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To my oldest brother,
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Joel, you can’t be serious. You’ve had tougher fights and never once were you interested in quitting. Madeline and her son have tried and tried to drive you out of the company, to make your life miserable. You’ve beaten them every time.”


“Not this time, Mom. I’ve lost.” He glared at the financial report. “We’re twenty million dollars short again this month. DMI is in a free fall. I’ve lost two of our four divisions. Fifty percent of the company now belongs to somebody else.” He was too disgusted, remembering his father’s admonishment to keep the company as a solid unit and never allow DMI to be split into pieces. The words seemed fresh, yet he hadn’t heeded the warning and the results were final. His father’s company was no longer. “I don’t have the inspiration to get this turned around in time.”


“You don’t have to give up. I won’t allow it. You deserve your father’s company. Okay, I understand. You’re going through a tough time, but that’s no reason to quit.”


“Face it. This has been a good ride and now it’s over,” he said, standing and tapping on the desk before walking toward the door.


“No, Joel, no. At least wait a few days.”


“No need. My mind is made up. I’m tired.” Saying the words gave him a surge of relief. The war was over. He’d lost to a seasoned warrior.


His mother left, dejected. Joel swallowed his pride and prepared to wave the white flag. He decided not to call ahead as he pulled into the valet parking area. Joel went inside and approached the front desk. “I’m here to see Don Mitchell.”


“And you are?” the security guard asked.


“Joel.”


“What’s your last name, sir?”


“Just Joel,” he said, eager to get in, take care of business, and get out. Sharing his last name might raise questions he didn’t feel like answering, such as how they were related. How was he supposed to answer a question like that? They were brothers to the degree that they shared the same last name and their father’s DNA, but that was the extent of their connection. It was definitely best to leave the last name tucked away. “He’ll know who it is, trust me.”


The guard proceeded to call Don. It wasn’t too late, Joel thought, anxious. He quelled his urge to bolt from the building without Don knowing he was ever there. The security guard got the clearance, just in time. “Mr. Mitchell has given you the okay to come on up. He’s on the thirty-fourth floor, unit number eight.”


“Thanks.” As he entered the elevator, Joel planned to dash in, get the task over, and split. When the doors opened he froze. There was no changing his mind. He had to move. Standing in front of door number eight, he regrouped and collected his thoughts, relying on his dignity. He knocked hard and fast.


Don opened the door right away. He stood in the doorway with a befuddled expression.


“Your face says it all.”


“I’m shocked to have you standing at my door. It’s been, what, six or seven years since you’ve been here?” Don said, standing with his shoulders back, arms folded tight across his chest and hands tucked under them. He appeared too intense for Joel.


“It’s been a while, let’s just say that. But don’t you worry. This is a very short visit. I’m here to tell you that it’s yours.”


“What is mine?” Don said, standing directly in the middle of the doorway.


“DMI. It’s yours.”


“Man, I don’t have time for games.”


“I’m serious. Believe me, this is not a game.” Joel felt like dirt—the kind people had no use for and shook off their shoes. He wasn’t delusional. Joel wasn’t expecting a warm reaction from Don or an invitation to come on in and have a seat. They weren’t that kind of brothers, never had been and never would be. “I’m resigning.”


Don erupted in laughter. “I know you’re not serious now.” The laughing stopped abruptly. “I don’t have time, Joel. You need to hit the road, my brother,” he said. Don must’ve thought Joel was getting some type of sick pleasure from tormenting him, which was far from the truth.


“I’m telling you this is no joke. Seriously, I’m stepping down. I’ve had enough. I’m tired and it’s time to quit.” He heard “quit” roll across his lips and wanted to leap forward to snatch the word back, but it was too late. It was gone, much like his reign as CEO. Joel hoped Don wasn’t going to ask any questions. He wasn’t going to share his personal, marital, and financial problems with his opponent. His mission was to get out of the condo. Leaving with a remnant of dignity would constitute a personal victory and keep the day from being a total disaster.


“You want me to believe that you’re walking away?”


“Just like that,” Joel said.


“Nope, not possible. Come in,” Don said, taking a few steps from the doorway. Joel entered but stayed close to the door after it was shut. “You have fought me and my mother for three solid years, almost four, for control of DMI. What gives?” Don asked.


“Circumstances and situations have changed.” The helplessness dominated him. He had to seek refuge. “The transition has to be effective today.”


“Today’s no good,” Don told him, but Joel was firm.


“Today I’m offering you the top spot. I can’t speak to how I’ll feel about all of this tomorrow. If you want the position, you must move on it today. Do you want it or not?”


“Of course I do, don’t you worry. I’ll hammer out the details.”


Worry was a close friend these days. “Hammer away,” Joel said with grim humor. “So, that’s it, done,” Joel said, turning to leave.


“I have to ask: why are you doing this? It doesn’t make sense. You love being CEO.”


There was plenty to tell, to explain, to justify, none of which mattered. He opted not to publicize the source of his anguish and disappointment. “I have to leave.” The space was confining and getting tighter.


“You know there will be changes,” Don told him. Joel couldn’t find the words to respond. He nodded in affirmation. “I can’t keep the company you bought from your wife’s father,” Don told him. “Their principles, especially the religious ones, are in conflict with those at DMI.”


“Sell it,” Joel said, letting his gaze plummet to meet his dignity, which was squirming on the floor. “I can’t tell you what to do with the company. You’re in charge now. But I do have one request. I hope you can find a way to let my wife purchase Harmonious Energy. Like you said, it belonged to her father. It’s his legacy, and now that he’s gone, it should belong to their family.”


“No problem, I’m certainly willing to work with her on a fair deal. On another note, what about the West Coast division? How can I reclaim ownership for DMI now that you’ve sold it?”


Joel’s shame was mounting. “My wife owns it. I can convince her to sell it to you only if you cut her a fair deal on Harmonious Energy.” It was difficult to keep standing there taking the onslaught of humiliating questions. He reached for the doorknob.


“I have to ask about the Southern division too.”


“You’ll have to speak with Uncle Frank about that one.” Joel had to go now. Staying longer meant more humiliating questions intent on highlighting his failure. He turned the knob, lurching into the hallway.


Don called out to thank Joel, but he didn’t respond. Joel kept hustling to the elevator or stairwell, whichever came first. The deed was done, and so was he.
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The English light filtered into the cramped flat, distorted by the haze overshadowing the few windows located throughout the studio. Her last home, the one-bedroom flat in the South of France, had been more spacious but admitted no more light. The one before that had been in Spain, and the one before that in Scotland, and the one before that in Italy; each had been larger but similar. Filtered light had become Tamara’s reality, darkness her faithful companion. Day and night, flooding her thoughts, her hopes, inescapable. She’d tried time after time to shake the past, set it aside, and start over, but the crippling trauma of her childhood in Detroit wasn’t easily shaken. Fourteen years had passed, and the grip of despair was as strong today as it had been the day she ran away from home. She’d been mastering the art of running ever since.


Being alone with her thoughts was something Tamara vigorously avoided, but she hadn’t figured out how to run from them too. The cell phone rang, jerking her consciousness back into the apartment. It rang and rang, yet she made no attempt to answer. There was a brief peaceful pause and then it started ringing again. The pattern continued for nearly five minutes until she grabbed the phone and belted out, “Why don’t you stop calling?”


“Because we must talk,” Remo responded in his Italian accent.


“There’s nothing to talk about. How did you find me anyway?”


“You’ve never been lost to me.”


Tamara had hoped she had eluded Remo with the move to the English countryside several months ago. The phone hadn’t rung, with the exception of several calls from her brother Don. He was the only one she’d given the new number to, careful not to let it get in the hands of Remo. Somehow, yet again, he’d found her. Between Remo chasing her around the world and her mother relentlessly tracking her down, the strain of running had grown tiring. She shouldn’t, wouldn’t, or couldn’t anymore. But her options were limited. “Remo, you have to let me go.”


“That I cannot do. We belong together.”


His accent had once been a soothing melody. That was four years ago. Now the sound of his voice served as a constant reminder of how vile men could be, demanding, defiant, disrespectful, living with no regard for the emotional damage they forced upon others in pursuit of what they wanted. “We’ve had this conversation, over and over. Nothing is going to change my mind. We’re over, done, finito.”


“We’re not over. We’ll never be over, not as long as we’re alive.”


“What is that supposed to mean? Are you threatening me?”


“Of course not, why would I threaten my love, mi amore? I am only reminding you of the love that we share. It is worth protecting with my life.”


“Remo, you can’t keep doing this, hunting me around the world. You have to stop this. I won’t let you do it anymore.” Weariness was determined to speak up for her when she didn’t have the strength. “I don’t love you anymore.”


“I can’t accept that,” he said, elevating his tone. “When I pledged my love to you it was on my life, and I will honor it until death.” He spoke with a sharp edge of seriousness.


“You don’t have a choice. I’m done. Let me go.”


“Never. I will see you soon so that we can talk in person. I’ll get you to change your mind. I’m sure of it.” She disconnected the call, refusing to hear any more.


Tamara panicked. She didn’t know what to expect from him. She recalled the time he’d climbed up the trellis and tried barging through the window of her third-floor unit in either Italy or Scotland. She couldn’t remember exactly; forgetting unpleasant details was a critical item in her survival kit. Thank goodness it was the one day she had locked the window. She was certain that he was capable of doing anything to her with some twisted idea of protecting their shattered love affair. Second-guessing herself, she briefly considered packing up and heading out, not sure how far away Remo was.


Twenty minutes passed and a rap on the door sent Tamara into a fury. She was terrified. Calm down, she thought. Get it together. Get a plan quickly, think, think. The narrow window didn’t offer an exit path. Besides, there was little probability that she’d survive the four-floor drop to the ground below. Another knock and she froze in her steps. She wasn’t considering calling the police. That would put her in the metro police system and possibly make her whereabouts public. She couldn’t take that chance. Tamara had sacrificed years of stability for anonymity, but the weight was heavy.
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There was no more time for preparation. This was the defining moment. “Tamara, are you in there?”


“Don, what are you doing here?” he heard his sister shout in a tone that sounded like it had a glimmer of enthusiasm, or at least he hoped it did. She opened the door rather quickly. “Come on in,” she said, guarded and seemingly a little nervous. Her reaction appeared normal to Don, given his impromptu visit. He knew how much she valued her privacy and was prepared for her discomfort. It was something he was willing to risk if the visit could foster reconciliation between his mother and Tamara.


“I’m not alone,” he said, reaching for his mother. Madeline stepped into view.


Tamara stood still. Madeline did too. Fantasizing about their reunion didn’t compare to watching it play out live.


Mother greeted Tamara, seeming standoffish for a person who hadn’t seen her child in such a long time.


“Mother,” Tamara responded.


Don didn’t expect Tamara to welcome them. They had invaded her space without notice. He was glad she’d opened the door. Don recognized the strong possibility she might not have, especially if she’d known Mother was with him. Thank God for His many blessings, he thought. His mother and sister continued standing and staring at each other. Neither made an effort to talk or budge from her position of strength. The gulf between them remained. “I knew you’d find me sooner or later.”


“You did?” Mother said.


“Yes, I did.”


“You haven’t made it easy.”


“Ditto,” Tamara said.


“Did you want me to find you?”


Tough question. Don suspected it wasn’t going to be easily answered by Tamara. Her feelings could range between an emphatic no and a gleeful yes.


“I bet everyone wants to have at least one person in the world who will never give up on them.”


“My darling girl, I’ll never give up on you,” Madeline said, closing the gap between her and Tamara. “You are my only daughter, and I will always, always love you,” she said, stepping even closer.


Mother grabbed Tamara and held her. Don squeezed past them, determined not to disrupt the reunion that had been fourteen years in the making. Don was content. He’d lit a spark. He expected the journey to total family restoration to be long and bumpy, with many sections unpaved, but the first step had been executed with perfection. The ladies were talking without fighting, which was a great sign. His abilities were limited. Keeping the flame of restoration burning was up to them. Don eased out the door to tell the cab driver to go on, since it looked like they would be visiting longer than planned.


He hustled back up the four flights of stairs to Tamara’s flat. Her phone was ringing. Tamara and Mother were both sitting on the sofa sleeper.


“Nice place,” Madeline said, glancing around the room. It was so small she didn’t have to get up from her seat to take in the entire flat.


“Oh, come on, your master bedroom closet is larger than this condo,” Tamara said. Don knew it was true but it didn’t really matter.


“At least you still remember a few things about home.”


“There’s a lot I remember, and most I’d like to forget.”


Don could feel the harmony evaporating. The mere mention of home had Tamara sounding irritated. “I’m so glad to have both of you together,” he said, fanning the flame, unwilling to watch it burn out so quickly. Mother and Tamara were cordial. Both seemed to avoid personal topics, as if they were maneuvering through a minefield. Thirty minutes into the visit, they were still chitchatting, and Don was pleased.


The phone rang, interrupting the conversation for the second or third time. “Your phone has been ringing off the hook,” Don said. “Go ahead and answer it. We don’t mind.”


Tamara cleared her throat. “I-it’s okay, whoever it is will call back.”


“They have been calling back, over and over,” Madeline said.


“It’s okay, really. I’m not bothered by the phone. I’m busy and that’s that,” she snapped.


Okay, Don thought. He’d leave the subject alone. Stirring up unnecessary unrest was to be avoided. The visit was going relatively smoothly, better than he expected—almost too well.


“How long are you planning to stay?” Tamara asked.


“Why? Are you ready for us to leave already?” Mother asked. Tamara didn’t offer a response. “I guess that’s our answer, Don.”


“I didn’t say anything,” Tamara snapped again. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”


Mother’s neck stiffened and her eyes widened.


Don could feel a storm brewing. He had to jump in to facilitate calm. “We did come unannounced. So, if you have other plans and need us to go, we understand.”


“If we go, I’m hoping that you’re coming with us,” Mother said.


“Where?” Tamara asked.


“Home, of course, Detroit. Three tickets and we’ll be home together, finally. I really am excited about us being together.”


“I’m not coming back to Detroit,” Tamara said, leaping to her feet. The phone rang again and she ignored it again.


Mother stood too. “Don told me you were ready to come home. That’s why I’m here.”


Don stepped between the ladies.


“Did Don tell you the terms that I want?” Tamara blurted. Madeline crossed her arms and reeled back on her four-inch-high stilettos. Don had hoped the conversation wasn’t going to deteriorate so drastically. The first half hour had given him a false sense of security. “Don, didn’t you tell her what we discussed?” Tamara yelled, becoming increasingly irritated.


“Yes.”


“Then tell her nothing has changed.”


Before Don could respond Madeline was talking. “You don’t have to pass a message through Don to me, at least not today. I’m standing right here. You can say whatever you need to say to me directly.”


“Fine, I’m not coming back to Detroit or to DMI unless you leave,” she said, standing firm.


“Why do you hate me so much?”


Tamara looked away briefly and then back at their mother. “Why do you always have to push and push? Why can’t you just leave some things alone?”


“Maybe I could if I knew what you were talking about.”


Don was totally dejected. The two rams were locked in a duel that neither could win or was willing to lose. It was brutal watching the two go at it. He wanted to stop the disagreement but knew there was little chance of his succeeding. They were both too pigheaded to back down. He could only watch from the corner.


“Let’s not do this,” Tamara said. “I’m not rehashing twenty years of family problems. I’ve spent the last fourteen years getting away from you and the nonsense, and I don’t appreciate you popping into my place acting like we’re one big happy family when you know good and well we are far from it.”


“Maybe, but what have I done to you? What have I personally done to hurt you and cause you to be so bitter?” Madeline asked, pointing her finger into her own chest. Tamara’s ringing phone was barely noticeable anymore. “I might not be perfect, but I won’t apologize for loving my children and trying to protect each of you.”


“Funny, look around, Mother; do I look protected?”


“This is your choice. I have an eight-bedroom mansion back in Detroit, but you prefer to live on the run in a place like this,” Mother said, stretching her hands out and framing the small room.


“Now, that should tell you something. I’d rather live in this pit than stay in your big house. So, back to your original question, no, I’m not coming back to Detroit unless you’re gone.”


“Let’s all calm down and take a breath,” Don said. He’d heard plenty. Their conversation wasn’t headed anywhere good. He had to intervene and restore what could be saved. “We can work this out. Maybe you can go on a long vacation while Tamara returns and gets acclimated. After a month or so of cruising down the Mediterranean, you can come home and we’ll take it a day at a time.”


“No way, Don, I’ve laid out my terms. All or nothing for me,” Tamara said.


“Don, stop,” Mother replied. “Don’t beg Tamara to change her mind. It’s not necessary. I’ve already decided to leave. So, you see,” Madeline said, letting the palm of her hand brush over her hair and her gaze slip to the floor, “there’s no more discussion needed. If you want to come home, then come. I won’t be a problem. I’m out of there. Give me two days to get home, packed, and on my way.”


Don was disappointed but had no energy left to intervene further. Some fires were so large they had to burn out on their own. The one raging between Mother and Tamara was one of those.


“Can you go now?”


“I’ll go, but can you at least tell me why you’re so angry with me, to the point of staying away for fourteen long, painful years? You’ve punished me and Don. All I’m asking is for an explanation. Why? Help me understand so that I can walk away with some peace.”


“Mother, I don’t know what peace looks like, feels like, or smells like,” Tamara said, spitting the words like nails at their mother. “How can I give you something I’ve never had?” Then for a moment she seemed to be cracking. “You know what? The whole thing was a bad idea. Just forget about the whole thing. You stay in Detroit, Mother, and I’m going to stay here. I’ve survived this long, and I can go another fourteen years without your help. Now, can you just go, leave, please go?”


At first Madeline seemed like she wasn’t budging, but Tamara was too riled up. She snatched her jacket and yanked the door open. Don didn’t immediately decide whether to stay and comfort Tamara or run and console Madeline. His grand idea of uniting the two hadn’t completely failed. At least his mother got a chance to see her daughter in person. That constituted a miracle and had to provide some sense of relief.
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Tamara was relieved watching Madeline walk out. She had said what needed to be said.


“Come on, Tamara, why does it have to be all or nothing?” Don asked her. “Do you honestly need the whole state of Michigan cleared out to feel safe? Can’t you let her stay in town while you’re there too? We are talking about Detroit, a pretty big city, big enough to hold both of you comfortably.”


“Don, I don’t want to create confusion, but you’re putting too much pressure on me. I didn’t create our family problems. I’m just finding a way to survive with the situation that I was dealt. Is that so wrong?” she said, plopping onto the sofa. Don was her only ally. She felt awful putting him in the middle, but she couldn’t let her allegiance to him compromise her judgment. Letting her guard down one time could be a fatal mistake with Madeline and Remo hanging around.


“I can’t speak for you, but I’m tired,” he said, appearing frustrated. “When will the fighting end? First it was Mother and Sherry over Dad. Then it was me and Joel over DMI. Now it’s you and Mother, over what? I don’t get it.”


“I don’t expect you to get it,” Tamara belted out, unable to contain her agitation. She’d stayed out of everyone’s way, removed herself from the drama. That wasn’t good enough. They had to track her down in the English countryside and drop a guilt trip in her lap. She wasn’t going to accept it. As imperfect as her life was, Tamara wanted to live it out on her terms.


Don came to the window and stood next to Tamara. They saw their mother pacing along the walkway in front of the building.


“So what’s the deal? Are you putting an end to this distance and coming home with us?”


“Nope, can’t do it,” she said with her back against the wall, one knee bent and her foot on the wall behind her, her gaze locked on the walkway below. “I’m staying right here. Let Mother do whatever she wants to do, go wherever she wants to go, so long as she lets me do the same.”


Don didn’t answer. He schlepped to the door and turned toward Tamara. “I guess we’ll see you next time.”


She watched Don reach the steps out front and begin talking with Madeline. Tamara sobbed, wanting to reach out but unable to fully reconcile. Aches and unresolved emotions overcame her. The irksome sound of the ringing phone didn’t draw her from the window.


Madeline watched Don come outside, appearing glum.


“Tamara won’t change her mind. She’s not coming back with us. Nothing I said made a difference,” he said.


“Why is she so mad at me? If somebody could answer my question, then maybe I could understand.” Madeline could feel the mixture of hurt and anger stirring. She was not going to shed a tear. There was no need to apologize for being a mother. The label of “imperfect” she could accept. Being Tamara’s enemy she could not. Madeline had spent years fighting her husband’s illegitimate son and was worn out. She refused to fight her own child. “I’m ready to head back to the U.S. Let’s go,” she told Don.


“Are you sure?”


Madeline remembered each of Tamara’s words. “Positive. Let’s go.”


“Let me run upstairs and tell Tamara that we’re going.” Madeline fluttered her hand in the air a few times, indicating that he should hurry. The sooner she could get out of London the better. She was grateful to have seen and touched her daughter. The other chaos wouldn’t overshadow her dream come true. She leaned against the building, just to the left of the door, feeling empty. Her heart was in unit number twelve.


Tamara had finally moved away from the window. It was too hard. Watching Don and Madeline on the street below and being unable to reach out to them created an ache she couldn’t soothe. Each time she considered going to them, images of the rape, her parents constantly bickering, and her marred childhood threw up a concrete roadblock on her path to restoration. She tried maneuvering to the left and right with no luck before finally giving up. The roadblock was too wide, too tall, the childhood trauma too deeply rooted for her to get past. A knock at the door caused Tamara to shriek. Fearing who it might be, she didn’t respond.


“Tamara, open up. It’s me, Don. I know you’re in there.” Relieved that it was Don, she made her way to the door and opened it, a bit frazzled. She leaned the side of her face against the door. “I came to tell you that we’re heading to the airport. Mother is ready to go home.” Tamara continued letting the door support her weakened body. “I’m asking you again, will you consider coming with us? We’ll find a way to make it work. I believe in prayer, and God can work this out.”


“I’ve already had to deal with our mother. Please don’t beat me over the head with God too. Both in the same day is too much for anyone, especially for me,” she said, letting her hands slide down and grab the doorknob, one hand on each side.


“Can’t blame me for trying.”


“I don’t,” she said. Tamara wanted to tell him how glad she was to see him but expressing too much joy would have given the mistaken impression that the impromptu visit was welcome. Her world was small and controlled with no room for expansion.


Madeline popped up in the doorway, prompting Tamara to release the door and take a step back. Mother didn’t come inside. Tamara didn’t go out. Don stood near the door, in the middle.


“I came back to tell you that DMI belongs to the two of you. That’s the way I want it and that’s the way it is.”


Tamara couldn’t stand Madeline telling her what to do, still trying to control everything. Tamara wasn’t a child depending on a distracted, bitter mother to protect her. Madeline hadn’t done a good job eighteen years ago when it counted. Tamara didn’t need her now and didn’t care to hear her barking out orders. Perhaps Don could live with it but not Tamara. “I told you that I’ve changed my mind. I’m not sure if I want to go to Detroit, at least not now.”


“Whether you accept it or not is up to you. Before I leave this place, I want you to know that I love you unconditionally. I’ve never stopped loving you. My heart breaks every day knowing you’re out here in the world without a mother’s love.”


“I’ve done just fine without a mother.”


Madeline’s hurt showed. Tamara could have tempered her statement, she thought, but it was already out. The words were true—painful, but true.


“Regardless, I will always be your mother and I will love you and all my children until the day I die.” Madeline shot her gaze toward Don. “I’ve said my piece. Let’s go.”


Don approached Tamara. She tensed. Affection remained a challenge. At times she’d experienced several breakthroughs with Remo but nothing consistent. She shut her eyelids tight and steeled herself for her brother’s embrace, prepared for old wounds to be reopened. The sooner they left, the sooner she could return to her normal state of being.
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They were gone and Tamara could breathe easy again. She’d reclaimed her space. The walls were no longer closing in. She heated a teakettle, replaying the words exchanged during the visit. Mixed emotions filled her. Madeline was her mother, an undeniable, piercing reality. She was born to love her, but that didn’t mean she had to like her, not with her constant pushing and attempts to force Tamara to accept the Mitchell family on Madeline’s terms. Mother made it hard to like her, but it didn’t stop Tamara from loving her. Seeing Don was comforting—honestly, seeing her mother was too.


She poured the water into a cup, constantly replaying the words like a recording set on repeat. The anger had vanished and a pinch of loneliness was setting in. Having her family there wasn’t so bad, she thought, taking a seat on the small sofa. The phone rang but she didn’t answer, unwilling to release the warm feeling she was experiencing toward her family. It was rare, unexpected, but welcome. The euphoria forced her to rethink her decision about going home. The more she reflected, the less eager she was to push her mother away. She had to forget the whole idea. When Don first asked her to consider returning home, there was interest. Seeing how distraught her mother was changed her mind. She wasn’t out to crush Madeline, not really, although there were times when the pain carved deep in the pit of her soul cried out to be shared with the perpetrator. Andre clearly was her rapist, but he hadn’t been alone in crafting the destruction within her mother’s mansion. There were many contributors who helped create the perfect environment for hell to dwell on earth.


The phone rang so much that it wasn’t readily noticeable to her anymore. Whether it was Don, Madeline, or Remo didn’t make a difference. Her brief slice of euphoria was certain not to last, but she’d cling to it for as long as possible by blocking out the sounds and smells around her. Tamara was simply trying to survive.


The phone wouldn’t stop. Caving to reality, she snatched it up, consumed with frustration. “Remo, what do you want?”


He spoke in English mixed with Italian. His dialogue was as random and confusing as his actions. He spewed demand after demand at her. The frustration she felt at the beginning of the call quickly converted to tension.


“You can’t walk away from me. We are for life. I won’t let you go so easily with my heart.” His ranting was fueled by escalating rage. She could feel the heat.


“I’m not going to let you control me anymore. I can’t do it. We’re done, Remo. You have to accept this. It’s over for good,” she said, mustering her courage but not sure how he’d accept her betrayal.


“We can’t solve this on the telephone. I need to see your face when you tell me these things. The telephone won’t work. I can jump on the rail and be in London by afternoon. I’ll see you. Ciao,” he said, and disconnected.


Tamara held the phone, unable to move, scared. She hadn’t told him her new address. How did he know? she wondered. Probably the same way that Madeline had, by hiring a private investigator to keep track of her, selfishly violating her space. Her thoughts swirled out of order with no continuity. She jumped to her feet, realizing that getting out of the flat was critical. Remo was unpredictable and she couldn’t take a chance on letting him catch her. She scurried around the tiny space desperate for a plan. Peering at her cell phone again, she realized she didn’t have much choice. Maybe it was time to go home. Her brother had made the offer and she couldn’t discount it this time, so long as her nonnegotiable term was honored. Her mother couldn’t be anywhere near Detroit or the state of Michigan, just to be safe. Mother wasn’t a physical threat like Remo, but her ability to orchestrate emotional despair was just as deadly to Tamara.


She fumbled through a small stack of papers on the two-seat table and stopped when she got to her checkbook. Seeing the equivalent of a $1,314 balance was sobering; she couldn’t run too far with that amount. A plane ticket alone was around $600, which didn’t leave enough for an apartment deposit and the first month’s rent. Tamara plopped down on the sofa sleeper, fingering through her hair, searching for answers that weren’t falling from the ceiling, no matter how she stared. There was only one option. As much as she hated the notion of going home to Detroit under duress and to her dysfunctional family, it didn’t compare to the trauma that could come from Remo running around somewhere out there ready to do her harm.


Tamara removed her luggage from the wardrobe. She checked the time, careful not to let two hours catch her in the flat. Remo was definitely on his way, taking every possible shortcut to get to her. If he was going to be there in a few hours, she had to be out in one. Twenty minutes had already evaporated while she was calculating the remaining dollars in her skimpy account. Although she desperately needed help, Tamara was not going to let Madeline or Don know the full extent of her troubles.


She scrambled to get packed, constantly peering out the window and keeping a tight grip on every second. Clothes were scarce. Carrying excess from town to town had grown exhausting, and each move shaved away some of her belongings. Upon leaving France, she’d opted to bring only the two pieces of free checked luggage allowed on her flight to London. After ten or eleven moves, Tamara was sure she was at the core of her existence and had only items of value remaining. She looked around the room, a stark contrast from the plush accommodations that enveloped her childhood. Tamara stuffed the suitcase, not quite able to get in all five pairs of pants, eight shirts, her jacket, and her underclothes. She’d take along only one of the larger suitcases, plus the smaller knapsack as a carry-on. The other suitcase, along with a few shirts, would have to be sacrificed and stay behind. What else? she thought, looking around, combing the room while simultaneously keeping track of the time. Forty-five minutes gone. Her nerves were flaring up. Remo couldn’t be taken lightly. She had to hurry. Suitcase zipped, knapsack latched and tucked under her arm, she was ready. Tamara opened the door and began pulling it shut. Wait. She rushed back in and snatched open the wardrobe, dropping the knapsack. She didn’t have her passport.


Tamara rustled through the papers and trinkets left behind. She got to a huge clasped envelope and breathed a sigh of relief, drawing in a long stretch of air and slowly releasing it. She pressed the envelope to her chest. This represented the grand sum of her independence—passport, birth certificate, a copy of the first check she’d received for one of her paintings, and her Swiss bank account details. She extracted the papers partially, checking to make sure none were missing. Focused on her travel documents, her key to freedom, Tamara was unprepared for the photo at the bottom of the stack. She looked away, letting her bottom plop down to the floor. There was the family photo taken at Disney World with Dave, Madeline, Tamara, and her three brothers, Sam, Andre, and Don, right before her father left them. She held it, peering at the strangers on the paper. She was five years old when it was taken. The memory was raw, like it was yesterday. The time represented one of the rare moments when she recalled being happy, safe, and normal. The rest was a blur. Tamara shoved the papers and photo into the envelope. Fifty-five minutes gone. Time had run out. She dashed out of the flat with her suitcase and knapsack. Move number twelve was under way. She’d feel more secure when the plane was taxiing down the runway and there was no sign of Remo on board.
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Reconciling was a priority, but the cab ride was sobering for Don. There had to be a reasonable solution to this fresh family catastrophe. Don wasn’t delusional about the monumental task he was undertaking, trying to restore a family that had endured nonstop destruction. If he allowed himself to fully grasp the magnitude of this undertaking, he would have given up right there, but hope catapulted him forward. If God could miraculously put DMI into his hands, a seemingly impossible feat, then certainly He could reconcile a mother and daughter. The fight they’d just had didn’t shout reconciliation, but Don refused to give up.


This was supposed to be the beginning of a new era for the Mitchell family, which had imploded over the past forty years. Gobs of forgiveness and grace laced with time would be the building blocks necessary for their healing. He’d already taken the first step. Less than forty-eight hours ago he’d asked his stepmother, the woman who made his childhood miserable, to stay on board at DMI. Nobody could have predicted these events, that Joel would resign or that Don would reach out to Sherry. He didn’t want her to leave. Don hadn’t told Madeline yet, but it was time for healing all around.


Don wasn’t able to gauge his mother’s feelings. She gazed out the window as the cab rolled along the countryside on its way to the airport.


“She’s too thin. You see how thin she is?” Mother said, and mumbled a few more incoherent statements.


Don would keep her as calm as possible. “I noticed, Mother, but I’m sure she’s not sick.”


“Life is funny,” she said, continuing to stare out the window. “I got what I wanted but not the way I wanted. I never expected that you and Tamara would be in Detroit, working at DMI without me. We were this close,” she said, pinching her thumb and index finger together, “yet this far away,” she added, spreading her arms. “I can’t do this again, get my hopes up only to have them crushed time after time.”


Don realized sacrifices had to be made to get to the good part, but if he could spare Madeline any extra hurt today, he would. She’d suffered loss upon loss, starting with his father’s affair with Sherry. The tragic death of Madeline’s two sons followed, planting roots of bitterness deeper than his love could reach. She deserved a break.
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