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Praise for Finding Grace


“In Maren Cooper’s character-driven novel Finding Grace, a family secret leads to ruptures and reconciliations.”


—Foreword Clarion Reviews


“Finding Grace will ring true for any parent who has shepherded a child through the perils of mental illness. Filled with flawed but genuine characters, Cooper’s tale delves into the complex mix of devotion, despair, fear, and hope inherent in unconditional love.”


—Susan Ritz, author of A Dream to Die For


“Cold mothers and troubled children. A father’s desperate wish for vital and lasting connections. The peculiar, senseless decision-making of teens who are hurting. Second chances at love. The essence of community. Set on the shores of Minnesota’s Lake Superior, Finding Grace’s beautiful descriptions of the harsh beauty in the outside world perfectly frame the complex inner worlds of the central characters.”


—Barbara Stark-Nemon, author of Even in Darkness and Hard Cider


“Finding Grace is a riveting dive into the heartache and terror that parents experience dealing with a child who lapses into mental illness during adolescence. It’s a keen portrayal of the ways in which childhood trauma shapes lives. An added attraction is Maren Cooper’s wonderfully evocative descriptions of Lake Superior in all its moods and seasons.”


—Ames Sheldon, author of Eleanor’s Wars, Don’t Put the Boats Away, and Lemons in the Garden of Love
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When our hope is linked to the hope of others, we become even stronger. Hope builds on itself. It grows. The more we share in hope, the more we see the light, even in the darkness of the midnight hour.


—STEVEN CHARLESTON, Ladder to the Light: An Indigenous Elder’s Meditations on Hope and Courage, 2021












Prologue






Two Harbors, Minnesota


January 15, 2017


Charlie brushed his thick, sandy hair back as his bleary eyes squinted to study the letter for the tenth time. The gooseneck lamp shone brightly on the stack of carefully ordered letters and printed emails on his desk, framed by a border of biology textbooks covering all other available surfaces. He wasn’t exactly sure why these letters, evidence of nothing but wasted time, beckoned him to stay up late into the night—maybe because he needed a distraction from his internal turmoil to wind down at the end of the day. Alone.


Nobody had been around for over a year now.


He flinched out of his reverie with the ringing of the landline. As he rose and his feet found the floor, he registered his truth—nothing good comes from a call in the middle of the night. He didn’t dare let his mind lock in on his constant dread—the police had found a body and thought it might be his long-missing daughter, Grace. Instead, he forced himself in a different direction.


Was it Caroline? Never one to live within convention, she’d call in the middle of the night, merely for lack of checking the world clock. Perhaps she was on one of her crazy trips to search for some elusive bird to check off her “world bird list.” But she never called anymore.


His nervous black lab sidled up to him, slowing his movement through the dark house to the kitchen and the phone. “Bailey, get out of the way, girl.” He attempted to give the dog a reassuring pat and swallowed the hope that it could be his vagabond wife. He grabbed the receiver.


“Hullo.”


“Is this Charles Booker?” asked a women’s voice, youngish and tentative.


“Yes.”


“I have some news, urgent news, about your daughter, Grace.”


“Gracie?” He hadn’t heard from his troubled daughter in over a year. Their last months together had created an estrangement not yet bridged, etched in his aching heart.


“Yes, Grace is in the hospital and wants you here. She needs you now.”


“What, where?” His voice was still froggy. He looked at the clock, which read 3:00 a.m.


“Memorial Hospital, Chicago, south side.”


“Who are you?” His mind now on task, he needed information.


“A friend. Get a pencil and I’ll give you the address. You need to hurry.”


With the order, he scrambled for a light switch and pen, scribbled down the address, and then she was gone. Shocked by the sudden adrenaline rush, he found his hands shaking as he hung up. Then, his knees gave way, and he crumpled to the floor. Bailey was all over him with her warm muzzle and licks, finally giving him the strength to move. He stumbled to Grace’s bedroom and took a moment to breathe in her essence, still strong after her flight from him.


He was dressed, packed, and ready to lock up when he registered Bailey. Too early to wake his neighbor. Damn. With only one person he could turn to, he gathered some dog food and packed it and Bailey in the car. Lori was always there for him. How much more could he put her through?


At the last minute, he returned to Grace’s room. He stopped when he locked eyes on her last school picture, her junior year in high school. Beautiful and fragile. His fault.


He pulled a soft wool blanket for Bailey from her closet. His own blanket of guilt would itch at him for the ten-hour drive to Chicago.












Chapter 1






Kearney, Nebraska


Spring 1996


Not the most romantic place to propose, but Charles Booker knew it fit Caroline perfectly—a rugged bird blind in Nebraska, just before dusk. It was an amazing sight. The sandhill cranes swooped in with their long necks cutting through the sky. Their bodies aligned, following as sharp as knives against the backdrop of the twilight sky.


“Shhh … I need to block everything out for this moment.” Caroline shushed him as he crouched down beside her, his feet scattering the gathered leaves on the concrete floor of the blind.


He thought, not for the first time, how most men would feel diminished if the woman in their life had a passion so obviously beyond them, but Charlie was awed by Caroline and her brilliant mind. He was just grateful to be in her galaxy and let the energy around her envelop him.


They had waited for hours, and this moment wouldn’t last long. At twilight, the noisy, raucous sandhill cranes landed by the hundreds, squeezing in without disturbing their colleagues who had already landed. As the night turned completely dark, the birds’ loud cries continued unabated while the final stragglers found their night’s home.


Charlie hoped the afterglow of this wonder would serve to keep Caroline in a state of euphoria long enough for him to get the words out before she reverted to the scientist focused on her next challenge. And who knew if that would include him?


Caroline finally put the binoculars down and lowered her body onto the bench. With her raven-black curls tightly pulled back into her hat, she looked like a high school kid even at twenty-five.


After a long, delighted exhale, she jumped up, pulled him to her by his jacket, and gave him a deep kiss. “We did it! Charlie, did you love it? Can you believe it? Is there anything as beautiful as the in migration of the sandhill cranes?”


“It was incredible, just as you said!” He wrapped his arms around her in a bear hug and felt her warmth before plunging ahead, before he lost his nerve. “But, to me, beauty is you, now, in your element. And love is what we have together. And will have, forever.” As he spoke, he lowered her to a seated position on the bench and went down on one knee.


“Caroline Lee Tate, would you share your life with me and be my wife?” His words tapered to a whisper as Caroline started to laugh.


“Charlie, you silly man, what are you doing?” She took his face in her hands and gave him a quick kiss.


He knew Caroline well enough not to expect a conventional response to a proposal of marriage, so he held his position on one knee and deftly pulled a little box from his jacket pocket, trying to hide his terror that she would persist in thinking this a joke.


Caroline eyed the box. “Oh, Charlie, you know marriage isn’t my thing. I don’t think you’d be happy with me. I’m made for the life of a mad scientist, a nomad, wandering the world and discovering its secrets, not playing housewife.”


“Caroline, Caroline—I don’t want a housewife. I want you! I want you as you are, wanderer, inquisitive explorer. We were meant to be together, don’t you feel that?”


Caroline bounced up and walked around the blind, pausing to pick up her binoculars and check out a few straggling cranes. Charlie gave her a few minutes; then he approached her body from behind and put his chin on her shoulder, waiting for her body to relax as he put his arms around her and rocked her from side to side. “Caroline?”


“Charlie, you know feelings are hard for me. But I do feel good when you’re around.” She lowered the binoculars and turned to him. “You’re serious?”


“I am serious. I want you, as you are, I promise. I love you.” He took both of her hands and met her gaze. His heart raced.


Finally, Caroline whispered, “Then, yes, Charlie, as long as you promise. I will marry you.”


Charlie sealed the deal with a passionate kiss, hoping he left her wanting more, and ushered Caroline into their jeep rental. The celebratory dinner and night of lovemaking boosted his confidence that he could successfully compete for her attentions.












Chapter 2






Kearney, Nebraska


Spring 1996


Soft light framed the window where the cheap drapes gapped in the nondescript highway motel and shone on the ring box on the bedside table. Morning. Caroline reached over to pick it up and peeked at the engagement ring. Ambivalent about the proposal, she had no reservations about the ring. How was it that he knew her so well?


She was not a girly girl, but he got this right—a sturdy but slim gold band with two gemstones side by side in a simple setting, their birthstones. No protrusions to get in her way—this was an everyday ring that could be worn with gloves, on a hand that would be hardworking in the field, and not call attention to itself. She loved it. And, she finally admitted it to herself, she loved that he loved her. And how he loved her. She thought back to her adventurous years with too many boys, then men, to count—always looking for someone who was able to please her.


Then, Charlie’s demeanor of a reformed bad boy, with a facial scar to add mystery, and his muscular, compact body and adventurous moves that never failed to please her.


So, why not say yes and make him a happy man? Her brow furrowed as she puzzled this out. Would making him a happy man make her a happy woman? Being tied down was not what she wanted. She needed to be free to go where she wanted and make her way on her own. She thought back to the eighteen months they had been together. He had followed her to her graduate program and stayed by her side even as she barely had time for him. Would that change if they married? What kind of demands would marriage put on her? She needed to be free—free as the birds she studied, to be able to fly away on a whim.


She felt his breath on her neck as he turned to spoon her. “You’re awake.” He kissed her shoulder and looked over her and saw the ring on her finger. “Oh good, it fits.” He pulled her to him and, with one thing on his mind, added, “Just like us.”


“Oh, what a terrible line.” Caroline laughed at him until she laughed with him as they playfully rolled around the bed entwined in the sheets.





Caroline was coy over the next few months, testing Charlie’s promise. First, they agreed not to tell anyone they were engaged. Caroline didn’t want to deal with any of the silliness accompanying news of an engagement. She just wore the ring and moved on with her life. As a couple, they were in their own world. They didn’t need anyone else. So, that was easy.


Close wasn’t her style. She had been orphaned early and raised by an uncle, a priest. Uncle Fritz had been caught unaware by the untimely responsibility and didn’t give up on his mission to Natal, Brazil, but carted her along and foisted her on the nuns running the mission school, where she became fluent in Portuguese and Spanish over the next five years. Back in New England, she flourished in high school, but only academically. Socially, she was awkward and isolated. Having come from the mission school, she was a curiosity to her classmates. Making friends wasn’t something she knew how to do, and she had nobody to encourage her to do so.


She was cared for by a parade of parsonage housekeepers, supervised loosely by the uncle who died as she left for college. With that inheritance and some of her parents’ trust available to her at age twenty, she was able to follow her own path for college choice—Radcliffe—and to take the full-ride biology–ornithology scholarship. She barely touched her inheritance and knew there would be more to come later from the insurance settlement paid out after her parents had died in a small plane crash.


Charlie was also a solo act. A real orphan. He had been abandoned at a fire station when he was born and in foster care until a family with a restaurant kept him long-term. He quickly became valuable to them. It was not a loving environment, but they were nice enough. Scrappy and street-smart, he played the long game. They put him to work, and he developed a social aptitude for customer service that helped them grow into a successful business. Years of having to watch his back made him the perfect workaholic. He knew how to protect himself by becoming indispensable.


When he graduated from high school, they offered to let him work for a franchise of his own, but he didn’t want it. Instead, they mocked him as he sought out the school counselor for help with the paperwork and applications for a full ride to Harvard and set out on a scientific course, majoring in biology. When he left, he didn’t look back.


Caroline remembered how they met and considered it to be a sign that things could work for her in this marriage. He had come in late to their biology lab.


“Hi, I’m Charlie Booker. Looks like we’re going to be lab partners.”


Caroline didn’t look up from the microscope, so couldn’t see she had blocked his passage to the open stool on her left side. She was totally absorbed in her sight lines. “Oh, this is way cool.” She moaned with pleasure.


She vaguely registered the professor starting to read the names off of the roster. “Julian Abanto, Tamara Axelrod, Ahmed Aziz—”


Caroline felt a light touch on her shoulder and a gentle whisper. “Excuse me, but I need to move around you to take my seat.”


“Virginia Baxter, Daeun Bok.” The professor’s voice now got her attention.


“Charles Booker.”


“Here, sir.” Charlie raised his hand.


“And will you be standing for this class, Charles Booker?”


“No sir, sorry to be late, sir.” He answered smoothly and with an energetic push to Caroline’s chair, he slid into his own seat.


Caroline’s face flushed crimson. She couldn’t look his way.


Fifteen minutes into the class, the professor directed the lab partners to assemble their workstation. “I see you’ve already put the specimen on the slide. Must have been something to take all of your attention.”


Caroline looked at him sharply, expecting the telltale signs of sarcasm, but Charlie grinned at her with genuine pleasure.


“What is it, exactly? Can I take a look?”


As he studied the specimen, Caroline studied him. A strong jaw, tousled, sandy-brown hair, tall but compact build. His arms were freckled and his hands artistic. Was he like all the others? Arrogant in their good looks and narrow-minded in their views of women? She was happy to have sex with those guys, but that was it.


“This is way cool, but I still don’t know what I’m looking at.” He turned to her with a lopsided grin and said, “Hello, Caroline Tate. I’m happy to be your lab partner. And I won’t be late again.” He chuckled.


She finally smiled. “I’m sorry, Charles. I sometimes get lost in things. I apologize for being distracted and getting you in trouble.” She registered his double take. No doubt he was checking her out, but she saw a twinkle in his eye.


“Not necessary to apologize. No big deal. I get into trouble all the time. But, it’s Charlie to you.” He stretched out his hand to shake hers. “I have a feeling we’re going to do great things together.”


And they did. Lab partners, study buddies, friends, and then more than friends. Such a natural progression that Caroline didn’t think twice about it. Until now. She chided herself for being surprised by the proposal. When he picked up and followed her to her graduate fellowship in Iowa, it was a commitment most would have seen as the next step toward a life together.


But Caroline didn’t track the way most people did. She remembered the time the high school counselor had sent a note home to Uncle Fritz suggesting that he consider a psychological assessment for her. He didn’t know she had steamed the envelope open and read its contents before handing it to him. When she found it crumpled in the trash by his desk in the study, she chose to interpret the action as disagreement with the school counselor rather than indifference. From that day on, she ignored any other opinions about how she should behave and embraced her unique view of the world. On her own.


However, Charlie was someone she let in a bit. She was surprised but happy he followed her to Iowa. That must mean something. She didn’t like the idea of being without him.


Then two weeks later, fate intervened.





“Ahhh. It arrived. Aren’t you going to open it?” Charlie teased as he spied the official university letter on the kitchen table as he came in from his run. He grabbed a towel to mop his brow, his T-shirt glued to his enviable chest. “You’ve only been waiting for it for three weeks.”


“I’m scared to open it. What if it—?”


“Caroline Tate. Review the historic data. You’ve never been turned down from an opportunity you sought. Not ever. You won’t be this time, either. Your references are impeccable. Your preparation complete. You are ready for this, and they want you. I’m sure of it. In fact, so sure, I’m going to open it myself.” Charlie grabbed the letter and ran into the bedroom.


She chased him and got there just before he closed the door. He grabbed her and pulled her to the bed with him. “Let’s do this thing.”


She grabbed it from him and gently opened the flap. She made a show of unfolding the letter but shared it to read together.




Miss Caroline Tate,


We are happy to inform you that the faculty of the University of Minnesota Duluth has endorsed your appointment as a tenure track professor of biology with a special emphasis in ornithology.


If you accept this offer, we would like you to be in Duluth to start September 1. We will pay for your moving expenses—





“Hallelujah! I made it! I was so worried. I can hardly believe it came through.” She drew a long breath, hugged him, and gave him a big kiss. “Charlie, have you ever wanted something so much that you couldn’t imagine life without it?”


“Yes, Caroline, I have indeed.” He sidled off the bed to open a dresser drawer and pulled out a letter of his own. “I can’t imagine life without you, married to you. It’s time.”


He opened the letter dated one week ago and showed it to her.




Mr. Charles Booker,


We are happy to inform you that you have been accepted as the high school biology teacher for the academic year starting in September. We recommend that you take time to relocate to Two Harbors this summer, as classes start immediately after Labor Day, and teacher preparation begins ten days before that.





“Two Harbors is twenty miles north of Duluth; it was the only opening I could find in the area. We can live in Duluth or Two Harbors. But, Caroline, I think we should arrive as a married couple.”


“You did all of that, sure that I would get this job?”


“Yep, I did.”


Caroline smiled so big she thought she would swoon, and then teared up. She swallowed hard, put her hand up his dank T-shirt to pull it away from his chest to take in his musky smell. She said in a husky voice, “Charlie, you stink. Let’s go take a shower, and then let’s go get married.”












Chapter 3






Two Harbors, Minnesota


Fall 1996


“Is this Mrs. Booker?” Charlie called her excitedly with the news.


“This is Caroline Tate Booker. Who’s calling, please?” She laughed with him as they both loved to hear the sound of their married names. “I miss you! How’s it going?”


“It’s done. They accepted our offer on the house.”


She screamed in delight.


“And they brought the price down based on our agreement to replace the windows and furnace. So, I figure we can swing the financing with our new salaries and replace the furnace right away, and then wait a year or so on the windows.”


Charlie had found the perfect lakefront house for them on the North Shore Scenic Drive between Duluth and Two Harbors. The previous owners, an older couple, had built it themselves forty years before, and it was in need of some upgrades. However, the location was all they had dreamed of since they had accepted positions in the northland.


Caroline had said, “As long as we’re near one of the Great Lakes, let’s get as close as we can get.”


Charles complied. He had traveled out twice to get the job done.


“Fifteen minutes max travel time for each of us, and a double garage.”


“That’s perfect, Charlie. I gotta go to this meeting. I’m so proud of you. Thank you, darling. I’ll see you in two weeks.”


A week later, the furnace was installed, and he was on hand to accept their meager belongings from Iowa. When she arrived, he had flowers on the kitchen table and a big red bow on the tree outside the house. It was the lakeshore that drew her.


“I can’t believe you got us such a great spot!” Caroline ran the length of the shoreline and scanned the lake, her hair whipping in the wind. “It’s beautiful!”


He joined her at the edge of the yard where the high weeds bordered the rocks leading to the lake. “Yes, it is. The lake changes constantly. I’ve yet to see two days in a row where it appears to be the same color.” He pointed south. “There’s Duluth. Most nights you can see the lights from the city. On the horizon straight across from us is Wisconsin.” He pointed again. “Sunrise direction.”


“I love it. We need to get some of those classic Adirondack chairs so we can sit out here and watch the water every day! Maybe right here?” She gestured to a spot that provided a perfect view and was somewhat protected from the wind by a stand of fir trees at the northern border of the property.


Charlie grinned. He had hoped for this response and was delighted with her enthusiasm. “Yes, of course we will. Now, let’s go show you the house.”


He gave a short, guided tour that quickly ended in the bedroom, and they spent their first afternoon as homeowners making it their own.





The next day, Charlie gave Caroline a tour of the town. Two Harbors had a small-town feel, with the area near the ore docks lively with tourists. Locals, who frequented the hiking trail nearby, could catch a view of the big boats navigating in by the lighthouse. The tugboat, the Edna G, was on permanent display in the harbor. It didn’t take long to show her downtown, consisting of a street or two of businesses, a hardware store at the heart of the activity, a few gas stations, one supermarket, and a few restaurants on Highway 61, the highway that bisected the town. It was not a big city but had everything they needed.


Caroline was keen on visiting Hawk Ridge in Duluth the first week they were there. When her face lit up, he knew it would be one of their haunts. She had a fondness for raptors, especially peregrine falcons. She was entranced with their resurgence from near extinction, their speed and adaptability to new environments, which kept her interested in searching for them wherever they might be found, as they were known as wanderers.


Charlie had been to his school a couple of times to meet with the principal, Patricia Benson, and to have a look around his classroom. After they toured his big, boxy room with rows of lab tables and cupboards labeled with sharpie ink, he realized how much he had to do to get it set up in the next ten days.


Patricia said, “Make sure you bring your wife to the annual teacher back-to-school potluck dinner. What’s her name again?”


He wondered how inviting Caroline would go. He wasn’t in the habit of requiring things from Caroline.


Patricia seemed to sense his hesitation. “Well, it’s important that you introduce her to the other teachers and their spouses. This is a small town, and it’s good to know one another. We’ve been teaching the children of this town for eons and know all of the families here. You’d be surprised how helpful it is to be able to call on a colleague, especially during your first teaching year.” She peered at him from the clear glass above her bifocal lens, sizing him up.


Charlie could almost read her unspoken thoughts.


This guy barely finished his classroom practicum.


True.


He had supported them in Iowa with a restaurant manager job and managed to add enough to their savings to secure a down payment for the house. He had barely finished the required teaching credentials before applying for this job.


“Support from your wife in this first year will be very important.” She smiled then, a halfhearted attempt, and added, “By the way, there’s another new teacher starting this year, the physical education teacher and basketball coach. This isn’t his first teaching job, but he and his wife are new to town as well. You may want to get to know them. He and his wife are expecting a baby, too, sometime this school year. Name is Craig Barnes.”


Charlie raised an eyebrow.


Patricia added, “Breaking into a small town can be a little rough. It would be good to have company on that road.”





They arrived late. Caroline, her unruly hair held back in a headband, quickly disappeared to check out his classroom, and Patricia took him around to make introductions as people mingled.


“This is Caroline?” Patricia extended her hand as Caroline returned and approached the small circle around Charlie. “Welcome to Two Harbors.”


“Thank you. I know we’ll be happy here,” Caroline said, as she shook Patricia’s hand and beamed up at her husband.


An involuntary giggle from Jesse North as she studied Caroline had them all turn toward her. She quickly recovered as her husband, the math teacher, helped her out. “Oh, my god, you two are so young. And we are so … not! It’s so exciting to have such a nice young couple reinvigorate our little town.”


“Young but accomplished,” Patricia inserted.


Jesse recovered and added, “Caroline, what do you do?”


“I’m on the faculty at UMD in biology. Ornithology is my specialty. I’m super excited to be living here with all of the natural wildlife and ecological diversity.”


Just then, Patricia pulled over another couple to make introductions. “This is Craig Barnes, our new basketball coach, and his wife …” Patricia gestured to her as she turned into the group beside her husband.


“I’m Lori Barnes. Nice to meet you all.”


Charlie did his best to take a look at this flaxen-haired, willowy young woman without focusing on her baby bump. He shook Craig’s hand. “Sounds like you and I are the newbies this year. Glad I’m not the only one.”


Craig asked. “I understand from Patricia that you’re from New England.”


“Yes, we both grew up in the East but spent some time in Iowa for Caroline’s PhD program. We like the Midwest, and after Iowa, we’re excited to be near so much water. How about you two?”


“We’re both Midwesterners. Met at Mankato State. Lori is in early childhood development, and this is my third year coaching.”


Jesse giggled again. “Looks like you two have been doing a bit of child development. When is the baby due?”


Craig took his wife’s hand and smiled. “Ah, that would be soon, just another few months to go.”


Light laughter followed, and the grouping scattered. Craig pulled Charlie aside, “You play sports in school?” Craig put his finger to his eyebrow and pointed to the same spot on Charlie’s face.


“Oh, this?” Charlie stroked the one-inch-long scar cutting through his sandy-brown eyebrow, along the orbit of the eye. “Nah, schoolyard fight. I was a badass in my day.” He made light of it, hoping Craig wouldn’t probe. He was not going to tell this guy the story of how street fighting was a survival skill. None of his foster placements could support a way of life for him to go out for sports in school.


His mind quickly found the image in his memory. It had been a schoolyard fight he would never regret. He had been fourteen years old and lived with a foster family that had two other foster kids. Joseph, a small kid at ten, was being bullied in an isolated corner of the playground of his school when Charlie had arrived to walk him home. The taunts and laughter still echoed.


“Joey. C’mon, you can do better than that!” Two larger boys held his arms back while a third, older than him, was pulling his pants down. Joseph was trying to wrestle himself free. “Where’s your mommy or daddy to save you? You don’t have real parents, do you, bastard?”


Without hesitation, Charlie threw himself at the bully, taking him down to the hardpacked ground. Charlie got a first punch in, shouting, “Pick on someone your own size” before the bully grabbed a rock and smashed its jagged edge at Charlie’s face, carving an inch-long slice through his eyebrow. The immediate bloom of blood sobered the trio, who ran away before Charlie could get to his feet.


When he did, he saw a crying Joseph cowering in the dirt, his pants down to his ankles. Rather than following an instinct to chase the boys down and take his revenge, he focused on Joseph. He comforted him by talking to him gently, cleaning him up, trying to make him feel cared for and protected, which he did that day and for as long as he was in the same home with Joseph.


Bravado didn’t come naturally to Charlie, but he defended himself and others as needed. He never sought out a fight, but sometimes it was the price to pay for being an orphan in a cruel world. He vowed to leave that world behind and have his own family to love and protect someday.


Fortunately, his last foster placement had put him in a safer environment. Working with college kids in their restaurant, he learned to model his behavior and manners by watching them until he was often thought to be one of them.


“Well,” Craig smiled. “Maybe you’d like to come out and help me sometime on the court.”


Charlie thought he would like these people. He couldn’t get a read on Caroline, but she seemed to say all the right things.


When they were on their way home, he asked, “What did you think of the party?”


“I assume we only need to do that once a year, right?” Caroline scanned the sky through her window, already searching for something new on the horizon.





Charlie had always been the more social of the two, so he was delighted when Caroline announced she had invited a faculty associate to come to see their house over drinks.


Charlie made sure they had wine, beer, and snacks on hand.


Geri and her husband, Frank, were East Coast people, and while they swapped tidbits of experience to find a match, they finally hit upon the common bond of baseball at Fenway Park. “My cousin was a ball boy at Fenway, and every summer my parents let me take a trip to Boston for a game. Got to sit in the dugout once!” Frank gushed.


“That’s special! I didn’t get that close up. I did get to a game or two during my college years. Charlie, remember that game when you tried to catch the foul ball and almost fell from the balcony?” Caroline laughed and put her arm around him. “Must have been sometime after we became inseparable, right?”


Charlie marveled at how this woman was increasingly coming into her own. He hadn’t witnessed this side of Caroline and realized each of them was still evolving. When he remembered how much trouble he had gotten into to make himself noticed, he winced; all due to the deficit he felt with no family ties—or at least no family that wanted to be tied to him. Once he met Caroline, he knew she would make him whole. Now they were forging a new life together. Who knew what would come next?


As they toured the house, Geri remarked, “Nice family house. Three bedrooms so you shouldn’t need to move once you have a baby or two.”


Caroline laughed heartily at that. “Oh no, not me. I’m amazed I’m married. Babies are not in my future.”


It was an offhand remark, and the party went on. But Charlie wasn’t there anymore.





Later, after Geri and Frank had gone, Charlie left the house alone for a walk to get his emotions under control. When he returned, he found Caroline in the office, working.


“Nice people, aren’t they?” she asked without looking up. “Geri is my guide to the politics of the department, so I want to make sure I stay close to her.”


“Caroline.” Charlie stood in the doorway.


“She’s been there for years and knows her way around, that’s for sure.”


“Caroline. Do you really not want to have a baby, ever?”


She finally looked up. “What?”


“A baby. I thought we would have a family. Pretty soon, actually. Isn’t that what you want?”


“Oh, Charlie, no. I don’t want a baby. I’ve never wanted a baby. I thought—”


“How would I know that? We both grew up so alone. I assumed you would want a family. Don’t you want to make a family with me?”


She crossed over to him and attempted to bury her head in his chest. “Charlie, you are my family. You are more than enough for me.”


Charlie’s body was unbending. For the first time in memory, he was not willing to comfort her. “What if I want a baby Caroline? What about me?”


He felt her body recoil from him, and she sobbed as she backed away from him. “Charlie, are you saying that I’m not enough for you?”


As her tears started, Charlie’s resolve melted, and he gathered her in his arms. “No, darling, of course not. You know you are everything I’ve ever dreamed of. I love you more than you could ever imagine. It’s just that I also dreamed of having a mini-Caroline around as well.”


“I’m sorry to disappoint you. Maybe you shouldn’t have married me.” Caroline was in full hysteria now, and he guided her to the sofa to sit beside her until he could calm her down, reassuring her that she was more than enough for him.


After she fell asleep on the couch, Charlie picked up the snack dishes from the living room and cleaned up while he thought about his miscalculation. How did he get this so wrong? He assumed she wanted a family like he did because she, like him, had none. He remembered the long road he traveled before he dared to propose and wasn’t ready to surrender on the baby question quite yet.


He brightened. This was just the next challenge to overcome.





The lake was beginning to earn its reputation for extremes. One day, the wind would hit the lake where churning waves threatened the shoreline. The next day, the sun and bright-blue sky would change the color of the still lake from blue-gray to turquoise. They loved it when the wind whipped the waves and howled around their house so that it felt like they were alone, surrounded by the elements. Their days became routine. Charlie left for school just after seven in the morning. Caroline could go to work later but stayed later, too, not arriving home until close to seven at night.


“What time will you be home tonight?” Caroline was up and drinking coffee with him one fall morning, as usual, but this curiosity about his day was out of character.


He was suspicious. “About the usual time.”


“When would that be?” Caroline busied herself buttering her toast and avoiding his eyes.


“Are you saying you don’t know when your husband usually arrives home, Mrs. Booker?”


“Just answer the question, will you?” False bluster was also out of character for her.


“Well, today is a normal day, so I would guess, but I can’t be sure of the exact time. Do you need an exact time?” He folded his paper noisily. “If you told me why this is important, I could be of more help to you.”


“Not exact. Approximate would work.” She finally gave in to the joke and laughed at herself.


“Well then, around four. Does that work for you?” He got up and kissed her solidly on the mouth, grabbed his jacket, and left the house.


Charlie pulled into the driveway at 4:09 p.m. and was surprised to see Caroline’s car already there. Then he remembered her strange behavior at breakfast. He couldn’t remember Caroline ever pulling off a surprise and wondered if everything was all right. He hustled into the house.


“Caroline? Are you here? Is everything OK?” The kitchen was empty, but he could hear shushing in the living room. He followed the sound.


A blur of black fur and skidding puppy paws came toward him on the wooden floor. He crouched to meet this fur ball and accept kisses and loving noises from a beautiful black Labrador pup with white markings on her muzzle. “Well, hello there, how are you?” He looked up to see a fidgeting Caroline taking in this introduction.


“What do you think? Do you like her?” Caroline’s words tumbled out as she quickly put her hands in her pockets.


“Wow, what’s not to like? What’s the story, Mrs. Booker?” Charlie couldn’t remember Caroline ever giving him a surprise gift before. He smiled broadly.


“Well, meet Abigail. I brought her home to be part of our family, silly.” Caroline’s attempt at nonchalance was foiled by the tight line of her mouth until she joined the puppy on the floor and grinned.


Our family doesn’t sound silly at all. Charlie eased down to the floor, and the puppy climbed all over him. “What a fine idea. Abigail is a great name. Couldn’t have named her better myself. Does this new family member have any supplies?”


“Ahh, yes, the breeder sent me home with a bag of puppy food, and I have this leash, too.” Caroline proudly pointed to the leash on the piano bench.


“Good job.” He put the puppy down and pulled his wife in for a hug and whispered, “Thanks, Caroline.”












Chapter 4






Two Harbors, Minnesota


January 1997


Charlie knew that January on the north shore of Lake Superior would be cold. He didn’t know that such glacial chill could penetrate the marrow of your bones and freeze the lake out fifty feet or more most years. The whipping wind on his face reminded him that his windows needed to be replaced.


One night, Charlie came in from a frigid walk with Abigail and pulled off his boots. When Caroline called to him, he walked into the bedroom and found his bride in fingerless gloves reading a book with the pillows bolstering her up and only her head peeking out of the piles of blankets atop the bed.


“I’m cold. Please come to bed and keep me warm.”


“Well, that’s not an invitation I can refuse.” He was quickly in his boxers ready to head her way.


She closed her book and turned out the light. “I forgot to take my pill. Would you bring it to me? It took me ten minutes to get my feet to thaw in here.”


“OK, so where am I looking? In the medicine chest—the little wheel, right?”


“Yes, it’s the next number in order. Thanks.”


Charlie found the birth control pills easily. He gazed at the wheel.


“Do you think we made the wrong decision to replace the furnace before the windows? Would that have made a more comfortable January for us, do you think?” Caroline asked.


It took him a minute to see they were similar in size to the low-dose aspirin.


“Sorry, what did you ask?”


It took him another minute to check his conscience. He badly wanted a family. He knew Caroline needed one, too, she just didn’t know it yet. Both of them had an emptiness to fill. Wouldn’t this one act be viewed as worthy to get them there? He quickly dispelled an unformed worry that he could be caught in this betrayal.


She repeated her question, and he grabbed a Dixie cup from the holder, filled it with water, turned off the bathroom light, and carefully navigated across the dark bedroom to Caroline’s side of the bed. As he gently proffered the pill and water he reassured her, “Well, my dear, I think we’d be frozen if we had no furnace, and with just these rattly windows, we have a chance of making it to spring.”


And he made sweet love to her, which warmed her down to the bottom of her toes.


Charlie liked this little trick so much, and Caroline was so eager to be waited on, it became a routine. As the weeks sped by, he almost succeeded in ignoring the little voice in his head saying, This is not your choice alone.





Finally, the lake froze over, and the big ore boat traffic stopped. Their habit of watching the boats progress across the lake out their windows was interrupted, but they still delighted in watching the landscape change into a virtual ice land. They could make out the city lights from Duluth and loved watching the mist hover over the lake where there was still open water. Ice shards picked up the sunlight in incredible patterns.


The days started to get noticeably longer again in February, but it was still so chilly in their house with the windows seeping air in that their nighttime ritual of cuddling in bed to keep warm became a necessary delight for both of them. Charlie continued to wait on his wife, bringing her pill to her every night.


“I’ll really miss you when you go to Brazil. How will I keep warm?” Charlie asked, as he awakened and whispered to Caroline after one such night of lovemaking. The air temperature in the bedroom was still forbidding.


“I’ll probably be overheated by the temps there in March. Hope my system can handle the contrast.” She dipped a toe onto the fuzzy rug on the floor, then stood to find her slippers. “You could come with, you know. We could take a side trip to Natal. I could show you where I lived with Uncle Fritz.”


Charlie muttered, “Yeah, sure.” He knew that was an empty invitation. First, she was an add-on to a National Geographic birding tour, solicited by a former professor colleague who wanted to initiate her into the life of sharing her passion for birds. Cushy trip to guide well-heeled birdwatchers. Second, he couldn’t get away. His break didn’t coincide with hers, and he needed to use the time to stay ahead of his class during his first teaching year. Developing lesson plans took an incredible amount of time and more of his energy than he had expected. Plus, her way was paid, and they could not afford paying for him, not with the mortgage and windows to buy.


“Charlie.” She turned to him and threw her pillow at him. “Hey, you knew who I was when you married me. I’m a nomad and an adventurer. You promised, bud.”


He grabbed her at the waist when she leaned in and pulled her back into the bed. “I love you just the way you are, Mrs. Booker.” He took her hand and stroked her wedding band. “But I’ll miss you.” Will she always be so eager to leave me?


While she was gone, he did miss her. He had window companies prepare bids for replacement. Abigail was company, and he did get ahead on his lesson plans. He recognized how empty he was without Caroline to fill him up, her neediness a balm to his deep need to care for her.












Chapter 5






Two Harbors, Minnesota


Spring 1997


She needed him to care for her when she returned from Brazil, exhausted and possibly ill with a virus.


“It’s so good to see you.” She gave him a weak smile as they waited for her luggage. “I missed having you with me.”


He gave her a long look and gently touched her flushed face. “I think we should go right to a doctor. You don’t look like yourself. How long have you been sick? Do you think you picked something up over there, or could it be a reaction to those shots you took before you left?”


She tucked into his arms and smiled. “I missed having you worry over me. I just want to go right home to bed. I’m really tired.”


“OK, but if you are not feeling better in a day or two, promise me you’ll let me take you to a doctor?”


“Yes, of course.” She took his arm, and he handled the luggage as they made their way to the car. She used her last reserve of energy to tell him how much she’d enjoyed the rain forest and traipsing around searching for birds. “They’ve asked me to come on their next trip. I’m so excited.”


Charlie frowned and turned to look at her. He was about to tell her she couldn’t agree to that without talking to him, but she looked so ragged that he was worried about her and didn’t say anything.


After sleeping through the next day, Caroline felt marginally better in time to start the next semester the following Monday. She was still tired and nauseous on occasion. When she didn’t bounce back after a week, she agreed to go to the doctor. They were new to the area so Charlie did the research on their insurance and chose a family physician in Two Harbors. She agreed to meet him there after work for her appointment.


She looked drained as they did the preliminary check-in. Her hair had lost a bit of its shine, and she had become thin.


“Wow, I can’t believe I lost that much weight in Brazil. I’m down eight pounds.”


Dr. Riley, in his mid-forties with graying hair and deep-set eyes almost hidden by wild, bushy eyebrows, waltzed in with his crisp white coat and immediately put the patient chart down to chat with them. They spent the first few minutes discussing how the Bookers were getting along in their new home.


“Two Harbors is a nice little town, sometimes too little, but you’ll sort that out as you live here.” He chuckled. “So, what brings you in here, Mrs. Booker?”


“I’m not sure. I’m really tired all of the time since I got back from a birding trip to Brazil, and I’ve been feeling nauseous sometimes. Looks like I’ve lost some weight.” Caroline’s voice was softer than usual.


“Here are her most current medical records, Dr. Riley. She also had to take some pretty heavy-duty drugs to go to Brazil, and that information is here, also.”


“OK, well, let’s take some blood and a urine sample and see what may be going on with you. I see your temperature is normal.” He looked through the papers that Charlie had given him. “No children?”


“No.”


“Birth control?”


“Yes, pills.”


“Before we look too hard at Brazilian viruses, we’ll look closer to home. The nurse will come in to take blood and instruct you on the urine specimen. I’ll let you know in a day or two what we come up with, and what that means, all right?”


Two days later, the doctor’s office called and asked them to come in to go over the results.


What results couldn’t be left on a phone message? Charlie tried to distract himself by grading papers late into the night, but the words became jumbled on the page. He sat up until the early hours gazing at the lake, then fell asleep on the couch. By the time they went into the doctor’s office that Saturday morning, he held Caroline’s hand to steady himself as they waited for Dr. Riley.


“Well, the blood work came back clear from any viral or bacterial infections, foreign or domestic, so you’re all right on that score.” He looked at them, and then smiled. “I’ve got good news for you. Mrs. Booker, you’re pregnant.”


Caroline dropped Charlie’s hand and stood up so quickly she got light-headed and fell back down in her chair. “What? That’s impossible. I can’t be pregnant. I’m on the pill.”


Charlie could feel his heart beat wildly as he alone celebrated the news. I did it!


“So you said. But even oral contraceptives are not fail-safe. You are eight weeks into your pregnancy. Congratulations.”


Caroline put her head between her knees, her curls hiding her face. “No, I can’t be pregnant. I can’t be.”


Charlie stared at the doctor and stroked his wife’s back. “Unbelievable,” he whispered.


Caroline swiveled up out of Charlie’s reach and said sharply, “It certainly is!”


“Well, believe it. I’ve experienced this occurrence a few times during my career. It’s always a surprise, but, of course, I’m hoping it’s a happy one for the two of you.” He looked from Charlie to Caroline, who was again head down. Charlie avoided his eyes.


“So, no issues with any of the strong meds or inoculations she had before she left to go to Brazil?” Charlie couldn’t help thinking, Is there any risk to my baby?


“Are you asking if there is any potential ill effect to the fetus due to the vaccines and meds she needed before and during the trip?”


Charlie looked down at his wife and continued to stroke her back. “I guess I am, yes.” Then quickly added “But, my primary concern is for Caroline.”


“I believe Caroline is fine on that score, but I’ll be watching her for any ill effects. As for the fetus, I did check all of the contraindications on the meds that were listed in the file you brought in, and pregnancy was not mentioned. That should mean we are safe on that score.”


“Should mean?” Charlie’s heart went to his throat as he struggled to get the words out.


“Well, early fetal development is always a vulnerable time. But there’s nothing known that we should worry about.”


“Mrs. Booker, Caroline, I’ll need to get you in for a physical exam, and then we can establish a schedule of appointments for you and get you on prenatal vitamins. Do you have any questions for me right now?”


Charlie couldn’t breathe. What have I done? How could I ever have thought she would be happy with this?


She lifted her head up to a forty-five-degree angle to look straight at him. “How could this happen?”


Charlie forced the image of a Dixie cup and pill from his mind.


“I know it’s a big surprise, and that you will need to do some thinking and planning about what this means to you both. Oral contraceptives are about ninety-nine percent effective. That leaves the magic one percent. This appears to be what has happened here, dear.”


Dr. Riley rose to leave and said, “Congratulations to you both.” He left them in the room alone.


Caroline rose slowly and whispered. “Get me out of here.”
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