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Chapter One
She sat in the first row pew—an act of defiance in the church where the minister was convinced she would go to Hell. On this sunny, warm Sunday morning, Rebecca had more profane issues to deal with. She cast a sideways glance over at Callie who sat next to her, looking pale and withdrawn. Maybe she had nightmares too—like Maggie. The girl had kept them up most nights in the past week. First, by waking up screaming, and then when she couldn’t sleep alone and ended up sleeping between them.
Maggie was better this morning. David had picked her up for the trip they were going on with Maggie’s older sister, Dina. Some time away from Autumn Leaves would do her good.
Rebecca could have used some time away as well. Time that wasn’t dedicated to work, to acknowledge the changes in her life and the lives of those she loved.
She moved her hand on the wooden surface, barely an inch, so her fingers brushed against Callie’s. Callie flinched, startled out of thoughts that, Rebecca suspected, had little to do with Father Reynolds’s sermon or his disapproving looks.
Rebecca only half listened too. She still came to this church, because the place held memories of all the cornerstones in her life—her wedding, the baptism of her daughters, and the day she’d found the insane courage to confront those who whispered behind her back. She and Father Reynolds had reached a stalemate—neither of them were going anywhere. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best she could have at the moment—at least where this particular part of her life was concerned.
She was done feeling guilty.
Somewhere along the line, the realization set in. She’d begun a new relationship by cheating, suffered that fact, and paid her dues in the process.
Maggie’s nightmares, and Callie’s for that matter, came from a different source. The sky hadn’t fallen over Autumn Leaves, people moved on. Her friends were still on her side.
Hopefully, David’s trip with the girls would allow her and Callie to spend some time together without the interference of the more or less well-meaning. God—and everyone else—knew they’d had enough of that in the past months. Nicole, Callie’s ex, had made an unwelcome appearance. On the bright side, she hadn’t tried to contact Callie in weeks.
Craig, David’s brother, snapped after his wife’s death, and kidnapped Maggie. He hadn’t hurt her, according to both of their statements.
The memory was enough to make her whole body tense up. Her fingers tightened around the strap of her purse in a white-knuckled grip. There was no love lost between Rebecca and her former brother-in-law. Of every possible candidate, she held him most responsible for Maggie’s night terrors. One of these days, she would confront him if David didn’t—or maybe, regardless of what David did.
She and Callie not only deserved some time to themselves, but they needed it badly. Maggie would be fine. She was thrilled to go on a vacation with David and Dina—the first time since last year’s trip to Disneyland.
The weekend it all started…when Rebecca and Callie first made love.
Maybe it was an act of defiance to let her mind wander there, in this place of all places, but maybe this was the perfect place to think about love.
“Please say you’ll stay for a coffee and maybe put a few coins in that jar,” Betty urged her when they were standing outside after the service. “You didn’t forget our fund-raiser today, did you?”
“‘Course not.” They’d talked about the fund-raising effort for the county’s women’s shelter yesterday at brunch, Rebecca remembered. She fished a bill out of her wallet and put it in the jar. “There you go. That coffee better be good.”
“It’s great. I borrowed Roz’s fancy coffee maker. Callie? Can I get you one too?”
“Why not? It’s not like we have anywhere to go.”
Rebecca observed the two women closely—her lover and her oldest friend struggling to keep a polite conversation with each other. The smiles and the friendly tone were still a bit strained. She couldn’t blame Callie. Betty had thrown an inappropriate tantrum in her home before she managed to take a step back and reflect on the reasons for her behavior. At least, Betty was trying. Rebecca had to give her that.
Her gaze wandered back to Callie, who accepted the paper cup from Betty. Callie’s expression and the tense set of her shoulders made her look anxious, like she was about to miss an important appointment. Rebecca wanted to ask her about it, but at that moment, their friend Roz arrived, carrying a tray of cupcakes.
“Hey, girls! I see there’s money in the jar. That’s awesome—so it’s not just Betty and me. That’s great of you to help out.”
“Actually, we didn’t—”
“Rebecca, please? Just for an hour or so. It’s for a good cause, and I’ll spend the time rounding up folks who haven’t left for home yet.”
Without a doubt, Roz would be successful at that.
“I guess we could stay an hour…” Rebecca corrected her statement when Callie looked like she was about to cry. “Give me a moment.”
“Is everything okay?” she asked when they’d walked a few feet away. “We can go home if—”
“You can stay. I’m going to go and lie down for a bit.”
“I could drive you and come back?”
“No, thanks. I’ll walk.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes. Don’t worry,” Callie whispered, and then she stepped into Rebecca’s embrace, holding on tight.
“I might join you later. We could both use a good night’s sleep, even if it’s in the afternoon. You’ll be waiting for me?”
As they held each other’s gaze, there was the implication that sleep might not be all they’d be doing. Rebecca would have loved to kiss her but thought twice about it. There was defiance, and then there was risking the kind of attention that would make Father Reynolds remove both of them from the church grounds.
“Always,” Callie said before she turned to walk away. Rebecca stood and watched her for a moment, torn between anticipation and a sense of impending dread. She shook her head to herself as she went to join her friends again. The lack of sleep would make her paranoid, if she wasn’t careful.
* * * *
This was the perfect moment to stage her getaway. Callie was all alone in the house—no curious little girl around to ask uncomfortable questions. Rebecca would be gone for at least another hour, more than enough time to get this over with.
It was the second time in the past couple of years that she was about to run because of Nicole. Like the last time, Callie threw clothes into a suitcase without care, her vision impaired by tears. Like the last time, the outcome was unsure. She did some research, found a company Facebook page and an address. That was the easy part.
Callie could only imagine what her hasty flight would look like to Rebecca, and she hated doing this to her. She didn’t think there was an alternative, not with Nicole’s regular messages over the past few days, with vague but unmistakable subtext. In fact, if there were, she would have found it when lately she obsessed about the subject every minute of the day. Rebecca deserved better, but Callie couldn’t do better until she’d answered the question that haunted her.
Nicole would gladly take the credit for how she’d perfected the art of repressing memories. The truth was, the events leading to the moment Callie couldn’t ignore the past any longer, were piling up.
It wasn’t just Nicole. Betty’s son was bullied by the same nightmare teens who had harassed Callie, and Rebecca’s family. They’d committed even worse crimes, for which they’d gone to prison.
Callie wished she could lock away the voice that insisted she’d failed a friend when she needed her most. There was nowhere left to hide—that Nicole had taken care of.
How’s Rebecca doing? she’d asked in her last text message. The question wasn’t as innocent as it sounded. In fact, it was meant to be a reminder. Nicole was back in New York, but there was no doubt she could do a lot of damage, even from afar, if Callie didn’t act first. The truth was bad enough—knowing Nicole, she would spice it up with a few lies.
Rebecca was in town, Maggie in school when Callie booked the plane ticket, having a crying fit after she’d made the payment with her credit card.
The night before, Maggie had one of those bad dreams, the memory burdening Callie’s conscience even more. She knew she was leaving them in the middle of a crisis, which was a terrible thing to do to someone you loved.
However, when they’d last met, Nicole said Rebecca would leave her first if she knew.
When Nicole announced bad things to happen, she was usually right.
She had to act first. Even in her state of confusion, and more or less irrational fear, Callie was aware of how Nicole managed to manipulate her still. Her only consolation was she would finally find closure, one way or another. That would be the end to the story. After that, Nicole would have no more power over her.
She had to write a note so that Rebecca would at least know she wasn’t in immediate danger and was planning to come back. The words didn’t come easily, because it was hard to justify what she was about to do. She thought of Rebecca touching her hand earlier in church for everyone to see, even though she knew there were people who would judge her for it, frown upon it.
Callie picked up the phone and called a cab, hoping the words would come under pressure. High hopes, like the ones she’d had for herself and the woman she loved. She closed the suitcase, scribbled a few vague words, and jumped to her feet as she heard the sound of a car. She’d feel better eventually, after that encounter. When she came back home.
Callie opened the front door and came face-to-face with Rebecca.
“Why is there a cab waiting in front of—”
She could tell the moment Rebecca understood from the way she blanched, so rapidly that Callie feared she might faint.
“No.”
“It’s not what you think. I swear. It—it’s just for a few days.” Rebecca’s reaction was so visceral, her fear so obvious, it broke Callie’s heart. “I’ll explain when I come back.”
“No. Explain it to me now.”
The cab driver…the plane ticket…Nicole…the girl she remembered. Everything faded in comparison to Rebecca’s despair. Rebecca was by far the strongest person Callie had ever met, but the idea that Callie might leave her was all it took to make her crumble.
Ignoring the driver’s honking, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Rebecca. Nothing told, nothing solved, but she couldn’t stand to fail one more time.
* * * *
In a heartbeat, everything made sense. Callie’s silence and subdued moods, her hasty exit earlier this morning, a chance to get away—but from what?
Rebecca held her close, afraid that if she loosened her embrace just a bit, Callie might still try to sneak out of that door. At least Callie didn’t seem in a hurry to step back either, because that would mean words and reasoning. Rebecca pushed back any fear and anger, emotions that would only stand in the way. They had no place here. Callie wasn’t leaving her, but she had planned on leaving and not telling Rebecca about it.
It was true they didn’t have a lot of time to talk, or Rebecca wasn’t willing enough to listen. Maggie occupied her mind, and the worry that David might blame her for not taking good enough care of their daughter.
“Is your mom okay? Your brother?” she asked, feeling selfish she’d thought this could be about her in the first place.
Callie nodded against her chest.
“Asha?”
“Yes. As far as I know.” She finally looked up at Rebecca, her expression holding no reassurance.
“You? Is there anything—?”
“No!”
In spite of Callie’s instant response, Rebecca felt she was about to hyperventilate, her chest painfully tight. “Okay. Let’s sit for a moment and talk.”
“Oh, God. I’m afraid that when I tell you, you’ll want me to go.”
Breathing still wasn’t easy, but Rebecca was getting the hang of it. With another honk, the cab driver backed out of the parking spot and left.
“That’s not going to happen.” That’s not us. She reached out to take Callie’s hand and tugged. “Come with me.”
Callie’s eyes grew wide when Rebecca steered her toward the bedroom.
* * * *
“You said earlier that you wanted to lie down for a bit. Let’s do that.”
Callie had mixed feelings about Rebecca’s approach, but what room did she have to argue? Mostly, she felt silly and embarrassed about causing more drama than either of them needed.
“Come on. Humor me. I’m not going to be mad. Besides, that’s tough when you don’t have a firm surface underneath you.”
Callie smiled at Rebecca’s reference to the waterbed she was still fascinated with after all those months they’d been together. She felt herself relax in spite of the situation or her feelings. The reason might be sheer exhaustion because of sleepless nights, the secrecy, and her over-active imagination that never failed to come up with worst-case scenarios. There was something relaxing about this place too, and the fact Rebecca wasn’t angry with her, even though Callie would still need to explain her actions to her.
“It’s not a nice story.”
“I didn’t think it was.”
“Well…okay, then.” Callie turned away, so she wouldn’t face Rebecca, but Rebecca leaned closer to put an arm around her waist. Would she still want to be close once she knew?
“Nicole was the only one I ever told about this, and you can guess it was a bad idea. Not right away. She didn’t tell anyone, but she said she’d tell you. There’s no way to sugarcoat this. In high school, there was a girl in my class who tried to kill herself.”
“That must have been terrible for you.” Rebecca’s tone was careful, almost neutral, her confusion obvious. “What’s it to Nicole though? Frankly, I didn’t get the impression that she cares so much.”
“Beth was bullied a lot, for months. We all should have seen it coming. I should have anyway, and guess what? I did nothing!”
“Did you see it coming?” Rebecca’s tone was calm, without judgment.
“I don’t know. I was too wrapped up in myself too scared they might turn on me, which they would have. This is probably the worst, that I made it all about me. See, I had this crush on another girl, and I knew what it meant. I was okay with it—or that’s what I thought—but I was scared that if they started picking on me, my friends would eventually turn away too.”
This time, Rebecca was silent, but she didn’t move—still providing the safe space in the circle of her arms. Callie had spent a long time looking for someone who wouldn’t leave her, no matter how much of a disappointment she turned out to be. She’d been willing to make arrangements and compromises, and she’d gone at it all wrong.
“I know how that feels,” Rebecca finally said.
“You weren’t a coward about it. There wasn’t just one chance to do the right thing. I had plenty. They called her names, pushed her around, and all I did was hide in my corner.”
“Hey. Look at me.”
Reluctantly, Callie did.
“I admit there are times when this place feels like high school, but it’s still different. As an adult, you have options. You can walk away or simply choose not to care about what others say. When I was a teenager, believe me, I spent most of the time trying to stay under the radar. I know, that doesn’t make it better for the girl, but why would you take the blame all by yourself? Did she ever hint at you that she was having suicidal thoughts?”
Callie shook her head.
“I get you,” Rebecca said. “I really do. We spent week after week trying to figure out what to do about Chip, if there was anything Betty and Charles missed. I am scared this could happen to Maggie and Dina. Frankly, I’d feel guilty too, if I was in your place, but why run away? What good would that do?”
“I found out where she lives,” Callie confessed. “She runs a small consulting firm with her husband, not far from here, actually. I wanted to see her, get her perspective before I talked to you.”
“Why?”
Rebecca’s simple question exposed everything that was wrong about her motivation to start with.
“To make sure Nicole couldn’t mess with my life anymore, and to make sure Beth wouldn’t blame me, and neither would you.”
All of a sudden, the confines of the bedroom seemed too small, the walls closing in on her like the uncomfortable truths, her completely irrational behavior, and the startling realization that Nicole had achieved what she most likely attempted to. Callie got up to walk out of the room.
Rebecca followed her into the kitchen.
“You really think I would blame you?” she asked softly. “What do you think it is we’re doing here?”
“I’m sorry.”
“Did you hear me when I said I love you?”
After some hesitation, Callie whispered, “Yes.”
“Did you think I’d take it back, because you made a mistake when you were a teenager?” There was no scorn or judgment in Rebecca’s voice, and yet Callie found all of hers reflected. She turned away.
“I love you,” Rebecca repeated. “I’m not going to take it back.”
“She almost died!” Moments ago, she had feared that Rebecca would walk out on her. Now, Callie felt like she was letting her off the hook too easily. “What she needed was a friend, someone to tell her that it didn’t matter what clothes she wore, or how much she weighed. I could have been that someone.”
“Yes, like every other kid in that class. What about the ones who bullied her? Don’t you think they are to blame in the first place? Most importantly, she didn’t kill herself. In fact, it seems like she has a good life, in the face of those bullies. There is something to learn from that.”
“Yes. I look stupid either way.”
“That is not true. It’s Nicole talking, not you. We don’t do this anymore, right?” Rebecca laid a cool hand against Callie’s cheek. “Doubt…be afraid of what’s next…we’re through with that.”
“I wish.”
“You could send her a message, or a letter, or even call first. There are people who don’t care to be reminded of high school under the best of circumstances…oh, Callie. I’m sorry. How much was that plane ticket?”
It wasn’t until that moment that the logistics of Callie’s plan registered with Rebecca. With this turn of events, Callie wasn’t going to obsess about those numbers. The costs of her impromptu, not-so-bright plan could have been much higher.
“Too much, considering Nicole made me buy it. Well, she didn’t actually tell me to buy it. I want to talk to her at some point—Beth, I mean. I should have done that much sooner, for her, for me. Certainly not for Nicole. I wanted to give a few books and some money for the shelter too.”
“There’ll be time for that. All of it.”
Callie wanted to believe it could be this easy. The crazy thing was she could probably still make that plane and, maybe even crazier, she believed Rebecca could read all her doubts. Maybe she could, because some of them were close to her own.
“You’ll find a way. If, in the end, you decide you absolutely must go, I could come with you—or not, if you don’t want that—but please, don’t scare me like that.”
“I love you too.”
It was meant to be an apology as well, because for sure, Callie had as many reasons to apologize to Rebecca as she had with Beth. For a moment, they held each other’s gaze. Callie thought she must have looked ridiculous after all that crying, but still, Rebecca’s expression held nothing but the affection she had struggled to admit…not anymore. If Rebecca could come this far, so could Callie.
The kiss was soft and gentle at first—affirmation—but it wasn’t enough. They hadn’t talked much about the freedom David’s trip with the girls would allow them. There wasn’t much time to talk about anything. With the secret no longer between them, Callie felt like a barrier had been torn down. She didn’t want any barriers between them anymore—not even fabric.
“You must think I’m so weird,” Callie mused.
“I think that you’re up there with the best things that ever happened in my life. If that’s weird, I’ll take it.”
The way to the bedroom was littered with clothes within moments, and this time, there would be no nap or addressing of heavy subjects.
A few hours ago, Callie wouldn’t have imagined this happening.
Spring in Autumn Leaves had officially begun, and she was feeling the fever…of the good kind.
* * * *
Rebecca could see herself in this same bedroom—so nervous, she nearly tripped over her own feet, not knowing where to look, unable to face this beautiful woman. Unable to face the fact that she thought of her as beautiful, and that this woman desired her.
She had overcome that hesitation, but after months of living in this house, and the drastic changes in the real world, intimacy still came with a sense of wonder. It was such a cliché—the story of the late awakening—but for her, it was true.
Underneath her, Callie shivered at the soft brush of Rebecca’s lips against her neck. Rebecca spent a little more time with the same spot, her hand tracing the shape of Callie’s body, her shoulders, her breasts, down to her hips, and caressing the inside of her thighs. She couldn’t get enough of the feel of warm skin or Callie’s obvious appreciation. Neither of them would go anywhere today.
They’d address the questions that came with Callie’s almost escape, no doubt, but for this afternoon, there had to be a place where the outside problems couldn’t reach.
Here in the sunlit bedroom, just the two of them, it was easy. It startled her how easy it was to lose herself in the pleasure of being with the person she was meant to be with—even when her experience was limited. It wasn’t so limited anymore.
The warm, yielding surface of the waterbed slowed down each movement to a sensual pace, the rhythm of her fingers. She placed a string of kisses down Callie’s body, taking her time.
Callie trembled, and Rebecca wondered if she felt the same anticipation taking over her body and mind. She didn’t plan on disappointing her. She’d make sure in any way she possibly could that Callie wouldn’t regret turning around.
When Callie’s hands tightened in her hair, she was pretty sure she’d succeeded.
Callie pulled her up for a kiss moments later, wedging her hand between their bodies. Rebecca gasped, startled and thrilled at the feel of Callie’s fingers pressing into her. It might be the emotional overload or the inappropriate fantasies she’d had in church earlier, but with her turn, slow and sensual wasn’t going to happen.
She closed her eyes as the climax took over her body, pleasure flooding every corner of her mind.
It was so much better without the guilt.
* * * *
When Rebecca woke hours later, they lay comfortably entangled in each other’s arms, under the covers, unwilling to let go. The sun was almost all gone. Callie slept on, her hair spilled over Rebecca’s shoulder, tickling her. She could stay forever, except her growling stomach reminded her they had skipped lunch in favor of reuniting and affirming activities. It was probably already late for dinner. There was no time limit for the first time in forever.
She assumed Callie would want to get some writing done tomorrow. All Rebecca had on her schedule was a meeting with Roz, who wanted promotional material for the café she would open soon, and what Dina affectionately called the “lesbian self-help group” in the evening. No need to rush anything tonight.
She ran her finger down Callie’s arm in an attempt to wake her gently. Callie barely stirred.
For a moment, Rebecca wondered if it was selfish of her to keep her from this spontaneous trip to confront the past. Then, she remembered the culprit behind it. Nicole would use anything she could find to make Callie feel bad, because she was petty and jealous. She couldn’t accept that Callie had moved on without her.
As for the girl in question, now a grown woman with her own family and business, it could have gone—and still could go—either way. Maybe her life wasn’t so happy, and she was battling depression and suicidal tendencies in the present. Maybe she led a much better life than any of the cowards who tormented her in high school. Either way, she might not care much for Callie’s need for closure at this moment.
Rebecca didn’t want Callie to hurt under any circumstances, but if it was unavoidable, an e-mail or phone call might be less damning than a face-to-face encounter. She was saddened to know Callie was convinced their relationship somehow depended on the outcome of that conversation. It didn’t. Rebecca had moments of staying silent when she shouldn’t have—in college, at a neighbor’s party, letting a “joke” slide when it made her cringe inside.
It was nothing to be proud of, but you couldn’t turn back time. All you could do was learn from it, do better the next time.
Callie had to understand that whatever Beth’s feelings toward her were, however righteous, they didn’t change anything about Rebecca’s.
She tried to extract herself carefully from Callie’s hold, with the result of waking her.
“You can stay a little bit longer. I just wanted to get something to eat.”
Callie might be half awake, but her indulgent smile spoke volumes.
“You naughty woman. I was talking about food. It’s been a long time since breakfast, and I’m afraid there’s not much in the house, since we were supposed to go grocery shopping today.”
Rebecca dressed as she spoke. “Of course, we could sneak out of the house and have fast food. With no kids around, we could use the opportunity.”
“Sounds good to me.” Callie wrapped herself in the sheet and got up from the bed, but she got tangled and ended up stumbling into Rebecca’s arms. “Whoa. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“No, I mean…thank you. For clearing up that mess in my head.”
“Any time. I understand the need for clearing things up.” Rebecca pulled her into a close hug. “I know you still want to talk to her, and that’s okay. You should. Regardless of what Nicole says, you’ll put that behind you.”
“Yeah.” Callie sighed. “I wasn’t thinking. I would have shown up on her doorstep without any warning…not sure she would have liked that.”
“We’ll figure it out together.”
Together was what mattered most.
* * * *
The diner was almost empty at this time of the day—on Sunday evening, few families in Autumn Leaves would go out, even during Spring Break.
“I don’t know what happened,” Callie said after they found themselves a table by the window. “I didn’t know what to believe anymore.”
The events of the day had shaken Rebecca too, which was why, in her own confusion, she had neglected to ask a question that had remained unanswered during their earlier conversation.
“Nicole hasn’t tried to contact you, has she?”
Callie’s silence was all the answer Rebecca needed. That was bad news. Rebecca had met Nicole. She found it heartbreaking how difficult it was to break the stronghold of manipulation, but then again, maybe it wasn’t so different from trying to break through a lifetime of preconceived notions. She sighed.
Callie wasn’t the only one who had a potentially difficult conversation ahead. She had yet to have the talk with her own parents, and she had no idea how that would go. In the household she’d grown up in, there was no conversation about the questions she’d faced over the past months—none at all.
“She wrote some messages,” Callie admitted, looking at her hands.
“Is she going to come back here?”
Callie lifted her shoulders in uncertainty. “I don’t know, but I don’t think so. From the sound of those messages, she’s pretty happy pulling strings from a distance. I just didn’t want you to…I’m sorry.”
“I know. It’s okay.” Rebecca reached out to touch her arm, a gesture meant to be reassuring and comforting. She was glad to feel Callie relax. “That’s at least something. You can tell her the plan didn’t work. Speaking of any dubious plans…I’ve been thinking about visiting Craig.”
“What?”
Rebecca could understand Callie’s reaction. Most of the time, they tried to ignore his existence, as much as that of Matt Weller and Tim Beckett—the two young men who had terrorized her family. “It feels like those nightmares are getting worse, and we can’t get to the bottom of it. Maggie says it’s not about the kidnapping, and the counselor says the same thing.”
“You think he hasn’t told the whole truth about what happened?” Callie looked alarmed, but she chose to be the voice of reason. “He shot at the ceiling with her in the room—that has to be traumatic. I think that might be enough of a reason.”
“Yeah, probably.” Rebecca had imagined the scene over and over in her head. It was probably wiser to stay away from Craig.
“In any case, you can’t just walk in and visit someone in prison. There are forms you have to fill out.” Callie smiled ruefully. “I researched that once.”
“Of course you did.”
“Yeah. I never asked, but is he where…”
“Beckett and Weller are? No. I’d still prefer to go by myself. He’s been a jerk to you too.”
Callie reached over the table to take her hand. Early on in their relationship, Rebecca would have impulsively withdrawn it—what was so easy in the privacy of their home and bedroom took some more courage in public—but today, she felt relieved. Even with the challenges being far from over, at least there was no doubt in that they were in it together. Together in a way she hadn’t felt in all her marriage. There were times when David, albeit supportive from afar on a business trip, couldn’t help her much with a problem. Others when she hadn’t wanted to bother him.
All the pressure from the outside forced her and Callie to find different ways to communicate, and to trust. It was working and only making them stronger.
“Let me know when you decide. It seems like a good plan to make all those critical visits together or not at all. So—” Callie picked up the menu, studying it for a moment, before she asked, “What would you like for dessert?”
Rebecca couldn’t resist. She leaned closer to whisper, “I’d like it at home.”
Two could play that game.



Chapter Two
The unplanned afternoon nap hadn’t robbed them of any of the night’s sleep. For the first time in their relationship, Callie had tempted Rebecca to stay in bed until 10:00 a.m. on a Monday morning. She doubted it was something Rebecca had ever done in her adult life. As Callie’s old coffee maker sputtered to life, Rebecca walked into the kitchen wearing shorts and a T-shirt. A smile appeared on her face as she took in the table set for two.
“Yeah, I’m aware I owe you a lot more than that, but I thought I’d start here. I admit I ran over to Delia and asked her for food.”
Their neighbor, Delia, lived in the house Rebecca had once shared with her family across the street, and graciously helped out after Callie explained their “emergency”.
“We definitely need to go buy some. I promised her she could come to brunch next time.” If she was rambling, it might be that she was a little distracted by the sight of Rebecca’s long legs.
“Good strategy. We can go later. I don’t have to be at Roz’s before three or four. I’ll go to the group right after. You want to make that call today?”
“Maybe.” Confronted with the possibility, Callie felt a little less enthusiastic about it. It was a bad idea to get on a plane and beg a woman she hadn’t seen in almost eighteen years for forgiveness. She wasn’t sure if contacting Beth over the phone was much better. “I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t rake it all up again.”
Rebecca stood next to her at the counter, laying an arm around her shoulders.
“If you keep thinking about it, maybe you should call her and get it over with. I’m going to check about those prison forms too,” she declared. “The least Craig could do is apologize, so I can come home and tell Maggie her uncle is not a monster, but some thoughtless jerk she doesn’t need to waste a thought about.”
Callie couldn’t help but smile at the image as she poured the coffee for both of them. “You’re not going to say it exactly like that.”
“Probably not.” The smile vanished from Rebecca’s face, leaving an expression in its wake that Callie knew well by now, haunted by the fear that she wasn’t doing right by her daughters.
“Hey. Remember what you told me yesterday? This wasn’t your fault. Maggie is a smart girl. She knows exactly who screwed up, and that we’re all there for her.”
“I know. I just hate to see her like this. If this helps, I’m willing to waste a few minutes of my life by spending them with him.” Rebecca picked up a croissant from the basket. “Delia is really looking forward to coming to brunch, isn’t she?”
“Of course she is. You’re like the girls from Sex and the City.”
Rebecca laughed. “More like Desperate Housewives before you came along. Betty has someone new too. We’re going to get crowded.”
“Did she say who?”
“Someone new moving to town. Her husband works with Charles.”
“I’m not the newest attraction anymore, then. What a relief.”
Rebecca took a sip of her coffee, considering Callie’s words for a moment. “I’m still very much attracted to you,” she said.
* * * *
After over a decade of being a professional writer, Callie knew a bit about procrastination. She had always made her deadline, except one time when a fight with Nicole came close to getting out of hand, and she needed all focus on one task—to make herself pack up and leave.
That didn’t mean the road to the goal wasn’t paved with distractions every time. Asha, her editor, didn’t know about the long hours and night shifts in the days before the manuscript landed in her inbox on time. At least Callie hoped she didn’t, but she might be fooling herself.
With the groceries stored away, Rebecca gathered her files for her meeting with Roz. Callie sat at her laptop, Beth Murphy’s company’s Facebook page open on her screen. She clicked through the posts and pictures, wondering what she should tell her. There was a character limit, which served Callie well. She couldn’t ramble too much. She wanted to do this, but she didn’t want to look like a crazy person.
She started, then got up and went into the bedroom, where she opened the suitcase she’d packed only yesterday, wincing at the jumbled mix of clothes.
Ironing might not be her favorite pastime, but as a measure of delaying the inevitable a little bit longer, it was welcome. When she was done, Rebecca still shuffled papers at the dining room table.
Maybe an e-mail was the better idea, more room to explain. There was a phone number on the company website. The consulting firm was a small business, so there was a chance she’d get Beth on the phone right away…and then what?
Callie was ashamed to remember that at times she’d been angry at Beth, who always tried to hide from the torment, never confronted her bullies. Right, like she let Nicole manipulate her even after their breakup.
Such was the fear game. The bullies counted on the silent bystanders to be just that…silent. She scribbled “The Fear Game” on a piece of paper, then picked up the phone and punched in the numbers. It rang once then someone picked up.
“Murphy & Simmons Consulting, this is Melanie Garner. What can I do for you?”
“Callie Bryan. Could I speak to Ms. Murphy?”
The other woman was silent for a moment. The seconds ticked by. Someone laughed in the background. Murphy & Simmons Consulting seemed like a good place to work.
“Um…I’m sorry, but Ms. Murphy isn’t in today. Can I take a message?”
“When will she be back?”
“Let me see…this week, it’s hard to tell. Spring Break just started, so she’ll check in only sporadically.”
“Could you ask her to call me back?” Callie asked before her courage would leave her. It would be up to Beth if she wanted to.
“Of course. Your number?”
Callie related the information and, for good measure, spelled her name.
On the other end of the line, Melanie Garner cleared her throat. “Callie Bryan, the writer?”
“Well, yes. That’s me.”
“Wow, this is great! We read all the Heart Fever series in our book club and loved it. Is there going to be a new one this year?”
If I can avoid it. Her adult romance series brought her more sales and name recognition than the children’s books, but somewhere along the line, Callie had decided the latest would be the last. She hadn’t shared this decision with Asha yet, and she sure wouldn’t tell Melanie about it.
“Probably,” she said. “Thank you. About Beth…”
“I’ll let her know you called. Are you going to do any readings soon? I wanted to go to New York but couldn’t make it.”
“I don’t know about that yet, but I’ll let you know when I find out.”
They ended the call, and Callie shook her head to herself, even more relieved she hadn’t taken that plane. Most likely, very few people in Beth’s life had any idea what she’d been through.
High school was a long time ago, and that was a good thing.
* * * *
After Rebecca left for Roz’s and her group after, Callie took the laptop out on the porch. The nervous energy from the past days and weeks wasn’t dissolved by yesterday’s glorious afternoon sex or the long hours of sleep they’d finally enjoyed.
As a teenager, she had turned to writing when she’d felt overwhelmed by guilt and shame, not from discovering she was attracted to girls, but from turning away from someone who needed her—or so Callie thought. She’d soon know the truth.
Back in those days, there wasn’t much reading to find with young adult lesbian heroines, but any fictional girl braver than her would do. She wondered if she could come up with anything for Maggie, who was way ahead of her age when it came to books.
Callie typed The Fear Game into the document, and that was as far as she could get when the phone rang. She made it just in time before it would have gone to voicemail.
“Hello?”
“Callie?” She frowned at her own reflection in the mirror. David already sounded impatient on the first syllable of the conversation. It was the tone he reserved for Callie lately. “Is Rebecca there?”
“No, she’ll be gone for a few more hours. Did you try her cell? Is everything okay?”
“As okay as it can be.”
I can handle impatient. I don’t need sarcastic.
“So…is there anything I can help you with?”
“No, thanks. Tell Rebecca not to worry, because I know she will. We’ll talk when I bring Maggie back.”
“Okay, then. Should I—”
He hung up, before Callie could finish her question. David was right that Rebecca would be worried. He’d gloated too—because you know her so much better than I do? At least he wasn’t going to break off the trip, which meant he probably just wanted to check in. Callie returned to her empty page, willing to withstand all distractions until Rebecca returned home.
* * * *
“Good evening, all. Should we get started?” Reverend Amber Cole asked. “I think we’re complete for today.” Spring Break had visibly reduced the group for this week, as was to be expected. They were five—Mona and Cathy were founding members. Mona was about Rebecca’s age, her story similar. She had teenage children and was married for over twenty years; however, she had divorced her husband prior to her coming out.
They didn’t know much about Cathy yet, who had a partner but wasn’t out to any friends or family members. Their newest member was Sara, a teenager who had attended for the first time last week. She was a slender, brooding girl dressed Goth style with her hair dyed black. Today, there was a blue streak in it. She didn’t really fit into this group of women, who were determined to find a way to integrate questions of faith and sexual orientation in the face of adversity. The sad thing was, Rebecca mused, that she probably had nowhere else to go.
Faith wasn’t anything Sara was interested in. She needed to spend a couple of hours each week with people who wouldn’t judge her. Her parents had kicked her out when they found out she was dating a girl from school. She now lived with an aunt who couldn’t care less—about Sara or the fact she was a lesbian.
Rebecca’s heart bled for her. Sara, only a few months older than Dina, didn’t have the same choices and options the rest of them had at their age. The other girl’s parents had forbidden her to see Sara again, and she was complying.
Rebecca thought of Callie’s dilemma and her responsibility for her own daughters.
“My friend is opening a new café in town next month. Maybe you’d like to come by?”
“I’d like to.” Amber took the flyer Rebecca handed her. “Maybe I’ll even meet your minister. Father Langdon told me a bit about him.”
“Well, the fact that it’s my friend opening a business will make it a little less likely for him to show up, and you probably don’t want to meet him.” Most of her life, Rebecca thought she had done pretty well with authorities of one kind or the other, but lately, that didn’t seem true. She’d respected Father Langdon, because he was a loyal friend to her and her family. Craig, who used to be the sheriff of Autumn Leaves, as well as Father Reynolds, had chosen to abuse his authority. She didn’t feel obliged to take either of them seriously any longer, even if the latter wasn’t going anywhere.
“Oh, I don’t know. That could make for an interesting conversation. Anyway, this reminds me. I promised you some work. Could you stay for a bit after the group? I’ve got some ideas for the website.”
“Sure,” Rebecca said, aware of the sideways look Sara gave her, probably longing for the days when she’d have a job of her own and would be able to determine more aspects of her life.
“Great. Thank you. Okay, let’s get started. I’d like to hear a bit from all of you. How’s the week been?”
Cathy shook her head with a frustrated expression. “Knowing I’d come here was the only thing that kept me sane today. I know who I am and how my faith fits into that, but at work…it’s an alternate reality. If they knew, I’d be out in a heartbeat, and I’m thinking that wouldn’t be such a bad idea. I heard someone say today how they wouldn’t want their kid to be around a homosexual. It’s not the first time. Some of this stuff is so sick, makes you wonder how they come up with those ideas in the first place. If it wasn’t for the kids, I think I would have left a while ago.”
Frankly, at first, Rebecca thought Amber’s group would give her some sort of consolation, someone to reassure her that she was on the right path. So far, she had taken away two things—knowing she’d been on the right path all along, and a reality check.
Leaving David might have forced her to rethink her finances, but to be fair he paid his share when it came to their daughters. They had made some profit from selling their house, and Rebecca was working—if not full-time, it was a job she loved, and that made some contribution to her and Callie’s shared living. She hadn’t worked up the courage to tell her parents she was in love with another woman and had every intention to spend the rest of her life with her, but what could really happen? Rebecca’s mother and father lived in Florida, called on birthdays and holidays, and visited even less often. Rebecca wanted their approval, but in the end, it wouldn’t change anything.
“I know that hurts,” Amber said. “Sometimes, we still need to keep the lines of communication open. That is the only way people can learn, if they understand that reality is different from what they’ve been fed.”
“Lines of communication, my ass,” Sara muttered. “They don’t even know she’s gay, so how can these jerks learn anything?” Contrary to everything she had in common with the women in the room, Sara was also a teenager testing her boundaries. Amber, however, didn’t turn anyone away, and she took everyone seriously. “You have a point there, Sara. Everyone is different though, and we should let everyone start that conversation once they feel they’re ready for it, when it’s safe.”
“When will it be safe?” Sara jumped to her feet, startling everyone. “This is not working. If you want to wait for people to change, good luck, because that’s not going to happen.”
“Sit down, please,” Mona said. “I feel your pain. I’ve been asking that too. Why it should be up to us, to take people by the hand and make them see we’re not going to molest their children or turn them gay by mind control? Why can’t they see it without a ‘live model’?”
“Turn the other cheek,” Sara scoffed. “I don’t believe in that.”
Rebecca wondered what Betty would have to say about this conversation, and if her relationship with her former best friend would ever be the way it was before.
“It’s not easy to cut people out of your life,” she said. “Even when you know they’re wrong. Although, if they hurt someone I love, all bets are off.”
Cathy’s gaze met hers, and Rebecca could tell that she agreed on that principle. Lately, and in spite of her own fairly privileged situation, she’d felt like she had more in common with these very different women than with her own longtime friends. Where that left her in the long run was yet to be determined.
* * * *
Regardless of the conversation’s serious subjects, Rebecca was in a hopeful mood when she unlocked the front door. The reality check didn’t just come with the realization that she had it good, but also a deep gratitude that she did.
Callie was still working, but the way she lounged on the couch while balancing the laptop on her knees that was a telltale sign she was about to go into leisure mode. Rebecca dropped her purse, sat next to her, and kissed her in greeting.
“Did you call?”
“Don’t you want to take off your coat first?”
Callie set the computer on the table, indicating her willingness to help with the task. “Welcome home.” Another kiss. “I called the company, but Beth wasn’t there. I left a message with a friendly lady who happens to be a fan of mine.”
Rebecca laughed. “There are too many friendly ladies out there who are fans of yours.”
“Maybe, but there’s only one I’m making dinner for.”
“Um…I made it.”
“I heated it up.”
“Okay, I guess that counts.” She got up to pick up her purse and hang her coat. “Did anything else happen?”
“David called. He said not to worry, and he’ll talk to you when they get back.”
Rebecca didn’t think she could hide the flash of irritation or worry from her expression. David knew well enough how she’d interpret his words. “I hope Maggie’s doing okay. She was looking forward to the trip so much. That reminds me to look up those prison papers. You’re still online?” she asked.
The internet browser was still open in the background, revealing that writing wasn’t all Callie had done in the past hours.
“It’s all for research,” Callie said, sounding like a kid who’d been caught with the hand in the cookie jar.
“I have no doubts.”
* * * *
Beth didn’t call. Callie reminded herself that she had done all she could do at the moment, short of stalking her former classmate. Other than that, she tried to enjoy the time with Rebecca without feeling too guilty about her lapse of reason. It was hard to push the sentiment aside altogether whenever she thought of Rebecca’s expression the moment she came home from the church sale.
Callie wasn’t perfect, and she had her moments of irrational fears, but—guess what, Nicole?—Rebecca wanted to be with her anyway. Those weren’t the words she chose for her text to Nicole, but she thought they were enough to bring the message across.
I called Beth. Rebecca knows. I hope that’s all. After that, she called her cell phone provider in order to change her contract and number.
As her story for Maggie took shape, she reflected on the last days before Spring Break. She hoped the trip with her father and sister would make a difference for the girl. Even though they had assured her that none of this was her fault, Maggie was well aware that everyone in the house suffered sleepless nights, and it weighed on her.
True to his word, David didn’t call again either.
While Rebecca was in the shower, Callie contemplated if it was early enough to check in with Asha. Early nights, sleeping in late—she smiled to herself. As far as she was concerned, this could go on a little bit longer. Once the girls were with them, they just had to be a little more discreet about it. Dina would spend a few days with them in Autumn Leaves too.
“I believe you’re calling me because you have a first draft of Heart Fever number 6. I appreciate it, Callie.”
After being friends—sometimes with benefits—with Asha for many years, Callie could handle her kind of humor.
“Remember when we talked about me trying my hand at Young Adult?”
“No, I don’t remember that, and unless it’s the next Hunger Games, I don’t think I want to hear it. Oh, and no vampires, please?”
“I see it’s not a great moment.” Callie wasn’t too fazed by Asha’s initial reaction. “I can call you back.”
“No. It’s fine.” Asha gave a heart-wrenching sigh. “I should have left for home a couple of hours ago. What’s wrong with Sabine and Vanessa? You can write a cute, sappy lesbian romance. No offense, but you’re living one.” She made a frustrated sound before Callie had a chance to tell her every way in which her statement would be offensive had it come from anyone but Asha.
“Never mind, darling. I’ve been running for too long on too little coffee. You still enjoy that waterbed?”
“Inappropriate. Yes, I do, and you know I bought it from tax refunds and savings…why am I telling you this? I’m writing a story for Maggie. I think it has potential as a series.”
“How is Maggie?” Asha asked, in an instant turning the tone of the conversation serious.
“Doing better. She’s seeing a counselor.”
“That’s good.”
“Yes. I just want to encourage her, and maybe I could do the same for other kids. Could you look it over, tell me what you think?”
There was a moment of silence, then the predictable answer. “Did I ever say no to you?”
“Well…”
“Don’t answer that. Send me what you have. Why is this so important all of a sudden? You know you could just write her a story without involving me? I’m pretty sure the few extra bucks are not the main reason.”
“Go home. Relax. Have coffee,” Callie advised. “I’ll send you something to read.”
“I understand. How’s spring in Autumn Leaves, by the way? Nicole isn’t still bothering you, is she?” Another one of the serious subjects.
“No. That’s over.” Callie hoped this was the final truth. There were no further messages from Nicole after Callie’s announcement that she had, indeed, contacted Beth. Callie doubted Nicole would care enough to try and find out her new number.
“Seems like things are working themselves out.” Asha’s tone was unusually soft. “I’m happy for you. I’m going to look at your story and get back to you. Have fun with your sappy, beautiful life. You deserve it.”
Callie cast an unabashed glance at Rebecca who had come out of the bathroom, wearing a silky black nightgown.
“Thank you,” she said. “I will.”
* * * *
Rebecca left a message on David’s cell phone to let him know she and Callie would be home all day, and he could bring the girls whenever it suited him best. She wondered briefly if she should offer to take the dog too, but decided against it. Susan—David’s new girlfriend—would probably take care of him.
She was thrilled to have both her daughters with them for a little while. Callie made the attempt to reach out to her former classmate, and whatever came from that, Nicole’s presence was finally banned from their lives. Time to breathe—for each of them.
She reached over to brush her hand down Callie’s back, the naked skin tempting her. Oh, well. David certainly wouldn’t leave before ten. There was time.



Chapter Three
The doorbell jolted Rebecca out of a most pleasant dream—a vague continuation of last night’s activities. A dog barking? If she was lucky, it was another dream, and she could get back to sleep for another hour…or so.
“Rebecca.” Callie stood in the doorway, a somewhat regretful smile on her face. She was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, barefoot. “They’re here.”
“What? What time is it?”
“Seven-thirty. I have no idea. Looks like Barney’s coming to visit too.”
“Great. Could you let them in…make coffee? I’ll be with you in a moment.”
“Don’t worry. It will be fine.”
Rebecca made a face at herself in the mirror and picked up her robe. If David had decided on being passive-aggressive this morning by arriving this early, he couldn’t blame her for not being dressed yet. She picked up a brush from the dresser, willing to make herself look a little less like she’d just gotten out of bed.
“Hey. You’re early, but that’s fine. There’ll be coffee in a bit.” They had also stocked up on the girls’ favorite food. Callie used that cue to excuse herself.
Rebecca’s heart sank as she took in the expressions of the other occupants of the room, ranging from a tired Dina to the stormy look on David’s face. Maggie, biting her lip, looked like she barely held back tears. “What’s going on?” Rebecca kneeled in front of her, attempting to hug her, but Maggie resisted. Startled, she got to her feet. “Would anybody care to tell me?”
Dina sighed, obviously anticipating where this conversation would go.
“It’s not like you don’t know,” David said with unveiled anger, “but from the looks of it, you don’t care much. Why didn’t you tell me Maggie’s nightmares were this bad? She can’t sleep through a single damn night!”
Sure, find someone to blame. “I didn’t keep anything from you. I swear she was getting better! Maggie, honey—” Maggie stared at the floor, as if pretending this exchange didn’t take place. “Let’s sit down for a moment and talk about this,” Rebecca suggested, keeping her tone calm for Maggie’s sake. “What happened?”
“How the hell would I know, when you never tell me anything? You were supposed to call after each appointment with the counselor.”
“She had nothing new to tell us when we saw her the last time. She—” Then, it hit Rebecca. How could they have missed it? Her throat tightened as she thought about Maggie, triggered into the memory of the last time she’d been in a hotel room. With Craig, on the run. “Oh, Maggie. Did the hotel remind you of where you were with Uncle Craig?”
Maggie shook her head.
“Yeah, right. Like none of this could possibly be your responsibility,” David scoffed. “Do you even have time for her when she’s here?”
The accusation stung, but for the sake of both her daughters, Rebecca didn’t want to take the dispute any further. “Let’s sit down. Please.”
“No! You’re just going to yell again!” The vehemence of Maggie’s words startled her, and she could only stare as Maggie ran for her room and slammed the door. It was the first time Rebecca had ever seen her do that. Maggie was quiet, sometimes a little too quiet for her liking. In the past, she had gotten in a few fights over bathroom time with Dina, but that was all.
“I’ll check if the coffee’s done,” Dina announced, the distress in her own voice audible.
Callie stood in the doorway. “I can go look after her…if you need to talk,” she said quietly.
“Sure you can.” She flinched at the sarcasm in David’s tone but left the room without any response, closing the door behind her.
“What does that mean?”
Rebecca felt torn between the need for answers and wanting to go after Maggie.
“You shouldn’t be so quick to blame all of this on Craig. Someone told Maggie we would give her to foster parents,” David informed her.
“What? Oh, my God, and you’re telling me this only now? Why didn’t you call?” No wonder Maggie had turned away from her. “You told her it’s not true!”
“Of course I did.”
“Craig has spent months figuring out a way to get back at me. Who else could have—?”
David cast a contemplative gaze toward the closed door.
“No.”
“—because Callie can do no wrong, right? Didn’t she once say that she never wanted children? Maybe she got tired of living with one under the roof.”
“I can’t believe you! Do you even know what you’re saying? Callie’s spent more time with her in the last six months than you did in the last year we were married!”
“I can’t argue with that, I guess. It doesn’t mean it’s a good thing. I know what Craig did is not helping, but can’t you see how confused Maggie is right now? Why do I even ask?” He shook his head.
“Excuse me?”
“I forgot, this is all about you and your new-found freedom. It’s exactly like they say.”
“Who says that?” Rebecca demanded, her mind still reeling with all the questions.
“Doesn’t matter.”
“I think I have the right to know if someone’s telling lies about—” In the corner of the room, right next to a potted plant, Barney lifted one of his hind legs.
Rebecca wanted to go hide in her bedroom too.
* * * *
Callie wasn’t surprised to find Maggie had locked her room, but she found an easy way to circumvent the barrier. In the backyard, she pushed the window open a little wider and climbed inside. Thank God Maggie’s room was on the ground floor. Little girls deserved their privacy, but they couldn’t help her as long they were in the dark about the reason for her nightmares. Callie assumed Maggie was a little overwhelmed in the presence of her parents now.
The girl sprawled on the bed. “Go away!” She sniffled.
“I will, in a minute, okay? I’m sure you had a good time with Dina and your Dad otherwise, but those nightmares really suck. I know. I had some myself.” The content was different, but that was of little relevance at the moment.
Maggie wasn’t interested.
“Did you talk about what you want to do while Dina is here?”
“She wants to text her boyfriend all the time. Dad says he’s not going to pay for her plane ticket anymore if we go.” Maggie’s pillow muffled her voice.
“I’m sure we can find something fun to do,” Callie said, for the moment ignoring the travel finances situation. “Would you like a picnic by the lake? Wait, that’s silly of me. Did you even have breakfast?”
“We had pancakes on the way.” She turned around to look at Callie. “You want to go to the lake?”
Callie couldn’t make sense of why this question would make the girl’s eyes brim with unshed tears. “That would be nice, don’t you think? I also have a little surprise for you.” Frankly, she had completely forgotten about Beth and the still impending call for a moment. “I wrote a little story while you were away. Maybe you’d like to read it later.”
Maggie’s eyes lit up, but just as quickly, worry replaced the elation in her gaze. “I can stay with you and Mom?”
“Why wouldn’t you?”
“Dad said so too, but I don’t know.” Confused, Callie sat down next to her on the bed and laid an arm around the girl’s shoulders.
Maggie continued. “Lesbian moms shouldn’t have children, because they don’t want them—”
“Whoa. Who said—”
“—then they go to an orph…phan…orphanage, or if they’re lucky, to a nice foster family. I don’t want to go away!”
“Hey. Stop. You don’t have to. Ever. I promise.” Callie held the sobbing girl in her arms, tearing up herself. Maggie had a vivid imagination, no doubt about it, but those hateful ideas didn’t come from the mind of an eight-year-old. Someone had put them there, and the moment they found out who that person was, there would be hell to pay.
From Callie, from Rebecca, possibly from David too.
“Can you tell me who said that to you?” Maggie shook her head without looking up. Callie didn’t want to push her too hard, and she didn’t want to make decisions without Rebecca. “I know this is really hard for you. I want to give you a little time to think about it, but I also want you to know that whoever said this, lied to you. I don’t blame you for being scared. I would have been too, but we love you very much. We want you to be here with us. Some people lie, because they are scared and unhappy with their lives, and they don’t care how much they hurt others.” Stop it right there, she told herself. This is not making her look forward to growing up. “Remember Dana, the girl from the book? Her moms loved her. There’s no talk about a foster family.”
“It’s a book.”
“That is true, but you don’t have to worry about anything in reality either.”
“I hate it when Mom and Dad yell.”
“I understand, but they’re worried about you. Maybe…we could unlock the door so you could say good-bye to your dad?”
Maggie considered the idea. “Do you still want to go to the lake?”
“Of course. Barney will like it there too, don’t you think?” The reason David had brought the dog was another, less urgent mystery to solve. “Maggie, your mom and dad will probably ask you who said these things to you.”
“I promised not to tell,” Maggie whispered, her eyes downcast.
“I know, but remember, that person lied to you. They can’t ask you to promise anything. Did your uncle—”
“No. Leave me alone!”
“That’s okay. I will. Are you going to come out in a bit?” Maggie’s answer was to throw herself back on the bed and turn her back to Callie.
When Maggie didn’t answer, Callie squeezed the girl’s shoulder gently and then got up to check on the situation in the other room. Rebecca was onto something when she suspected her former brother-in-law was responsible for Maggie’s current misery. She wouldn’t be surprised. David would not be happy to learn the new development.
Both David and Rebecca jumped to their feet when she came into the room. “I think you should give her some time now. Someone put that idea in her head—”
“We know,” David said. “She isn’t saying who it was. What the hell are we paying that counselor for anyway?” That was directed at Rebecca.
“She can’t find answers if she doesn’t know what to look for,” Callie answered for her. “Now we know. It will be easier—”
“All of a sudden, you’re not only a parenting expert but also a psychologist? Wow, what would we do without you?”
“David, that’s enough! I—I can’t believe anyone would do this. Other than your brother, of course, since he doesn’t care about anyone but himself.” Rebecca had her mind made up.
As much as Callie disliked Craig Lowman, she wasn’t sure they should settle on him already. After all, Maggie hadn’t given a name.
“We have to be careful. Let her calm down for a bit.”
David shook his head in a dismissive gesture. “I’d like to say good-bye to my daughter—if that’s okay with you, Callie. Thank you.” He didn’t wait for an answer but headed for Maggie’s room.
“Talk about a rude awakening. I have no idea what’s gotten into him lately, and Maggie—” With a sigh, Rebecca sank onto the edge of the couch. “I so hoped she’d enjoy the trip. Now, she won’t even look at me.”
“She’s scared. I can’t blame David for freaking out. Frankly, I’m not sure if Craig is that imaginative.”
“He isn’t,” Rebecca scoffed. “If it wasn’t him, where would she pick up these things? I mean, I know the places Maggie goes to—school, her book club, and the counselor. None of the kids would make up anything like that!”
Like Rebecca, Callie was certain none of Maggie’s peers were the culprits. There were a number of possible suspects. Tim Beckett’s parents still hadn’t acknowledged that their son was a rapist. Neither of them had spoken to Callie or Rebecca since the conviction; however, like with Father Reynolds, there was hardly an opportunity for any of them to approach Maggie without any of the adults in her life noticing.
Callie’s mind wandered to the other person who had thrown homophobic insults at her. She didn’t want to remind Rebecca, not at the moment. Betty had apologized. Yet, she seemed like the only one who could have gotten Maggie alone for a moment, and it would make sense that Maggie didn’t want to tell on Rebecca’s oldest friend. If she kept this up, she’d become paranoid.
“I don’t think any kids would come up with these things, unless their parents told them. I wouldn’t put it past Father Reynolds, but we’re always with her in church—”
She broke off as David returned with Maggie. “I have to get to work,” he said. “I’ll call you later.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
Callie observed the girl, glad that all adults in the room had lowered their voices. Maggie seemed relieved too. She walked to Rebecca, her hesitation obviously stemming from shame over her earlier behavior, and let herself be embraced. After a quick good-bye to Dina, David went on his way.
Callie left mother and daughter to themselves. She found Dina in the kitchen, cradling a mug that held more milk than coffee.
“Drama central,” Dina said. “At least this time, it’s not all about me. Seriously, telling a little girl these things? I want to punch them in the face!”
Not wanting to condone violence, Callie kept to herself how much she shared the sentiment. They had done the best they could to provide a safe environment for Maggie after her kidnapping. She’d know who to believe, and she’d recover from her fears, but someone was to blame. They had to find that person, and soon. It had taken Callie a long time to find out how mean Nicole truly was. She wanted to spare Maggie the pain and confusion that came with having to understand someone only pretended to care.
“I know. We will figure it out. What about you? How is Tomaso?”
Dina had met her boyfriend, an exchange student, at the beginning of the year in New York, but he was now back at home in Italy.
Pleased that someone was interested in her life, Dina began to tell her.
* * * *
There was finally a moment to breathe. Maggie, though still pale, had found her smile again. She cradled Barney on her lap. Fortunately, he had not had another accident. Dina showed pictures Tomaso had sent her to Rebecca and Callie, intent on wooing the adults around her to allow her a trip to reunite with him, in the beauty of Tuscany. The following year, she wanted to go on an exchange herself.
Rebecca had to admit that she was easily seduced by the idea of spending a couple of weeks there, but she and Callie had to take finances into consideration.
For the moment, she’d settle for a strong coffee and a trip to the lake, as Callie had promised to Maggie. Hopefully, they’d get to the root of the problem.
She’d finished the paperwork for her planned prison visit the day before. If Craig didn’t agree to see her, she’d have her answers. If he did, Rebecca still had many questions for him. Everything had happened so fast, and even though she’d been to his trial, she hadn’t fully understood what drove him to kidnap Maggie or why he blamed Rebecca for his wife’s death in the first place.
“My aunt Valerie loved Italy too,” Callie said. “She often spent months there at a time. I’m not sure how she could afford it.”
“I could find another contract before the summer holidays.” Rebecca thought ruefully that the website and all-inclusive service for Amber Cole would not pay her way to Italy, not even with the addition of Roz’s payments. She was hesitant to touch any money from the house sale, much less for a vacation. There were college costs in the future to consider, sooner in Dina’s case, later in Maggie’s.
“Dad said I can help out in the office for a few hours once we figured out who’s going to walk Barney.” She looked guilty all of a sudden. Maggie cast her sister an uncertain glance.
“Anyway…I’ll be able to pay for my own ticket.”
“How’s Susan?” Rebecca asked in order to be polite.
The girls exchanged another meaningful look.
“She’s fine,” Dina said. “Just very busy with…things. So, how about Italy? It’s a done deal?”
“We have some calculation to do, and of course, Dad has to be okay with it. We’ll see.”
Dina gave a dramatic sigh. Maggie was more relaxed now that she was off the hook for the moment. How long they could let her be, Rebecca wasn’t sure. She wanted that person held accountable for all those nights Maggie had clung to her, crying hysterically.
Would Craig really go this far? Would Father Reynolds?
There was no way to find out other than ask some hard questions.
* * * *
At the end of the week, there was no notable progress on either front—Beth Murphy or the person who had told those terrible lies to Maggie. On the bright side, they had a few quiet days—not enough to let their guard down though. Those nightmares could always return.
Rebecca could only guess at some of the things that might go through Maggie’s head. Her inability to make it all right pained her. She had taught her children not to talk to strangers, but Maggie had seen nothing wrong with her uncle picking her up after her book club. Neither had Jenny, the other mom who was the designated driver that night.
Maggie had experienced that seemingly good people did bad things. Did she really believe Callie and Rebecca when they told her they loved her and wanted her to be with them?
She’d ask around at brunch, for once, and use the Autumn Leaves grapevine for her own benefit. If anyone was going around sprouting stories like this, someone had to have heard about it, and there was a good chance that one of her friends knew something. Of course, this information wasn’t always a hundred percent correct—Betty had once thought Callie was a Hollywood actress—but it was a place to start.
It troubled her that Maggie still felt obliged to stick to her promise. Did that mean the person was someone they knew? Rebecca was thinking about her own daughter first, but as long as that someone felt safe, they would probably harass other families. Mean-spirited people always went as far as they possibly could.
Dina went shopping with Maggie. Meanwhile, Callie prepared the table for seven, casting a regretful look at the silent phone.
“She might not call you back. You tried.”
“Yeah.” Callie sighed. “She might have appreciated it more if I hadn’t waited for almost twenty years, but you know…I was so ashamed of myself, I didn’t tell anyone before Nicole. I guess I have to accept I messed this one up.”
“You know she could be busy with the company, or her kids, or preparing food for more than half a dozen people.”
That elicited a small smile from Callie. “Everyone knows that even when it’s technically me in charge, it’s still you who did all the work.”
“Not all of it. You paid for the fancy salmon and champagne.”
Callie turned to her, leaning into her embrace. “I know a lot happened in this year, and we won’t always have the time, but this is important. I want to celebrate each day with you.”
“I know. I want that too.”
It bewildered her to think about how awful some people could be, how miserable to make it their life’s achievement to destroy other people’s happiness—even a child’s. Rebecca had made her own mistakes, but for those people, she had neither patience nor respect. The doorbell interrupted her musings. “’I’ll go. You just have to open the champagne.”
Callie shook her head, laughing. “I can’t believe you guys have been doing this for years, drinking on a Saturday morning.”
“As you said, there’s always something to celebrate.”
Rebecca went to open the door to Francine and Roz, who chatted about the impending opening day of Roz’s café. Delia waved from across the street where she was about to lock her front door.
It was nice to have a full house again, now that most of the drama lay behind them—the house sale, and Betty’s wavering stance on a lesbian writer in the neighborhood. It didn’t matter how many reproachful looks Father Reynolds would cast her in church. These women were on her side…and Callie’s. Knowing she could rely on them made Rebecca’s life a lot easier.
The last car to arrive was a white Pontiac—the other new woman. She waited for Betty to exit on the passenger side. She wore a long dress, her sandy-blonde hair going to her shoulders.
“Why don’t you go in,” Rebecca said. “You know the way.”
Roz held up the box she was carrying. “I hope I brought enough. This is the last time you all get them for free.”
Rebecca waited until Betty and her new friend had arrived, and Betty introduced them. “Rebecca, meet Andy. Her husband and Charles are working together.”
“Nice to meet you.” Rebecca shook the woman’s hand. Andy gave her a bright smile. “Welcome to the inner circle. I’m sure Betty told you all about the initiation rituals.”
Andy’s eyes went wide for a moment. “Rebecca has her own sense of humor,” Betty said. “You gotta love it.”
Inside, she introduced Andy to the other women. Most of them knew Delia, who had lived in Rebecca’s old home for a few months now. They were reluctant to let new people into their group, mostly because they still missed Maria so badly. Craig’s wife had died in a car accident last November. She’d held them together through many a crisis and difference of opinion.
If they had learned anything, it was the lesson that life was too short not to value friendship—the old ones, and the new ones.
“Betty, I wanted to thank you again for that fabulous dinner,” Andy said. “Eric and I both loved it. We had a great time.”
“I’m glad,” Betty murmured, embarrassed.
“Especially since I knew I was coming here. It was good to meet most of you before.” She laughed a little. “Groups like this have always made me a little nervous, even the nice ones.”
Rebecca wondered why Andy was making such a big deal out of it. She didn’t expect Betty to invite her and Callie over every single time, especially when the occasion was related to Charles’s work.
“It was just for the married folks,” Roz attempted to help her out. “I wasn’t invited either.”
Betty’s face reddened. “You said you were busy with…”
“I was. It’s fine,” Roz assured her.
“I wanted to call you.” Betty turned to Rebecca. “Charles had already invited David, so—they’re still friends.”
“I see. I can imagine how that would be awkward. Don’t worry about it, Betty.”
Andy had followed the conversation with interest. “It was the same for me when I first separated from my husband—an impossible situation for my friends. I am so grateful we made it through all of that.”
“Well, I for one don’t care about awkward,” Roz said. “When we open up in two weeks, I want you to bring everyone—ex, current, your neighbor’s kids, whoever you can grab. Jamie and I need this to be a success. We’re in it with everything we own.”
Rebecca caught Callie’s thoughtful look as she studied the women’s interactions, making her smile. Even though Callie tended to deny it, she was surely tempted to file away certain moments for future reference in one of her novels.
“We’ll be there,” Rebecca promised. “I also left a flyer with the girls in Marin County.”
“That’s awesome, thank you. How is that going?” Roz asked, curious. “You haven’t told us a lot about it yet.”
That’s because I didn’t plan to… “Good, I guess.” Rebecca had decided very early that she didn’t want to bring the conversation from Marin County to this group, mostly because it concerned other people whose only safe place was there—like Sara and Cathy. Mona was the most relaxed person Rebecca had ever met, and she probably couldn’t care less. Still…
She was saved by the return of her daughters, who carried a couple of bags each. Rebecca guessed clothes for Dina, books for Maggie. They had their priorities straight, no doubt about it.
Dina stopped to say hi while Maggie fled the scene immediately. Rebecca got up to join her older daughter in the kitchen. “Everything okay?”
Dina shrugged. “She was fine until now. Maggie’s just shy, especially since…you know.”
“Yeah. Did you meet anyone in town?”
“Anyone who?” Dina regarded her intently before she stole a shrimp from one of the plates. “Relax, Mom. Maggie knows the person who told her all this crap is a joke. People might be a bit backwards here, but they don’t bother us. In fact, I think some of them are jealous of you. Anyway, Maggie just wants a moment with her books, without being bothered by adults. You know she always hides when you have people over.”
“That’s right. Everything okay over at your place?”
“Why are you asking?”
Rebecca wasn’t sure either, but it still struck her as curious that David had left Barney with them. It might be for Maggie. At least their four-legged house guest adjusted to the new surroundings without further marking of the territory.
“I don’t know…don’t get me wrong. I’m sure Susan is all right.”
Like before, when the subject had come up, Dina avoided her gaze, fueling Rebecca’s suspicion. She sighed, looking up before she spoke. “Susan’s gone.”
“Gone how?” Rebecca asked, confused.
“What do you think? She went to visit her parents a couple of weeks before Maggie came, but it’s pretty obvious she’s not coming back. I don’t blame her.”
“Why do you say that?”
“She was all right. Is…I mean, we’re still friends on Facebook. She maybe got the feeling Dad wasn’t really into it. It’s complicated.”
“Oh.” Rebecca was aware she should say a lot more than that. She could perhaps assure her daughter that she wasn’t expected to solve or even help solve all those adult conflicts. She could see now why David was so on edge, but there was no excuse taking it out on Callie.
“I guess we’re supposed to keep Barney?”
“I’m sure Maggie would be happy about that.”
“I’m sure that’s one way to say you’re not really into walking him…”
Dina giggled. “Go check on your guests, Mom. I’ll take these in the meantime.” She snatched a couple of cupcakes for her and Maggie, and she left before Rebecca could come up with an answer.
She decided to follow her daughter’s advice—maybe the conversation had shifted to less awkward subjects in the meantime. Rebecca didn’t know how to feel about the fact that David and Susan had separated, or Dina’s suggestion that he was never really into it. The phone rang, so she had to put these considerations aside. When she picked up, there was a moment of silence on the other end of the line.
“I’m not sure if I have the right number. Is Callie there? This is Beth Murphy.”
Oh boy. “Give me a moment. I’ll get her,” —and you better be nice to her.
As much as Rebecca sympathized with the woman, from what she knew about her, she would not tolerate any more uninvited judgment…from anyone.
* * * *
“Callie? It’s for you.”
Rebecca’s serious expression made it clear this was the phone call she’d obsessed about all week. Callie jumped to her feet, feeling wobbly, which had nothing to do with the glass of champagne she’d had.
“It’ll be fine. She sounded nice,” Rebecca whispered as she passed her by, kissing her on the cheek. It was funny how this small display of affection could still bring all conversation in the room to a halt.
The women’s voices faded into the background as Callie picked up the phone. “Hello?” This was the moment of truth. Her memory transported her right back into the high school classroom, the knot in her stomach and her rapid heartbeat the same as they had been back then. Damn those memories.
“Hey,” the woman on the other end of the line said. “Melanie said you called. I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you until now, but I decided to go on a little trip. Callie, huh? You changed your name. Sounds hip.” She didn’t sound at all like the shy, sad girl Callie remembered.
“Well…thank you,” she said and then nothing else.
Beth waited. Callie grappled for something, anything to say as the moment turned awkward, bordering on embarrassing.
“Look…I don’t know how to say this. I know it’s been a long time, and you probably barely remember me, but I wanted to apologize. I’m so sorry,” Callie blurted out, already feeling stupid. She resisted the urge to hang up, barely.
“Wow.”
“I shouldn’t have called. I’m sorry.”
“Callie, wait! Of course I remember you.”
Not in a good way, I’m sure.
“I’m not sure how I can help you though.”
Callie was painfully aware of how silly this whole setup was, bothering Beth with her own insecurities, because Nicole had threatened her; however, this was about more than that, wasn’t it?
“I need to say this. I should have done this so much earlier, but whenever I think about that time, I can barely stand myself.”
“Welcome to the club,” Beth said dryly.
“I should have done something, anything…talked to an adult. I wanted you to know I’m aware I screwed this up.”
“Whoa, wait a minute. You’re not thinking…”
Callie’s silence was all the answer Beth needed. “Okay, listen for a moment. I’m not sure what to tell you. I prefer not to think about all of this too much these days, but I guess I appreciate that you care. About half of the class asked to be friends on Facebook, but no one had the guts to say anything about that time, which is fine with me too. For what it’s worth, I don’t think there’s anything you could have done.”
“I wish I had tried. I was so afraid that—”
“Oh, I know, and I don’t blame you. It’s funny, though, how that works. You’ve got to do something drastic before people realize they’re trampling on you, and sometimes, even that doesn’t work. Anyway…”
“Thank you for listening.”
“Hey, no problem, but I’ve got to go now. When you have time, why don’t you come by some time? We could have a coffee. Melanie would be thrilled too.” Beth laughed. “She’s been talking about little else since you called.”
“Sure, I’d love to.”
“Good. Let me know when you have time.”
It was with mixed feelings that Callie hung up. Had this been too easy? Probably. She shook her head. Looking back at the past year, something should at least be this easy.
Nicole was gone. She’d paid her dues. Thinking of her ex-girlfriend made Callie wonder if there was ever a moment when Nicole could have had the chance to talk to Maggie. Take a deep breath, Callie. At this point, she was probably overestimating Nicole’s Machiavellian skills.
“How did it go?”
Callie jumped at the sound of Rebecca’s voice behind her.
“Okay, I guess. She didn’t seem to be mad at me.”
She welcomed the embrace anyway, almost forgetting they still had guests to entertain.



Chapter Four
The weekend passed without incident, but come Monday, Maggie refused to go to her book club. She’d been in this group from her first year of elementary school and had never missed a meeting, except a couple of times when she was sick. Maggie loved the group. She’d returned after her abduction. Craig had shown up at the club meeting and pretended he’d drive her home. Not even the horror—driving around in a snowstorm with her, firing a gun in a hotel room, and scaring the hell out of everybody—had kept her away.
Rebecca was certain he had answers for them, but at the moment, she was faced with a more urgent dilemma. Maggie had been through so much in her young life. She didn’t want to put any more pressure on her, but she needed to know who was causing her this much pain.
She knew the parents of the seven girls and two boys who attended regularly. None of them had treated her any differently after the turbulent events in the past months—not that she could tell. Anyway, what kind of parent would use a child instead of saying whatever they felt was necessary to her face?
“How about I call Amber and we all stay home tonight?”
“You don’t have to,” Callie said. “We could rent a movie. We’ll find something to pass the time.”
Maggie looked relieved. Not leaving her alone for a minute certainly wouldn’t help the case. Rebecca longed for those past times when her girls would tell her everything. Then again, had they ever? She ignored the mild flare of panic. “I probably should go. There’s some work I have to show Amber. Maybe I can steal away a little sooner.”
“We’ll be fine, Mom. Go have your girls’ night out. Tsk,” Dina said. “On a school night.”
“Funny.”
Even Maggie laughed, and that convinced Rebecca they’d manage without her for a few hours. Callie made it through the conversation that had burdened her for so long. Later this week, Rebecca would make her visit to Craig and get as much information out of him as possible. They’d go from there.
* * * *
“Rebecca! I’m so glad to see you!”
Almost at the front door, Rebecca stopped so Andy could catch up with her. She understood Andy was trying to make friends in the new town but was surprised to see her here in Marin County, at Amber Cole’s house of all places.
“Thanks,” Andy said breathlessly. “I didn’t want to be late, so I sat in the car for almost half an hour, waiting for someone to go in with me. This is why I hate moving—it comes with a lot of firsts.”
“Well, I think you’re almost done with those.” Rebecca made small talk, still not understanding. Andy had mentioned her husband before. Were they about to split? Not that it was any of her business, but she assumed she’d find out.
“Thank God. You have all been in Autumn Leaves for a long time, Betty told me. I hope Eric and I are done with roaming around the country.”
Rebecca wasn’t sure what to say to that, if anything, but she didn’t have to as Amber opened the door to them.
“Good evening. Come on in! I’m glad you’re here. I was afraid I’d have to cancel on you, but finally, Sara and Mona are here. Cathy had to work, and the rest of us are still enjoying Spring Break. Andy, I see you’ve already met Rebecca. Welcome.”
“Oh, yes. We know each other. I’m thrilled to be here.”
Rebecca didn’t feel the need to correct her for insinuating that they had met more than once before. Making friends in a new town could be stressful, and she had more urgent matters on her mind.
If Amber thought it was okay for Andy to be here, it probably was.
* * * *
It hadn’t been that long ago when Rebecca was the one to introduce herself in the middle of the school year. They were about twelve. A couple of them didn’t return, others weren’t present at the moment. Andy was confronted with a smaller group tonight, though Rebecca still hadn’t figured out what the woman was doing here in the first place. Andy was married. Then again, Rebecca was once too. Things didn’t always happen in a neat order.
“Thanks for having me tonight,” Andy began. “I asked my minister about volunteer work, and he recommended this group to me, so…I’m looking forward to getting to know all of you.”
Confused, the group turned to look at her, frowning as they tried to understand the reason for her presence.
“Father Reynolds?”
It wasn’t until Andy confirmed it that Rebecca realized she’d said his name out loud. Wasn’t he done pulling strings behind the scenes?
“That is…a bit odd.” Amber’s assessment was diplomatic. “Did he tell you what exactly this group is about? We talked about doing a fund-raiser at some point, but at the moment, this is mostly about conversation and a safe space.”
“Oh, yes. I know. This is why I’m here too. I know you’re all trying…and I want to share my own experience. I once thought there was no way out of this but I found it. I’m happily married now.”
“Oh boy,” Mona said. Sara muttered, “Congratulations.” She added another word that Rebecca didn’t understand. She had her suspicions though.
She also understood the connection between Andy and Father Reynolds, who favored a cure for something that wasn’t an illness in the first place. He’d tried to convince Rebecca that she should go into therapy, without success. It seemed he had found someone more willing in Andy.
“I want to be very clear on this, Andy,” Amber said into the tense silence. “We don’t turn anyone away. Everyone is welcome to share their story, wherever it may lead in the end. We’re all different, and that’s okay. What’s required here is that all of us respect these differences.”
“With all due respect, that is like saying we have to respect the alcoholic’s decision to drink.” Andy was quick to reject the invitation of diplomacy. “Are you saying that it’s not allowed to talk about ways of healing here?”
“Honey, no one’s sick here,” Mona answered calmly. “If any of us needs healing, it’s because of the BS we have heard all our lives.”
Andy set her features in a pout more appropriate for a child than a grown woman. Rebecca was aware of the sideways look Sara gave her, reminding her she had come in with Andy. All of a sudden, she wished she had corrected the collective assumption that they were on their way to becoming best friends.
However, part of her could sympathize. She might still be in the dark about so many of her own preconceived notions, if it wasn’t for Callie. Maybe Andy wasn’t that lucky.
“If there was a misunderstanding, maybe I should talk to Father Reynolds, just to make sure we’re all on the same page,” Amber suggested.
“Does that mean tolerance doesn’t go both ways?” Andy asked. “Rebecca, you might want to tell them I’m not the terrible person they believe me to be. You let me into your house, didn’t you?”
Rebecca held up her hands in defense. “No one here is a terrible person.” She didn’t like how all eyes were on her. She had begun feeling comfortable here, and it irritated her that both Andy and the other women apparently expected her to pick sides.
“Look, Andy. You came to my home. You don’t think anyone of us needs healing, do you?”
“What about David?” Andy asked.
Her question stunned Rebecca, but only for a moment. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Andy’s expression was somewhere in between pity and triumph as she looked around, taking in the women’s surprised and somewhat curious expressions. “Why don’t we talk somewhere more private? There’s something you should know.”
* * * *
There was a time when spending an evening with Rebecca’s daughters would have scared Callie senseless, for several reasons. Maggie had idolized her at the beginning, still did to some extent. Dina had laid the blame for her parents’ marriage ending solely on her for some time.
These days, the atmosphere was more relaxed between them, Maggie’s current misery notwithstanding. They were the reason, however, some distraction was in order—at least for the time Rebecca was away. Callie was hopeful that a non-traumatic Disney movie and a family pack of ice cream would do the trick, and so far, her strategy seemed to work. Maggie wasn’t as tense as she’d been earlier when the book club attendance was discussed. Maybe a break was all she needed—the same as everyone.
Nicole, Father Reynolds, Betty, Craig—Callie went over her short list of suspects once more, wondering how they’d ever find the truth without putting impossible pressure on a little girl.
The doorbell rang, and she got up to open the door, still lost in her musings.
“Is Rebecca home?” David asked, bringing her right back into the present.
“Oh…not at the moment.” Callie glanced at her watch, mostly in order to avoid eye contact. “It’s Monday.”
“I know what day it is. When will she be back?”
“In about half an hour. The girls and I just finished a movie. Can I get you anything?” The idea of him being here for that half hour made her nervous, and predictably, she was rambling. At least they were both aware a lot was at stake here, and for the sake of the girls, they’d try and stay polite with each other.
“No, thanks.”
“Well, come on in.” Callie wasn’t going to ask any questions, because whatever it was David wanted to discuss with Rebecca, he wouldn’t tell her about it.
“I didn’t think she was going during Spring Break. After all, she wanted both girls here.”
Callie didn’t like the insinuation, but she held back a retort. Not so with Dina, who stood in the doorway. “Chill, Dad. It’s not like we can’t occupy ourselves for a few hours. Mom has a contract with Reverend Cole for her work. We’re okay here…got some ice cream and a movie.”
“Yeah, right,” he muttered. “Dina, I’ll be with you in a second. Let me have a moment in private with Callie, okay?”
No. Not okay.
“Be nice, Dad,” Dina said with a wink and closed the door.
“We go easy on the fast food, I promise.” Callie made an effort not to sound ironic. She’d baby-sat Maggie before while he was traveling all over the country, so why the lecture?
“See, I don’t know how people like you usually handle those things, and I don’t care. Just don’t pretend they’re your children. They’re not.”
“I never did that. What are you talking about?”
People like you. David had acted civil when he’d first found out about their relationship, but it seemed like there was a lot of anger still simmering under the surface. It made Callie uncomfortable in a way she hadn’t felt in a while, and she hated it.
“You think you know everything…about Rebecca, our marriage,” David accused, pacing in the confines of the hallway, making her even more nervous. “She used to be there for the girls, always. Now, she needs to find herself attending a lesbian discussion group?”
“Wow. Hold on. Rebecca is always there for everyone. She’s doing this one thing for herself, and you resent her for that?”
“Seems to me she’s done a lot for herself lately.”
“Well, she couldn’t do that during all those business trips you went on.” Callie suppressed the urge to slap her hand against her mouth. She didn’t want to let herself be drawn into this pointless exchange.
“It always comes down to that, doesn’t it? How convenient for you to forget that I had a family to feed. Whatever…I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”
“You came here to tell me that?”
“No, but now that we have the opportunity to talk, Craig called to tell me Rebecca’s applied for a visit. Did you put her up to that?”
“No, I didn’t, because Rebecca is perfectly capable of making those decisions herself. Maybe you should have asked him exactly what he told Maggie when he ran away with her. You don’t want her to go?”
“I don’t want any more talk about my family—Craig or Rebecca. He might have problems, but he wouldn’t tell Maggie she’ll end up with strangers,” David insisted.
“How can you be so sure about that?”
“Because he doesn’t care that you’re gay, or anyone else for that matter. For some people, it’s not an issue.”
“I’m glad to hear that.” This time, Callie didn’t try to hide the sarcasm. “I’m sorry, David. You’ll have to discuss this with Rebecca. Meanwhile, maybe you want to say hi to Maggie.”
“You could have walked away,” he said, “and you didn’t. That was more of a choice than you left me with.”
Callie didn’t want this dispute to escalate any further, so she didn’t tell him the truth. There was no way she would have walked away from Rebecca once she knew they had a chance.
* * * *
Rebecca sat across from David at the kitchen table, trying to come up with some redeeming quality for her ex-husband, so she wouldn’t give in to her weariness and frustration, and yell at him.
His brother had put the moves on her on their parents’ wedding anniversary. He had harassed Callie in hospital and nearly let the men who’d assaulted her go free because he’d been in power—friends with the mayor and businessmen. Craig blamed Rebecca for Maria’s death, for reasons no one had ever managed to unearth. What made David think for a moment he might give a damn about Maggie?
That wasn’t all. Amber had ended the meeting on a tense note.
Rebecca had known Andy and David had met at Betty’s dinner party, but what Andy had told her made her doubt how well she knew David. According to Andy, she and David had a lengthy conversation after dinner, touching on subjects you wouldn’t normally discuss with a stranger. Allegedly, Rebecca was a subject too.
“Do you have anything to say to that?”
“Everything I said to her is the truth.” David’s tone was far from apologetic.
It occurred to her that they weren’t good at handling conflicts, possibly never had been. In the last years of their marriage, David had spent half of the month, then three weeks, on the road. When he was home, they tried to focus on being a family, and maybe, something got lost along the way. On the other hand, he might have chosen to be apart for weeks at a time, because something was missing.
“To a complete stranger? Damn it! You keep saying you don’t want the girls to live under a microscope anymore, and you tell this woman about Maggie and what a tough pregnancy I had? I don’t get you, David. I don’t get you at all.”
“She said she was going to your brunch. You kept sharing all those things there.” When he realized that wasn’t enough to convince her, David added, “Maybe I drank a little too much, went too far. At least she listened to me.”
“I’m listening now, and I don’t like what I’m hearing.”
“I miss you every day.”
“David, don’t do this.” Rebecca could tell he was sincere. She didn’t think it was fair to steer the conversation into hazardous waters like this, with Callie and the girls only a room away. Over the past few months, they’d said everything that needed to be said. Rebecca thought of Nicole and her attempts at manipulation. She didn’t have the time or energy to go through this once more.
“What do you expect me to say? I’m sorry about Susan—” She broke off, guiltily remembering her promise to Dina.
David shook his head, an unhappy smile on his lips. “Don’t worry about it. I knew she’d tell you, and you don’t have to be sorry. It was a mistake to begin with. I should have fought harder for you. I know that now.”
Rebecca got up from her chair. She leaned against the windowsill, mostly to create more distance between them.
“It makes you uncomfortable to talk about it, right? Maybe that’s because you haven’t thought things through either.”
Misunderstanding her silence, he continued. “I left you to deal with everything on your own. I can even understand that you felt the need to experiment—”
“Stop it! This is my life. It’s not an experiment, and it’s not up for your judgment. That’s what you need to understand.”
“If you’re so happy, why haven’t you even told your own mother?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve heard the girls on the phone with her, trying to maneuver around the subject. It’s not fair to them.”
“I was going to tell Mom and Dad.” Rebecca sat back down with a sigh. Unfortunately, he had a point there, even if he was wrong on everything else. “I just haven’t gotten around to doing it.”
“When?”
“Soon, I swear. It’s not what you think. You know my parents. I have to find the right moment, and right now, I’m more concerned about Maggie than anything else.”
“That group you’re going to, do you think they’re helpful? You’re talking to strangers about private subjects too, and you didn’t consider the marriage counselor for a second.”
There was nothing she could do to shift the blame from where he’d placed it.
“Maybe it’s better if you go now.”
“That’s right, put an end to the conversation when the outcome doesn’t suit you. Things can’t always go your way, Rebecca.”
“Oh, watch me. I’m going to see Craig, because I think he has some answers for us, or an apology at the very least. He’s been messing with us like he always does. If he didn’t want to see me, he just had to say so.”
David got up too, throwing his hands up defensively. “All right. Do what you want. I don’t know what that will accomplish, but go ahead.”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“I don’t know. Betty seemed pretty shocked at first when you let Callie look after Maggie.”
“No.” Rebecca shook her head in emphasis. “She’s come around. She even went with me to see Father Langdon to talk about Reynolds that time…” She caught David’s thoughtful glance on her. “I’ve been wondering…but for one, there’s no way Maggie could have been alone with him. I can’t go to Reynolds and accuse him without any evidence. He’d love that.”
“Probably. Did it ever occur to you that she might have those nightmares because something in her little world is irreversibly broken?”
Rebecca took a step backward when she realized how close they were standing.
“It’s awful to see her like this,” David said.
“I know. I’ve seen it a few times.”
“Maybe what she needs is to see her parents together again, to be a family.” He stepped into her personal place again, his intention obvious.
It was relatively easy to see where people like Father Reynolds or Andy were wrong, where bigotry got in the way of basic respect for other people’s lives. It wasn’t that easy with the man she’d loved for a long time. Rebecca came to a realization though. The more pressure he, or anyone else for that matter, put on her, the clearer she saw that there was no way back. Neither did she want one.
Her only hope for them was that one day, they could stop having these awkward, passive-aggressive interactions—for the sake of their daughters, if nothing else.
“Can’t you at least hear me out?” he pleaded.
“I’ll talk to my parents. I’ll let you know if we find out about who told these things to Maggie. Good night, David.”
“They told her she couldn’t stay with you anymore, because you were sick. Do you think it was easy having to sort that out for her?”
“Is that what you believe, or did Andy tell you that?”
“I just want my life back…with you.”
She didn’t have the heart to tell him that the life he referred to didn’t exist anymore.
Abruptly, David picked up his keys and turned to open the door. Rebecca didn’t follow, just waited until the good-bye rituals with the girls were done and the front door fell into the lock. Moments later, Callie came inside, a worried look on her face.
“Are you okay? I’m sorry for the ambush, but I couldn’t reach you on the cell.”
Rebecca stepped forward to embrace her.
“Aside from the fact that this accomplished nothing…I’m fine. I’ll have to be a lot more careful about Andy. She—”
She broke off when Maggie joined them in the kitchen. “Hey there. I hear you had a nice movie night.”
Maggie smiled, but she looked as tired as Rebecca felt.
* * * *
“I can’t believe this. I wish I knew what’s gotten into him!”
Rebecca locked the bathroom door behind her and sat on the rim of the tub, but she got up again right away.
“He’s scared for Maggie too,” Callie offered, wondering if she should postpone the shower in favor of this conversation. Dina might wonder what they were doing in here. “Frustrated.”
“I get frustrated sometimes. It’s no wonder Susan left him if he was in such a foul mood all the time, letting her know she was second best. I would have left too…I’m sorry,” she said, as if it only now registered with her why they were in the bathroom. “You can go in the shower. I needed a place to ramble where the girls don’t hear it, and I really don’t feel like taking a walk in the woods.”
“Give me a few minutes,” Callie said, turning Rebecca to her for a quick kiss. “We’ll talk when the girls are in bed.”
“Yeah.”
Rebecca’s eyes didn’t leave her as Callie stripped. “I wish I knew what it takes to make him understand.” Her expression was wistful, longing, distracting Callie from the matter at hand. She reached behind to open the clasp of her bra.
Rebecca stepped behind her to do it for her, not missing a beat in her musings. “I mean, what is he thinking? Being angry with me is one thing, but did he have to detail our marriage to Andy, of all people? One more reason not to be friends with her. What’s it to her, anyway?”
“Some people are like that. They can’t leave it alone.” Callie was aware her vague interpretation was unlikely to be satisfactory, but she had never gotten any further trying to figure people like Andy out. Frankly, she didn’t want to waste too much energy on them.
“I’m not going back. I don’t know in how many words I can tell him.”
“He’ll understand eventually.”
Callie touched her hand against Rebecca’s, a small display of gratitude before she stepped into the stall. Once inside, she leaned against the tile, for a moment enjoying the hot water cascading over her body. It all came down to finding the person who had lied so shamelessly to Maggie. When that was accomplished, maybe David would stop calling or dropping by at times he knew Rebecca wasn’t there. She’d had some sympathy for him in the beginning, but he was losing her. Discussing details of his marriage with Andy meant crossing a line that had nothing to do with him being angry at Callie. In any case, it was easier from her point of view to be forgiving when Rebecca’s priorities were this clear.
She opened her eyes to a sight that quickly did away with all the somber thoughts.
When Callie leaned back against the wall again, the cool tile presented a nice contrast to the heat of Rebecca’s naked body.
“I want you to know this has nothing to do with my frustration about the people who seem to enjoy making our lives harder. I just need to be close to you.” The water ran, enveloping them in a cloud that drowned out all the sounds from inside—Rebecca’s warm, urgent whisper, Callie’s gasp when Rebecca began to explore her body—the light touch a gentle torment. She tilted her head back, and Rebecca found that spot on her neck again. The kiss, together with the slow slide of the fingers inside her, created a sensual and emotional overload.
Then, the world stopped. Callie opened her eyes, her breath catching at the sight of Rebecca, who had dropped to her knees, looking up at her with that confident, knowing smile.
Oh, God. She knew she’d said it out loud when Rebecca’s smile deepened.
“I’ve got you,” Rebecca said, the low and sexy tone of her voice almost enough for Callie. She forced herself to breathe. “Just don’t scream, okay?”
Callie didn’t think she could promise anything, but considering they weren’t the only ones in the house, she would try.
* * * *
“You’re shaking.”
“Yeah, I think you know why,” Callie murmured against Rebecca’s shoulder, as Rebecca wrapped a towel around her.
“I think I do. It’s good for my confidence, because frankly, I feel like I’m screwing up almost everything else.”
“That’s not true.”
“I know it’s not.” With a sigh, Rebecca picked up her own clothes to put them into the hamper. “There are things I’m not handling so well. I don’t have the slightest idea how to react to people like Andy. David was right about one thing. I should talk to my parents. It’s not like I want to hide you or something. I’m proud of you…of us.”
“I know, but don’t be so hard on yourself. I had most of my life to figure this out. You’ve had a little less than a year.” Callie leaned forward to whisper, “You’ve learned very fast too,” which got her a chuckle from Rebecca, as she had hoped.
* * * *
In her quest for answers, Rebecca hadn’t given much thought as to what it would actually be like to visit someone in a prison. She was beginning to see why everyone had warned her off. Nevertheless, she straightened her shoulders, fairly assured that the table was closest to the guard in the corner.
“Hey, Rebecca. I was sure you’d chicken out at the last moment.”
She had never liked Craig, from the first moment they were introduced. Rebecca didn’t want to be here, feeling awkward and irrationally guilty when it was his actions that had brought him here. Of course, he could sense her unease, and from the smug smile he gave her, she could tell he enjoyed it.
“Well, I’m here.” I’m doing my best not to jump up and run. For Maggie.
“I’m heartened, but frankly, I have no idea what you want from me other than to make a rather clumsy attempt at being social. I told everything in court, and I pled guilty. Did you come here because you’re still mad I called you a slut?”
Rebecca took a deep breath, willing herself not to take the bait. She had no time to waste.
“Could it be I was the only one interested in you when David had already set his eyes on his coworker, Susan? Maybe not. You didn’t really like that, and now, we all know why.”
“Tell me what exactly you said to Maggie that night. All of it.”
Rebecca had always been good at hiding an inner turmoil—a skill that was to her advantage at this moment. She had expected Craig to be defiant and contemptuous, because he’d always treated her that way. She’d also suspected David and Susan had a history that was slightly longer than any of them had ever admitted; however, the incident Craig was referring to had taken place before Maggie’s birth. She didn’t want to think of the implications now, or the fact that David was hell-bent on turning back time.
“You know what happened. She told me about her book club, and school, and the lady who kept coming around and making Callie cry. I bought her a burger and an ice cream cone, and a bit later, the police stormed the hotel room and scared the hell out of her.”
“You forgot the part where you fired a gun while she was in the room,” Rebecca said icily.
“Not my best idea, I admit.”
“Not your best idea?” Rebecca struggled to keep her voice down, as not only the officer, but also the couple from the table next to them threw them curious glances. “We got her into counseling after that. She has horrific nightmares, and that’s all you can say—not your best idea?”
He shrugged. “Tell her I’m sorry. I really am.”
“That’s not good enough. Did you tell her that we’ll put her in a foster home?”
“What?” To Rebecca’s dismay, his surprise seemed honest. “Wow, you’re crazier than I thought. Why would I do that? I do think she should be with David, but that’s hardly a foster home. He’s her father, and you’ve got issues…not that it’s a surprise.”
“Why would I believe anything you say?”
“If you don’t, why are you here in the first place?” This wasn’t going well at all. “Did you know it was Maria who told me about you and Callie?”
She stared at him in disbelief. Her sister-in-law had been a close and loyal friend. She would have never…or would she? Rebecca shook her head. “You’re just playing games with me, as usual. Thanks for nothing.”
“It’s true,” he insisted. “She made me promise not to tell anyone. I guess she trusted me more than I trusted her, but I did love her.”
For all the crazy things he’d done, strangely enough, Rebecca believed him. At least she knew he believed it to be true.
“Don’t think you’re so special, Rebecca. Maria slept with a few women in town, and you bet she wasn’t the only one. The only difference was they were able to keep their mouths shut. You make waves…this is what happens. If you’re looking for the bigot, what about your new minister? Isn’t causing trouble in church one of your favorite hobbies? I’d start there, or with your other best friend, Betty LaRue. It makes people nasty when they think they’re missing out.”
“You should know,” Rebecca shot back at him.
“Hey, you can come off your high horse anytime now. Don’t you think Beckett isn’t still running things behind the scenes? Weller took half of his business elsewhere. You can’t tell me the folks in Autumn Leaves haven’t noticed the changes since their juniors went to prison.”
“For rape and attempted rape,” Rebecca reminded him, getting to her feet so quickly that the chair scraped over the floor. The officer frowned, taking a step toward them.
“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m done.”
Rebecca’s first impulse was to head home and take a long, hot shower in order to feel clean again, get rid of the chill that gripped her despite the warm weather. She decided against it, because she felt it was more necessary to put some distance between the worrisome thoughts the visit had left her with, and her home and life in Autumn Leaves.
She could forgive many things, but the way Craig implied that the choices he’d made weren’t all that bad in the long run, sickened her. Matt Weller’s father might be punishing the people in Autumn Leaves for putting his son in jail, but he was there for a reason—he and his friend, the former mayor’s son.
As far as Rebecca was concerned, they could stay there for the rest of their lives, which unfortunately wasn’t an option.
She considered stopping for a coffee somewhere, then had a better idea. Rebecca wanted to share every aspect of her life with Callie, but there was no doubt there were parts she had to figure out for herself first. This was why she met every Monday night with the women in Marin County, whose lives were very different from hers, except in one thing. Father Langdon had recommended the group to her at a time when she’d been a lot more uncertain about the direction in which she was going, and to her relief, he said she was always welcome.
* * * *
Callie had once more offered to accompany Rebecca on her visit, but to her relief, Rebecca had once again declined. Callie didn’t care to be reminded of any of the interactions she’d had with Craig Lowman, even less so the context in which they had taken place; however, she assumed Rebecca might be in need of distraction or conversation when she returned, and so she decided not to go out with the girls. Dina was fine with that and settled in for a lengthy Skype chat with Tomaso.
The questioning look Maggie gave her was heartbreaking. Callie had no intention of interrogating her some more on the subject of her nightmares. As David had stated less elegantly, she wasn’t Maggie’s mother, nor was she as qualified to ask those questions as the counselor was.
“Hey, since Dina’s busy, would you like to come up to the attic with me? There are a few boxes I never opened—maybe books or magazines. I don’t even know. Hey! Maybe we’ll find some hidden treasure.”
Maggie’s expression said she didn’t believe so but was willing to humor Callie. “Sure,” she said without much enthusiasm.
“Good. I’ll take all of you out for dinner afterward, and I want to you pick the place. If we let Dina choose, it will be pasta or pizza every time.”
“I heard that!” Dina called from the living room. Maggie giggled.
“No offense,” Callie called back. “We’ll have enough of that in the summer, don’t you think?”
At that, Dina got up from the armchair and came closer. “Really? You think Mom and Dad will be able to agree on that?”
“I’m sure,” Callie said. Ultimately, David and Rebecca would find a compromise, and not only because it would make Dina happy to see her boyfriend again. That was certainly not their main concern, but Dina had already invested a lot of time in learning the language and culture. The trip would be to her benefit, and frankly, a few days of the year out of Autumn Leaves would be to all their benefit.
“We’ll work it out. Now, if you excuse me, my junior detective here and I have to solve the mystery of the missing postcards and magazines.”
“Good luck with that,” Dina said, laughing.
Callie hadn’t known her Aunt Valerie very well. After living in Autumn Leaves for almost a year, she realized the same went for everyone else in town. Even Rebecca had hardly exchanged more than a few words with her. Valerie had a house here, but her home was all over the world. Callie hadn’t found much memorabilia of her travels when she’d moved in here. The papers for the house were in order, the house clean, and a few boxes left in the attic. Callie had planned to take a look at them after settling in. Then, Rebecca Lowman had knocked on her door—gorgeous, and self-conscious when she learned some facts about her new neighbor.
Fairly self-conscious herself, Callie realized she was drifting, and Maggie still waited for her at the bottom of the stairs.
* * * *
Father Langdon offered her a tea in his garden, patiently waiting for her to disclose the reason for her visit. Rebecca could understand his curiosity. The last time she had come by, it was with Betty to complain about Father Reynolds’s inappropriate behavior.
As far as Rebecca knew, Reynolds wasn’t doing anything worse these days, other than giving her disapproving looks from the pulpit.
“It’s good to see you, Rebecca. You look happy,” he said.
That made her smile and blush at the same time, because his words brought to mind all the ways in which Callie made her happy. It was confirmation people could actually see all those changes were for the better. Maggie’s problems didn’t come from the lack of a stable home. She hoped David would be able to see that too, at some point.
“I am. Thank you. I just went to see my ex-brother-in-law. David said it would be a waste of time…I’m afraid he was right about that.”
“How’s it going at the group? Amber told me she’d hired you.”
“Oh, yes. It’s going well.” Except for Andy showing up everywhere, unbidden. “Everyone has calmed down, mostly, but there’s something we’re worried about. Someone approached Maggie and told her all kinds of lies…like she’d be taken away and be given to strangers. She won’t tell who said it. She says she promised. We told her she’s not bound by a promise to someone like that, and I think she understands, but she still won’t tell.”
“You have a suspicion? Do you think that person is threatening her?”
“I don’t know. I hope we’ll know more after the next appointment with the counselor…no one seems to have approached her. Wait…should we have called the police?” That had never even occurred to her.
“The person sounds more pathetic than an acute danger, but I understand this is weighing on you. You could ask Sheriff Wilkins’ opinion.”
“I will.” Rebecca stirred her tea, unsettled about the prospect of involving the police once more. Maggie needed some peace. They all did. “You know, I never realized how mean some people could get.” She laughed at the irony of her own words. “Considering I’m going on forty, that says a lot about the life I led, doesn’t it?”
“Well, it would be nice if no one ever had to find out, but fortunately, we can grow with those challenges. It’s very clear to me you did.”
“Yes, and I think I’ve apologized enough. I’m not going to let anybody tell me how to live my life, but all of this is harder when you don’t know who you’re dealing with. They hurt Maggie…that makes all the difference to me. David, he—” Rebecca stopped herself short of blurting out everything she’d learned in the past few days. “I’m sorry. This is not a confession. You don’t have to listen to all this drama…not anymore, that is.”
“I’m not taking your confession, but I promise to keep confidential whatever it is you want to tell me,” Father Langdon assured her.
Rebecca considered her options. She knew what she wanted to do. She just wasn’t sure if it meant courage or betrayal.
* * * *
As expected, the boxes held old magazines, a few books that weren’t for Maggie’s age. Callie was almost ready to call it quits when they uncovered the closed envelope on the bottom, holding some handwritten letters and postcards, and another, smaller envelope with a dozen photographs.
“I’ll take those down,” she said to Maggie. “I’m sorry there’s nothing really interesting for you, but you can still choose where we go for dinner.” She wasn’t sure if that was any consolation, or if there was any easy fix for Maggie these days. This situation was uncomfortably reminiscent. Again, she failed to find the right words. Maggie’s situation was different from Beth’s though. No one had publicly humiliated her. She might not give up that person’s name, but she knew they were wrong, didn’t she?
Callie shifted the papers back and forth, and then put them back in the envelope. In the beginning, she and Maggie had formed an easy rapport, even before she could acknowledge her feelings for Rebecca, let alone act on them. Callie knew how hard it was to keep a secret at the age of fourteen. No eight-year-old child should carry that burden. She’d address the subject with Rebecca once more tonight. They had to do something.
The doorbell interrupted her thoughts. “I think we’re pretty much done here, right? Let’s see who that is.”
She hoped it wasn’t David again. As far as Callie was concerned, they’d seen enough of him lately, and he hadn’t been helpful either.
“Mom is not here but come on in,” she heard Dina say. Going down the stairs after Maggie, she came face-to-face with a teenage girl dressed all in black with shoulder-length black hair. Maggie disappeared into her room.
“This is Sara,” Dina said. “From Mom’s…um, group.” Callie remembered Rebecca mentioning Sara, the girl who was willing to listen to adult women discussing faith, because Autumn Leaves hadn’t much to offer for lesbian teens. Rebecca was shocked to find out that Sara’s parents had cut ties with their daughter over her sexual orientation.
“Hi, Sara. I’m Callie. Rebecca should be here soon. Can I get you anything?”
“No, thanks. I’m fine. I’ll go outside for a cigarette, if you don’t mind.”
In fact, Callie did mind, and she was sure Rebecca would too, but Sara had slipped outside before she could answer. Dina followed her. Hesitating for a moment, Callie picked up the envelope and carried it into the bedroom.



Chapter Five
Callie was startled to find that the letters weren’t written in English. She didn’t understand a word but soon realized that having Dina here would come in handy. The person who had written those letters to Valerie had done so in Italian. Toni.
All the pictures in the smaller envelope showed a younger Valerie, her arm around another woman, both of them smiling. With each discovery, what little information she had about her aunt made more sense, but it also brought up many more questions. Valerie had known about Callie’s choice of career and relative success, and she might have thought Callie would have some use for the place—more than her mother and Sean, who abhorred moving under the best of circumstances.
Valerie might have seen something familiar in Callie, though not enough to share her secret. Her generation had battled far heavier burdens, though it was sad that not even her closest family had known. Callie was certain her mother was just as clueless.
What had her life been like in Autumn Leaves ten, fifteen years ago? Judging from the present, Callie could understand why Valerie had traveled a lot. The postcards were from Sweden, Denmark, Holland—places that had shown a lot of foresight when it came to equal rights—but it was later in the warmer south of Europe that Valerie had fallen in love. It wasn’t something you could choose.
She thought of Rebecca, living here all the time, with her husband and daughters, unaware. Would it have made a difference if the two women had actually talked, for either of them? They’d never know.
Callie wished she could have had that conversation with her aunt, that she had paid more attention, had known to ask. Then again, she had always spent more time in her own world. Luckily, she had left it long enough to take a chance on a town that meant nothing to her…and met Rebecca.
That was something she’d never want to change, and she was grateful, regardless of all the ways in which people in Autumn Leaves had not been friendly to her.
A knock on the door preceded the subject of her thoughts into the room. Callie jumped to her feet, realizing it was much later than she had thought. There was music from Maggie’s room and some laughter from the porch where Dina still sat with Sara.
“I didn’t prepare anything…I’d like to take you all out tonight, and I promised Maggie she could choose the place. How was the visit?”
“Not as terrible as it could have been.” Rebecca looked tired, but not as dispirited as Callie had feared, considering that this afternoon’s appointment had involved Craig Lowman.
“Did he tell you anything?”
“Craig? All of you were right about him. Maybe he really doesn’t know. I made a detour and visited Father Langdon.”
“I guess he had some pointers for you.”
Rebecca smiled. She hadn’t missed the friendly teasing. Clearly, Father Langdon was one of the good guys, but in all her life, Callie had never understood the bond people formed with the ministers in their town.
“I’ll tell you everything, but I’m starving. I hope Maggie has made her choice, and oh, would you mind if Sara came with us? Something’s up with her. I have no idea what that is, but I don’t like sending her back without knowing.”
“No problem.”
“What’s all this?” Rebecca asked, indicating the papers strewn over the bed.
“I’ll tell you everything about that too, but you’re right. Let’s go eat first. Then, we’ll share.”
It wasn’t until that moment Callie realized the tension that had gripped her all day was finally gone.
* * * *
Rebecca closed the door behind her, sat on the bed next to Maggie, and hugged her close. Not that she’d ever taken her children for granted, but after the events of the past year, gratitude came with a new quality. Maggie snuggled up against her for a moment as Rebecca struggled to find the words. Start with something easy.
“Did you have a good day?”
“Yes. Callie and I were up in the attic. We didn’t really find anything mysterious, but it was fun. I’ve never been there.”
“That sounds exciting.”
“Did you get to see Uncle Craig?”
“Yes.” Rebecca suppressed a sigh. “He is very sorry for what he did. He didn’t mean to scare you this badly.” This was for Maggie’s benefit, not for Craig’s. “Look, Maggie. The reason I went there was that I thought he might know who told you all those terrible things.”
Maggie stiffened in her arms.
“I know it’s not him, but honey, I need to know. Nothing bad will happen, I promise. You’ll stay right here with me and Callie.”
“I promised.”
Rebecca indulged herself in a moment of fantasy of what she’d say to the person who’d caused Maggie this much pain. If she ever found out their identity, it wouldn’t be pretty.
“I know, and it’s a good thing to keep a promise when it’s someone you can trust. Remember when you and Dina stayed with Dad for a while, and some people in school said nasty things? When people are mean like that, it’s okay to tell.”
Why take the risk that people might stare and talk behind your back. Why not take the easy way out and be silent? She had asked Callie these questions, frustrated as her own comfort zone crumbled around her. Rebecca understood a lot more than she had then, and she could tell Maggie was confused. Sometimes, it was hard to identify those mean people, because some of them were great actors, pretending they cared.
Betty had made some noise and behaved in unacceptable ways, but she wasn’t sneaky about it. Someone like Father Reynolds, though, could convey the most hateful message in a soft-spoken voice. It was hard for a child to figure out that kind of subtext. It had taken Rebecca a long time to get there.
“You won’t be mad?”
“No, honey. Of course not.”
“I don’t want to,” Maggie said. “It’s okay. She doesn’t talk to me anymore.”
“Who? Nicole?”
She. That narrowed it down, but not nearly enough.
“Please. You promised you wouldn’t be mad.”
“I’m not mad at you.” Rebecca hugged her close once more, torn whether she should play that last card. What if it happens to other children? What if she, whoever she was, played the same game with other families? She couldn’t do that kind of emotional blackmail with her own daughter. “How about we make a deal? If that person ever says anything to you again, or scares you in any way, you tell me?”
Rebecca wasn’t going to let this go, not in the long run, but she wanted Maggie to feel safe, whatever it took.
“Okay,” Maggie conceded, in a small voice. “Can we go to the restaurant now?”
“Sure we can. Let’s see what the other girls are up to.”
She. Did Nicole still call here without either of them knowing, or had she been wrong about Betty all along?
* * * *
Maggie’s choice was a pancake place they had visited once last summer. Rebecca looked over at Sara fidgeting in her chair. She had awkwardly accepted the invitation, but not really come out with the reason why she’d wanted to talk to Rebecca in the first place. Instead, she had instantly bonded with Dina over pop culture references Rebecca had a hard time following.
Sara had insisted on paying her own way and chosen the least expensive dish on the menu. Maggie had no such reservations, as long as there was lots of chocolate and caramel on the plate. For once, Rebecca decided to indulge her. She was quite tempted herself.
The course of the day had left her with mixed emotions, yet she was grateful for the small details she’d uncovered, bringing them closer to finding the person who had caused Maggie’s nightmares. Rebecca wasn’t quite sure what exactly would happen when she did.
Like she’d told Father Langdon, she’d never given that much thought to the many ways people could be evil, or how the people on the wrong side could be someone’s parents. She and David might have their struggles, but she couldn’t imagine any circumstances under which they would kick their own children out of their home, like Sara’s parents had. Of course, they had worried about Dina’s relationship with Tomaso.
Rebecca might have cringed had Dina chosen the same gear that Sara favored, and she would flat out forbid her to smoke. It seemed like currently, no one was forbidding Sara anything…but she had no one who cared. Callie looked thoughtful as well. She had dealt with her own brush with the past better than one could have, but there was no doubt it had shaken her.
Silence and fear always made a bad combination—Sara, Maggie, Callie.
Rebecca wished she could do better, for all of them, but these days, she was well aware of her own limitations. Conversations with Father Langdon did that too…even if he reminded her with a sense of humor and affection. She couldn’t remove all obstacles out of the way of everyone she cared about.
She’d be content to have them in one place, as carefree as they could possibly be for the moment.
When they were back home, Callie went inside with Maggie and Dina, who had already exchanged cell phone numbers with Sara and urged her to create a Facebook account.
“Thank you,” Sara said with a heartfelt sigh. “I wasn’t sure when Amber asked me to join. I mean, why would I be hanging out with a bunch of girls in church? You are all cooler than I thought. I really had a great day.”
“Well, thanks. You’re welcome any time. Where does your aunt live again?”
Another sigh.
“Hey, why don’t you come by tomorrow? Dina’s going to be here for a little while longer.”
“Yeah, that would be great.” Finally, Sara looked at her. “You know, you remind me of my mom.”
“I do?” Rebecca wasn’t sure that she should take this as a compliment.
“Well, she’s all about church, and faith, and family. When you first came to the group, I thought I wouldn’t be able to stand you. You know, Amber talks about faith sometimes, but it’s mostly a safe space where we get to talk about what’s going on in our lives. When you said that church was so important to you, I thought you were as scary as some of the other folks. Like mine, actually. I’m sorry about that.”
“You’re forgiven, but I’m not sure I follow.”
“It’s still important to you, and yet, your family is very different from mine,” Sara pointed out.
“I had…some questions, and worries, but I don’t believe God hates you for who you love.”
“That’s kind of beautiful…if I believed. Mom thinks differently though. She thinks we’re all going to Hell, and in the end, she might ruin the only thing that’s working out for me right now.”
“How so?”
Rebecca was aware she walked on thin ice. She didn’t want anyone to mess with her own family, and Sara wasn’t her daughter. Yet, her parents were so wrong. This afternoon with Father Langdon, Rebecca had touched on the subject of her own parents and David, and she knew what she had to do. Doing it was another story.
“They said I should never return unless I had given up on my horrible, immoral thoughts and actions. Fine with me.” Her voice trembled a bit, belying her statement. “Aunt Tammy went on a trip with her boyfriend, and they left no phone number…nothing. I’m not a child, but I’m not eighteen yet, and if someone rats me out…”
“Wow. That’s a lot you have on your plate at the moment,” Rebecca said. Between Craig calling her names, Father Langdon being affectionately but brutally honest, and Maggie struggling with her secret, she wanted to pull a blanket over her head and hide. Enough for one day. “I won’t tell anybody, but don’t you have anyone else to stay with?”
“What do you think?” Sara snapped. She flushed with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry! I was hoping…” Bit by bit, her super-cool façade crumbled. “I was hoping I could stay with you, just for tonight. I can sleep on the floor. That’s fine with me.” When Rebecca didn’t answer right away, she continued, “Someone—I don’t know who—told the landlord I’m all by myself. He’s creepy enough as it is, but he might call social services, and that’s it. Aunt Tammy wouldn’t mind if I was gone. She barely talks to me anyway. Not that I mind, but I don’t want to go back to my parents.”
“That sucks.” Sara gave her the same indulgent look she got from Dina when trying to talk their language. “All right, this is what we do. You can stay the night, but let’s still go by your aunt’s apartment and leave her a message. We don’t want to add any more trouble, right? Tell her you’re staying with a friend of yours, which is what you’ll be doing.”
“Really?”
Rebecca could have sworn Sara was about to hug her but reminded herself to stay cool and distant just in time.
“Thank you,” she said awkwardly. “I appreciate it.”
* * * *
Dina and Sara moved into Callie’s office with sleeping bags for the time being. The arrangement would hopefully give Maggie the chance at a good night’s sleep. The two teenage girls would likely talk long into the night.
When Rebecca came out of the bathroom, Callie was just about to clear the papers off the bed she had left there earlier. Sinking back on the welcoming surface of the waterbed, Rebecca picked up one of the postcards.
“These are beautiful. I’d love it if we could go, but didn’t we just have a vacation?”
“Christmas was long ago, and the other time doesn’t count. Nothing with Nicole anywhere near can ever be a vacation.” Callie put everything in a pile on the nightstand. “I forgot I wanted to show these to Dina. Looks like Valerie exchanged letters with a girl from Italy…and I’m starting to suspect they weren’t platonic friends.”
“The surprises never end.”
“Yeah.” Callie reached over to turn on the stereo on the nightstand, soft music filling the room. Rebecca was grateful. All the words from today’s conversations, disdainful and encouraging, still rang loudly in her head. She wouldn’t be able to sleep right away. “I just wish I could have known. Too little too late…the story of my life.”
“Not always.” She brushed her fingertips against Callie’s, earning a grateful smile in return.
“No, not always,” Callie agreed.
“You know, I usually do a pretty good job luring people into church, and to brunch,” Rebecca said ruefully. “Valerie…I think I talked to her about three times, and it always stayed superficial. I hope I never gave her the idea she was only invited under conditions. We have to do better, and I don’t mean just you and me. I don’t want Maggie and Dina to be as clueless as I’ve been.”
“You’re right. I’d still like have those letters translated sometime soon, but I think I know what they are saying.”
Callie leaned over to kiss Rebecca, and just like that, the day’s tiredness fell away, and the noise in her head stopped. Tomorrow was another day to apply the lessons learned.
* * * *
Maggie slept through the night without any incident, which made her the only person fully awake at the breakfast table. As predicted, Dina and Sara had a long conversation, and Rebecca and Callie had engaged in other pleasant ways of communication. Time to face the day. What to do about that bit of new information regarding Maggie, and Sara too? Caffeine, lots of it, was in order first.
Midway through breakfast, the doorbell rang. Everyone around the table looked equally stressed.
“Hey.” Rebecca forced a smile. “It could be the mail, right?” At least she was properly dressed—something she was relieved about when she opened the door to Andy. The other woman started talking before Rebecca could say anything.
“Please, I need you to hear me out. I’m aware I crossed a line, and I’m so sorry about it, but when I met David and realized…doesn’t everybody deserve a second chance?”
“I agree,” Rebecca said, startling Andy into speechlessness, but only for a moment.
“No, I didn’t mean…come on. You know what I mean, right? Can I come in for a few minutes? I really need to talk to you.”
“Sure. Do you want breakfast?”
Unfortunately, irony was lost on Andy, who followed her with eager strides. “Thank you so much. I knew we could work this out between the two of us. I believe that you—” She stopped cold when she saw the small group assembled in the kitchen.
“Andy, you know Sara and Callie, and these are my daughters, Maggie and Dina.”
Dina said hi with a bright smile. Sara rolled her eyes in a way only a teenager could. Maggie slipped off her chair and left for her room.
“Hi, Andy,” Callie said. “Can I get you a coffee?”
There was a trace of defiance in her voice that probably only Rebecca detected.
“Uh…yes, please.”
Obviously, Andy’s need for coffee overrode her fear that the gayness in this house could be contagious.
Rebecca pondered Maggie’s less than polite reaction. They needed to bring the counselor on board, find the person who had told her those lies, and remove that influence from her life. Nightmares or not, her behavior around adults had definitely changed.
“Have a seat. What was it you wanted to talk about?”
Andy sat stiffly. It was obvious she had hoped to catch Rebecca alone.
“Yeah, say what you want to say,” Sara chimed in. “Unless it’s some bigoted bullshit like the last time.”
Dina’s jaw dropped.
“Sara, not in that tone.” It was an automatic reaction. Rebecca wasn’t at all certain she wouldn’t regret it later. “Girls, why don’t you get dressed and go walk Barney for a bit?”
She was quickly losing points with Sara, but she knew she wouldn’t find out anything if she didn’t grant Andy the time alone. Maybe she was naïve to think it would be a sensible conversation, but Rebecca was willing to try taking the higher road.
“I’ll see you later,” Callie said and kissed her, long enough to have Andy squirm in her chair. “Have a good day, Andy.”
“All right.” Rebecca turned to Andy, the breathless tone of her voice not exaggerated. She couldn’t blame Callie after what happened with Andy the last time, but only yesterday, she’d sworn to do better. It meant leaving the lines of communication open as long as the other person was willing. Right?
“You’re forgiven, even though you caught us at a bad time…and I don’t mean just now. With David too. I understand you’d like to make friends in town, but this is not the way.”
“You’re saying that in order to make friends, I have to give up everything I believe in?”
“What is it you believe in, because so far…I don’t know much about it? I understand you’re happy where you are now, which is great. The same is true for me.”
“It’s not right! It’s immoral and…don’t you see you’ll be punished for it? You already are.”
Andy looked as startled as Rebecca felt about her guest’s outburst.
“Okay, hold on a second. I know Betty invited you to brunch, and you invited yourself to Amber’s group, but this is my house.” Callie’s, actually, but those were semantics at the moment. “You can’t come here and talk like this…to me or anyone.”
“I’m not doing this to hurt you. You’ve got to believe me.”
“What’s it to you, anyway? You don’t know me.”
“I know you a little.” Andy picked up her coffee mug and set it down, again. “After what David told me—”
“—which he shouldn’t have done in the first place.”
“It meant something,” Andy insisted. “I’ve been hurting for both of you ever since. Sure, you can enjoy yourself for a while and make yourself believe it’s okay. I’ve been there. It damages your life on so many levels.”
Rebecca realized she couldn’t be angry with her. What she felt was pity for someone so tightly wrapped up in their own prejudice that they believed their own lies. Causing a little girl nightmares or having a teenager sent to a foster home because her parents didn’t give a damn, Rebecca was certain this was by far more damaging. Andy, on the other hand, would have probably approved.
She misinterpreted Rebecca’s thoughtfulness. “See, maybe it’s meant to be that we meet and become friends.”
Whoa. I’m not your friend, and you keep making it less likely I’ll ever be.
“I went through all of this, and I came out changed, a better person. I overcame those…desires. You can too,” Andy continued.
“You know what’s really sad? You lost the ability to see something beautiful right in front of you. You can’t feel for anyone. I want to believe you and that you’re happy right now, but somehow, I think you’re really miserable. All of you.”
“I feel for you, Rebecca, even when it’s more hypocrisy talking than you.” Andy’s cheeks flushed, her tone passionate.
“Okay, that’s it. I’d like you to go.” There was a time when Rebecca would have been fairly vulnerable to talk like this; however, in the past few months, she’d had opportunity to take a good, hard look at her own prejudice and failures. She wasn’t so naïve anymore.
“Your children suffer each day they are exposed to this poisonous lifestyle.” Andy slowly got to her feet. “I realize you’re not ready to see that, but when you are, please don’t hesitate to get in touch. I know people who have helped me, and they can help you.”
Rebecca shook her head with an unhappy laugh. “You don’t even realize how insulting you are—to my family, to Callie. It would be comical if it wasn’t so sad.”
Andy gave her a long look, mixed emotions competing in her expression—anger, sadness, and something else that Rebecca couldn’t define. Nor did she care to.
“I forgive you,” Andy said before she turned to let herself out.
Rebecca stood watching her go, stunned as she wondered whether she had imagined that last part.
It wasn’t until she heard the engine of Andy’s car that she realized what had nagged at her ever since Andy had walked into the kitchen and cut the family gathering short.
All this talk about immorality and suffering…Rebecca had no idea how Andy could have talked to Maggie alone, but she would add her to the list of suspects, watch her closely from now on. She didn’t want to talk to her again any more than Callie would like to contact Nicole. Hopefully, neither would be necessary. Over time, Maggie might feel safe enough to share the last secret.
* * * *
Dina and Sara walked a bit ahead, in deep conversation. Next to Callie, Maggie held on tightly to Barney’s leash. It was with some amusement that Callie asked herself how she’d ended up here with the girls, walking the dog David had bought for his and Rebecca’s daughters. She didn’t mind, spending time with them, or the way Rebecca had handled the unexpected, and rather unwelcome, visitor.
The confrontation with Nicole last winter, and the subsequent one with Beth, was painful, but Callie thought she’d learned her lessons from them, become aware of her own anxieties. If Rebecca needed to give people who might not deserve it a second chance, that’s who she was. It didn’t mean she valued Callie any less or was going to leave her.
The counselor Callie had seen after ending her disastrous relationship with Nicole had said that she needed to distance herself from people who weren’t good for her. It worked out well for Callie. Rebecca was someone who needed a closer look before cutting ties.
Meanwhile, Maggie had her own theories. “Does Mom like Andy more than she likes you?” she asked.
God, I hope not. “I don’t think so. Why are you asking that?”
“She’s Mom’s best friend.” Maggie sounded equally confused and frustrated.
“I think you misunderstood something there. Andy comes to brunch and Marin County, where—” Callie didn’t finish her sentence, speechless for a moment. “Did she tell you that?” She tried to be as diplomatic and stealthy as possible, but Maggie saw through her anyway.
“No. I got it wrong.” Maggie hung her head. They walked for a few more steps. Callie thought of how Maggie had immediately left the table when Andy came in. She suppressed a sigh. Some people had a knack for making you paranoid. Then again, she and Rebecca had discussed this before. Maggie saw her teachers, her counselor, and the other moms of book club attendants. Some suspects looked better than others, judging by their attitude, but there was simply no way they could have harassed the girl.
Even after living with Nicole for a year, Callie still had a hard time figuring her out. She hadn’t shown any interest in interacting with Rebecca’s kids, but she probably didn’t care about the damage done if she thought she could get her will. Andy…her behavior was curious. She had already stepped well over the line with David, but what could she hope to achieve?
Before Callie could come up with an answer for Maggie, her cell phone rang.
“Honey, I’ve got good news and…well, good news for me.”
“I want to hear my good news first.”
Asha chuckled. “I knew you’d say that. Look, I’m going to come by in a few days from now, and we can talk all of this through in person. We’re good on your little story—that’s your good news—but we’d really appreciate Heart Fever number 6 by the end of this year.”
“Oh.” Callie wasn’t sure how to feel about that. She was happy to end the series on the last volume, and even that one had generated a bit of a conflict, when she’d let too much of her personal life seep into her writing. “I was hoping this could be the start of a new series, go more young adult…”
“Yeah, I know.” Asha sighed. “Maybe next year. It’s not a good time for experiments at the moment.”
“Sales haven’t been good?”
“They’ve been better. It’s the same for everyone, except for you know who. You’re doing okay where you are, but your brave little girl is going to get crushed.”
Callie winced at the mental image. “Wait, weren’t you the one who always told me there’s room for everyone?”
“Go play with Sabine and Vanessa. Have them do an exotic trip, a wedding proposal, something of the kind,” Asha advised. “It’s going to be great.”
“Yeah, we should definitely talk about this in person. Let me know when you’ll be in town.”
“I might—but you know, it’s always fun catching you in your PJs.”
“Whatever works for you,” Callie said dryly. “I’ll see you.”
She’d much rather enjoy an exotic trip and a wedding proposal in her real life, but both were not yet in reach. She’d have to look over finances carefully with Rebecca. There wouldn’t be any proposals just yet. Callie didn’t think Rebecca would be comfortable after just having divorced her husband, who kept showing up at odd times. One step at a time.
“Sorry about that,” she said to Maggie. “You don’t have to worry about anything.”
“I didn’t believe her,” Maggie said. “Mom likes you a whole lot more.”
“I would hope so,” Callie crouched down to give her a hug, surprised by the intensity Maggie returned it with, “—but I’m afraid we have to run now. Look.” She pointed at Dina and Sara who had gotten far ahead. “Let’s give Barney a little workout, shall we?”
* * * *
Maggie had taken a book onto the porch outside, and Dina and Sara had gone to town. While stacking the dishwasher, Callie told Rebecca about her conversation with Asha. “I guess I better start working on an outline soon.”
“Are we in any trouble? I mean more than the usual,” Rebecca asked, deadpan.
“No, I don’t think so. There’s no danger of ending up under a bridge…yet, and if that was the case, there’s no one I’d rather share my spot with than you.”
Rebecca laughed. “I’m not sure I could appreciate the outdoors that much.” She stepped closer to embrace Callie from behind, brushing the hair away from her neck and kissing the exposed skin.
Those dishes could wait a little longer.
“Dina will be disappointed, but she’ll get over it if we don’t make it to Italy this year. She’s determined to get into an exchange program for next year anyway, which gives her a little more time to study, and a little less to worry for me.”
Callie didn’t have much of an opinion on the subject at the moment, as she enjoyed the caress. “I’d love to go though. I’ll see what Asha’s ideas are in terms of promotion. I could do a reading for your girls in Marin County, or here, at Maggie’s book club. Not the same type of book, obviously.”
“Andy would be thrilled.”
“Right. Does she have children the right age for the book club? I wonder where Maggie got the idea that Andy’s your best friend.”
“Because she keeps telling everybody?” Rebecca made a frustrated sound. “Besides, she had intimate conversations with David, about me. I guess she thinks that qualifies. Why don’t those people ever stop?”
“They want a reaction? I don’t know, but if she’s the one who went after Maggie, that’s really creepy. She just moved to town.”
“Yeah, and I don’t want to talk to her unless I have proof. That would only convince her she’s right. I don’t know anymore…I just want that person to answer to me. It’s one thing to spread lies and rumors, but to use a child for this? It’s not just about my family. Every time I talk to Sara, I hear something that gets me even angrier. You don’t mess with kids like that—your own or anyone else’s.”
She stopped at the sound of footsteps but didn’t let go of Callie, even when the door opened and Sara stepped inside. “I guess I better go now…” Her tone was meant to be nonchalant, Callie guessed, but the longing came through quite clearly.
“Do you have some food at the house?” Rebecca asked.
“I know how to shop for groceries,” Sara said defensively.
“So, do you have enough for a few days? Come on, don’t be silly,” Rebecca continued, when Sara bit her lip, looking even more awkward and unhappy. “You can stay another night. We left a phone number at your aunt’s. She’ll know where to call. Unless you absolutely have to go.”
Sara shrugged, which was as good as a no. “You don’t have to do that. I’m sure Andy wouldn’t approve.”
“Well, I don’t care what Andy thinks. If you’d like to stay, you’re welcome.”
Callie hoped they wouldn’t get into trouble over offering asylum to a teenage girl whose living arrangements were not quite resolved. Yet, she had a hard time sending Sara back to the apartment by herself. They might not be able to change the minds of people like Father Reynolds or Andy, but they could lend a hand to someone who needed it.



Chapter Six
“People suck,” Dina said with unmistakable emphasis as she and Rebecca prepared breakfast the next morning. Everyone else in the house was still fast asleep. Rebecca suspected Dina and Sara had once again spent a long night talking, puzzled by the instant connection the two girls had found.
“That’s a very generalizing statement,” Rebecca remarked.
“Well, it’s true. Your new friend, that Andy person—”
“For Christ’s sake, she is not my friend. What did she do now?”
Dina shrugged. “Sara told me stuff…and don’t get me started on her parents. Did you know they kicked her out because she had a girlfriend?” She set down the plate with more vehemence than necessary, making Rebecca worry for the ceramic.
“I know,” she said quietly.
“Wow, I’d be smoking and drinking if I had parents like that…and whoever made Maggie so afraid, I just don’t get it! Why can’t people mind their own business?”
That was a question Rebecca had been trying to answer herself since the day Callie arrived in Autumn Leaves. Her success in doing so remained sketchy. She didn’t understand, and part of her didn’t want to try anymore.
“Sara’s parents are very religious, or at least they think they are…” She held up a hand when Dina started to protest. “I know. It’s no excuse, and you’re right. No one should treat their children like that.”
Dina bit her lip, turning away. Obviously, she had more on her mind than Sara’s situation—as sad as it was. “Hey, don’t worry. It will be okay once her aunt comes back, and she has to hold out a little longer until college.”
“Her parents aren’t going to change their minds though. They said she’s dead to them! I thought—”
That things like this only happen in the movies? Rebecca silently finished Dina’s sentence.
Dina turned to her. Rebecca was startled to see her eyes well up with tears.
“I said mean things to you and Callie. I’m so sorry, Mom.”
“Thank you.” Dina didn’t accept hugs often, so this was a special moment. “It’s okay,” Rebecca said, her throat gone tight at the sudden, unexpected declaration. “It’s been a tough time for all of us.”
“I shouldn’t have made it worse.” Dina sighed. “Is that the reason you haven’t told Grandma and Granddad yet? Do you think they’re going to stop talking to you?”
“I don’t think so. I just haven’t found the right moment.”
“Well, at least they can’t kick you out from anywhere.”
“That’s a very pragmatic interpretation,” Rebecca said dryly. “I see I’ve raised my children well.”
Dina laughed, though her eyes were still bright. “I think they are mostly happy to be left alone. They never stayed long for a visit or anything. You never got along so well with Grandma Laurie, and in the end, she left you and Dad her share of the house. It will be okay.”
“I hope so. I also hope you won’t take back your apology when I tell you we might not make it to Italy this summer.”
Dina’s face fell a little, but she recovered soon from the news. “I won’t, promise, but why? Did Dad say anything?”
“No, this is not about Dad. We need to crunch the numbers and see if we can afford it. If yes, we’ll book the trip soon. We’d love to go.”
“Tomaso’s parents would like to meet you and Callie.”
“We’ll see. We’ll do our best to make it happen. By the way, there are some papers we’d like you to look at. They belonged to Callie’s aunt, and maybe you can help translate them…”
Both of them turned to see a sleepy, yawning Maggie in the doorway. “Hey, look who slept really well last night.” A lot of emotional subjects for the time of day, and it was only a few minutes after eight.
“I’ll go get Sara,” Dina said, ruffling her sister’s hair on the way out.
“Good morning, honey.” Rebecca gave Maggie a hug. “Do you want to go wake Callie?” Or attempt to. Rebecca had vaguely noticed Callie sneaking out of bed in the middle of the night—something that undoubtedly had to do with Asha’s phone call.
Maggie’s face lit up. “Yes!” She was probably looking to enjoy a few more minutes in the waterbed. They let her sleep with them when the nightmares had been at their worst.
Rebecca poured herself a cup of coffee, leaning against the counter.
No matter what Andy or anyone else said, she was happy—with her life, with having happy people under her roof. No one said it would be easy, but you could try. She thought she’d done a pretty good job so far.
Callie walked into the kitchen in a state similar to the one Maggie had been in earlier, heading straight for the coffee maker.
“God, I love you,” she murmured when Rebecca handed her a mug with the steaming content.
“Are you talking to me or the coffee?”
Callie looked up at her with a mischievous smile. “Writers worship coffee. I’m going to worship you later tonight.”
The arrival of Maggie, Dina, and Sara ended that particular conversation, but Rebecca was grateful to sit.
* * * *
The phone wouldn’t stop ringing. First, it was Roz confirming that Rebecca, Callie, and everyone they could get hold of, would come to the big party on opening day. Roz’s Cupcake Delights had shaped up to be one of the most beautiful cafés in Autumn Leaves, with its red and white décor and striped awning over a large window. If the weather forecast lived up to its promise, she’d be able to have tables outside.
“I need all of you on this,” she said. “Jamie and I can’t mess this up.”
“Breathe,” Rebecca said. “I’ll bring all my children. I’ll even bring someone else’s daughter. There’ll be the book club, Betty’s charity folks…I think you’ll be okay.”
“I hope so.” Roz gave a heartfelt sigh. “That’s my name in that window. I’m freaking out.”
“Don’t. We’ll all be with you. Hey, maybe you could book Callie for an event soon.”
“That would be great. You know, if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be where I am now, and not just because you did a kickass job on my promo materials. I had this crazy idea, and thanks to you, I discovered I had the guts to run with it.”
“That’s a compliment, I hope?”
Roz laughed. “I love you, Rebecca. Thanks for helping me so much. If this ship goes down, at least I know I tried.”
“We’ll be there. Don’t worry.”
The next call was from the counselor’s office, confirming Maggie’s appointment for the next day. Rebecca had barely hung up when it rang again.
“Wow, after this, I’m going to unplug the phone and work outside for a bit,” she declared.
“I was thinking of going for a walk, see if Vanessa and Sabine are talking,” Callie said. “Do we need anything for dinner, or do you want to meet me in town?”
“Yes, hello?” Rebecca shrugged and shook her head.
“I take that as a no. See you later.”
“Mrs. Lowman?” an unfamiliar voice asked. “Is Sara there?”
“Yes, one moment, please. I’m going to get her.”
“Thank you so much for letting her stay for a while. I know firsthand how much trouble the girl is.”
“Well, she wasn’t trouble to me,” Rebecca said, her tone sharper than intended. “You’ll be coming to pick her up, I suppose.”
“Actually…I was hoping she could stay a few more days? I came here only to pick up a few clothes. I think you know about her parents. They don’t want her, but they wouldn’t hesitate to call social services on me either.”
“I can imagine that’s tough on you.” That didn’t even sound a bit sarcastic. Rebecca was proud of herself.
“You have no idea.” Sara’s aunt sighed. “I’ll be here all day, if Sara needs fresh clothes too.”
“Sure, no problem. We can come by on the way to Marin County.”
“Oh, but that’s in the evening, isn’t it? I have to leave at four.”
Sure you do. Rebecca mentally calculated the time for some work on her contract with Amber, driving back and forth to Sara’s home, and going to Marin County later in the evening.
“Why don’t I get Sara, and we come by now?”
“You’d do that? Mrs. Lowman, you’re amazing. Frankly, I didn’t even know that Sara has any friends. She’s always moody and brooding, and listening to that depressing music…and those clothes—”
“Yeah, well, we better get going then,” Rebecca interrupted her. “Thanks for your call. I’ll see you in a bit.”
She hadn’t seen Sara come in.
“That was your aunt.”
“I figured,” Sara said evenly.
“I don’t know if you heard the last part. Is that really okay with you, staying here? Callie and I don’t mind, but I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”
“No one’s creeping on me, and no one wants to pray away the gay.” Sara snorted. “How could I possibly be comfortable here?”
“Glad you think so. Let’s go tell Maggie and Dina, and then we can leave.”
“About that—” Sara was back to fidgeting. “I don’t want to impose.”
“You’re not.”
“I want to do something at least. How about I cook dinner tonight?”
“That would be great, but wait…it’s group tonight. You know what?” Rebecca said when she saw the disappointment in Sara’s face. “I’ll call Amber and cancel for both of us. I can mail her my work so far.”
“Really? I so don’t want to listen to Andy ranting today.”
“Same here. So…what’s for dinner?”
* * * *
As Callie walked along the familiar sights, she tried to recall what it had felt like when she first came here, to a town she only knew by name and accepting a heritage from a woman who remained a friendly stranger.
She’d still been reeling from that year with Nicole, and getting to a quiet, if boring, place to finish her book—number 5 in the adventures of Vanessa and Sabine—seemed like a good idea to cope.
Of course, it hadn’t been boring at all from the moment Rebecca had come over to welcome her new neighbor.
Now, back to those characters who had accompanied the successes and failures in her own life for so many years. She still wasn’t sure if she wanted to go there, but she needed something to tell Asha, either way.
Asha had a knack for showing up unexpectedly. Callie had the feeling that it might be soon.
Her thoughts wandered back to the first weeks in Autumn Leaves. She remembered the color of the leaves changing, the time she realized she was falling head over heels for her married, allegedly straight neighbor. Now, the trees were heavy with blossoms—white and pink, the scent intoxicating.
She was procrastinating. So much had happened for her, Callie felt like she should pay credit to all those changes somewhere along the line, do something different. If the Young Adult story wasn’t it, she wasn’t sure going back to the familiar would work either. Especially with the suggestions Asha had made.
She indulged herself in the fantasy of what it would be like to be married to Rebecca. The next trip they took to New York, they could make it happen. The thought thrilled her to no end, but Callie was realistic. Rebecca had just been through a divorce that bordered on messy at times. She wanted peace for herself, but mostly for her children.
Maybe in a few years, it would be okay to bring up the idea. Maybe, at that point, they’d be able to get married right here in Autumn Leaves.
Callie was so lost in thought, she hadn’t realized where she was going, or perhaps the landscape—looking so different in this season—had deceived her. Not all memories of her start in Autumn Leaves were good ones. The warmth of the sun couldn’t reach through the chill that rapidly spread all over her body.
From here, it was only a five-minute walk through the woods that considerably shortened the way home. She hadn’t taken it again since that day, last Halloween, when Matt Weller and Tim Beckett had waited for her in the dark. She shuddered violently, the fear of what could have happened—other than the bruises and torn stockings—still present on this sunny morning.
She felt trapped, unable to move in this place. It made her want to run, past the barn and all the way to the other end of the small forest…like that night.
It took several moments for the ringing of her cell phone to register with Callie. She was too late. Number Unknown. At the moment, she couldn’t care less. She wanted to be home. She wanted never to think of that night, ever again.
The cell phone rang once more, making her flinch, but this time, Callie picked up.
“Thank God.”
“Excuse me, who—?”
“It’s Beth.” She sounded like she felt about as terrible as Callie did at the moment…not a good start for a conversation.
“Beth. I’m sorry, but this is not a good time.”
“Pity, I haven’t had a good time since you first called…I’m sorry. Please, don’t hang up. Callie?”
It seemed like she was getting a chance to pay her dues after all.
* * * *
“Who’s the Goth girl?” David asked when Sara was out of earshot.
The real question is what are you doing here? Rebecca didn’t say it out loud. She still harbored the hope of having David on her side, especially when it came to giving the person who had shaken Maggie so badly a piece of her mind. Maybe she could even trick him into coming to Roz’s opening day. The things she was willing to do for her friends…
“She’s from my group in Marin County, and she made friends with Dina in two seconds. Her name is Sara.”
David’s eyes narrowed. “You usually bring them here to meet the girls?”
“Is that a problem? I don’t think anything or anyone could sway Dina from Tomaso right now.”
“Never say never,” he murmured. “Sorry for coming by unannounced, but there’s something I wanted to talk to you about. Is Callie here?”
“No,” Rebecca said, confused. “You’re not taking Dina home today, are you? You know we all wanted to see Roz the day after tomorrow.”
“Fine with me. I wanted to talk to you.”
“Come on in,” she told him, wondering if she might regret that choice, if they’d end up in a pointless dispute once more. He’s not the enemy, Father Langdon had said. These days, she trusted him more than she trusted David. Somehow, Rebecca thought that was sad.
* * * *
Callie couldn’t believe it. In the midst of a beautiful day, amongst pink flowers and the chirping of birds overhead, she was going to have a panic attack. That’s what it felt like—the beginnings of it—and she had experienced it before. Beth’s voice sounded far away.
“I know we’re not best friends or anything, but you brought this up and…I’ve been a mess.”
“I’m so sorry,” Callie whispered, clutching the phone in a clammy hand. She walked a few more steps, like in a fog. “I didn’t mean to do that.”
“Oh, I know. Unlike some other people, you tried at least. I can give you points for that. Can you believe no one else we went to class with ever bothered to call? Anyway, I tried for years to make myself believe it didn’t happen, and I thought I did that pretty well. When we talked the other day, it was a reality check. You know, I went to another school after it…happened, and that shit started all over again.”
“Can we please talk some other time?”
Callie leaned back against a wooden fence, still struggling not to hyperventilate. Beth’s words hit too close to home. After all, Callie had developed skills of repression herself, regarding Nicole, Halloween, and the past events that connected her and Beth.
“No, I’m sorry. No, we can’t. You wanted me to be honest with you. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have called after all these years, so here it is. That time was horrible, but I’ve moved on. I have a great life. Every now and then, though, something completely random happens—a forgotten appointment, or some client who happens to be in a foul mood—and everything crumbles. I’ve had therapy. I know where it comes from and how to deal with it. It still sucks.”
Callie replayed those words in her head, wishing she could be rude enough simply to hang up.
Everything crumbles.
“That’s not your fault, Callie. It wasn’t back then, and it isn’t now.”
“Why did you call?”
“You know what I’m talking about, right? That’s why you contacted me after all these years, because you know what it’s like when that happens. It took me a while to figure that out.”
This was not the conversation Callie had in mind when she wanted to get away from Nicole’s blackmail attempts—not now, not ever. Nicole…they still didn’t know for sure if it wasn’t her who had pressured Maggie. There had been that one time when Maggie had opened the door to her, but wouldn’t the nightmares have come much sooner? Callie could give herself the answer. Nightmares came at any given moment.
“I need to go now,” she said.
“Wait a second. Whatever it is, I’m not going to ask, and this might sound weird after everything I just told you. We’re still here. That means they didn’t win. They’re the losers. I’ve learned that on some days, that’s all that counts.”
Some days they come back, no matter how hard you try to keep them at bay. Callie disconnected the call, fumbling her way back to reality and the present, finally leaving the woods behind. The last few steps, she ran.
* * * *
“What happened?” Rebecca asked. “Did Andy make any more advances?”
David laughed wryly. “I would hope I have a better reason when I want to come see you. She’s around, giving me pitiful glances. I guess I am to be pitied these days.”
“That’s a matter of opinion. What brings you here?”
“It’s been a lonely few days,” he said with a sigh. “Without Dina around, it’s very quiet.”
Rebecca still didn’t understand, and after meeting Sara’s aunt, who couldn’t get rid enough of her soon enough, her own patience was at a low. She waited.
“I cleaned out the last boxes from the move,” David explained. “I found this…I thought you might want to keep it.”
She stared at the silver necklace in disbelief. “Where did you find that?”
“Some of Maggie’s clothes we said we’d give away. I think it just slipped in there, and you didn’t notice.”
“Maybe. Thank you.”
Rebecca had to admit his find presented a non-sequitur on this day. She had all but forgotten about this piece of jewelry, probably lost it a couple of years ago or more. She couldn’t remember the last time she had worn it; however, she did remember the first time. She could tell from David’s wistful gaze that he remembered it too. Rebecca suppressed a sigh. If he came all the way here because of the necklace, if he thought it couldn’t wait until he came to get Dina, that probably meant he still had hopes Rebecca couldn’t fulfill. She’d end up being the bad one once more.
“I got you that when we first started dating,” he said. “You loved it, even though you probably knew it wasn’t expensive—all I could afford at the time.”
In all those years, and with the growing distance she had thought of as normal at the time, Rebecca had never expected them to come to this—treading more or less carefully through a minefield of words and emotions. “What do you want, David?”
“Why don’t you understand? I want you. I want you to come back to me.”
Even with the not so subtle hints lately, his frank admission still startled Rebecca.
“What are you talking about? You know that it’s not going to happen. We sold the house!”
“It’s all about the house?” he asked incredulously.
She had to admit, that wasn’t the best point, but he wouldn’t want to hear the rest.
“Forget about that. We can start over anywhere, you and I, and the girls—”
“No, we can’t!”
“I think deep down inside, you want it too. I know you’ve had a hard time, with the minister and Maggie having these problems. Let’s work on this together.”
Rebecca took a step backward, her back touching the wall. “For what it’s worth,” David continued, “I know Andy is a bit of a nutcase, but she does have some good points. The way it is now, no one wins. We both screwed up. That doesn’t mean you have to deny who you are.” He reached out to touch her cheek, not breaking the contact when she flinched. “Give me a chance to convince you. You know it’s the right thing to do.”
“Stop it. You’re making it worse.”
“Worse than running out on your family in the middle of the night, because you decided you’re a lesbian now? Please, Rebecca. You’ve got to see that this is crazy!”
His fingers tightened around her wrist painfully, and she dropped the necklace.
“Rebecca? Is everything okay?”
She saw Sara standing in the doorway, visibly disturbed by the scene she witnessed. Sadly, Rebecca was not surprised. A couple who would set their teenage daughter out on the streets was likely to be dysfunctional in other ways.
“Sure. I’ll be with you in a few minutes. You can go,” she added when Sara hesitated.
She bent to pick up the necklace. “I’m not sure anymore that I should keep this. I would have expected this kind of behavior from your brother, but not you.” Rebecca wished her tone was more distant and cool, not on the verge of tears. She had no energy for an exchange that was this draining, especially with the girls and Callie coming back anytime soon. Sara had sent Maggie and Dina for a few ingredients while she and Rebecca went to pick up her clothes.
Tomorrow, Maggie’s appointment.
“God, I never wanted to go there.” David raked a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. You know that, right? Not about…you know…I wouldn’t do that. Not ever.”
“I’m not coming back to you. I don’t want to. Contrary to what you or Andy think, no one’s unhappy in this house.”
“I should go.”
“I love Callie. I didn’t decide that one day, but I did decide I didn’t want to lie to anyone—you or the girls. It doesn’t mean that I don’t care about you, and you’re right that we need to work on some of those problems together. For Maggie.”
David turned to her mid-step. “Sounds easy in theory, doesn’t it?”
“I’m sorry you and Susan didn’t work out, or that I can’t give you what you want from me, but I need you to work with me here. We’re still the girls’ parents, and they rely on us.”
“You think I don’t know that? Forget everything I just said. Keep the necklace. I don’t have any use for it.”
“I heard what you said. I know this isn’t easy for you,” Rebecca said, torn between the wish to end the conversation right now and to resolve the issues that were obviously ready to blow up in their faces whenever.
“Yeah.” He brushed his fingers over her wrist, lightly this time. “I’m really sorry.”
“Just don’t ever do it again. You can’t come here and pretend we’re still together, or will be.”
“I guess I deserved that.”
“It’s not about getting even.”
At the sound of the key in the lock, he let go, seconds before Callie let herself inside.
“David,” she murmured in passing, going straight to the bedroom. From the looks of it, she didn’t have a good time either.
“Let me know if there’s anything important at the counselor’s,” David said. “Otherwise, I’ll come to pick up Dina after Roz’s big day. Bye.”
“Wait, you’re not going? Roz was hoping—”
“Frankly, Roz’s hopes are not the most important of my concerns right now.”
Abruptly, David turned to leave.
Rebecca watched him walk away, the slump of his shoulders obvious. She couldn’t bring herself to regret anything she’d said. In the long run, anything else would be cruel.
* * * *
David Lowman was on the shortlist of people Callie wanted to see the least at the moment. So, hiding in the bedroom, under the covers, seemed like an appropriate strategy.
If someone asked her, it would probably be a tie with Nicole for Number One. She didn’t need him to remind her that he’d be around, or why he kept showing up when it wasn’t necessary. After a phase of disbelief and resentment, and a half-hearted attempt at a new relationship, he had decided he wanted Rebecca back. This was such a bad déjà vu, considering she’d spent a great deal of the winter trying to escape Nicole’s scheming. David wasn’t like Nicole though. He was the father of Rebecca’s children. He wasn’t going anywhere…and that wasn’t the worst.
Beth’s call couldn’t have come at a worse time, though she meant well and was even ready to give Callie absolution. They had, with best intentions, done something for each other that was most unwelcome—bring up truths each of them had tried hard to forget.
She needed to write the damn book—a story all happy and peachy.
She couldn’t make this all about her either. They had Maggie and the two teenage girls currently living with them to consider, and the day after tomorrow, there was Roz’s party.
Callie was scared. She hadn’t realized how much until she went back to the place of her own nightmares.
She heard the soft sounds of the door opening and closing…footsteps…then Rebecca stepped out of her shoes and sat on the side of the bed.
“It’s already been a long day.”
“Tell me about it,” Callie said, trying hard to gather the last bits of her composure, but the warm touch of a hand against her back undid her. Rebecca didn’t ask but lay down beside her and embraced her, pressing her face against Callie’s neck.
Within that firm hold, it was safe to fall apart.
“I don’t know if I can do it…you know, stay here until they get out of prison, and just wait for what they will do!”
“It’s going to be on their record forever,” Rebecca reminded her. “I’m sure they’ll know better than coming back here…and Beckett will stay in prison for much longer. No one is going to hurt you, but if you really want to go away, I’ll go with you.”
“You’d do that?”
“I would,” Rebecca said without any hesitation. “I would prefer if we did it because we wanted to, not because we let anyone drive us from our home. They don’t deserve that.”
“What did David want?” Callie asked, sensing Rebecca was talking about more than Beckett and Weller.
Rebecca’s hold tightened slightly. “Try to convince me to drop everything and start over. I told him that was not an option.” Her voice revealed a mix of emotion that made Callie turn in her arms. “Don’t worry,” Rebecca said. “It’ll be okay. Everything. I better go check on poor Sara now, because she—”
“Stay here with me for a bit. Please.”
Rebecca didn’t need any more convincing. In spite of everything weighing on her at the moment, Callie found it a little easier to breathe. Maybe in the end, she’d be able to stay, not let herself be chased by her fears, because she—they—had something much stronger.
The three girls sitting and chatting at the dinner table would never know about the events of the day. Callie felt like she was recovering from sickness, starting to see clearly as the fog of doubts lifted.
There were decisions she’d have to make in the long run, but to have someone’s unwavering support—maybe for the first time in her life—made all the difference. There was a time when she had thought an ill-fated affair was all they could ever have, if at all. She had feared Rebecca would stay with her because of pity over the events of Halloween, or that she could be swayed by the manipulative skills of Father Reynolds or Nicole.
The reality was that Rebecca made a commitment she thought was worth it, even with all the obstacles thrown in her way. If she could do it, so could Callie.
“I never realized that, with Nicole and the time after, I was only half-living,” she told Rebecca, much later, after she’d made good on this morning’s promise.
“I love you too,” Rebecca whispered. It was no longer a fact she struggled to deal with, but certainty. From here, everything was possible.



Chapter Seven
Maggie had dragged her feet all morning, making Rebecca glad the appointment wasn’t before ten. The two of them had breakfast together in an otherwise silent house.
“You’re not scared, right?” she asked her brooding daughter. “You know Doctor Hanson. She’s nice…” …and she can ask some questions in a much sneakier way than any of us.
Maggie made a non-committal sound as she ate her cereal. “How many more times do I have to go?”
“We’ll talk about that with Doctor Hanson. A few more times, maybe? She’ll give you some more exercises.” For when the nightmares come. Rebecca didn’t say that out loud. She didn’t have to. “You’ve been sleeping better.”
“I guess.” Maggie stirred the milk in her bowl, the resulting sound jarring.
“Do you want to go back to your book club this week?”
“No. I didn’t read the book.”
That was another first. Ironic, when she thought back to the time Dina had given her so much reason to worry, hiding her friend’s pregnancy test, then her romance with the Italian exchange student that seemed to progress far too quickly for Rebecca’s comfort. Maggie quietly resolved things with herself, which was a scary thought at the moment.
“Okay, but tomorrow, we’re all going to see Roz. That’s going to be fun.”
If you say so. It was easy for Rebecca to read Maggie’s sullen expression.
Doctor Hanson’s office was halfway between Autumn Leaves and Marin County. On the outside, the house fit nicely into the suburban neighborhood. On the inside, the first floor was all dedicated to young visitors. It had taken Rebecca some time to accept that coming here didn’t mean parental failure. Seeking help from a professional when it benefited your child was the right thing to do. While it wasn’t Maggie’s favorite place to come to at the moment, she did enjoy the relaxation exercises and fantasy journeys Doctor Hanson practiced with her.
She just didn’t want to answer any hard questions.
“Hey, Maggie!” The counselor greeted them with a bright smile. “How have you been?”
“Good,” Maggie said hesitantly.
“That’s great. Let’s see if you can remember those exercises we did the last time, and I’d really like to hear what you’ve been doing on Spring Break so far. Why don’t you go inside and choose something from the play corner? I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”
“You flinched a little when she said ‘good’,” Doctor Hanson remarked quietly. “Did anything happen?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe it has to do with the kidnapping, but we believe there’s another reason for the more recent nightmares.” As always, when approaching the subject with someone, Rebecca felt herself tense up. Anger, disbelief, the fear that Maggie could still think somebody would come to take her away, because there was something inherently wrong with her family. “We don’t know, but we think the nightmares might be related. Someone—we don’t know who—told her she might have to go to a foster home, because…because of me.”
Doctor Hanson’s eyes widened. “Irresponsible would be putting it mildly. You have a suspicion though? Do you think your ex-brother-in-law is the one?”
“I thought so, but he denies it. I don’t know anymore. I was hoping you could help. Maggie is…different. She doesn’t want to go to her book club, and she’s abrupt with strangers. I hope this is just a phase, but that person seems to have triggered something.”
“That’s likely,” Doctor Hanson agreed. “I don’t want to keep her waiting any longer. I’ll talk to you after?”
“I’ll be here.”
Rebecca settled into the waiting area with her laptop and a latte from the vending machine. Fortunately, the place also catered to worried parents.
When the door opened, and Doctor Hanson came out, Rebecca could tell from her expression that the session hadn’t been as fruitful as she hoped. She closed her laptop and disposed of the paper cup, waiting anxiously. She wasn’t yet ready to accept that they might never find out.
“Maggie is still coming to terms with everything, but she claims she isn’t scared anymore, which I believe is mostly true. The behavior you described is a way of creating distance, and from what she tells me, she needs that space right now.”
“I didn’t want to put any pressure on her, but I want to know who told her those lies.”
“I can understand. According to Maggie, the person was a mother of someone in her class. That might narrow it down for you. Planting ideas like that in a child’s mind is…low, to say the least. It’s very confusing when an adult does or says bad things under the pretense that they care about you, but Maggie understands, and she’s about ready to let it go. Maybe, you should too.”
“I don’t know if I can. I don’t know why that person should get away with this. What if they try to plant more lies in her head?”
“There is that,” Doctor Hanson acknowledged. “I think Maggie understands it’s okay for her to take care of herself now, and that she doesn’t need to protect anyone—not even you. I’m sure she will tell you in time.”
That time couldn’t come soon enough, but when Maggie exited the room with a smile on her face, Rebecca was more than willing to give her a break.
Maybe Miss Romano, Maggie’s favorite teacher, would be able to narrow the list down even more. Like everyone else Rebecca knew, she’d be at Roz’s Cupcake Delights the next day.
* * * *
“Damn it,” Callie swore as the zipper of her dress got stuck again. There was a reason for her to be nervous. She could do the small town life in reasonable doses—brunch, church, the occasional restaurant visit. Today, almost everyone in town would be present. Roz was born and raised in Autumn Leaves, and her new business would attract lots of attention—hopefully buying customers too.
Rebecca stepped in to solve the zipper problem, laughing softly. “Don’t worry. I swear, this time, neither of us is going to be the center of attention.”
Callie smiled at their reflection in the mirror—the warm touch going a long way to calm her nerves. It was true. They had walked in each other’s world—Callie, when she’d sat in church, witnessing Rebecca telling the truth to the whole congregation. Rebecca had accompanied Callie to a book gala earlier this year—a beautiful time unfortunately overshadowed by Nicole’s return.
The separation didn’t exist anymore. There weren’t any two worlds, just the one they shared. The realization made her tear up.
“Yeah, I know,” Rebecca said. “That’s a lot of progress we made. Today is Roz’s day though. She really earned it.”
“You had a part in it too. You gave her great promotion materials.”
“It was fun to do, but now, I think we should get the girls and actually go?”
Callie cast a rueful look at the immaculately made bed.
“It will be fine,” Rebecca assured her. “Just think of ways to work off all that cake and champagne we’re going to have.”
“You think Miss Romano will be there?” Callie asked, her cheeks burning. The change of topic was on purpose. Otherwise, there was a chance they’d never leave this room.
“I hope so. I want to know which parent in Maggie’s class is harassing my child, and once I do, I’d like to have a private chat with them.”
“Yes, me too. Okay. Let’s go meet the townspeople.”
Rebecca was right. There would be no more talk behind their backs than usual. It had gotten a lot less in the past few months, and eventually, no one would care.
* * * *
Callie’s worries were unfounded. The place was packed, and most of the people sitting or standing in line for a special treat were strangers. Dina had found her longtime friend, Anna, and went to introduce Sara to her. Maggie stayed close, even though there were children from her book club and her school.
“There you are!” Roz wound her way through the crowd and hugged Rebecca tightly. “This is happening!”
“It definitely is. Congratulations.” A few minutes ago, Rebecca hadn’t expected this moment to become so emotional, but for the four of them—Betty, Maria, Roz, and her. It was a long time of sharing the dreams and frustrations of their daily lives, and some secrets too. They dreaded and wished alike for big changes. Rebecca had hers. This was Roz’s.
“Mrs. Lowman. Miss Bryan. It’s so good to see you.”
“You too,” Rebecca and Callie said, almost in unison.
There was a moment of awkward silence when everyone realized the last time they’d talked to Roz’s mother, Sonia, it was under less pleasant circumstances. Rebecca hesitated. Exchanging a glance with Callie, she stepped aside to continue her conversation with Roz, keeping Maggie close to her.
“Look at all those people,” she said. “This is amazing.”
“It is,” Roz agreed. “Thanks so much for being here. I have to get back to work. If you can make it, come inside to the girls’ table. Betty, Francine, and Delia are there.” She leaned close to whisper, “Champagne’s on the house for brunch ladies. I’ll see you later.”
“It’s already a great day.” A few feet away, Callie and Sonia hugged, and then Callie joined them again, a relieved smile on her face.
“Everything okay?” Rebecca asked. She imagined Callie’s conversation with Sonia was a reminder of last Halloween’s traumatic events—short, but Rebecca imagined it wasn’t easy. The memory of Halloween night was traumatic for Callie. It could have been much worse if Sonia hadn’t chosen that night to walk her dog and intervene when she witnessed a crime about to happen.
“I’m fine. I should have talked to her long ago. This feels better.” Reassured by Callie’s resolve, Rebecca directed her attention back to her younger daughter. Maggie looked apprehensive at the sight of the crowd, and Rebecca gripped her hand tighter. “Let’s try this. Callie is going to find the table, and we’ll see if we can make it to the counter.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Callie agreed. “Good luck.”
Rebecca assumed they’d spend a while, since there were many adults with children in the line. Everything on display looked delicious, making it hard to choose not only for the younger customers.
“Hi, Rebecca, Maggie!”
Jenny and her daughter, Stella, settled in for the wait as well. Maggie looked even more uncomfortable now, knowing she had skipped the book club a couple of times. Predictably, Jenny mentioned her absence. “We missed you, Maggie. I kind of understand though,” she continued, more to Rebecca. “It was…trying…to say the least.”
“Really? What happened?”
“She did,” Jenny said darkly, nodding in the direction of the corner table. At first, Rebecca didn’t understand, until she recognized Andy standing next to Betty at the brunch table, clutching her glass of champagne. Rebecca decided that if anyone claimed she was Andy’s friend, she’d leave the place immediately. The rumors had to stop.
“What did she do?”
Jenny sighed. “Remember, we read one of Callie’s books a few weeks ago? She’d brought her son for the first time, and already made a scene about the lesbian parents of one of the girls who wasn’t even the main character! Not that it matters,” she added quickly. “She’s just one of those people who likes to stir up trouble.” Rebecca looked at Maggie, who studied her feet intently.
“Yeah, I noticed that about her.”
She didn’t want to make unfounded accusations, much less on her friend’s big day, but the evidence against Andy was piling up. Nicole would have no qualms about scaring a child, Rebecca assumed, but she had moved on. Her blackmail attempt had been one way to mess with Callie. She probably never intended to go through with it. Father Reynolds had kept his part of the cease-fire bargain.
Andy caught her gaze and smiled at her across the room.
The book club was one place where she could have an opportunity to talk to Maggie, but not for longer than a few minutes. What if that was enough?
Andy kept spreading the idea that she and Rebecca were friends. Maggie had heard it too, according to Callie. Where? She was so lost in thought that the girl behind the counter had to address her twice for her order.
“I’m sorry. Maggie? Would you prefer a chocolate or strawberry cream cupcake?”
On their way back to the table, they saw more familiar faces. Amber and Cathy had just arrived, waving. Roz was talking to Father Langdon. Father Reynolds had come too, sitting at a corner table with another man whom Rebecca recognized as Francine’s father, their interim mayor. Neither of them looked happy.
Outside, she could easily distinguish Sara by her usual black gear. She was having a good time with Dina and her friends.
Rebecca wanted the nightmare to end for Maggie, and she believed an example had to be set with an adult who used children to serve their own, questionable agenda. She’d try to catch Andy alone at some point and make hers clear.
“Rebecca, it’s so nice to see you! I’m glad your friend’s business is such a success.”
Rebecca took a deliberate step backward to escape the hug Andy obviously intended. Andy took the rejection in her stride, smiling brightly. “—and little Maggie. Will your dad be here too?” Maggie didn’t give her an answer but went to sit next to Callie in the booth. Rebecca thought, after that last conversation they’d had, it was unlikely that David would come.
“I don’t think so,” she said. “If there’s something you need to tell him, you should call.”
Andy kept the smile in place, but she made a show of looking surprised. “Why would I call him?”
“I don’t know. You two seem to have a lot to talk about lately.”
“Oh…that.” She laughed. “Don’t worry. You know I have a husband, right? I told you this already, but I’m really sorry. My biggest mistake is I want everyone to be as happy as I am.”
“Unless you don’t like the way they live. I get that, Andy.” Not here, not now, she repeated in her mind. It was too damn tempting.
“Let’s not fight. It’s such a beautiful day.”
“I agree. Let’s pick a rainy day for talking about what exactly it was you said to my daughter.”
She saw Callie whisper something to Maggie and then get up.
“Forget about it. You’re right. This is not the moment, but you can be sure I won’t let this go.”
“Maggie is such a bright little girl,” Andy said, her features set in a stubborn expression. “I could see that right away, and I don’t want her to be harmed.”
“What were you thinking?” Callie asked. “The only person who harmed her is you! You have nothing to show for it, really. You’re not a teenager under peer pressure. You found an easy prey and went with it.”
“I’m not talking to you. I did nothing wrong. I’m not the one who’s condemning my child, and I don’t want my family exposed to any of this—” She broke off in the middle of the sentence, spinning around to leave, glass still in hand.
“Do I want to know?” Betty asked, not having overheard the conversation.
“Probably not.” With a sigh, Rebecca sat in the booth next to her daughter before giving Callie a thank you and a quick, defiant kiss. Nobody noticed or cared.
“I want to go to book club again next time,” Maggie said.
That was, at least, a victory. They might not be able to avoid bullies completely—the younger and the adult ones—but they had no reason to hide.
The aborted confrontation felt anti-climactic. An exchange of heated words and Andy’s self-righteousness were nowhere near in proportion to the sleepless nights Rebecca and Callie—not to mention Maggie—had behind them. She remembered Maggie clinging to her, trying to escape the terror of those dreams, all because of some person who opposed same-sex parents in children’s books or reality. “That’s great. I think you can easily catch up with the others.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to be sad.” Maggie had her eyes fixed on her plate, where the cupcake still sat untouched.
“Why would I be sad?”
“Andy said I mustn’t tell you, because you’d be sad if I was gone, and you wouldn’t try to get better. What did she mean?”
“Honey, I wish I knew, but I promise you that I will find out.”
At this moment, Rebecca would have liked a few relaxation exercises herself. Andy wasn’t the first who had tried to make her feel guilty. David had taken a lawyer before to look into custody issues and put her under a lot of pressure that way. Father Reynolds had expressed his unsolicited opinion, but he hadn’t gone further than that. What Andy had done was insane, and Rebecca wanted to tell her right now; however, she had to make it through a day filled with smiles and sweet cakes first. When Roz came by and filled their glasses once more, the relief must have shown on her face, judging from Callie’s affectionate smile.
How miserable did someone have to be if they couldn’t bear someone else’s happiness?
* * * *
Tomorrow, Dina would go back to David’s, and Sara would leave too. As much fun as it was to have a full house, Callie looked forward to quieter times to get started on that book in earnest, to look into the logistics of their summer trip. She could tell by her tense posture that Rebecca wasn’t exactly satisfied with the outcome of the earlier confrontation. While she understood Rebecca’s reasons, Callie was relieved it had ended where it did.
It would be hard to reason with Andy under any circumstances, and the irrational logic of her kind was more draining than any of them could use.
Besides, it seemed enough for Maggie, who chatted with Betty’s younger son. The secret was out, but she and the adults in her life were still okay.
She caught a glimpse of Sonia talking to her daughter, sighing in relief. Callie didn’t know what had taken her so long—or maybe she did know. First, there was her own apprehension. After Beckett and Weller had been sentenced, she didn’t want to talk about that night any more than necessary. Then, she and Rebecca had gone to New York with Dina, and Nicole had forced her way back into Callie’s life. There hadn’t been much of an opportunity to tell Sonia how grateful she really was for her help. Fortunately, Sonia understood. “You’re okay. That’s all that matters,” she’d said. Callie would be okay, and so would Maggie.
Callie took another sip, well aware that the champagne was going to her head. She’d gladly explore those ideas Rebecca had mentioned earlier in order to work off the calories.
“Hey. I can understand why you’re staring at her, but don’t be so obvious. Everyone knows what you’re planning.”
She jumped at the voice behind her, turning around to glare at Asha.
“Yes, I’m happy to see you too. When I saw this place and the crowd, I had a feeling, not to mention a craving for something sinfully sweet. Let me say hello to a friend first, and then we can talk about your book. Where can I get a glass of this? You seem to be enjoying it.”
“Since when do you have a friend in Autumn Leaves?” Callie asked. “Besides me, that is.”
“I’ll be back.” Asha winked. “Don’t run away. As you know, I’ll find you anywhere.”
“Unfortunately, that is true,” Callie said to her friend’s back.
She watched Asha say hello to a surprising amount of people. Then, she stood for a few minutes with Miss Romano. Callie regarded the exchange with suspicion. Might Asha go as far as to volunteer her for a school appearance? The two women laughed, then Asha stole a piece of cake from the teacher’s plate and took her half-filled glass before she returned to the table.
“You’ve got to be kidding me, and I thought all of your trips down here were solely because of me.”
“Don’t be jealous. Most of them are. Hi, Rebecca. So, Callie…where are you on the wedding proposal?”
In the confusion that followed, Callie was left with the task of explaining they were talking about fictional characters. It might be Roz’s big day, but Asha caught everyone’s attention wherever she went. It was a gift.
“No one’s getting married yet,” Callie said. “Unless you want to tell me something.”
She could have sworn Rebecca looked a bit disappointed, right after her eyes lit up. Sometimes, doing the right thing was the hardest, and maybe she had to rethink what the right thing was in this situation. She wanted to see that expression of joyous surprise every day on Rebecca’s face.
First of all, she had to deal with Asha.
* * * *
As Rebecca went to find Roz to say good-bye, she wanted to laugh at her own foolishness. To think that Asha’s remark could be related to anything other than Callie’s next writing project. Yet, the idea thrilled her, even though it came with complications. People around her hadn’t believed it, and for a while, Rebecca couldn’t quite believe it herself, but the times were changing. They wouldn’t have to go that far to be able to get married. Possibly, not far from now, they could do so in Autumn Leaves.
The problem was—at least from Rebecca’s point of view—that she’d just left a marriage that wasn’t entirely unhappy or happy. She didn’t want to go there when their shared life was still so new, or maybe she wanted to, but she had no idea how to start that conversation.
The waitress pointed her in the direction of the back of the café. Rebecca knocked on the door and opened it, frozen for a moment as she debated whether to go inside or leave, pretend she hadn’t seen anything.
In front of the shelf, there was Asha with Miss Romano, standing really close.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“Mrs. Lowman.” Miss Romano blushed hotly, even though there was no evidence that anything other than a friendly chat just happened, confirming Rebecca’s initial interpretation.
“I know it doesn’t look like that, but this is actually work,” Asha explained cheerily. “Since Callie wants to write for children at the moment, she should feel the consequences. By which I mean, an appearance at Maggie’s school is perfectly acceptable.”
“Oh. Okay. Maggie will be thrilled.” Rebecca was still trying to wrap her mind about what she thought she had witnessed. “I’ll ask Callie.”
Asha chuckled. “Well, it’s not like she’ll have a lot of say in the matter.”
Miss Romano smiled uneasily. How could she think that Rebecca would judge her with her own family life dissected three times over by the town grapevine? She understood Miss Romano’s caution though. When you were a schoolteacher, prejudice could be a lot more damaging.
“Well, that’s decided then. Congrats. I had no idea.” Damn the champagne, and Andy, who was the main reason she was drinking so much. “I’m not going to say anything. Hell, I know all about how that goes.” Would you shut up, now?
“Thanks, we appreciate that,” Asha said. “Trouble’s brewing as it is.”
“What does that mean?”
Miss Romano leaned back against the shelf with a sigh. “I shouldn’t even tell you this, but she’s driving me crazy. We applied for grants to do an anti-bullying program in school, and we got them, which is great, but there are some parents who are fighting us tooth and nail, saying it goes against their religious liberties. Those kids are eight, nine years old. What are those people thinking? We’re not going to talk about any kind of sex—gay or straight.”
Obviously, Miss Romano had battled her own frustrations for a while.
“You’ll have my support. Callie’s too, I’m sure. Those parents, did they come to school, trying to influence children?” After what Jenny had told her, and Andy hadn’t denied, the picture was clearer, and it wasn’t pretty.
“They’re not supposed to do that, but I know from a couple of other teachers that they sometimes hung around.”
“Did anyone talk to Maggie? Someone named Andy?”
Miss Romano flinched at the sharp edge to Rebecca’s tone. “We wouldn’t allow that, but yes. She was one of them. One time, Maggie came to see me while they were around. So, they might have run into each other in the waiting area…damn.”
Rebecca still thought it was better not to make a scene on the day one of her best friends launched her business…but still…that conversation with Andy wasn’t over yet.
“Well, I know there are a lot of parents in town who want their children to be safe in school and not harassed by other kids or adults. Start that program tomorrow. I’ll get some of them on board. I’ll badger Father Langdon, if you want. He’s on our side, and I know Betty’s husband has some press relations. He could send someone from the newspaper, to talk about the program and Callie’s reading.”
“My reading where?” Callie asked behind her, amused. Rebecca turned, seeing her eyes widen as Callie came to her own conclusions about the two other women in the room.
“Small town conspiracies…I love them,” Asha said.
* * * *
“Everything fine? No belly ache?” Rebecca asked later when Maggie was ready for bed.
Maggie giggled. “I didn’t eat that much cake,” she said with some indignation.
“Oh, I don’t know about that. I hear Callie and Roz got you some more while I wasn’t in the room. That was fun, right?”
“Yes. Except when…” She sighed.
“I know. It’s bad when people tell lies, but if they pretend to be all nice, that can be even worse. It’s hard to know what to make of it…” Hours had passed since that last glass, and she still rambled. “What you must know is that I love you. Callie and your dad do too. Andy’s just very unhappy, and that’s why she does these things.”
“Like the mean girl in Callie’s story,” Maggie mused.
“Yeah. Unfortunately, some mean people never grow out of it. The most important thing is that you don’t have to be afraid of anything. No more nightmares, okay?”
“Okay.” Maggie leaned into her hug, then she whispered, “I was really scared. I don’t want to go away.”
“I know.”
Rebecca held her close, thinking that for that upcoming conversation, she’d need all the self-control she could muster.
“She’s not coming to our house anymore, unless she apologizes to you and means it.”
In all likelihood, that would never happen. On the bright side, Maggie’s fears were no longer shadowy, as they had found their origin in Andy’s lies. The Devil you know…
Rebecca kissed her daughter good night, waved at her, and closed the door softly—even though the impulse to slam it, slam anything—was strong.
Andy thought she knew the rules within the social fabric of Autumn Leaves? She was in for a surprise.
* * * *
“Come, lie down—or sit, at least. You’re making me dizzy.” However, sitting still was not something Rebecca could do at the moment.
“Andy knew Father Reynolds. That’s how she found Maggie. It wasn’t a coincidence. She did target her.”
“That is terrible,” Callie agreed, “but at least we know now. Let’s avoid her as best we can.”
“I will avoid her, but first, there are things she needs to understand. I’ll talk to Amber. Not turning anyone away is fine, but the women there want to feel safe. They don’t need this. I don’t need this. I can’t tell Betty whom to invite for dinner parties, especially when it’s about Charles’s job, but Andy is no longer welcome at brunch. I’ll make that very clear.”
“I’m with you, whatever you decide.” Callie reached for Rebecca’s hand and tugged. “Maggie is okay. The worst that happened to her today is skipping dinner because of too many cupcakes. She’s a strong girl. I know where she got that.”
“I didn’t even ask you about Sonia.” Rebecca sighed. “I swear, I’m not trying to make it all about me, all the time.”
“I know you’re not, and it went fine. Now, come here.”
Callie was proud of her success when Rebecca finally halted her pacing and sat on the edge of the bed, pulling up her legs. “Whoa.”
“You’re not going to be sick?”
“No. I don’t think so. If anything, it’s this world that’s making me sick.” Rebecca sat up against the pillows. “This is not just about us. If Andy finds out about Miss Romano…did you know that?”
“No. I had a suspicion at some point that all those visits to Autumn Leaves couldn’t be about me.”
“Is it ever going to get easier? Are people going to mind their own business?”
“Maybe…maybe not, but I still believe what we get is worth all of it,” Callie said. “Unless they find something to do other than messing with people’s lives, those folks will never know what it feels like to be happy.” She leaned in for a kiss, and Rebecca gratefully went with the non-sequitur, until the knock on the door startled them apart.
“Hey,” Dina said, placing a sheet of paper on the nightstand, “sorry to interrupt, but I finished translating the letter you gave me. I guess you don’t need it at the moment…good night,” she sing-songed, giggling to herself before she closed the door.
“Good night,” Callie said after her, thinking Dina was absolutely right. Reading could wait until the next day; however, when she returned after a few minutes in the bathroom, Rebecca was fast asleep.
Carefully slipping under the covers, Callie contemplated the events of the day leading to Rebecca’s question. Frankly, Callie couldn’t bring herself to care about people like Andy or Nicole any longer—whatever lessons they learned, or failed to. Callie had a life to live with the person she loved.
She thought of Asha and Miss Romano, wondering if either of them had any idea as to what they were getting themselves into, given the setting of their relationship. This was none of her business though. She folded the letter, put it into the drawer, and turned off the lamp on the nightstand.
Sleepily, Rebecca reached for her, and Callie fit herself into her embrace. Soon, they might be able to do that in a different country, on a different continent, far away from the everyday life in Autumn Leaves. It wouldn’t be an escape. They had earned it.
“Let’s book those flights,” she whispered.



Chapter Eight
David came to get Dina after breakfast—all interactions brief and painless. It seemed that last conversation changed something, making them more aware of how much their relationship was on the edge and could easily take a turn for the worse.
At least, it had done that for Rebecca. She couldn’t speak for David. She still believed that, in some part, their goals were still the same—for their children to be happy and safe. Those goals were more important than their differences in opinion. They weren’t enemies.
In the light of day, and a lot more sober, Rebecca questioned the wisdom of more confrontation. Trying to make Andy see she’d done something terribly wrong would be like banging her head against a wall. Only one of them would feel pain.
However, she decided to talk to Amber and Betty regarding their regular gatherings, calling her longtime friend first.
“We’re friendly with everyone who’s new in town, that’s us.” Betty sighed after Rebecca had explained the situation.
Rebecca refrained from reminding Betty that she hadn’t been so welcoming to Callie in the beginning. She understood what Betty was trying to say though. “Which is okay most of the time, but unless she apologizes, and I don’t think she will, I don’t want her in my house.”
“Well, I’m not best friends with her either, but asking an adult to apologize to a child…do you really think—”
“Yes, Betty. I think that’s appropriate! You weren’t there! For a while, Maggie woke up crying every night, and she couldn’t even tell us what was wrong, because she was afraid strangers would come and take her away!” Rebecca took a deep breath, willing herself to calm down. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to yell at you. She’s responsible for this, though, and there must be consequences. How many other children will she scare like this for no good reason?”
Betty was suspiciously silent.
“Come on. You’ve known me for over sixteen years. Do you think Maggie would be better off with strangers?” Her voice raised a notch again.
“Of course not,” Betty protested. “That’s crazy. I don’t mind uninviting her from brunch permanently, though it’s not going to go over well with her. Those dinner parties we have because of Charles’s work—I can’t do the same there.”
“I don’t expect you to. I want to see as little of her as I can, and the same goes for everyone else in my family.”
“Well…maybe you could stand to see a little of her? Rebecca, I still don’t know how to get this right, but I’m trying, okay? Charles and I planned a barbecue for the weekend after the next. I want you and Callie to come.”
That made Rebecca pause. “Andy will be there and David too, I suppose. I appreciate the thought, but I think I’ll pass on this one. It sounds like stress for both of us.”
“Please, talk to Callie about it. It’s a form of apology, I suppose, and you’re my friend. Don’t you think I should treat you the same as my other divorced friends?”
Rebecca laughed, surprised. “I didn’t know you had that many. Okay, I’ll talk to Callie, but I won’t promise anything. I don’t want us to be the primary source of entertainment.”
“Even if it was for my entertainment? I’ll ask Roz and Jamie too. No matter what Charles says, I’ve had enough of entertaining a bunch of people I don’t know.”
“David won’t be happy.”
“Well, he’ll have to get over it. I’ll warn him,” Betty promised. “So, that’s decided? Good.”
* * * *
I love you, but we can’t be together. Callie stared at the sad summary of Valerie and Toni’s relationship—both of them pressured by family, friends, and a questionable idea of tradition. The letter had to be one of many, and while it didn’t reveal a conclusive timeline, it was safe to assume they’d been together on and off for years.
That explained Valerie’s frequent travels to Italy and the prolonged stays. She’d traveled to other countries in Europe and South America, before and after, but that period of her life was dedicated to a woman who couldn’t bring herself to make a commitment.
Those were different times for sure, but Callie wondered if it was enough of an excuse to go with everyone’s expectations, because it was easier.
“Hey, I guess it’s time to go. Aunt Tammy came back this morning.”
Callie got up from her desk to face Sara’s regretful glance, stopping herself short of hugging the girl and promising her they’d try to make the world a less unsafe and ignorant place. She knew Rebecca saw her more through the eyes of a mother—someone Dina’s age who suffered unnecessarily because of other people’s prejudice, whom she would have liked to protect. Callie wondered if it was fair to make promises to Sara at all, as long as people like her parents—or Andy—had too much power in the daily discourse.
“Okay. Why don’t you wait for a bit? I think Rebecca’s still on the phone. Don’t forget. You’re always welcome here, even when Dina isn’t around.”
“Thanks.” Sara gave her a wry grin. “At the moment, she’s mostly looking forward to seeing the guy from Spain.”
“Italy,” Rebecca said from the doorway. “Callie’s right, though. Drop by whenever you like.”
“Thank you. It was great hanging out with you guys.”
“Anytime.” Rebecca hugged her quickly when Sara didn’t make a move.
“Okay. I have to run now. I know the way out. See you.”
“She’s not a hugger, is she?”
“I guess not.” Rebecca wiped a hand over her eyes. “Okay. I’m sure that’s hay fever. By the way, did you mean what you said last night? To go ahead and book?”
Callie glanced at the letter lying open on her desk. It wasn’t like she’d try to find Toni and talk to her. She didn’t even know where exactly she was now, or if she was still alive. This trip mattered for each of them, for different reasons. They’d have to work a little more in the fall afterward.
“Yes, let’s do that,” she said. “I’ll cook tonight. Some pasta and wine should get us in the right mood, even if it’s a little crazy on the budget. Asha says as long as I write that sixth book, we’ll be okay.”
“Until she asks for the seventh.”
“Yeah.” Callie laughed. “I guess I’ll be writing them for a while to come, but that’s fine. I’ve got everything I want.”
Rebecca’s eyes were still a little shiny. “Me too,” she said.
It might be the confrontation with Sara’s and Valerie’s trials, knowing Rebecca still hesitated to open up to her own parents, or the fact she was supposed to write a wedding proposal for her longtime imaginary friends.
Whatever the reason, Callie felt an overwhelming longing to talk to her mother.
* * * *
Asha was friends with her brother Sean, which meant Fiona O’Brien was most likely up to date with most of the latest developments in Callie’s life. For once, Callie appreciated the fact that she wouldn’t have to give a lengthy explanation to the question, “How are you?”
Her mother wouldn’t judge, even though updates from Callie herself were few and far between. She liked to seek conversation after she had figured things out by herself, and this time was no exception.
“I’m fine, Mom. I was wondering how you’d feel about a trip to Autumn Leaves, see what we’ve done with the house and…I want you to meet Rebecca.”
“I’d love to,” Fiona said without hesitation. “I thought you’d never ask.”
“Mom, of course.” She might have some of the same hay fever as Rebecca, because her eyes were stinging.
“Don’t worry. From what I’ve heard, it wasn’t easy on you, but I’m glad you worked it all out. When do you expect me?”
This was why Callie hadn’t called earlier.
“How about the weekend after next? Mom, did you know Valerie had a girlfriend?”
“She was my sister. What do you think?”
“Why did she give the house to me and not you?”
“Kellie, I didn’t want it.” It always made Callie flinch a little when someone used her real name, even if it was her mother. She could tell, however, that she was about to hear something relevant to this puzzling story. “Valerie made that decision very early, and we talked about it before,” Fiona explained. “Those were different times, you know. She always said people like you—you know how I mean that, honey—need some sort of safety…like a home. Little did we know you would become famous!”
“Mom,” Callie protested. “I’m hardly famous.”
“A little, then. I’m so proud of you, and so was Valerie. I’m so happy you found someone who has the guts to be with you. I’m looking forward to meeting Rebecca…finally.”
“You’ll like her.”
“I’m sure I will,” Fiona assured her. “Now, you have to let me go, because I have to get tickets, and think of something nice to get you, and…are you two planning to marry? It will soon be legal where you are too, or at least valid if you wanted to go to New York.”
“Not yet, Mom…relax. I’m looking forward to seeing you too.”
* * * *
Asha called later that day to confirm she had set a date for Callie’s appearance in Maggie’s school.
“That’s…nice of you to let me know. I thought the program wasn’t all set in stone yet?”
“We might be a little sketchy on the details as to funding, but your reading can be unrelated to that. Have one for the adults in that hip cupcake place another time. Come on, Callie. It’s for a good cause.”
“I know. Speaking of which, I wanted to do something for the women’s shelter here. Auction off a few books or maybe a reading too. I’m sure Roz would be interested in helping with that.” It could probably do a lot more good than her rather desperate attempts to make peace with Beth, and their shared history.
“Of course. We could also auction off a dinner with you…no, Rebecca wouldn’t like that,” Asha concluded, chuckling.
“I’m not so sure I would like that,” Callie told her. “Okay, then. What kind of friend are you anyway, not telling me about your girlfriend in town?”
“This is very complicated,” Asha said. “You of all people should know.”
“You’re serious about her? She’s an elementary school teacher in a town where people talk…”
“Well, she’s not married with children, for starters. I love you, Callie, but this is not at all something I want to discuss with you.”
“Okay. You talk to Sean lately?”
“We have drinks when he’s in town,” Asha said carefully. “Why?”
“I got that feeling when I talked to my mom earlier. I…asked her to come.”
Of all the people in Callie’s life, Asha was the friend who’d been around for the longest. She knew what that meant.
“Wow. Talk about serious. Meet the parents time—you’re sure there are no wedding bells in the near future?”
“First of all, no bells. Not in this town, anyway. I told you. It’s much too early to think about any of this…”
“…but you’d like to.”
“I marked my calendar for the reading. I’ll talk to you later, Asha.”
One step at a time. Over dinner and wine—dinner Callie had yet to make, she remembered—they’d plan the summer vacation. Once that was done, who knew what was possible?
* * * *
“We’re really going to do this,” Rebecca said with regard to the table set with pasta dishes and wine glasses, the bottle of deep red wine sitting in the middle next to a tall candle. Finally, she could allow herself to be excited. Maggie was too. She looked like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders.
“It looks that way. If anything, that’s something I should learn from Valerie’s story. At some point, you have to stop dreaming and make it happen.”
Rebecca remembered the first time Callie had cooked for her, on their first weekend together—a time filled with promise and wonder, but also guilt. There was no more guilt.
“That’s why,” Callie concluded, “after dinner, I’ll get the laptop and credit card, and we go ahead with this. Wait…where exactly does Tomaso’s family live?”
“Outside a city named Siena. Dina said the family moved there from Florence recently,” Rebecca remembered. “You know what’s also close? Chianti.”
“I like the sound of that. Let’s skip dinner and get right to it.”
“There’s a thought, but this is too delicious.” It was incredible to think they would do this. Dina had shown them lots of pictures from her boyfriend’s home. It was truly beautiful, and his family appeared to be welcoming.
Rebecca realized that, for the first time in a while, she wasn’t worried about the future. Maggie was doing much better. Dina was thriving on studies and love.
Callie had stayed, through all the troubles and challenges.
“I need to talk to David, just to let him know it’s going to happen.”
“I understand.” Callie’s expression was a bit guarded as she remembered the last, and less pleasant, conversation she had walked into.
“He’s not going to have anything against it. Dina has been on our case about this since we came back from New York. He’ll be okay.” It might not be right away, but she believed they’d seen their worst times. From there, they’d try harder, for the sake of their children. “I also meant to tell you that Betty invited us over to dinner.”
“Wow. It’s really Springtime in Autumn Leaves.”
“More like Betty is bored and annoyed with Charles’s parties. Make no mistake. Andy and Eric will be there too…and David. Much as this could be awkward, I’m kind of curious about Andy’s husband.”
“I don’t know. Things have started to calm down around here. I’m not sure I’m in that much of a provocative mood.”
“We live here. Friends invite us to dinner. There’s nothing provocative about that. David will decide for himself if he prefers to stay away. If it takes a turn for the worse, let’s remember…Chianti…soon.”
Callie laughed, raising her glass. “Let’s drink to that. I’m freaking out, but you’re right. This is some kind of new normal. We’ll show them what’s to be jealous of. By which I mean Andy.”
“So much for not being in a provocative mood. I can’t wait.”
* * * *
Dina was exhilarated about the news when Rebecca told her on the phone. “Wow, for real? I wasn’t sure you’d ever go through with that! This summer! That’s so great, Mom! Here’s Dad.”
“This can only mean one thing,” David said dryly.
“It will serve Dina well. I’ll make sure she’s more committed to her studies than Tomaso. I haven’t forgotten the scare she gave us last year.” In fact, Dina’s friend Anna had the pregnancy scare, but the test Dina had hidden for her had been reason to worry.
“Good luck with that. Let me know what you paid for the ticket, okay?”
“David,” Rebecca said, feeling uncomfortable with the course of the conversation. “I’m not asking for money. I just didn’t want to go ahead without telling you first. It concerns your summer plans too.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to sound like that. How’s Maggie doing?”
“Much better, now she could finally talk about everything. Did Dina tell you? Andy pretty much admitted she was the culprit. Of course, she didn’t think she did anything wrong.”
“Poor Betty—that’s going to be a pleasant party.” A few moments ticked by in silence. “I know Betty invited you and Callie. That’s okay. Being polite with Andy and Eric after what she put Maggie through will be harder. I must admit, I don’t understand the first thing about why she did this. What’s it to her?”
“They are part of a group trying to pressure the school to abandon an anti-bullying program.”
“What?”
Rebecca couldn’t blame him for his obvious confusion. There was no logic or reason to Andy’s behavior. “Long story, but I think Miss Romano will have that covered. We’ll go ahead with booking, then.”
“You do that. I’ll see you at Betty’s?”
“I think so. Good night.”
Rebecca returned to the table where she picked up her glass. “Okay, that’s done. Fortunately, it was a lot less awkward than it could have been.”
“Good.” Callie set up the laptop and opened a site that offered flights to Europe. “Before we do this, I should also tell you that, this morning, I invited my mother to come here for a few days.”
“You did? I mean, of course you can. It’s your house.” She sat down, trying to imagine what this would mean for her.
“It’s our house,” Callie corrected. “I haven’t seen her in a while, and I want you to meet.”
“Exactly how old is she?” Rebecca blurted out, as if that was really the most important question. Callie chuckled. “Old enough to be your mom too, if that’s what you were worried about. Actually, you don’t have anything to be worried about. She knows about you, and she knows I’m happy.”
“Okay, that’s a relief.” The news also put a laser sharp focus on the one issue Rebecca hadn’t been able to tackle yet. Now that Maggie wasn’t as troubled anymore, and there wasn’t much she could do about Andy, Rebecca was running out of excuses.
“She’s coming the weekend after—wait, when did you say Betty’s dinner party was? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Mom won’t mind spending an evening by herself. In fact, she’ll be thrilled to look after Maggie.”
From what little Rebecca knew about Callie’s mom, she was sure they’d be okay. Still, she was beginning to feel like Dina.
The summer couldn’t come soon enough.
* * * *
The following week came with a substantial increase in temperature, even longer, sunnier days, an explosion of green leaves, and white and pink flowers in the parks and gardens.
It was as if the whole town had come alive after the long winter. Roz’s Cupcake Delights was open late into the evening, customers sitting at the small tables outside, the scene reminiscent of a European café. She was doing well, all bubbly and happy at the brunch they’d had at Delia’s this week, in the backyard.
Delia and her husband had made changes—a bigger swing and an outdoor set with a huge parasol.
Betty was about to finish the last preparations for her dinner party, but she’d still made some time to come to brunch. Callie and Rebecca had, aside from work, spent time to get the house ready for their guest. Fiona had booked a flight for early Sunday, so Delia had offered that Maggie could spend the evening.
It took Callie a long time to feel welcome in this circle, even with Rebecca around, but as she sat listening to the women’s conversations, she felt like that had changed. Over time, she’d begun to understand what these weekly get-togethers meant to each of them. It was also important for Rebecca to realize that she still fit into her circle of friends, no matter how her life changed.
All too soon, it was time to get ready for the party.
Callie stood in front of the mirror, nervously tugging at her dress. She knew David wouldn’t say anything to her, especially now that he seemed to have come to terms with the separation from Rebecca. There’d be looks though. At least she knew Roz and Jamie, but most of the party guests would be Charles LaRue’s colleagues and business contacts, and their wives or husbands respectively.
Critically, she took in her hairstyle—a neat bun that took a chunk out of preparation time—and wondered if she was over-or under-dressed. It was hard to tell with the people in Autumn Leaves. Rebecca had no such worries. She knew the same people well enough and looked splendid in the simple black dress.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “You’re beautiful. Besides, I think it’s an advantage that there’ll be many people. It will make me less likely to get into a fight with Andy, because I’m afraid I’m still a little tempted.”
“I’ll distract you,” Callie promised. In the mirror, Rebecca gave her a long look, smiling slyly.
“Yes, I think that will work.”
* * * *
“Rebecca, Callie. I’m glad you could come!” If Charles LaRue thought there was anything awkward about his wife’s choice of guests, he didn’t let on. Rebecca had been to Betty and Charles’s house many times, but it was easy to tell his business had grown in the past years. There were many people she didn’t know. From out of town, she assumed. He and Betty had hired a catering service for the evening, serving a hot and cold buffet.
“Well, Betty told me what was on the menu. I didn’t want to miss that. Thanks for having us.”
“My pleasure,” he said cheerily. “Roz and Jamie are over there, and have a glass of champagne. I hope this is not awkward for anyone, but you and David have been friends for so long. No offense, Callie. I should be looking after my other guests now. Have fun. Betty will find you in a few minutes.”
Rebecca laughed at Callie’s questioning look. “Don’t ask me. Maybe they won the lottery or something. I haven’t seen him like this in forever.”
They couldn’t continue the subject as Betty had discovered them, waving.
“I’m so glad you didn’t change your mind,” she said as she joined them. “I can’t eat or drink too much, and I have to smile a lot. By the way, Andy called to say she wasn’t feeling well and might not come. If you’re lucky, you can avoid her tonight.”
“I wouldn’t mind.” The number of people attending tonight had Rebecca more relaxed. There’d be nothing but a polite exchange of words with David, and probably no exchange of words with Andy at all. True, Betty had something to make up for, but Rebecca was grateful for the invitation, and both Betty and Charles acted like it was no big deal.
Maybe they had both needed some time to sort out everything that had happened since the last fall, just like all of her friends, and Rebecca herself. Taking the first step out of the shell of her old life, and into the unknown, had been surprisingly easy. She’d been too miserable every moment she had not been with Callie after the events of Halloween, unable to let her go.
What followed was a time of confusion, trying to make herself at home in a world she knew nothing about, with Callie’s friends, or confronted with prejudice by neighbors. She made it through, and somehow, that seemed to make it easier on people around her too—the majority of them at least.
Tomorrow, she’d meet Callie’s mother, and if Fiona O’Brien had some hard questions for her, so be it.
Rebecca still couldn’t imagine being without Callie, but she was no longer miserable.
When she saw David in the small crowd, about half an hour later, she realized he hadn’t come alone. He and Susan had to have done a lot of talking.
Everything would be all right—now, in a few months and even years from now—except Andy hadn’t gotten the memo. Obviously, she felt better, aside from a mild case of amnesia from their last conversation.
“Rebecca,” she said, smiling brightly as she took Rebecca’s hands in hers. “I’m so glad we’ll get another chance to talk.”
Betty hid her reaction behind her glass, but it sounded suspiciously like suppressed laughter.



Chapter Nine
“I saw David earlier,” Andy said.
“Yes, he’s here with his girlfriend,” Rebecca informed her. Whatever led to David’s change of heart, it came in handy now.
Andy’s face fell, but she wasn’t so easily deterred. “Oh, I know how you feel. I’ll be honest—”
“Andy.”
“Eric and I went through all of this, and we made it in the—”
“Andy, stop it. This is Betty’s party. Surely, you don’t want to make a scene with Charles and Eric’s colleagues around? Leave it alone, unless you plan to apologize to my daughter for scaring the hell out of her. Contributing to the cost of her counselor would also be an option. Maybe then, we can talk.”
Rebecca was proud of herself for containing the conversation and her own wish to slap the woman in front of her. It would do no good, she knew.
Callie came to her rescue. “See, Andy,” she said, “I have to thank you. Your protest against the anti-bullying program really inspired the teachers, and you got me a reading gig.”
Andy blushed to the roots of her hair. “Keep mocking me all you want. If you don’t repent, you’ll have to deal with the consequences. God will punish you.”
For a moment, Rebecca considered her options. She could certainly argue with the best of them, and she assumed she knew the Bible better than Andy did. She also knew nothing she could say would convince someone like her. Andy had made her choices, and so had Rebecca.
“Maybe, but the law might punish you. At this point, looking into a restraining order seems like an interesting option. Have fun at the party.”
When Andy realized she wasn’t getting any help, she spun on her heels and left.
* * * *
The conversation wasn’t over yet. Rebecca had a feeling about it, and Andy probably knew it too. This was about the harm Andy had done to Maggie—at least it was for Rebecca—but there were other dynamics in play too.
Andy and Father Reynolds forced her to take a look at her own interpretation of her faith, and time after time, she came up with the same result. Their ideas couldn’t differ more, and she had no respect or patience for them using religion to serve their own agenda. Maybe they’d been misled, or maybe there was money to be made, but none of that was an excuse in the long run.
Still, when she walked into the bathroom to find Andy crying, Rebecca couldn’t help the stir of sympathy. Maybe it was pity. That she had any kind of empathic sentiments for the woman frustrated her.
“I’m not the one who needs to apologize,” Rebecca said calmly as she closed the door. “Harassing my family and others, I hear, has practically been your hobby from the day you moved here. Did you really think that would go over so well?”
“I hate this town,” Andy sniffed. “Everybody hates me.”
“Hate is a strong word, and I’m sure that’s not true anyway. It would be a good start, though, if you started to take responsibility. Going after Miss Romano for that program? I’ve known her for many years. She is one of the best teachers in that school, and it’s ridiculous to think she’d put students at a disadvantage.”
“She’s a queer too,” Andy said bitterly.
“Don’t start rumors.”
“Why? Shouldn’t everybody be out and proud, like you?”
At this point, Rebecca had almost forgotten what she’d come here for in the first place. She opened her purse and closed it again, thinking that nothing was so important it couldn’t wait until she and Callie got home.
She hoped Andy wouldn’t choose Miss Romano as her next victim.
“Leave everybody alone,” she said. “This is not your call, and arguing with what you imagine God to be will not help.”
Andy turned to the sink and washed her face, staring bleakly at her mirror image.
“I was doing your daughter a favor. Yes, she might be scared now, but that’s nothing in comparison to the pain she’s going to face later, when she learns what’s really going on.”
“Oh, please. How about your son? You think he’ll be proud of you?” Any sympathetic feelings Rebecca might have left fled rapidly.
“Are you not judging?” Andy finally faced her—her gaze imploring, bordering on desperate. “You think I’m such a joke, but unlike you, I’ve fought. I’ve battled those sick, sinful impulses, and I saved my marriage. Maybe you envy me for that.”
Rebecca couldn’t help a surprised laugh at the absurd accusation. “Aren’t you forgetting something here? You keep coming after me!”
For a moment, the conflicting emotions played over Andy’s face—anger, confusion, and something Rebecca couldn’t quite interpret until Andy stepped forward and kissed her.
Rebecca stood, dumbfounded, speechless, even when Andy shrank back so quickly that she nearly hit her hip on the counter.
“See? See what you made me do?” Her voice had gone up to a higher notch, making her sound like on the verge of a breakdown. Rebecca felt oddly responsible. At the same moment, she had to suppress an inappropriate bout of laughter. At least, the picture had gotten a lot clearer in a heartbeat.
“You tempted me!” Andy was horrified.
“I did no such thing.” If I had the power to do that…wow.
“Father Reynolds thought I could be a friend to you, and help you find your way. I told him I wasn’t strong enough yet, and this is what happens. Why did you do this to me?”
Rebecca struggled to find the right words, feeling like she had stepped into an alternate universe. “What exactly do you think it is I did? Wait, don’t answer that. Don’t worry though. It’s not like I’m going to tell everybody.”
“You’re like all the rest of them,” Andy seethed. “You’ll see…you…” She turned to flee from the room.
“Nice talking to you too,” Rebecca said to the slamming door.
She didn’t think Andy could do her a lot of harm, but nevertheless, Rebecca still felt stunned by the depth of the woman’s delusion. She decided to find Callie and head home. It was probably time to relieve Delia from her kid-sitting duties, and they’d have to get to the airport early tomorrow to pick up Fiona. Lost in thought, she nearly ran into another guest, startled to realize it was David.
“Hey. We were just about to leave. I saw you brought Susan. I’m glad you’re working things out.” Obviously, now that she’d found her speech, she was back to rambling. Could anyone blame her, given the events of the evening?
David smiled ruefully. “Me too. I guess you’re all set for the summer trip?”
“Pretty much, yes.”
“I know we talked about this, but I’d like to pay some part of it for the girls. It’s a great opportunity for them, especially Dina.”
“You don’t have to, but if you absolutely want to, I’m not going to stop you.”
They shared a hesitant smile.
“Rebecca, before you go—”
“Do I want to hear this?” Her tone was level, but David understood her worries anyway.
“I want you to know I’m sorry,” he said. “I was hurt, and the way I dealt with it, I ended up hurting you…and Susan. I know you always tried to do what was best for the kids, and I guess all of this…it’s what you needed to do.”
“Thank you. I appreciate that.” If tonight was the time for painful truths, then so be it. “I get where you’re coming from, but that one time, you scared me. I know you didn’t mean to.”
“I went to see Craig,” David said. “Nothing’s changed on that front. He keeps claiming that Maria would still be alive, if it wasn’t for you, and that his marriage would be as solid as ever.”
“Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me. I didn’t even know she’d be at the church that night. We talked for a few minutes. Then, we went home. I never imagined—”
“I know. I found that disturbing, but what’s worse is I realized I wasn’t much better, acting like a creep around you.”
“For what it’s worth, I didn’t believe you’d ever go that far. Have a good night, David, and say hello to Susan. I’ll e-mail you the bill.”
“You do that. Let me know how it goes with Andy.”
“What?” she asked, startled, as if he had any idea about what happened in the bathroom.
“About the school program. If she and Eric are stirring up any more trouble, I could call the school too,” David clarified.
“Oh, that. Sure. Thanks. I think we’ll have more parents on our side. I…have to go.”
“No problem. Take care.”
It occurred to Rebecca that while she was perfectly fine not sharing that rather baffling moment, Andy might not feel the same, and the story she’d tell would be as distorted as everything else Rebecca had heard from her.
Callie’s smile told her she was blessedly unaware for the moment. Rebecca would tell her later, when they were alone. It worried her to think that Father Reynolds had been in on the plan all along, that he was still trying to pull strings in the background.
He wouldn’t win.
People in Autumn Leaves were more suspicious of new people in town than anything else, and Callie got her share of that, but she was not the one under all the scrutiny anymore.
He and Andy were.
* * * *
“The good news is that David came to some conclusions, and he’s moving on,” Rebecca said after they’d brought Maggie home and seen her off to bed. Since the temperature was still mild this evening, they’d retreated to the porch for a nightcap. “The bad news is that Andy lost it completely. She cried to me in the bathroom, and then she kissed me.”
Callie was aware something must have happened when Rebecca returned to the party outside and asked to leave soon after, but she’d sensed it wasn’t anything Rebecca wanted to discuss right then and there. The conclusion startled her, though she had to admit it wasn’t much of a surprise.
“I can’t believe the nerve she has! I might have been unaware for a long time, but at least I didn’t go around attacking people. What the hell is she thinking?”
“I guess she hasn’t been thinking clearly in some time.”
Rebecca gave her a quizzical look, and Callie realized how that must have sounded to her. “Not that I can’t understand wanting to kiss you, even though I prefer to be the only one to do it. She’s just very confused by her feelings, the brainwashing she no doubt got. Everything she accuses you of is probably true for her. She’s jealous of you.”
“I get that, but this isn’t just about me. Even worse, Father Reynolds put her up to it. I’m thinking it might be a good idea to go to service in Marin County, even if it’s a longer drive.”
“You’re sure?” It was in that church where Rebecca’s presentation of her work for the church website had turned into a passionate speech. She had even talked about marriage. Of course, at the time, she’d meant it in theory. Callie was aware of that. Still, that place meant a lot to Rebecca. She had roots there, and it didn’t seem fair that Father Reynolds’ scheming should rob her of that.
“No,” Rebecca admitted, “but going to his will only remind me of what he did and piss me off. He came here when Maggie was missing, and he still had the gall to—wow. I’m sorry. This is not the relaxing glass of wine to end the evening I had in mind.”
“I’m sure I can help you with that, and I’ll do it better.”
Rebecca laughed, leaning back in her chair with a sigh. “I have no doubts. I don’t really want to make decisions about him or Andy at the moment. Tomorrow, we won’t go anyway. Let’s make sure your mom has a good stay here. Is there anything she’s not supposed to know?”
“Between Sean and Asha, I think there’s not much left,” Callie said dryly. “Except…they didn’t know about last Halloween. So, please don’t mention it.” The shiver running down her spine had nothing to do with the temperature. “Not this time at least.”
Rebecca took her hand on the table, holding it in hers and giving Callie all the answer she needed.
* * * *
The last time at the airport was rushed, trying to get home as soon as possible without getting stuck in the snow—too many uncertainties between them after the confrontation with Nicole.
Today, it seemed like a much friendlier environment as they had a coffee in the waiting area, watching planes arrive and take off into the clear blue sky in the distance. The constant flow of people arriving and hurrying toward their gates was mesmerizing.
“Look,” Rebecca said to Maggie, who followed her gaze, slack-jawed. “The next time we go, it’ll be a big plane like this.”
“—and we’ll be on that big plane forever,” Callie muttered, obviously not too thrilled about that part of the trip.
For all her grumbling, however, she looked relaxed and excited.
Focusing on the positive. The best thing to do about Andy was really to ignore her and, if possible, not be alone in a room with her. In the light of day, Rebecca could look back on the events of the day before with some amusement. She’d feel more sympathy for the woman if she’d shown any redeeming qualities. Since Andy had chosen to stay in her usual self-pitying, self-righteous way, Rebecca didn’t think she owed her any more chances. Case closed.
Now to meet the mother of the woman she loved. Rebecca was certain Fiona O’Brien wasn’t anything like David’s mother, Laurie, with whom Rebecca had a complicated relationship over many years. Still, she tried to imagine herself in the other woman’s shoes—seeing her daughter with someone almost a decade older and who had cheated in a previous relationship.
“Would you stop worrying?” Callie chided gently.
“I’m going to be forty this year.”
“Yes, I know. So what?” Leaning closer, Callie whispered, “Hey, when we first met, you thought I was this predatory lesbian preying on the women of the neighborhood. Now, you’re afraid those few years will be such an issue?”
Rebecca gave her a quizzical look. “I wasn’t that naïve, and predatory never came to my mind.”
Callie laughed. “My point is Mom is probably aware you didn’t have the girls when you were twelve. You know Asha. She has a high opinion of you, and she talks to Sean all the time. Believe me. There won’t be any big surprises. The storm has passed.”
“I really like that imagery.” Rebecca cast a look over to Maggie, who leafed through a magazine. “Let’s hope it’s true.” She didn’t need to mention her words weren’t just a reference to Fiona’s visit.
* * * *
Rebecca watched the reunion between Callie and her mother with mixed emotions. They didn’t talk all that often—just like Rebecca and her own parents—though she suspected the reasons were completely different ones. She wondered what would make them come all the way from their home in Florida. Mom, Dad. I didn’t move in with a friend. I’m a lesbian.
Yes, maybe that would do it…or not.
“Rebecca, it’s so nice to finally meet you.” She accepted the brief hug Fiona gave her, smiling back at her. It was obvious where Callie got her petite form and hair color. Fiona’s might be assisted by dye these days.
“Likewise,” she said. “I hope you had a good flight.”
“Oh, yes. It was too short though. I love flying.” That was where the family resemblance ended, Rebecca thought with amusement.
“…and you must be Maggie,” Fiona continued. “Callie told me you’ve been writing your own stories. That’s great.”
Maggie beamed and blushed under the praise. “I want to write books, like Callie.”
“Then, it’s good to start early. Would you, by any chance, show me anything you’ve written?”
The two of them walked ahead, chatting amiably. Rebecca cast a bewildered look after her daughter, engaged in a conversation with a woman she’d met a few moments ago. On one hand, it was heartbreaking to think she might have talked to Andy this unassumingly. Maggie usually didn’t trust so easily. Your uncle or the mother of a classmate should be safe, but sometimes, they weren’t. It was good to see Maggie recover and find that there were still adults she could open up to.
“I guess that worked well,” Callie said to her, putting her arm around her waist. “Let’s go home.”
She went with Maggie in the backseat while Fiona took the front passenger seat to stretch her legs a little after the flight. Rebecca couldn’t help comparing the situation to a similar one almost twenty years ago—her introduction to the Lowman family.
She’d made do, because she’d found a good friend in her sister-in-law Maria, and because she had mapped out what she’d wanted in life…and she’d wanted it with David Lowman. A friend, a companion, and eventually, a family. She’d thought a relationship that felt warm and safe would be enough to call it love. It felt reasonably right, especially after they had the children, their individual responsibilities, and their respective place in the structure of their community.
It was ironic to realize that, for most of the time, she had tried to be and to give enough—a goal never quite accomplished, if you asked David’s mother—but it turned out this life hadn’t been enough for her. Warm and safe didn’t suffice anymore—once you knew the difference between companionship and the complete joy that another person’s presence could give.
Fiona might not even want to tackle any difficult questions, but if she did, Rebecca felt confident she had simple and effective answers. You couldn’t argue with love.
* * * *
Callie was aware Rebecca had the idea she’d have to undergo and pass some kind of test. It was easier for Callie, knowing Fiona’s affection didn’t come with any conditions. Still, they were talking about adult situations, and she wasn’t sure what exactly Asha had shared with Sean that eventually got to their mother.
She wanted Fiona to see their shared home, a glimpse of their daily life. She’d had her own struggles, some of which she would not share with her mother, but Callie wanted her to know she was aware of the sacrifice Rebecca had made in order to be with her.
They sat down for a small snack after giving Fiona a quick tour of the house, since they’d planned a restaurant visit later.
“It’s bright in here. I think you’re happier than Valerie was in all her time in Autumn Leaves.”
Fiona made herself tear up, and Callie realized she wasn’t far from it.
“It wasn’t always such a welcoming place,” Rebecca said, sounding self-conscious—as if she was personally responsible for the less welcoming part.
“Oh, sure. That’s part of it, and I don’t blame Valerie for being cautious. People can be mean, here and everywhere. I guess you saw some of that. On the other hand, no one can learn if you coddle them and their prejudice. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to start with a lecture. I’m just happy you made this place a home, finally. Val knew very well it would be a chance and a challenge at the same time.”
“She was right about that. Do you know what happened to Toni?”
Fiona shrugged. “Last I heard, she was still living somewhere near Rome. She got married, you know. You can’t decide who you love, but some crack under the pressure, and I can’t help thinking there’s a choice in there somewhere. Excuse me, this is…emotional. I guess you can see that. I’m so happy for the two of you, and it makes me wonder if Valerie could have had that in her life. Maybe, if she’d been able to let go, she would have found someone who wasn’t ashamed to be with her. Maybe, she didn’t want to let go. We had many talks about it, but she never even told our parents.”
The way Rebecca flinched at those last words told Callie clearly this was still an unsolved issue for her, not that she needed any proof.
“Still, she found a way to pay it forward,” Rebecca said. “Sometimes, that’s the best you can do.”
They’d do their part, Callie realized, by offering Sara an open door, by not being driven from their home by prejudice or fear. Autumn Leaves had been Rebecca’s home for a long time. Now it was Callie’s too.
* * * *
Fiona’s visit turned out to be a lot less stressful than Rebecca had feared. In the middle of the week, Dina and Sara came by for dinner one evening. Rebecca hadn’t had time to return to Amber’s group or even talk to her about Andy. Instead, she enjoyed the break from the heavier subjects within this broader idea of family.
She and Callie had spent the bigger part of the afternoon in the kitchen, having a glass of wine while preparing dinner—each other’s presence a simple pleasure.
Other pleasures, of course, would have to wait until they didn’t have guests in the house. Her cheeks heated at the thought.
The girls had set the table outside on the porch. The relaxed, carefree atmosphere made her dream about the summer and the planned vacation. Finally, they had booked a room in a small hotel near where Tomaso’s family lived. According to Dina, they were very open-minded, but Rebecca didn’t want to take a chance. Besides, she valued the privacy of a hotel. Maybe they could even take a few days to visit other cities—Florence, or even Rome—and see the sights. It would be beautiful.
There were just a few more obligations to fulfill, like Callie’s reading at the school and a handful of unavoidable conversations.
The time approached fast. Thinking back to last summer, and how completely unprepared she’d been for the events to come, it amazed her. Had someone told her at the time what would transpire—falling in love with someone new, the end of her marriage—Rebecca would have been terrified. With hindsight, she knew she had taken the right steps.
She picked up the pitcher to go inside and get more water, still lost in thought as she refilled it under the faucet. The same faucet she’d fixed for Callie on the first day they met.
It was turbulent, a rollercoaster of emotions from there, but she’d make those same choices all over again if she had to.
“Don’t startle. It’s just me.”
Predictably, some of the water sloshed over the rim as Rebecca jumped.
“Oh, no. Look what I’ve done,” Fiona said. “I’m sorry. Let me clean this up.”
“It’s just water. Don’t worry.”
Fiona was silent for a moment, making Rebecca wonder if this was the beginning of the serious conversation she had anticipated all along. She picked up a dish towel and wiped the side of the pitcher before she put it on the table.
“About my not so sneaky plot to catch you alone…I’m glad it worked,” Fiona said.
“All right. You better make use of it, before someone notices.”
“You’re a mom too. I’m sure you can relate to this. My kids, they are like day and night. Sean calls at least once a week, and sometimes, he shares more than I want to know, but that’s fine. Callie wants to figure things out for herself first. I love them both, and I accept that they’re different that way. Besides…” She chuckled. “Sean keeps me up to date about Callie as well. Frankly, when I first heard about you, I thought she’d lost her mind, which wouldn’t have been such a surprise considering what her ex was like. You think it’s tough now. Wait ‘til they’re all grown up, and you have no say in who they’re seeing.”
“I’m afraid that’s not encouraging,” Rebecca admitted.
“We’ll get to the encouraging part, I promise. You might not have as much of an influence as you’d wish you have, but you’ll know when they get it right, and that is pretty amazing.”
“I imagine it is,” Rebecca offered. There were too many directions in which this conversation could go from here, and too many emotions. The adult choices Maggie and Dina would face at some point. The humbling realization that Fiona understood and accepted the way Callie felt about Rebecca. “It’s all true. This is the happiest I’ve ever been, and yet, I keep wondering how to explain it. I’m not twenty anymore. It’s a different situation than it was for you and Callie, when she came out to you.”
“True, but if you don’t try, you’ll never know. I don’t know your parents, but chances are, they guess—at the very least.”
“I’m not so sure about that.”
“Pick up the phone and find out,” Fiona advised. “It’s not easy, I get that. Valerie’s and my parents, they probably would have needed some time of adjustment. Frankly, it shouldn’t be that way. You should love your children unconditionally, but this is the kind of world we’re living in. I take comfort in the fact that most people are able to learn. You had to come to terms with the situation yourself first, but it seems to me, it worked out well. Of course, in the end, it’s your decision.”
“I love Callie. I don’t want her to ever think I’m ashamed of what we have.”
“I know you’re not, and so does Callie. Love is beautiful. I trust that most people are able to see that, but forgive my ramblings. All I wanted to say was that I’m happy Callie found you.”
Just pick up the phone… Maybe she could do it. Nothing much seemed impossible at the moment.
“Thank you. I am too.”
* * * *
Rebecca had picked up the phone for that particular reason three times since they’d seen Fiona off to the airport, and she still hadn’t made the call. What was she afraid of? Her family was never touchy-feely, and she’d grown up with more rules than Maggie and Dina. Some of them revolved around religion, in a different way than what she had wanted to convey in her own family.
She had broken all the rules. That didn’t mean they’d stop caring about her, did it?
They weren’t like Sara’s parents, or Andy, for that matter. She was going to be forty this year. David was right. By hiding the truth, she’d potentially put Dina or Maggie into a situation where they’d have to tell a lie on her behalf. Rebecca knew what she wanted, and she had committed to her new life. There was no more room for secrets.
She wanted to tell Callie she’d eventually find the courage to dial the numbers, because it was the right thing to do, and because the conversation with Fiona had encouraged her to do so. Instead, as they lay together later that night, she said, “I’m not sure I’m going to like that number…forty.” She made a face. “Are you sure it doesn’t bother you?”
“What?” Callie laughed, surprised. “Why would that bother me? I saw your passport when we went to New York. What’s with all this age talk lately?”
“I don’t know.” Rebecca sank back into the pillow with a frustrated sigh. “It’s a milestone, I guess.”
“I understand that.” Callie leaned closer, regarding her intently. “Are you happy where you are now? No regrets?”
“I am.”
“Good. I’ll make sure that forty is going to be awesome. You’ll see.”
They shared a long, lazy kiss, and in the following time, it occurred to Rebecca that thirty-nine wasn’t so bad either.
* * * *
Distant thunder woke her early the next morning—gray clouds blocking the sun, the rain falling against the bedroom window in a hypnotic pattern. Rebecca turned to hide her face against Callie’s shoulder, enjoying the close embrace. She wished they hadn’t agreed to go to Roz’s for brunch this morning, but with Spring Break and Fiona’s visit, a lot of the usual activities were interrupted. It was time to get back into the schedule—brunch, church, Marin County, and work. Betty had mentioned that the wife of one of Charles’s colleagues wanted to start a small business in manicure and the sale of products. There was another potential contact.
Rebecca closed her eyes, imagining what it would be like to stroll through the streets of a small town in Italy with Callie, going shopping with the girls, visiting museums. Funny that a boy crush had made Dina discover a love for art. Maybe it had been in her blood all along.
The storm was closer now. The room lit up with lightning, the following clap of thunder loud enough to wake the other occupants in the house. Callie stirred against her sleepily, and a moment later, Maggie knocked on the door. She might not be a happy camper at the moment, but Rebecca registered with relief how much of a difference the past days and a few good nights’ sleep had made.
“Good morning,” she said, sitting up. “You can come here for a few minutes, but it will pass soon. It’s just a spring shower. Do you want to come with us to Betty’s later?” Brunch was usually a ritual without children, but in Maggie’s case, everyone would understand.
Maggie made a face. “No. Mikey and I aren’t friends anymore.”
“Oh.” Rebecca wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. Her friendship with Betty had been strained for some time, but they had mended fences. Maggie hadn’t mentioned Mike LaRue, who was in her class, in some time.
“He’s friends with Pete now,” Maggie said, as if that should mean something to Rebecca. “I don’t like Pete. He says mean things about Miss Romano.”
“Well, I understand you don’t want to be friends with him. Is he new in class?”
“Andy is his mom.” Maggie’s tone was matter-of-fact. She was probably wondering why Rebecca hadn’t figured this out five minutes ago.
“I see. That’s fine, then. You’d like to go anywhere else? I could check with Jenny if Stella’s home…”
“No.” Maggie shook her head. “I’ll read. Dina will come by too. We’ll look at places to visit in Italy.”
“Let’s hope the weather will be better,” Callie chimed in. “Do we have to go, or can we just stay here all day?”
Maggie’s innocent laughter made Rebecca ridiculously happy, for various reasons. The insinuation, whether Callie had made it on purpose or not, had other effects.
Being your true self, she mused minutes later as she stripped for the shower, wasn’t just a matter of personal growth and responsibility. It felt damn good, in body and mind.
* * * *
Roz was all bubbly and chatty when they arrived. Her business was going well. Rebecca thought of Betty and the amount of party guests at their latest event. It looked like they had all stepped up lately. Callie was working on volume six of her series, but she had gathered notes for a follow-up story to The Fear Game.
They were just about to sit when Betty came in, looking uneasy as she hung her coat over her chair. “Girls, you’d better hold on to your drinks. Especially you, Rebecca.”
“My life is good. Actually, no. It’s great. I don’t want to hear it.”
“You’d better.” Betty sat down with a sigh. “Eve called me yesterday, and she says she’ll want to shop around a bit more. Mind you, she’s seen what you did for Roz and a few other folks in town, but there’s a rumor going around.”
Rebecca shrugged, determined not to let any talk of the town spoil her appetite. “Rumors have been going around for a long time.”
Betty gave another heartfelt sigh. “It’s Andy,” she said. “She’s telling everybody that you came on to her at the party…in the bathroom, no less.”
Not that she’d needed any further proof, but Andy’s behavior was a true lesson in bigotry. Rebecca wondered if that was their intention in the first place—to stun others into speechlessness with their lies and distortions.
“You can see Rebecca is speechless,” Callie said. “I, on the other hand, am pissed. Perhaps you’ve figured it out already, but it was the other way around. That woman is a hazard to people’s sanity.”
“So is her husband,” Delia added. “I saw them hanging around the school. They’re still trying to convince the principal to drop the anti-bullying program…so small-minded.”
“Okay. Wow.” Rebecca shook her head. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that this was Andy’s way of handling the situation. “It sucks to be her if lying and harassing people is all that makes her happy. Your friend’s really buying that? Then, maybe it’s better I don’t work with her. Can we stop talking about Andy now?”
“Rebecca, you should take this seriously,” Betty warned her. “We know Andy’s crazy, but not everyone does.”
“Well, she’s working hard on letting everybody know. I’m not scared. For the record…she did come on to me. That’s one severely sexually frustrated person.”
Let go and ignore her. Knowing what the best thing to do was didn’t make it any easier, especially when Andy didn’t return that favor.
“Let’s be grateful neither of us suffers from that kind of frustration. How about a toast to that?” Roz suggested, eliciting laughter and blushes from the group. “Didn’t think so. Life is good, ladies. Don’t let people like her spoil it.”
“I appreciate the warning,” Rebecca told Betty. “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”
“Against all odds, I think you’re right.”
The sound of a car horn interrupted them as a big truck passed in the street, the logo of a mover’s company on the side, stopping a few houses down the road.
“That’s some good news right there,” Roz said. “Mom told me the Becketts are leaving town. She doesn’t know why exactly, but whatever the reason, I’m not going to miss them.”
Rebecca sought Callie’s gaze, getting a small smile in return. There were no guarantees, but with his family gone, there was one less reason for Tim Beckett to return to Autumn Leaves after his prison sentence. Good news, indeed. She had enough of his parents glaring at them in church, as if their son’s imprisonment had somehow been one big mistake. Maybe, with a little luck, Andy would leave too when she realized her little games wouldn’t do any good.
* * * *
On Sunday morning, the sky was still cloudy, scattered raindrops falling. Rebecca regarded her dark blue dress and white cardigan critically in the mirror. Had she chosen a more conservative style because it was appropriate for church, or because she was indeed worried about Andy’s new brand of lies? They had decided to attend service in Autumn Leaves today, regardless of what people might talk about behind their backs, or out in the open.
“Don’t worry,” Callie said behind her. “She’s been in town for what, a few weeks? The people here know you.”
“I’m not worried,” Rebecca assured her, turning away from the mirror. “Okay, maybe a little,” she admitted when Callie didn’t say anything. “Obviously, they will say whatever it takes to get their way—her, Father Reynolds…oh, well. It’s not like we have to talk to them. As long as they leave us alone, we’ll do the same.”



Chapter Ten
Callie remembered coming to church the first few times—not because it was a familiar ritual to her, but because she wanted to take a closer look at the dynamics in this community. She’d sat in the back, watching families chat, friends meet, and some people sending less friendly looks at each other across the aisle.
She’d watched Rebecca and her family, the sight of her making Callie’s heart beat faster, right from the start. She’d thought after about a year, she’d try to sell the house and return to New York, which never happened.
People were used to seeing them together now. Even with Father Reynolds’s open disapproval, they had moved on, and he hadn’t bothered them in some time. Except he had assisted Andy in her scheming, or the other way around, and that was not exactly a match made in Heaven…on the contrary.
For the first time in a long time, she didn’t see Louise and Carl Beckett in the first row pew. So, it was true. They were really leaving. Callie wasn’t sure if that made her feel safer in the long run, but not having to run into them in town was definitely an advantage.
With Maggie, she and Rebecca found a place in the middle of the church, to the side—a little less exposed than previous visits. The overall number of churchgoers had gone down in the past few months, she noticed. Everyone had loved Father Langdon. Opinions on Reynolds differed greatly. Speak of the Devil. He appeared from the back of the church, coming down the aisle to seek them out.
Callie caught Rebecca’s irritated glance. Sitting between them, Maggie looked worried. Callie thought of what the counselor had said to Rebecca, that she felt like having to protect the adults in her life. While the impulse was understandable, they would have to make it very clear to Maggie this was not her job.
“Rebecca,” Father Reynolds began, making his way down the pew, excusing himself to churchgoers who had to get up to make room. By now, Callie was used to the fact that he wouldn’t address her. “I’ll have to ask you to leave.”
“Pardon me?”
He gave a dramatic sigh. “I was willing to give you a chance, many times. You know that.”
Callie noticed the people around them taking an interest. There was nothing like a little drama on a Sunday morning for small town entertainment…or maybe, some of them understood how ridiculous this scene was.
“I believe that’s not up to you, but thank you anyway.”
“There’s no easy way to say this. You must leave right now. Members of the congregation have asked me to address this subject, because they feel you intimidated—”
“What members of the congregation?” Betty asked, but Rebecca had already gotten up, gently urging Maggie to do the same. “That’s all right, Betty. Thank you, but we’re okay. We’d rather go to service where we are welcome.”
Callie agreed, but not for fear of escalating attention. She was past that.
“Everyone should feel safe in a place of worship,” the minister said, his smile almost making Callie laugh, but she caught herself. Snake.
“I don’t think Rebecca presents a danger to anyone’s safety.” Charles LaRue shook his head. “Why would anyone say this?”
“I have to insist.”
“It’s not fair,” Maggie said. “Mom didn’t do anything wrong.”
“This is between adults, Maggie,” Father Reynolds told her.
“I have to agree with her, and I’m an adult too,” Betty said. “Come on. Let’s go. If my friends aren’t welcome, I’m afraid neither am I or my family.”
“Wait! I didn’t mean—” Father Reynolds didn’t look so cocky anymore. He had wanted enough attention to make sure everyone knew what was happening, but he hadn’t foreseen that someone might question his authority.
“Oh, I’m sure that’s exactly what you meant.” Delia had arrived, her husband and two boys in tow. “I want you to know that I support Miss Romano and the school’s efforts to create a more accepting environment. Sadly, I can’t see any of that spirit here. Have a good day, everyone. We’re going home.”
Back at the entrance, Callie turned around, amazed at the sight of Father Reynolds staring in disbelief as half his congregation walked out on him. Some of them were familiar—friends or people from the town they exchanged polite niceties with when they met on the street, some of them strangers.
When Rebecca first addressed the accusations made behind her back, she had no way of knowing what would happen. This was different. For months, the people in town had quietly accepted Father Reynolds’s antics. Some of them—the few ones who remained sitting—might even appreciate them, but they were clearly not the majority.
“What do we do now?” Maggie asked.
“I have an idea,” Roz said. “Let’s go to the café. Cake is a good reward for brave little girls, if Mom approves.”
Rebecca looked like she still couldn’t believe the sight of more and more people walking out of the church.
“That should be the last time in a while, but sure. Thank you.”
She turned to Callie, taking her hand, and Callie pulled her close. There was nothing inside those walls they couldn’t find anywhere else. Obviously, most of Autumn Leaves thought so too.
* * * *
Since they’d taken the car, Callie only caught a glimpse of the path leading through the woods, but she noticed an excavator in the distance. The old barn was about to be demolished as soon as work hours started again—another reminder of her ordeal gone after the older Becketts moved out of town.
It took a few minutes to get out of the parking lot, as so many were leaving at the same time. Eventually, she thought, she could make a home here with Rebecca and Maggie, regardless of what anyone thought. It was good to have proof that most of them weren’t hateful or indifferent.
She saw Miss Romano wave, while Betty and Delia ushered their respective families into their cars. Maggie regarded the scene with wide eyes. They could all find some healing in the fact that they had more allies than they’d thought.
Andy wouldn’t turn around. She’d feel misunderstood and a victim, and she’d perpetuate that pattern as long as possible.
“It’s strange,” Rebecca said. “There was a time when I thought this was the worst that could happen. It’s not. If Father Langdon had done that, it would have really hurt me.”
“He wouldn’t have.”
“I know. Besides, God is not locked up in that place. They can’t pretend their beliefs are better than mine. It’s not true.”
“God is everywhere,” Maggie surmised from the backseat.
“Smart girl. Like your mom.”
* * * *
“This time, I did nothing. I’m absolutely innocent.” Rebecca held up her hands before she sat down at the table, the same window table their group had occupied just yesterday.
“We were all there,” Betty said. “I mean literally.” She looked around the café that was filling up with customers quickly.
“You certainly did something.” Rebecca turned to find Miss Romano standing in front of her. “You inspired a lot of people around here, and we’re grateful for that. Giving back a bit is the least we can do.”
“Thanks.”
Rebecca still felt slightly overwhelmed. What would happen next? She’d considered going to service in Marin County before. It didn’t mean running away. Andy didn’t have much to lose, but Father Reynolds did. If he preached his sermon to a dozen people every week, more questions would be raised. It was up to him now.
With the more or less open support of so many people, could she postpone that phone call any longer?
“There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about,” Miss Romano said, drawing her back to the present. The teacher pulled herself a chair. “I’ll be overseeing the start of the project, and of course, I’ll be there for the reading, but I’ll leave the school at the end of the year.” She smiled wistfully at the shocked glances she got in reaction.
“Do you really have to?” Maggie asked, unhappy with the notion.
“I’m afraid so, Maggie. I promise I’ll come visit you sometime in the future.”
“Where are you…” Callie interrupted herself mid-sentence as she obviously came up with the answer herself.
“That’s right,” Miss Romano confirmed. “I’m sure there’ll be a few occasions for us to visit Autumn Leaves.”
Neither of them had to have all the answers for today, which was a relief, but they had to start somewhere. Rebecca decided she’d give herself until the end of the week. She also had a reward in mind, and she imagined Callie would enjoy going along with it.
* * * *
Back at Amber’s group, Rebecca listened to the other women trying to answer questions about their coming-out, faith, and families. She hoped that next week, she’d have news to share, one way or another; however, some things wouldn’t change. Whatever the outcome of that conversation would be, Callie would still be with her and Maggie. Nothing could diminish Dina’s excitement about the trip and upcoming reunion with Tomaso. Rebecca was thrilled too, even if less so about the latter.
She fantasized about how she and Callie would spend the weekend. David would pick up Maggie and spend the time with the girls, Susan, and Laurie. Perfect timing.
Maggie was encouraged by her small act of defiance against Father Reynolds. She might have been confused at one time, but she had enough level-headed adults around her to help her adjust her perspective, to make it clear without a doubt who was wrong and who was right.
The complete absence of fear, Father Langdon had once said, was tricky. You needed a sense of danger in order not to cause senseless damage, to yourself and others, and to gauge when the risk was worth it. It wasn’t like Rebecca didn’t have anything to worry about. She hoped fervently they were doing enough to help Maggie through what was a traumatic year, with her parents’ divorce the least of it. She was proud and feeling sick at the same time at the thought of Dina living in another country for a whole year.
She wished Callie would never have to see Beckett and Weller—or Nicole, for that matter—and that she could erase all the hurt they had caused.
However, Rebecca had no time or patience to spare and worry about Andy or Father Reynolds any longer. Bit by bit, they exposed themselves as the sad liars they were. She’d been angry, she’d felt pity, but Rebecca realized that at the present moment, she just didn’t care anymore.
Andy had not returned to the group, probably understanding her fabrications wouldn’t get her far here.
Her cell phone vibrated in her purse minutes before the end of the meeting. At least there were enough people in the room that she could steal away without disrupting the conversation.
“Oh, man,” David said. “It’s your group time.”
Rebecca laughed. “You have a knack. It’s almost over though. Is everything okay?”
“I guess so. Did you hear about Beckett?” he asked, his tone serious.
“No. What about him?” Her heart was beating faster, her carefree, dreamy mood gone in a heartbeat. “Don’t tell me they’re going to let him out anytime soon.”
“No, don’t worry.”
Rebecca leaned against the wall. “Okay. I saw the truck in front of the parents’ house. What’s going on there?”
“I don’t know all the details, but apparently, something happened in jail. He got into a fight, killed another inmate.” She felt the blood drain from her face. Regardless of the fact that this didn’t change much for her and Callie in their everyday lives, the thought was disturbing. Matt Weller was a rich kid without boundaries, who had crossed the line into crime. His friend, Tim Beckett, was a psychopath. Every Halloween would be a reminder of that. As far as Rebecca was concerned, the city could tear down the whole damn woods. To say they were haunted was an understatement.
“Rebecca, are you still there?”
“Yes. Wow.” That was not what she’d wanted to say, but the words failed her at the moment.
“I thought you…and Callie…” He hesitated. “…that you might want to know. Beckett is going to a state prison. It’s unlikely we’ll ever hear about him again. I suppose Carl and Louise wanted to leave before everyone else knows.”
“Thank you. What a week.”
“Yeah, I heard you got thrown out of church. What a joke…these people. Father Langdon would have never bought into that nonsense. Can you imagine how sorry I am for talking to that woman? Talk about two-faced.”
“She certainly is.”
Rebecca remembered a particular conversation with Nicole she wished she could rewind and handle differently. She knew better now, and so did David. It was good to be able to have a conversation without mutual accusation and suspicion.
“True,” he said ruefully. “At least we found out about Maggie’s nightmares, and she’s doing okay now.”
“She’s looking forward to seeing you and Susan.”
“Rebecca—”
“Just one thing. We’re not giving Barney back. He got used to the country life quite nicely, and we to him.”
“I think that’s fine. I’ll see you on Friday, then.”
She sensed that there was more they might have to address eventually, or that David might want to, regarding Susan. Rebecca was happy not to go there now. All she wanted at the moment was to be back home with Callie, share the news, and see where they’d go from there.
* * * *
Sending off a few sample chapters to Asha was the first order of business. Callie hoped she’d call soon and answer some questions regarding Miss Romano’s move. She’d retreated to the porch with her laptop and a glass of wine, looking through her e-mails. Seeing Beth’s name on the list startled her, and she hesitated before opening it.
Hey, Callie.
I bought your story for my daughter. We loved it. I wanted to ask you a favor too. It’s Melanie’s birthday, and you know she’s a big fan of yours. Is there any way I could get her a signed copy of one of your books?
That was all. Callie stared at the words for several moments, as if waiting for them to change before her eyes. After the last conversation with Beth, she’d imagined writing to her again, explaining in painstaking detail about Nicole, the blackmailing, and her own fears. All those concerns seemed trivial now. Beth didn’t expect anything of her, except for the small favor she had detailed, and she wouldn’t provide the absolution Callie once thought she needed.
“Cheers, Nicole,” she said out loud. “There goes your last angle. A good life to you too.”
Callie leaned back into her chair, leisurely sipping her wine. This was a pretty good way to spend a school night, but she couldn’t wait for the weekend to come. Rebecca was making plans, and she was only telling Callie half of them, which had her thrilled. At least this time, they wouldn’t worry about Father Reynolds or Andy. Instead, they’d drive out to Marin County for the next few Sundays. Brunch would be at their home this time. Before that, on Friday evening, David would pick up the girls. There was plenty of time in between, except she knew there was something Rebecca felt she had to do first.
It worried her that Rebecca was so uncertain about what to expect. Then again, even in the worst-case scenario, they didn’t have the power to do as much damage as Sara’s parents had inflicted on the girl’s life. From what little she knew and had heard from the girls, they didn’t even want to.
Her thoughts wandered back to those other weekend plans. Rebecca wanted to go out for dinner and drinks, not take the car. No curfew, except they had to be back the next morning for brunch.
Like a date.
There hadn’t been much time for anything like it. Of course, they had gone to a few restaurants together, and the gala for the book prize in New York. Back at home, the continuing string of dramatic events had kept them busy.
Finally, they were going to take that time for themselves.
She looked up at the sound of the car and got up to greet Rebecca, who looked tired but happy to see her. “Hey. You’re still busy?”
“Not anymore.” They shared a kiss before Rebecca reached for Callie’s glass, taking a sip.
“Should I ask if you had a good time or not?” Callie wondered out loud.
“The group was okay. David called to tell me that Beckett got into trouble in jail. He might never get out.”
Technically, that was relieving news from where Callie stood, but the many images and emotions that came with it didn’t exactly cause a celebratory mood. Considering what he must have done in order to get into that amount of trouble gave her even less of a reason.
“Whatever he did,” Rebecca said, “it’s no one’s fault but his. The only thing we should take away from this is that we’ll never see him again…and that’s a good thing.”
“It is,” Callie agreed. Eventually, she’d be able to take that shortcut again without her heart pounding or feeling like she was going to be sick. Halloween, the first anniversary, would be a different story.
There wasn’t much more to say. She closed the laptop, and Rebecca picked up the glass.
Later, lying in her embrace, Callie knew she’d make it through that day, and every year that came after that. Rebecca didn’t ask. She understood this was home. No one could take it from them. If Callie had to cry, it was because there was sadness in having to accept what she couldn’t change, Beth’s history, and her own. Here, with Rebecca, it was safe to do so.
She slept through the night, only vaguely aware of the sound of the front door when Maggie left for school. It was the scent of coffee that woke her when Rebecca carried a breakfast tray into the bedroom.
“Guess what? Betty’s friend e-mailed me anyway and asked for an estimate. Apparently, she’s not worried anymore.”
“That’s good. I’m sorry,” Callie said with regard to the laden tray. “I’ve been no help lately.”
“You can come grocery shopping with me later,” Rebecca suggested, carefully setting the tray between them and picking up her own mug. “You’ve been a great help. I’ve been dragging my feet, but I swear Friday is the day. Whatever happens, we’ll have our night out after.”
“I’m looking forward to it.”
In the grocery store, only one aisle away from the cash register, they ran into Andy, who turned and nearly fled at the sight of them. Callie was happy to let it go.
“Andy, do you have a minute?”
Callie turned to Rebecca, giving her a quizzical look. “You’re sure about that?”
“Trust me. It won’t be long.”
Andy stood at the end of the shelf, waiting with an unhappy expression. “I don’t want to talk to you,” she said.
“That’s fine. I don’t want to talk about you either, but since you’ve been telling lies about me since you came to town, I think you owe me a couple of minutes. I’m not even asking you for an explanation, because I’ve pretty much figured it out. You’re jealous? I want you to know you have a reason to be. I have a life, and I get to share it with the most wonderful person in the world. I am not ashamed. If you want to hate me for that, feel free.”
Andy stared, open-mouthed, and so did most of the other customers in the vicinity.
“Okay,” Rebecca said, turning to Callie again. “What would you like for dinner tonight?”
“The most wonderful person in the world?” Callie asked after Andy all but ran from the store. She’d even left her cart behind.
“That’s right. Don’t you dare say otherwise.”
* * * *
They wouldn’t have brunch at the house on Saturday morning, but Callie didn’t know that yet. Rebecca had it all figured out…a hotel room, a reservation at the restaurant on the seventh floor, which also housed a bar. Maybe it was silly. The set-up was expensive, and they had the trip ahead, but Rebecca couldn’t bring herself to worry much about numbers.
As unnerving as the continued confrontations were, with Nicole last winter and Andy recently, they had helped open her eyes to some facts.
She and Callie had both been so wrapped up in their fears about what the other one’s expectations would be, and if they were able to fulfill them based on experiences with previous lovers and the opinions of their friends and neighbors.
The little getaway presented a ritual—the confirmation that this was all about them now. Callie saw through the lies Nicole tried to make her believe about herself, that everyone would eventually leave her. Rebecca had struggled with questions of her own, but who cared what label she gave herself in the end? She didn’t need permission or approval—not even from her parents, right?
In her mind, Rebecca went over the schedule once again. David and Dina would arrive in the late afternoon. Another little surprise she’d kept from Callie was that they’d meet in town, not leave together.
There had been so much guilt, responsibilities, and drama to deal with in the recent past, they deserved some sort of celebration to mark the fact that they’d made it through, and also bring a more playful element into their relationship. Rebecca was beyond excited to see how her idea would work out.
Callie worked on her story, humming to a song she listened to through the headphones. Chances were she’d be at it a while longer.
Rebecca went into the hallway, picking up the phone on the way. She hoped her mother wouldn’t think she was making a drunken joke. Yes, she’d talk to her mother first. See how she’d handle the news that was really old news at this point. Like Fiona had said, maybe they knew something was up. Moving in with a neighbor after separating from your husband was not the first impulse for most people.
Maybe they’d gone to bed already, and this was not such a good idea. She dialed the number anyway, waiting anxiously. After two rings, her mother picked up.
“Becca, it’s late. Is everything all right?”
“How did you know it was me?” Rebecca blurted out.
“Well, for one, your dad figured out how to activate caller ID. It’s not like we get that many calls, but we get to avoid the salespeople.”
“That’s good, Mom. How…how are you and Dad?”
“We’re good, but I think I should ask you that question.” Now, she definitely knew that something was up. Rebecca refrained from the impulse to disconnect the call instantly. “Rebecca, what is it? Are you and David back together? That’s not the worst that could happen, you know.”
“No. David and I aren’t back together.”
“You’re still living with that friend of yours, right? Are you sure she’s okay with that? Do you even have enough room?”
Rebecca was painfully aware of how many more questions the truth would open up. She didn’t want to discuss her cheating on David with her mother, or anyone at this point.
“The space is fine. You know Dina is living with David. That was her choice.”
“Becca, are you sure you did the right thing?”
“I am. Mom, about my friend, Callie…” Rebecca thought of Sara, whose conversation with her mother had ended with the teenage girl being kicked out on the street. “I’m with her.”
Silence.
Rebecca wondered if her wording was too vague, or if her mother was as shaken by the reality as Rebecca was at the first realization. So much for Fiona’s theory they had already guessed.
“I don’t understand. How can that be?” Probably, she was looking back, trying to find any hint in the past, as Rebecca had countless times. Coming up empty.
“I love her.” She said it without defiance or any attempt at justifying. “The girls are okay with it…and I hoped you’d be too.”
“Well, that’s a surprise. Why didn’t you tell us earlier? It’s been some time now.”
All of a sudden, Rebecca understood why she had spent the past few Monday evenings in Marin County, other than for deep and intense conversation with women she didn’t have much in common with, when you looked closely.
“I don’t know. Back home, the church was pretty clear on the subject.”
“That was twenty years ago,” her mother said with a hint of impatience. “I thought your Father Langdon had more progressive views. That’s what you always said.”
“He has…had. He left earlier this year. I thought you and Dad…it doesn’t matter,” Rebecca interrupted herself. “I just wanted you to know, that’s all. Thanks for listening. Good night.”
“Are you happy?”
The question cut all the way through her defenses and preparation for worst-case scenario. Rebecca hadn’t prepared for this. She had expected some sort of interrogation—from Fiona, her own parents—and imagined what she’d tell them. Not this simple question that was so easy to answer.
“Yes. I am.” I wasn’t sure you’d think it matters. She hadn’t expected this moment to become so emotional either. Maybe she had been naïve in her approach after all.
“I suppose you know what you’re doing. I’m glad you found someone, though I never thought…does she have children too?”
“No, but she’s good with Maggie. The girls like her very much.”
“Do you want more children? You always talked about a big family. That’s got to be somewhat complicated now?”
“Not at the moment. I don’t think so.”
“Becca, you’re not that young anymore,” her mother chided, though her tone was affectionate, making Rebecca laugh.
“Believe me, I’m aware.” She had to admit, though, that she hadn’t thought of asking Callie that question. She’d just assumed Callie hadn’t planned to have children on her own.
“Did you plan anything for your birthday? I thought maybe we should come. After I got Dad to fix the phone, I think I might be able to make him go on that plane too.”
“You’d come?” Rebecca asked. She realized she was clutching the phone tightly—an indication of how startled she was by the question and how much the answer meant to her.
“Why not? We haven’t seen Maggie and Dina in a while either.”
“I’d love to see you.” If her voice sounded small and brittle, it was a valid reflection of her emotional state. Rebecca had come to expect that most people thought she owed them some detailed explanation. She cleared her throat, adding, “I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier.”
“It’s your life, Rebecca. We’re not going to tell you how to live it.”
That sounded more like what she was used to…a longtime pattern that had led her to believe that whatever their opinion was on what she did, Rebecca had no way of knowing. Only this time, she did, and it mattered. “No. You never did.”
“I always thought you got married early, but you got a couple of great kids, nothing to complain about that. We didn’t want to interfere all the time, but rather have you make your own choices. That doesn’t mean we don’t care.”
“I didn’t mean to say that,” Rebecca protested, feeling caught.
“We’ll have a lot to talk about. I’ll talk to Dad about your birthday. How’s David?”
“He’s okay.” She assumed that delving any deeper into the subject would be stretching it at the moment. “Thank you, Mom. I know the kids will be excited to see you…and Callie too.”
She looked up to see the subject of their conversation standing in the doorway.
“Definitely,” Callie whispered. “I’m so proud of you.”
The emotional moments were far from over, but somehow, that was okay, even more so than it had been minutes ago.
* * * *
“Tomorrow night, I’m supposed to dress up and then go to the address you’ll leave me. I wonder if there’s any way I could get more out of you about that,” Callie wondered out loud.
“You could try, but don’t get your hopes up too high.”
“Just wait. You haven’t seen all of my skills of persuasion.” With Rebecca in this relaxed, playful mood, the time ahead would be pleasant, even if Callie wasn’t able to yield any more information.
She and her parents had probably a lot more catching up to do on subjects other than her coming out, but Callie understood the need to set aside the heavy subjects for a while. Some conflicts wouldn’t vanish so easily. Father Reynolds or Andy wouldn’t go anywhere in the near future.
It was up to them to live and enjoy their lives, anyway. “Show me, then,” Rebecca suggested and Callie obliged, leaning down to kiss her and relishing the feel of warm, naked skin. She’d be happy to try all of her skills, even if in the end, she’d be none the wiser as to the weekend plans.



Chapter Eleven
In the morning, when the alarm went off, all Callie got from Rebecca was a non-committal sound from somewhere under the pillow. The night was too short, she thought, smiling to herself.
“I’ll make breakfast for Maggie,” she said, brushing her fingers over Rebecca’s shoulder, tempted but aware she had to stop there for the moment.
“I love you,” Rebecca said, her voice muffled as she was still shying away from the daylight.
Callie chuckled. “I know. I’ll be back as soon as possible.”
She put on underwear and the first PJs she could find in the drawer and headed for the kitchen, where she prepared Maggie’s breakfast first, filled Barney’s bowls with fresh water and food, and then brewed a pot of coffee. Maggie came bouncing in, all dressed and ready for school.
“Wow, you’re excited,” Callie remarked. After the many mornings they’d seen her pale and without appetite, the sight gave her a happy, hopeful feeling.
“Miss Romano will tell us about the new program today, and there’s a story contest.” Maggie made a face. “I don’t like that she’s leaving.”
“At least she gave you some time to prepare.” Maggie needed to know that there were more adults in her life who actually cared rather than put up a pretense in order to serve their own purposes. “I’m sure she’ll miss you guys.”
“She said she’ll come to visit.”
“Then she will, eventually.”
“Would you like to read my story?” Maggie asked, her gaze hopeful.
“Of course. I promise I’ll get to it before you come back from your dad’s, but first, you need to catch the bus. You got your lunch money?”
Callie was certain Maggie had learned that eye-rolling from her older sister. “Everything else? Okay. Have fun.” She saw the girl off to the door, kissed her cheek, and stepped out on the porch in time to see the school bus arrive.
Maggie waved. Callie was about to go back inside when a familiar car pulled up on the side of the street.
“Hello, darling,” Asha called through the open driver window. “You have a minute?” She stepped out of her car and walked up the stairs to the porch—as usual, bright and dynamic at the morning hour. “Will I ever find you dressed at this time of the day?” she asked when Callie let her into the house. “Never mind. That’s some good stuff you sent me. I see you made coffee. Good.”
“Did Maggie tell you about…oh…hey, Asha.” Rebecca had put on a nightgown and robe, but even so, they weren’t fooling anyone.
“Wow,” Asha said as she accepted the mug Callie handed her. “Did I mention how much I hate people who can work from home? I hate you two a little less, though, because you’re so adorable.”
“I’m glad you think so.” Callie poured another mug for Rebecca, then for herself.
“Me too.” Rebecca’s voice was still heavy with sleep. “See you later,” she added, before heading for the bathroom, coffee still in hand.
“I’m not going to ask.” Asha sat down after stealing a grape from the bowl of fruit on the table. “I’m going to say this though—you look amazing. It’s not flattery. It’s fact. I’ve seen you eat your emotions with Nicole, and I’ve seen you forget about eating altogether, being all miserable about unrequited love. Not so unrequited after all, as it turns out. I’m happy for you.”
“Thank you. Don’t think I’ll forget, though. What’s this about stealing Maggie’s favorite teacher? I assume that’s what she meant when she said she’d come to visit, because you hang around a lot.”
“Gracie’s got a job offer, for which I’m grateful. I’m not like you. I feel claustrophobic after a couple of days in this town. What can you do when the women are this amazing? All right, let’s talk business. I know you’re not quite awake, but that’s what you get when you—” Asha stopped herself short of making an inappropriate joke, her expression softening. “You’ve come a long way, honey. With your writing and otherwise.”
Callie couldn’t argue with that.
* * * *
Rebecca left after lunch for some business talk of her own, with Betty’s friend Eve, and Roz after that, but she’d be back in time for David to pick up Maggie…and give Callie her last clue as to tonight’s event.
Callie listlessly shifted some paragraphs in her manuscript around, helped Maggie pick a few clothes for her weekend trip, but nothing could distract her for longer. She couldn’t wait to get ready herself. This evening was obviously special to Rebecca, as she had gone to such great lengths to prepare it. It was special for Callie too. Nicole had taken her to a few expensive restaurants in their time, but that was her way of showing off, demonstrating to Callie that she could do so much better. Best of luck to you.
With Asha, she’d always been careful to keep the professional relationship and friendship intact above all else. The rest of it had been rather casual.
When Maggie was satisfied with her wardrobe, Callie went to inspect her own. The dark blue dress seemed appropriate for an evening out in town. Maybe she should have gone shopping.
Maybe tonight, she should ask Rebecca the question that Vanessa and Sabine were about to approach. Callie sighed to her mirror image. It was too early. Tonight, she’d leave the pacing to Rebecca. With this particular question, she had to do it anyway, because it was Rebecca who had gone through the heartbreak of selling her home and the paperwork that came with ending a marriage. The time would be right, someday. Callie believed that. Until then, she could be patient.
The phone rang, and Callie went to pick it up, blushing at the sound of David’s voice, as if he could read her mind.
“I’m sorry. Rebecca isn’t here yet. She’s got a couple of meetings. You’ll be able to catch her later though.” She hoped his call didn’t mean changes to her and Rebecca’s weekend plans.
“I think I have to ask you a favor,” David said. “I’m still at work, and I’m not sure how long this will take. Could you drive Maggie? I know it’s a bit of a trip, but I’d be extremely grateful.”
“Sure. She’s ready, anyway.”
“Great, thank you. I’ll tell Laurie to have some pie ready. Bye, Callie.”
Callie gave the phone a bemused look, wondering if she’d heard that correctly, and then if Rebecca’s former mother-in-law could be convinced to serve her baked goods. After sending Rebecca a text message to let her know about the adjustment of schedule, she went to get Maggie.
* * * *
“She gave me some odd looks, but Eve still wants me to do her flyers.” Rebecca shook her head. “Thanks, Andy. It seems like a little notoriety is good for business.”
Roz laughed. “Don’t forget your fingerprints are all over town. You’re that good. She can’t ignore that. Now, let’s talk about your fantasy date. I think it’s amazing you’re doing that. I want to know all about it.”
“Not going to happen,” Rebecca said quickly. She might be sharing the images on her mind with Callie later, in a darkened room, but no one else needed to know.
“We have caramel cream cupcakes fresh today. Does that help?”
No, Roz wasn’t helping at all, because her suggestion made Rebecca think of how Callie had tried to find out more about tonight’s plans. “Sorry, no. I don’t want to spoil my appetite. Besides, I still need to fit into that dress.”
Roz turned to the open wardrobe door, displaying Rebecca’s choice of outfit for the night. Rebecca had hidden it, with the matching shoes, at Roz’s—all part of the plan. She’d only stop by at home for David to come by and get Maggie, and then leave Callie with a business card of the restaurant. When she arrived, a waiter would point her to the bar.
“I’m nervous,” she confessed. “What if she thinks this is all silly? She’s lived in New York.”
“Do you ever stop and notice the way she looks at you? All of us have dreamed of living in New York at some point, or anywhere more exciting than Autumn Leaves. Callie left all that to be here with you.”
“I know that.” Rebecca laughed self-consciously. “On top of not giving anything away, I’ll have to try not to be so obvious when David is around. It could be very awkward otherwise…not to mention unfair.”
“He made you take the dog—talk about unfair.”
“That’s fine. It’s a cute one, and Maggie adores him.”
“Besides, David is back with his girlfriend. That should be enough consolation for him,” Roz said bluntly. “If you want to have a sexy getaway with your girlfriend, that’s none of his business.”
Rebecca sat on the side of the bed, leaning forward to cover her face with her hands.
“Don’t look so shocked. We’re all grown-ups here.”
“It all seemed so perfect in my head. Now, I’m not so sure.”
“Hey.” Roz sat beside her, putting an arm around her shoulders. “It’ll be fine. I’m sure Callie appreciates a little fantasy. You earned it.”
“I think you might be right,” Rebecca agreed, getting up. “About brunch…”
“Don’t worry about it. I love you gals, but Jamie and I now have the breakfast crowd to consider. I’d have to cancel more often than not. Delia’s got the baby…Betty and Charles have big plans. Let’s see what the end of the month looks like.”
“Okay. I’ll be back later.”
“I can’t wait.” Roz grinned. “This will look gorgeous on you. I think I want to go out with you.”
Rebecca shook her head with a smile. Time to head home.
* * * *
“You should have a piece. It’s fresh out of the oven,” Laurie Lowman urged. Callie had thought David was joking about the pie, but she found out that it was not the case at all.
“No, thank you. I’m having an early dinner tonight.”
“Have a small piece anyway. There’s coffee too.”
Susan gave her an apologetic smile. So far, the communication in this house had been surprisingly pleasant and polite. Then again, neither Laurie nor Susan minded the fact that Rebecca and David weren’t together anymore. Laurie acted harsher at some point, but more to Rebecca.
“Don’t say no. It’s good.” Dina walked inside, leaning against the door frame. “Hey, Callie.”
“Hey. You’re counting the days? It’s not that long anymore.” Callie wondered about her speculative gaze.
“Too long,” Dina sighed. “So, now we’re waiting for Dad to finish work…what else is new?”
“Come on. I’m sure he’s very busy,” Callie hurried to say which, she could tell, met with the approval of the other women. Dina had a point though. David’s prolonged absences from the family home were not the main reason for his relationship with Rebecca falling apart; however, they had given Rebecca time to realize that maybe she wanted something else from life, something more.
“I know that. Mom said she got new contracts too. Um, Callie. Do you have a moment? There’s something I wanted to show you.”
“No problem.”
Callie was secretly relieved to have a reason to leave the room and, hopefully soon, the apartment. “I’ll have to leave in a bit though. Rebecca’s expecting me home for dinner.” She couldn’t suppress the smile that came with that thought.
In her room, Dina closed the door behind them and sat on her bed. “Nicole is gone, right? She’s not bothering you or Mom anymore?”
The question caught Callie off-guard. Truth be told, she hadn’t thought about Nicole as much after the texts and e-mails had stopped. Dina’s question reminded her that she still had to send Beth the promised book. “I don’t think I’ll ever hear from her again, and that’s fine with me.”
“Okay. Good.”
“You wanted to show me something?”
“No, not really. There is something…I’ve never told anyone. I wasn’t sure I should. Everything happened so fast after that.”
“Dina, are you okay?” There was a multitude of worst-case scenarios playing in Callie’s head, each of them enough to make her light-headed. The bad news was supposed to end.
“Yes, of course. Don’t panic! It’s about Dad.”
Callie sat on the desk chair, not much reassured. She couldn’t flee, leaving the others to wonder what this conversation had been all about.
“I’m so sorry,” Dina said. “You’re freaking out. Well, I was at the time, but no one’s life is in danger. It’s just that…I overheard a conversation one time, between him and Susan.”
Callie searched her gaze for any clue about how she was supposed to react. She didn’t think David and Susan would share intimate details when they girls were around. Unless…
“It was last spring, about a year ago.”
Callie didn’t know what to say, so she sat still and listened.
“He said ‘I miss you. I can’t wait to see you again.’ I wanted to tell Mom. I should have, but I was afraid—” Dina shook her head with an unhappy laugh. “That she would be mad and leave…or Dad would. Isn’t that ironic?”
“It’s understandable.” Of course, they’d suspected something like this after David and Susan moved in together so quickly the first time…not that it was up to Callie or Rebecca to judge them at that point; however, Callie would never have imagined that Dina had proof all along, feeling like she had to keep it to herself.
“There was no one I could talk to. I was mad at him too, but I thought if I just ignored it, everything would go away…and then Mom met you, and she went all the way. I blamed her—and you—for everything, because I wanted them to stay together so badly.” Dina’s delivery was matter-of-fact, but the emotion behind it thinly veiled. Callie felt her eyes well up. “I wanted you to know I’m okay now, and not just because you’re taking me on trips. I’ve been a bitch to you—and Mom too—and I didn’t even get where that came from. I guess I do now. I’m sorry.”
“We’re okay,” Callie promised, giving her a hug Dina accepted without resistance. “This is the kind of situation that’s tough to handle when you’re an adult. I’m sorry you had to deal with this all by yourself.”
“Well, yeah. My best friend was on house arrest, because she thought she was pregnant.” Dina shrugged. “Not that she listened to me a lot before that. I’m hanging out more with Sara these days, which makes me realize how lucky I am. I just hope Mom won’t get any BS from Grandma and Granddad.”
“Don’t worry about that.” Callie assumed there was no harm in sharing the good news. “She told them. They’re okay.”
“Really? That’s awesome.”
“It is, but now I really have to go. Thanks for trusting me with all of this.”
“No problem. Have fun tonight.”
Callie planned to, but that, she wasn’t going to discuss with Dina.
* * * *
Rebecca had read Callie’s message, but this development wasn’t interfering with her own timetable too much, except that she could have gotten dressed here at home instead of at Roz’s. She spared a moment of guilt for Barney—handed back and forth a lot lately. Much to their credit, Delia and her family were happy to take him in overnight.
She took one last look at the display on the kitchen table—the flowers and the envelope containing the letter and the card that would lead Callie to the intended destination.
She had sent e-mails to everyone earlier, letting her friends know that they’d skip brunch this week.
If she left now, she would have time to look at the room before Callie arrived at the hotel. First, though, it was back to Roz’s.
Roz greeted her at the door, almost as giddy as Rebecca. Jamie shook his head with an affectionate smile. “I’ll have to go back to my boring paperwork. I’ll leave you girls to it.”
“You love crunching those numbers,” Roz called after him.
“That’s right. As long as they stay like this, I do.”
Rebecca followed her up the stairs into the bedroom, where they’d talked a few hours earlier. Since Callie was oblivious they wouldn’t go home tonight, she’d packed for an overnight stay for both of them.
In Roz’s bathroom, she changed into the chosen dress and dried her hair that was still somewhat wet from the shower she’d taken earlier. Tonight wasn’t an anniversary. It hadn’t been a year since Callie arrived in Autumn Leaves, or since Rebecca realized her life was about to change in ways she had never imagined.
It was a way of saying thank you for seeing me
in a way no one else did. She knew that originally, Callie hadn’t intended on making herself at home in the small town community, with all its implied rules and rituals. She’d been an observer, studying the social fabric of what was supposed to be a temporary home, as a side project to her main work.
In a similar way, Rebecca had thought there were rules and rituals she had to observe as well, to fit into the circle of Callie’s friends in New York, to belong with her new-found identity. Since Asha had stopped making jokes, and both Nicole and Andy had declared war on Rebecca for their respective reasons, she assumed she had succeeded. More than anything else, though, she wanted Callie in her life. What they felt for each other didn’t need anyone’s approval.
* * * *
On the road, a little more than halfway home, traffic had come to a near halt. Callie sighed, hoping she would make it in time to wherever Rebecca wanted her to be tonight. At a red light, she cast a look over to her purse on the passenger seat but decided not to do what the commercials and teenage shows warned against. When she arrived home, there would be enough time to let Rebecca know about possible delays.
Originally, she didn’t mind doing David this favor if it meant he owed her, just a little. Callie was aware their conversation was important to Dina. It wasn’t that late yet, but she was getting restless. Rebecca had gone to great lengths to prepare this special surprise, and Callie didn’t want to do anything to spoil it. There was no way of taking any shortcut. She was literally trapped between the SUV in front of her and the guy with the annoying music behind. No way to change lanes whatsoever.
She turned the volume of her own stereo a little higher in order not to lose the rest of her anticipatory mood. As the cars crept along at a slow, nerve-wracking pace, she thought of David and his choices. There were some truly evil people, and through his ever-changing attitude toward her, Callie didn’t think he was one of them. Maybe these things happened when two people weren’t meant to be, but his actions were still beyond her.
Annoying music guy honked, making her jump, as the traffic moved forward again.
“I’m trying here,” she muttered, exasperated. “Leave a few inches between us, will you?” The sky was clouding over too, the temperature dropping slightly. She hoped the place Rebecca had in mind would be warm and cozy indoors, and that it wouldn’t take too long a drive to get there. Worst-case scenario, they’d have to skip the cocktail hour and get right to dinner.
At least, the traffic was beginning to flow at a more decent pace. The SUV stayed in front, and judging from the noise, the guy behind was taking the same route. Maybe she could take a cab to the chosen destination.
She breathed a sigh of relief when more and more cars left the lane, drivers finally taking their intended exits. The first raindrops were falling, but that was okay too. Rebecca wouldn’t take her to a picnic without warning. Callie adjusted the volume of her music—a compilation she’d burned for an earlier novel—as the noise behind her stopped when the driver turned.
She wanted a first draft ready before the vacation, polished and ready for Asha by the end of the year. At the moment, she wanted nothing but to get home and get herself ready for Rebecca’s fantasy. Two cars ahead, the light changed to red once again, and the driver of the SUV stepped on the brakes at the last moment, forcing Callie to swerve to the left in order to avoid running into him. Even so, she could hear the screech of metal as her car made contact.
* * * *
There was a new message, though not from Callie. At first, Rebecca thought someone might have picked the wrong number, until she started listening. She deleted the message the moment she recognized Eric’s voice. She didn’t feel like having any kind of communication with Andy’s husband, now or ever. Truth be told, Rebecca wasn’t even curious about what he had to say, because she could imagine. Maybe it was even Andy using his phone.
“No thanks,” she said to herself, waving to Roz who had brought her right to the curb in front of the hotel. With the dress she wore underneath her coat, and those shoes, Rebecca was grateful to avoid driving or walking much.
At the reception, a young woman half her age, dressed in the hotel’s uniform, handed her the key card. “Have a nice stay,” she said with a brilliant smile.
“Thank you.” I will.
Rebecca took the elevator up to the ninth floor where she found the spacious room, overlooking a golf course framed by cherry trees in full bloom. It would be prettier if it wasn’t raining, but she wasn’t going to complain. She took her shoes off for a moment, enjoying the feel of the soft carpet underneath her feet.
Callie would love the surroundings just as much—the warm tones and soft lighting a perfect backdrop to…Rebecca caught her self-conscious smile in the wardrobe mirror, shaking her head at herself. She wouldn’t mind skipping dinner, but she didn’t want to rob Callie of the chance to try what the restaurant and bar had to offer. This wasn’t a place where they’d return every week, unless their shared income somehow skyrocketed.
She took one last look at herself, her cell phone—no message after Eric’s—and left in order to inspect the cocktail bar where the cheery young woman, or any of her colleagues, would direct Callie when she arrived.
* * * *
It was well after 7:00 p.m. when Callie let herself into the house, going straight for the medicine cabinet to find something to battle her raging headache. After dealing with the police, AAA—not to mention the irate driver of the SUV who had called her all kinds of names—she had just about reached her limit. Any other day, she would have gone straight to bed from here, and even with tonight’s plans on her mind, the thought was tempting.
Callie stopped cold at the sight of the display on the table—a bouquet of roses, an envelope, and a note.
Look in the fridge.
The small box held a miniature chocolate and raspberry cupcake—no doubt courtesy of Roz’s. Callie smiled despite her mood. She could use something to calm her nerves, no doubt about it.
The envelope held a business card, the address vaguely familiar. She would have loved more time to prepare, but she’d do the best she could and take a cab, deal with everything regarding the car, insurance fees, and reality the next day.
First, though, she sat down to read what Rebecca had written for her in the card that had also been in the envelope, her vision blurring at the first line.
* * * *
Maria once told Rebecca she admired her for being brave enough to follow her heart. Had she been right about that? At the moment, Rebecca didn’t feel brave. At 7:45 p.m., it was not yet time to worry. Callie sometimes lost track of time. In her line of work, Rebecca had learned, it came with the territory.
She should have tried to reach her after finding out Callie had taken Maggie to David’s and told her to take a cab to the hotel. She should stop looking at her watch every ten seconds. Callie would be fine. She’d be here in a few minutes. When Maria had the fatal accident, it was November, ice on the streets. There was no reason to panic…yet. Rebecca tried to focus on the cocktail menu once more, wondering if they could have their table a little later, or if they’d go straight to the restaurant from here.
If only Callie was here already.
Nerves. After all that happened in the past year, it wasn’t surprising that slowing down made her restless. She had deserved this moment of peace, as had everyone she loved.
“I believe you’re expecting me?”
Her heart skipped a beat at the sound of Callie’s voice, and Rebecca turned to her. She wore a midnight-blue satin dress, knee-length—which Rebecca had never seen on her—with silver sandals. With some amusement, she realized her own heels made her tower over Callie more than usual.
“All my life,” she said.



Chapter Twelve
“I’m sorry I didn’t do more with my hair, but I ran out of time. The traffic was crazy, and then I had a little accident. Don’t worry. There’s only a scratch on the car, but the guy, what an idiot—”
“What?”
The way the color drained from Rebecca’s face told Callie she hadn’t done a good job relating the events in a calm and collected manner as she planned. She took Rebecca’s hands into hers. “It’s all right. Just some more paperwork I could have done without. Don’t let it ruin the evening.”
Callie took a deep breath, grateful for the waiter’s timing. She had briefly considered telling Rebecca later, but she didn’t want to make up a story for being late. The surroundings and company had the calming effect she’d hoped for, the colorful drink with the little umbrella, even better.
“There’s not a scratch on me. You can convince yourself later, when we get home.”
“About that…” Rebecca reluctantly let go of her hand to take a sip. “…I booked us a room. I thought we might not want to go home right away.”
“You thought of everything.” When she’d left David’s apartment, Callie wondered if, during the course of the evening, there would be a right moment to bring up the talk she’d had with Dina. She’d changed her mind after reading Rebecca’s note. Right here and now, she was even more convinced it wouldn’t make any difference to Rebecca at this point. “You know…” she continued, “everything is true for me too. Nothing else ever felt this real.”
The waiter arrived to announce their table was ready, but she’d said everything that mattered anyway.
Callie wouldn’t have to worry about getting cold either. Their table was close to the impressive fireplace, and she felt the temperature rising as it was.
* * * *
From the moment she’d booked their getaway, all through the evening until they left for their room, Rebecca had only encountered friendly and courteous hotel staff. No one seemed to pay attention or care that two women were spending a romantic date together. She hadn’t realized how much she needed this experience. Her friends and family were adjusting, just like Rebecca herself. In Autumn Leaves, the news wasn’t that old yet, even though the scrutiny declined. Here, no one knew their history. No one thought it was their business.
She remembered very well their first night together, knowing what she wanted, feeling confused and guilty about it at the same time.
“When I first decided to meet in the bar, I thought we could maybe do some role-playing, something silly like ‘Do you come here often? Can I buy you a drink?’ I forgot all about it.”
“Yes, when I told you about the car,” Callie said ruefully.
“Not just that.” Rebecca reached out to take her hand, tugging her closer. “Okay, it was that at first. I don’t need to imagine or pretend. This is everything I want. You are everything I want.”
The soft music coming from the flat screen TV was a perfect soundtrack for the moment, as she lifted Callie’s hair to kiss her neck, reaching for the zipper of her dress with the other hand. Slowly, she pulled it down, tracing the exposed skin with her fingers.
Callie’s dress slid to the floor, Rebecca’s breath catching as she realized that Callie had, despite all mishaps, taken the time to pick black lace lingerie.
Callie laughed softly, delighted with the reaction her own surprise caused. “It goes with your dress,” she said. Rebecca took a step backward, enjoying the sight, knowing moments from now, she would follow the path of her eyes with her hands, and mouth. From the way Callie blushed, she was probably having similar thoughts.
“Not a scratch, you said.”
“It’s all good.”
“Oh, yes.” Rebecca moved in again, more or less intentionally trapping Callie against the wall behind her as they kissed. Her hands moved down Callie’s shoulders, caressing her breasts through the whisper-thin fabric of her bra, feeling her nipples harden under the soft brush of Rebecca’s thumbs. Rebecca reached behind to open the clasp, and the bra joined Callie’s dress on the floor, before she continued the caress with her mouth.
Callie sank back against the wall, her gasp turning into a moan that made her own body tighten in anticipatory response. Rebecca straightened for another deep, feverish kiss, running her fingers over the hem of Callie’s slip, and beneath.
“You’re impatient.”
“You have no idea how long I’ve waited,” Rebecca said, meaning more than this evening or the present moment. Most of the time, she hadn’t even known what she’d been waiting for. Callie’s laugh filled with delight and breathless desire. Rebecca could relate. She could barely stand up herself any longer.
“You paid for this room with the big bed, so I have to ask. Is that a fantasy of yours?” Callie whispered. “Up against the wall like this?” She shivered, but her body felt hot and welcoming to Rebecca’s fingers as she pressed them deeper inside.
“It is now,” she said.
The world closed in, her attention completely focused on Callie, holding her up when her knees buckled at the height of pleasure. Holding her close until their breathing slowly returned to normal.
“Wow,” Callie said, her voice a warm, saturated tone. “You’re still dressed.”
“Give me a second.” Rebecca reached behind to undo the knot of her halter-top, the fabric falling away. “Better?”
Callie’s gaze would have been answer enough, but she added, “Perfect,” anyway. “I liked that fantasy,” she said before tugging Rebecca toward the bed with her.
“I could tell you did…but there’s more. I’ve been thinking a lot about tonight.” Her face heated. It wasn’t all that often that they were together like this, with no risk that anyone could call or knock on the door at any moment. She loved their shared intimacy, every time, but there was a new awareness that Rebecca had found only recently.
“Let’s just…relax for a moment?” She quickly removed the last piece of clothing, and on the bed, Callie lay in her embrace.
“Don’t get me wrong. I love this,” Callie said, “but this is more than a romantic getaway. Tell me.”
These thoughts were on her mind while Rebecca wrote the letter, but there was no way she could have put them on paper. She’d never felt this happy and free, and for a long time, she hadn’t imagined it possible. “I thought we needed a timeout…after everything,” she began then shook her head with a nervous chuckle. “I hope I’m not getting your hopes up too high. I didn’t bring handcuffs or anything like that.”
Callie regarded her with a hint of amusement. “Don’t worry. You are fulfilling every hope I had.” Her tone was soft and affectionate.
The first time they’d made love was still vivid in Rebecca’s mind. On top of all the doubts she’d carried with her at that time, she had feared she somehow wasn’t enough, didn’t know enough to please Callie and make her stay. She’d felt clumsy, overwhelmed by her own want and what it meant. Now, those worries vanished into thin air. She knew what she could do to Callie, the reality of it often seeming too good to be true.
“I try. I think I’ve become pretty good at it too.”
They laughed together before the mood took another shift, with slow touches and kisses becoming more urgent.
* * * *
Attraction came easily. It made Callie feel a little less guilty when Rebecca made that life-altering decision to be with her instead of catering to everyone else’s expectations. Then, they’d had to learn to live together, in a way that neither Rebecca’s marriage nor Callie’s disastrous relationship with Nicole could have prepared them for.
Even under the constant pressure of their environment, they had made it this far. The thought filled Callie with a gratitude that brought her close to tears, but Rebecca didn’t need words…she had written the letter, after all.
There were still some delicate subjects. David would always be a presence in their lives, but Callie no longer felt threatened. All this was not just the result of an overnight stay in an expensive hotel or the amazing sex it included. They had worked hard to get there.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, emotion getting the better of her within a heartbeat. “I should have told you all about what Nicole said right away and not tried to run off like some crazy person.”
“It’s okay,” Rebecca said softly. “We cleared all that up.”
“I don’t want anything to stand between us. It’s probably not a good moment, but Dina told me she knew about David and Susan…before we met.”
“Callie.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No, don’t be. Come on, look at me,” Rebecca urged. Reluctantly, Callie did.
“It might not be the perfect moment. You’re right about that, because I don’t want to think about anything but you right now. It’s all right though. I would have been mad…and probably devastated, if I’d found out at the time, but it’s okay. I can hardly judge. It’s not a race of who found out first it wasn’t working so well anymore. How is Dina?”
“She’s doing okay.” Callie smiled self-consciously. “I didn’t mean to be so dramatic. This is all amazing. I just wish we wouldn’t have to rush home, tomorrow.”
“Well…we don’t,” Rebecca said, leaning back into the pillow with a pleased smile. “I talked to Roz yesterday, and we thought this would be a good time to cut back brunch to once a month. She can’t afford more than part-time help just yet, Betty is busy planning the next big party…and you know what we have on the agenda.”
“Oh, yes.” Her affirmation might have been a little too enthusiastic, judging from Rebecca’s speculative smile.
“Besides, did you see that shower? I wouldn’t want to rush the time we can spend in there.”
“I didn’t see much of it, since we’ve been pretty busy,” Callie teased, snuggling into Rebecca’s arms. “I’m not complaining.”
“I didn’t think so.”
All banter aside, Callie felt a calm settling over her that she’d never reached in reality. She might even be able to walk that shortcut through the woods without being drawn into the memory. Nicole’s hurtful words were fading, having lost much of their sting. Callie was happy in the present moment, but she looked forward to their everyday life too, when Maggie would be back with them…home.
I don’t think I ever told you in so many words, or maybe you could tell, but the day you were going to see Beth, I got so scared. Somehow, that was worse than when everything I had believed in for twenty years was falling apart, and I knew I could never go back.
I don’t want to go back, ever.
I realized that I got it all wrong, thinking that home had to be a house, or a church, and it wasn’t that I was so unhappy before, I just wasn’t me.
Thank you for seeing me and helping me understand. Home is where you are.
I love you.
Rebecca.
“I love you too,” Callie whispered, and Rebecca seemed to understand what she was referring to perfectly.
* * * *
The young man from room service who brought the luxurious breakfast was as cheery as the rest of his colleagues, and like them, he didn’t seem to mind or care that two women occupied this room, which was part of the romantic getaway deal.
The shower was spacious enough to fit two people comfortably, and they barely made it out on time to get decent and answer the door.
Rebecca’s hands trembled when she picked up the coffee cup, the sensory memories of the recent moments lingering. The cool, smooth feel of the shower stall under her palms, contrasted with the warm water cascading over her body. Callie, surrounding her, inside her…her breathing quickened at the thought.
She had meant every word she’d written in the letter, and Rebecca could tell they rang true for Callie as well. How could she have ever settled for less? Then again, how could she have known there was so much more, someone perfect for her out there?
It wasn’t just about sex, but Rebecca was willing to concede it was part of it.
“I love that smile on your face,” Callie said before she licked her fingers. French toast with chocolate—the breakfast was as decadent as the rest of their getaway. “It tells me I did something right.”
“No need to be modest about it.”
Callie leaned back in her chair, looking pleased with herself. “I never even asked you about your meeting yesterday. How did that go?”
“Well, I guess Betty’s friend didn’t buy into Andy’s stories after all. Which reminds me…no, I don’t want to think about that now.”
“What is it?”
“Nothing.” Rebecca quickly said. “Nothing we have to worry about, anyway. Eric, Andy’s husband, left me a message yesterday. I haven’t listened to it. Chances are he’ll tell me to stay away from his wife, which I’ll gladly do. I might change my number. I have no idea how she got it in the first place.”
“Father Reynolds probably had it in his records, from when you had the contract with the church.”
“Yeah, I don’t want to see him for a while either.” Rebecca reached for a croissant from the bread basket. “You want to hear something crazy? You know I had this idea about the family I wanted—a full house where everyone would always be happy and…warm. I loved going to church, because it gave me a sense of peace, but in a way, I felt like I was paying off a debt. I didn’t mind as long as everything went according to plan, but I realize that’s not the point at all. In the end, it hurts my ego a bit that Reynolds came to the conclusion first that our points of view don’t go together, but so be it. I can find peace and God in another church, and I don’t think God loves me any less for it.”
Callie listened, giving Rebecca her full attention, but she didn’t interrupt.
“You don’t have to come every time either. I know it’s not the same for you.”
“I love spending that time with you,” Callie finally said, “and it gives me peace too, if maybe in a different way. I think Father Reynolds will preach to a very small group of people for some time to come. Maybe that’ll make him reconsider, eventually.”
Truth be told, Rebecca didn’t have high hopes for that, but his choices were none of her concern anymore. She’d never been so certain about her own.
* * * *
They spent the rest of the weekend with more mundane tasks, like laundry and cleaning the porch, as the rain had finally stopped. Rebecca worked on Eve’s project, and Callie went back to her manuscript.
Rebecca looked forward to having Maggie back home. In the past, whenever she had spent time with her grandmother, Maggie had acted somewhat defiant and difficult. Now that all the issues were out in the open, and David had a new woman by his side, hopefully Maggie’s attitude would change.
Reverend Amber Cole was as passionate about her congregation as Father Langdon had been—a relief to forget about the conflict in Autumn Leaves for a while.
She was surprised to see Betty at the service, but they didn’t have a chance to talk.
Back at home, Rebecca found two more messages from Eric. With a feeling between dread and frustration, she realized she might have to call him back after all. She decided to take care of that after David brought Maggie home. Rebecca was in no hurry to hear any more insults. She felt fairly confident that she could weather any storm that was coming their way, not that she needed another one.
* * * *
Callie saved her document and turned off the computer when the sounds of a car and the doorbell vaguely registered with her. She hoped Asha would be satisfied with the white wedding she had created for Vanessa and Sabine. They had come a long way too. She chuckled to herself, getting up to join Rebecca. She stopped cold in the hallway when Rebecca opened the door to an irate man instead of David and Maggie.
“What have you done to my wife?” he yelled. “Where is she?” He got so far into her personal space that Callie was afraid he was going to hit her, his threatening posture making the space feel claustrophobic. Run. She didn’t go with the first, visceral impulse.
“That’s enough,” she said, her tone every bit as firm as she wanted it to be. “Get out of my house, now!”
“It’s okay, Callie. I’ll handle it.” Rebecca sounded shaken though, and grateful for the support.
“If you could stop screaming in my face and tell me what’s going on?”
He raised his hand, making Callie flinch, but he wiped it across his own face in an angry gesture.
“Andy has been missing since Friday night. You want to tell me you have nothing to do with this, when she’s been talking about you all the damn time?”
Callie recalled the scene in the grocery store earlier this week—Andy’s hasty flight. She knew it wasn’t her fault or Rebecca’s, but she hoped Andy hadn’t done anything ill-advised, if some realizations had come crashing down on her. She stepped closer to Rebecca, placing her hand on the small of her back.
“We haven’t heard anything from Andy in days, and frankly, after all she’s done, we don’t care to. I hope she’s okay, but please, leave us out of it. Did you call the police?”
Just like Father Reynolds, Andy’s husband didn’t think she was worth his attention. He ignored the direct question and seethed at Rebecca, instead: “You condemned her.”
“Now, don’t you think that’s a little exaggerated?” Neither of them had heard David coming in, Dina, and an anxious-looking Maggie behind him.
“That’s an understatement,” Callie added. “You’re scaring Maggie, and neither of us appreciates that, believe me. You don’t want to talk to me, you don’t have to.” She could have just as well talked to a wall.
“You’re sick. You have no soul! You—” That was meant for Rebecca too, but it was David who spoke up, probably sensing that Rebecca was speechless with the insult thrown at her.
“I believe she made herself clear, Eric.”
“Good-bye,” Callie said.
Eric cast a furious glance at David, from whom he had obviously expected some support. Then, he walked out, slamming the door behind him and leaving everyone speechless for long, anxious moments.
“Hey, Maggie.” Callie hugged her for a greeting, and the girl held on tightly in return. Much to his credit, David didn’t bat an eye. In fact, he seemed just as shocked, confronted with the regular bigotry of nice people. “I hope you had a great weekend. Don’t let it be spoiled by grown-ups who don’t behave that way.”
“It’s okay,” Maggie whispered, and Callie gave her an encouraging smile before she straightened.
She had some sympathy for Eric, fearing for his wife, but there was no excuse for his behavior—or Andy’s, for that matter.
“We’ll be okay,” Rebecca said firmly, linking her fingers with Callie’s. “I hope the same goes for Andy, which I would have told him if he’d let me get a word in. That’s all I have to offer him.”
“That’s something he should be grateful for, after everything. Now that we’ve got that covered…we had a great weekend. How was yours?”
“Pretty good too.” Rebecca’s tone gave nothing away, but her smile made Callie blush hotly.
They would have to talk about this. Andy’s mysterious disappearance, what it meant for them—if anything—and that bit of irrational guilt she was sure Rebecca felt too.
One more matter to deal with, before Italy, before Callie could hope to approach the subject that had teased her mind since Vanessa and Sabine had said, “I do”.
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