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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Four blocks from home, I navigated the RV around the same traffic circle three times. I had no idea where to go. Around I went, in the traffic circle … in my head … until I felt dizzy with doubt and second thoughts. But I could not stay in this damn traffic circle or continue living the same circular, oppressive life that was killing me. I had to go.

      I cranked the wheel so hard the RV, affectionately called Big Bart by my twin daughters, rocked like it had been broadsided by a bus as we lumbered onto the busy four-lane out of town. It took five minutes and breaking the speed limit to hit the interstate. I headed north because I would have rolled the RV had I swerved onto the switchback for the southbound ramp. So, north it was.

      For twelve miles, I drove with my fingers clamped around the wheel like a parrot on a perch. As I passed the first off-ramp, my stomach did a sickening flip. I was walking away from everything that constituted my life, but I couldn’t wait any longer because time doesn’t wait for anyone. It marches on wearing steel-toed boots that kick the shit out of your dreams.

      For twenty years, my desire for independence has grown wild and untamed in my mind like weeds growing in the rain of my tears. Throughout my marriage, my dreams have shot up like grass only to be trampled beneath the heels of my husband’s polished shoes—and my own self-doubt and indecisiveness.

      My husband, Dan, calls me Can’t-decide-Kate, Come-along-Kate, Caboose-Katie.

      I want to change my name to Fuck-you-Francine and take charge of this train wreck I call my life. I know I can’t do that from the back of the train, or if I let everyone else’s needs and decisions derail me, or if I stop and wait at every crossing. But that’s what I’ve been doing for twenty-three years. I’ve been waiting while my husband built his church from a couple dozen congregants to several thousand, and for our daughters to grow up and head off to college, and now … I was done with waiting.

      And yet, the reality of what I was doing, and the resulting ramifications with Dan and our daughters, was too overwhelming to consider, especially while trying to keep Big Bart on the road.

      No thinking.

      Just drive!

      Renewing my resolve, I slammed the door shut on my thoughts.

      Eyes focused on the road ahead, I drove in a fog, not allowing myself to think of anything other than keeping Bart between the painted lines on the pavement. Another hour passed with me mentally slamming doors on every thought that urged me to turn back. How long before Dan would notice the silent house and the lack of noise coming from the kitchen where I should be cooking his supper?

      I glanced at the fuel gauge. Dan had topped off the tank three days ago when we returned home from his cousin’s wedding. The girls had flown to Charlotte from Missouri where they were attending college, and we’d picked them up at the airport so they could travel with us to Charleston, where the wedding had taken place. We stayed at an RV park near the ocean where the girls and their cousins walked the beach and worked on their tans. Dan officiated the wedding, talked to his board members, and played golf with his cousins. I stayed at the RV park and waited.

      Stupid. Pathetic. Depressing.

      A shrill ring from inside my purse startled me. I was wound so tight I nearly drove Bart off the pavement. The rumble strips on the side of the road shook Bart’s frame and rattled the dishes in the cupboard. Correcting my trajectory, which was taking me toward a ditch the size of Kansas, I pulled Bart back onto the blacktop and blew out a shaky breath. The phone rang. And rang.

      I let it go to voicemail without checking to see who was calling. I didn’t want to know. I couldn’t bear to talk with my daughters. I would not talk with Dan. Not after what he’d done. But the phone continued to ring until I shut it off without checking messages.

      Let Dan think I got raptured. He would believe that before he’d believe I actually left him.

      Only when the gas gauge dropped to a quarter tank did I allow myself to pull into a truck stop for gas. I swiped the debit card for our joint account and filled Bart’s bottomless tank to the top. Needing to stretch my legs and find coffee, I went inside the truck stop. I loaded up on chocolate, water, and a thermos full of coffee—special of the day, lucky me. The urge to hurry back home followed me down every aisle. What was I doing? What the hell was I doing?

      To distract myself, I spun a carousel of magazines while I waited for the clerk to fill the thermos with coffee. There were teen publications with provocative pictures on the cover and articles on sex and romantic relationships, none of which I presently desired. Books filled with gardening and decorating ideas reminded me of the beautiful house I was leaving behind. Hot cars on covers for the mechanic-minded reader, and a semi load of magazines for truck drivers, dominated the selection. Way down at the bottom of the rack Scientific American and National Geographic stood side-by-side as if defending themselves against the overflow of nonsense above. I bought them both as a small act of defiance. I believed in science, damn it, and I refused to deny reality any longer.

      Bart and I continued north, neither of us certain where we would end up. Evening sunshine faded to twilight and then to headlights cutting through a moonless night. It wasn’t until dawn, when we crossed the New York State line, that I finally understood. I was going home, back to Dunwith Falls—back to the wreckage and destruction I’d left behind over two decades ago.
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        * * *

      

      I used to be brave. At nineteen years old, I thought I was going to change the world. I’d destroyed my world instead.

      At least that’s what my family thought. Going back home after that hadn’t been an option. Now, it was the only option because it was Grandma Jean’s home that had drawn me northward for nine hundred tense miles filled with doubts and second thoughts.

      The tall stone pylons on either side of the driveway still stood like sentinels guarding access to the property. My grandfather had intended to hang a gate there but never had. The house number, painted on the metal mailbox by my younger sister and me, was faded and barely legible now, but the box itself was still in reasonably good shape.

      As I navigated Big Bart onto the rutted dirt driveway, I got my first look at everything I’d left behind. Grandma Jean and her two-story farmhouse had been my sanctuary. My grandmother had been dead, four years now, but her property was mine according to her will. The will had been mailed to me in a standard white envelope along with a note from Grandma Jean that simply stated, “It’s time to come home, Kate.”

      I hadn’t gone back. She’d been adamantly opposed to anyone having a memorial service for her, insisting she’d be happily reunited with my late grandfather. How that was supposed to work, I had no idea, and I’d never asked. I’d simply arranged her cremation over the phone and had the crematorium send her ashes to me. When I’d received them, Dan locked her ashes in his safe—for safekeeping, he’d said—and told me to sell her property.

      Ashamed of myself for how deeply I’d failed my family, I’d half-heartedly agreed. But despite a couple of decent offers, I hadn’t been able to let it go. Grandma Jean and my grandfather, Papa Ray, who’d predeceased her by ten years, had spent their lives there. Their house had been filled with love, ice-cream, chips, and cats. In childhood, I was allergic to one of those things and addicted to the others.

      Their land of fields, forests, and streams—a haven for wildlife and one wild girl—had been cared for with gentle hands. My refusal to sell it was the only time during our entire marriage that I’d not submitted to Dan’s wishes. I’d daydreamed about bringing my girls here, but coming back, even for a vacation, would have subjected my family to my sister’s rage and my father’s brokenness—and my girls would have learned I was the cause of both.
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        * * *

      

      Rotating my stiff ankles, I sat in Grandma Jean’s driveway hesitant to kill Bart’s engine, as if turning the key would be the final act of leaving my current life behind. But my butt was numb, and I was wasting gas.

      Without the noise of Bart’s idling engine, I could hear my blood pulsing in my ears and the splatter of raindrops hitting the windshield. In the gray morning light, Grandma Jean’s house, with its boarded-up windows and broken porch floorboards and hanging shutters, looked as desolate as I felt. Maybe we were both just tired and not at our best this morning. Maybe with some rest and restoration we could both become whole again.

      Rolling my neck, I tried to unlock my spine that was compressed by nine hundred miles of bouncing along interstates. When I could stand upright without moaning, I stepped out of the RV.

      Icy rain blasted my face like shrapnel. “Holy mother of gawd!”

      I bolted back inside for a coat.

      All I had in the RV was a sweatshirt I’d taken to South Carolina and my daughter’s windbreaker. I’d forgotten how cold New York weather was in early spring. It dawned on me that it was April 1st … April Fool’s Day. Would Dan think my leaving was a joke? Was I being a fool? Was the joke on me?

      The temperature, when I dared to step outside again, couldn’t have been higher than mid-forties. The coat and sweatshirt helped, but my jean shorts and my mowing shoes, a grass-stained pair of old sneakers I’d bought before Jesus was born, were little protection against the gray chill. Gooseflesh lifted the hair on my unshaved legs like quills on a porcupine.

      As I made my way toward Grandma Jean’s house, I tried to recall what clothes I’d taken with me to South Carolina that might still be stashed inside. The knowledge that my wardrobe was sparse, that I had very little cash in my purse and no food in the fridge was as chilling as the cold air circling my bare legs.

      I should have thought this through—or at least shaved my legs before I left home.

      No thinking. No second guessing. No turning back.

      That’s when I saw the “Condemned” sign tacked to the door.

      Condemned? As in officially unfit for use? The house couldn’t possibly be that bad. Maybe they’d only condemned it because it had been vacant and the utilities had been turned off for four years.

      Striding across the porch, I avoided the gaping holes and loose floorboards. I pulled open the screen door, ready to see for myself just what sort of damage had caused some nameless inspector to condemn my sanctuary. The screen door crashed to the floor, ripping the knob from my hand and landing with a clatter. Dumbfounded, I looked at the door then at the rotted frame where the hinges had pulled free.

      I flipped through the keys on my keyring: one large key with a saw blade edge that opened the church office, a chunky, black fob for my Escalade, a sleek silver key for the back door to our house, and one plain gold key I’d meant to use years ago. I slid it into the keyhole, hoping my sister hadn’t changed the locks.

      The solid oak door to the house swung open without issue. Years ago, I used to step through that door into a kitchen filled with warmth and light and the smell of coffee and fresh baked bread. Now, the house with its boarded windows and lack of heat was a cold, dark cave hiding things I didn’t want to discover.

      I pulled my cellphone from the back pocket of my shorts. Using the flashlight app, I panned a slow circle around the empty kitchen. The table where I’d shared so many meals with my grandparents was gone. The long-outdated appliances still hunkered along one wall, looking anemic and scared in the negligible light. A bank of wall cabinets hung open, all of them empty. My sister Sophie had apparently been here to take what she felt was rightfully her half of our grandparents’ assets despite their will that clearly stated everything had been left to me.

      The break between Sophie and my grandparents was my fault. I owed Sophie more than a few household items.

      As I inspected a plain white porcelain mug left in the sink, I recalled how my grandmother would sit at the table drinking coffee, her gray tiger cat, Georgie, I think, curled up on her lap. How many mornings had Grandma Jean sat here alone in her final years with her hands wrapped around the warmth of her cup, perhaps the only warmth she had? What had gone through her mind during those moments of reflection? What unrealized dreams had she mourned? How many one-way conversations had she had with her late husband?

      Had she thought about me, too? Had she wondered if I’d ever come back and try to fix what I’d broken? If I’d missed her?

      I had. Desperately. Deeply.

      She and Papa Ray visited me and my family when the girls were young. Then Papa Ray died. After that, Grandma Jean wrote letters in place of her visits. I was a busy wife and mother of two five-year-old girls with little time for corresponding. I called Grandma Jean when I could, which wasn’t often, I’m ashamed to admit. I’d come back briefly when Papa Ray died fourteen years ago now. But I’d left immediately after his memorial service. My sister had made it scathingly clear that I wasn’t welcome here. So, I stayed away. And when Grandma Jean had died … when that call had come from her lawyer telling me she was gone, I regretted all those missed opportunities to connect with the one person in my life who’d loved me despite my mistakes.

      I set the cup back in the sink and followed my flashlight beam into the living room. The only furniture that remained was Papa Ray’s recliner and the floral sofa that had been shoved against one wall. My sister had obviously gone through the house and taken what she’d wanted. Small gusts of wind and a spattering of rain blew in through a broken windowpane and soaked the sill. It appeared one of the wooden slats covering the window had fallen off or been pried off. The window glass, except for the bottom corner, was intact, but the small opening likely explained the musty smell in the house. How had this place fallen into such disrepair? Grandma Jean had never let on that she couldn’t take care of the house, but she was eighty-four years old when she died. She’d lived here alone. Of course she hadn’t been able to manage all of this.

      Heartbroken over the state of the house and disgusted with myself, I walked into the hallway and angled my light into the downstairs bathroom. Two eyes stared back at me, then a black streak shot past my legs.

      I shrieked and slammed my back against the opposite wall.

      Cat! It was only a cat.

      The flood of relief made me dizzy and encouraged me to come back with a real flashlight and my camping lanterns—and maybe a broom to shoo away unwelcome critters.

      Despite the freezing rain, I was glad to be back outside in the fresh air again. I felt road-weary and in need of a hot shower and eight hours of sleep. Things always looked better when one was rested. Tomorrow would be soon enough to check out the rest of the house and property.

      Besides, I was hungry.

      I considered what bags of chips and boxes of crackers and cereal might remain in the RV cupboards. I wanted to believe it was intuition that had made me leave our leftovers stashed in the cupboards as if I’d known I’d need them, but the truth was I’d just been avoiding a job I despised.

      As I headed toward Big Bart, my empty stomach eagerly anticipating breakfast, I slammed to a dead stop.

      The cat was sitting on the retractable steps and blocking the RV door.

      “Shoo!” I flapped my hand at the ball of fur crouched in front of the door. “Scat!”

      The cat didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just stared at me with curious green eyes.

      Shivering, I clutched my jacket around me. “G-go!” I flapped my hand again. “Scoot.”

      Twitching its tail as if agitated by my lack of hospitality, it continued to watch me.

      Had I not been freezing, I might have backed down and waited for it to move along. But I’m not a nice person when I’m cold or hungry—and I was both. I lowered my head and stalked directly toward the feline standing between me and my breakfast.

      The cat leapt off the step, its tail raised like a flag as it shot behind a cluster of leafless magnolia bushes that were just beginning to bud.

      From his matted fur and a glimpse beneath his raised tail, it was clear he was a male, and either a long-lost stray or a feral cat. I could see him watching me from behind the bare limbs. A patch of white fur covered his nose and mouth and formed a vee down his neck, making him look as if he were wearing a white shirt under a black tuxedo. His paws were white too. There was a small divot out of his left ear, probably the result of a fight. Was he cold and hungry too?

      The last thing I needed was another mouth to feed, but I couldn’t ignore the cat any more than I could ignore my growling stomach. Inside, I rooted through the cupboards and found a can of tuna fish. I put half of it in a bowl and took it outside. The cat was still hiding in the bushes. I propped my freezing hands on my hips and sighed. “You aren’t part of my plan, you know.”

      Nothing. Not even a twitch to indicate he heard me.

      I set the bowl on the driveway, then went back inside and opened a bag of chips. I thought about eating the other half of the tuna, but I didn’t have any bread so I put the can in the refrigerator. After finishing the chips, I ate half a sleeve of mint chocolate Girl Scout cookies and gulped down a cup of instant coffee I heated in the microwave.

      Curious, I peeked out the window in the door and saw the cat gobbling the tuna fish. I dropped my forehead against the windowpane with an exhausted sigh. I probably shouldn’t have encouraged him to stick around. I didn’t even know how long I’d be here. Too fatigued to think, I grabbed my daughter’s sleeping bag and dropped onto the sofa. I just needed a couple hours of sleep, and then I’d figure out what I was doing.

      Seven hours later I woke to the sound of rain pummeling the RV and a baby crying outside. My mothering instinct sat me straight up on the sofa, heart hammering. My ears had been keenly honed over nineteen years of listening for my girls, and I knew I was hearing a call of distress now. Tossing back the covers, I stumbled to the door and swung it open. Freezing rain swept inside and soaked me head to toe. Gasping, I fumbled to pull the door closed, but the cry cut through the storm. Squinting to see through the pouring rain, I spotted a drenched black blob of fur hunkering down in the magnolia bushes.

      The cat was back. And he was soaked. And apparently hungry.

      It was clear he knew he’d found an easy mark the minute he’d set eyes on me.

      I sighed in defeat. “Come on then,” I said, waving him over. He didn’t budge, but I knew he would as soon as he smelled his dinner. I closed the door, poured the rest of the tuna fish in a bowl, and then took it outside and tucked the bowl as far under the RV as I could reach. “There’s your dinner,” I said, standing up, soaked to the skin, my hands and knees now caked with mud. “Tomorrow, you need to find yourself another home, mister.” With that, I went inside and looked out the window. After crouching watchfully for a few seconds, the cat bolted across the driveway and disappeared under the RV.

      How sad that a cat who was only hanging around for food made me feel less alone.

      After cleaning myself up, I ate my supper of dry cereal and a box of cheese crackers, then made a grocery list. Tomorrow, I’d navigate Big Bart into town and fill the cupboards and refrigerator with real food, top off the gas tank, and buy a pair of jeans and a heavier coat.

      And a bag of cat food.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t planned to listen to my voicemail messages, but I did. I’m a mom. Moms don’t have the luxury of tuning out the world because they’re having a life crisis. I needed to know my girls were okay, so I listened to the twelve messages Dan had left. Apparently, he hadn’t mentioned my disappearance to the girls yet or they would have left a dozen messages of their own.

      Dan thought I’d taken Big Bart to the car wash, then thought I’d taken Haley’s motorcycle to the shop for repairs to get the brakes adjusted. Then he admitted he had no idea where I’d gone and told me to call him. Then he left several voicemails, each one growing more agitated until finally the last two were genuinely concerned.

      I deleted all of them, turned off the phone, and climbed back into bed.

      I slept like the dead …

      And then the sound of a baby crying woke me.

      Morning light filled the RV. I sat on the edge of the bunk while my groggy brain processed my surroundings, and I slowly realized where I was. I needed coffee, and lots of it.

      The cry came again from outside.

      I slogged to the door and peered out the window. The little scamp was sitting near the bottom of the steps singing the song of his people. He meowed until I tapped on the window. “Cool it, Sinatra.”

      He stared at the door. Waiting. Waiting. Waiting.

      Meooooow!

      I scrounged up a can of shredded chicken which I’d planned to mix with salad dressing and eat for lunch, but it appeared it was now going to be Sinatra’s breakfast.

      When I opened the door, he shot across the driveway and watched from the safety of the bushes.

      “If you’re going to wake me up and demand food the least you can do is stop acting like I’m going to kick you.”

      He stared without blinking. Waiting for his breakfast. Waiting for me to leave.

      “Waiting sucks, doesn’t it?” All I received in reply was a narrowing of his eyes. Apparently, he wasn’t a morning person either.

      It was nearly an hour later, after I’d showered, topped off the cat’s food dish and moved it away from Big Bart, before I headed for town—a place I dreaded going. Would people remember me, the outspoken, righteous girl who’d broken two families and left a trail of destruction in her path? Would my ball cap be enough of a disguise to allow me to slip in and out of town without being discovered?

      The thought of running into my sister or our father nearly made me turn back, and I would have done so if not for the cat. I could exist on chips and cookies and coffee for another few days, but I couldn’t feed that junk to Sinatra.

      Taking care of others must be hardwired in some people. I’m one of them. I am risking Armageddon for a cat—a cat.

      After attending my grandfather’s funeral, I’d vowed to never return to Dunwith Falls, and I hadn’t, not even when my beloved grandmother died ten years later, but here I was heading to town for a cat.

      It’s not that I haven’t thought about returning. Every holiday, every birthday that my sister and father have had without my acknowledgement haunts me. All the apologies I’ve constructed in my head that never made it to paper or were never expressed in a phone call still circled my brain like vultures after prey.

      If only one could go back for a do-over …

      The sudden lurch of Big Bart’s front left tire dropping into a pothole, shook the frame, rattled the dishes, and scared the bejesus out of me. I’d nearly missed my turn.

      At the corner where the roads intersected sat the home of Chloe Saunders, once my best friend, now a recent widow. Although I’ve been reading the newspaper here online for years, life in Dunwith Falls has passed me by.

      Chloe’s two-story home and the large, metal-roofed barn out back had received a fresh coat of paint at some point in the last few years. Fruit trees and heavy equipment populated the fields where crops of corn used to grow. Chloe and I had played in those fields as young girls, and after graduating high school, we both went off to separate colleges. I completed one year, then married Dan, and raised two beautiful girls to adulthood ⎯ but I’d lost myself.

      I wondered how many other women woke up one day and questioned how they’d gotten to this point in their life, when they began to ponder their decisions and unravel how those choices had led them into living someone else’s life.

      As I drove by the house, a woman standing by her mailbox lifted her hand and waved. I recognized Chloe’s oval face. She was a black-haired, brown-eyed, bronze-skinned beauty, but today she looked … broken. I slouched down and turned my face away from the window, ashamed and not wanting to be recognized. Of course she was broken. She’d just lost her husband a few months ago—and I hadn’t attended the funeral. Or sent a card. Or acknowledged in any way an event that had rocked Chloe’s world.

      Instead, I’d prayed for her.

      I should have been there.

      As someone who’d spent decades on her knees praying for myself, my family, and others, I knew praying was often a cop-out, a ruse to avoid actually having to do something. That thought felt harsh, but after experiencing religion, Dan’s brand anyhow, from the inside, and witnessing what really happened behind the public facade, it was impossible to ignore that his church was a for-profit business and that praying was no more powerful than wishing.

      The church coffers had always been under Dan’s lock and key. Neither I, nor the congregants, nor his god, had access to that money. For years I’d worked nearly full time at our church, and never collected a paycheck. Dan gave me a debit card for our joint bank account to use for groceries and such. I had never worried about establishing my own accounts or getting my own credit cards because Dan, or rather his church, had paid for everything. But now it worried me. Because when it finally dawned on Dan that I’d left him, and that my absence would reflect poorly on him and his position at church, he would try to destroy me.

      As I navigated Big Bart the last mile to town, I tried to focus on the passing landscape, rather than my rising panic. I spotted a herd of deer grazing at the far edge of a field where it met vast woodlands that climbed high into the surrounding mountains. As a girl, I’d crossed that field and walked deer paths through the woods so often I’d known them as well as the wildlife that lived there. During my years living in the city, I’d longed for these wide-open spaces where a person could breathe. I knew I needed to be here. But with only four dollars in my purse, I had no idea how I’d manage to make a life here.

      If only I’d better prepared before leaving everything behind. I could have at least filled the fridge and packed more clothing. And I would have taken all the Girl Scout cookies. The best I could do now was get what I could before Dan locked me out. Because he would. I knew it as surely as I knew I would never go back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      I’d made it through the grocery store without being recognized, or at least without being approached. My debit card still worked. Big Bart’s fridge and cupboards were filled with groceries and cat food. But I’d forgotten to buy batteries.

      I considered popping into the hardware store to purchase flashlight batteries, but my father owned the hardware store. As I walked past the big bay windows displaying rakes, shovels, pruning shears, and other hand-tools for spring gardening, I ducked my head. The last thing I needed was for him to know I was back in town.

      The Maple Leaf Café was in the next block and had been one of my favorite places to eat. I was starving, but I continued another two blocks to the bank. The clock was ticking down fast, and I needed to get cash while I still had access to our account. My hands shook as I slipped my debit card into the ATM. Biting my lip, I punched in my pin number, hoping Dan hadn’t cut me off during my walk from the grocery store where the card had worked. To my immense relief, the ATM dispensed the daily maximum amount of cash from our joint account. Cash in hand, I headed to the consignment shop in the next block. Every dollar I had needed to be maximized. It wouldn’t take Dan long to empty the account and leave me without funds.

      The Red Fox Boutique was in an old Victorian house that had been converted into a quaint consignment shop. The downstairs rooms consisted of women’s clothing, shoes, bags, and jewelry artfully displayed on metal racks, wooden tables, and bewigged mannequins wearing stylish hats, scarves, and sunglasses. The upstairs rooms were filled with bric-a-brac, kitchen items, small furniture, and household décor, all so invitingly displayed I wanted to move in. Whoever owned the shop had the eye of an interior decorator and the soul of an artist.

      While wandering through the bric-a-brac room I spotted a blue pet bed with a thick cushion and high padded sides. I thought of Sinatra sleeping on the cold floor of my grandparents’ dilapidated house or on the cold ground under the RV. Neither place was safe for him to hang out, and neither provided warmth. I added the bed to my other items and headed downstairs to cash out.

      It turned out that the Red Fox Boutique was owned by Maggie McKensie, my former classmate and another one-time best friend. Maggie, Chloe, and I had gone through high school together. When we’d graduated, Chloe and I had both headed off to different colleges. I met Dan at college and married him at the end of my freshman year. Chloe had returned to Dunwith Falls at the same time and married her high school crush. From what I’d heard from Grandma Jean before she died, Chloe helped her husband run a tree trimming and landscaping business. Maggie had remained single and was now running what appeared to be a successful consignment shop.

      Maggie’s red hair was swept back in a ponytail, exposing high cheekbones, full lips, and green cat eyes. As she approached the counter, her eyes widened, and she brought her palms to her face. “As I live and breathe! Is that really you, Kate?”

      I wanted to crawl under the nearest clothing rack and disappear. Maggie was stunning. She still had the body of a teenager and looked thirty years old. I was dressed in my daughter’s clothes and ratty sneakers, and I looked, or at least felt, twice her age.

      “I can’t wait to tell Chloe you’re back!” she said, rounding the counter to give me a hug. “How long are you in town?”

      I released a nervous laugh and forced myself not to bolt for the door. I wasn’t ready to announce my return, especially to the friends I’d left behind. I’d been an utter shithead to them, and shame burned hot on my cheeks. “I’m not sure,” I said lamely.

      “Well, you’d better stay long enough for a girl-gab with me and Chloe. We’ve got a lot to catch up on.” Tilting her head, she eyed me from head to toe. “You haven’t aged a bit. The only thing that changed about you is your eyes. There’s a mystery in them I’m dying to uncover.”

      I tried to laugh off her intuitive observation, but it sounded more like a sob. “Is this where I pay for my stuff?” I asked, nodding toward the counter.

      “Yes, but you can’t cash out yet. Stay right there,” she said, then shot off into the adjoining room. I heard the scrape of hangers across metal bars, then a whoop from Maggie. A second later she swooped back into the room and held a dress up in front of me. “This little gem has been waiting two months for you. And it will look spectacular with those boots.”

      I eyed the cotton sundress with its fitted bodice, spaghetti straps, and slightly flared skirt, thinking the style was too young and too revealing for me. But the combination of muted gray vines and sky-blue flowers against a cream background was too pretty to resist. “It’s gorgeous,” I said, trying to sneak a peek at the price tag.

      “It is, and it’s perfect for you,” she said, pivoting on her heel, dress in hand. “I’ll put this in the fitting room, and you can try it on when you try on your shirts and jeans.”

      I hadn’t planned to try on anything, but being around Maggie was like getting caught in a hard current. Best not to fight it. I spent the next ten minutes trying on my used clothing, wondering what Dan would think of me buying second- or third-hand clothing, and then reminding myself that his opinion no longer mattered.

      The dress was a perfect fit. It was soft and pretty and sassy. I loved it, but a dress was not on my necessity shopping list. And the consignment shop didn’t accept debit cards. I considered putting the dress back, but buying it was as much an act of liberation as it was vanity. Maggie insisted the dress was a gift from her, but I couldn’t accept her kindness when I was already writhing with guilt.

      Two pairs of jeans, one sweatshirt, two T-shirts, a pair of sneakers, a jean jacket, two long-sleeve shirts, one sundress, a cat bed, and one pair of gently used cowboy boots later, my wallet was one hundred twenty-seven dollars and thirty-two cents lighter. That left me with three hundred seventy-six dollars and sixty-eight cents to live on if Dan locked me out before I could take another withdrawal. How long it would last was the question that created another swirl of panic in my gut.

      Maggie handed me a large shopping bag filled with my new wardrobe. “I called Chloe while you were in the fitting room. She’d love to see you. We can get together at her house Saturday night if you’re available.”

      My stomach plummeted. I wished I could roll back time and undo my inconsiderate silence and share all those special moments the two of them must have shared without me: Chloe’s wedding, the birth of her son, holidays, birthdays, and parties, heartaches, and funerals, gossiping and girl-gab dates. But I’d knowingly missed it all. I’d broken our number one rule: never ever turn your back on your besties. “Maggie, I’m really not sure⁠—”

      “Please.” Maggie slipped her hand over my forearm. “Chloe’s been lost since her husband died. It would do her good to have some friends over.”

      Friends … I hardly qualified as a friend anymore. “I heard about Josh,” I said, my heart aching for Chloe. “It’s just … heartbreaking.”

      “It is. She really loved him.”

      I knew she had. They were a forever couple.

      “You can’t say no, Kate.” Maggie fluttered her dark lashes at me and gave me a shoulder-roll, her embellished girlie gesture from our old days making me smile. “Seven o’clock Saturday evening at Chloe’s house. Same place she lived when you left town.”

      Another wave of heat blasted my face. “What should I bring?”

      Maggie grinned. “The story behind the mystery in your eyes. I want to know everything.”

      Clutching the shopping bag in front of me as if to shield myself from her probing questions, I forced a laugh. “Nothing to tell. I’ve just been living an ordinary life.”

      “Nope!” She threw up a manicured hand to stop my denial. We used to do that in high school when one of us was trying to bullshit the others. “Your leaving sent shockwaves through this town that can still be felt. And whatever brought you back has surely caused the same tremors in whatever part of the world you just left. Get ready to dish, Kate. Inquiring minds want the dirt.”

      Her prodding was playful, and she was smiling the whole time she pressed me, but I knew she and Chloe were going to ask questions and expect answers. I had two options: cancel a reunion with old friends I’d really like to reconnect with or figure out how to turn the conversation back to them. Because I couldn’t bear to talk about my failings or the families I’d broken—or the one I was about to tear apart.

      “Here’s my phone number,” Maggie said, scribbling her number on the back of her business card. “And here’s something for your cat to play with.” She gave me a long red string that appeared to have come from a hooded sweatshirt.

      I opened my mouth to tell her I didn’t have a cat but gave up in defeat. After giving her my phone number, I hugged her goodbye and headed back to the sanctuary of my RV.

      Once back in Big Bart, I drove the lumbering RV to the gas station at the end of the street and negotiated my way to a pump. Using my debit card, which thankfully still worked, I filled the tank until it wouldn’t take another drop. Then Big Bart and I headed back to my grandparents’ property and one homeless cat, both of which were now presumably mine.
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        * * *

      

      Sinatra loved his cat food. He crunched his dry kibbles and licked his mouth after eating a full can of food. He couldn’t have cared less about his bed. He was suspicious of the red string and gave it a wide berth when I wiggled it. I tossed it onto the grass beside him, then stood, my knees aching from squatting to play with the little scamp. “Since you’re done eating and not interested in playing, I have work to do.”

      Despite the cold day, I took my time walking my grandparents’ forty-four-acre property while Sinatra stalked me from behind, ducking out of sight each time I glanced back. At one point, he scooted off to drink from a small stream that cut across the western edge of the property and fed our private lake. The grassy banks and loamy shore of the stream brought back memories of my sister and me playing there. When we couldn’t go to the lake, Sophie and I would hang out at the creek, digging up crayfish, splashing through the rock-strewn shallows, and wading in the deeper water holes to cool off on hot summer days. I could still see in my mind’s eye my little sister scuttling down the creek bank on her butt, gangly legs and knobby knees leading the way, her blonde hair tied back in a thick braid that fell to her waist, her laughter echoing down the creek.

      Turning away from the bittersweet memory, I fought my way through an overgrown path that cut through the woods and led to the three-acre lake where my family had spent the majority of our time during the summer. Sophie and I had played there as girls, but as I’d moved into my teen years, Sophie, who was four years younger, was left behind. Chloe, Maggie, and I spent our days sunbathing on the shore as self-obsessed teenagers, and I’d lost my virginity there one summer night to Maggie’s older brother Ashe McKensie.

      The boathouse where the incident had occurred still stood straight and tall. My grandfather had built the big gambrel-roofed building to house his workshop and store his canoes and the tools needed to maintain the grassy beach along the shoreline as well as the trail leading from the lake out to the main road where my grandparents’ home sat. Thick weeds and briars had overtaken the beach area, which had once been a ninety-foot span of mowed grass. Lake grass and pussy willows now surrounded the fifteen-foot wooden dock we used to dive off.

      Dried weeds the height of my shoulders clung to the outer walls of the boathouse, blocking a good portion of the windows and wide double doors that faced the lake. I pulled aside a handful of brush and cobwebs, and scrubbed a corner of the window clean so I could see inside. Two large overhead beams spanned the width of the building, one of them wrapped with a chain that supported a block and tackle. Shovels and rakes leaned against a wheelbarrow that sat beside two wooden canoes. Three partially deflated inner tubes sat atop a workbench. Small hand tools hung on a pegboard behind the bench where an old desk lamp sat. Memories of my grandfather working there, dressed in a button-up shirt and jeans that were a size too big for him, flooded in. Looking in at all he’d left behind and remembering everything he’d done for us, I’d never felt his absence more keenly than I did now.

      Turning away, I stood for a long time drinking in the beauty of the lake, the mountain peaks reflecting on its surface, dried reeds standing sentinel along the shore, and the occasional splash of fish rippling the surface. Some of the reeds would have to be cleared out to keep them from consuming the lake. The amount of work needed to bring the property back to its former beauty seemed insurmountable, and yet I felt a spark of excitement at the thought of doing so. In my mind’s eye I could envision the property as it had once been, gently groomed and naturally beautiful—a place where family and friends gathered for the simple joy of being together.

      The mating call of wood frogs began in earnest, their clacking sounds coming from small pools of water created by thawed snow and spring rains. The frogs would mate and leave their eggs to hatch in those small pools. Birdsong filled the shadowed forests around me, and the rest of the world seemed far away. I didn’t know what I was doing with my life, but I knew whatever it was, it had to be done here.
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      I’d been working all morning, trying to hack a wider path along the trail that led from my grandparents’ driveway out through the woods to the lake, when Dan pulled in. It took me a moment to recognize him in the rental car. His arrival startled me, but it didn’t surprise me. I’d expected him to come. I just hadn’t thought it would be so soon. He’d obviously tracked the charges I’d made to our account and followed my trail of debits right to my door.

      He stepped out of the car, looking perfectly groomed in his crisp white shirt and pressed jeans, which made me think he’d flown in last night and rented a hotel room near the airport.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked as he approached me.

      I cautioned myself not to react. I was tired and hungry—a perfect recipe for making bad decisions. “I’m clearing the path to the lake.”

      He frowned. “If you’re ready to put the property on the market again, we can hire someone to clean up here.”

      “I’m not putting it on the market, Dan. I’m going to live here.”

      He released a derisive snort. “We are never going to live here, Kate. Why didn’t you answer my calls?”

      “Because I didn’t want to.”

      He smiled then, the same charming smile he’d used for years, to seduce me, to pacify me, to sway me, to convince his congregation, but now I could see it was simply a movement of his mouth and had no emotion behind it. “What did I do this time?” he asked, his voice dripping with condescension.

      Every relationship suffers stress fractures over time. I’d believed those tiny lines that marred a relationship gave it character, like the crackle surface on aging ceramic pottery. I hadn’t realized that some of those fractures would run deep, that they would eventually undermine the integrity of the structure, that one small vibration could splinter the entire thing. But Dan’s constant condescension and rigid beliefs had brought our whole marriage crashing down in a mess of shattered memories and mistakes.

      We were broken. Irreparably. And Dan was a lost cause.

      “Why did you just take off?” he asked, reaching for my hand.

      I stepped away. “You told me to shred my book.”

      “Oh, good grief, Kate! Stop with the drama. I told you to stop working on that story fifteen years ago.”

      “Yes, you did, although for the life of me, I can’t understand your reasoning.”

      “It’s blasphemous.”

      “It’s a fantasy story!” I laughed at how absurd he was being. “It’s make-believe. Like your sermons.”

      A hard scowl drew his eyebrows down. “Your book is steeped in dark magic. Can you imagine what our congregants would think of it? You have a commitment to them, to our church, and to our girls. You know why I can’t support you writing those kinds of stories.”

      “My book is based on science, Dan. Quantum physics to be exact. And for the record, I can’t support that disgusting vitriol you’ve been spewing in your racist, bigoted sermons the last few months.”

      He reared back as if I’d slapped him. “Vitriol? I’m trying to protect our way of life.”

      “By shitting all over everyone else’s rights?” My heart clanged in my chest so hard I felt lightheaded. In our circle, wives did not talk to their husbands this way.

      His mouth snapped shut so hard his teeth clicked. He slipped the fingers of one hand into his cropped brown hair and inhaled slowly as if trying to calm himself. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, Kate, but it’s not your place to question me or my sermons. If you want to write stories, then write something that uplifts rather than undermines the kingdom of God.”

      “What I write or how I live is no longer your concern. I won’t be going back.”

      With a slow, measured exhale, he surveyed the overgrown property and dilapidated house. “What’s really going on with you? This can’t just be about your story or book or whatever you call it. I’m honestly at a loss here.”

      I’d been trying for years to talk to Dan, to express in the most loving way that I couldn’t breathe, that I wanted a home in the country where I could live closer to nature, that I wanted to write instead of work as his personal assistant, that I needed love rather than a new car or a bigger house, that I cared more about what we thought of each other than what others thought of us. He never got it. And I’d been kidding myself to think he ever would. Dan was charismatic and persuasive, and he could always lead me right back to the same stall I’d been kicking in for years. He’d get me so turned around, I’d lie down contentedly and wonder what all my fuss had been about. I would convince myself over and over again that I was happy in my stall with my family and my blessed life.

      Well, I wasn’t having that one-sided conversation again. And I damn sure wasn’t going back to that old stall. The sooner he left the less chance he had of persuading me to go back with him. It was senseless talking to him about my reasons for leaving because he wouldn’t hear a word I said, and if by some miracle he did, he would twist and spin my words until I was at the center of the problem. It was beyond his ability to see himself as anything but the good guy.

      Frustration and impatience, two expressions I’d seen on a daily basis, took up residence on his face. “I’ve given you everything a woman could want, and yet you want to live in this dump. Why? At least tell me that!”

      If there was one thing he could have said to strengthen my resolve it was to condemn the one place in the world where I’d been free, where I’d been loved. “Because I can’t live in your make-believe world, Dan. I’m bored and exhausted and … empty.”

      “You have the kind of life many women would dream of hav⁠—”

      My burst of laughter cut him off. I couldn’t even begin to explain the complex reasons why I, and many other women, end up in this place of exhaustion and emptiness. “I want a divorce.”

      If I’d have slapped him across his handsome face, I couldn’t have shocked him more. For a moment, he stared at me as if really seeing me for the first time in years. He took a step forward and reached for me, but I moved away. I couldn’t let him touch me or hold me and cajole me as he had whenever I’d veered toward something that wasn’t part of his plan.

      “That’s not going to happen,” he said with finality. “You’re coming home, and we can talk this over.”

      I gripped the rake in my hand and prepared for battle. “I’m done talking. Our marriage has been over for years, and you know it. I’m done pretending.”

      Hunching his shoulders against the chilled air, he pushed his hands deep into his trouser pockets and stared at me with beseeching eyes. For some perverse reason, I enjoyed knowing he was physically uncomfortable. My hard work had kept me plenty warm in the cold spring air, but Dan in all his groomed perfection was definitely affected by the cold. “Kate, I’ve had to focus on providing for you and our girls, and also my mother. You know she’s not well. That doesn’t leave much time for romance.”

      “This isn’t about romance, Dan. I’m truly sorry your mother’s ill.” And I was sorry because Dan really loved his mother. He was a good son … and a good provider, but a terrible husband.

      “Then stop this nonsense, Kate. Think about the example your leaving will set for our girls and our congregants.”

      If he had just said our girls, I might have considered trying to explain why our marriage had fallen apart. But to realize he was as concerned about the people who filled the collection baskets as he was with the impact on our daughters’ lives disgusted me. And made me angry. “Maybe our girls and your congregants will see that a woman can choose her own path. That she has a right to nourish her spirit and create a life where she is free to explore her own creativity and passion. That it’s okay to walk away from something that is toxic and is slowly killing her.”

      “You don’t mean that.” He gazed at me with his puppy dog look. “Come home and we’ll work all this out. I promise⁠—”

      I raised my hand to stop him. “No, Dan. You’ve never once kept a promise to me.”

      He opened his mouth, then snapped it shut because he knew he couldn’t debate that truth. His expression turned shrewd, and I knew the negotiations were about to begin. “You have a moral commitment to uphold the values of our church. You pledged to support our mission and serve as an example to our congregants. How am I supposed to stand before them as an example of love and fidelity if my own wife wants a divorce?”

      I laughed so I wouldn’t cry. His lack of love for me had never been clearer than in that moment. “As usual, your first and only concern is for your business?”

      “It’s a church, Kate, not a business.”

      “It’s a business, Dan, and I’m beyond caring about your business or how my actions might reflect on you. You’re not a man of god. You’re an actor. A theater major. A performer who has built his own stage and writes his own script. I get it, Dan. That’s a dream job for any actor. And what better place to perform than in front of a captive audience that is shamed, browbeaten, or brainwashed into attending and tithing whether they want to or not. It’s the perfect gig. You don’t have to share the stage with anyone. The band, the light show, the spectacle is all to support your lead role. Well, I know what goes on backstage, and I don’t give a damn if my leaving brings the whole place down on your head. All I care about is getting our girls through what is going to be a difficult transition for them. This is going to hurt them, but it’ll teach them something important about life. Do what you must because I’m not going back.”

      Fury blazed in his eyes, and for a moment I saw him strutting before his congregation, voice booming with righteous indignation, his gestures prepared ahead of time for maximum impact as he whipped his followers into a frenzy. Jesus is in the house! Be good followers and show your faith with your dollars. And he would be the first to drop a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill into the collection basket, encouraging or shaming the congregants to follow his lead with their own generous contribution. I was indoctrinated enough to know that’s exactly where he planned to go now. But I refused to sit for another one of his ranting performances meant to shame me into returning home.

      “Save it, Dan. Whatever you’re planning to say to convince me, sway me, or bulldoze me, forget it. I’m done with … all of it.” I exhaled and tossed the rake aside. “I’ll come home for my things after I’m settled here.”

      His lips twisted and his eyes narrowed. “You’re not taking a thing, Kate. Everything you have was purchased with my money.”

      “I worked for your business and never received a paycheck. I took care of our home and our girls and you. I’ve earned the things I’ve gotten.”

      “It’s your job to take care of our kids.” Glaring at me, he pulled out his phone and punched in a number. A couple seconds later he requested that the rental car company pick up his rented vehicle at my address.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, knowing there was no way in hell I’d let him stay here with me.

      “I’m driving the RV back home.”

      “What? You can’t do that!”

      “Watch me,” he said, his voice like ice. “You’ve got fifteen minutes to clear out your things before I drive away.”

      The title, like everything we owned, was in Dan’s name. He could take it all, and it appeared that’s exactly what he intended to do. “Where am I supposed to live?” I asked, gesturing to the dilapidated house a few yards away.

      “I really don’t care,” he said. “Fourteen minutes before I leave.”

      Stunned, I stood in a half-panic until the irony of the situation sank in and made me laugh. “You are a self-centered, self-righteous ass, you know that, Dan? All right then,” I said, heading toward Big Bart, “I’ll clear out so you can take the RV.”

      “Thirteen minutes,” he shouted to my back as I stepped inside.

      I opened the ramp door at the back of the RV, then began hauling out what little I had. In an act of defiance, I grabbed everything, including the insurance and registration cards, from the glove box and stuffed them in my purse along with my phone charger. I hoped Dan got pulled over on his way home. I hooked my purse, backpack style, over my shoulders, popped my sunglasses on top of my head, and stuffed my snacks and other small items into my pockets.

      I emptied cupboards and drawers into trash bags, then lugged everything out to the driveway. I went back and stripped the bed, then used the bedding to protect the dishes I’d taken from the kitchen cupboard. I filled a laundry basket with towels and my bathroom items, piling my nightgown and a pair of flip-flops on top.

      “Seven minutes,” I heard him call from outside.

      On my way out, I smiled at my ass-of-a-husband, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of seeing me worry. The cooler we’d used at the beach in South Carolina was still in the RV, so I emptied the contents of the fridge into it, knowing I would need to save everything possible if I were going to survive. The top wouldn’t close, but I lugged it outside. I’d have to worry about it later.

      Arms akimbo, Dan looked on like an abusive boss as he shivered and glared at me. “Four minutes.”

      Hurrying back inside, I slipped my journal into my leather briefcase then gathered up the last armful of clothes and shoes. I piled Sinatra’s bed on top and lugged it all outside where I added it to the mountainous pile.

      Rushing back inside, I unplugged Gussie’s battery charger, tucked it beneath one arm and pushed her outside with the other.

      Dan laughed when he saw me. “You brought the lawn mower? Good grief, Kate, you really have lost your mind.”

      I’m not sure what had made me load the mower in the RV before I left, but I refused to let Dan take it. “Maybe, but I dare you to try taking her with you.”

      He gave a sweeping flourish with his arm. “By all means, consider it a housewarming present.”

      I trembled from the desire to slap the smirk off his face. Instead, I rushed back inside.

      “One minute, Kate! Fifty-nine seconds! Fifty-eight …”

      While he stood outside counting like an ass, I unlashed my daughter’s motorcycle from the rack. When we’d gone to the wedding in South Carolina, we’d taken Haley’s Honda Rebel with us as she’d requested, and it was still strapped to the rack in the back of the RV.

      “Fifteen seconds!” Dan called from outside.

      Knowing this was going to cause a battle, I pulled on my daughter’s helmet, then pointed the motorcycle toward the ramp.

      “Six seconds! Five seconds!”

      I turned the key and hit the ignition.

      “Two sec—what are you doing?” Dan leaned around the back of the RV just as I rolled down the ramp.

      I had taken the motorcycle safety course with my daughter, and I had gotten my license, but I’d never ridden after that. I’d just wanted to make sure Haley received a good introduction to riding safely. Now I wish I’d spent some time honing my skills because it was immediately evident I had next to none. The bike shot across the driveway and off into the rutted yard, nearly unseating me.

      “Kate! This is not going to happen.”

      I glanced behind me to see Dan storming after me. I released the clutch too quickly and stalled the bike. He was closing in fast. Squeezing the clutch lever, I hit the ignition, and the engine kicked on. Dan was nearly upon me, but I eased out the clutch. As I pulled away, legs sticking out like struts to help keep me upright in the rutted yard, I made a wide turn that took me several yards from him. Dan stood in the yard, slashing his hand through the air, calling me a lunatic, and insisting he was taking the bike with him.

      “You want it back?” I shouted over the hum of the engine. “Come and get it.”

      He lowered his head and stalked in like a bull.

      I gunned the engine a couple of times, but he kept coming.

      “Not funny, Kate. I’m done with your nonsense.”

      “And I’m done with you!” As he marched in, I eased out the clutch, cranked the throttle, and headed straight at him.

      At the last second, he leapt out of the way. “You crazy bitch!”

      I nearly fell off the bike. I hadn’t heard Dan swear since our college days. I felt a bit insane and nearly giddy with laughter as I raced by. Maybe I was crazy. If he hadn’t moved, I’d have rammed the front wheel right between his legs. Wobbling my way into another wide turn, I came around to face him again. “Still want the bike?”

      He threw up his hands and stalked away shaking his head.

      Just then, a car pulled into the driveway and parked behind his rental car. A guy got out of the passenger side with a clipboard in hand. After Dan signed whatever was on the clipboard, the guy got into Dan’s rented car. Then the two cars backed out and took off as if the drivers had felt the air crackling with fire and brimstone.

      After casting a scathing look at me, Dan disappeared inside the RV, closed the ramp door, and cranked Big Bart to life. For a moment, I thought he would drive over the pile of my belongings in the driveway, wiping out the last of my worldly possessions. But he backed onto the road, then lowered the window and flipped me the bird.

      His unsavory gesture spoke to his present level of anger. I’d always been in awe of his ability to control himself, especially when my head was constantly filled with irreverent thoughts. During services when he would drone on and on, I’d wanted to shout that it was all bullshit and tell him to shut the hell up. When he’d lied each week to the decent people who hung on his every word, I’d wanted to stand up and tell them he was just an actor selling snake oil.

      But I didn’t return his vulgar gesture. Instead, I raised my fist in the air like a zealot and shouted, “I rebuke you!”

      His eyes flashed with rage so hot they were flaming embers. For a moment, I thought he’d spontaneously combust or get out and throttle me for making a mockery of words he believed held power.

      But apparently, he thought better of messing with a crazy woman on a motorcycle because he revved the engine and drove away. Big Bart’s tires kicked up dust on the dirt road as I watched the last of my old life disappear.
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      The first thing I took out to the boathouse was my daughter’s motorcycle. I wanted it as far from the road as possible in the event Dan circled back to get it. But getting the bike through the dried weeds and underbrush on the trail to the lake nearly killed me. I dumped the bike three times.

      Sinatra watched from a distance as I struggled.

      Lifting nearly four hundred pounds of metal wasn’t easy, especially when the bike was three times my weight. But I credit stubborn determination more than physical strength for getting the bike to the boathouse. After catching my breath, I pulled the wheelbarrow outside. It wasn’t one of the new lightweight plastic ones. It was an old metal kind, heavy as hell, and with a partially deflated tire.

      I’d barely pushed the beastly thing onto the congested path before I heaved it off to the side. It took so much effort just to push it, I knew I wouldn’t be able to move it at all if I loaded it up with my possessions. There it sat while I stood rubbing my sore back.

      “You could help, you know,” I said to Sinatra who was several yards away grooming himself in a patch of sunshine.

      I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and checked the battery. It was at half charge. I had no place to plug it in. Probably wouldn’t matter anyhow. Dan would cut that off too. I wondered if I should call my daughters while I still could, but I didn’t want to drag them into this mess until I sorted out my life. I knew Dan would keep this under wraps as long as he could.

      Since I had my lawn mower, Gussie⎯ I can’t resist naming my lawn mowers⎯ and I tried to clear a bit of the path.

      From the beginning of my marriage, I’d mowed our yard because it was the only time I wasn’t required to be on call for my family. I claimed those hours as mine—and Rusty’s, our old beater lawn mower at the time.

      Summer after summer, I would push Rusty across our two-acre lot while the two of us strained and huffed and talked about the strange events that make up a life—and how easily one’s life could get hijacked and redirected down a path of discontentment. Rusty kept me company while Dan was working two jobs to keep us fed and build his church. Rusty patiently tolerated my waddling along behind him during my pregnancy. He helped me write my first short story for a continuing ed class at our community college. He listened to me whine about how hard it was to write a book. Like a father, he taught me how to do a good job and to not quit when the mowing, or the writing, got excruciatingly hard. On good days, I would sing songs off-key while Rusty bounced over ruts, the bones of his rust-eaten deck creaking, his motor clanging like a bad drummer trying to play along. On days when my heart ached, he would just walk with me. I spent more time with Rusty during his last summer than I did with my husband.

      My final evening with Rusty was etched in my memory like the dates on my mother’s tombstone. Sweltering July heat had saturated my tank top with sweat and made my head itch under my Buffalo Bills ball cap. Rusty and I were deep in conversation about the opening scene of my book when we hit the edge of the drainpipe in the ditch. The sound of metal striking metal shot through the neighborhood, echoing off concrete foundations and making my ears ring. The impact knocked us backward as if we’d hit a power line.

      I popped Rusty up on two wheels as the sputtering blat of his motor went silent. A dark puddle of motor oil streamed from beneath his crooked deck. His blade shaft had snapped as fatally as a broken neck. I inhaled the sickening smell of burnt oil and knew this was my last moment with Rusty.

      He was gone.

      Heartbroken, I sat in the grass and cried because I’d lost my best friend—and because it was pathetic that my best friend was a lawn mower.

      That should have been a red flag about my marriage, but at the time I couldn’t imagine needing anything in my life but my husband and babies. Now, all I wanted was out.

      Although Gussie and I tried for several minutes to make a dent in the lake path, the weeds were so high and thick, and the path peppered with so many saplings and scraggly bushes, that the mower kept stalling out. After admitting defeat, I dragged and half-carried Gussie back to the boathouse.

      It took three hours of backbreaking, arm-wrenching work to haul the rest of my possessions out to the boathouse. I was filthy, hot, and hungry. All I wanted to do was eat a bag of chips, drink a cold beer, and sleep until tomorrow. But Sinatra was waiting to be fed. And I needed a bath.

      I rooted through the meager pile of my belongings until I found Sinatra’s bowls and his food. I filled one with kibbles and the other with wet food. “You can drink out of the lake or the creek,” I told him, placing the bowls several feet from the boathouse.

      While he ate, I inspected the outside shower at the back of the building, then the outhouse forty yards away near the edge of the woods. Both were in bad shape. At least the latrine had a door that provided privacy I probably didn’t need out here but definitely wanted. There was no toilet paper, but there were two old phone books stacked beside the single seat. They were massive things that had to have been put there by my grandfather before the internet made the Yellow Pages obsolete. There was also a bucket of lime in the corner, which had hardened into a solid lump. We used to sprinkle the white powder in the latrine hole after we used it to reduce unpleasant odors in the outhouse. The place hadn’t been used in years, so it was odor-free now. But I would definitely make use of the lime if I could crush it up enough to use it. I tore a couple of pages out of the phone book, folded them, then slipped them into the back pocket of my jeans.

      After gathering an armload of twigs and sticks, I dumped them in a pile on the beach. Kneeling, I crumpled the pages I’d ripped from the phone book, then layered them on kindling and small sticks. Once finished, I searched the boathouse for matches. I found an old flip top lighter in a coffee can on the workbench. Shaking and tapping the lighter as I went back outside, I begged it to work so I wouldn’t have to dig through my pile of stuff to find the butane lighter I’d taken from the RV glove box.

      It took about a hundred spins of the flint wheel to create a spark, and then another hundred to get a flame to light the paper. After ten minutes, I had a small fire burning—and a sore thumb. I made a mental note to add lighter fluid and flint to my grocery list. Not that I would have any money to buy groceries, or any way to get them home on the back of a motorcycle that I didn’t dare to ride on the road. I spent a few more minutes gathering larger sticks and broken limbs from the forest floor, and when my arms couldn’t bear any more weight, I carried my load of firewood back to my campsite. I added a few thicker pieces of wood to the fire, and watched as the flames slowly encased them.

      The outside shower was useless without running water, but after a day of backbreaking work, I was grimy with sweat and dirt, and my clothes were filthy. The lake water looked so inviting I slipped off my shoes near the small fire and walked barefoot out onto the wooden dock.

      Dan had taken everything. He’d intended to leave me powerless. But all he’d done was reveal his true character. Now, it was time for me to see what I was made of. I could either inch my way into a new life or I could dive in headfirst.

      I dove.

      Pain knifed my body, and I surfaced with a horrified gasp. I’d just submerged myself in ice water! A vicious claw gripped my chest, and I began hyperventilating. My jaw clenched, my muscles contracted, and my heart banged in my chest as I struggled frantically toward the shore. Sloshing my way out on legs already stiffened from the frigid water, I hugged my arms to my trembling body and stumbled onto shore. How stupid of me! This early in the spring the lake had barely thawed from its winter freeze. I’d been living in the South for so long I’d never given a thought to how different the seasons were here. The temperature was already cold and dropping fast! I had no heated shelter.

      I stumbled into the boathouse. Shivering, teeth clacking, I willed my frozen hands to work but struggled to pull off my clothes. Finally naked and gripped with pain, I tied a towel around my wet hair, then wrapped myself in the first blanket I could find. Barefoot, I hobbled back outside and tossed more wood on the fire, silently urging it to burn hard and blaze with heat. Sitting as close to the fire as possible, I hunched beneath my blanket, shivering violently and calling myself every kind of fool. I could die out here. Alone. Because of my own stupidity.

      Tongues of orange flame licked greedily around the firewood. Watching the fire grow, I opened my blanket slightly to capture whatever warmth the flames offered. I was so cold and my muscles so clenched, I couldn’t tell if any heat was penetrating my body. Pulling the blanket over my towel-encased head, I hoped my breath would add some warmth.

      I’d never done anything this stupid in my life.

      On the heels of that thought, I knew I had. I’d hurt my sister.

      Arranging myself so I could capture the most heat possible, I sat for a long time, racked with tremors, begging my body to warm up and promising myself I’d never do anything this idiotic again. As time crept by, warmth seeped through my chilled skin, eased my clenched muscles, and finally sank into my icy bones. I must have drifted off at some point because I caught myself on one elbow before I toppled into the fire. I was determined to do myself in today.

      My stomach growled in agony. I needed to eat. And I needed to put some clothes on and get blood pumping through my abused body.

      Loathe to leave the fire, I had to force myself to go inside. I rummaged around until I found a pair of jeans and a shirt to layer under my sweatshirt and jean jacket. The instant I dropped my blanket, chilled air accosted me, and I began shivering again. With cold, stiff hands, I pulled on my dry clothes. I couldn’t find any socks. All I could dig out of the mess to cover my aching feet was one second-hand sneaker and one of the cowboy boots I’d purchased at Maggie’s consignment shop. Good enough.

      My teeth still chattered intermittently as I towel-dried my hair, then hung the towel over the workbench to dry. My brush was in my purse which was buried somewhere in the mess of bags and baskets, so I settled on finger-combing my hair in the mirror on Haley’s bike. I was a sight, but I was too cold and hungry to care. Wet hair exposed to the frigid temperature was not a good idea, especially when my body was still struggling to warm itself, so I fastened a dry towel around my head, dragged the blanket back around my shoulders, and headed outside.

      For several minutes I forced myself to gather more firewood, knowing I needed to keep moving to warm my body and that more wood meant a bigger fire which meant more heat. While I was scavenging for firewood, I came across two old bricks on the ground at the back of the building. Carrying them with aching hands was a painful chore, but I needed them. After setting aside the bricks and layering more wood on top of the snapping fire, I hurried back inside to find something to fill my empty stomach.

      I found the cooler, pulling out the items that would spoil first—a partial half gallon of milk and the quart of beer I’d bought at the grocery store as a symbol of my independence—and I made my supper. Pouring a good amount of cereal into a mixing bowl, I topped the flakes with milk, and found my cast iron frying pan in the trash can.

      Supper in one hand, frying pan in the other, I went outside and sat beside the roaring fire. Before I ate, I put the bricks in the frying pan, then wrangled the pan onto a bed of glowing coals. After that, I unwrapped the towel from my head and shook out my hair, hoping the heat from the fire would dry it quickly. As the reality of my situation settled in, I fought back panic. It was early spring here when daytime temps averaged in the forties and fifties, and the night temps could drop below freezing. I was out here alone, without adequate shelter, and with no one to depend on but myself. I couldn’t afford to be a dumb-ass like I’d been when I’d foolishly submerged myself in ice-cold lake water.

      I considered calling an Uber to take me to a local inn where I could savor a hot shower and sleep in a soft bed in a heated room, but I had very little cash left. The few dollars in my purse were all I had to keep me going on my own. Plus, I was too damned exhausted to walk out to the road to meet an Uber driver. Returning to Dan would be worse than jumping into an icy lake. I’d be throwing myself into the fires of hell.

      With a hard sigh, I stared at the flames, willing them to radiate more heat. I noticed that my dirty mowing sneakers were where I’d left them beside the fire pit. They were probably warm, and I considered putting them on, but my hands hurt too much to try changing shoes. Still, I tucked them beneath my blanket so I wouldn’t forget to take them inside.

      Tipping the bowl to my mouth, I slurped down the soggy cereal. I was too hungry and miserable to be civilized. Sinatra watched me eat my supper without a spoon, creeping ever closer to the strange lady with wild hair and mismatched shoes. He completely ignored my attempts at conversation, remaining silent and watchful. I suspect he’d witnessed my earlier behavior with Dan and wasn’t sure what to make of me.

      “Just because I’m feeding you doesn’t mean you’re my cat.”

      He ignored me. Not even a blink of his eyes or a twitch of his ears to indicate he’d heard me.

      “Just like a teenager,” I said, setting aside my empty bowl.

      The crackle of wood and the warm glow of firelight made the encroaching nightfall less lonely. Slowly, I was beginning to shake the bone-deep chill that had consumed my body.

      I opened my quart of beer and savored the first drink I’d had in twenty years. Still cold and effervescent, the lovely taste of yeast and hops filled my mouth and soothed my parched throat. I’d missed this … the simple pleasure of drinking a beer.

      The night came alive with the loud chorus of thousands of wood frogs. Unknown critters made rustling sounds in the undergrowth as they began settling in for the night. I’d been away so long I’d forgotten the sound of nature … of home. For the past twenty-three years my world had been filled with the sound of traffic and lawn mowers and Dan’s rousing performances backed by the church band and choir and flashing lights and the upraised voices of beguiled congregants. So much noise. So much nonsense. So much wasted time.

      I basked in the night-song, remembering how lovely it sounded. From the corner of my eye, I saw Sinatra inching his way closer to the fire, which brought him closer to me. Seeing him crouched just outside my reach made me realize I’d been like that in Dan’s world, a wild soul struggling to survive.

      “All right, little man. We can do this on your terms,” I said softly to Sinatra. “I’ll never cage you. There are no strings attached to the food I give you. I do, however, wish you would crawl onto my lap and let me hold you because you seem to be as lost and alone as I am.”

      His ears twitched, but he remained at a distance.

      And so, I sat alone wishing I could have done this differently, that I could have left on better terms, that I could have prepared my girls for the earthquake that was about to shake their world. Would they understand there had been no way for me to reason or negotiate with their father? There never had been. I’d just always given in to keep peace between us and make a loving home for our girls. And for the most part it had been a good home. I’d gotten good at convincing myself that making my family happy made me happy. But I had poured myself out so completely to nourish my family that I’d become a drained and empty vessel.

      As the night deepened and the fire burned down, I huddled beneath my blanket and savored the last few swallows of my beer. It tasted divine. I mentally kicked myself for not buying a twelve-pack. I had felt like such a rebel buying a quart of beer that it had never crossed my mind to stock up. With the RV gone, I no longer had running water, or even bottled water to drink—and milk just wasn’t going to slake my thirst.

      One more problem I’d have to solve tomorrow. I needed water. And power.

      Sinatra was curled up about ten feet away, both of us lost in our own thoughts when the sky opened up. Without warning, icy rain came down in buckets. Sinatra shot toward the woods and disappeared. I struggled to my feet, my body so sore I could barely stand upright. I bunched up a corner of the blanket and wrapped it around the handle of the frying pan that was now hissing as rain splattered across it, but it was too heavy to lift with one hand. Plopping my sneakers on top of the hot bricks, I bunched the other side of the blanket and lifted the pan with two hands. The smell of melting rubber filled my nose as I hobbled to the boathouse.

      By the time I made it inside, I was drenched to the skin—and freezing! I clumsily set the heavy frying pan on the floor and swept my melting sneakers off the bricks. Jaw quivering, nose running, I turned on the rechargeable camp lantern. I had no idea when I’d be able to charge it again, but I needed light now. I shook my blanket to remove as much rainwater as possible. Then I rooted through my pile of stuff until I found the bag of second-hand clothes I’d purchased at Maggie’s shop. I’d planned to wash them first, but all I cared about now was getting dry and warm—again. I made use of the towel I’d used earlier, then hung it, along with my sweatshirt and jean jacket, over the workbench. My fingers were so cold I could barely dress myself—or maybe it was the beer I’d drunk that made the task more difficult.

      I was tempted to pull on my sneakers with the heated, or rather melted, soles, but they smelled awful. I tossed them aside and searched for the other shoe and cowboy boot that were still dry. I still couldn’t find any socks.

      It took another five minutes of digging through garbage bags and shifting stuff around before I found my daughter’s sleeping bag. Picking up the damp towels I’d used earlier, I fashioned them into potholders to move the hot frying pan to a spot away from the door. Wrapping myself in the blankets and bedspread I’d taken from the bed in the RV, I topped them off with the sleeping bag. Finally, I sat on the floor near the hot pan. Carefully, I wrapped a damp towel around each brick, then tucked them under the edge of my blankets that I’d tented around me. As I’d hoped, heat emanated from the bricks, but it wasn’t enough to chase away the chill.

      Shivering, I looked around the boathouse in the place where I’d spent so much time with my family. This used to be a happy place, with summer picnics on the beach and canoe rides on the lake, a haven filled with love, laughter, and family. Now it was a cold, vacant building filled with dust and one woman who’d never felt more alone in her life.

      Leaving me with nothing was Dan’s way of forcing me to go back to him—and it was nearly working. I was cold, hungry, and exhausted. I wanted a hot shower and a warm bed. But I chose to sit on a wood floor in a cold boathouse with a leaking roof rather than live imprisoned in Dan’s fucked-up world.

      Splat-splat-splat! A puddle was forming near the workbench.

      I didn’t know how far the puddle would spread, but I couldn’t afford to lose any of my possessions or let my remaining clothing get soaked. Shrugging off the blankets, I scrounged up a cooking pot and set it in the center of the puddle. Plink-plink-plink! Outside I heard the steady beat of rain against a metal barrel at the back of the boathouse, sounding like a kettle drum. Tum-tum-tum …

      I sent up a prayer to the roof god to keep a tight lid on things so I could get some sleep. But I couldn’t sleep.

      The full force of my dire situation hit me so hard I couldn’t breathe. It felt as if I were perched at the edge of my life, tense, watchful, and filled with fear. Suddenly, all I could hear in the shadowed forest outside was a taunting voice telling me I would fail, insisting I wasn’t smart enough to survive, warning me to go back to Dan.

      But I couldn’t go back to that oppressive cage! I would die there. I might die here, too, but it would be on my terms.

      Still, I wondered if the inner voice questioning me was right; was I kidding myself to think I could carve out a life here? I began to wonder if that inner voice I’d long considered my nemesis wasn’t the enemy at all but rather the only voice brave enough to challenge me to step the hell up and live my authentic life. Friend or foe, I knew if I were to survive here and create any sort of life, I needed to learn to listen to that voice. And right now it was telling me to get my freezing ass back under the blankets.

      Aching from the cold, I settled in again with the sleeping bag and my warming bricks, holding my hands over the dying heat from the frying pan.

      Thunder rumbled overhead, and lightning shot down in jagged streaks from the dark sky. Rain created a cacophony of sounds outside the windows, splat-plink-tum-tum-tum as it pounded down. I missed my girls so much my bones ached. I thought about how they used to rush into my room during thunderstorms. I would take them back to their room, crawl onto their bed with them, and tell them stories. I made up wild adventures with powerful young girls as the heroines of the stories. Their favorite was the one I’d never finished, the one that had been haunting me since they were babies, the one Dan had told me to shred.

      As my mind spun inward to my story world, I reached out and snagged the shoulder strap on my briefcase, dragging it over so I wouldn’t have to get up and lose the warmth beneath my blankets. Pulling out my notebook, I clutched the pen in my cold fingers, and I began again, pretending I was telling the story to my girls …
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