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  June 1978


  Despite tranquil blue skies and only a slight onshore breeze, the air felt chilly today. Or maybe it was just her. Anna pulled her cardigan more tightly around her as she looked out over the sparkling river. Perched on the hand-hewn log bench, she stared blankly toward the river and surveying her old faithful dugout canoe, let out a long, weary sigh. She’d gotten up extra early this morning. Planning to paddle the Water Dove upriver, she’d wanted to soak in the sunshine, breathe the fresh summer air, clear the cobwebs from her head, and gather her strength for the day.


  She’d imagined paddling hard and steady upstream and finally, after her arms grew tired, she would turn the canoe around and allow the river’s current to carry her back home . . . back to Clark and Lauren and the Inn at Shining Waters. But now she felt it was useless . . . futile even. She simply didn’t have the strength to pull the dugout down the riverbank and into the water. Planting her elbows on her knees she leaned forward and buried her face in her hands. A praying position, and yet she had no words. Nothing left to pray. Already she felt emotionally drained, and it was still early morning. How would she ever make it through this painful day . . . her beloved granddaughter’s eighteenth birthday? It didn’t seem possible that Sarah would’ve been eighteen by now.


  More than two years had passed since Sarah had vanished from their lives. As far as they knew she’d run off with her boyfriend, Zane. She’d only been sixteen—just a child—and yet old for her years. Anna had tried to appear strong, hoping that eventually Sarah would return to them. In the meantime, she put her energies into working hard alongside Clark and Lauren. The three of them, connected in their silent grief, cooperated with one another as they kept the inn going and thriving, making constant improvements, increasing the business, faithfully serving the never-ending roster of eager guests.


  It was for the sake of these guests, and even more so for her family, that Anna had maintained a positive outlook as she went through her daily routines. But beneath her veneer of hopeful confidence, the concerns for her granddaughter’s welfare had remained in the shadows. How was it possible that Sarah had so completely disappeared? Without a word—not a single letter or phone call—the sixteen-year-old had seemingly vanished from the face of the earth. And for two years, despite her family’s best efforts to locate her, Sarah was not to be found. What did it mean?


  Anna’s unspoken fear was that Sarah had come to serious harm . . . that perhaps she was even dead. Otherwise, she surely would’ve contacted them. At least, Clark had said early on, she would’ve contacted Anna. Because, as he pointed out, the bond between Anna and her granddaughter had always been a strong one—symbiotic. Besides that, Anna felt it uncharacteristic for Sarah to be so selfish and inconsiderate to cut them off so completely. Even in adolescence and amidst her parents’ marital troubles, Sarah had been thoughtful and mature. She wasn’t the sort of person to intentionally put others through such pain and misery. As hard as it was to face it, the only logical explanation was that something had happened to the girl. Something tragic.


  Still, no one ever voiced these mute terrors. Saying the words out loud would make it seem too real. So Anna and the others had clung to the hope that Sarah was alive, that she had simply chosen to separate herself from her family, and that someday she would return. But as months passed, and as one year slipped into the next, Sarah’s name was spoken much less frequently. And if her name was mentioned, there was always an uncomfortable pause that followed . . . a quiet awkward moment would linger before the conversation resumed itself.


  But realistically—as painful as it would be—it might be easier if they were informed Sarah was actually deceased. At least they could properly grieve for her then. They could hold a memorial service to remember her and to celebrate the years of her life that had been so sweet . . . so innocent . . . so pure. Perhaps they might even build a monument of sorts . . . at the very least a special plaque or carved stone—they could set it right here by the river, and it would be a quiet place where they could come to think and to grieve and to remember Sarah’s short but beautiful life in their midst.


  Anna sat up straight now, gazing out over the river again. But in lieu of the crisp and clear diamond sparkles on the surface, she now saw a blurry watercolor image instead. It all looked murky and distorted . . . and hot tears ran freely down her cheeks. She hated to be weak like this . . . to give into this kind of sadness and despair. But it all seemed so senseless . . . so unfair . . . that a grandmother should outlive her granddaughter. It was just wrong.


  She pressed her lips together, using the palms of her hands to wipe away her tears. This would not do. She had to remain strong today. As much for Lauren’s sake as for her own because she knew Lauren would be especially mindful of her only daughter today. Eighteen years ago, Sarah had made her entrance into this world. And although Lauren hadn’t really been prepared for motherhood, it had been a happy day for Anna. She had felt an immediate bond with her granddaughter.


  As difficult as it would be, Anna was determined to pull this off. She intended to make this a good day. If any words were spoken of Sarah, they would be positive words, remembering all the sweetness that the girl had brought into all their lives . . . despite the brevity of her stay. Anna took in a slow deep breath and stood. She would be strong and of good courage. There would be time enough for tears tomorrow.


  As Anna turned toward the house, she heard the sound of a boat’s motor coming up the river. Pausing to listen to the rhythm of the engine, she couldn’t help but remember the comforting sound of Henry’s old boat. How she missed deep chortling echoing along the hills of the river. She missed Henry, too. As well as Babette . . . and so many others. Times and people had changed over the years, but the Siuslaw River remained the same, moving out to the sea, being pushed back gently with the incoming tide, always on the move.


  Her people had lived alongside and loved this river for countless generations before her. Her grandmother’s old stories made references to them. According to Hazel’s research, the Siuslaw had been a matriarchal society. And Anna had known that it was the women who had handed down the traditions and what little belongings that were accumulated in a lifetime. Anna had always hoped to do the same, to leave a timeless inheritance for the generations that followed her, from Lauren to Sarah . . . to Sarah’s descendants. But it seemed that was not meant to be. Perhaps the heritage of the shining waters was going to end far sooner than she’d expected.


  Anna was nearly at the main house when she heard the boat’s engine slowing down, and when she looked, it was veering toward their dock. It looked like the Greeley’s Groceries boat. In an attempt to increase business, the store in town had decided to make deliveries on the river during the tourist months. Mostly, Anna supposed, because the youngest Greeley boy wanted an excuse to have a motorboat. But their groceries had been delivered yesterday, and she wasn’t expecting anything else today. Cupping her hand over her eyes, she peered to see Bobby Greeley at the helm. Sure enough, he was stopping at their dock.


  “Hello, Bobby,” she called out as she walked toward the dock to meet him. “What are you doing out—” She stopped herself as she stared in wonder at the waiflike, dark-haired girl huddled in the back of the boat. Wrapped in an olive green woolen blanket, she looked at Anna with large, dark eyes. Sad, hollow eyes.


  “Sarah?” Anna felt her heart give a lurch. And suddenly she was running down the dock. Blinking in disbelief, she stared at the girl. “Is that you? Sarah?”


  The girl nodded mutely as she stood, letting the blanket fall onto the bench behind her. “Grandma,” she said quietly.


  “Oh, Sarah!” Anna grabbed the rope from Bobby and hastily tied it then climbed into the boat and threw her arms around the trembling girl and began to sob tears of joy. “I can’t believe it. I cannot believe it!” Now she held Sarah back with straightened arms, looking deeply into her eyes just to be certain she wasn’t imagining this moment. “It really is you!”


  They were both crying now, hugging each other tightly until finally Anna knew that she needed to get Sarah up to the house. She glanced at poor Bobby, who was watching with troubled eyes, as if he wasn’t sure what to do about this feminine display of emotions.


  “I’m sorry, Bobby,” Anna told him. “I’m just so overwhelmed. This is my granddaughter, Sarah. I haven’t seen her for years.”


  “That’s okay, ma’am.” “Thank you for bringing her out to us,” Anna quickly told him. “I, uh, I assume you’ll just put the charges on our bill.”


  He nodded.


  “Come on, Sarah.” Anna helped her out of the boat. “Let’s get you inside.” She looked around the boat now. “Do you have any bags?”


  Sarah simply shook her head. Now Anna studied her granddaughter more carefully. Looking painfully thin beneath a long raggedy dress of faded blue calico that reached nearly to her bare ankles, she had on worn leather sandals, and her long dark hair was uncombed and dull looking. Anna put her arm around Sarah’s shoulders, holding her close as they walked up the dock.


  “Is my mother still here with you?” Sarah asked quietly.


  “Yes. She helps with the inn.”


  Sarah stopped walking. “I don’t want to see her.”


  Anna looked into Sarah’s eyes now. “Your mother has changed, Sarah, a lot. She’s like a different person.”


  Sarah’s dark eyes seemed even darker. “I don’t care. I don’t want to see her.”


  Anna didn’t know what to do.


  Sarah looked back to where the boat was pulling away from the dock. “Maybe I just should leave and go back to—”


  “No.” Anna’s hold on Sarah grew tighter. “You can’t leave. Not until we talk.” She hugged Sarah close to her again. “We have been worried sick about you, Sarah. You have family here. We love you. And even if you and your mother had your problems, you still belong here with us. Do you understand that?”


  Sarah just sniffed.


  Anna looked into her eyes again. “This is your home, too, Sarah. This is your river. Clark and I . . . and Hazel . . . and your mother . . . we all love you.”


  Sarah still seemed unsure.


  “Please, trust me, Sarah,” Anna said quietly. She was desperately trying to think of a plan to ease Sarah back into their world. Her old room in the house might feel too confining, too close to the rest of them. Plus, Anna knew Lauren was already in the kitchen working on breakfast. And since the summer season had just begun, the inn was full. But then Anna remembered that Hazel’s cabin, the same cabin that once belonged to Anna’s grandmother was unoccupied right now. Hazel was touring in Asia and wouldn’t be home for a couple of weeks.


  “I know,” Anna told her. “You’ll stay in The Oyster.”


  “Grandma Pearl’s cabin?”


  Anna smiled as she hooked her arm into Sarah’s. “That’s right. And that would make Grandma Pearl very happy!”


  Some of the guests were milling around the grounds now. Some said hello and some just looked curiously at her and Sarah. She knew that Sarah looked like someone who had stepped out of a different world, almost as if she’d been living in a different era, and she knew that Sarah probably had a story to tell. And Anna certainly had plenty of questions. But not right now.


  “You look tired,” Anna said as she opened the door and led Sarah into the sweet little cabin.


  “I am.” Sarah went over to the table by the window that faced the river and, running a finger over the grain of the pine, looked out with a wistful expression.


  “I want you to make yourself at home,” Anna told her. “If you like, I won’t even tell your mother that you’re here yet. You can have a shower, and I’ll bring you down some breakfast and some clothes and things. You’ll eat and you’ll rest and then we’ll talk.” She stroked Sarah’s tangled hair. “Okay?”


  Sarah just looked at her. Her eyes reminded Anna of a frightened doe.


  Anna put both her hands on Sarah’s cheeks, once again peering into those troubled dark eyes. “You are home, darling. This river and this inn and even this old cabin . . . they all belong to you just as much as they belong to me. Do you understand what I am saying to you?”


  Sarah still looked unsure, but at least she nodded.


  Anna hugged her again. “You are home, Sarah. At long last, you are home.” She kissed Sarah’s cheek then promised to return quickly with some food. And then, feeling as if she had wings on her feet, Anna ran up to the house, with each step wondering how she would share this good news.
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  Anna tried to compose herself as she went up the stairs to the house. Then, halfway up, she realized it would be impossible to keep this wonderful news from Lauren. For one thing, she couldn’t wipe the deliriously happy expression off her face, and besides that she felt like laughing and singing and dancing. So she turned around and went off in search of Clark. She found him at the pump house, working on a leaking pipe.


  “Oh, Clark!” she exclaimed as she threw her arms around him.


  “What’s wrong?” He peered at her with concern.


  “Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s right.” She quickly explained about Sarah.


  “That’s fantastic!” He hugged her tightly. “How is she?”


  Anna’s smile faded. “She looks beat up.”


  He frowned. “Someone has abused her?”


  “No . . . not like that. She just looks skinny and scared and—oh, that’s right!” She bit her lip. “I need to get some food and clothes out to her.”


  “What? Where is she?”


  “I put her in your mom’s cabin. Hazel won’t be home until the end of the month, I thought she wouldn’t mind.”


  “Of course, she won’t mind. She’ll be as delighted as anyone to hear that Sarah is safe.”


  “But Sarah doesn’t want Lauren to know yet.” Anna glanced up at the house. “And I promised.”


  “Well, you won’t be able to keep that secret for long, you know.”


  “I know.” She smiled again. “Oh, Clark, I’m so relieved—so glad to see her. And did you know—it’s her birthday today.”


  He grinned. “Then we’ll slaughter the fatted calf. The prodigal granddaughter has come home. It’s time to have a feast!”


  “Speaking of feasting, I need to get her something to eat. I just hope Lauren doesn’t figure me out.” She kissed Clark on the cheek. “This is a great day!” Then she turned and hurried back to the house, trying to concoct a plan to prevent arousing Lauren’s suspicion.


  To Anna’s relief, Lauren was busy taking care of guests, and the house was bustling with activity. Anna managed to get a plate of food without Lauren batting an eyelash. “I’m taking this to a guest who doesn’t feel up to coming to the house,” Anna explained. And, really, it wasn’t untrue. Although Sarah was so much more than just a guest. Anna carried the food to her room, where she hurried to gather up a few pieces of clothing—something clean for Sarah to put on after her shower. Then, with the clothing tucked beneath an arm and the warm plate of breakfast in hand, she hurried back out.


  The sound of water running told Anna that Sarah was still in the shower as she let herself into the little cabin. She turned the oven on low, setting the plate of food inside to stay warm. Then she opened the windows to allow some fresh air inside. Hazel hadn’t stayed here since last summer. But following her Asian journey—a trip to celebrate her recent retirement from teaching—she planned to live here full time. While Hazel was in her early eighties, she still seemed younger, but Anna knew she was slowing down. She also knew that Hazel loved this little cabin, and even if it was convenient for Sarah—for the time being—it would have to be temporary.


  Still, Anna moved some of Hazel’s personal things out of the way, trying to make the little cabin seem as welcoming as possible to Sarah. She even ducked outside and picked some of the wildflowers growing nearby and was just putting the vase on the wooden kitchen table when Sarah emerged from the tiny bathroom addition that Clark had built for his mother so many years ago.


  “Oh!” Sarah seemed surprised, securing the soronglike towel more tightly about her as her long dark hair dripped down over her bare shoulders. Anna cringed inwardly to see Sarah’s grayish skin stretched tautly over her collarbone. She looked emaciated.


  “I didn’t mean to startle you,” Anna said gently. “I put some breakfast in the stove for you and was just airing this room out and straightening up a bit. Hazel hasn’t stayed here since last August.” Now Anna prattled on about how Hazel had recently retired from teaching at the university, and how she was now on a tour of some Asian countries.


  “That sounds interesting.” Sarah’s voice sounded flat and nearly void of emotion.


  Anna pointed to the clothes she’d set on the chair. “I know that dress will be too big for you, but it’s clean and comfortable. There are some other things, too.”


  “Thank you.” Still Sarah just stood there, warily watching, almost as if she wished Anna would leave.


  “I thought we could talk,” Anna said. “Why don’t you get dressed and I’ll make us some coffee and—”


  “I don’t drink coffee.”


  “Tea then?” Anna suggested.


  “Only if it’s herbal.”


  “Oh . . .” Anna nodded as she turned to open the cupboard near the stove. “Well, I’m sure Hazel must have some chamomile here somewhere.”


  Sarah took the clothes to the bedroom with her, and Anna busied herself making tea. For some reason, she felt like she was treading on eggshells here, like one wrong word, one misstep, and Sarah might take off running like a scared rabbit. And so, as she waited for the water to heat, Anna prayed. She prayed for Sarah as well as for the rest of them. She prayed that this unexpected reunion would go as smoothly as possible—and that no one’s feelings would be hurt. Especially Lauren’s and Sarah’s.


  Lauren had made so many mistakes with Sarah. Even she could admit this now. But her excuse was that she’d been young, too young . . . a child parenting a child. In many ways Sarah had been more mature than her mother. Still, Lauren had started to grow up after her marriage to Donald had dis-integrated. She’d put aside many of her old self-centered ways, but although she was close to forty, she sometimes still acted in a somewhat childish way. However, Anna was patient with her. And sometimes she even blamed herself for some of Lauren’s narcissistic tendencies. Perhaps if she hadn’t abdicated some of Lauren’s upbringing to Eunice it would have gone better.


  Still, Anna knew it did no good to dwell in the past. Better to learn from your mistakes and move forward . . . trying not to make them again. The teakettle whistled, and Anna turned off the propane, filled the teapot with hot water, rinsed it around (as Babette had taught her to do long ago), then poured in the loose leaves and filled it again. Not for the first time, Anna was acutely aware of how so many parts of her life had been influenced by the women who had gone before her. How thankful she was for them.


  Sarah emerged from the bedroom with her hair wrapped in a towel. Barefoot and wearing Anna’s faded blue housedress, which hung on her like a sack, Sarah stood there in the doorway with a guarded expression, her arms folded across her front in a protected sort of way.


  “Tea is ready,” Anna said cheerfully. She used a dishtowel to remove the warm plate from the oven. “And here is some breakfast. Your favorite.” She set the plate of hotcakes, eggs, and bacon on the table with a smile.


  Sarah made a slightly disgusted look. “Bacon?”


  “You used to love—”


  “I do not eat the flesh of my fellow creatures.”


  “Oh . . .” Anna plucked the strips of crispy bacon from the plate, tossing them from hand to hand as they cooled. Then she removed a saucer from the dish cupboard and, placing the bacon on it, set it down at the table opposite Sarah’s place. “Then I’ll just have that.” She hadn’t eaten breakfast yet. No sense to waste good food. She pulled out the chair and sat down, waiting for Sarah to follow her lead.


  Sarah almost seemed to turn up her nose as she gingerly sat down across from Anna and picked up her fork, and although she seemed uneasy, it wasn’t long before she was gobbling up the food. She was obviously hungry. Half-starved from what Anna could see.


  Anna watched furtively as she nibbled at the bacon, wishing she’d thought to bring down more food. Poor Sarah looked like she hadn’t eaten in days . . . maybe even weeks. “Can I get you some more?” she offered finally.


  “No.” Sarah firmly shook her head. “That’s plenty.”


  Anna nodded. “All right . . .” Still she felt uneasy, wondering why this was so difficult. How was it possible that sweet Sarah had changed so completely . . . grown so distant . . . almost to the point of hostility?


  “You know our ancestors nearly starved when they were relocated to the reservation up north,” she said absently. Really, she was simply trying to think of something innocuous to say. Something safe and removed from whatever was actually transpiring in this room right now. “Your great-grandmother, Pearl, the one who built this cabin, used to tell me how hard it was for them to find food in those days.” She sadly shook her head. “Some of the men were shot for going out in search of shellfish and berries, just hoping to feed their families. If you can imagine.”


  “The white men have always hated us.”


  Anna frowned. “Well, that’s not entirely true.”


  Sarah glared at her through those dark eyes. “How can you say that?”


  “Because I’ve known many good white men, including my own father.” She smiled. “In fact, I’m married to one.”


  Sarah pushed her empty plate to the center of the table.


  “I believe that fear and ignorance were the biggest problems in those days,” Anna continued. “Fear and ignorance usually lead to intolerance. That was the white man’s biggest shortcoming. And, to be fair, it can be anyone’s downfall. When we fall into fear, allowing ourselves to believe falsehoods about others, we eventually learn to hate.” She looked evenly at Sarah now. “But when we embrace one another’s differences, when we make ourselves open to really understanding one another, then it’s not so difficult to love.” She smiled. “With God’s help.”


  Sarah studied Anna closely, as if trying to take this in. But then she shook her head. “Some people aren’t worthy of our love.”


  “Really . . . ?” Anna waited.


  “Some people need to be purged from our lives.”


  “Purged?” Anna considered this. “And how exactly does one do this?”


  “By removing themselves.”


  Anna simply nodded. “Is that what you did?”


  “I guess so.”


  Anna took in a slow breath. “Is that how you see me, Sarah? As someone you needed to purge from your life?”


  Sarah’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, no, Grandma, not you. But my mother and father—they were toxic.”


  “Toxic?” Anna blinked.


  “Poison. They were slowly but surely killing me.”


  “Oh, Sarah,” Anna exclaimed. “I’m so sorry you felt that way. I wish you would’ve come to me . . . instead of running away.”


  “How could I come to you?” Sarah demanded. “My mother was here with you. I had nowhere to go.”


  “And that’s why you left with Zane?”


  “Zane . . .” Sarah slowly shook her head. “I almost forgot about him.”


  “You mean you weren’t with him this whole time?”


  “Oh, no. Zane and I parted ways early on. He wanted to stay stoned and follow the Grateful Dead all over the country. That wasn’t what I was looking for.”


  “What were you looking for?”


  “Peace . . . inner peace.” She sighed sadly.


  “And did you find it?”


  Sarah looked out the window with a longing expression. “I thought I did . . . at first.”


  “But it didn’t last?” Anna gently prodded.


  Sarah just shook her head.


  “Do you want to talk about it?”


  “I’m really tired.” She glanced toward the bedroom.


  “Yes.” Anna stood, gathering the dishes. “I’m sure you are. Please, just rest. We can talk later.”


  Sarah padded off to the bedroom, closing the door, and Anna rinsed the breakfast dishes then wiped down the counters and dusted a few things, shook out the throw rugs and finally, satisfied that she’d made the place as homey as possible, quietly let herself out.


  “Who’s the sick guest?” Lauren asked as Anna carried the dishes into the kitchen. The house was vacant of guests now, and Lauren and was alone in the kitchen.


  Anna set the dishes in the sink, trying to think of an answer.


  “I heard Mrs. Lindley’s having morning sickness,” Lauren continued absently. “Remember how sick I was when I was pregnant with—” She stopped herself.


  Anna turned to look at Lauren, seeing the tears in her daughter’s eyes.


  “Do you know what day this is, Mom?”


  Anna just nodded.


  “I—I—”


  Before Lauren could finish, Anna gathered her in her arms. “It’s going to be okay, Lauren. Really, it’s going to be okay.”


  “How can you possibly say that?” Lauren finally said between sobs. “It’s been two years, Mom. Two years!”


  Anna put her hands on Lauren’s shoulders, firmly grasping her. “Just trust me on this, Lauren. I know that Sarah is all right.”


  “How can you know that?” Lauren fumbled in the pocket of her apron, pulling out a tissue to wipe her eyes. “Did you have a dream or a vision or something?”


  “Something . . . ,” Anna muttered as she turned away, pretending to be busily putting the dishes in the dishwasher.


  “Any coffee left?” Clark asked as he came into the house.


  “I just made a fresh pot,” Lauren told him. As she went to get him a cup, Anna and Clark exchanged glances. Anna was trying to warn him with her eyes not to mention Sarah.


  “Well, I think I got the pump fixed,” he said as Lauren handed him a mug of coffee. “Glad I didn’t have to call in Mike Watson in to help.”


  Now they made small talk about the pump and the weather and how one of the guests had caught a record-size salmon early this morning, and, for a few moments, Anna nearly forgot about her prodigal granddaughter. Before long, one of the summer staffers came in, asking for help with something in the laundry room and Lauren offered to go and assist.


  “I take it she hasn’t heard the news,” Clark said quietly after they left.


  “No.” Anna pressed her lips together.


  “How long do you think you’ll need to keep it from her?”


  “Hopefully not long. I feel so deceitful. But I don’t want to hurt Sarah. She seems so fragile . . . so vulnerable.” Now she relayed to him what Sarah had said to her, hoping that as she repeated the strange words, they would make more sense.


  “I can understand how she might think her parents weren’t the healthiest people in her life,” he conceded. “But that still doesn’t explain disappearing for two years.”


  “I have a feeling she was someplace where people tried to make her think like them. Almost as if she was slightly brainwashed.”


  “Brainwashed?”


  “I know that sounds crazy. But it’s like something in her is changed. Almost as if the light in her—remember that sparkle she used to have—as if it’s been snuffed out.” Anna felt on the verge of tears now. “Oh, I realize she’s probably just exhausted. She was so filthy and sad-looking. And she looks half-starved. You should’ve seen her eating. In fact, that reminds me. I want to take some food down there, to have ready for her when she wakes.” Anna got up and started to gather some fruit and baked goods and a few other things.


  “I sure would like to see her,” Clark said as Anna put these items in a basket.


  “I know. And when it’s time . . .”


  “In the meantime, mum’s the word?”


  “Just for now.” Anna went to the door. “I’ll encourage her . . . but I don’t want to push her too hard. Like I said, she seems so fragile right now, so apprehensive.” But Anna didn’t say what she feared most—that Sarah seemed so wounded and fearful . . . that Anna was worried she might run away again. All Anna wanted to do for the time being was to ensure that Sarah stayed here with them. At least long enough to make sense of what she’d experienced these past two years. And hopefully long enough for her to heal some of the old wounds that seemed to be festering inside of her now. Anna knew the river was a place of healing, but it only worked if the person was willing. She prayed that Sarah would be willing—and that Lauren would not interfere.
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  Sarah’s birthday came and went without Lauren ever knowing her daughter was only just yards away. Anna wished there was another way to handle this, but she knew that if Lauren could grasp the whole situation—including Anna’s concerns that Sarah might bolt—she would understand and appreciate that Anna was protecting the girl. After all, the important thing was that Sarah had come home . . . and that she was alive.


  However, on the third day of Sarah’s visit, even Anna was growing somewhat impatient. Seated across from her granddaughter in a well-worn easy chair, she turned the coffee mug around and around in her hands. “I really don’t want to push you, Sarah,” she began gently, “but I worry that you’re holing up in here, keeping yourself hidden away like this . . . and for no good reason. Really, I think you’d feel better if you went outside to enjoy the river and this good weather. It’s not always this pleasant in June, and you could take out the canoe and—”


  “I do not want to see her,” Sarah seethed.


  Anna knew Sarah was referring to her mother. For some reason Lauren was this obstacle that Sarah could just not seem to get past. “I wish you could trust me about this,” she told Sarah for what felt the umpteenth time, “your mother has truly changed.”


  “Please, don’t call her my mother.” Sarah scowled. “She is nothing to me.”


  “All right.” Anna nodded with lips pressed tightly together. “Then what should I call her?”


  Sarah narrowed her eyes.


  “How about if I just call her Lauren?”


  “Call her whatever you like, just keep her away from me.”


  “You need to understand that your . . . I mean that Lauren has many regrets for how she handled things with you.”


  “Handled things?” Sarah blurted. “That woman never handled a single thing when it came to me. She left the handling to everyone else. You or Dad or Grandmother Eunice or even Grandmother Thomas—all had more to do with me than my mother—I mean Lauren. She was not a mother to me.”


  Anna just nodded. “I know . . . and I’m sure Lauren would agree with you on that.”


  “I really don’t care what Lauren would think one way or another. While I was gone, I pretended that she was dead. In fact, I told everyone that both my parents had been killed in a tragic car wreck.”


  “I can understand why you would do that.” And, really, Anna could understand it. First of all, Lauren had all but abandoned Sarah—possibly when Sarah needed her the most. It was true Lauren had been getting over her addiction to Valium and alcohol and that she’d been on the verge of a nervous breakdown, but in Sarah’s eyes it must’ve felt like abandonment. And when Sarah’s father embarked on a scandalous affair with his secretary . . . well, it probably was simply easier to imagine her parents were dead. Less painful that way.


  “Everyone felt so sorry for me,” Sarah continued. “They welcomed me and made me feel at home.” She looked at Anna with misty eyes. “Besides being here with you and Clark and Hazel, that was the closest thing to home I’d ever experienced. And I loved it . . . at first.”


  “What changed?” Anna asked gently. She was eager to hear Sarah’s entire story, where she’d been and who she’d been with, but up until now Sarah had been closed tighter than a freshly dug razor clam about the past two years.


  Sarah leaned back in the old rocker, pushing her fingers through the loopholes in the knitted afghan over her lap. It was one that Anna’s mother had crocheted many years ago. “Lots of things changed,” she said slowly. “First of all, Aaron left. That was when it all started to go downhill.”


  “Aaron?”


  Sarah looked out the window with a slightly dreamy expression. “Aaron was our leader. He was a truly good man. He loved God with his whole heart. And he wanted us to follow his example.”


  Anna was beginning to understand now. Sarah had probably been in one of the communes that had become so prolific in Oregon and California, especially along the coast. This particular phenomenon had started in the late sixties and had continued into the seventies. In fact, Anna even remembered a time when the inn had been suspected of being a commune of sorts. Of course, Anna had simply taken that in stride, and eventually the ridiculous rumors faded.


  “Aaron and Misty were like our spiritual parents,” Sarah continued. “Everything they did was for our own good. Even when we didn’t like their decisions, we knew they loved us. You could just feel it. Aaron and Misty were good people.”


  Anna just nodded.


  “And for a while, everything was perfect.”


  “Perfect?” Anna tried not to sound too skeptical.


  “Well . . . maybe not perfect. But it was good. Really good.”


  “I’m curious about something, Sarah . . .”


  “What?”


  “Why didn’t you call us? Just to let us know you were all right. We were so worried about you. You were so young . . . and we had no idea what had happened.”


  Sarah seemed to consider this. “A condition of staying in the family was to break all outside ties. We were forbidden to contact anyone from our past.”


  “Oh . . .”


  “But it’s not like they forced us. We did it willingly,” she said quickly. “It wasn’t as if we were being held prisoner there.” She frowned. “Well, not at first anyway.”


  “But later? Were you ever held against your will?”


  Sarah took in a long, slow breath, folding her arms in front of her, and Anna could tell that this was her way of communicating that she’d said too much. And, really, Anna had been trying not to prod. “So . . . Aaron . . .” Anna tried again. “It sounds like he was a good guy . . . and you say he treated you like family . . . ?”


  “Yes,” she said cautiously.


  “And Misty was his wife?”


  Sarah shrugged. “We don’t use those kinds of traditional words. It was very unconventional there. We were all brothers and sisters. But, yes, Aaron and Misty were together as a couple, if that’s what you mean.”


  “How many people were in this, uh, family?” Anna asked gently.


  “It varied. At the most, it was about a hundred, I think. By the time I left it had dwindled a lot. Maybe thirty or so.”


  “Did it dwindle because others, like you, weren’t so happy there anymore?”


  She nodded sadly. “Yes. After Aaron and Misty left, everything just started to change.”


  “Do you know why Aaron and Misty left?”


  “Because Daniel took over.” She looked at Anna like this should be obvious.


  “Daniel?”


  Sarah’s dark eyes grew darker as her brows drew together. “Daniel was nothing like Aaron. He acted nice at first, but he turned out to be mean spirited and selfish. He treated us as though we were less than him, like he expected us to serve and obey him—simply because he was the new leader. We had always wanted to serve and obey Aaron, but that was because we loved him. But all the love left when Daniel took over.”


  “How long ago was that?”


  Sarah looked up at the ceiling as if trying to calculate. “I don’t know exactly. I guess it was in the fall. We’d just finished picking apples.”


  “You grew apples there?”


  “No, we picked for local farmers. For money and in trade for apples. We put up a lot of apples for winter. Apple cider, dried apples, applesauce . . . we had lots and lots of apples.”


  “Oh.”


  “If I never see an apple again, it will be too soon.” She sighed.


  “I’m curious . . . where was this place? Southern Oregon? I know there are a lot of fruit orchards down there.”


  Now Sarah was getting that shut-down look again. Anna knew that for some reason she wanted to keep the location of this commune a secret. Why she wanted to protect people who had obviously wronged her was a mystery, but Anna knew she needed to respect it. At least for now. Anna’s worst fear was that Sarah wasn’t disclosing the location of the commune out of the fear that she might have to return to this horrible place . . . keeping it as an option in case things here at the river didn’t work out. Anna prayed that it would work out.


  “Well, I’m just so glad you’re here.” Anna smiled at her. “I have missed you so much these past two years. You have absolutely no idea. It was like a piece of me was gone. Can you understand that?”


  Sarah seemed to soften now. “I missed you, too, Grandma.”


  “And I have to admit that it still hurts to think you never tried to contact me . . . just to say you were alive,” Anna confessed, “but I do understand. I know we sometimes do things that seem justified at the time . . . things we might look back on later, wondering if we could’ve done it differently.” Now Anna told Sarah a bit about how it was for her when Lauren was a small child . . . how she might’ve done it differently.


  “But I was so overwhelmed with caring for Lauren’s father. His physical injuries from the war were serious enough, and he was certainly in pain, but the wounds in his mind were the hardest part. I felt I needed to protect Lauren from his outbursts and mood swings. It seemed too much for a child to witness. For that reason, Lauren was left in the care of her Grandmother Eunice . . . far more than I would have liked. However, at the time, I didn’t see any other solution.”


  “I’m sure you did the best you could.”


  Anna shrugged. “After Adam died, I stayed on with Eunice. I know it was partly because I was so worn down by the years of caring for him, almost as if I’d lost a part of myself. I just didn’t know what to do, how to start my life over again. And by then Eunice was such an enormous part of Lauren’s life, and she’d just lost her father, it seemed cruel to take that away from Lauren as well. But, as you know, Eunice spoiled Lauren. She gave into her about everything.” She sighed. “And I suppose I allowed it. Oh, I’d try to stand up to her, but it was like standing up to a tidal wave. I really should’ve left much sooner. But I didn’t. So, to be fair, you should partially blame me for how Lauren was so immature and ill prepared for adulthood when she became your mother. It was like a child raising a child.”


  Sarah’s brow creased as if she was trying to take this in.


  “Sometimes I’ve thought that if I’d just had the strength to take Lauren away from there, and if I’d brought her here to the river, back when she was still a child, I think about how everything would’ve turned out so differently.” She sighed. “You see how it’s easy to blame myself and feel guilty over this. But that’s when I try to remember that I did the best I could at the time. What’s done is done and I simply have to trust God with the rest of it.”


  “I really don’t see how you could blame yourself for Lauren’s mistakes.”


  “Yes . . . but maybe it comes with being a mother. You always want the best for your children and your grandchildren.” Now she smiled. “But then I have to remember that if I’d brought Lauren out here as a child, she never would’ve met and married Donald and then you wouldn’t have been born. And that would’ve been very sad for me. In the long run, I do think that things do turn out for the best.”


  “I wish I believed that was true.” Sarah pulled the afghan up over her shoulders, shivering as if she were cold.


  “Maybe you will in time.”


  “I don’t know.” Sarah just shook her head. “Sometimes it all just seems so useless and hopeless.” The glum expression on her face reminded Anna of her own mother so many years ago. Anna’s mother had seemed to carry the weight of the world on her shoulders for so many years. So much anxiety and concern for so many things . . . it had prematurely aged her . . . and it had driven Anna away. Hopefully, Sarah would not fall into that trap.


  Anna looked over at the bookshelf that was filled with Hazel’s anthropology books. There on the top shelves were the notebooks that Hazel had filled with notes and stories she’d transcribed from Anna’s father’s notebooks. Anna got up and pulled a fat black notebook from the shelf, flipping it open to a section of old stories. “Maybe you’d like to read these,” she said to Sarah. “My grandmother, as you know, went through some very difficult times, too. And I know she had some years where she was bitter about a lot of things.” Anna shook her head. “And, really, she had a right to be bitter. The way the Siuslaw Indians were treated in those days . . . well, it was terrible.”


  “You mean when they were starved on the reservation?”


  “Yes. They were pretty much treated like animals. Oh, the white men tried to make it look like it was an education program, and I suppose some of the people teaching in my grandmother’s school weren’t so bad. She did learn to sew. But my grandmother was a wise woman, and she discovered that forgiveness was a better path than being bitter.”


  “Well, that sounds all good and nice, but it might not be for everyone.” Sarah pulled the afghan more tightly around herself, almost as if she was creating a cocoon. “Have you ever considered the possibility that some things are unforgivable?”


  “Or maybe some things just take time.” She set the black notebook on the worn pine table in the kitchen. “My grandmother’s life has taught me a lot of things . . . maybe you can learn from her, too, Sarah.”


  They both jumped to hear someone knocking on the door. “Mom?” called Lauren’s voice. “Are you in there?” And before Anna could get there, the door flew open and Lauren entered the room. “Oh, there you are, I’ve been looking all over for—” Lauren stopped in mid-sentence—her jaw dropped and her eyes grew huge as she pointed at Sarah sitting there in the rocker still wrapped in the afghan. Lauren turned to Anna, blinking with a shocked expression. “Wha—what is going on? What is—?”


  “I cannot deal with this!” Sarah exclaimed as she leaped to her feet. With the afghan trailing behind her, she stomped off to the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.


  “Sarah!” Lauren sputtered. “When did she—how did she—why didn’t you tell me?” She pressed her fist to her lips with tear-filled eyes. “Mom?”


  “It’s a long story, Lauren.” Anna glanced nervously at the closed door. Surely Sarah wouldn’t climb out the window and make a run for it.


  “How long has she been here?” Lauren demanded.


  “Not long.” Anna felt torn. Lauren had every right to feel hurt . . . and yet it was Sarah that worried her.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Sarah wasn’t ready to—”


  “I can’t believe you kept this from me, Mom. My own daughter!”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. I promised her—”


  “Were you ever going to tell me?” Lauren’s voice grew louder. “Did everyone but me know about—”


  “Calm down,” Anna said quietly. “You’ll scare her.”


  “I’ll scare her?” Lauren’s brow creased. “Do you know how scared I’ve been for her? How frightened I’ve been that she’d been kidnapped, tortured, murdered just like those other young girls that Ted Bundy—”


  “She’s safe, Lauren.”


  “But why didn’t you tell me she was here? Did you know that I cried myself to sleep on her birthday? How long has she been here, Mom?”


  “Really, Lauren, it doesn’t matter.” Anna was trying to guide Lauren out of the cabin now, wanting to give Sarah back her space . . . the peace and quiet she so desperately seemed to need.


  “It doesn’t matter?” Lauren planted her feet firmly in the doorway. “Sarah is my daughter. Don’t I have a right to see her? To find out where she’s been and—”


  “If you love Sarah, you’ll want the best for her,” Anna said firmly. “For right now, she needs time.”


  “But I want to talk to—”


  “Come on, Lauren.” Anna tightened her grip on her daughter’s arm. “We are leaving for now.”


  “But Mom!”


  “No buts, Lauren.” Anna locked eyes with her. “Trust me. This is for Sarah’s best.” Lauren was clearly angry, but she allowed Anna to escort her out of the cabin.


  “This isn’t fair,” Lauren exploded as they walked through the open grassy area. “You’ve already spent time with her and I haven’t even—”


  “Come on.” Anna continued pulling Lauren by the arm, tugging her toward the river. “Let’s go where we can talk in private.”


  Lauren continued to sputter and fume, questioning her mother’s sanity and judgment as they walked. “I really don’t like this, Mom. You hiding Sarah from me like this. It’s really not fair and—”


  “Lauren.” Anna gave her a stern look as she pointed to the bench by the river. “If you keep talking like this, how can I explain?”


  “Fine,” Lauren snapped as she sat down. “Go ahead. Explain.”


  Anna sat down next to her, slowly attempting to tell Sarah’s story, but even as she explained, she knew there were too many missing pieces and unanswered questions. Finally she sighed and held up her hands. “It’s just going to take time,” she said sadly, “and patience.”


  Lauren’s tears began to fall freely. “I’m sorry I got so mad at you,” she sobbed. “It’s just that I—I have so many emotions—running through me. I want to see my daughter—to hold her in my arms. And I want to shake her! I’m so angry! I want to demand to know why she left, why she stayed so long, why she never called.”
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