcibly, letting it glide onto the grass.

***
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PERHAPS ARLANA OUGHT to glance out the window more frequently. There wasn't a single snowflake on the ground. In fact, the air was unseasonably mild, like a pleasant spring day. Worst of all, it was raining, great droplets ricocheting off the top of the powder-grey lid.

Jorken was going to be livid.

Heading upstairs with the flashlight's beam lighting the way, Arlana breathed a silent prayer for the safety and well being of her meager groceries, not just a little embarrassed at how pathetic she was.

They hadn't reached the top of the staircase when the lights came back on.

"See Mummy? I told you I had a great idea leaving all the lights on so we know when we get the electricity back."

He had a point.

"Good job...but we have to bring the groceries in again."

It was three days away from Arlana's birthday and the truth was that she didn't know if electricians would be working on New Year's Eve. It was prudent to err on the side of caution, wasn't it? Not to take the risk? If they had lost their groceries, she never would have heard the end of it.

Standing in the rain, Arlana pushed while Aziel pulled.

The youngster giggled, "You're crazy Mum!"

He wasn't being disrespectful; Aziel had a kind heart.

What must the neighbours be thinking?

As swiftly as she was able, Arlana restocked the small freezer on top of their refrigerator, attempting to recollect the precise position everything had been when Jorken had last opened the freezer.

Stress.

Jorken was anal retentive and their lives revolved around his whims.

***

[image: ]


AZIEL SETTLED DOWN on the couch, snuggling up in a fuzzy throw, his head supported on a Disney's Frozen pillow. He had wanted to stay up to welcome in the New Year for the first time, yet by 9 pm he was fast asleep, his hand tucked beneath his chin.

Arlana switched off his cartoons, then reached for her laptop.

Losing electricity for three and a half hours had given her much to think of. Arlana had assumed she was ready in case of an emergency. Sure, unlike her sister Jaira, she didn't have a stockpile, but she had food to last nearly a week.

That had all changed when the electricity went off. None of it could be eaten without the electricity needed to turn on the stove. What good was raw hamburger and packages of pasta if you can't cook them? The townhouse she lived in did not allow backyard fires and even if they did, she honestly had no idea how to cook macaroni on an open fire. Gone were the days of her ancestors. Modern conveniences were all she knew and they would not feed her son in an emergency.

Time was passing much too quickly, just days away from her birthday. It seemed like yesterday she had feared turning the big seventeen. Where had the time gone?

Arlana thought again of her novel - she needed it published more than ever. Her father, one of the main characters, now had snow-white hair. Each day she endured was gone forever. Soon, she too would be forgotten. What would Aziel's children and grandchildren remember of her? Would they know her name?

Melancholy thoughts enveloped Arlana on New Year's Eve. It was up to her to create that change. She'd learned the hard way that no one was coming to rescue her.

Too long she had been desolate. Jorken always apologized, but she had discovered that they were just words. He loved keeping her isolated, away from friends and family. The butterfly she once was, now a reclusive hermit, but not by choice.

Staring at the blank white screen, the sound of rain tapping on the windowpane behind her head, Arlana allowed her mind to wander.
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​CHAPTER 2: GENEALOGY AND GHOSTS
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Arlana's loneliness was palpable. Her family rarely contacted her. After all, she was a disgrace. Her son had been ignored for years - since his birth. The fact he was illegitimate was too much for her strict parents who wanted nothing to do with their grandchild. Ignoring the white screen that continued to mock her, Arlana opened the genealogy website.

Taking a deep breath, she started the free two-week trial, typing in the names of the few family members she knew. Her sisters, their husbands, and their children. Her parents' names and their parent's names. Great grandparents came next. She knew her great grandfather's name. He was Scottish, she had been told. She searched her memory for scanty details, remembering, as a child, reading his name on the roadside mailbox. Her search couldn't find any records.

She had no idea what his wife's name was. Arlana had seen a black and white picture of her great grandfather and his wife years ago. All she remembered of her great-grandmother was that she had protruding teeth.

Her mother had said her grandmother had died not long before her marriage and that she was very nice. Not much to go on. You can't very well type in "Buck teeth" and hope for the best.

***
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ARLANA BARELY NOTICED when the door opened or when Jorken hunkered down on the couch. She'd carried a sleeping Aziel to bed and now she sat again, combing records from the past. Time was temporarily forgotten.

Jorken thrust his face in front of her computer screen for a moment, smooching her lips, his breath reeking from his decayed teeth.

"Happy New Year."

"You too," Arlana glanced at the time. 12:05 am. Oops.

Jorken retreated to his computer and Arlana resumed her search through the passage of time for a slight trace of her past, but still, there was nothing.

"I'm going up to bed," Arlana started up the stairs. "Aziel gets up so early," she stated the obvious.

"I'm coming too," Jorken set down his empty wine glass and followed her up the stairs.

No sooner were they in the bedroom than he decided it was time to lecture her over putting their food outside. She was unbelievably stupid - was she aware of it? Regardless, he was going to let her know.

"Shh, Aziel is sleeping!"

"Don't tell me what to do - ever!" He didn't wait for it to sink in before continuing his tirade about the groceries.

Arlana struggled to get a word in, "But I thought you'd be mad if I left it in the freezer and everything went bad. I constantly feel like no matter what I do, everything is wrong."

He either didn't hear her or refused to listen. It didn't matter. By 1 am he was still yelling, not caring that her son was just down the hall. Arlana did what she should have done earlier, picked up her pillow and headed for the couch.

"Get back up here!" Jorken shouted after her.

"I need to sleep! I have to be up in three hours!"

"If you don't come back I'll physically bring you up."

Thankfully, this once, his threat was empty.

Pulling a blanket over her shoulders, she listened to the bedroom door slam shut. A moment later their dog began whimpering, acting up. Marmaluke would continue for the next two hours.

Closing bloodshot eyes, completely exhausted, she felt a warm breath whisper in her ear, "Mummy, it's morning."

"You've got to be kidding me..."

The moon was still high in the midnight black sky as Arlana started her day, her son sobbing by the front door for no other reason than he was exhausted but just wouldn't sleep.

Happy New Year...and so it begins.

****
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ONCE AZIEL WAS FAST asleep and tucked into bed, Arlana curled up on the couch, settling down for some much-needed quiet time. She sat alone in the subdued light, scratchpad by her side and laptop perched on her knees.

Arlana was trapped due to lousy decisions but was resolved her life wouldn't end that way. Creative writing was her lifeline, her God-given talent she'd shelved much too long. If she could get published, it could be her way out.

A memoir.

It appeared to be the perfect place to begin. Who knows my life better than me?

Touching her pen to paper, she began.

Avalon leisurely wandered through the tranquil cemetery following a winding path. Crunchy leaves protested beneath her well-worn, Sunday best shoes. She had no business in the final resting place of the dead, yet she sought out the solitude acutely conscious of the slightly ghostly hush of the long forgotten.

Avalon's eyes rested on one grave, reading words etched in stone. Some exhibited photographs of those who had once lived - downright creepy - their sombre expressions a haunting reminder that life is much too short.

Never skilled at mathematics, Avalon didn't bother to calculate their ages, concentrating instead on the epitaphs, a simple phrase which summed up their lives, a word of reassurance, or the more common three words, "Rest In Peace."

Wandering off the main passage, she entered the older segment, towering memorials standing centennial, all that remained of those who lived in the previous century. Were her ancestors buried beneath her feet? Not likely. Acadian blood coursed through her veins. Her forefathers were among the first French to settle in Canada. Laying claim to the land, they were dedicated and enduring - as uncompromising as the Rocky Mountains.

Avalon glanced at her watch. She had lost track of time. Quickening her steps, she withdrew through the cast-iron gate, leaving the shadows behind.

"Remember me," the wind appeared to call after her retreating form.

****
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"WHAT'S THAT SOUND?" Aziel broke into her thoughts.

Arlana blinked back tears, focusing on the present. "What sound?"

Aziel stretched his neck, no longer swishing bathwater.

Arlana paused for a moment, "It's the neighbour upstairs filling up their bathtub."

"They're taking a bath too at the same time as me!"

Arlana wasn't quite as excited. If she could hear them filling their bathtub, how much could they hear? The walls were thin - validating the saying, "The walls have ears."

****
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CLUTCHING A GARBAGE bag filled to bursting with soiled pine shavings, Arlana followed her son down the long hallway to the garbage room.

As usual, Aziel sprinted ahead hesitating just long enough to giggle, "You know you can never catch me!"

Arlana wasn't trying to.

"Oh hi," their neighbour unlocked her apartment door as Arlana passed. "I was hoping to see you."

In four years Arlana scarcely knew her neighbours let alone had gotten their names. She stayed in her apartment like a recluse, fearful of the sun and what it might expose.

Meg lowered her voice, "How are you holding on? It's okay, we won't say anything but the walls are so thin..." she cautiously explained how she was aware of Arlana's secret, glancing over to where Aziel played just a few feet away.

Arlana looked away, embarrassed.

"You know, traveling would be good for both of you. It would get your son out of the house and that environment and the memories you'd make... it will stay with him forever. I wouldn't mind giving you some pointers. I haven't been in business for a while as I'm retired now, but I made a good living from my photography and the extra money I'm sure would be good for you." He shuffled his feet.

"Thank you so much," Arlana blinked back tears at their kindness. "I'd love that."

"Then it is settled then. Why don't you both come over an hour after he leaves for work on Monday."

"Thank you," Arlana was clearly at a loss for adequate words to express her gratitude, but they didn't seem to notice or at least didn't want to embarrass her.

"You know, my grandparents took me in when they managed to flee Germany, raising me in South Africa. They were Orthodox Jews and even after all they endured and the loss of my parents, they never turned their backs on their faith," her husband eased the awkward silence.

Meg nodded. "David isn't as observant as his grandparents were though. He tends to keep his religion to himself." She chuckled, "I guess I am lucky that way. If he was more observant he never would have married me." Meg paused to explain, "I'm Catholic."

Arlana's eyes were wide. And all this time they were neighbours? How fascinating his story was!

"I tried raising Aziel Messianic...you know, Jewish but believing that Jesus is the promised Messiah. I find many churches have become so... I don't even know how to describe it. Disrespectful. Liberal in their beliefs, no longer preaching against sin. I wasn't raised that way, but then again..." Arlana didn't finish her sentence, well aware of how far she had backslid herself. "I started researching and discovered Hebrew Roots," she gestured with her hand. "We even celebrated Passover a few years back. I gave it a go but as with everything else...it just seems so hard to follow through with anything. I'm sure Aziel suffers the most. He has asked me to celebrate again...I just haven't." She was at a loss for words and couldn't seem to explain the struggle in her soul.

Meg came to her rescue. "I think it would be a good thing if you brought Aziel to church. I believe you would find more in common with Christians than with Jews. It is an entirely different culture... Have you tried the church across from the park?"

"No, I haven't. You are right. Aziel needs to meet kids and I could really use the fellowship too. I'll go on Sunday. I really have nothing to lose."
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​CHAPTER 3: MOONLIT VIGIL
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Rivkah peered out the window for the umpteenth time watching as the moon rose higher in the sky. December had been unseasonably mild and New Year's Eve was no different, a spattering of rain creating patterns on the windowpane.

A brisk tapping on the wooden door startled her. She wasn't expecting company this late. Josiah, of course, wouldn't be knocking. Twisting a strand of hair under her lavender-hued tichel, she crossed the creaky wooden floor.

"Oh, I hope we didn't startle you. We would have come by earlier but the traffic is so bad tonight. We heard on the radio on the way down that there was an accident..."

Rivkah's sharp intake of breath gave Rose pause. She shouldn't have said anything.

"It wouldn't have been Josiah. He should be taking the highway eastward bound," David stepped forward, closing the door behind him.

Rivkah's features were still ashen as she stepped away from the entrance, bidding her impromptu guests a welcome. "Would you like some tea? I'm afraid we are all out of coffee and with my son gone..."

She really didn't have to explain further.

"Tea would be wonderful," Rose smiled, taking a seat at the kitchen table, "But you really must tell us if you are ever in need. David wouldn't mind bringing supplies in from town. I hate the idea of you out here on your own without a vehicle. Heaven forbid anything should happen."

"You worry too much my dear, but yes, Rose is right, Rivkah. I don't mind helping out at all in Josiah's absence. After all you have done for us, it really is the least we can do."

"Thank you again for your offer," Rivkah smiled softly knowing she would never ask, even if in need. "I was just watching at the window for his arrival. I had expected Josiah to return hours ago. I must have let my mind wander as I didn't hear you arrive."

Rose nodded, reaching out to place her hand on her best friend's. Josiah had been gone for weeks and although he touched base when he could, it brought a great deal of worry to his mother.

"It may be selfish but I wish my sons were home. Settled on nearby farms with families of their own. At my age, I long to see them happy and content. I wouldn't worry if I knew they were near..."

"Of course..." Rose empathized, "But God is using both of your boys. You are blessed that they have grown up to be such good, honourable men. With the way things are these days... But yes, I do understand. I thought Shaul would have found a bride by now. When he returned to Israel, I imagined it wouldn't be long before we heard word he had found someone to share in his burden. There must be plenty of women for him to choose from. As for our Josiah, if he could stay home for more than... Well, there is more hope for Shaul I think."

Rose threw up her hands in mock exasperation although a smile lit her face. Of the two, Josiah was her favourite. Perhaps because she knew him better. Rose understood his passion whereas his rabbinical elder brother was a different story, although still loved by the elderly woman.

"I don't think the problem lies with availability," Rivkah smiled, sipping her lemon tea, "My Shaul is dedicated to his studies. He has begun training and, well, he wants Josiah to join him as soon as possible. They are so much alike, my boys, but in this, they are at odds. Josiah will never leave and Shaul is most insistent. It is putting a rift between them, I believe. They barely spoke before Josiah left again. I know Shaul means well, but once he has something in his head, there is no changing his mind or reasoning with him..."

"He has had to fill big shoes for a long time," David set his mug on the white tablecloth before leaning back in his chair. It creaked beneath his weight, but no one paid any attention.

A shadow passed over Rivkah's eyes. David was right of course. Shaul had grown up overnight the day his father had been shot in front of the siblings. No child should ever witness their parent's murder. Josiah had changed too. He had become withdrawn, but it was Shaul who stepped into the role of the man of the house, looking out for his mother. In one senseless act, Shaul bore the weight of the world on his shoulders.

Her boys grew up overnight, each reacting to their father's death much differently. One thing was certain, her family had never been the same.

Shaul was wise beyond his years. A tall, thoughtful man who shouldered the responsibility of his family without complaint, now from thousands of miles away. Shaul had chosen to return to Israel leaving his brother to run the farm.

"No," Rivkah sighed, returning to the present, "I don't think Adonai will bless me with grandchildren any time soon."

David and Rose exchanged a look. They'd been blessed with grandchildren many years ago. Their grandbabies, now grown, brought untold joy to their lives. Wisely, they dropped the topic. After all, it was New Year's Eve. A time to celebrate and look forward to the future.

The doorknob turned, creaking in protest a moment before Josiah stepped into the warmly lit farmhouse, rain dripping from his suit jacket. His features were pale, shadowed with exhaustion.

"Hello, Mother. I'm so glad to see you here, David and Rose." Josiah left a lot unsaid.

Removing his shoes, he crossed the room, bending to kiss his mother's cheek.

Rose stroked his forearm tenderly. Josiah and his brother were like sons to her, both cherished. She worried greatly when Josiah was away.

"Well, it is good to see you at home. Yes, I know you don't celebrate our New Year's but we wanted to stop by and bring you both a little something. David, did you bring it in with you?"

"Of course," David shuffled through the bags he had brought with him, thankful he wouldn't have to go back out into the rain just yet. He wasn't getting any younger and the damp made his joints most miserable. "I think you will like this..." he pulled out a book, showing the cover first to the tall blonde at his side, then to Rivkah. "It is hot off the press."

David grinned, watching Josiah's eyes light up as he gently traced the embossed lettering.

"Thank you, David..."

"Happy New Year, Son."
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​CHAPTER 4: SECRETS OF THE RESISTANCE
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"Here, let me get you some tea. Lemon?" Rivkah stood, reaching for her son's black suit jacket.

Looking up from the book he held in his hand, Josiah smiled at his mother, "Please sit, Mother, I will help myself. You know I worry when I must be away. It is good you are not alone..."

Draping his jacket on the back of a chair, Josiah passed the book to his mother before walking to the stove.

"Ah, it is finally here!" Rivkah beamed, gazing down at the cover as though she herself had written the contents. "Does Lachlan know?"

"I haven't spoken to him for a few days. He is finishing up his assignment, then will meet me here on Thursday if all goes according to plan." Josiah rejoined the others at the table.

The book was written by both men, however, Josiah had insisted on being a ghostwriter. David had objected, believing there would be no harm in Josiah being recognized as the main author, or at the very least, listed as a co-author on the cover, but Josiah wouldn't hear of it. No, Lachlan was the face of The Resistance and Josiah intended to keep it that way.

Setting down his cup of lemon-scented tea, Josiah looked over Rivkah's shoulder, taking in the eye-catching cover and embossed "The Remnant." Yes, it turned out well.

"I'll make a note to order a few boxes of the books so Lachlan can bring them to his next speaking engagement."

"Where will it be held? Perhaps David and I will be able to attend," Rose laid a hand on her husband's arm.

Josiah leaned back, "He has two meetings scheduled at a mission a few months from now. That would be ample time to have at least a hundred printed..."

"You know..." David leaned forward, reaching for his drink, "Rose has been speaking with her cousin Heather. They are planning on throwing a surprise party for James..."

"Yes, of course! I don't know why I didn't think of that!" Rose interrupted, her eyes sparkling in the dim light. "My cousin James is ninety-five. For once, the mainstream media are correct - there are no living WWI veterans and those who fought in the Second World War, God only knows how much longer they will be with us. Well, we were thinking of having a celebration to honour his service and it would also be an opportunity for the extended family to come to the reunion. I was thinking just now..." Rose continued her husband's idea as though it were her own, yet after so many years of marriage, they often shared the same thoughts and David didn't mind. He was far less chatty than his wife. "Why don't you send Lachlan to cover the event? After all, the focus will be honouring some of our last WWII veterans and he shares our vision. I believe James is one of our biggest financial supporters...." She looked over at Josiah for confirmation. Josiah nodded in agreement before Rose continued. "So I think it would also be a good opportunity to draw attention to the Resistance. If you bring along a case of books, well, I'm sure my relatives would purchase a copy. We don't have a number of guests just yet, but this would be a good opportunity..."

"You are more than welcome to come as well," David interjected, gesturing toward their hosts.

Josiah smiled, "Let me know the date and I'm sure Lachlan would love to cover the event. Thank you for the invitation. Of course, I will be there unless I am called away... In any case, I am very fond of your cousin, James, and think this is a wonderful idea to give him honour. It will be nice to see Heather again as well. It doesn't seem like five years since she moved, does it? Time really is passing at an alarming rate."

David chuckled, "They say time flies faster as you age..."

The corners of Rose's eyes crinkled as she smiled at Josiah, "You aren't getting younger, son. We were just discussing your marriage before you walked in."

"My marriage?" Josiah laughed at the older woman who had been a second mother to him over the years. "What marriage? Well, my timing was good to put an end to that topic..." He shook his head, laughter filling his voice.

"Surely you must meet some lovely women when you are away. I know there is no one here, but..."

Josiah ran his fingers through his still-damp hair. He really didn't want to face this discussion now but wasn't about to be rude.

"It is not that simple and you know I have very little time to myself. Mine is not a life many women would sign up for. And besides, she must share my faith. That is of utmost importance to me. Since our people made Aaliyah..."

Rose didn't understand the sudden sorrow that laced Josiah's voice, guessing the sudden change in tone must be his longing for a wife and family. She shared a look with her husband. It isn't good for a man to be alone. He needs a wife.

David grinned at Josiah. The poor guy had no idea Rose had officially donned her match-making hat.

"I would love grandchildren," Rivkah sighed wistfully, giving Josiah a glimpse of her heart. It was something she had never mentioned before, so he looked up in surprise before masking the haunted look in his eyes. A family would be wonderful, but it would never be his portion. Perhaps Shaul would give his mother the grandchildren her heart longed for, but he knew his brother well enough to know Shaul had no intention of marrying until he had finished his training. Nothing and no one could distract him from his calling. Rivkah may never see her grandchildren if Shaul continued to drag his feet.

"Speaking of your brother," Rivkah changed the topic after watching her son's unspoken emotions. "He called earlier today. Shaul wishes to speak with you as soon as possible..." She reached out, holding her son's hand, "You know he wants us to join him in Israel."

A muscle clenched in Josiah's jaw as he looked down at her hand on his. Shaul wouldn't give up, not that he really blamed his brother.

David spoke up in the awkward silence. "We need you here, Josiah. The Remnant and The Resistance need you although I don't understand why you insist on being anonymous. Without you, they wouldn't exist. It is clear you are exhausted. What harm is there in recognition? I worry you are working yourself into the ground. The human body can only take so much... No, your place is with us. The Third Temple hasn't even been built yet. I understand Shaul is preparing now, but what is the rush? You could really use his help..."

"What he needs is a wife to help share his burdens..." Rose was like a dog with a bone.

Josiah raised his eyebrow but shook his head at the elderly lady before speaking, "You are right, my place is here. That is what I have been telling Shaul, but you know my brother. He will not let the matter rest." Shaul and your wife have much in common. "It is too much for just Lachlan and I. I am considering hiring another to work part-time. Owen is not Lachlan, of course, but he is a good young man and I believe he can assist Lachlan. Perhaps he can cover smaller events until he proves himself." Josiah rubbed his temples, his head pounding, "I am giving my life to The Remnant, but will not ever come forward as its CEO. You must understand. It is already controversial and if people find out a Jew..." his voice choked on the word as he struggled to mask his emotions, "An Orthodox Jew at that...after what happened to my father. No, I do not fear death, but the hatred for my people is so great. It is for the best that a Scottsman is the face of The Resistance. Unless I am called away again in the next few weeks, I intend to work from home on The Remnant. As you know, it is the cry of my heart for my people...for this generation."

David didn't say anything, placing his hand on Josiah's shoulder, "God is with you and if there is anything you need, I'm here for you. I wish I could help more..."

At David's age, he couldn't be on the front lines but showed his support in other ways, invaluable to the cause.

"Thank you, David. I know I can count on you."

David smiled, reaching for his wife's hand as he rose from the table. 12:05 am. He hadn't intended to stay so long.

"Happy New Year," he placed a gentle kiss on his wife's lips. After fifty years of marriage, he still made her eyes sparkle.

Josiah couldn't help but grin. David and Rose were still clearly in love. Perhaps Rose was onto something after all, and he hated seeing the sorrow in his mother's eyes when she shared her longing for grandchildren. He would pray about it and ask Adonai for a clear sign. A marriage such as theirs could only be a blessing.

"Thank you again for your hospitality," David interrupted his thoughts, "Happy New Year." They waved before stepping back out into the rain.

Josiah locked the door after they had driven away, turning to his mother who was bringing the empty teacups to the sink.

"I will pray about it."

Rivkah looked over her shoulder, her eyes questioning.

"I will pray about a wife...and about returning to Israel."

Josiah wasn't sure which was more impossible.

A tender smile danced on Rivkah's lips as her son offered her a glimmer of hope. "Thank you. Come, let us sit by the fire together. You have much to tell me."

Josiah kissed the top of his mother's head before leading her to the living room. It was good to be home.
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​CHAPTER 5: DESPERATE PRAYERS
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"It is well with my soul!" The congregation sang after they partook in the communion service.

Arlana held up her hand when they offered her the platter of broken crackers. She hadn't taken the Lord's Supper in nearly twenty years and was definitely not going to begin now. How could one who knew better and was living with an unsaved man she wasn't married to dare to bring the morsel to her lips? Her tears flowed freely and Arlana wished she had thought to bring tissue.

When the service had come to an end, church members pushed past mother and son who stood holding hands in their midst. The church was relatively small and they would have stood out, but instead, Arlana felt out of place, quickly regretting entering the church. What had she been thinking?

She waited, watching as the last few people lingered at the exit speaking with the pastor. He had snow-white hair and seemed as though he was a nice man. If Arlana left, she might regret it. Who else might be able to help? Surely the pastor would understand and give some much-needed wisdom. She'd read on their online website they even ran a food bank from the church during the week. Could she be offered help? Her desperation was palpable.

"Hello..." The man in question stretched out his hand, shaking hers while smiling down at the child beside her.

Arlana bit her lower lip a moment before looking into the elderly man's grey eyes, "Would I be able to speak with you for a few moments? I would like to ask for your advice..."

"Sure...just wait for me in that room directly at the top of the stairs. I'll be with you in a few minutes."

"Thank you. I appreciate it."

The pastor didn't acknowledge her gratitude or perhaps he hadn't heard her.

****
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AZIEL WAS ANTSY, MOVING from chair to chair.

"Please sit," his mother frowned, already stressed out. She couldn't remember the last time she'd been sitting in a pastor's office. Ten years for sure, or more.

Aziel huffed and perched on the edge of the chair a second before the minister joined them.

Words, mingled with tears, tumbled out as he offered her a small box of tissue. She scarcely noticed it was the no-name brand that scratched the eyes like sandpaper and was never designed to absorb her torrent of tears. She was too embarrassed to ask if they had any paper towels, the shredded gob of soggy tissue squished between her fingers.

"I knew better - was raised better than this! I backslid and now," she stifled a heart-wrenching sob, "Now we are cursed and my son has never known anything better. We just want to escape but are so stuck...What am I to do? The heavens are like brass when I pray. It has been years!"

Arlana, aware that she was holding the pastor back from his Sunday dinner, spoke as quickly as she could. If he could understand her situation, just maybe he would know what to do. He might be able to point her in the right direction.

Every decision Arlana had made had resulted in regret. In every attempt to flee, she had simply exchanged one abuser for another. For years she had held onto hope and had learned not only to endure...but to survive. It was different now. She was a mother and didn't take the responsibility lightly. Never in a million years had she wanted her child to experience her childhood and yet she was powerless to stop it. She was trapped and it was even more painful knowing her child witnessed the abuse, nightmares plaguing him. What was she to do?

Could the pastor see the desperation etched into her features - the haunting pain in her eyes, the windows of the soul?

The pastor glanced at his watch.

"Maybe there is a reason why God has closed every door and you are hammering on them with your fists. God obviously wants you to stay with him and sees what you cannot. Perhaps Jorken will be saved." The aging pastor counselled, "Speak to him with kindness no matter what and you will see a difference."

Arlana blanched as she stood motioning for Aziel to join her as they followed the pastor out of the office and back down the stairs.

"Have a good week," he called over his shoulder before walking down a long hall.

Aziel gripped his mother's hand as they stepped out into the blinding afternoon sunshine - a sharp contrast to the dimly lit church.

Would the pastor's response have been different if he had seen the fear etched into her features, the painful haunting in her eyes? They were, as they say, the windows of the soul.

Arlana blinked back tears as she focused on her son who was tugging on her hand.

"Did you make any friends?" His face was earnest as he gazed up into hers.

"No, I didn't. Did you?"

"No, Mamma, no one said hi to me but I got to colour this...do you like it?"

Arlana looked at the picture of the Ten Commandments her son held out to her as they walked home.

"You did a lovely job and even coloured in the lines. I really like it, but it makes me sad no one said hello to you either. I don't want to come back to this church..."

Aziel didn't respond. Arlana hadn't expected him to. Unlike her childhood, he didn't go to church so her decision didn't bother him.

"It is a very long walk just to go to a church where no one cares enough to say hello."

****
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ARLANA SAT CURLED UP on the couch late that night working on her novel, but her thoughts were on the church service that morning.

She regretted going, having felt completely out of place. And the pastor... So that was it. His response was not much better than her family's, "We will pray for you."

God, evidently, had blocked the windows of Heaven and turned His back on her. But why shouldn't He? She knew better. Was raised better.

There was no escaping the curse she had brought down upon not only herself but her child.

Things hadn't always been this way. Perhaps if she could retrace her steps to the point where she had lost her way. That moment when she had made wrong decisions that had forever changed the course of her life.

Where had she gone wrong?

Oh, that's right...

When I lost hope.
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​CHAPTER 6: A NIGHT TO REMEMBER
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Arlana cradled Jaira in her arms at the back of the church, her youngest sibling resting her head on Arlana's shoulder. Mark didn't have a shy bone in his body or a sense of time, apparently, as he mingled with the men. Sheila, not nearly as outgoing as her husband hung back, smiling at those who acknowledged her while her second eldest child, Adelaide, scuffed her shoe impatiently on the threadbare carpet at the entryway.

"Go ahead and wait outside," Sheila whispered.

They didn't have to be asked twice.

Refreshing night air embraced the sisters, the mellow radiance of the House of God silhouetting them against the approaching twilight. The first stars of the evening winked in the broad expanse above their heads.

Arlana sighed. Stars were much harder to see in the city lights - lights which suffocate the grandeur of nature, God's creation. She wasn't mindful of how many moments had passed before Mark appeared, a deep chuckle disrupting the tranquility. Rising from the rickety bench, Arlana followed her father to the old, bronze-hued car, securing a seat belt around her sleeping sister. Adelaide slid onto the cracked leather seat, sitting on her opposite side.

Mark rolled down the window, "Sounds good, I'll just follow you."

Their car tires groaned, crunching gravel as they leisurely exited the parking lot, the last car to leave.

***
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THE PEARL-GREY CAR in front of them turned right, then left, then straight ahead. Within a short time Arlana was lost, thankful she wasn't the one driving. Having no sense of direction wasn't something to boast of.

The sky blackened in the next few minutes, great drops of rain splattering the hood of the vehicle. City lights shimmered in the rainy reflection, a recollection she would never forget. In fact, throughout the years that followed, her penchant for rain falling on cars at night would be a comfort she couldn't quite place until she was much older. Then she remembered. The memory was associated with love, tenderness, and this very event. It finally made perfect sense...

The Gallen family pulled into a sloping driveway behind the Buick. The driveway was adjacent to an average bungalow, white with deep blue-gray shutters.

Mark was the first to emerge, or more accurately, he nearly vaulted out of the car. Sheila smoothed her well-worn skirt and the girls?

Adelaide was at her father's side, as usual, clasping his calloused hand with both of hers while Arlana tenderly woke up Jaira. The youngster barely opened her eyes. Arlana pressed the seat belt button forcibly, wriggling the silver square that kept her sister safe. Scooping up her "baby," she accompanied Mark and Adelaide, Sheila bringing up the rear.

"Come in," Michael's melodious voice was thickly accented, "Don't worry about your shoes."

Disregarding their host's instructions, Mark growled, "Take your shoes off."

The children didn't have to be told twice as they slipped out of their worn-out shoes, standing in silence against the wall in the entry.

Awkward.

Out-of-place.

Arlana traced the bumpy plastic carpet runner with her stocking-covered foot, memorizing the irritating tingle of that texture on the soft underside of her foot.

The hand-me-down nylons her mother had given her after many years of wearing them now had runs and holes. They had been "good enough" concealed in her shoes, but now they were out in the open and Arlana was mortified to be the herald of her family's poverty.

She tried to scrunch the thin fabric between her toes with the opposite foot, but her toenails only made the hole bigger.

Michael didn't notice. "Have a seat," he motioned to the flower-patterned Chesterfield couch.

***
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THE GALLEN SIBLINGS didn't need to be told how to behave. They sat like sardines, not stirring a muscle, a parent on either side. Arlana perched on the edge near Sheila who took advantage of that moment to jab her scrawny elbow into her daughter's ribs.

"Ask..."

For an instant, Arlana felt significant as she set Jaira down on the couch, stepping forward to assist in the kitchen.

"You too," Sheila pushed Adelaide.

Of course, she would have to share the moment...

Jaira wasn't one to be left out, "I wanna help too."

"Only big girls can," Arlana cajoled.

"I'm a big girl!" Jaira sputtered defiantly.

At three years of age, she knew better than to talk out loud when her father was speaking, but there was no way she was going to sit back and be left out.

"Big girls don't fall asleep in church!"

Jaira countered Arlana's logic with her trademark pout, but it was too late. Her sisters couldn't see behind their backs.

"May I help you?" Arlana murmured from the threshold of the kitchen, observing their hostess drape a hand-embroidered dish towel on the oven door.

Katrina pivoted, beaming at the young girl before drying her hands on a white apron stitched with cherries.

Arlana grinned. The snow-haired woman was far from threatening, her plump figure most huggable.

"Thank you for the offer, Dear, but dinner is ready. You can help me by bringing this platter of dinner rolls to the table."

Arlana carried the tray with care, hoping to make Katrina proud of her. The table lay in the adjacent room in full view of the guests. Jaira licked her lips, ignoring Arlana's warning nudge and whispered, "Don't be so obvious!" before they returned to the couch where they squeezed side by side until summoned for supper.

***
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HONEY GLAZED HAM WAS heaped high on a serving plate along with dishes of cranberry sauce, truffle, fresh fruit, homemade dinner rolls, and two types of pie - cherry and apple. The sister's eyes bulged unbecomingly - this was the most food they'd seen at once!

Michael bowed his head and breathed a humble prayer of blessing upon the food and the family who had entered their church for the first time.

Arlana regarded herself blessed already - more than fortunate as she eyed the apple pie beneath long lashes. Adelaide glanced her way and grinned, wiggling her eyebrows up and down at her sister who'd caught her red-handed.

Ladylike, Arlana suppressed a giggle with her hand, peering over at their hostess, her double chin wriggling as she mouthed a faint benediction of her own as her husband prayed. No wonder she was large! Katrina was an astonishing cook and if you sampled everything you baked, well, her being the largest person in the room was understandable.

"Help yourselves," Katrina beamed, flushed from the heat of the stove.

Mark didn't have to be asked twice, burrowing the serving fork into the mound of ham. Four slices plopped onto his plate, yet their hosts never blinked.

Michael started to speak of something, but Arlana wasn't listening as her father eventually began to pass the food around the table. She glowered at each of her siblings hoping they would read her silent warning to make sure they left her some. No one was paying attention. Thanksgiving had come early! Sauces, jellies, truffle, rolls, preserves - oh my!

Arlana ate as though this were her last supper.

"We don't want leftovers - please, eat more!" Katrina urged.

Mark's eyes lit up. He polished off the platter of ham and the rest of the cherry pie. Gorged, he, at last, rose from the table, shoving his chair back.

"This was good, very good," he stated the obvious.

Arlana excused herself, retreating to the washroom. One can only cram so much food into their stomach before feeling ill.

The restroom was a representation of the homeowners if that made sense. It smelled of fragrant perfume and...baby powder? A moss green, fuzzy cover was on top of the toilet, a corresponding mat tickling her toes. Everything harmonized, but that made sense. After all, the ivy creeping up the white wallpaper was the same shade of green. It was comfortable for a washroom and above all everything harmonized, unlike her family home where everything was helter-skelter and looked more like a yard sale.

"Well, it's getting late," Mark bellowed from below, his voice so loud Arlana nearly dropped the miniature bar of soap she was sniffing. There was no escaping the Gallen scourge, try as she might.

Arlana slipped downstairs hoping no one would notice she had spent far too long in the restroom. How humiliating if Katrina should realize she had spent the entire time whiffing her soap collection.

Mark and Sheila were radiant as they escorted their brood out the door. It was only when they were nearly home that Arlana understood the reason - her parents had never been invited to dinner by anyone from any church ever before. Tonight was monumental.

Arlana grinned too...and then sniffed her wrist. A whiff of lilacs lingered on her skin, the remnants of a bar of soap she had rubbed on her wrist earlier in lieu of perfume. Katrina's soap collection was positively marvelous.
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​CHAPTER 7: CRUSHES AND CONFESSIONS
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Sturdy wooden floors, scuffed over the years, reverberated as the Gallen family trailed Mark to a pew in the center of the sanctuary. Mark selected one that was not too close to the front, and not too near to the back where everyone knows, only the backsliders sit.

The pews in the middle were lengthy, and perhaps that is why Mark always preferred those ones for his large family to sit in for the next few hours. Shorter pews flanked them on the left and the right.

Michael and Katrina sat in the first pew on the left every Sunday, their affection encompassing the hearts of the church members.

Two pews behind them sat Jamie and Molly. They had been married for four years but nestled against each other, their arms intertwined.

Sheila said they conducted themselves like newlyweds and wrapped around each other, how could they concentrate on the sermon? Although they were childless, Arlana thought the couple was so fascinating. In one service, they displayed more romance than she had witnessed between her parents in her lifetime.

Perhaps the secret was they did not have a brood of children, and as for their inability to concentrate on the sermon, Arlana was convinced it was the pews that were to blame. Painfully inflexible, straight-backed and rigid, they were the worst she had ever sat on. Worse yet, if you shifted, they creaked so loudly, the entire congregation was made aware of those who were fidgety or even so much as crossed their legs.

Behind the love birds, sat Rebecca, Molly's sister, flanked by her two daughters, Meagan & Sarah. No one really spoke with Rebecca. She would slip out during the closing hymn, disappearing into the early afternoon sun to an unsaved husband who awaited them at home.

"Unequally Yoked" as the Bible said, and even at the youthful age of nine, Arlana knew what that meant. To be friends with Rebecca would be... Well, it just wouldn't happen. So no one troubled themselves to find out what their home life was like.

Meagan, the younger of the daughters, was reserved. Sarah, on the other hand, was painfully introverted. Sheila whispered for Arlana's ears only, "I heard shyness is actually pride," not disclosing her source. And so, that family was easily overlooked.

Three pews behind them remained empty every Sunday and then in the last pew on the left sat the McLachlan family. Duncan, a red-headed Scotsman, his Oriental wife, and their two "halfbreed" daughters as her family referred to mixed-race people, Belinda and Sylvia.

Belinda clung to her father's side, but Sylvia, the more attractive of the two girls, smiled across the aisle at Jaira. Best friends from the instant they spotted each other, they all but chomped at the bit waiting for the sermon to end when the church service hadn't even begun yet, the great outdoors calling their names.

Adelaide had made friends with Belinda, as though the children had been paired according to age. As for Arlana, well, it really didn't matter. She had better things to do than play with the McLachlan offspring, Arlana tried to convince herself.

***
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THE GALLEN FAMILY CONTINUED to attend the Good Shepherd Nondenominational Church Sunday mornings, but Sunday evenings they would make the not quite hour-long drive to Westport, entering the Baptist church they now felt more at home in.

It may have been Katrina's feast that had snagged them, but Mark resolved to return and no one questioned their absence at their Jamaican church although their absenteeism would have been noticed – it is not hard to miss the only Caucasian family in a small church.

Arlana savoured the drive and would confess she loved the church, but she still had not made a friend. The Baptist pastor with the whimsical English accent was just that – dreamy. Regrettably, he was married – and in his fifties. It wasn't the gaping age difference that was an obstacle to Arlana. The young girl wasn't picky - older men were just fine, but when it came to married men, that is where her pre-teen crushes drew a line.

Over the past year, Arlana was starting to notice the opposite sex in a different light, her senses highly awakened to even the slightest wafting scent of cologne, her face turning a deep crimson if any man should even unintentionally glance her way. Her mother, thankfully, was oblivious of the diaries she kept under her mattress - fantasies of escaping her life with her knight in shining armour.

No one perceived Arlana also fostered a crush on her current pastor as well. He was especially handsome, smelling of musky spice and tropical beaches - at least that is how Arlana envisioned Jamaica must smell like, having never actually travelled out of Canada. Exotic. Old Spice captured her imagination.

Her pastor's son was a grown man and Kayne, although naturally her first choice between father and son, was much too preoccupied with his job at the local grocery store and wouldn't have as much time to court her as his father, who was retired from secular work.

And then there was Terrell.

Ah, just his name made her heart hammer uncontrollably in her flat, girlish chest. She beamed at the thought of Terrell as she gazed out the window, observing the traffic whizz by with unseeing eyes.

Terrell played the drums and anyone with common sense could see he was the best catch of them all, the direct son of Brother Mosely. A marriage between them would cement everything. As Brother Mosely's daughter-in-law, things would be different... It was just a matter of time, Arlana having plans A, B, and C almost worked out.

Mark, however, had other intentions. One Sunday morning he simply stopped going to the Mosely's church. Arlana was devastated. What would Terrell and Kayne, not to mention his father, do without her? What would she do without them? Her prospects of marriage had been thwarted by a cruel stroke of bad luck.

Sheila and Mark spoke in hushed whispers. Things were awkward when Brother Mosely arrived to collect the rent from his tenants. So instead of explaining, they simply gave their notice and prayed they would find a place to live.

Michael helped. There was a small house two streets away from their new church. The rent was affordable. It was an option.

Mark glanced at Sheila and then Sheila looked at Mark before they turned to their older children and announced that they would be moving to Westport.

Arlana cringed. Move? What about Tasha? They had just recently become friends. What about her ministry reading Bible stories to the neighbourhood children

There was no one in Westport. She would surely perish, a friendless old maid.
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​CHAPTER 8: CHASING ACCEPTANCE

[image: ]




Arlana bowed her head, a new observance everyone adhered to, with the exception of her hillbilly parents. Ashamed, she fixated on the retreating racket of her father's cowboy boots stomping in the hushed sanctuary. He wore them tucked beneath a pair of pressed battleship-grey dress pants he had owned since she could remember. A "Sunday Best" sweater completed his ensemble.

Mark stood out like a sore thumb amongst all the men in suits, yet he didn't seem to notice. Freshly showered and hair combed, he was prepared to meet with God, assured that God only cared about the heart, not the exterior. That may have been true in Prophet Samuel's day but things had changed over the centuries and clearly, Mark hadn't received the memo.

Some might say that there isn't much contrast between Baptists and Presbyterians, but Arlana had discovered first hand that the Irish embraced their own, looking down their imperious noses at those who did not bear their surnames or Irish heritage, Christian or not - at least the Irish that attended her latest church. Bloodlines were more valuable than faith and the name Gallen didn't make the cut.

Peering from beneath the broad-brimmed straw hat that accentuated her ankle-length dress, Arlana lingered in feigned, pious prayer until Keiran tucked his Bible under his arm and made a beeline dive for the nearest exit.

Keiran was a man as predictable as the seasons, and she knew precisely where to locate him. Fixating on the back of his suit she pursued, all but stalking him, hesitating only to murmur with a smile, "How are you?" Her words delicately accented with an Irish lilt she'd perfected over the past four years in a struggle to be accepted.

"Let's go!"

Arlana glanced up at her father who had unexpectedly appeared at her side, stopping briefly to extend a calloused hand to the stout Irishman before her.

Ian sniffed before taking the work-worn hand in his.

How long has it been since the potato famine? Arlana's thoughts grew bitter as she observed the exchange, Any misery they once had has been left in the Motherland. This lot is too big for their britches!

Lost in thought, Arlana behaved as though she hadn't heard her father.

"I'll be in the van."

Arlana would be Irish too if she could only catch up with Kieran. He alone was her only hope in not only erasing the Gallen name along with procuring an escape from her reality.

Nothing had improved over the years. Arlana was just as desperate for a man - any man really, to sweep her off her feet and offer her a life where she could finally live, "Happily ever after."

There was only one obstacle. Keiran was determined to evade her, thwarting her plans at snagging a husband.

Cornering him in their church bookstore, she knew he was too committed to his volunteer post to leave until they locked up the church. Arlana took advantage and casually meandered along the bookshelves, heart hammering. Even if Keiran spoke to her, she wouldn't be able to formulate an answer. Hillbilly blood runs deep, but she could dream he'd see past her awkwardness, find her charming and fairy-tale-like, sweep her off her feet.

If she closed her eyes she could detect an indistinct trace of cologne. The scent could have belonged to any of the aging men who were perusing the books in the tiny room, yet, certain it was her man, Arlana's heart hammered in her ears.

"Let's go!" Mark thundered, his voice bellowing, "I've been waiting for over ten minutes!"

Humiliated, Arlana hung her head, yet trailed behind her father until they stepped outside into the blinding sunlight.

What was the rush? They'd only visit with Titusi's family between church services. The Tituses were country hicks who bred sons like rabbits.

Keiran will be enjoying a roast beef Sunday dinner by now, she mused, leisurely nibbling on a peanut butter and jam sandwich in the rear of the van.

There was no future for her at the Tituses' - no prospects. The fact was, they were as much of country bumpkins as her parents - maybe more.

"Which would explain why Mom and Dad feel the need to visit every Sunday," Arlana thought ruefully as they turned off the highway, "I'd rather die than marry into a family that are best friends with my folks"

***
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ARLANA GAZED OUT THE window, scarcely listening to her sister's chatter.

"Ryan looked at me today! I know he loves me, he's just so shy."

Irish. Like Kerian, he was also a runner. It made complete sense that the two young men were friends.

Adelaide sat in silence, ignoring her sisters, focusing instead on her fingers resting on her lap.

Undeterred, Jaira continued, "Ryan was looking at me with passionate devotion when Lucy interrupted."

Passionate devotion?

"I don't need to worry. He is faithful to me. I really wish Lucy would mind her own business!"

Jaira couldn't finish her tirade. Mark had turned into a long gravel driveway, finally parking beneath a weeping willow tree. A tire swing moved invitingly in the August breeze.

Adelaide instantly came to life, swinging the van door wide open before racing up the hill so fast her feet kicked her backside. Within seconds Jordan was at her side, sprinting over the hills.

Jaira blushed blood-red as Jordan's brothers swarmed their vehicle, climbing inside without being invited. Ryan was forgotten within minutes. These boys were perfect. Bright-eyed, with wind-tousled hair, but best of all, with them, the sisters didn't need to pretend they were someone they weren't.

Mark's howling laughter reached them. Distasteful as it was to accept, they belonged in "Hillbilly Land." Here, the Gallen family finally fit in.

Justin coaxed Jaira into climbing hay bales and as for Arlana, well, there was Solomon - the dark-haired young man with penetrating blue eyes - eyes that betrayed his mixed heritage. Unfortunately, Solomon refused to leave his bedroom - just rude!

Arlana had honed her stalker skills over the years. Sitting on the tire swing beneath Solomon's bedroom window, she began to swing, her waist-length tresses whipping her face in the breeze. Higher and higher she soared remembering better, carefree days. Westport was now just a faraway memory. The branches creaked as she leaned back, sunlight glinting between her toes, shoes discarded.

Solomon would marry her. It was just a matter of time. She had overheard the whispers. Mrs. Tituses loved her - Arlana was perfect for her son. Strong, with exotic Middle Eastern good looks, yet with sky-blue eyes that could see into her soul, Arlana had to acknowledge that the interracial couple had produced gorgeous children.
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