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    Praise for All My Belongings


    “Intricate. Astounding. Suspense woven together with lyrical prose. Characters you hate, others you bleed for. Masterful storyteller, Cynthia Ruchti, has done it again with All My Belongings. A Keeper!”


    —Lauraine Snelling, creator of the favorite Red River of the North historical series and Wake the Dawn


    


    “I was blown away by the beautiful style of Cynthia Ruchti’s novel, All My Belongings. Her story was warm, tear-jerking, and beautiful with healing. I want to read more of this novelist’s intelligent work.”


    —Hannah Alexander, author of Hallowed Halls


    


    “Loved it. Loved. It. Wonderful characters. Creative story line. Get yourself comfortable because it’s a read-at-one-sitting book. Highly recommended.”


    —Gayle Roper, author of Lost and Found; An Unlikely Match


    


    “Cynthia Ruchti has penned another compelling story with a hero and heroine who are both trapped by their pasts and complications in the present that could destroy futures. This is a story that leads you through the pages to a place where light and forgiveness stream. A beautiful story for people who love rich layers of truth mixed into their novels.”


    —Cara Putman, award-winning author of Shadowed by Grace


    


    “Where do you turn when changing your name isn’t enough? When putting hundreds of miles between you and your family of origin doesn’t distance you from the shame? With achingly real characters facing crises of conscience that challenge even those solid in their convictions, Cynthia Ruchti creates a story of faith, forgiveness, and families who are sometimes called to reinvent themselves to survive. You will not get through this book without some fraying of your heart . . . but it will be tenderly mended by the final page.”


    —Becky Melby, author of the Lost Sanctuary series


    


    “I couldn’t put All My Belongings down—I was enraptured and caught up in the words, in the feelings. I loved the romance and the mystery and the beauty of God’s grace and love that overarched the story. I know just how Becca felt with Aurelia—and with her dad. This was such a blessing!”


    —Deb Haggerty


    


    “I am a dedicated fan of Cynthia Ruchti’s exquisite writing, and All My Belongings is just one more well-told story to add to my collection of her stunning novels. There are a lot of good writers on the planet today, but few great ones. Ruchti qualifies as one of the latter. As she skillfully pens a tale of a young woman fighting to overcome her father’s legacy, Ruchti keeps readers on the edge of their seats even as we are challenged to consider our own faith and courage in the face of overwhelming odds.”


    —Kathi Macias, author of more than 40 books, including The Singing Quilt


    


    “Perhaps the greatest longing of every heart is to find a safe place to belong and be loved. For those feeling lost and shut out of love, Cynthia’s powerful story provides a map for the journey to where grace and forgiveness intersect with hope and healing.”


    —Lisa Abeler, Women’s Ministries Director at Camp Lebanon in Minnesota


    


    “The word pictures Cynthia Ruchti paints in my mind’s eye are like no other! This book is filled with mystery, intrigue, and love wrapped up in the embrace of God’s grace—destined to become a best seller!”


    —Shari Radford, Event Planner/Owner, Christian Speakers Bureau


    


    “Ruchti’s characters in All My Belongings face real problems that have no easy solutions. They struggle with trust, they wrestle with forgiveness. This story captured my attention and held it to the end when the main character at last discovers where she truly belongs.”


    —Emily Parke Chase, author of Standing Tall After Falling Short


    


    “All My Belongings is the type of book you would want to have as you curl up in a soft chair with a cup of tea! I loved the plot of this book. The main character is a woman we all could identify with and yet her courage and faith are inspirations. Of course, everyone loves a romance, and the way the author brings it about is done with such taste and thoughtfulness. I was on the edge of my seat as one thing after another happens, but the ending of the story as well as how God is there for us will warm your heart. What a wonderful story!”


    —Lane P. Jordan, best-selling author of 12 Steps to Becoming a More Organized Woman


    


    “Thank you for the chance to read your new book. I absolutely loved it. Your information on medications and the progression of the illness and the care was right on. This story really hit home to me in so many ways. Throughout the book thoughts would take me to my own family experiences and those at my job. I will highly recommend this book to everyone when it is published.”


    —Cindy Hardrath, hospice caregiver
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    To those who feel homeless when they aren’t,

    whose journeys take exceptional courage,

    whose hearts tell them the love

    they seek is possible, present,

    and not at all what they imagined.

    

    It’s ocean-deep and laced with grace.
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    Chapter 1


    1


    


    The coffee tasted like burnt marshmallows. The charred bits. Jayne set the vending machine cup on the corner of her advisor’s desk.


    Patricia smiled over half-glasses. “Don’t blame you.” She nodded toward her oversized thermal tankard. “I bring my own from home.”


    Home.


    “I’m surprised you wanted to see me today, Jayne. Aren’t they—?”


    “Yes.” She directed her line of sight through Patricia Connor’s office window, over the tops of the century-old oaks and maples lining the campus, toward the courthouse in the center of town.


    “And you didn’t want to be there?” The woman removed her glasses as if they interfered with her understanding.


    Oh, I’m there. I’ve been there every agonizing moment. Several little shards of me are embedded in the hardwood floor in the courtroom. What’s left of me wants an answer from you. “I need to find out if I can reenter the program where I left off.”


    Patricia leaned back in her nondescript office chair. “And you have to know today?”


    “Yes.”


    Her advisor’s head shook so slightly, Jayne assumed the movement originated in the nervous bounce of the woman’s knee, not her neck. “We’ve had . . . concerns.”


    “My grades were good.”


    “It’s not that. Most nontraditional students are committed enough to pull decent grades.”


    Twenty-seven and nontraditional. In every way. Jayne leaned forward and added, “And work two jobs while doing it.” She wouldn’t look out the window again. Her future lay here, in this decision. “If you’re worried about the financial aspect . . .”


    “Aren’t you? Word is, you’re tapped out with what your family’s gone through.”


    She’d shelved the word family a year and a half ago, the day she found out her father’s middle name was Reprehensible. Bertram Reprehensible Dennagee. Her mother didn’t think she could endure the pain one more day. Her father made sure she didn’t.


    According to the charges against him, it wasn’t the first time.


    Thanks to Jayne’s discovery, though, and her call to the police, it was the first time he’d been caught.


    Her eyes burned behind her eyelids. She could feel her sinuses swelling.


    “Jayne?”


    She repositioned herself in the chair, dropping her shoulders from where they’d crept up near her ears, straightening her spine, breathing two seconds in, two seconds out. “I’ll find a way. I need to finish the nursing program. Get on with my life. What’s left of it.”


    Behind her a voice leaned into the room. “Did you hear? Guilty on all charges. They got him!”


    Patricia’s face blanched and pinched. Her eyes made arrows toward where Jayne sat.


    The voice faded as it backed into the hall. The expletive a whisper, it still rattled the window, the bookcases, Jayne’s ribs.


    Lips pressed together, Jayne waited for her advisor to say something. And for her throat muscles to unclench.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Jayne let the hollow words bounce around the room for a moment. “About the verdict? Not unexpected.”


    “Have you thought about trying another school of nursing? Someplace a little farther away from—”


    From her father’s reputation? How far was that?
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    I.C.E. In Case of Emergency. Geneva Larkin’s name and code showed on her cell phone screen. Jayne hadn’t turned the key in the ignition yet, twenty minutes after leaving Patricia’s office. Perfectly safe to use her cell phone even though she was behind the wheel. Safe. If it had been anyone but Geneva—the mentor who’d kept her tethered to reality since Jayne was ten years old and for all practical purposes orphaned—she wouldn’t have thought so.


    She punched the talk button. Deep breath. “Hello?”


    “Where are you?”


    “Depths of despair. Where are you?”


    Geneva’s smile registered through the phone. “Whatever you do, maintain that sense of humor, Jayne. Don’t know how you can, but it’s going to keep you upright. That and the God of the Universe who holds you in the palm of His—”


    “I couldn’t go to the courthouse.”


    “I’m there now. The reporters are going nuts looking for you.”


    Jayne slid her hand down the side of the seat and flicked the lever to move her farther from the constraints of the steering wheel. “I don’t think I can go back to my apartment. They’ll be waiting for me.”


    “It’s what they do.”


    “ ‘So, Ms. Dennegee, how does it feel to know your father’s headed for prison because of you?’ ‘Fine. Thanks for asking.’ ”


    “He’s going to prison because of his own sins, Jayne, not yours.”


    “Is that what you tell all the snitches?”


    “You did the right thing. You did the only thing you could do. What kind of guilt would you bear right now if you hadn’t turned him in?”


    The temperature in the car peaked somewhere between preheat and broil. Jayne reached across the seat to roll down the passenger side window of her aging, no-frills Cavalier. Cross ventilation proved a false hope on a corn-ripening day in Iowa. “He’s my daddy.”


    The word she’d vowed not to use again.


    “Hon”—Geneva cleared her throat—“sometimes the bravest thing we can do is let the guilt go.”


    “Don’t hold your breath.”


    “Don’t hold yours.”


    “What?”


    “Keep breathing.”


    “It’s not automatic anymore.” Jayne rested her forehead on the steering wheel. If it left a mark, so be it. She’d been branded by her father’s “community service” projects. What was one more deformity?


    “Jayne, let me come get you. Where are you now?”


    “Parking Lot B at the university.”


    “What are you doing there? Oh.”


    “The appointment with my faculty advisor was a scene you’ll find amusing. Imagine hearing the final verdict from the TA who bops in with the good news, not knowing the convict’s daughter is sitting in the room.”


    Geneva’s pause communicated a paragraph of concern. “When do you start?”


    “School? Never. Not here anyway. It would cause the administration ‘discomfort’ to deal with the press. What Dad did with his pharmacy degree isn’t going to make it into the college recruitment brochure. Thanks to him, my name would apparently poison the student roster. Can you imagine roll call? ‘Davis? Denmark? Dennagee?’ Then gasps followed by silence.”


    “How can they have any complaint about you? This isn’t your doing.”


    No. It’s my undoing. “Have you ever walked through a barn and then noticed that your clothes and hair smelled like manure, even if you hadn’t touched any?”


    “I always said drama was your gift. Don’t know why you chose nursing rather than the theater. But we can rehash that later. Let me pick you up. We’ll go out to the lake. Give the press a chance to lose interest in you.”


    “The diner is expecting me for the four-to-midnight shift.”


    Geneva’s sigh could have moved a Richter needle well beyond six point five. “Call. In. Sick. Good grief. Of all days, this would be the day to call in sick.”


    “Can’t do that.”


    “Then call in ‘done’.”


    “Geneva! Aren’t you the one who always preached responsibility?”


    “At this point, I don’t think you can afford to stay at a place that shrivels your soul.”


    “I did for most of my childhood.”
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    “You aren’t afraid the neighbors will ostracize you because of your association with me?” Jayne took the iced tea Geneva offered and settled back into the slope of the lime green Adirondack chair on the cottage’s narrow deck.


    Geneva’s age showed when she lowered herself into a raspberry-colored chair with the same odd-to-get-into, comfortable-when-in, odd-to-exit slope. “Most are weekenders. We keep to ourselves.”


    “I haven’t been out here for a while. I think I was fifteen the last time. The summer before Mom’s illness had a name. After that, fun wiggled its way out of our family dictionary.” She sipped her tea. The cold soothed her tense, raw throat.


    “It shouldn’t have happened that way.”


    “ALS is a consuming disease. All . . . consuming.”


    Geneva’s tea glass landed on the arm of her chair with a pronounced thunk. “No disease justifies neglecting a child.” She swatted at a sun-drunk fly. “It’s as if they forgot you existed except as a caregiver.”


    Jayne could see the burning ember of the sun on the inside of her eyelids. Fading. Fading. “Sometimes parents give you away, but they make you stay.”


    She opened her eyes to find the source of the low, chugging rumble. A pontoon boat a few dozen feet offshore crossed their field of vision. An elderly couple and a golden retriever. No fishing poles. No hurry. No real destination, it appeared. They waved. Jayne waved back as if her life were no more complicated than theirs.


    A phone buzzed. Geneva’s. The woman glanced at the screen then held the phone facedown on her thigh. “Work can wait.”


    “Don’t mind me. I’ll rehearse my ‘It’s the first day of the rest of my life’ self-talk. Go ahead. Take the call.”


    Geneva rose from the chair, phone in hand, then into action. “Hey, Jeff. What’s up?” She retreated into the cottage. With the windows open, the building offered no privacy. Jayne heard every word. “Our counteroffer did not include the seller’s help with closing costs. Where’d they get that idea?”


    Jayne listened as the woman morphed from friend and confidante to savvy businesswoman. Real estate suited her. More a people-to-home matchmaker than salesperson, she played the part well. So much to admire about that woman.


    A familiar guilt-like claw gripped Jayne’s stomach and squeezed. She’d had no choice. Turning her father in had nothing to do with her resentment over his pathological obsession with her mom’s illness, with the way they both emotionally checked out of her life and replaced their daughter with a disease. Nothing. It was her civic duty to report what she’d witnessed.


    Her mom’s desperate cries—No, no, no!—silenced by his knee on her chest while atrophied limbs flailed against the syringe needle. Her mother must have known it was a lethal dose. The look of terror on her face—


    The screen door squeaked open, then bounced twice before settling into place.


    “How about a snack? And it doesn’t matter that you think you’re not hungry.” Geneva spoke as if the sentences were all one word.


    Jayne caught a whiff of the ever-recognizable bacon. “Bacon is a snack now?”


    “Don’t tell my internist. And not merely bacon. I’m making BLATs. The A stands for avocado in our BLTs. Okay with you?”


    What kind of hideous creature am I? The thought of a BLAT derails my guilt trip.


    Her father had no doubt already heard the piercing clang of metal on metal when the cell door closed behind him. And she—noble woman that she was—pushed the scene aside at the mention of bacon.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    


    There’s a breeze here.” Jayne put down her forkful of potato salad and extended her arms to catch the updraft.


    With a toile-patterned paper napkin that matched the paper plates on the patio table in front of them, Geneva wiped a tomato seed from her chin. “Often is.”


    “No breeze in town. I noticed.”


    Jayne left her arms extended and leaned into the wind but remained rooted to her chair. No soaring today.


    “Where are you?”


    She lowered her arms and resumed eating. “You ask that a lot lately.”


    “This time, I mean. Where were you mentally just now, when you closed your eyes and let yourself enjoy the moment? Don’t answer, ‘Here.’ That’s too obvious.”


    Geneva always had made her think.


    “Floating above all this, I guess.”


    “And in your mind’s eye, where did you land?”


    Jayne crunched a baby carrot and chewed it while she thought. She swallowed every tiny bit before responding. “I haven’t been cleared for landing.”


    Geneva crossed her arms over her chest and tucked her fists under her chin. Head down. The posture of contemplation. Or was it a new prayer posture? She lifted her head and rested her hands on the surface of the patio table. “You can stay here for a while, if you’d like.”


    “I appreciate that. I can’t go back to my apartment yet.”


    “I mean, longer-term. The cottage isn’t winterized, but—”


    “Long commute to work.”


    “Worth it?”


    “Even if calling in ‘done’ hadn’t been frowned upon by the diner establishment, I doubt I’ll find a job of any consequence within a three-state radius. Who’d hire me? I betrayed my own father. I’ve only finished a third of nursing school and that took me four times as long as it should have because of taking care of Mom. And the Dennagee name isn’t exactly a foot in the door, if you know what I mean.”


    “That will fade.”


    “Things like this don’t fade. They ferment.”


    Geneva tugged a lettuce leaf from her sandwich and ate it. “Lots of great food depends on the fermentation process.”


    “Was that supposed to make me feel better?”


    “You’re welcome to stay here until the snow flies, or until you find a job elsewhere. How far are you willing to go?”


    Jayne’s ankle itched. A mosquito. She scratched at it, knowing full well it would only make it worse. “How far would you want to run from a reputation like my father’s?”


    Across the lake, a lawn mower roared to life. How well sound carried on water.


    “I have brownies in the freezer,” Geneva said.


    “Good choice.”


    “Let’s try to sneak into town tomorrow to gather your belongings.”


    Jayne could search every corner of her apartment—or her life for the last many years—and not find a crumb that matched the definition of belongings.


    Longings trump belongings any day.
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    Living simply had been more from necessity than choice. She’d understood her parents’ need to pour money into a litany of treatment options and pain reducers. She’d understood why they couldn’t help her with college costs, or high school graduation costs, or the cost of shoes and jeans and jackets. They’d downsized how many times? It was the way they’d budgeted their affection for her—Scrooge-stingy with their love—that created the sense of living on the edge of emotional bankruptcy.


    Except for the influence of a handful of people like Geneva. Then only a couple of people. When forced to quit college mid-semester after her mother’s ALS took an even more prominent center-stage role, Jayne saw her world shrink to the dimensions of whatever part-time jobs she could slip between the hours she spent caregiving.


    Her dad started staying later than the pharmacy was open, then rushed in and pushed Jayne aside as if no one could care for his wife like he could. How had Jayne become an annoyance when she’d started out as a product of their honeymoon?


    Geneva tapped her on the shoulder, stirring Jayne from the dark hallways of memory. “Do you want to keep this?” She held a lamp with three graduated amber glass globes that reminded Jayne of a see-through snowman made from dirty snow.


    “Belongs to the landlord. None of the furniture is mine. Not much of the décor.”


    “Good. I was beginning to worry about your lack of taste.” Geneva smiled in the dim light.


    So far, her “must save” items clattered against one another in the bottom of a box. What was the name of that movie with the office guy who fought the world to hold onto his red stapler? Even Jayne’s stapler belonged to the landlord. The oceanview mouse pad was hers. And the verse-a-day flip calendar. And a bottle of Advil. She shook it like a maraca before dropping it into the box’s cavernous mouth. Half a bottle left. Without a regular paycheck, she’d have to ration them.


    Jayne picked up the box and used her hip to push the straight-backed chair tight against the flea market desk. The flip calendar lay open to a verse that read, “ ‘There’s a time for searching and a time for losing.’ Ecclesiastes 3:6.” Did that wisdom apply to the search for a place to belong? Lost. Time to admit it.


    Had Bertram Dennagee’s homespun Kevorkian actions made it impossible for her to know a true home?


    She set the box on the bed beside an open suitcase she’d borrowed from Geneva. The dresser emptied in less than five minutes. Neatness counted little in the middle of the night. They’d managed to dodge the expected ambush of reporters. They’d be back at dawn, no doubt. Jayne and Geneva planned to be long gone before then.


    The apartment hadn’t been the refuge Jayne hoped when she moved out of her parents’ latest downsize after her mother’s death and her father’s arrest. The one room seemed as cold as it had the day she became a renter. All the more so, shadowed as it now was, with a minimum of lights to illuminate their packing. It wasn’t that she had no nesting instinct, Jayne assured herself. But temporary seemed stamped across everything she called her own.


    Geneva grabbed a handful of hanging clothes from the closet and folded them over her arm. “We’ll sort later, right?”


    “Good plan.”


    “I got everything from the nightstand on the first trip to the car with those few kitchen things. Wish we’d thought to pick up more boxes.”


    Jayne glanced around the room. “We’re almost done. How much is left in the closet?”


    “Shoes.” Geneva’s whisper matched Jayne’s, decibel for decibel. “You are not normal.”


    “What gave you your first clue?”


    Her friend headed for the door with a tote bag over her shoulder and her arms laden with the hanging clothes. “Three pairs of shoes? That’s all? Most young women your age count shoes by the dozens.”


    “Four,” Jayne said. “I’m wearing the other pair.”


    Geneva halted her progress as if she’d neglected to measure the distance from the edge of the cliff until her toes dangled over it. “Jayne!”


    “What?”


    “We have company.”


    She raced to the window. A car slowed in front of the two-story building.


    “Do you recognize the car? Neighbors?”


    Jayne doused the light from the lamp and tugged the curtain tight around her face as she peered into the night. “No. Not unless the neighbors have taken to carrying fancy cameras with foot-long zoom lenses.”


    She felt her way back to the bed, closed the suitcase, and tucked the box under one arm. “Let’s get out of here.”
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    Not winterized? The cottage didn’t seem autumnized either. With Willow Lake angry looking and raindrops pelting the windows, Jayne opted for thick socks and pulled a sweatshirt over her tee.


    She checked her phone. No messages. Just as well. Her heart wasn’t in any of the jobs for which she’d applied. It would take diligent saving to build enough reserve to resume her nurse’s training somewhere else. She’d studied options online. Finding a reputable school of nursing in a town small enough not to have heard her father’s name proved daunting.


    Soup. Soup solves everything.


    Leftover chicken. A good start.


    Jayne played Rachel Ray, pulling together an armful of ingredients in short order. The healing aroma of garlic, chicken broth, and basil soon seeped into the chilled air of the cottage.


    Before her illness, Jayne’s mother’s passion for soupmaking drew her daughter into the kitchen to watch the flurry of knives and herbs, vegetables, and wooden spoons stirred in a distinct figure-eight. The pattern made the product taste better, Mom insisted.


    Jayne’s heart muscle clenched. Soupmaking was one of the few times she thought her mother might change her mind about not wanting to have children.


    “Honor thy father and mother.” God had to know it would take more faith to obey that command than to believe seas part and God-followers walk on dry ground. Water into wine? Simple. Honoring Bertram Dennagee? The task required little spiritual stamina before he derailed.


    When Mom’s illness hit. When weakness made her mother little more than a puppet in Jayne’s father’s control. When husband and wife locked themselves in the tower of their consumption with ALS and refused to lower the drawbridge for their daughter. When her mother died.


    By his decision. Against his wife’s wishes. As Jayne walked through the door.


    She stuffed the thought into the garbage along with the woody ends of the celery stalks she’d chopped.


    Carrots? Only two left. One for soup, one for tomorrow’s salad. This would be a great time to tap into a savings account. Jayne snorted. Her account stayed in a perpetual state of danger, dipping close to the minimum balance for reasons as innocuous as a new muffler for the Cavalier.


    Job hunting—as pleasant a task as removing tar from the hem of her blue jeans. Now she dealt with the additional tar of the Dennagee name. She couldn’t escape the name. Every job application started the same. Name. Address. And done. She was done. Before she could tackle Education or Special Skills.


    Done.


    Jayne set the soup to simmer and booted up the computer perched on one end of the pine table. Willow Lake wasn’t known for its Internet speed. She picked up an emery board and smoothed the rough edges of four fingernails before the screen told her she could proceed. Connect. “Name Change Procedure.” Search the Web.


    And there it was. A reason worthy of a couple hundred dollars from her nursing degree savings account.


    Sometimes to make money, you have to spend money.


    Sometimes to get a life, you have to give up the old one.
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    “Jayne?”


    “Hey, Geneva. I haven’t heard from you for so long.” Her heart warmed as if the morning sun sneaking into the cottage had a rival.


    “I wish I could get out there more often. Is the fireplace enough for these chilly nights? A little early for a cold snap like this.”


    “I’ve only had to start a fire twice so far. Heard the temps are supposed to bounce back closer to normal next week. Geneva?” Jayne pulled the phone from her ear and checked the screen. Still connected. “Are you there?”


    “I’m here.”


    She shifted the phone to her other ear. “What’s up?” She swirled a wooden spoon through her oatmeal in a figure eight, disturbing the plump, slumbering raisins. She tapped the neck of the spoon on the edge of the pan. Three taps. “How’s the real estate business?”


    “I’ve seen better days. What’s the opposite of a downswing?”


    “Upswing?”


    Geneva Larkin sighed into the phone. “From your mouth to God’s ears. Amen and so be it.”


    Jayne smiled. The weight on her heart shifted. She could breathe a little easier, as she expected an asthma victim might after using an inhaler.


    From the sipping sound coming through the phone, Jayne pictured her mentor nursing a cup of coffee or tea.


    “I called with a job offer for you, if you’re interested,” Geneva said.


    “Selling real estate?”


    “No.”


    “Filing your paperwork while you sell real estate?”


    “Jayne, your gifts would be sorely wasted on paperwork.”


    “Gifts?” She yanked open the diminutive refrigerator and pulled out a half gallon of milk.


    “My sister is dying, Jayne. She needs you.”


    The milk jug slipped from her hands and hit the kitchen floor like a water balloon. Cold liquid exploded against the cupboard faces and Jayne’s calves. The sting plunged deep into her soul and pushed out a moan.


    “Oh, Jayne! Forgive me. I wasn’t thinking how that would sound. My sister Aurelia needs you to help her live as long as she can. I didn’t mean to imply—”


    The cold white dripping into her socks would soon turn sticky. How many paper towels would it take to mop the pond on the floor at her feet?


    Help someone live as long as possible? Now, that would be a switch for a Dennagee.


    “She means a great deal to me.” Geneva’s voice faltered.


    Jayne sidestepped the puddle and slipped into a waiting chair then leaned her elbows on the pine tabletop and rested her head and the phone in her hands. “I don’t recall meeting your sister.”


    “No, you wouldn’t have. She lives not far from Oceanside. I’ve probably mentioned her.”


    California, right? The distance between Willow Lake and California stretched forever before her. Perfect. But caregiving for a dying woman? Could she?


    How ironic. She claimed her heart was in nursing. Driven by compassion to care for physical needs. She didn’t have her degree yet but was already tempted to pick and choose whom she’d serve. “Doesn’t she have family? I mean, other than you? Someone closer?”


    “She has a son. Isaac. My nephew. Darling boy.”


    “Couldn’t he go help her?”


    “He lives there. In La Vida. He’s struggling with all of this. Poor child.”


    Jayne pushed away from her slump and pressed her spine against the chair back. “How old is he?”


    “He’ll be thirty-four in January.”


    “Oh. Then . . . ?”


    Sighs travel well over phone lines or fiber optics or whatever they’re using these days. Geneva’s sigh produced a level closer to a freight train than a simple expulsion of air. “Isaac is a busy young man. He’s in real estate, too. Commercial. As much as he loves my sister, he’s not handling this well. It’s not his . . . his gift.”


    “Caring for someone in need isn’t a gift. It’s an obligation.”


    “It can be both. I hoped you’d feel that way, Jayne.”


    She dabbed at milk splash on the chair leg. “I didn’t mean me.”


    “You didn’t?”


    Silence doubled itself like a healthy yeast dough. “Not me. I can’t—”


    “Can’t what, dear? Can’t make yourself care? I don’t believe that for a minute. It’s in your—”


    “Mrs. Larkin, please don’t say it’s in my genes.” That’s what she’d do with the rest of her life—work on inventing a DNA eraser.


    “Since when did you revert to calling me Mrs. Larkin? I shouldn’t have sprung this on you over the phone. Could we meet? Can I treat you to lunch? Soon? I can’t get away from the office long enough to drive out there. But we should talk about your salary requirements and transportation. I need to introduce you to Isaac. Phone call or video conference call. Something.”


    The room now beyond comfortably warm, Jayne juggled the phone while she removed her sweater. The oatmeal no longer looked comforting. After all Geneva Larkin had done for her, how could she refuse her request? Would her nephew micromanage every caregiving move Jayne made? Did he even know who she was? Once he found out, it was unlikely he’d go along with the plan.


    “I’d recommend flying,” Geneva said. Jayne must have missed a snatch of conversation. It sounded as if the woman was sure of the response. “But I can understand if you’d like to take the train or bus and see more scenery on the way. It’s only another couple of days. But the situation’s pretty desperate out there.”


    Geneva’s words continued. Jayne’s attention did not. It drifted on a sea of upheaval. Move across the country? Leave the wake of her father’s crimes? Care for a dying woman?


    Cold oatmeal waved its sticky fingers to remind her of the alternative. Stay. Find a new employer who didn’t mind hiring a Dennagee, and a snitch at that. Bear the shame until the decades passed and the notoriety faded.


    “Bus.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “I’d like to take the bus.”
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    Can’t say I blame you for leaving,” the landlord had said when Jayne gave her notice a week later. He waived the one-month rule.


    “Course, you can’t be hoping to get your security deposit back, what with no notice.”


    Ah, the rub. Mercy abounded at the Highview Court Apartments.


    Jayne’s molars played mortar and pestle. In the game of “Pick Your Battles” was that one worth the energy? Fighting for her rights meant lingering. Lingering meant languishing, the riptide of her father’s choices pulling her deeper into her personal Bermuda Triangle.


    She calculated the financial consequences of not having her security deposit to lean on should Geneva Larkin’s nephew Ethan—no, Isaac—not approve of her as a caregiver for his mother. She’d need more than a pocket of change to start over somewhere else.


    “Okay, fine.” Mr. Heinrich’s voice softened in the moments Jayne considered how to answer him. “Fine, you can have your deposit. It’s against my better judgment. Rules is rules. But it’s about time somebody gave you a break, I’d say.”


    Compassion? It seemed foreign on him. Jayne didn’t argue. She waited long enough for him to cut her a check, thanked him, and headed for the bank. Her last transaction as Jayne Dennagee.


    Now to meet with Geneva and explain what she’d done.
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    “Changed your name?”


    “Yes.” Jayne shredded the paper napkin before her as if making kindling for a flea circus campfire.


    “I won’t ask why, but isn’t that rather . . . ?” The older woman’s eyes roamed the perimeter of the restaurant as if hoping the word she sought was stenciled where the walls and ceiling met. “Isn’t that severe?”


    “What Bertram Dennagee did was severe. What I did was a rational, carefully considered move to distance myself from him.”


    “He’s still your father, Jayne.”


    “Jayne’s father. Not mine. My name is Rosa Lorena Angelica Fortunatis O’Leary.”


    Geneva’s eyebrows threatened to lift off the surface of her face.


    “I’m not serious.”


    “Oh.”


    She reached out to lay her hand over the one that radiated kindness and concern. “I did change my name, Geneva. Legally. I have the papers and the ailing bank account to prove it. It’s important to me that when I apply for this position with your nephew, I’m known by my new name only.”


    “He would understand.”


    Jayne withdrew her hand. “You haven’t told him already, have you?”


    “No, dear.” Geneva toyed with the handle of her teacup. “I didn’t see the need. He knows you’re capable and willing and free to relocate. He also knows I think highly enough of you to trust my sister into your care.”


    “Good. I mean, thank you. Please honor this request. I want to start a life free of the leprosy of my old name and what my father did to it.”


    Geneva’s heavy, artsy necklace clunked against the edge of the table as she leaned in. “Doesn’t that border on deception?”


    “I have a new name. By law.”


    “What is it?”


    “Becca. Becca Morrow.”


    “Morrow?”


    “Seemed like the opposite of Dennagee, somehow. Morrow. Like tomorrow. I picked a name like a novelist chooses one for a character.”


    “Becca.” She fingered the necklace as she tested the name. “Oh, I get it. Clever twist.”


    “What?”


    Geneva smiled and leaned back, her necklace thumping softly against her middle. “You don’t see the connection?”


    “What connection?”


    “Isaac? Becca?”


    “What about it?”


    Across the room, a band of waiters and waitresses broke into a sappy reinvention of “Happy Birthday,” to the chagrin of the intended target, a young woman whose husband or boyfriend hooted and clapped to the beat—such as it was—of the music.


    The roomful of restaurant customers applauded in tribute to the stranger with a birthday. No one questioned their right to be there, to belong at the young woman’s impromptu party.


    The new Becca’s heart fell out of rhythm for a moment, like the last measure of the song.


    “We need to call Isaac,” Geneva said, pulling her cell phone from her lime suede purse. She punched two buttons. Speed dial to her nephew. That said something.


    Becca leaned closer, her facial muscles squeezing together as if being forced through the eye of a needle. “Please, Mrs. Larkin. Becca Morrow. That’s who I am now.”


    The older woman gave a conciliatory nod before speaking into the phone. “Isaac. I think we have our answer.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    4


    


    The bus ride to the edge of Far Enough offered Becca time to think, if nothing else. Time to invent an answer to the fluttering, “What now? What are you going to do now?”


    Of all her needs at the moment, conversation ranked lower than rhinestone snow boots. She needed silence and ideas and whatever medication would slow her heart rate. She did not need a chatty seatmate bent on drawing out her innermost feelings on everything from the joy of bus travel to microwave versus air-popped popcorn to pop stars’ latest escapades.


    She opted for an empty bus seat far from other riders. That lasted only until the first pause. A little town with a combination diner/bus stop. Ten minutes. Enough for the driver to pick up a fried egg sandwich and Chatty Cathy—a tabloid-reading, raven-haired, forty-something trying to look twenty.


    “Is this seat taken?”


    “I’m traveling alone.”


    “Me too!” the woman chirped.


    The chirping wouldn’t stop until close to dawn when the bus’s air brakes burped and the driver called back, “All out for Remington and points north.”


    Tar-black hair swung like a horse’s tail. “Sorry to cut our conversation short. But this is my stop.”


    The woman felt the need to apologize?


    Chatty Cathy combed through unnaturally thick locks with well-manicured fingers as she stood to exit, adjusting her tote bag strap on her padded shoulder. “Enjoy the rest of your trip. Where’d you say you were headed?”


    “West. Just . . . west.”


    “Hope you find what you’re looking for. Nice talking to you.”


    Relief slid in when the woman waltzed down the aisle and out of Becca’s life. She had to think. Had to formulate a plan of some kind.


    By midday, the sun and time melted away three hundred more miles. The belly of the bus filled with daylight travelers. Happy people with clear destinations and something to smile about.


    Was it unthinkable that she wasted so much of her planning time in prayer? Which served as the greater sin—that she failed to use the time efficiently or that after all these years, she dared to pray?


    I don’t know why You’d listen to me, God, but I need help. I hope it’s true what Geneva says, that I don’t have to deserve mercy in order to ask for it.


    “Is this seat taken?”


    By now, few choices remained in the crowded bus. She scooted closer to the window and forced herself to welcome a new traveling companion. “Be my guest.”


    [image: deco.jpg]


    


    Becca tried every conceivable sitting and sleeping position during the interminable trip that showed her the scenery on either side of four-lane highways across the country. If the bus driver’s predictions proved correct—and why wouldn’t they?—she had an hour left on the road. How could an hour be enough for her to fill the holes in her story? It takes time to create a persona from scratch. She’d purchased a believable, respectable name. Now she needed a credible and easily recalled history, one she could convince Geneva Larkin to help corroborate.


    Invent a childhood. Troubled? No. Too real, complicated. Basically happy? Sure. An uncomfortable but short-lived season of rebellion. Four years of college, no two. Two. Enough to explain her better-than-average grammar, but not enough for people to expect more than she could deliver. Parents? Dead. Fire? Too melodramatic. Car accident? Better. Happens all the time.


    Ten more miles ticked by, each conquered hash mark on the highway devouring precious milliseconds of preparation. She leaned her head against the bus window, feeling its air-conditioned coolness seep past hair and skin to the bones that cradled her overheated brain.


    I can pull this off. I have to.


    She shifted her trip-weary body one more time. A job half a country away. Working for someone who had no idea who she really was, if Geneva could be trusted to honor her request. How often did Geneva and her nephew talk? That could be problematic. The woman wouldn’t intentionally let anything slip, but . . .


    Becca’s seatmate rambled on, as animated as a kindergartner high on Easter candy. With one confession, Becca could clear the seat. The bus. But her past wasn’t a weapon, a tool she could pull out when convenient.


    Thoughts of her father’s other victims made her skin feel mismatched, as if created for someone else, as if the tag on the neckline had been removed and God had grabbed the wrong size from the rack. Their voicelessness cried inside her. A lava flow of pain circulated through her marrow and pressed against her spine.


    Her dad made people past tense. Not dying, but dead. Not ailing. Gone.


    And their families—those who labeled him sinner, those who labeled him saint—no doubt wrestled their own demons of relief and regret.


    “Cool, huh?”


    Becca coughed into her elbow, buying time to reenter the current conversation. Her fellow traveler’s excitement could have been linked to a winning lottery ticket or a new flavor of gum, for all Becca knew. “Yeah. Cool.” She feigned agreement a notch higher than neutral.


    “I know. Right? So, here’s my card.” The woman thrust a hot-pink-and-black-polka-dotted business card toward Becca. Dottie’s Forever Yours Cupcakes. Tagline? Your dessert worries are over forever.


    Dessert worries.


    Eternally resolved.


    Becca suppressed a wholly inappropriate snort and an unspoken “What a relief!”


    [image: deco.jpg]


    


    She’d been offered a choice—plane or bus. In the moment of decision, a drawn-out, slower bus ride held the promise of time for reflection, planning, thinking. It broke its promise with cramped muscles, frequent stops, and passengers intent on engaging her in conversation.


    But the ride was over and she’d landed in a mid-sized town squeezed between larger ones in a scene where every street name demanded at least high school Spanish to pronounce correctly and few of the trees or flowers she saw as they pulled up to the bus station looked familiar.


    Tiptoeing around the damp spots of unknown origin on the floor of the bus station ladies’ room, Becca deftly changed clothes. Her jeans—accordion-pleated across the lap—recorded the length of the bus trip like rings on a tree measured years and floods and droughts. From her lone piece of luggage she pulled another pair of jeans and a fresh T-shirt to replace the one mangled by miles. She wouldn’t need the jacket.


    A jagged diagonal crack in the washroom mirror split her face into grotesque, mismatched halves. Ducking and tilting, she found a smooth-enough section of mirror to do a reasonable job taming her hair.


    “Concealer would help,” she thought, tracing her under-eye circles. “I’m going to assume my sallow complexion is this fluorescent light’s fault. It has nothing to do with—”


    The doorknob twisted and clanked. Twice.


    “Just a minute.” Becca zipped her suitcase, brushed a handful of stray hairs from her shoulders, and opened the door to the woman waiting on the other side. A grim-faced woman with a pint-sized version of herself in tow. The little girl—three or four perhaps—danced from foot to foot. Becca wasn’t fully through the doorway before the two pushed their way past her, the mother jerking her daughter into the room as if a full bladder were an act of rebellion. Becca hoped it wasn’t too late.


    Would Becca ever lose the urge to rescue unappreciated children?


    The encounter lasted mere seconds, but long enough for Becca to notice the pale trail—the path tears make when flowing down the face of a smudged child. Quickening her steps, she left the narrow, foul-smelling hall, breathing a brief, awkward prayer for the little one.


    Outside the station, the air was no fairer. Bus fumes lingered like skunk perfume. But she thought she could detect, from somewhere beyond the fumes, a hint of sun-baked beaches and salted waves. According to the Google map, LaVida was only a few miles from the Pacific, with Oceanside to its north and San Diego to its south. She hoped it wasn’t only her imagination suggesting the scent of the sea. Pictures and Mrs. Larkin’s descriptions had been enough to convince Becca the ocean could play a role in washing away the detritus of the life she’d known until now.


    Standing on the curb—and the edge of a carefully, though hastily, constructed new life—Becca debated her next move.


    Hello, my name this week is Becca Morrow. You don’t know me and have no reason in the world to trust me, but . . .


    Without Geneva’s employment matchmaking, she couldn’t have hoped to get past the answering machine, or caller ID, or a diligent and discerning secretary. She thumbed the scrap of paper with the cell phone number and address of Hughes Realty.
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