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Chapter One
The wind picked up overnight, together with the heavy snowfall, leaving the town a fairytale landscape in the early morning. Rebecca Lowman found comfort in her familiar rituals, having the first coffee by herself even though the times when she had to be up at five thirty were long gone. She found the winter spectacle outside soothing, even with the lack of Christmas lights and decoration. The safety of home came with a new meaning these days, a safety she had to rebuild.
The past year brought drastic changes. Rebecca always loved the holidays, but Christmas had come and gone with some stressful times. Only recently, she’d found the way back into a blessed routine, the life in a new home, with a new lover and one of her children living in another town. The thought never failed to make her throat tight. She missed Dina. It didn’t matter that everyone agreed this was the best solution. She took a sip of her coffee, frowning when she realized it had become lukewarm. She’d been too lost in thought.
Maybe, if she was lucky, the storm would last and flights would be cancelled. Rebecca liked the idea of hiding away with Callie and Maggie. As far as her work was concerned, all she needed was a working computer and an internet connection. It was a nice fantasy. The weather forecast predicted warmer temperatures though. After all, this wasn’t just about her.
There was the sound of bare feet on the floor, and a moment later, Callie embraced her from behind.
“What are you doing up?” she whispered. “It’s the middle of the night.”
Rebecca turned to her, the corners of her mouth turning up into a smile. Callie did that easily.
“No, it’s not. It’s early morning.” Callie’s expression clearly said that she didn’t see much of a difference between the two. Rebecca reached out to tug a strand of hair behind her ear. For the moment, she could push her worries aside. Maybe the upcoming trip wouldn’t be so bad after all.
“Is everything okay?” There was a hint of anxiousness. Rebecca couldn’t blame her, because this moment, the two of them together, in their home, wasn’t something self-evident. They had worked hard to achieve this.
“I guess old habits die hard.” Maybe she’d just been kidding herself into thinking that the girls had needed her around, all of the time. Besides, the days had seemed so long, with so much to do. Rebecca thought she was living in a good solid marriage. She’d only recently begun to realize how much of a difference it made to have a partner who was actually present.
“What about you? Are you nervous yet?” Rebecca couldn’t deny that she was nervous about going back to New York, meeting some of Callie’s friends and work-related acquaintances, but it was Callie who was nominated for the book prize.
“No.” Callie shook her head as if for emphasis. “I’ve been nominated twice, never won anything. This time won’t be different, except I’m bringing my gorgeous girlfriend.”
Callie would say things like that casually, knowing well the effect it had on Rebecca who was pleased and flustered at the same time. Callie raised herself up on her tiptoes for a kiss, her hand cool on Rebecca’s flushed face. Rebecca couldn’t help her reaction. She was madly in love, had been long before she was able to admit it to herself. It was just one evening, one party. If it made Callie happy to present Rebecca to her business contacts, who was she to argue?
She cast a look at Maggie’s door. In all likelihood, her younger daughter would still be fast asleep. She would have had a half day in school, but it had been cancelled altogether due to the storm.
“You’re right,” she said. “It is too early to be up.”
Callie’s smile was sweet and full of promise.
* * * *
Normally, Callie would have been stressed about going back to New York even for a few days. The short vacation they had taken earlier—her, Rebecca, and the girls—had helped her relax. On the bright side, the ghosts she associated with the city were gone. On the less bright side, bad things could happen everywhere, even in the small town of Autumn Leaves where she’d come to hide last year.
Everything was organized perfectly, if not much better with Rebecca by her side. She was good at these things, making lists, checking every single point of them. Callie had let her, knowing that a little control would go a long way to ease Rebecca’s mind.
Maggie would spend some time with her father and older sister in the meantime. Everyone had needed a period of adjustment. David Lowman wasn’t mean or hurtful at all. Still, visits will never completely cease to be awkward, Callie thought with a sigh. A part of him would always blame her, disregarding the fact that he had found a new partner as well.
The phone rang, and she went to pick it up. Rebecca was working in the guest bedroom they had for now set up as her office. She had a couple of contracts to work on. The people in Autumn Leaves weren’t that unforgiving, although maybe some of them were just curious.
“Hi, Callie, it’s Dina. Can I talk to Mom?”
“Yes, sure. How are you?”
“Fine. Is Mom there?”
Okay, okay.
Dina had chosen to live with her father instead of joining the all-girls house. Sometimes, Callie was secretly relieved about that. Maggie seemed fine with seeing David every few weeks. He’d always spent a lot of time working outside of Autumn Leaves, so nothing much had changed for her. A teenager was in a whole different league.
“I’ll get her,” she said, already on the way. At the door, she knocked lightly and entered the room. “Dina for you.”
“Thank you.”
Callie went back into the kitchen, hoping the girl didn’t have any bad news. The day had started too beautifully. She allowed herself a moment to drift and lose herself in the pleasant memory. Maybe she was just jealous, with Rebecca on the phone with her daughter literally in a zone, having to realize that this was a space that would never be hers. At a moment like this, she had to remind herself what they had, what Rebecca had given up for her.
No, she would not go and try to listen in on the conversation.
* * * *
“Maggie said you’re going to New York again.”
Rebecca didn’t like the accusatory tone of Dina’s voice.
“Yes, but it’s work. Callie has to attend meetings, and a signing session, things like that. It’s just for a few days.”
“I’d like to come with you,” Dina said. “I know what you’ll say, but school will be fine. I study a lot more now, since Susan…anyway. What do you say, Mom?”
Rebecca took a deep breath, stalling as she tried to come up with the most diplomatic way to explain the situation. Never mind the pang of jealousy at the reminder just how well Dina got along with David’s girlfriend.
“See, honey, it’s quite expensive. I don’t have that many contracts yet.” During her marriage, she always been working part-time, but it had been an option rather than a necessity. Trying to get more clients in a town where everyone literally knew her name proved to be tricky at times.
“So what? Callie has money.”
“Dina!” Rebecca was speechless for a moment. “Not that much. It’s not the point, anyway.”
“I don’t get it. What’s different? Dad used to pay for things.”
He sure did. More and more Rebecca felt like she’d been living in a treachery illusion of safety for the past years. She didn’t have all the answers for her daughter. In any case, she wanted to make the best contribution she could to her new relationship, which did not include asking Callie for money all the time. The vacation in New York had been a Christmas gift she hadn’t accepted easily.
Rebecca hoped that after she had found a few more clients, after the sale of the house she’d once shared with her family, she would feel differently.
“I’m sorry, Dina, not this time. You’d be bored anyway.”
“Don’t worry, I can entertain myself, Mom. Is it really just about the money?”
The sting was intended and didn’t miss its mark.
“I love having you around, all of the time. Just for this trip, I can’t afford it. Next time, I promise.”
“Grandma gave me some money for Christmas,” Dina said. “Maybe if—”
“Please. Don’t.”
Rebecca had reached a tentative cease-fire with her mother-in-law. She didn’t want to risk this progress.
“Oh well. We don’t even know if there was another seat on the plane.”
“That’s right. I’ll make it up to you.”
“It’s all right. Say hello to Maggie. Bye, Mom.”
Rebecca leaned back in her chair, wondering what to make of this conversation, and if she had completely screwed it up. In the kitchen, she could hear Callie and Maggie talking. They were practically best friends, bonding over a shared love for books and stories. If only everything was so easy. She tried to get back to her work, the website for a Mediterranean restaurant in town that had reopened after a renovation. It was either that or to complete her new contract with the church. Rebecca wasn’t so sure if Father Langdon hadn’t given her that project because he pitied her. In any case, it was very generous given the passionate speech she had held in church just a few weeks ago. It had been unplanned, but at some point the ridicule and bigotry of some townspeople had gotten to her. She still believed in every word she’d said. She still believed in the same God she’d been talking about and people’s ability to change for the better.
On the other hand, there was no denying that she had exposed herself. It was liberating and terrifying at the same time. She still had to make a living, and two contracts just weren’t enough. Rebecca closed the lid of her laptop, in need of company.
Maggie and Callie were ready to go out, all dressed up wearing winter coats, gloves, and scarves.
“We just decided to go to the library now,” Callie said. “The storm is not as bad as they predicted, and you’ll have more time to work that way.”
“That’s nice. Thank you.”
Maggie beamed. She was the quiet, easy one. Rebecca hoped the impression wasn’t only surface. The thought scared her sometimes. Maggie reminded her too much of the way she’d been at her age, but there was a huge difference. Contrary to Rebecca, Maggie wasn’t growing up with cool, distant adults. She had both of her parents to turn to, her sister, and Callie. Rebecca hoped that it would be enough.
“How’s work going?” Callie asked softly.
“Let’s say, when I’m done with this, I’d be okay with taking a break from the Mediterranean cuisine for a while. I’ve been staring at these pictures for, I don’t know how long.”
“You will be fine.”
There was no point in thinking otherwise, was there?
* * * *
Rebecca took a break from work to start lunch. Standing at the stove over a pot of pasta, she wondered if she should advertise. That would mean another investment, but maybe it was wiser to try and find clients outside of town. The married mother “turned” lesbian still presented somewhat of an attraction in Autumn Leaves. The truth was a lot more complex than that, and she hadn’t turned into anything she hadn’t been before, but preconceived notions were persistent. A few miles further, people might care less. It was worth a try.
She started to heat vegetables in a pan, the smell of food comforting. Rebecca always loved cooking for her family, enjoying meals with people talking and laughing around the table. By the time the doorbell rang, she was feeling a lot more optimistic. Callie and Maggie had obviously cut the library time short which was a good idea since it had started snowing again. She wiped her hands on a dish towel and went to answer the door.
“Perfect timing. Lunch is ready.”
“Hello, Rebecca,” David said.
She was dumbfounded, just standing in the doorway for a moment until she became aware of the snowflakes drifting inside.
“You’re going to let me in?” he asked ruefully.
“Of course. I’m sorry. I…I didn’t expect you.”
“I figured.” He shook the snow out of his scarf. “The weather’s crazy. We didn’t have that much snow in December.”
“It’s late this time.” Rebecca was sure he hadn’t driven all the way here to make small talk about the weather. She couldn’t help the feeling that he was trying to ease her into a subject she wouldn’t like to hear about.
“Would you like some coffee? You could have lunch with us too.”
“No thanks, I won’t stay that long. Coffee would be nice. You don’t have to make it just for me though.”
“That’s okay.”
David followed her into the kitchen, silence settling between them as Rebecca busied herself with making the coffee and putting the food in the oven so it would stay warm. She could look at their shared situation with some detachment. It was ironic how people and their relationships changed—sad, sometimes. Rebecca had never liked change until she found herself in a moment from where it was impossible to turn back. She waited.
“I won’t take much of your time,” he said. “I was in town, and I thought we could talk about the details in person rather than over the phone.”
“The details of what?” Rebecca asked, perplexed.
David looked confused too. “Wait a minute. Dina said everything was cleared with you except one little detail. It’s no big deal. I know she loved New York the last time, so—”
“What? It’s a business trip for Callie. We’re not taking the girls.” There went detachment. Unexpected change of plans was another thing Rebecca wasn’t too fond of.
“Wow. Okay.” He sighed. “Dina said otherwise. She also said you were worried about the money. You know, we’re still their parents. When it concerns the girls, I need you to tell me if there’s a problem.”
“There’s no problem.” Rebecca poured a cup of coffee for each of them with a sinking heart, realizing she might have to make a few things even clearer to Dina.
“Rebecca,” he said softly. “They don’t have to miss out on anything just because we’re separated.”
“I don’t think Dina’s missing out on anything,” Rebecca said, barely reining in her irritation. “It’s work. It’s Callie’s work. When we go on a vacation again, of course Dina can come if she wants to.”
“Oh boy.” David gave her a sheepish smile. “I’m afraid you’re not going to like this, then. Please keep in mind that our daughter did not give me all the information.”
“David…”
“She was so down about it, I gave her my credit card to book a flight on the same plane.”
Rebecca was speechless with the turn of events. She’d have to have a few stern words with her older daughter. One thing hadn’t changed for sure. When it came to the girls, David could not say no.
* * * *
At some point during the past year, Callie’s life had felt overwhelming, out of hand. It was ironic to remember that after inheriting her aunt’s house, she had been looking for peace and quiet. She wanted to concentrate on finishing her book, stay away from all drama, relationships, and neighbors. She’d done the complete opposite. Callie had never envisioned children in her life, but she’d found that dealing with Maggie was a lot easier than she’d feared. Getting excited over a trunk full of books reminded her of her own childhood and the happy times spent with her mother in spite of an absent father.
On the way home, she bought a hot chocolate for each of them. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea before lunch. She was in a mood, though, and if that meant spoiling Maggie a little, she didn’t mind.
“I talked to your teacher the other day,” she told the girl. “Ms. Romano says you do great with reading and writing.”
Maggie smiled, pleased with the praise. “I like stories. I just wish you’d write them faster.”
“Wow.” Callie laughed. It was true: She had neglected the children’s stories segment of her work for a while now, with her life being all about adult problems. After the New York trip she’d try to rectify that. Having a child under her roof who loved books might just help.
“So maybe you should try to write your own too?”
Maggie frowned. “You’re just saying that.”
“No, I mean it. I’m sure you could.”
“Really?”
“Really. You’re still hungry for lunch, I hope?”
Maggie pretended to think about it and giggled. “’Course.”
“I’m glad. Your mom would not be happy with me otherwise.”
Callie hadn’t paid attention to the car across the street as it was, like all parked vehicles, covered with a thin layer of snow. She unlocked the door and closed it behind Maggie, both of them taking off their boots and putting coats and hats away. Walking in the living room, Callie wished she would have been more attentive and recognized David’s car. It was rather uncommon that he came by here by himself. Maggie was happy to see him, of course, running to hug him.
“Hey! How was the library—did you leave any books there?”
“Daddy, come on.” Maggie chided him for the silliness, but her smile was happy and genuine. So was his. Callie suppressed a sigh. Two cups sat on the table. David and Rebecca obviously had something to talk about. She just hoped it wasn’t connected to Dina’s early morning call. She wanted Rebecca with her in New York, for the sake of both of them.
“Callie,” he finally greeted her. “I’m sorry for intruding on you. I was just about to go.”
“You don’t have to, if there’s something—”
“It’s okay. We were done.” Rebecca’s smile was strained. “We’ll come by tomorrow afternoon to bring Maggie then.”
“You do that,” he said, ruffling Maggie’s hair. “Bye.”
They had lunch in relative quiet. Callie waited until Maggie was done and off to her room to start on her homework, until she asked.
“What was he doing here?” Rebecca looked startled, and Callie rephrased her question. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound like that. Is Dina all right?”
“Yeah. There’s something I need to talk to you about, though. Dina—” She shook her head with a rueful smile. “I had no idea this was so important to her. Would you mind if Dina came with us?”
“To New York?” Callie asked unnecessarily.
Well, in a way, she did mind. She had been craving a few days out of town with Rebecca, spending time with her alone. Callie had been looking forward to enjoying all the experiences—cultural, culinary, and more—that Autumn Leaves couldn’t offer, including the luxury of a posh hotel room. The Christmas vacation had been planned as a family trip. This wasn’t. However, she knew she had to do her part. Rebecca’s family was hers now, too, to some extent. Dina was still on the fence sometimes when it came to judging Callie. If she wanted to gain the girl’s trust, here was a golden opportunity.
“If she can take the school days off, it’s okay with me. We’ll buy a ticket and—”
“I’m afraid David already did.”
“Oh.” For the moment, Callie had nothing more to say.
“I know we said not this time. I told her no this morning. Obviously, the message didn’t get across.”
Callie did not say out loud what she was thinking. You could always give the ticket back.
“Come on, I said it’s okay.” She reached out to take Rebecca’s hand on the table. “Why David though? I would have paid for it.”
“Now why is everybody acting that way? I’m not starving and neither will one of my children. I’m sorry, Callie. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” Rebecca didn’t sound angry, just tired and resigned, her slumped shoulders adding to the impression. It made feel Callie bad about her own jealous antics.
“It’s okay. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable, but you know you can come to me with anything, right? That’s what we signed up for.”
“I know.” Rebecca’s tone was soft and apologetic. “One day, I’ll give you a reason why you put up with all of this.”
“You do. Every day.”
They held each other’s gaze, their fingers still linked on the table. At moments like this, it took a lot of effort and self-restraint to go back to work in your home office, when one shared look opened up a world of fantasy. Callie reminded herself that Dina was old enough to put up with a “do not disturb” sign for a significant part of the trip.
* * * *
They had to be at the airport around six thirty in the morning, about an hour drive from Autumn Leaves. There was a lot of packing left to do, including for Maggie’s week with David and Susan. Rebecca was quite sure Dina would not be all ready once they arrived at David’s new house. Of the two sisters, Maggie was clearly the neater one.
Callie, even though she was the most important person here, seemed surprisingly relaxed. Then again, she was familiar with this world. A couple of casual outfits, work-appropriate, a little black dress for the award gala—she packed like someone who was used to packing up and leaving without a fuss. Without attachment.
Rebecca looked over to the bed where she had narrowed down her own choice of dresses to three, of which none seemed to be appropriate for a rather relevant GBLT event. Of course, it wasn’t like she had any idea at all what would be appropriate.
“Either way, I’ll have to put up with a lot of women staring at you,” Callie predicted. “How about the red one?”
“Isn’t it too much? I don’t know…I don’t want to embarrass you.”
“How? By being beautiful?”
It was frustrating for Rebecca that she didn’t even know how to explain her concerns. She always considered herself fairly smart and educated, but even after coming out to practically the whole village, in church nonetheless, she felt painfully out of her league. A few things were for certain. She had chosen the truth, this new life, with Callie. Rebecca just didn’t know how to fit into a community she knew next to nothing about, nothing that wasn’t a cliché or from a book.
Callie sat beside her on the bed, leaning against her.
“See, you don’t have to worry about anything. It’s a gala. No one will look strangely at you for wearing a dress, if that’s what you mean. Well, they will look at you for sure, but that’s another story. Now remember what it was like when I first came to Autumn Leaves. I had no idea what I was doing, in this town, with all its implied rules. You made me feel comfortable, and I’m going to do the same for you. It won’t be that bad though. No one’s going to slap you.”
“Don’t remind me,” Rebecca said ruefully. The circle of close friends she’d relied on for many years had been falling apart over the past few months. One of them, her sister-in-law, had died in a car accident. Betty LaRue who had been her friend for the longest time in Autumn Leaves, had somehow succumbed to small-town bigotry. If she always been there, Rebecca hadn’t noticed before. She hadn’t been paying attention regarding a lot of things, as it seemed.
“Okay,” she said with a sigh. “The red one it is. Asha will be there, I assume?”
“Yeah. I’ll tell her, no red.”
Asha Malik, Callie’s editor and also ex, had been friendly the last time they’d met. At least there would be one familiar face even though Rebecca still found her intimidating.
“Thank you.”
“You’ll be fine. There’ll be just a bunch of people talking about books. Some of these people might even be interested in having a website built or overhauled for them. Most of all, though, I want to spend time with you. No,” she said when Rebecca was about to speak. “It’s okay that Dina will be there. She’s a big girl. We won’t have to watch her every minute of the day, or night. Especially not at night…”
They kissed, slowly and languidly at first. It seemed to Rebecca that she had spent so much time before, guiltily, fantasizing about Callie that the everyday life still felt unreal. Amazing that she could do this, lose herself in the touch and the pleasure that was still exciting and unfamiliar. She never even thought she would desire another woman. Rebecca had never imagined that a connection like this, not forged over years of life together, but instant, was even possible.
“Mom, did you see my yellow shirt with the—”
“Maggie. Sweetie. Which yellow shirt?” Rebecca straightened her sweater, mortified. There was no need to: Her daughter was more concerned with her wardrobe than the fact that she’d caught the two of them kissing.
“The one we bought on the vacation?” Callie helped out. “I put it on your suitcase. You said you wanted to take it?”
Maggie smiled. “Thanks, Callie!” She left, obviously in no need of further explanation.
Rebecca let out a long sigh.
“I know,” Callie said with a little laugh. “I know.”
* * * *
They tried to get some sleep before the drive to the airport, with little success. Callie ruefully admitted to herself that routine would probably not come until after the New York trip was behind them. She would start a new book, and Rebecca would be looking for more clients. They’d be living the real life.
Dina had spent the night in Maggie’s room, which was more convenient than having David bring her very early in the morning. Callie agreed with that. She had the notion that Susan was feeling pretty much the same as she did, the awkwardness, the challenge of being the new woman. Not that they’d ever talk about it.
Dina brought a huge suitcase that hopefully would not cost extra, and her brand-new purple laptop as a carry-on. Competition, Callie thought. It happened to the best of divorced parents. David and Rebecca’s divorce wasn’t final yet though.
Whatever could be said about her life and the way it had turned out after she came to Autumn Leaves, one thing was for sure: It hadn’t been boring for a minute.
Callie was ready for a bit of boring, she reflected when the shrill sound of the alarm cut through the nightmare, jolting her awake. She hadn’t had one of those in a while, the kind that made her wake up gasping for air, her face wet with tears. Rebecca pulled her close without words. There was no need to ask. The content of those dreams always been the same from the first one. She could practically taste the wet earth, hear the phantom sound of laughter, memory fragments of the assault in the forest. All things considered, Callie had been lucky. Her subconscious was still working overtime.
“We don’t have time for this,” she said, impatient with herself. She had no use for the reminder. It had been four months. The real threat was gone from their lives, the perpetrators caught and convicted. Callie wanted the memory gone, too, but she wasn’t so naïve to think it was going to happen.
“Five minutes won’t make a difference,” Rebecca said, the warmth of her embrace calming Callie to the point where the ghost sensations finally vanished.
“I’ll drive. We can have something for breakfast at the airport.”
Whatever Rebecca’s own issues were, she made Callie feel safe, and that was something she never take for granted.
There was enough time left for a quick coffee. Dina came out of her room a few minutes later, her hair still wet from the shower.
“There’s no breakfast?”
Callie hid a smile behind her hand. If anything, it was the mundane things in life that helped make nightmares vanish.
David managed to get Dina a seat on the same plane, but since he’d booked it late, she wasn’t sitting next to Callie and Rebecca. The aisle seat in their row was occupied by a businessman in his early forties who was growing continuously irritated with Rebecca’s trips to her daughter a few rows behind them. Dina was sitting with a young mother and her toddler. Callie thought she seemed very much okay, so she laid a hand on Rebecca’s arm when she started to fidget once again.
“Dina is fine,” she said. “She likes flying. Besides, we’ll be taking off soon.” She could have sworn the flight attendant gave her a grateful smile at that. The guy in the aisle seat just snorted.
“Hey.” Callie glared at him. “Do you have kids?”



Chapter Two
Rebecca had been to New York a couple of times as a graduate student, and just last month. As much as she’d enjoyed the vacation, the city felt too big and intimidating to her. Callie had left it behind at some point, too, but for much more personal reasons. She was a lot more comfortable in the setting. For the upcoming days, she would have to be comfortable enough for the both of them.
“Whoa, Mom! Have you seen the bathtub?” Dina didn’t seem to mind spending a few nights on the fold-out couch in the living room of their suite. Rebecca thought the hotel staff was frowning a bit on the third person, and of course they would charge extra. Dina appeared to be happy though. Come to think of it, Rebecca hadn’t seen her this happy in a while, so she was willing to deal with little complications. Already, Dina had powered up her laptop to put up some pictures on her Facebook page.
“I have. It’s nice,” she said, opening the spacious wardrobe and starting to unpack. Rebecca had no idea why she was feeling this restless. They had enough time to get lunch, decompress a bit from being cramped in the plane seat, and get ready for the evening. Tomorrow would be an off day, and the day after that Callie had a radio interview in the morning and a signing session in the afternoon. Two days off, and a meeting with her publisher that Rebecca didn’t need to accompany her for. One appointment at a gay literary event, and they would go home the next morning.
Maybe it was Callie’s nightmare that was still occupying her mind, like a premonition. It was silly.
A sharp rap on the door startled her out of her thoughts. Rebecca went to answer, wondering whether the person in charge had second thoughts about Dina. However, it wasn’t somebody from the hotel staff waiting on the other side.
“Oh. Hi.”
“Hi,” Rebecca said, unwittingly having a moment of jealousy at the sight of Asha Malik. She was tall, dark-haired, and looking stunning in the crisp grey business suit, not a hair out of place in the French roll. Callie did have a type…kind of.
“Callie just went—”
Asha didn’t wait for an invitation.
“Nice place you have here,” she said. “I didn’t know you brought company.”
“Dina is my daughter,” Rebecca explained. She left it at that, certain that Asha wasn’t interested in the finer details.
“Smashing. You must be excited to be here. I’m Asha. All right, where’s my girl?”
Rebecca was very much aware of Dina’s disapproving look.
“Asha, come on. You could have given us another hour.” Callie, who’d just come out of the bathroom, shook her head, but she smiled. “Hey.” They hugged briefly. “There’s no change of plans I hope?”
“Of course not.” Asha made a face as she looked around. “I just came here to bathe in envy. You guys are all ready for the party tonight? I’m sorry, Dina. No underage kids. You knew that, right?”
“I can occupy myself,” Dina said tersely.
“We did some sightseeing last month,” Callie explained. “As for tonight, there’ll be room service for Dina.”
“Good. By the way, I like your new hairstyle, Cal. It’s cute.”
She was right about that. There had been times when Rebecca had secretly worried that Callie’s shorter shoulder-length cut made her look even younger. She didn’t need anything to emphasize the age difference between them.
Asha winked at Rebecca. “No red, right? I’m curious. I’ll see you guys later, then, and Callie, darling, this time you better win.”
Callie rolled her eyes. “Not like it’s up to me, you know.”
“Try anyway.” Asha leaned forward to kiss her cheek then waved to Dina and Rebecca. “Later, kids.”
When she was gone, Callie shook her head. “Welcome to New York, girls. Um, Dina…could you give us a few minutes? There’s something I have to talk about with your mom.”
Dina had already gone back to uploading pictures on her computer and mumbled her agreement.
Rebecca never had the time to ask. She had barely closed the door behind her when she found herself with her back against the wall, Callie’s hands all over her body, stealing underneath her shirt.
“Oh, come on, we can’t—”
“Don’t worry, Dina’s all sucked in by the social networks. We have time.” Callie’s voice was warm and seductive, making Rebecca’s resistance vanish into thin air. The gentle touch of fingertips brushing against her skin was enough to strike the match, figuratively speaking. She was feeling quite hot, though, her knees weak. The sound of a zipper made her flinch, but Callie pushed her shirt further up, leaving a string of kisses over her belly. Then she straightened again, her hand sliding past the fabric of Rebecca’s slacks.
Her kiss was deep and just in time to stop the moan spilling from Rebecca’s lips.
Rebecca closed her eyes, letting herself drown in sensation.
* * * *
Callie once started out writing children’s books. She’d been single and not planning on having children, ever, but she enjoyed walking in that world. There was a responsibility in telling stories for children, in what you attempted to teach them. She wanted to created girl characters that were independent, kids who saw nothing wrong with having two moms. For a long time, she had very much kept to herself, until a friend of a friend introduced her to an organizer of a lesbian literary festival. Callie had never thought of her works to be political, but the more she made friends and got into discussions, she realized they were, and that it mattered to her.
Growing up with a liberal mother and friends, Callie had hardly been confronted with prejudice. In the present, she was meeting more and more people who had. After a long night of cocktails, dispute and frustration with the status quo, she had begun to think about an adult novel. If she wanted to do her part for a better world, writing a story was what she did best.
Her companion that night wholeheartedly agreed with her. Asha always prided herself in having an eye for talent.
Callie had pretended to be casual about the nomination. She never thought she’d be standing at the podium actually accepting one of the awards for her book series.
“I…I did not expect this.” She laughed nervously. “I bet that’s what everybody says, but it’s true, and I’m very grateful. I want to thank everyone who believed in me and made this possible. Thank you.”
Her eyes met Rebecca’s, and she was flashing back to the moment Rebecca had stood up in church. Some time before that, Betty LaRue who was once Rebecca’s friend, had yelled at Callie in her own home.
“I’ve often thought that what I do is not so relevant in comparison to…a lot of things. I’ve realized, though, that the stories we tell, provoke something. People can only listen and understand if we are visible to them and this is what our stories are for. They matter.” She hesitated just the tiniest bit. Callie knew that Rebecca was still trying to find her place. She didn’t want to rush her. She didn’t want to hold back ever again, either, now that she’d found something this perfect.
“Rebecca, I want to say…thank you for sharing my life.” She left then because her vision had become suspiciously blurry. Asha looked pleased.
“I’m so sorry,” Callie told Rebecca when she sat down next to her. “I couldn’t stop myself.”
Rebecca smiled. “No worries. I’d rather have everyone in the room know that you’re going home with me tonight.”
* * * *
“See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Asha, clad in a long white robe, smiled triumphantly. “Now you know we don’t bite unless you invite us to.”
There’s still an “us” and a “you,” Rebecca thought. She was comfortable enough, though, to let the comment slide, and took the glass of wine that Asha offered her.
“Thanks.”
“You mean vampires, right?”
“Lucy. Always so funny.” Asha turned to the woman with the short blonde hair, giving her a jovial smile. “Rebecca, meet our head web designer. I’m sure you two have something to talk about. Lucy, Rebecca is the girl Callie couldn’t wait to show off. Now you know why. She’s also a freelance web designer.”
Rebecca decided that Asha owed her a lot more than one glass of wine.
“Really,” Lucy said. She seemed interested though. “How’s the competition? I hear you come from a smaller town. Can you make a living there?”
“I try,” Rebecca said. “I work mostly for small businesses. I haven’t done a lot in some time, because…” I was married. Technically, she still was. She took a sip of her wine. “Anyway, I’m sure it’s a lot less brutal than around here.”
“Maybe. I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else though. I was surprised when Callie left.”
“You know why she left,” Asha said.
“Of course.” Lucy gave Rebecca a quick speculative look as if trying to gauge if she knew too. “I’m sorry, there’s someone I’ve got to see. Have fun.”
“You know,” Asha said when Lucy was out of earshot, “I’m really happy to see you here.”
“You are?”
Asha shrugged. “Truth be told, I didn’t think you’d stay with Callie, and we both know she really needed a break. I was prepared to greatly dislike you, but now it seems like everything worked out for the better.”
“Thanks…I guess.”
Asha laughed. “You’re welcome…There she is. I think I can leave safely now.”
With Asha Malik’s blessing and the realization that no one thought of her as a fraud, like Rebecca had irrationally imagined, she could enjoy the rest of the evening.
When they returned to the hotel room close to 2:00 a.m., Dina was asleep as promised, the screen saver of her laptop glowing in the dark. Her files were password-protected though.
“Don’t even try,” Callie warned her. “She will never forgive you.”
“I would never…” Rebecca stopped short of telling a lie. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Dina, but the fact that she wasn’t there with her every day still made her feel guilty. Of course, Dina was only fifteen minutes away by bus, and she knew she could call at any time. Callie was probably right.
“I just want to protect her,” she admitted. “Both of them. I hope they would talk if something was wrong, but sometimes, I’m not so sure.”
“I don’t think you have to worry about either of them. Things might have been tougher on Dina, sure, but she’s smart and capable.”
“She wasn’t always easy on you.”
“I understand. There was a lot to adjust to.”
Rebecca cast another smile at her daughter, who looked so much younger in sleep, before she followed Callie into the bedroom.
* * * *
Since the latest trip included a lot of sightseeing, they spent the free morning shopping. Callie noticed with a bit of triumph that hitting the stores in New York would melt away even the last bit of hostility in a teenager. It was even better that she knew places to go that wouldn’t break the budget. Dina hadn’t stopped smiling, and for once Callie allowed herself the thought that one day, they might be the happy family she knew Rebecca was still dreaming of. In a way, it seemed impossible regarding their history, but the present moment was promising.
They had lunch in the hotel, where another surprise was waiting for them.
“Dina! What a nice surprise to see you again!”
Rebecca gave her a quizzical look. Callie just shrugged as Dina jumped up to greet the blonde fortyish woman who had just come in with her family, the equally blond husband and daughter, and the boy whose dark looks suggested he might be otherwise related. Both kids were in their teens, and they greeted Dina just as happily.
“Mom, come on over here!” Dina waved enthusiastically. “Do you remember Erin and her family? We met them at the museum!”
Give it to her to be as vague as possible. They’d seen many museums back in early January, and talked to a lot of people.
“Oh, yes, sure,” Rebecca said with some hesitation. “What a coincidence.”
Callie remembered now. They hadn’t spoken, but Dina had talked about the couple, their teenage daughter and Tomaso, who was an exchange student from Italy.
“It’s so cool to see you again!” Dina smiled at the group. Callie hadn’t missed the fact that she held the boy’s gaze a little bit longer.
“You too,” Erin said. “Maybe we could hang out this time? You’re here again with your folks?”
“Yeah, my mom and her…friend.”
“I got my license. We could drive around if your mom says it’s okay.”
“Mom?”
Erin’s mother smiled. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lowman it is, right? Erin can be a little too enthusiastic at times—it’s not always easy to keep up. I hope though that there will be some time for the girls to reconnect. If Dina likes, she can come over to our house tomorrow.”
“That’s very nice of you.” Rebecca had finally found her speech. “Why don’t you give me your number—I’ll check with our schedule and we call you back?”
Callie studied the subtle exchange between mother and daughter, the slight frown on Dina’s face. Of course the schedule was the same it had been two weeks ago, but she couldn’t blame Rebecca for trying to buy some time. Callie also wondered how much of a coincidence the meeting was, and if the family had something to do with Dina’s insistence to come to New York with them. Truth be told, she wouldn’t mind Dina spending some time with a friend.
“That’s a good idea,” Erin’s mother agreed, taking a small notebook out of her purse. “Call me on my cell. I’m Monica, by the way, and this is my husband, Brad. Erin, my daughter, and Tomaso. He’s from Italy and staying with us for a year. It’s good you could come back to New York so soon. Of course there’s Facebook to keep in touch, but in person is always nicer.”
“True,” Rebecca said. Callie could tell she was very much caught off guard. It seemed like Dina had indeed kept in touch with Erin and, she assumed, Tomaso. Oh well, he was a good-looking teenager. At Dina’s age, even Callie might have given him a second glance.
“I take it you’re familiar with the city? If you need a few sightseeing tips, we could certainly help you out.”
“We’re fine, thank you. It’s a business trip this time.”
“Oh. Nice. I suppose I’ll let you go back to your lunch now and you call me later?”
“I’ll do that.”
They chose a corner table that was out of the family’s sight, and Rebecca sank into the booth with a sigh.
“Right. This is so nice. Dina, can you explain to me what just happened?”
“What?” Dina made a face. “I told you about Erin and Tomaso right after we met them last time. It’s not my fault you guys are always too busy making eyes at each other.”
“Dina.”
It was at moments like this that Callie wanted to disappear into a hole, which always made the fact hit home harder: She couldn’t quit this time. She’d made a promise, and she intended to keep it.
“It’s true! Erin and I have been talking every day since we came back.”
“That’s why you knew they would be there today. You two set us up a little there.”
Dina gave Callie a heated glance.
“So what? Everything has changed. Why should I be the only one who can’t meet new people and have an exciting life? I’m fifteen!”
“Sure, but why the secrecy?” Callie continued as she was aware that the conversation was going into hazardous waters for Rebecca. Dina had seemed okay for quite some time, but obviously she was going through a rebelling phase. “You could have just told us. Of course you can meet new people. They sound pretty interesting.” She was seizing the opportunity and testing the girl. If Dina had a crush on the handsome Italian exchange student, maybe now was a good opportunity to find out. Her plan backfired completely.
“Doesn’t everybody have a secret? We didn’t know for a long time that Uncle Craig was a creep. You were sleeping together, and I’m not sure that Dad wasn’t seeing Susan even before that. So yeah, I made a new friend and I didn’t tell you right away. Big deal.”
“We’ll talk about this, but not on an empty stomach. Let’s eat first.” Rebecca’s smile was heartbreaking. Dina held her gaze, unimpressed.
“So?”
“Okay. You can go tomorrow, but I don’t want you to drive with her if there’s no adult around. How long has she had her driver’s license?”
Dina gave a sigh of exasperation. “Two weeks,” she mumbled into her water.
“It’s going to be okay,” Callie assured them both. “Who drives in New York anyway?”
* * * *
In the afternoon, all negotiations were done and Rebecca was left with a raging headache. She’d lain down on her side of the bed, Callie on the other reading a book she’d brought. When had it become so difficult to just talk to Dina? It was true—she had to put up with a lot of changes. There was the divorce, resulting in a new school and a new living environment. Dina hadn’t talked about it a lot, but the death of her aunt Maria the past November had hit her hard, too.
I know, but can’t you just work with me here? Maybe it was too much to ask for from a teenager. Those years were pretty scary even with nothing out of the ordinary.
She didn’t mind Dina making new friends. Monica and Brad Shelton were both school teachers. Erin was a little older than Dina, but seemed like a nice girl. What scared Rebecca was that each day now seemed to bring another surprise. Was it true she wasn’t paying enough attention? When she wasn’t around, did David and Susan pay attention? No, that wasn’t good enough. Where would it all lead? What would happen when Dina was confronted with all the choices and temptations that crept up on her on the verge of adulthood?
Callie closed the book and curled up against her back, reaching up to touch her temple, then starting a light massage.
“Stop it,” she said softly.
“Stop what?”
“You’re thinking too hard. You’re never going to get rid of that headache.”
That was easier said than done.
“I love you,” Rebecca whispered. Even when she was drawn into that dark unforgiving place where it seemed that it was all her, that she had done everything wrong, she couldn’t come up with anything else. There was no denying that following her heart had made life more complicated, for more people than just her, people she loved most. Everything else, however, would have been a terrible lie.
“I’m sorry. I should have never allowed Dina to come. I haven’t even told you how proud I am of you. You won, and I—”
I try, but I’m just so afraid I’m still not good enough for you.
Callie leaned over to kiss her, more of an answer than words could be.
The facts remained the same.
* * * *
The temperature had gone up a bit the next day, bringing wind and rain to wash away the last bits of white. That was probably the reason, more than her state of mind, why Rebecca’s headache persisted.
Dina had been in a conciliatory mood. Monica and Erin had come by and picked her up with the promise to bring her back after dinner. Callie was getting ready for her signing session.
“You don’t need to come,” she said. “I’ll just put this behind me quickly, and we’ll have room service for dinner later. Dina won’t be back before eight thirty or so. We can take our time.”
Rebecca had wanted to accompany her everywhere she was welcome to come along, but at the moment, the prospect of staying in the room with the curtains drawn was just too welcome. She cast a rueful look at the trophy sitting on the nightstand on Callie’s side.
“I don’t want to let you down.”
“I’ve done this before, and it won’t be the last time. Well, I hope.” She laughed a little. “It’s fine. I’d rather you get some rest.”
It had seemed like a good idea at the time. After Callie left, dressed in a red sweater, jeans, and boots that added two good inches to her height, Rebecca retreated back under the covers. She’d just wanted to close her eyes for a few minutes, but when she woke, it was after three. At least she felt better. Her mind had cleared as had the sky and she realized that by taking a cab, she could still make it to the bookstore. Callie had left earlier to meet with Asha and the store owner, but for the general public, the event didn’t start before four. Callie would read from her latest book and then take some time to sign copies.
Rebecca wanted to be there. She wanted to see Callie shine, of course, but truth be told, she was also curious. There had been a time when reading these books had seemed like a guilty, forbidden pleasure to her. She wanted to know who else was charmed by the gift of Callie Bryan. Most of all, she felt lonely all alone in the hotel room.
She put on dark slacks and a blouse and tied her hair back in a ponytail. It was actually kind of exciting. David’s job had never required her to be present at any event. Rebecca frowned at her mirror image. Maybe he just hadn’t wanted her to come? It was too late to dwell on these things anyway.
The bookstore was located on the ground floor of the building. Rebecca showed her ticket and went inside, choosing a seat on the side, towards the back. It was a perfect observation spot. The audience gathering consisted of women mostly, the majority of them couples. There were a handful of men, mostly accompanying other women, and, surprisingly, a few children. They brought books to sign. Rebecca thought ruefully that she owed Maggie for taking Dina but not her. She would have enjoyed being here, in a roomful of people excited to see Callie.
Rebecca found that she was excited too. She looked around, her gaze falling on a woman with shoulder-length blonde hair, reminding her of Maria. Her sister-in-law had been one of the few people who always stood by Rebecca and encouraged her, even after her separation from David. Maria had stood by her even knowing for certain who the guilty party was. Rebecca missed her greatly.
The woman next to her subject of study gave Rebecca a glare, and she averted her gaze, inwardly amused. Don’t worry, that’s not what I’m here for.
The store manager appeared on the small podium to welcome the audience and introduce the schedule for the afternoon.
“As you know, our company fully supports all our GBLT members and marriage equality, and we’re very proud of what has been achieved here in the state of New York. That is why we’ve chosen to highlight authors who make a contribution with monthly events. We’re starting today with award-winning writer Callie Bryan who not only gave us the Heart Fever series, but has written a number of children’s books with sensitivity for equality issues. She will read for us in a few minutes, but first let me welcome the head of the editorial team, Asha Malik.”
Rebecca barely caught any of Asha’s words as she went over what she’d just heard in her mind. The vote in New York didn’t have much of an impact in Autumn Leaves, but it could help change along in the long run, as this was one of the states everybody was looking to. She felt bad that she’d hardly ever paid attention to these issues as long as they did not concern her. Now, did they really concern her? She’d just barely signed her divorce papers.
She loved Callie and wanted to be with her. However, getting married was not a decision she felt capable of making at the moment.
Then Asha left the stage to Callie who found herself with standing ovations. After all, the award-winning part had happened only the day before yesterday. Rebecca felt her eyes grow bright.
“Thank you so much,” Callie said with a brilliant smile. “I’m happy you all came out here today. You might know my new book came out two weeks ago. It’s the fifth in the Heart Fever series, and I hope you will be at least a little intrigued after I read you a part. On the other hand, I hope you already bought it and came here just to see me.”
Some laughter ensued. She seemed so at home there, in her element, that Rebecca asked herself once again what had possessed this young, beautiful woman to settle in a town like Autumn Leaves. Granted, if you wanted peaceful quiet surroundings for your children to grow up in, it was a perfect place. At least, it had been that to Rebecca, for a long time.
“Writing a book is not something that is done in a few days. From the beginning to this…” She held up her copy. “A lot happened in my life, and this story will always be associated with those moments. I hope it will accompany you just the same, and that there’ll be a lot of good memories for you. Now, let’s see where we left Vanessa and Sabine.”
* * * *
It would never cease to feel a little strange to read her own words to an audience who actually believed her characters. It was a good feeling, to be back, to realize what she’d accomplished. She’d found a home. In the beginning, her move to Autumn Leaves had felt more like a stop while being on the run. When she’d moved into her aunt’s house, Callie had no idea if she’d still be there the next year. She was certain now. It made coming here a lot easier. She’d just wished Rebecca could be there too.
After the reading, Asha took the microphone again, reminding the avid listeners that there would be only one autograph per person. Callie smiled to herself. There had been times when there had been no reminder necessary, because only a small group of people stopped by her table. These days, there were always at least a couple of people trying to sneak in one more. Callie didn’t mind, even though she knew Asha would scold her for it later, not to mention her hand would hurt. She enjoyed the exchange. There was always a bit of hate mail or stupid comments on the internet, but those people usually didn’t go all the way to buy a ticket and actually come to see her. The people in this room were here because they had enjoyed her stories. It was safe.
Most people were happy with a little small talk. She asked them their names and wrote a personalized signature. Some asked her to sign for an absent friend or family member.
The man and woman brought their daughter who proudly held up a copy of The Girl Who Lived in a Castle. Callie smiled at the girl who was about Maggie’s age.
“You liked the book?” The girl nodded enthusiastically. “What’s your name?” When the whispered answer came, Callie signed For Becky—Keep reading and handed her the book, looking up to see the happily smiling parents.
Next, a woman asked her to sign the new book for her absent girlfriend.
“Annie is out of town, and she doesn’t know I’m here,” she said with a wink. “It’s for her birthday.”
“So tell me, are Vanessa and Sabine ever going to get married?” a teenage girl, about eighteen, asked.
“It’s a possibility,” Callie told her. “In any case I’m glad it happened here for real.”
“Oh yeah. We talk about it a lot in school. Don’t you think it’s stupid to keep people who love each other from getting married? It doesn’t make sense.”
Callie was admittedly baffled. Her audience, especially the younger segment, mostly came for entertainment more than discussing politics. If these subjects were discussed in school, maybe people were finally waking up.
“You’re right, Jenna. Thanks for coming.”
“You’re welcome. I think you’re awesome.”
“What’s your name?” Callie asked the next person waiting in line. Her head was starting to buzz, and she forced herself to keep up the smile and look up. It wasn’t the woman’s fault that she’d been last in the line.
“Whatever you like, but Nicky is fine.”
Callie halted in mid-motion, staring at the woman standing in front of the table in disbelief. It had been over a year since she’d last seen her. She never wanted to see her again.
“Nicole. What the hell are you doing here?”
“That is the question of the year,” Asha murmured behind her. In fact, she practically hissed. Callie felt a little safer.
“Isn’t it obvious? I just wanted to see you.” It was the smile Callie had once found attractive, but too many memories had come in between.
“I didn’t want to see you, sorry. No, actually, I’m not sorry. I want you to leave.”
“Come on, Callie, wait. You can’t do that. I know I have a lot to make up for, but this is a public place, and I just came to say hello.”
“Well, you did. Hello. Bye, Nicole.”
“Can’t you just give me a few minutes? Please. I swear I’ll get lost after that.”
“I gave you a year of my life,” Callie said darkly. “Big mistake. I know better now.” A begging Nicole was worse than in her angry times. Callie just wanted to do whatever it took to end this awkward situation the fastest.
“You want to talk? I can’t imagine anything we would have to talk about.”
“I want to apologize. For everything.” Her eyes were glistening with tears. “I need to do this for myself as much as I need to do it for you. I know I’ve been a horrible person, but people can change. I know I have.”
“Good for you.” Callie got up so abruptly she nearly knocked over her chair. “Now that we have cleared that up, I really have to go.”
Nicole looked disappointed. What the hell had she expected?
“You know Sean gave me your email.”
“Oh yes.” Callie had let her brother know exactly what she’d thought about that. “I didn’t ask him to. I think you did whatever it was that you wanted to do. See ya. Oh wait. I hope not.”
It was remarkable how brave she was with a table between them, and Asha at her back. Callie was aware that her hands were shaking. Nicole sighed, obviously disappointed.
“I was hoping that we…could maybe have a drink somewhere. Just talk. I promise.”
“No way, Nicole!”
“Why is that?”
“Because she’s with me,” Rebecca said, her unexpected appearance such a relief that Callie wondered for a moment if she’d simply imagined her.
Nicole’s face fell. The way she was sizing up Rebecca clearly showed Callie she hadn’t changed in so many ways. Nicole was tall, like every single woman Callie had been with, but she still had to look up to Rebecca.
“I see. I’m sorry, Callie—Sean failed to tell me you were in a relationship.”
“You know now. If you could excuse us?”
For all her struggles, Rebecca could be surprisingly cool, and take charge when the situation required her to. Aside from the fact that she was glad about the support, Callie found it extremely sexy.
“Awesome,” Asha said after Nicole had finally gotten the message and left, if reluctantly. “Rebecca, I really like you a lot more than I ever thought I would. Drinks are on me tonight.”
“Thank you, but I think we really just want to go home.”
Callie couldn’t have agreed more.



Chapter Three
The ride home was made mostly in silence. Rebecca didn’t know a lot of details about the Nicole situation, but what she knew was enough to make her blood boil. The woman had a lot of nerve showing up and asking Callie out for a drink, new relationship or not.
Rebecca had wanted to stay in the back and wait until the signing session was done, but she’d realized soon that something was not right with the last reader waiting. When she’d heard the name, she made the connection right away.
From what she understood, the relationship Callie had been trapped in for a year had been emotionally abusive, steadily escalating. Callie had eventually found her way out. There were many questions on Rebecca’s mind, but she was aware that now was not a good time to ask them.
She picked up the phone to order some snacks for dinner, but Callie took the receiver from her, adding a bottle of wine to their order. Rebecca cringed, because she saw the prices. Callie just shrugged.
“I’ve got enough nightmares as it is. I don’t need her to add to them. How is your head?”
The question was so much of a non sequitur that Rebecca needed a moment to answer. “Much better. It helps when someone makes me mad.”
Callie chuckled, then she leaned forward to embrace Rebecca, holding on tight.
“Your timing is incredible. Thank you for saving me.”
“Anytime.”
They stayed entwined like that until the knock on the door announced the arrival of the room service.
Rebecca was hungry since she’d half skipped all meals before. She noticed Callie barely touched her plate but refilled her glass within a couple of minutes.
“Hey. I know that must have upset you, but there’s nothing she can really do. We go home in a few days.”
“Do I seem upset to you?” Callie took a deep swig from her glass. “Oh, fuck it. Fuck her.”
“Do you want to talk about it? I mean…I don’t know a lot other than she was a mean bitch to you, and I’m so grateful that you got rid of her when you did.”
Callie gave her a small smile, and Rebecca decided it was a start. Callie was by far the most kind-hearted person she’d ever met. The thought that somebody would willingly hurt her set off some less kind-hearted feelings in Rebecca. She wouldn’t mind calling the police the next time Nicole showed up. She had Asha on her side too.
With a heartfelt sigh, Callie leaned back against the cushions, wine glass in hand.
“I just don’t understand. What happened? Sean gave her my email address last fall. She never cared to write. Which is fine with me, ’cause I didn’t want to talk to her,” she added quickly. “Why now?”
“I don’t know. Maybe she saw an ad or a flyer for the signing session somewhere.”
“If Sean is still keeping in touch with her, I’m going to kill him. Damn, I told him she was crazy!”
“How crazy exactly?” Is she going to come after you with a knife? Rebecca didn’t voice that thought. Callie had been right. They were dealing with enough nightmares already.
“I have no idea, really. For all I know, she might have changed. I don’t care. I don’t want her in my life.” Callie filled her glass again. “Why can’t people mind their own freaking business?”
“You should eat something.”
“I’m not hungry. I want to get drunk.”
Rebecca wanted to remind her that Dina would be here in less than an hour, and things were complicated enough at the moment, but she kept quiet. There was a lot more coming to the surface than Nicole showing up uninvited.
“You’ve had some good moments today.”
“Yeah. You know all those polls that show younger people are more open to gay rights? I don’t know. Maybe teenagers just don’t care about anything that much.”
“You seemed to have good conversations though.”
“I’m scared, and I hate it. I hate her.”
Rebecca poured herself a glass. She didn’t really care for the wine at the moment, but she wanted an unobtrusive way to keep Callie from having the whole bottle by herself. She put her glass on the nightstand and sat beside Callie on the bed.
“Don’t. She’s not worth it. She’s not worth it that you’re even thinking about her now.” If that sounded a tad drastic, Rebecca didn’t care. She meant every word.
Callie shook her head.
“She once told me that if I broke up with her, nobody else would want me. Guess who’s having the last laugh now.” She wasn’t laughing though, just the opposite. Rebecca was fairly certain at this point that if Nicole showed up another time, she’d slap her in the face without warning.
“I know that I’m very lucky.”
When Dina returned, Callie had succumbed to the effects of stress and alcohol, sleeping soundly, sprawled on the bed in her clothes. Rebecca decided she’d let her sleep for a while and take that moment to reunite with her daughter. Maybe, in the process, she’d have the chance to ask a few nosy questions.
“Did you have a good day with Erin?”
“Oh yeah, totally cool. The Sheltons go to Italy all the time. I want to go someday.”
“Italy, huh?” Dina’s enthusiasm was a breath of fresh air. Hard to think that just a few hours ago, Rebecca had been worried about her. All in all, teenage problems could often be solved quicker than the adult ones. Rebecca wanted to keep her daughter away from that territory as long as possible. “Where exactly does Tomaso come from?”
She could tell Dina was pleased that she remembered the boy’s name. Contrary to what you believe, I do listen to what you say.
“Florence, can you believe it? It’s so beautiful. Erin and her parents will go in the summer. Hey, maybe we can go too? I suppose there’s a lot of money coming with the prize Callie won.”
“Not as much as you think, but I’ll break the idea to her.” Rebecca made sure that neither her tone nor her smile was indulgent. She never been to Europe either. At some point, she and David had talked about the possibility of a longer vacation. They had postponed it when they found out she was pregnant with Maggie.
“It’s so awesome! Tomaso showed us pictures. You wanna see? I mean, only if you want to.”
Rebecca had hesitated a moment too long, startled by the offer. “Of course.”
She looked over Dina’s shoulder when she logged in on her Facebook page, watching her type in the password. She pretended not to have noticed.
Dina had roughly two hundred “friends,” including Erin Shelton and Tomaso De Luca. She hadn’t promised too much—the photographs on his site were truly beautiful, a dream landscape. Well, dream was the imperative here, because Rebecca couldn’t see herself making such a big trip at the moment.
“I bet he’s missing the pizza from home,” she commented. Dina rolled her eyes.
“That’s such a cliché. We have good food here…okay, actually he does.”
They laughed together. Rebecca cherished the happy carefree moment even more considering it had become rare lately.
“With all those friends, when do you have time for school?”
“Don’t start, Mom. I’ve got all the A’s. Anna’s parents watch her like hawks, and by proxy I get to study all the time too.”
Her friend’s parents had reason to be cautious. Anna had asked Dina to hide a pregnancy test for her in the past year.
“That’s not so bad then.”
“No.” Dina smiled. “I liked being good at something. You want to show Callie?”
“Tomorrow. She’s pretty beat from the day.”
“I bet it’s exciting too. If I was her, I don’t know if I’d want to come back to Autumn Leaves, ever. I mean because of Tim and Matt…”
“They’re in jail now,” Rebecca said, sharper than she had intended. She didn’t want to get into that topic, and she didn’t like the implications of Dina’s words. There was absolutely no reason for Callie to leave.
“Yeah, thank God. Too bad they’re not going to keep those assholes forever.” For once, Rebecca saw no reason to correct her daughter’s language. “What will you and Callie do when they are out?”
“There’ll be a few years to come before that. They might not even come back to Autumn Leaves where everybody knows what they did.”
How did they get from pictures of sunrises and wine to the next scary subject? The two men had been found guilty of rape. Callie had escaped them in time, but her nightmares were an indication of how close it had been.
“I don’t want to spend all my life there either,” Dina claimed. “I know you were always comfortable there, but I want to see more of the world, you know?”
Rebecca wanted to hug her. It was too early for her to not spend time with Dina on a daily basis—way too early to have her go to faraway places.
“I’m sure you will. All those good grades will pay off for you.”
“How did you know, Mom?” Dina was changing gears quickly once again. “With Callie, and before, with Dad? How did you know you really wanted to be with them?”
“Is there someone…?”
Rebecca had an uncomfortable flashback of a conversation they had the year before, after finding the pregnancy test Dina had hidden for her friend—Anna who was grounded for life by her parents, as it seemed. While Rebecca didn’t think it was the best solution, she could definitely understand them.
“No. I’m just thinking about these things…I want to be prepared when it happens.”
Rebecca had to suppress the smile. In a teenager’s mind, a parent knew nothing one moment, but was supposed to be omniscient the next. How did anybody know? Rebecca hadn’t had a lot of boyfriends by the time she met David Lowman and somehow knew that this was the man she wanted to have a family with.
Callie was a whole other story. Rebecca had simply let go of everything that had been familiar in her life, not knowing or caring if there was a safety net. She couldn’t bring herself to regret anything. She was truly happy.
“I don’t think you can prepare for that. You’ll just know.”
“Thanks, Mom. Could you be any more vague?”
“I could try.”
Dina’s smile was genuine. “Thank you. I mean it. It’s awesome you let me come even though I kind of tricked you. I had a great time today.”
“That’s good. I’m glad you’re here too. Don’t stay online too long, okay?”
“Sure thing.”
Callie was just barely stirring when Rebecca returned to the bedroom.
“That half a bottle really knocked you out,” she said affectionately. “I almost forgot what a lightweight you are.”
Callie mumbled something unintelligible, and then straightened to sit up.
“I hope you didn’t show this to Dina as a bad example? She’s home?”
“No, and yes. Besides, you were just sleeping. That’s hardly a bad example.”
“I’m glad you think so.” Callie yawned. “What a day. I think I need to wash it off some more before I can go to sleep for real. I’m going to try out that bathtub.” She got up from the bed, starting to strip as she went. “You’re welcome,” she said which could be interpreted in many ways.
Rebecca decided she would enjoy the view for starters.
* * * *
When she finally leaned back into Rebecca’s arms in the warm water, the sweet scent of peach rising from the bubble bath, Callie decided it was time to count her blessings. Nightmares were just that, a delusion, a distortion of reality. Nicole’s appearance had been something of a freak accident. At this moment, life was good. She could actually go back to the events of the day and find not everything had been bad. Callie thought of the girl who’d said the ongoing discussion of marriage equality was talked about at her school. It was probably the last thing on Rebecca’s mind right now, with her own divorce that had not gone smoothly in everything, but at some point…
She was still amazed how things that had seemed so vague and unreachable in her life were taking shape, just in the past few months. Callie was looking forward to going back to Autumn Leaves soon and settle in for real. She might end the Heart Fever series. It seemed like a good time to go back to children’s literature, too, or even young adult.
“Are you falling asleep on me?” Rebecca asked. “Then we should get out of here.”
“It’s fine. Just a few more minutes, okay?”
“Okay.”
Rebecca brushed a few strands of wet hair back from her face, and Callie closed her eyes. She didn’t think anybody had ever touched her with this much tenderness. Never mind that there had been a time in her life when she’d thought she didn’t deserve this. Take that, Nicole. I’m home now. How’s that for a change to the better?
* * * *
Monica Shelton called the next day.
“Rebecca, is that you? I’m sorry I’m calling this early, but I was wondering if you were fine with Dina coming over to us for the weekend. You’re here for a few more days, aren’t you? The girls are getting along so well, and this is their last opportunity.”
She was right, Rebecca thought. This sounded much too cheery for eight in the morning.
“I’m sure Dina will be happy, but are you sure you don’t mind?”
“Of course not. She’s welcome anytime. I can come pick her up at eleven if she likes?”
Dina stood in the doorway, smiling happily. Rebecca took that as a yes.
“She’ll be ready,” she told Monica. With some resignation, she closed her phone and regarded her daughter quizzically.
“Is that another thing you planned without us?”
“Come on, Mom. It works out for all of us. You and Callie will have the whole day to yourselves.”
“I don’t know. We don’t know this family all that much.” Rebecca wondered if Dina had told David about them—or Susan, even. She always been more of the worrier. David had argued in favor of giving the girls more freedom, but then again, he’d been in and out of their lives due to his job. The “in” phases often meant he had to make it up to them by bending the rules just a little.
“Don’t worry. We don’t do much other than drinking beer and smoking pot. Got you there, Mom.”
Dina cracked up over her own joke, not so much Rebecca who, for a moment, felt like she was going to faint.
“Don’t do anything like that ever again! Okay, you can go. Just…”
“Don’t get in the car with Erin when there’s no adult around, got it. You’re the best.”
Dina hugged her quickly. She always seemed to have to overcome some sense of embarrassment over the impulse. Rebecca made a face to no one behind her back. In a few more years, Maggie would be the same.
“By the way, I talked to Dad. He says hi.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
Dina obviously didn’t expect more of an answer, because she immediately went to choose clothes for her weekend with her new best friend. Rebecca stepped in front of the window, looking down at the busy city. She and Callie didn’t have anywhere to be today. A peaceful day without any surprises, just the two of them…It sounded like heaven.
When Rebecca had first seen New York, it was a big adventure, but she hadn’t felt overwhelmed like recently. Coming back to Autumn Leaves in return was like living in a miniature village, small, certainly safer, but also giving people a lot more time to care about their neighbor’s business.
“Will we have to come here often?” She hoped her question sounded as neutral as it was meant to be. Rebecca wanted to make sure she did her share in this relationship. With David, she thought it was understood that she would take care of their home. She never asked that much about his work, and over time, they had drifted apart further than she’d thought.
“Not really. I don’t go on big book tours, just a few dates here and there. You know, I had to do this, just to prove to myself that I’ve stopped running. Turns out I could survive seeing Nicole again. My life is not here anymore. It’s with you.”
A few times a year…She could work with that when Callie had been turning her life upside down just the same for her.
* * * *
It had been a beautiful day. This was the kind that you kept in your heart and saved there for the moments when you took an unexpected header to the downside, or something even less poetic. Callie had refused to let her life revolve around the more traumatic experiences, her relationship with Nicole, the assault she’d been subjected to. She had enough counseling in her life to have learned tools in order to find another focus. Yet, when she checked her cell phone for new messages, she remembered the meaning of a trigger.
For a long time, she had also worked on making herself believe it hadn’t been all that bad with Nicole, and that a lot of people in relationships were worse off. What happened in Autumn Leaves made it painfully clear that she never exaggerated for a moment. Finding Nicole’s name in her inbox still had enough power to sweep away the achievements she made towards the new life.
Sorry, Nicole wrote, I just had to try, and I trusted that you didn’t change your number. Can’t we just talk, to leave it all behind us once and for all? You ran out on me. Even if you don’t need that closure, I do, and I think you owe me that much. Please call me.
“I can’t believe it.” Rebecca shook her head. “She still doesn’t get why you left her. Don’t talk to her. She has to learn someday…Callie?” she asked when there was no reply.
Callie kept staring at the screen, the words mocking her. She didn’t want to talk to Nicole, that much was for sure. She just didn’t know if she could make the problem go away simply by ignoring it.
“Maybe I could make her get it.”
“Why? She didn’t get it the first time. It’s not your job.”
“I’m not talking about doing her a favor.”
“You’re not? How is talking to her anything but doing her a favor?”
“I need to get rid of her once and for all.”
Callie looked up at Rebecca. She could tell that Rebecca was struggling to understand her reasoning, but the idea seemed to make more sense by the minute. If she ignored the message, she’d just worry about the next that would certainly come. She wanted to be able not to care at all at some point. Desensitization therapy. She wanted to feel capable of more than the defensive rambling she’d given Nicole at the bookstore.
“Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want to hang out with her. God knows that didn’t work out so well for me the last time. I’ll let her say what she wants to say, and just let it go.”
Rebecca still looked doubtful. “You must know what feels right for you. I just don’t want you to get hurt. Again.”
“You can’t always protect me.”
It was the truth, but Rebecca’s expression made Callie wish she hadn’t said it out loud.
“I’ll be okay this time. Don’t worry. I’ll call her and get this over with now.” She hadn’t meant for it to sound so much like a question.
“I still think you should just ignore her. Okay. It’s your decision. I can come with you.”
“Thank you, but…I have to do this alone. I need to know I can do it.”
“I don’t like it.”
“Rebecca, please. She’s a nuisance, but not that dangerous.”
After a moment of silent standoff, Rebecca sighed.
“I thought I was going to do a little work, but I haven’t even looked at that restaurant site since we came here. I should get back to it. I’ll be next door if you need me.”
“Thanks.”
The door fell shut, and Callie was alone with her decision. She picked up the phone and held it in her hand for a moment before she went back to the message and hit call. Maybe she was lucky and the voicemail would pick up. She could still change her mind.
“Callie, is that you?”
Nicole sounded happy. Callie wouldn’t let herself be fooled by that. It had taken her a long time to discover that underneath the charm, the other woman could be mean.
“Well, obviously…okay, here’s the deal. You come to the café here at the hotel, tell me what you think it is you need to tell me, and then you leave me alone.”
“That’s more that I expected. Thank you.” She seemed puzzled though. “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”
“I don’t have a reason, do I?”
“You haven’t changed a bit. It will take me about half an hour. Is that okay?”
“Hurry up,” Callie said and hung up, wondering if she’d made a big mistake.
Rebecca was going to stay in the room to wait for Dina. She didn’t offer any more criticism, but had instead quietly set up a work area at the desk by the window. As Callie passed by her, she paused for a moment to lean down and kiss her neck. “I don’t want to run anymore,” she whispered. “I am home.”
Rebecca still looked worried, but the admission elicited a smile from her.
* * * *
Maybe she was running out of ideas, or she wasn’t that good anymore. Whatever the reason was, besides Callie meeting her ex-girlfriend who by all intents and purposes could be a psychopath, Rebecca wasn’t getting any work done. Her clients always been satisfied with her work, but now she wondered if her skills were sufficient to keep her working in the field. When you had two kids at home, working part-time from home was a good, practical idea. It didn’t seem to work that well anymore.
She remembered sneaking Dina’s password yesterday, tempted. No, she couldn’t go there. As disturbing as that thought was, Dina needed to have a space where Rebecca didn’t have access. Rebecca needed her thoughts to stop running around in circles. Dina was spending time with some nice people. Callie would meet Nicole in a public space. Everybody would be fine.
After a moment of hesitation, Rebecca went to get her own cell phone. A few calls to home would be a good distraction now.
“Hey, Roz. What’s new?”
“Rebecca! You’re living the high life in New York and you’re asking me that?”
Roz was the one friend in Autumn Leaves that Rebecca was still close with after her Saturday morning brunch circle had fallen apart.
“It’s just a business trip, and we will have to come back at some point. Anything I should know?”
“Same old.” Roz sighed. “Tons of snow too. Maybe you’re lucky and it’s heading your way, so you can stay a little bit longer.”
“I don’t know if I would call that ‘lucky.’”
“You really can’t wait to come home, can you? How’s it going—did Callie win the prize?”
“Of course she did,” Rebecca said with pride. “We’ll show you next Saturday.”
They had tentatively attempted to relive the brunch ritual, together with Callie and Francine, one of her friends from the Gospel choir. The success had been moderate, as both Rebecca and Roz were constantly reminded of the people who weren’t there. Maria was dead. Betty still believed that Rebecca was committing a sin in the eyes of God, not so much by divorcing her husband, but by loving another woman.
“I can’t wait. Oh, by the way, did you know that Mayor Beckett retired? I suppose there was no alternative in the end with all the bad press Tim got him.”
Rebecca shuddered, the simple mention of Tim Beckett’s name causing the visceral reaction.
“I suppose there wasn’t. The town’s without a mayor?”
“Sheila and Francine’s dad will run things until the election.”
“Okay.” Rebecca didn’t have much of an opinion about the man who had been the runner-up in the last election. She assumed that with his son accused of assault and rape, Beckett had done the right thing.
“I thought you might want to run as an independent candidate.”
“Now, Roz, it’s too early to drink,” Rebecca said with a surprised laugh.
“I’m serious. There are a lot of people in town who would vote for you. I know I would.”
“You and who else?”
“You did something that required a lot of courage. There are more people aware of that than you think.”
“Thanks, but no thanks. I’ve never been into politics that much. I just couldn’t stand the hypocrisy anymore.”
“Well, there’s a start,” Roz said. Rebecca shook her head to herself. If anything, she wanted less attention from the people in town, to just continue to live her life without the feeling of being under a microscope. She couldn’t deny, though, that it felt good talking to a friend. This was real, just like her relationship with Callie. Nicole was just a momentary distraction. Rebecca still hoped Betty would come to her senses sometime soon, but if she didn’t…
Maybe Callie had the right idea after all. Closure, once and for all, sounded like a good idea.
* * * *
Nicole’s greeted her with a hesitant smile. There was indeed something different about her, subtle things Callie hadn’t noticed in the first shock of seeing her again. The hairstyle and clothes she wore, even her voice. She had worked on softening the edges.
“Callie, I’m so glad. Thank you.”
It was when Callie recalled the content of the text message that she wondered how much of this change simply was façade.
“You’re welcome, but how in the hell do you figure that I owe you?”
Nicole looked chagrined. She was about to answer when the waitress arrived. Callie ordered a latte, Nicole a Diet Coke.
“I changed a lot of habits,” she said with regard to Callie’s surprised look. “I don’t drink anymore, not that much anyway. First of all, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even know if it would all work out, if I got to see you again, and then when I did, it brought up a lot of the old stuff—I just went overboard with that message.”
“I’d say you did. What exactly is it you need from me?”
Callie studied Nicole intently, trying to see the woman she’d once been in love with, and the one she’d fled from, afraid of bodily harm. At the moment, she couldn’t find either.
Nicole started to fold her napkin into a tiny square, averting her eyes for an instant before she spoke.
“After you left, things just went downhill.”
In Callie’s opinion, things had been going downhill for a long time before the incidents leading to that moment. She didn’t want to prolong this conversation, so she just sat and waited.
“I was just so angry all the time, and I didn’t know how to deal with it.”
“I remember.”
“I know. I treated you badly for too long. I can see that now. I’ve had some very intense therapy, and part of the deal was that if possible, I’d go back and apologize, so, here I am. I’m so sorry. I know I hurt you, but I swear I didn’t do it on purpose. I was this messed-up person who couldn’t see beyond herself.”
“Never hurts to broaden one’s horizon.” Callie had an idea of what Nicole wanted her to say. She just wasn’t sure if she could say it, or even wanted to. It didn’t seem fair that a few minutes should bring Nicole absolution when Callie had been trapped for a whole year.
“As far as I’m concerned, you’re free to do whatever you want to. You apologize, fine. I acknowledge it. That’s all I can give you.”
“I’m not asking for more, I promise.”
On the table, Nicole reached for her hand. Callie withdrew it hastily, old habits and all. Maybe she did her wrong, but Nicole’s touch didn’t feel safe. She could barely remember a time when it had.
“You see, I’ve been thinking a lot about what went wrong. We had some good times once.”
There might have been some truth in that, however, those good times had mostly been based on miscommunication and misunderstandings. Callie had been desperate for someone who’d make her feel cherished and protected. Nicole had wanted someone who was easy to control. The bubble had been burst for both of them.
“I’m sorry I never really took your job seriously. I know now that it was wrong. I’d been working all day, having this huge responsibility. When I’d come home, you’d been in the house all day, and you had a headache. I couldn’t understand it. I thought what you did was a hobby.”
“We never really talked about these things.” Callie could acknowledge that much, even though she was uncomfortable giving an inch in this conversation. It wasn’t supposed to be about making up. She didn’t feel obliged to agree to a compromise.
“Mostly, I just yelled at you,” Nicole said ruefully.
Yelling hadn’t always been the issue. Nicole had been able to deliver some very hurtful things without raising her voice.
“You stayed for a whole year before I messed it up completely. Now look at you—you are famous. I’m so proud of you.”
“Famous is not the right expression. I might make the same as you with a few less hours, well, if we don’t count obsessing about fictional people every hour of the day.”
They shared a smile. Callie felt a pang of guilt, towards Rebecca, and towards herself.
“I wish I could say it’s all good, but I can’t. Some things you say can’t be taken back. I think it’s great, though, that you’re making the effort to change your life. It’s not easy for anyone. I know that. I wish you luck, Nicole.”
“Just one more thing,” Nicole said, stirring her Coke with the straw. For all her new clean ways, no alcohol or anger, she had adopted a few nervous habits, Callie noted.
“Are you happy right now?”
“Okay. I don’t really think you have the right to ask me that, but if you must know—yes I am.”
“Just checking. You know that some straight women go for the novelty and the fun, but as soon as the next guy comes along…”
“Stop. Stop it, Nicole! Let’s review some things. You came here to follow up on some homework your therapist gave you. I understand that it’s important, and I don’t mean to belittle you,”—the way you did it with me—“but I did not ask you for relationship advice. It’s none of your business.”
“I just want you to be happy.” Nicole smiled. “If you are, it’s all good. Just be careful.”
“Oh, you can count on that. Being with you has taught me to be careful. Excuse me now?”
“Of course. Thank you for everything, Callie.”
They reached for their wallets simultaneously. Nicole seemed disappointed, but she didn’t comment as each of them paid for their own drink. Tonight, Callie was sure she wouldn’t drown herself in a bottle of wine. This chapter of her life was finally over.
Rebecca looked relieved beyond reason when Callie returned to their room. Her laptop was still open with the work file of the restaurant. Dina lounged on the couch with her own computer on her lap and her headphones on.
“It’s all good,” Callie said by way of greeting. “A bit of a weird conversation, but I think she got it.” It was one step at a time. If she could do this, maybe she’d be able to handle her fear of the day when Tim Beckett and his buddy Matt Weller were released from prison. It seemed only fair that they should leave town, not her and Rebecca.
“Is anybody hungry?”
Rebecca got up and embraced her. “I should have come with you.”
“No. It was good that way.”
She’d handled herself well enough, except for getting defensive when the subject of the conversation was her new love. Callie wondered about the exact content of the emails her brother and Nicole had exchanged. She wasn’t well-known enough that Nicole could have gotten the story somewhere online. It wasn’t like Rebecca radiated “straight” to everyone who met her, so in all likelihood, somebody had told Nicole some of the background. It came to no surprise that she would use that information.
Callie knew her lingering unease wasn’t rational. Rebecca was divorcing her husband. She had left her home of sixteen years for Callie. She agreed that Dina live with David and his new girlfriend. Neither of those decisions had been made lightly. Callie was aware of her own fear of abandonment, and Nicole was aware of it too.
“Okay.” Rebecca held her gaze, her serious expression turning into a smile unwittingly. Even after all the time they had spent together, sometimes there were still moments when the emotion seemed too much to put into words. Like now when Rebecca gave her that look like she meant the world to her. She’d still get a little shy when she realized what she was doing, turning her eyes away.
“I don’t feel like going downstairs actually. How about we go for pizza somewhere?”
“Oh yes, please!” Dina had taken off her headphones. The Lady Gaga song was still playing at full blast, but the word “pizza” had obviously gained her attention.
“We never go with Tomaso, and Erin, I mean, because Tomaso says it’s not as good…”
“Sounds like a picky young man,” Rebecca said dryly.
“He’s got good taste,” Dina said with an enigmatic smile. “Did you ask Callie about Italy?”
“No, she didn’t. What about Italy?”
“Let’s find a place to eat first, or we’ll never get out of here.”
When they finally left the hotel, Callie thought that the day hadn’t been so bad after all. It was coming together, the new life. She smiled at their reflection in the window. The image showed her an ordinary family.
Italy remained a subject during dinner. Tomaso, while overtly picky when it came to pizza, knew a lot about the culture of his country. He had gotten Dina intrigued. When they came to New York for the vacation, she had seemed to like the museum visits okay, but now she was talking about wanting to see the Florence Cathedral, Rome and the Vatican.
“If Tomaso can come here for a year, maybe it’s possible the other way too?”
“I’m sure it’s possible,” Rebecca said with a slight frown. “He must have studied English, though, and you don’t speak Italian.”
“I can learn,” Dina insisted. “I could take intensive classes, and prepare for a year.”
Callie shared a smile with Rebecca. It eased both their minds that Dina wasn’t planning to go tomorrow.
“I wanted to go to Italy when I was a little older than you,” she said. “Sadly, my car broke down the same year and that was that.”
“Oh, that sucks,” Dina said emphatically. “You do have the money now…?”
“It’s true. I guess it’s just not on top of the list at the moment. Nevertheless, I hope it will come true for you. We can try to figure all of this out once we’re home.”
“You’d help me with that?”
“Of course.”
“That’s so awesome, thank you! I think I want to study art and history. There’s so much to discover. Tomaso says he’d show me around.”
Callie looked at the young girl sitting across from her and wondered if Rebecca was seeing the same things. She wore carefully applied makeup, and there was a sparkle in her eyes. Art and history wasn’t all that Dina associated with Tomaso. It was probably a good thing to put some more miles between them soon.



Chapter Four
Both Callie and Dina were subdued when they arrived at the airport. Rebecca didn’t share the sentiment at all, not even when it was announced on the display of departures that their flight would be forty minutes delayed due to the weather. She was looking forward to going home. Autumn Leaves had been her home for nearly seventeen years now, something that hadn’t changed when all else had. She had moved, but only across the street from where she’d lived with David and the girls. She still went to the same grocery store, the same hairdresser, and the same restaurants. The comfort of familiarity mattered.
They got coffee, a hot chocolate for Dina, and pastry, and then settled in the waiting area. Being on the other side of the security line gave Rebecca a good feeling, even more so when Callie checked her cell phone. Maybe it had been the right decision to meet Nicole one more time. Rebecca still secretly thought Callie shouldn’t have given her the time of day. Then again, she had no personal knowledge of the works of an abusive relationship.
There had been some difficult times in the transition of her divorce. David had been angry and hurt, but he wasn’t mean. It was a whole different world. If cutting ties with Nicole in person was empowering for Callie in any way, it was worth it.
“Asha wishes us a good flight. You know, she really likes you. I’m afraid she still thinks you’re hot.” With regard to Dina’s presence, Callie lowered her voice to a whisper. Rebecca chuckled self-consciously.
“She wrote that in the text?”
“No. Believe me though, I can tell.”
“She’s not calling me names anymore. That’s improvement.”
It wasn’t that they needed anybody’s blessing, but the fact that Asha genuinely cared for Callie had improved Rebecca’s opinion of her. To know she just wanted to be friends now, helped. Rebecca wasn’t so sure about Nicole.
The delay had increased to a nerve-wracking two hours when they finally got on the plane. The weather conditions had improved, but Rebecca remembered what Roz had told her. As long as they made it home safely, she didn’t care about the late winter. If anything, it made the world seem more safe and peaceful, on the ground at least.
The plastic cup holding her coffee shook slightly. Rebecca wanted to check on Dina, but the moment she opened her seat belt, a flight attendant appeared.
“I’m sorry, ma’am, please stay seated. We’re going through some turbulence.”
“You don’t say,” Callie murmured, but her grip on Rebecca’s hand was firm, almost painful.
“My daughter’s four rows behind us. Could you please ask her if she’s okay? Her name is Dina. She’s wearing a red sweatshirt.”
“No problem.”
“Thank you.”
Rebecca leaned back in her seat, trying to relax herself by imagining what they would do with the rest of the day once home. They’d probably get dinner on the way home since there wasn’t anything in the fridge, light a fire in the fireplace. Make it an early night.
“Makes me think twice about Italy,” Callie said miserably. “Imagine all those hours on the plane.”
“Dina seemed serious about it.”
“I think she has a serious crush on art, history, and Tomaso.”
“Yeah.” Rebecca sighed. “I’m not ready.”
“I don’t think any parent ever is. Not that I know a lot about that…”
“You’re right on the spot, actually. What the hell am I going to do once she’s becoming interested in boys at school?”
Callie remained silent, a reminder that Rebecca might not even learn about it once it happened.
“I’ll have to give her The Talk, right?”
“Rebecca. Dina kept the pregnancy test for her friend. I’m sure she knows a thing or two about contraception already. It’s not going to be as painful as you fear.”
You have no idea, Rebecca thought. She’s my baby. She’s not supposed to think about contraception, not yet. She might have to talk to David about these things. Rebecca wasn’t looking forward to it, but this wasn’t about her and her feelings.
The plane shook again.
“Ma’am?” the flight attendant asked as she came by on her way back. “Your daughter’s asleep. Would you like another coffee?”
* * * *
The snow had painted Autumn Leaves into a dream landscape once again. Due to the delayed flight, they had arrived at the airport much later, so when they finally got home, it was late in the evening. They had stopped by an all-night diner on the way, but neither of them was very hungry.
On the front porch, Callie turned to look at the dark house across the street. The For Sale sign she knew to be there was now covered in snow. Rebecca had followed her gaze, but she didn’t say anything, just unlocked the front door to let them inside. In the short time they’d been outside, snowflakes stuck wetly to their coats.
Dina, who had slept for the more turbulent part of their trip, hugged Rebecca, and to her surprise, Callie.
“It was great. Thanks for letting me come.” She disappeared into Maggie’s room then. Callie was grateful this room came with a small bathroom of its own. Two rooms, one bathroom, even in a higher-priced hotel, was not enough privacy in the long run. Of course, at the moment, she couldn’t think of anything else but falling into a deep and heavy sleep.
“What do you say we take it easy tomorrow? Go get Maggie, do some laundry?”
“Sounds like an idea.” Rebecca had driven the last part, and now she seemed asleep on her feet.
“Okay. You can take the shower first. I don’t know for how much longer you’ll be able to keep your eyes open.”
She leaned in to touch her lips against Rebecca’s.
Rebecca kissed her back with surprising passion, and a few moments ticked by before she actually opened the door to the bathroom.
“Hmm, maybe you’re not so tired after all…?”
Rebecca turned to give her one of those shy smiles, and Callie thought that they might not sleep right away.
The curtains remained open, the snow giving the room a warm, soft glow. It wasn’t until then that Callie realized how nervous this trip had made her, by proxy, and for her own reasons. She’d come back with a trophy, a revised contract, and the knowledge that Nicole wouldn’t bother her anymore.
Callie had taken a quick shower herself, glad about the new haircut because it made her spend a lot less time in the bathroom. She shivered a little in the tiny negligee, but the waterbed’s heating device would make her warm and comfortable in no time. More than that, Rebecca’s gaze on her made the chill flee rapidly.
“So,” she said. “Early night. Get some sleep, right?”
“You just put that on because it’s so comfortable.”
“No,” Callie said. “Because I had hoped it would make you really hot.”
She pulled back the sheets before she climbed in next to Rebecca, straddling her. “Did it work? You tell me.”
“Guess,” Rebecca whispered and pulled her down for a kiss. Callie moved her hand underneath the tank top she was wearing, the shiver now caused by entirely different sensations, like the pleasure of warm skin under her fingers. They shared long, slow kisses, not in a hurry, letting the heat build. Callie couldn’t help the feeling of triumph, just a tiny bit. It hadn’t been her intention to steal this kind, beautiful woman from her husband and family. If that had happened in the process, she was sorry. Kind of.
The room was silent except for their breathing and the rustle of fabric. Rebecca’s hands ran down her back, attempting to pull up the nightgown with moderate success. Her movements stilled when Callie gently parted her thighs and brushed her fingers over the soft skin and underneath the fabric of her slip. Her touch turned Rebecca’s next breath into a whimper. Her fingers slid, massaged, keeping a light rhythm.
“Please.” She raised her hips slightly, but Callie didn’t need the extra hint. She loved it when Rebecca’s voice dropped to that low, needy whisper. She would have done anything. As it was, it only took the slow gentle invasion of her body to take Rebecca over the edge. She trembled with the pleasure as Callie held her close.
They stayed in each other’s embrace for several minutes until Rebecca began to place a string of kisses all over Callie’s body, scooting further down as she went.
“You’re tired,” Callie said, about to suggest that they’d just go to sleep.
“Not that tired.” Rebecca gave her an amused smile, then she got comfortable. Callie didn’t protest anymore, because she was running out of breath.
She had been on the verge of falling asleep, about to slide into pleasant dreams in which the sensations of Rebecca making love to her lingered. The cell phone vibrating on the nightstand cut through that relaxed state. With a quiet curse, Callie went to turn off the sound.
Thank you for meeting me. I’ve learned a lot of things in the past months, but what’s most important to me now, I wish that things were different. I still miss you, Callie. I just wanted to be honest about it. Love, N.
Callie deleted the message and turned off her phone. Sleep didn’t come as easily as she’d hoped.
* * * *
Rebecca was relieved she hadn’t succumbed to temptation and hacked into Dina’s Facebook page. Now that she and the picky Italian boy lived many miles apart again, she wasn’t that worried anymore. A crush with someone real, lived on the internet only, wouldn’t get her into too much trouble. At least they saw the boy and knew he was really Dina’s age. The opportunity for Rebecca was past anyway. If she tried now, Dina would probably get a message that somebody from outside her location tried to log in—damn the social networks for keeping worried parents out. She was going to take David aside and talk about a game plan here. Rebecca made a face as she imagined that conversation with Dina, covering all the worrisome subjects, sex, drugs, alcohol, and the dangers of revealing too much of yourself on the internet. It sounded exhausting even in theory.
At the moment, Dina seemed more interested in future career prospects. If that was all the doing of a little romance, Rebecca certainly couldn’t complain.
The drive out to David’s lasted longer than planned, so they arrived in the early afternoon rather than the intended noon.
“I just made a fresh batch of coffee, and there are cookies. Please, sit down for a while until the girls have their things sorted out.” Susan always seemed a bit nervous around Rebecca. “I hear you won a prize for your series. Congrats,” she said to Callie.
“I knew it,” Maggie said with a brilliant smile, but she soon went back to being subdued. Rebecca wondered if she had nightmares on her own, again. She never complained, but the traveling back and forth was probably harder on her than it was on Dina.
The phone rang and David got up to get it. Susan smiled awkwardly. Everyone was polite with each other, always, but each of them would need a lot more time for this situation to feel normal. Rebecca wasn’t ready to share cookie recipes yet. It was out of habit that she strained to listen, though the conversation taking place was probably none of her business.
David came back into the living room a few minutes later, his expression irritated.
“It looks like I’m going to drive out to Autumn Leaves as well.”
Susan pressed her lips together and studied her feet.
“Craig is having a rough time.” His gaze met Rebecca’s briefly as if he expected her to criticize him. “He’s my brother. I can’t just sit by and do nothing.”
“Sure. I didn’t say anything.”
“I need to get going,” David said. “Don’t rush. By all means, finish your coffee.”
Rebecca wondered if Susan had met her possible future brother-in-law yet. She couldn’t quite muster so much sympathy for Craig Lowman herself. Granted, he was grieving, but most of the trouble he was in now, he brought on himself.
At the door, David turned.
“Rebecca, I forgot earlier, there’s someone coming to look at the house in two days. I thought you might want to come since they are going to be your neighbors.”
She hadn’t expected it to happen so soon. The thought of strangers moving into these rooms caused a twinge of sadness. Closure would probably take a little while longer.
“No problem,” she said. “I’ll be there.”
* * * *
The temperature stayed low, the air crisp and clear. Rebecca had gone to meet the owners of the restaurant to discuss her ideas while Maggie had sat in her room to do homework. Callie secretly hoped that her help wouldn’t be needed as it looked suspiciously like math.
She had spread out piles of notes on the coffee table, all regarding the earlier volumes of the Heart Fever series. Then there were a few stand-alone children’s stories, some ideas that never went anywhere. Asha had backed her up for most of the time, but Callie had also learned in the past year that she wasn’t fond of too many experiments.
Callie wanted something new, something that would credit all the changes in her life. She had written the first of the Heart Fever series six years ago and then all through her own more or less successful relationships, Asha, Nicole. If she’d made a new start, a commitment, her writing should reflect that too. Maybe it was something Maggie could help her with, not the other way around.
The doorbell rang, and she heard Maggie get up to answer. She could take some time to distract the girl from her homework and interview her. Maggie went to a weekly group called Little Book Club. With the girls growing older, most of them weren’t that little any longer, but all of them liked to read and so they had stayed together. It would be interesting to hear what this generation needed from their fictional heroes.
“Callie? There’s someone for you,” Maggie said, hesitating, as if she didn’t know if it had been okay to let the visitor in. As Callie looked up at them, she rather wished Maggie hadn’t.
“Oh no,” she said out loud. “This isn’t happening.”
“Didn’t you get my text?” Nicole asked cheerily.
“What text? No, wait. Maggie, could you go to your room for a little bit?” Callie thought it might be good to have a witness for this conversation, but she couldn’t bring herself to draw an eight-year-old child into this mess.
Maggie nodded, giving Nicole a quick sideways glance. Good instincts. Callie felt bad for her. Obviously, all the bad things had started with somebody new appearing out of nowhere. Believe me, I want “stable” just as much.
When Maggie had closed the door to her room behind herself, Callie spun around to face her bold ex-girlfriend.
“What makes you think you can just come here? I said I accepted your apology, not that we would become best friends!”
“Then there is something we agree on, after all. I’m not sure I could be best friends with you. Callie—”
Callie held up her hands. “Don’t say it. Don’t even think it.”
“I was right about her, wasn’t I? Unless that little girl is yours and you’ve been keeping a secret from me all along. Not that it would be the first time.”
“I have a family now, Nicole,” Callie said, keeping her tone as cool as she possibly could. “One that doesn’t include you. I’m sorry, I don’t believe in second chances, once you’ve crossed a certain line.”
“I’m not the same person anymore! I’m better. Callie, I never stopped loving you. I want—”
“I don’t care. You leave this house right now.”
She could tell that Nicole was struggling to keep in character of her new persona. Callie was struggling too. All the distance she thought to have gained seemed to vanish in the face of this unpleasant surprise.
“I’m going,” Nicole said, “but I owe you the truth. I owe myself to try, at least, especially when I see where you are now.”
Callie didn’t take the bait, but breathed a deep sigh of relief when the front door fell shut. She got up, trying to ignore how shaky she felt and went to get Maggie for her intended interview.
Maggie showed her all the books that had been featured recently in the book club.
“Sometimes, when there are girls, they don’t get to do anything.” She frowned. “I don’t like that.”
“Yeah. I never liked that either. The boys have all the fun.” Callie almost hoped that she had forgotten about the visit, and for a moment she entertained the idea of not telling Rebecca about it. This new, reformed Nicole felt strange to her, and in a way, as disturbing as the familiar one. The night when she had made the decision to leave, Callie hadn’t spent a single thought on filing a report or a restraining order. If Nicole contacted her one more time, she’d consider it.
* * * *
Rebecca felt incredibly relieved after her meeting with the Tunisian couple who had opened their restaurant last fall. They had liked her work, didn’t require too many changes, and she had a check in her purse. Life was looking up. She didn’t look forward to the viewing of the house with David, but it had to be done at some point. Maybe they could get away with some cash even after paying David’s mother her share. There was pain in handing over something that contained so many memories. In the end, though, she always known that with the decisions she’d made, there would be consequences like this.
She took her time looking at some dresses in a window, mentally calculating how long this check would last her, and how long until the next one. When she turned, there was someone familiar coming her way. For some time, Betty had changed the sidewalk pretending not to notice Rebecca when they met in town, but it was too late for that now. She had wanted to talk after all.
“Rebecca,” she said stiffly. “I didn’t know you were back in town already.”
Rebecca had been angry at her, especially after she’d learned about the visit Betty had paid Callie last year, ranting about sin and punishment. At the moment, all she felt for her one-time friend was sympathy.
“We were just gone for a week,” she said. “I talked to Roz. Seems like a lot happened while we were gone.”
“Sure did,” Betty mumbled, looking around as if she was trying to see who witnessed her interaction.
“How are you?”
“Fine.”
“Everything all right with Charles and the kids?”
“Of course. Look…Rebecca.” Finally, Betty met her eyes. “I know we have to talk at some point. I don’t like the way things are between us now. You’ve always been a good friend.”
“Okay. You know there’s still brunch on Saturdays. You could come.”
“Are you sure about that?” Betty asked, more hopeful.
Actually, Rebecca wasn’t, but she couldn’t take back her offer now. “It would be a start.”
“I’ll think about it. Can I call you?”
“Please do. It’s going to be the usual time.”
Betty smiled ruefully. “Thank you.”
Rebecca watched her walk away, uncertain if their communication had been a successful one. In any case, she felt even more like spending a little money now.
* * * *
The emotion came out of the blue, a wave that threatened to sweep her off her feet. Callie had shared a late lunch with Maggie since Rebecca hadn’t returned from her meeting yet. Her mind had taken an abrupt trip down memory lane.
“Who is that friend of yours you don’t want me to meet?
“Are you cheating on me?
“Tell me the truth!”
It was during those last weeks that Nicole would yell at her, not caring if the neighbors overheard anything. For a long time, Callie hadn’t seen through her scheming. All she knew was that she was feeling miserable all the time. The last few weeks of their relationship, she was no longer just miserable, but scared.
“Just leave it,” she told Maggie when the girl began to put the dishes in the sink. “I’ll take care of that later.”
In the bedroom, she sat on the side of the bed. Leaning forward, Callie rested her head in her hands as she tried to clear her thoughts. How could she ever handle this? Callie had no desire to go back to Autumn Leaves’ police station. There was a whole different set of upsetting memories waiting for her there. She couldn’t have Nicole show up like this all the time. She should talk to Beverly Wilkins, the new sheriff, just in case. Wilkins had replaced Rebecca’s former brother-in-law Craig Lowman. She was a smart, sensible woman. Callie would prefer to talk to her rather than Craig for a multitude of reasons. She had no idea where to start.
Outside, the sky was starting to cloud over. More snow to come. If it wasn’t for Rebecca, Callie might have considered California an option—no winters like this, and many more miles between her and Nicole. She lay down, wondering if Nicole was honestly thinking they could start over after everything that had happened. It seemed that way, since she was putting a lot of time and effort into the attempt.
Callie needed to go clean up, the living room where she’d left all the papers, the kitchen too. She felt incapable of doing either. She just wished Rebecca would come home.
* * * *
Maybe it was normal to feel a little paranoid after somebody had broken into your house, threatening your loved ones. While putting some gas into her car, Rebecca turned around twice, unable to shake the feeling that someone was watching her. She cursed the men she knew to be responsible, checked one more time, then she went inside to pay. There was no other customer. She shivered.
Rebecca hadn’t planned to stop on the way, but she didn’t want to be stuck halfway without any gas in the tank. There weren’t a lot of people on the road as it was, only the headlights of one other car behind her. It was following her all the way to the exit that led onto the road to her home street.
She sighed a little at finding this morning’s dishes still in the sink, the coffee table covered in notes. A matter of habits, she had to remind herself. Things had worked differently when she’d lived in the house across the street. Work stayed mostly restrained to the office space. She had worked at the kitchen table sometimes, but all would be cleaned up by the time everybody was home. Keeping the home intact, in a figurative and literal sense, had been her main task, down to some minor plumbing jobs. David had never been particularly talented for or interested in these things.
Everything was different now: This was Callie’s house, and if she wanted to spread her work all over it, it was her choice. Rebecca went to Maggie’s room first.
“Hey. Homework’s all done?”
Maggie looked up from the library book she was reading.
“Of course.” Rebecca walked further into the room and sat beside her on the bed. “Everything okay otherwise?” Are you happy? She wanted to ask.
“Yes, why?”
It was getting so hard to figure her out, quiet Maggie with her nose always in a book. In a way, she had more in common with Callie than with anyone else in the family. Both of them spent a great deal of time in that place in the clouds.
She might not always understand them, but Rebecca couldn’t imagine her life without either of them.
“No reason. How is school?”
“We got sent home early, because of the snow.” Maggie didn’t indicate whether or not that was a good thing. She was a good student overall, but clearly preferred when she could retreat to her own world. Rebecca hugged her close while getting only minor protest in return, then let her get back to her book, something about vampires as the cover suggested.
Callie was asleep in the bedroom, fully dressed.
Rebecca unpacked her purchases and, as she removed the tags, wondered if they had been really necessary. Maybe it would have been better to just put some money in the bank. There was no way to tell when the house could be sold. There was one piece though she didn’t regret, at all.
She turned around to find Callie watching her.
“I’m sorry. This took longer than I thought it would. Maggie came home early?”
Callie nodded, sitting up.
“The mess outside this door is all mine though. She did all her homework by herself.”
“Math?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” They shared a knowing smile.
“By the way, I got a check today, and I came by Sandra’s…I thought you might like this.”
“Really? Wow. Thank you!” Callie got up to pull her shirt over her head to try on the black sweater with the lacy neckline. Rebecca smiled at her enthusiasm, glad she had taken the time. The garment fit perfectly as she had known.
Callie’s eyes shone which was a result of more than the unexpected present. “We never went shopping together. I mean, in New York we went for Dina but—”
“I’m used to buying things for people you don’t want to or can’t be present. Otherwise, the girls and David would have been running around naked for most of the time. Anyway…” She cleared her throat, not sure if the reference was welcome.
“You won’t have to run around naked. Even though…”
Callie threw a pillow at her, and they both laughed.
“It’s too early yet for dinner. Come here with me for a moment?” Rebecca’s hesitation hadn’t gone unnoticed.
“I know it’s hard for you to slow down, but Maggie will be fine for a little while. She’s hell-bent on finishing that book. No need to feel guilty.”
“You don’t have to,” Rebecca said with a wistful smile, tapping Callie’s temple gently. “You’ve got so much going on in there. I guess you need a time-out every now and then.”
“I’m not sure if that’s a good thing.”
“It’s good to be here,” Rebecca said, curling up against her with a grateful sigh. “You’re right. I need to slow down. Earlier when I left the gas station, I almost thought somebody was following me.”
“Following you?”
Rebecca had been on the verge of drifting off into a light sleep, Callie’s exclamation startling her.
“Oh no.”
“What does that mean?”
“Nicole was here today.”
“Nicole? How…She took a plane and came here? I hope you didn’t let her in.”
“Maggie let her in. I threw her out when she suggested that she and I should get back together.”
Rebecca shook her head, now as far from sleep as she possibly could be. Would the bad news ever end? She didn’t like the idea of this woman in town.
“Just how dangerous is she?”
“She won’t do anything stupid now.” Callie didn’t sound convinced. “I told her not to come back. She’s going to get it.”
“I don’t know. You told her the last time, and still she follows us all the way here? That doesn’t seem to be very insightful. I don’t want her around you, or around my children.”
“I can handle Nicole,” Callie said, the sharp edge to her voice making Rebecca flinch. She wasn’t ready to back down on the subject.
“Let’s talk to Bev.”
“Rebecca, please. Nicole is not welcome here. I made sure she knows.”
Rebecca thought a restraining order would go a long way to making the woman understand. People could change only so much, and she didn’t have a good feeling about Nicole.
The next day, she had to put all of this aside, though, in order to get through the viewing. They met on the front porch, David, Rebecca, both realtors, and the potential buyers. Sarah, who had found this house for David and Rebecca in the first place, kept giving Rebecca sympathetic sideways glances as she introduced everyone. Martin and Delia Waters had two kids, a twelve-year-old son and a baby boy whom Delia carried in her arms. They were looking for a more rural environment for their kids, but not too far from schools, stores, and other comforts of the city.
David and Rebecca waited downstairs with their realtor, while the couple went to look at each room with theirs.
“It’s a beautiful house,” Sarah assured them. “You kept it up to date, so you’re going to get a good price.”
Rebecca studied her feet, wondering what this other couple would see, how they imagined their life in what had been Rebecca’s home for sixteen years. She remembered bringing Dina, and six years later, Maggie, home from the hospital. Both of the girls had taken their first steps here. David and Rebecca had celebrated their ten-year anniversary, and then the fifteenth. She had known this moment was coming. Still, she felt like sitting in a corner to cry.
“I talked to Mom,” David said. “She doesn’t want her share, so any profit off this is ours.”
Rebecca forced a small smile. “Tell her thanks, then. That’s very generous.” In fact, she didn’t like that solution. It meant that she’d owe Laurie forever. Then again, she wasn’t in a position to look a gift horse in the mouth. She looked up to find David’s gaze still on her. Sarah had to have been aware of it, too, since she excused herself.
“I’ll see what they think. You guys have a lot to talk about now.”
“They seem nice,” David said after she had left.
“Sure. David, if you don’t mind…I’m not sure I should be here for this. I trust you, and it’s easier for Sarah if she doesn’t have to consider both of our schedules.”
“There is that. I never did much around the house, so I guess the least I can do is get us some money out of it now.”
“That’s not how I meant it.”
“I know how you meant it, Rebecca, but believe me, it’s not any easier for me.”
“I didn’t say that…”
She broke off her sentence, and both of them smiled as Sarah returned with her colleague and her clients.
Delia Waters’ smile was a whole lot more genuine.
“I’m sorry for you that you had to give it up, but I have to tell you, this is such a wonderful home. The master bedroom, the kids’ rooms—and oh my God, that kitchen!”
Rebecca noted with a hint of irritation that she talked like she was already living here. Yes, it was a beautiful kitchen where she had spent many hours. She’d been standing by the window, the morning when Callie moved into the house across the street.
“We didn’t want a long tedious search, especially considering it’s still winter,” her husband added. “I think we’re ready to make an offer, so we’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”
“Thank you,” David said. “We’d appreciate a quick transaction as well.”
Rebecca nodded, because she didn’t trust her voice.
Sarah clapped her hands. “I love it when a plan comes together,” she said. She had probably hoped to get a different reaction than the rather awkward smiles.
Rebecca followed David to his car.
“Don’t you want to come in and say hi to Maggie? I’m sure she’d be happy to see you.”
“Just for a few minutes,” David said after a moment of hesitation. “It’ll take me forever to get back in this weather anyway.”
There was a note from Callie on the kitchen table that she had gone into town for some quick errands. Rebecca breathed a sigh of relief. Despite the cease-fire between them, Callie and David in the same room was still something she tended to avoid. David seemed to think the same way.
He went to Maggie’s room while Rebecca put some water on the stove for tea. Children made a separation complicated, she’d learned, yet in some ways easier. You couldn’t slip up, because you couldn’t expect them to be the adult. She prepared two cups, sitting at the table with her own, inhaling the aroma of strawberry and cherry.
“She’s got a nice room,” David said when he returned. It was more small talk than anything. He saw the room before. “I think she’s really happy here, with you.”
“Everything is working out fine…with Dina?”
“Oh yes.” He smiled. “That New York trip really inspired her. She’s now looking into exchange programs and scholarships. That tutor we got her for chemistry and physics also really made a difference.”
Rebecca opened her mouth then thought twice about a retort. That was something David had decided with Susan, obviously, because she didn’t know about it. Dina hadn’t considered it necessary to tell her either.
“Would be great if that lasts. I’m afraid, though, at the moment, she is really into that boy Tomaso.”
“Nice boy. We said hello online.”
“Oh. You did?”
“Sure. You always say it’s important to keep track of what they do on the internet.”
“True. You want some tea?”
“I’ll have it. Thanks.” He went to the counter to get his cup, moving confidently like he wasn’t the guest here. After they’d shared almost twenty years of their lives, Rebecca couldn’t find it in herself to blame him.
“Weird, isn’t it, to have strangers walk around in your home and discuss what they’ll change.”
“Yes.” Only it isn’t ours anymore—or home.
“The weather’s been crazy,” David said, probably sensing she didn’t want to deepen the subject. “The last time it was like this, you were pregnant with—”
“Maggie.”
It was risky, the doctor said, but both she and David had wanted that baby so badly. There had been a lot of appointments in the early stages, lots of driving in the snow.
Rebecca cupped her tea mug in both hands, letting the warmth reorient her in the present. It was normal for people who had shared a big part of their life to have a conversation like this. They needed to give that time the credit it deserved.
There was a small clank as David sat his cup down on the counter, and then he reached out to brush his hand over Rebecca’s hair gently, his fingertips tickling her neck.
For a split second, she could make herself pretend it was okay. Then she all but jumped to her feet, putting space between them.
“David!”
He met her gaze calmly, his own devoid of apology.
“What do you think? We had sixteen years. Counting from our wedding day, that is.”
“I am aware of that.”
“If you can just brush off every feeling we had for each other, congratulations, Rebecca, because I can’t.”
“But…” What about Susan? What about the fact that we both made up our minds and it wasn’t for each other?
“You started it. You walked out on me. Don’t tell me what to feel.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t…” There were many ways to finish, but none of them seemed to be the right thing to say. I didn’t know. That would make her look stupid. I didn’t mean to hurt you. She had anyway.
“I need to go. I’ll call you when I hear about the offer.”
He didn’t wait for an answer.
Rebecca put both cups into the sink, resisting the urge to just slam them. She had no right to tell Callie how to deal with a relationship that refused to be over.



Chapter Five
When Callie moved to Autumn Leaves, there had been mainly two things on her mind: How to get Nicole off it, and her next novel. Asha and her brother had warned her about the small-town ways, and she had laughed it off. She had been certain she wasn’t interested in socializing, and God forbid, a relationship. What she ended up doing was going to church, joining the choir, and falling in love with her next-door neighbor. Before she knew it, all those little rituals she’d been determined to ignore had become part of her life. Like Rebecca’s Saturday brunch.
Maggie had spent the night at a friend’s whose mother would bring her back in the early afternoon. Callie and Rebecca had a leisurely morning where the few minutes to sleep in turned into an hour and more. Not all of the time had been spent sleeping. Callie figured that after Nicole’s surprise visit and the current house-selling project, they were entitled. She could imagine Rebecca was a little sad about leaving that part of her life behind. The Waters family had come through with their offer.
Callie wasn’t sad about leaving Nicole behind, just about the time she’d wasted feeling bad. She wasn’t feeling so bad now, wrapped in Rebecca’s arms, skin to skin.
“We’re going to be late,” she said, just for the record.
“Francine and Roz are always late,” Rebecca murmured. “They won’t mind.”
“They will if we let them wait outside. I need to go buy a few things.”
Her words were followed by at least another five minutes of comfortable silence and no movement from either of them.
“Okay. If I don’t go now, we need to call off brunch. Maggie won’t be home before three, so there’s a lot of time.” She decided the sly look Rebecca gave her meant they were thinking of similar ways to spend that time. “I’ll be quick. You set the table and open the champagne…and put the trophy where everyone can see it.”
Rebecca laughed, picking up the shirt to cover her naked form while Callie picked up her clothes. “I’ll do that…I love you, you know?”
Callie leaned in for a quick kiss before she forced herself to leave. If her intention had been to distract Rebecca from the house sale and the memories, she’d certainly succeeded.
The grocery store was in walking distance, but with the number of things she had planned to buy for brunch it was worth taking the time to clean the snow off the car.
As she browsed the aisles, Callie wondered about Nicole, if she was actually staying in a hotel in Autumn Leaves. There were a few bed-and-breakfasts and some hotel chains further out of town, but she didn’t think Nicole would be very comfortable here. Better that way. She might be back in New York already.
Callie finished her purchases quickly, paying with her credit card.
They were running late indeed. When Callie returned home, they barely had time to put the food on the table, and she never got to ask Rebecca why she had set it for five. She was just starting to tell Francine and Roz about New York when the doorbell rang again, and Rebecca came back with their third guest.
Callie nearly dropped her plate at the sight of Betty LaRue, and the resulting awkward silence told her that not everyone had known she was coming. When Rebecca averted her eyes, it became pretty clear, though, that she had.
Sure, Callie knew that Betty had made an attempt, and Rebecca still wanted to be friends. They had been friends for a long time. She could understand. She just didn’t like to be blindsided. After all, Betty had once come here to rant about the “dirt” that Callie’s books were, and she had hit her in the face. There hadn’t been any apology so far.
“Do you mind?” Betty asked, and Callie suppressed a sigh.
“Of course not. Have a seat.”
It took some time to get the conversation going again. Francine and Roz seemed fairly interested in the New York business. Betty stayed silent after she had accepted a plate and a glass of champagne. Rebecca didn’t say much either.
“…Dina met this nice family again, and they took her to some outings. She also met a cute guy who now has her interested in studying arts and history.”
“Beware of when they get that age,” Francine said. “Betty, how old is Chip now? Is he going to college this year already?”
“I hope he still plans to. Not that he’s sharing.”
Callie bit her lip to hold in her opinion on that particular subject. Betty’s son had been subjected to severe bullying, but he’d still stood up for her and Rebecca. In Callie’s opinion, Betty didn’t do him justice.
“How’s the sale going?” Roz asked. “I hear somebody came to see the house this week?”
“Yeah. They made a good offer and now it’s a matter of getting their financing straight, then we can move forward.”
“Oh Rebecca,” Betty said. She sounded genuinely sad. “This is really happening?”
“Well, what do you think would happen? We can’t keep the house. We both have a new home now.”
“I know, but I thought…I don’t know, that you might rent it out at first.”
“What good would that do?”
Leave a back door open, Callie thought.
* * * *
Callie offered to walk Francine home and Roz excused herself shortly after, so Rebecca and Betty stayed behind. Rebecca thought wistfully that she should have told Callie, but on the day she’d met Betty in town, she’d just forgotten about it. Betty hadn’t called, so Rebecca wasn’t even sure whether or not to expect her.
“I still don’t understand it,” Betty said after another prolonged silence. “God knows I want to try, because you’re my friend, but I can’t.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s so difficult about all this. I am happy.” It sounded defensive. Not a good start, but Rebecca couldn’t help herself.
“You’re coming to church on Sunday?” Betty asked.
“Why?” Rebecca couldn’t quite follow.
Betty turned the champagne flute in her hands, and again. The sound it made on the table was making Rebecca nervous.
“I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said that day in church. Sure, God is love, and we should love a person regardless of their actions. It doesn’t mean the actions are always right. You have a family, Rebecca, children. You are not gay.”
“How do you know—and what if I am? I can’t have a family? You can’t be my friend anymore?”
“It’s wrong. Rebecca, what happened to you? Everything I thought we believed in—”
“Excuse me, I could tell you the same thing. I didn’t know we were supposed to believe in treating people differently.”
Betty’s expression was serious. “You know what the Bible says.”
“Okay.” Rebecca wasn’t sure if she should be sad or angry, or if she should make the effort at all. She couldn’t just let this stand though.
“In the Bible, there are a lot of warnings about quick judgment, about thinking that you have it all figured out, that you’re somehow better than your, well, neighbor. What about that?”
“What about adultery?” Betty countered.
Rebecca thought about the way David had touched her. She was caught in an everlasting circle of guilt, but none of this had anything to do with the fact that the person she loved was another woman.
“I’ll give you that. All right, I should have told David once I knew what I wanted, and I was too much of a coward to do it. That’s not really your point, is it? I love her, Betty. That’s all I can tell you.”
“Everything happened so quickly.”
“That much is true,” Rebecca ascertained. “It’s real nonetheless.”
“I don’t really think you’re going to burn in hell.” Betty laughed nervously.
“Then what are you afraid of? I’m still the same person, you know.”
“I don’t know. We can’t both be right, can we?” Betty jumped at the sound of the front door being opened, indicating Callie’s return. “I need to go. I really liked talking to you.”
She gave Callie a long thoughtful look then turned to leave. Rebecca imagined that neither of them had forgotten about the scene that had taken place here. What the hell was wrong with Betty? she wondered. She never pegged her friend for a hater. There was something between them, though, they seemed unable to bridge.
“I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I should have told you. This probably wasn’t one of my better ideas.”
“I would have appreciated a warning,” Callie said calmly. She picked up the bottle and poured both of them another glass. “I don’t blame you for trying. She will be okay with you in the long run. I just don’t think she’ll ever care for me enough to take back what she said. I’m the bad person here.”
“Why does everybody think I didn’t have a say in this? I made a choice too. I chose to be honest, with myself, with everyone. I chose you.”
Callie looked much too relieved, making Rebecca wonder about any doubts she might still have here. “Oh come on, not you too.”
“I just don’t want you to think I’ll take you for granted, or what you did so we could get here. Ever.”
Rebecca pulled her close, guiltily thinking of other sins of omission. Then again, she was sure David had gotten the message. He wouldn’t try to turn back time.
* * * *
On Wednesday, they met with the Waterses at a restaurant to finalize the deal, and sooner than she thought, Rebecca would get new neighbors.
“I just love life in a smaller community.” Delia beamed. “It’s so peaceful. You have a fifteen-year-old daughter, you said? Maybe she’d be interested in baby-sitting.”
Rebecca shared a look with David and for a moment, all differences they had over the past few months vanished with the familiar communication. Delia was a bit much. At least, it felt that way in their present situation, with all the emotional baggage that came with this house sale. She’d be okay with Delia and her family living next door—eventually.
“Dina doesn’t live with us,” she said.
“Oh…I’m sorry. I forgot.”
“No problem. I work from home, you know. If you ever need someone to watch the baby…”
“Thank you so much. I might take you up on that offer.”
Rebecca wondered if she’d just lost her mind. She hadn’t planned on socializing with the new neighbors any more than a friendly word here and there. If those lines were crossed, it meant she’d go over every now and then. See the changes that the Waterses would make, the life they built in a home that in some way, would always feel like hers. No matter how many curtains or sheets or pieces of furniture she brought into Callie’s house.
After the happy family and both realtors went on their way, Rebecca and David stayed behind. Both of them were aware that there were things left to talk about.
“About the other day…” David began.
“It’s fine,” Rebecca said quickly. “I understand.”
“It’s still hard sometimes. I miss Maggie. I miss you too.”
“I’m not denying everything we had and accomplished. I swear. Life has changed, for both of us.”
“Well…I guess that sums it up,” he said, setting down his coffee cup. “If you need me for anything, you know where to find me. Have fun with the Waterses.”
“Looks like I will. About Craig—what’s going on there?”
It wasn’t like Rebecca cared so much about her former brother-in-law. Her question was merely for David’s sake.
David sighed. “If it wasn’t for Maria, I’d tell him to pull himself together and get the hell over things. I suppose losing his job is much of his own doing. He made some serious mistakes earlier.”
“He was ready to let two rapists go free with a slap on the wrist. I’d call that a serious mistake.”
David nodded. “Yet, he’ll always be family. Just like you will always be family. Welcome to my world.”
He touched her hand briefly before getting up to leave. “I’ll bring Dina on Saturday around ten, if that’s okay.” He didn’t wait for an answer, but left the restaurant instead.
Rebecca checked her watch, realizing it was after four, earlier than she thought. She could maybe have just one drink before she went home, decadence on a weekday afternoon. She’d take a cab home.
“Excuse me, I couldn’t help but overhear a little of your conversation.”
Rebecca looked up at the woman standing at her table. She groaned.
“I am not drunk, so you must be real. Which is not good, believe me. You and I have absolutely nothing to say to each other. Bye.”
She was rather proud of herself. Rebecca had been fine for a long time within her familiar surroundings. When all comfort zones seemed to fall apart around her, she’d been timid and hesitant at first, but she was learning her lesson. This woman had no idea what she was in for.
Nicole smiled and sat down across from her.
“Oh no. I did not invite you.”
“You will listen to me for five minutes. If you really care about Callie, that is.”
“You’re getting some things confused here. I’m not the one who threw dishes at her. Among other things.”
“I care about her,” Nicole said and waved to the waiter. “Believe it or not, I’d rather want her with someone else than me if that person makes her truly happy. I just don’t think you can. Meeting with your husband in the afternoon? Does she know about that?”
Rebecca shook her head. This conversation, while feeling unreal, had taken a turn to somewhere in between sad and amusing. She’d humor the other woman.
“Not that it’s any of your business, but yes, Callie knows that my ex-husband and I are selling the house. We both hope there’ll be enough profit in it to take a nice vacation in the summer. It would be great to go somewhere far from people who keep bothering us.”
“You’re cute.” Nicole took a deep sip from the whiskey she’d ordered.
This is ridiculous, Rebecca thought, drinking with this woman. She should just leave, but there was something that stopped her. She needed to know her standing in this competition. No matter how bad things had been in the end, Callie lived with Nicole for a year.
“God, I’m so very flattered you think so.”
“Do you have any idea what you’re doing? Play around a little and then play it safe and go back to your straight life? You know some of us don’t have anywhere to go back to.”
“My sympathies.”
“Can you really make her happy, in every sense of the word? Why don’t you ask yourself that, just for a moment?”
“Have you asked yourself why Callie did not drop everything to be with you again? Look, whatever you’re trying to do, it’s not working. If you don’t leave us alone, well, I could always call the sheriff right now.”
“Callie has a bit of a masochistic streak.” Nicole got up with a smile that would have been rather pleasant if the content of their conversation wasn’t. “See if you can work with that, if you can really satisfy her.”
“What does that mean?” Rebecca bit her tongue. She didn’t want Nicole to elaborate.
“It means I’m kind enough to let you know. You’ll figure it out if you’re serious about your ‘born again lesbian’ life. See ya, Rebecca.”
“Never would be fine. Bitch,” Rebecca muttered under her breath. When the waiter came by to take Nicole’s glass, both of them realized she had left without paying.
“Oh, whatever. Put it on my bill, and…” She pointed at her own glass. “Bring me another one, okay?”
She’d gotten a check after all, and money coming soon from the Waterses. Two Mojitos wouldn’t break the bank.
* * * *
“Could you please put Rebecca on the phone? It’s absolutely urgent that we talk to her. Sorry.”
“Rebecca is not here. What happened?” Callie cast a rueful glance at the word document she’d just opened a few minutes ago. Figures that after she’d written one paragraph, she’d get a call like this. “Dina is okay, right?”
“Yeah.” Susan sighed. “This is…I don’t know if I’m supposed to tell you.” There were hushed voices while she obviously conferred with David. “Okay. You know I’m friends with Dina on Facebook.”
Of course you are.
“I’m sure she didn’t mean for me to see, but I found out she sent a picture of hers to that boy.”
“Tomaso. Okay. What about him?”
“A picture in her underwear.” Susan sounded like she’d just turned beet red. Callie needed a moment to collect herself too.
“All right. I see the problem.” Callie could also see why this required Rebecca. She seemed the best bet to take necessary action and keep cool.
“Wow. I mean, I’m going to call her right now. Dina’s still coming on the weekend, right?”
Susan gave a nervous laugh. “I think so. David is a little mad at the moment, considering grounding with no internet access. At the moment I’m just trying not to get caught in between…oh well. I don’t mean to bother you with this.”
“It’s fine. I understand.”
The two of them shared a moment of companionable silence.
“I’ll get off the phone now and try to find Rebecca. We’ll talk to Dina on the weekend. Rebecca will call her later.”
“Thank you, Callie.”
After hanging up, Callie took a deep breath. Calm down. If that was all the teenage rebellion Dina would come up with, it could be much worse.
* * * *
Rebecca was fairly surprised that when she stepped out on the sidewalk, she nearly slipped. It was the ice, she reasoned. For a restaurant in that price category, she’d expect a better sidewalk cleaning. What if somebody actually broke a leg?
She remembered one occasion when she had, innocently, asked Callie if being out and open about the life you led was worth being judged. At that time, Rebecca had judged her too. She had done so without meaning to, but that didn’t make it any better. Rebecca could ask herself the same question now. Ever since the moment she had chosen to be honest, she’d been screamed at, ridiculed, and challenged by people who were supposed to be her friends. Betty thought she was doing Rebecca a favor by thinking she would not burn in hell.
With everything that she’d put on the line, Nicole still had the gall to question her motives. Sure, she could just tell herself it was just Nicole being the mean person she was.
Once upon a time, Rebecca had felt secure in what she’d thought defined her identity. Wife, mother. Even lately, she’d hesitantly added different terms and thought she’d be okay with that. Obviously, according to the people around her, she didn’t live up to anybody’s expectations anymore. Not “lesbian enough.”
She had to giggle to herself. It would have been funny if it wasn’t wearing on her nerves this much. She had to see Bev and tell her about this unpleasant encounter with Callie’s ex, if only to try and get the money back she just paid for Nicole’s whiskey.
There she’d been so worried about New York, but it was in her hometown where the challenges never ended. I really need another drink. Before that, she checked her cell phone, though, seeing she’d missed a call from Callie.
Rebecca called the number, frowning as a gust of wind hit her. She’d better go somewhere warm. Just for a few minutes. It couldn’t be about Nicole, because she’d just seen her, and anyway, these days, everything was an emergency. The world would go on without her for another hour.
“Hey. Cal,” she said. She and Callie didn’t really have nicknames for each other. Asha had called her that though. “What’s the matter?”
“Rebecca?”
“Yeah, who else would it be from this number?” For some reason, this struck Rebecca as funny.
“Never mind. Can you come home? Your parental skills have been asked for.”
“Did something happen?” The alarm went straight through the warm cocoon of alcohol.
“Well, you could say that. Dina sent Tomaso a half-naked picture of herself.”
“Not funny, Callie. Not funny at all.”
“It’s true! All communication has been halted, but David and Susan wanted you to talk to her.”
“Why am I not surprised?”
“I said you’d call. Are you all right?” Callie asked after a pause. “I mean, I know this isn’t great, but we’ll handle it. We’re going to be okay.”
“Do I make you happy?”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“I did, but…Come on, this is not the time. Where are you? Do you want me to get you?”
Rebecca pressed her hand against her forehead, realizing she’d forgotten to put on gloves. She couldn’t understand herself. Normally, she’d be on her way, already trying to figure out what to say. This was basically what she had feared from the moment Dina got her own email address—that she could be making herself vulnerable like this.
“Did she at least send it in a private message or put it up there for everyone to see?”
“I don’t know! I think she just sent it to him, which is not good either. Where are you?”
“Max’s Pub…I think I want to step inside for a moment. It’s cold out here.”
“You do that. I’ll get you.”
“Thank you. You know I want you to be happy, right? It’s not an experiment. It never was. I’ll do whatever—”
“I know. Let me come get you.”
“That would be nice,” Rebecca whispered. She was really cold by now, and she had an idea what would help to warm her up. She’d call Dina once she’d be sober and calm enough to deal with the situation. For once, she needed David to step up.
* * * *
Callie found Rebecca huddled in a booth by the window, at the far end of the pub. It had taken her maybe twenty minutes from ending the call to get there, from the looks of it, enough time for Rebecca to get wasted. Never mind. She hadn’t been that sober when they spoke on the phone before.
“What are you doing?” she asked somewhere in between irritation and affection. Callie assumed Rebecca hadn’t made that call yet to solve the Dina situation. At least, she hoped that.
Rebecca looked at her like she needed a moment to come up with an answer.
“You can get foolishly drunk when you’re scared. So can I. Of course it takes you a lot less to get there.”
“Why are you scared?” Callie asked softly, waving away the waitress who had appeared in hope of another order.
Rebecca studied her once more. Affection might have drowned out everything else if they had all the time in the world. As it was, Susan and David were waiting. Callie had the dire suspicion that someone might blame her for this.
“Do you ever miss something? I mean, do you like what we do?” Rebecca leaned forward to whisper, “In bed?”
Callie felt her jaw drop. Even though no one could here them over the music and voices, she still blushed.
“Okay. Wow. Sure I do, but I really don’t want to discuss that here and now. Why don’t you let me get that check and we go home?”
“I’m serious,” Rebecca insisted, holding her back by her hands. “I don’t believe what Nicole said, because she’s a total screw up, but—”
“Oh no. Don’t tell me she’s still in town.”
“Owes me ten bucks too,” Rebecca murmured. “God, I can’t even have a drink in peace without all hell breaking loose. She’s right. I have no idea who I am anymore, and in any case, it’s not enough for anyone.”
“That’s not true.” Callie took a moment to curse Nicole for everything she had ever messed up. “Let’s go home,” she tried again. “You’ll talk to Dina, and then we’ll take it easy for the rest of the day.”
“I’m sick of taking it easy. I’ve been at everyone’s beck and call for twenty years now. No wonder no one takes me seriously.”
“I do. I’m sure David and Susan do too.” Which is why I really need you to sober up sometime soon. “What do you want, Rebecca?”
Rebecca shook her head. “It’s not about what I want. It never is. I’m sorry,” she said a second later. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know.”
Callie flashed a grateful smile to the waitress and laid a few bills on the table. “Let’s go now.”
Rebecca let herself be led to the car and buckled in. She looked like she was lost in thought. Callie soon learned what these thoughts were though.
“Do you think other women find me attractive?”
“That’s for sure, but I’d rather not have you test the theory.”
Rebecca gave her a lopsided smile. “I had no idea. Betty is now scared that I’ve been checking her out for years—and I had no idea. Stupid. So stupid.”
Callie leaned back against her seat, realizing she might be in for a few more moments like this in the months and maybe years to come. It wasn’t like she had been completely unaware. With two children to be considered, they had to do some careful planning of the future.
Callie felt inadequate to give the advice that Rebecca longed for. She never once questioned this particular aspect of her identity and she didn’t know how to help someone who did. “It happens. It’s not stupid at all.” She hoped it would be enough to reassure, and sent some more unfriendly thoughts in Nicole’s direction.
“Did you ever want to run away? Join the circus?”
All right. She wasn’t sure she followed Rebecca’s train of thought, but for now she’d just go with the flow.
“I dreamed of the weirdest things when I was a kid. It all gets lost along the way, student loans, bills. Diapers.” The face she made at the memory had Callie smile. They would be all right in the end. They just had to make it through these phases.
“Don’t get me wrong. I love my girls, but I’m not kidding myself. At some point, they’re not gonna need me anymore, and what will I have left to show for, what I did with my life?”
“I think Dina needs you now.” Callie thought it was better to focus clearly on the present rather than try and answer these heavy questions. If Rebecca was going through some mood swings these days, the alcohol certainly didn’t help.
“She needs the smart woman that is her mom to tell her that you have to keep boundaries. She’ll listen to you, because you know a whole lot more about that internet stuff than David or Susan do.”
“I can’t talk to her now. I don’t know what to tell her. I’ve run out of mommy-of-the-year ideas.” The mere idea of not knowing what to say seemed to terrify her.
“Maybe she just wants to talk to someone, get an idea of how to deal with being in love.”
“Yeah. I can see how I can be helpful there.”
Callie decided it was better to delay the conversation for a while as she clearly couldn’t come up with the right thing to make Rebecca feel better. She’d offer to talk to Dina, but neither Dina nor David would be too fond of that idea.
She watched Rebecca closely as they walked up the stairs to the front porch, as she was a little unsteady on her feet, then unlocked the door. Callie unbuttoned her coat and helped untangle the scarf. She made Rebecca sit down in the living room, gave her a quick tender kiss, and then put the phone in her hands.
“I’m sure she just needs to hear your voice now.”
Rebecca didn’t protest, but she didn’t look too happy as she dialed, either.
* * * *
“Mom? Thank God you called! You must tell Dad right now that he’s totally overreacting. Tomaso’s gonna think I’m sick or something, or that I don’t like him anymore.” From the sound of her voice, she was horrified by the prospect.
Rebecca could feel the headache starting to develop behind her temples. The onslaught of words would have made her smile under better circumstances. Now, she just wished she could offer her daughter a magic solution. There was none, of course.
“Start at the beginning. You sent him a picture in your underwear?”
She made an effort not to slur her words. Revealing that she was effectively drunk would not help the authority she was hoping to convey.
Dina groaned. “He asked for a picture, since I don’t have a webcam, and I just happened to wear boxers and a tank top. How is that dangerous?”
“You like this boy very much, right?”
“I knew you’d understand me,” Dina said triumphantly.
“Wait a second. What I meant…Try to understand Dad a little bit. We don’t know this guy. How old is he anyway?”
“Sixteen.” That sounded quite a bit defiant. “We’re not having sex yet. Not even cyber if that’s what you were worried about.”
Rebecca wasn’t sure whether she should be grateful—or what to feel at all. Lately, Dina tended to choose the greatest drama possible with the parent who was near, and brutal honesty with the other. She didn’t want any of those images Dina was putting into her head.
“I think you’re very smart and able to figure out a lot of things by yourself, but please, just be a little more careful. Remember what I said before, you can always come to me, or Dad.”
“Right. Dad thinks I’m putting porn on the internet, and no offense, Mom, but I don’t like girls. That way.”
“None taken,” Rebecca said dryly. “We’ll talk about this some more on the weekend.”
“Can I go online at your place?”
“We’ll see about that.”
“Mom?”
“Yes, Dina?”
“I really like him, you know. Dad doesn’t understand. He thinks I’m a little girl. I can’t wait to see you.”
“Me too,” Rebecca whispered, deeply sad and mortified about her glitch of reason. She should be more available to the girls. Instead she’d been getting drunk, because Callie’s ex didn’t like her, and complained about not having joined the circus. What had happened to her?
After they’d hung up, she went to the kitchen where Callie had busied herself making dinner. She didn’t ask for an explanation. Rebecca wasn’t sure she could have given one.
“Thank you,” she said anyway. “I don’t know what happened. It’s just that she—”
“No worries.” Callie turned from where she was standing at the stove, smiling wistfully. “Nicole has that effect, messing with people. How did it go with Dina?”
Rebecca shrugged helplessly. “Okay, I think. Looks like I’m going to be the favorite parent until David lets her go on the internet again.”
“Don’t sell yourself short. Dina loves both of you. She’s testing her boundaries. I’m sure you remember what that felt like.”
“You’re giving me too much credit.” In fact, it wasn’t so much a matter of age. Rebecca just didn’t have that much to rebel against at the age of fifteen.
“Not nearly enough,” Callie disagreed. “Not many people can handle a crisis while slightly inebriated.” She was testing the waters with the affectionate teasing. Rebecca couldn’t help but smile.
“Please, don’t remind me. There was something about the circus.”
“Yeah, you surprised me there.”
They both laughed, then Callie put the spoon aside and stepped closer to embrace her.
“No matter what Nicole says, I am happy with you. I promise you.”
Rebecca blushed, remembering some of the things she’d said at Max’s Pub. Callie smiled gently. Probably, she was remembering them too.
“Don’t worry. You make me very happy. In every sense of the word.”
“Thank you.” It was all the answer she needed. For now.



Chapter Six
After collecting Dina, they went straight to the mall just outside of Autumn Leaves, because Rebecca had wanted to buy shoes for Maggie and run a few errands for the weekend, possibly have lunch there too. Callie was all for the idea to get out for a bit and both the girls seemed to enjoy the trip.
A pair of shoes turned into a full outfit, a new coat for Dina, and the few errands had all of a sudden become two full grocery bags. Callie offered to bring them to the car while Rebecca got in line for their lunch. She sent Callie an apologetic smile as Dina had disappeared into the cosmetics section of a pharmacy while Maggie was holding on to her new boots.
“It’s okay,” Callie assured her. “I’ll be fine.” She made it out of the busy mall, but reaching for her car keys turned into a juggle that had her curse.
“You need help with that?”
Callie set the bags down on the hood of the car, getting her keys out of her jacket. She bit back the answer that was on the tip of her tongue, not wanting to talk to her at all. In the past, that had seemed to encourage Nicole too much. Why was she even here?
She wondered if the man who was just getting out of his car in the spot behind her would call the police if she asked him to.
“You’re not even talking to me anymore?”
Callie finally spun around. “Just stop it, Nicole. Stop following me around and bothering me and Rebecca.”
“What will it take for you to stop hating me?”
“I don’t hate you, Nicole. I just don’t care for you that much anymore.”
“Well, I’m sorry, Callie, I do.”
She leaned forward, took Callie’s face in both hands and kissed her. For a moment too long, Callie was too much caught off guard to react in any way, then she pushed Nicole away.
“Are you crazy? No, don’t answer that question. I can do it just—”
“Mom said you might need help with the bags.”
Callie spun around to see Dina who had somehow materialized out of nowhere. She gave both Callie and Nicole a reproachful look.
Nicole smiled. “That’s fine, honey, not really, but I’ll leave you two to it now. Bye.”
Callie turned to Dina, bracing herself.
“I don’t know what you saw, but this is really not what you think it is.”
“Are you sleeping with her?” Dina asked.
“Of course not! She is—”
“Fuck! This is not happening!” Behind her anger, Dina was on the verge of tears. Callie couldn’t blame her for either of those emotions when they were so close to her own.
“Does Mom know? God, I am so stupid. Here I thought you were the only adult who wasn’t lying to me, but you’re just the same!” Dina shook her head, pacing the length of the car while Callie frantically tried to come up with something, anything that would prove her innocence.
“Nicole was my girlfriend once. Rebecca knows that I would never—”
“You cannot do this to Mom! She gave up everything for you. If she finds out that you’re cheating on her, she’ll never get over it!”
Dina’s use of absolute terms wasn’t lost on Callie. They weren’t just exaggeration fueled by teenage angst.
“Stop it, Dina. I’m not cheating on Rebecca. I promise you. I love her. Nicole has been following me around since New York. I want to stop it. I don’t know how. Please, you have to believe me!”
Dina studied her intently, obviously realizing that Callie was just as shocked as she was.
“Is she a stalker? Like Matt?”
“Not like him,” Callie said, the flash of a memory making her light-headed. “She’s just pissed at me because I’m with someone else. I love your mom, Dina.”
“You better. I mean, living with Dad is okay most of the time, but I don’t think Maggie could stand it if she had to move again, and Mom—she’s just so into you. She can’t go through this!”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
Rebecca seemed to have no idea how protective her daughter was of her. It touched Callie deeply. She wasn’t sure she could walk back into the mall now and act as if this conversation hadn’t happened.
“They probably miss us already.”
“Probably.” Dina gave her a rueful smile. “I’m sorry for yelling at you. It’s just that—”
“Yeah, I know. She freaked me out too.”
Dina kept quiet about the latest Nicole incident. She got some supervised internet time to write an email to Tomaso in order to let him know she was okay. In exchange, she agreed to come to church on Sunday.
They spent a rather quiet afternoon, watching Avatar with the girls, having ice cream and popcorn. Dina promised not to send Tomaso any pictures in which she wasn’t completely clothed.
“It’s progress,” Rebecca said as they later sat together on the couch, letting the evening wind down. “Although I suspect that she mostly wants her access to communication devices back to normal.”
“She’s a smart girl. She’ll know how far she can go,” Callie offered, hoping she wasn’t making premature promises.
Sunday morning, Dina helped Callie with breakfast. Both Rebecca and Maggie were still fast asleep last time she’d checked. Callie wasn’t sure if she’d done the right thing by simply letting the subject of Nicole’s reappearance slide, but here they were now. There was only so much you could do with talking, and maybe this time she’d really give up.
“If I ask you a simple question, can I ask you not to freak out and not to tell Mom?”
“That is not a simple question, it’s a loaded one,” Callie said, wary and amused at the same time. “I promise not to freak out. As for not telling your mom, I’d like to hold judgment until I’ve heard it.”
Dina made a face, but she seemed to consider the offer.
“I’d hoped we could trade. I didn’t tell on you either.”
“True,” Callie admitted. “So what is it?”
“Well, it’s about sex, and talking to Mom is a little awkward.”
“Oh boy. Although I’m kind of flattered that you think talking to me would be better. I’ll see if I can answer your question.”
“It’s not a question.” Dina sighed. “When I sent Tomaso that picture I kind of meant it. I just didn’t tell anyone because everybody’s freaking.”
“I figured as much. Have you talked about…” Callie could feel her face heat. That was how much she was equipped for this conversation, and one of, in her opinion, many good reasons why she never wanted children. “I mean, would it be time to make an appointment with a gynecologist? She could also give you advice on a lot of subjects, and I can promise she’d be cool about it, more than your mom or I could be.”
“I might. I don’t understand the whole internet lockdown. It’s ridiculous. First of all, I never sent the picture to anyone else. He didn’t share it, of course. It’s not like we haven’t seen a lot more of each other anyway.”
Callie barely caught the glass before it would have slid from her hands and shattered on the floor.
“Relax. We haven’t gone all the way yet.”
It was the girl’s use of the word “yet” that made the relaxing difficult.
“You plan to though?”
“When was your first time with a girl?”
“At seventeen. Before you ask, no, there weren’t any experiments before that.”
Dina regarded her with what seemed fascination now.
“Wow, really? That seems…late.”
Thanks for the diplomatic choice of a word. “It’s hard to tell somebody when it’s the right time. You shouldn’t be rushed.”
Dina nodded. “I don’t plan to. If I want that appointment, though…”
“Let me tell Rebecca, please? I’m sure she’ll be fine with it, because you get to ask a professional those questions.”
“Yeah, I can imagine she’d really freak out if I asked her.”
“She just wants you to be safe.”
Dina hesitated a moment before asking, “Why don’t you call the police?” Then she added, “Don’t look so surprised. It’s just that you’re kind of cool, Mom loves you, and it seems like your ex is a real bitch. We just want you to be okay, too, you know?”
Dina never ceased to amaze her. “Thank you. I’ll have to talk to the sheriff, I guess.” She wasn’t ready though to confide how much the idea of going to the police station still terrified her.
* * * *
The weekend had passed surprisingly quiet except for Dina’s request to have an appointment with a gynecologist. Well, that had been quietly discussed too. If she was honest, Rebecca was relieved that she wouldn’t have to go too deeply into certain subjects with Dina. She was grateful for the Sunday morning church visit, usually a time and place to sort out her thoughts.
After the service, Father Langdon, who had held his last service today, asked her for a few minutes time. Rebecca joined him in his office. It wasn’t like he owed her an explanation, but she appreciated his concern. She assumed that her contract, with many others, would have to be renegotiated.
“I’m sorry I can’t tell you specifics,” Father Langdon said, his regret showing. “I really hope the new minister will prolong your contract, but I’m afraid you’ll have to talk it over with him. I’ll recommend you, of course.”
“Thank you.”
They had gone to church together even though Rebecca knew she might be the only one to whom the regularity of attending service really meant something. It was a sort of comfort that she couldn’t get anywhere else. She could pray even with the looks and whispers. A great deal of the people in her town was on her side.
Callie practiced polite detachment at best, Maggie liked the singing, and Dina was just happy to get out of the house after her days of house arrest.
Father Langdon had announced his retirement earlier, but now that he actually said good-bye to his congregation, it seemed sudden. Rebecca always seen an ally in him. He hadn’t thrown her out of church when the rumors about her had spread through town like a wildfire, and not even when most of them turned out to be true. She was regularly overhauling the community’s website and could only hope the new minister wouldn’t want to introduce too many changes. After the restaurant, the church contract was the only one at the moment, one she really couldn’t afford to lose. More than that, she was going to miss him as a friend.
“Why now, if I may ask?”
He smiled. “It’s not that sudden. I’ve tried to keep myself up-to-date with all the changes, but I think it’s time to let someone younger take over.”
Rebecca secretly wondered if it was such a good idea to let someone from out of town take over, but she didn’t say that out loud.
“I never really thanked you for…You know, for not cutting me off that day.”
“You had something important to say,” he acknowledged. “People base too much prejudice on misinformation, and it’s exactly what the Bible warns us about. Snap judgment. Of course, none of us goes through life without ever hurting anybody, much as we wish. It’s when we do it knowingly and intentionally that there’s a problem.”
“I suppose.” Rebecca knew he meant well, but there was something about this equation that made her uncomfortable nonetheless. There had been a moment on the edge of a fantasy when nothing mattered but making it come true, and she had. No matter how hard she’d been working to sort her life out in the aftermath.
“I wish you all the best, Father. We will miss you.”
“Thanks, Rebecca. Best wishes to you and your family.”
They shook hands and then she went back to join her family. Rebecca found herself smiling, if a little wistful. The father was right: Change wasn’t always bad. Sometimes, you gained more than you lost.
When they came home, there was light in the house across the street, the Waterses doing some renovation work. Callie wordlessly slid her hand into Rebecca’s. Maggie and Dina were talking to each other, unaware.
* * * *
Callie had offered. Susan had offered, too, with hesitation, wary about Rebecca’s reaction. The truth was, Rebecca couldn’t afford a cop-out where one of her children was concerned. As much as the idea of Dina seeing a gynecologist was an uncomfortable reminder that she was, indeed, growing up, Rebecca wanted to be there for her. Fortunately, Callie had already paved the way. All that was left to do was make an appointment, out of town, because their family had been talked about enough in Autumn Leaves.
Dina had asked them to wait outside. They would pick up Maggie and have dinner in town later. Rebecca shook her head to herself when she sat back in the passenger’s seat.
“Should I feel like a bad mother for encouraging her?” she asked, her question meant to be rhetorical, but Callie answered it anyway.
“Of course not. It’s not just about sex, you know? The more she knows, the more she can make her own choices. It’s about her being happy and healthy. Of course, only a bad mother would want that.”
Rebecca smiled unwittingly. “Thanks. I guess.”
“She’ll be fine. You both will be. You wouldn’t want to put her at risk with that abstinence-only delusion I grew up with.” Callie’s tone was light, but Rebecca was somewhat troubled by the use of the word risk.
“We never talked about—”
“Nothing bad happened to me,” Callie said quickly. “I just meant in general. The school couldn’t be bothered—my mom was pretty cool, but just as uncomfortable with the subject as any parent.”
“Okay,” Rebecca acknowledged, not sure whether that was enough of an answer. She’d let it go for now. “My parents never talked about these things either. I guess I have a little more sympathy for them now.”
“Yeah, it’s a tough job to be a parent.” Callie smiled to herself. “My mom told me she’d support me no matter what and that I could love who I wanted to. That’s great, just a little vague on the specifics when you’re a clueless and curious teenager.” She turned to Rebecca when there was no answer. “Are you okay?”
“I’m trying to be. This is all just reminding me how clueless I’ve been for most of my life. When you’re that young, it’s even more terrifying. I just want to protect her.”
“I know.” Callie laid a hand on her arm, the touch warm and reassuring. “Believe me, you’re doing a great job.”
Rebecca gave her a grateful smile, but she couldn’t help thinking that her parenting skills would be judged less friendly by others, including herself. She doubted herself more often these days.
Dina was thoughtful, but in good spirits when she returned.
“You can all take a deep breath now. Everything’s fine. No, I’m not getting a prescription. Yet.” She put in her earphones and turned up the volume of her iPod.
“Dina!” While Rebecca was glad the visit seemed to have passed uneventfully, she couldn’t help thinking that this might be too easy.
“Mom.” Dina made a face. “It’s nice that you came, but the next time I know how it works. If I should need a prescription for the Pill, I don’t even have to tell you.”
“Is that what she said?” Rebecca asked in disbelief.
“Yes, but I looked it up on the internet first. It’s state law, Mom.”
Callie smiled at that, but she made an effort to keep a straight face when Rebecca glared at her. Dina went back to her music until Maggie climbed into the backseat next to her.
An hour later or so, when all of them had given their orders at the restaurant, it was the first time today that she could truly relax. Rebecca felt exhausted, wondering if she was going to make it through the meal without falling asleep. She excused herself to go to the restroom and splash some cold water on her face. Skeptically, she studied her reflection in the mirror. No doubt, she looked tired.
The challenges never ended, but then again, had it ever been different? She’d made it through all of them. She had smart and capable children and a partner by her side, who was in it for the long haul. I could have done worse. Rebecca smiled at herself and turned to go back to the guest room. At the bottom of the stairs, she nearly ran into someone, excusing herself and regretting it when she realized who it was.
“Craig,” she muttered.
“Hey there,” David’s brother said. He looked her up and down appraisingly. “I hear you’re selling. Good luck with your pretend family.” He hadn’t yet called her a home-wrecking whore, not to her face, in any case. The sentiment was very much implied. Come to think of it, he had called her names before. Rebecca shook her head.
“A nice evening to you too.”
They had harbored a mutual dislike for a few years now, hard to say where it had started. Probably, Rebecca reflected, when he’d made a pass at her on his parents’ wedding anniversary. The fact that he, when he’d still been the sheriff of Autumn Leaves, had failed to apprehend two young men who had terrorized her family, hadn’t helped.
“You’re a cold-blooded bitch, Rebecca. For sure, Dave is better off without you.”
Rebecca turned to walk away, unwilling to deal with his hateful words. What little sympathy she had for him after Maria’s death was nearly gone. There was grief, and then there was being intentionally mean.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Callie remarked in a whisper when she came back to the table. “Everything okay?”
Rebecca straightened her shoulders. “Yeah.” She took a deep breath. Callie took her hand under the table, but Dina had noticed it anyway. She smiled indulgently then turned back to listen to Maggie. You’re wrong, Rebecca thought. This is my family. There’s nothing “pretend” about it.
* * * *
She drove by the church again after dropping Maggie off at school at the end of the next week. She wanted to introduce herself to the new minister and if possible, check at the same time if she still had a contract. In the entrance, she nearly collided with someone familiar. The day she had held her spontaneous speech had originally been intended to introduce services for troubled teenagers, to which she had contributed with her website.
It had made her so angry and sad that some parents would take gossip over protecting their own children from the bullying she’d known to be going on that she just couldn’t keep quiet. One thing had led to another.
Mark Graham was a psychologist who was employed by the church, and had talked about his work on that day. He had appeared calm and unshakable to Rebecca, the very cliché of his profession. He looked upset now.
“Good morning, Doctor Graham.”
“Mrs. Lowman, I’m sorry. I don’t usually make it a habit nearly hitting people in the face with doors.”
“It’s okay. I’m all right. I take it it’s not a good moment to go see the new minister?”
He shook his head. “What the hell was Father Langdon thinking? I’m not going to stand for this.”
“Well,” Rebecca said carefully, already feeling a tight knot in her stomach. This might not bode well for her. “First, I don’t think Father Langdon decides who the church sends. He just said something about somebody younger.”
“That’s not going to be the only change,” Graham said darkly. “You might want to reconsider if you still want to work for this church. I certainly won’t, but see for yourself.”
“What exactly did he say?”
“Let’s just say, having an open mind isn’t always a matter of age, and we were very lucky with Father Langdon. I’m afraid that luck has run out. Be careful, Mrs. Lowman.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
Rebecca walked into the building that had been familiar to her for a long time with apprehension. Father Langdon had baptized both Dina and Maggie. With very few exceptions, she’d gone to service every Sunday. Maybe she was letting herself be influenced too much by what she’d just witnessed, but she imagined she could already feel the changes. Father Langdon had been a kind man. She hoped his successor would be too.
“Hi Paula,” she greeted the secretary. At least the new minister had kept her. Paula’s son was in Maggie’s book club, so they’d known each other even before Rebecca had started working on the church’s online presence.
“I was just wondering if I could have a word with—”
“Paula, I told you, no appointments this…” The man was in his mid-thirties, good-looking. When he turned to Rebecca, his tone immediately softened. Smiling, he extended his hand.
“I am Father Reynolds—and you are Mrs. Lowman, I believe? Thank you for coming by. I’ve been meaning to call you, but as you can see…” He shrugged. “Transitions always make for very busy times. Why don’t we go in my office? Would you like a coffee?”
“No, thank you,” Rebecca said, trying to understand what was going on. She hadn’t known she was that notorious in Autumn Leaves. He’d been here for how long, a couple of weeks at the most? “I won’t take much of your time. I was just wondering about something. I was in the middle of a contract with Father Langdon for the church’s website. I’ve been meaning to ask you if you wish to continue.”
The minister sat behind his desk that was already cluttered with piles of paper. The sight of the chaos made Rebecca cringe. He didn’t notice.
“Oh yes, that site. I believe most of the work on it is done anyway?”
“There are regular updates,” she said, trying hard not to sound defensive.
“Yes, actually…” He leafed through some letters to produce a note pad. “It’s very modern. I worked with a different, statewide firm before. I hope you understand that I need to review your work closely before I can make a decision. You get a monthly payment?”
Please, God. Maybe it was a little over-the-top to ask for any favors regarding her part-time work, but Rebecca already felt threatened. It wasn’t like the church paid her a lot of money, but in Autumn Leaves, this contract could lead to others. At least that’s what she had hoped.
“I’d confirm with Father Langdon what he wanted me to do, and then send him an invoice once it was finished. The updates were paid monthly.”
“I see.” He looked at her thoughtfully. “Mrs. Lowman, I brought a few ideas for new services we could offer. Why don’t you work on that and the updates until the end of, let’s say March, and I promise I’ll have a decision for you by then?”
“That would be good.” Rebecca breathed a sigh of relief. As for the moment, she was still employed. She still wondered what had Graham so upset.
“Wonderful.” Father Reynolds tore the page off the note pad and handed it to Rebecca. “Some of those services are out of town, but of course Autumn Leaves can’t do everything. When the results speak for themselves, I think it’s worth it.”
“True. I’ll be sure to look those up and redo the link page.”
The minister gave a wide smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Now, finally something that was quick and effective. Thank you so much, Mrs. Lowman.”
“You’re welcome.”
As Rebecca left his office, she still wasn’t sure she hadn’t missed something in the conversation. Mark Graham was a considerate man who just didn’t lose his composure at the drop of a hat. She could have sworn she saw Paula roll her eyes at her boss earlier. Rebecca didn’t really want to spend time trying to solve another mystery when her own life was complicated enough.
* * * *
Church had a different meaning to most people in Autumn Leaves than it had for Callie all her life. It sure had a different meaning for Rebecca, and that was why Callie had refrained from scoffing too much about people she found hard to understand. She didn’t mind those who believed in a benevolent Higher Being. Most of the time, Callie did so herself, but she didn’t think any human could claim to speak for them. However, she knew that the church contract was very important to Rebecca in a private and business sense, so she shared her excitement about the temporary prolonging.
“How about I let you work on it a little and we go out for dinner later?” she suggested.
“Don’t you have to work?”
With a shudder, Callie thought of all the notes she’d taken that hadn’t led her anywhere near a new story yet. “I guess. Unless you need help with anything…You know how I love to put off the beginning.”
Rebecca looked at the handwritten note on her keyboard, frowning.
“I don’t know. Normally I’d just look up those links and add them to the site, but maybe I should redo it completely. I’ve already been threatened between the lines that I could be replaced soon.”
“Come on. I’m sure he’d like to work with someone who’s local, therefore available, and extremely talented,” she added after a prompting look from Rebecca. “So what’s all this?” Callie picked up the list, her jaw dropping when she read it. “This is a joke, right?”
“You see my problem now? I wonder what he is thinking. He knew me, so someone told him a little more of the story. What is this, anyway, ‘ex-gay therapy’? It already sounds like it’s something quite unscientific.”
“It is.” Callie shook her head, wondering if at this very moment, the world had conspired against them. The drama around Dina had just barely calmed down a little, but Nicole was still in town, plotting God knew what. Well, probably not even He could know what was going on in her crazy mind. Now, as it seemed, Father Langdon had been replaced by a hater?
“Give us a damn break, please?” she said to no one in particular. “Rebecca, you can’t do that. You can’t put those links up there. This so-called therapy is dangerous, and it’s wrong. Furthermore, it’s not approved.”
Rebecca didn’t say anything, but she looked very uncomfortable. At moments like this Callie wanted to shake her and tell her that she’d love her whatever, that she didn’t expect Rebecca to be a “professional lesbian.” If you just believe me, that I know what I’m talking about, that would be fine.
“I was going to inform myself before I—”
“No!” Callie’s voice had gone a little shrill on the instant protest. “If you must, go see him again, but to me it sounds like the guy is dead serious. Correct me if I’m wrong—there are a lot of people around here who are willing to accept whatever comes from a church official. Father Langdon did a lot of good. He was acting responsibly with the power he’d been given. This person…” Callie took a deep breath. “You can’t do that, or everything you said about your God and your beliefs that day would be a lie.”
“Wow,” Rebecca said. “I don’t think it’s a great idea. We have good counseling services for a small town. I just didn’t know this would hit such a nerve with you. I mean people have all kinds of therapy outside academic psychology. Some is good, some not so much, but can’t everyone decide for themselves?”
“You don’t get it.”
Callie had gone from a celebratory mood to disappointed and clueless within minutes. “What would you do if you needed counseling? Would you check the therapist’s entire background and education before you even started? Could you judge it? I don’t think so. When you need help, you don’t have the time for that. You need help right away, and you make yourself vulnerable.” Rebecca needed an explanation, something to clear this misunderstanding right away. She probably had no idea about the pressure Callie felt. “There are some people who prey on that, and it’s exactly what those ‘ex-gay’ folks do. It’s psychologically damaging. If you don’t believe me, ask any responsible psychiatrist.” She hadn’t known she was crying, but the warm wetness on her face was unmistakable. This wasn’t at all how she wanted to handle the subject. She knew that Rebecca wasn’t meaning to harm anyone. Anger didn’t help either of them.
“Callie,” Rebecca said softly, the alarm showing on her face. “It’s just a stupid website. It’s not me going into therapy. Frankly, maybe I should, but not for that. I’m not going to leave you.”
Callie let herself be embraced, but she wasn’t too happy about her deepest fear being exposed like this. She wasn’t sure if she’d done enough to make Rebecca see it wasn’t enough not to fall for hateful lines. You couldn’t give them any room. If you did, you were just as much an ally to those who stood for them.
“He renewed the contract until March and then what? He’s going to bring in the other firm anyway. Tell him no. You owe yourself that much.”
“Yes, I know.” Rebecca sighed. “Isn’t it true then that I’ve been living a lie for most of my life?”
“No, that’s not true. It’s not the same when you eventually open your mind to something you weren’t aware of. You’re nothing ‘ex.’”
“Is that so?”
Callie put the list back on Rebecca’s desk. “You know, I can’t tell you what to feel. You need to know we don’t need this contract. I understand that you want to work, and I can ask around a bit. We don’t need this.”
“Okay. I’ll call him.”
“Really?”
“Do you still want to go out for dinner? I think I’d appreciate a little procrastination too.”
Callie had the unsettling feeling that this wouldn’t be the last time they’d heard of the new minister’s ideas. He had known who Rebecca was. It was puzzling that he hadn’t cut her contract right away, unless he had an agenda of his own.
“Let’s do it.”
There was no break in sight, Callie reflected as they walked through the door of the pizzeria to find Nicole sitting at a table in the back. She didn’t give any indication she had noticed them. It was easy to get paranoid, but while Nicole was busy working on her scheme, she had to eat, too, and there were only so many restaurants in Autumn Leaves.
“Let’s just ignore her,” she said.
Rebecca nodded.
Callie knew she was worrying a lot, about not adding enough to their shared budget, about what consequences ending the church contract would have for her career. Too many troubles. They were trying hard to make a living here, but maybe it had been foolish to think it could happen in the town where Rebecca lived with her husband for so long, in the house across the street.
For sure, Callie didn’t want to go back to New York, but the thought of moving to a town somewhere neither of them had history was tempting. They wouldn’t go too far, so Dina could still come visit them. Aunt Valerie’s house could use some updating, but it was all paid for, and it was in good shape.
With the table they were given and Nicole out of sight, they actually managed to come down from all the troubles of the day and enjoy the meal. Maybe, Callie thought, she’d wait a few days and then bring up the subject. Changes weren’t always easy, but it was certainly worse to be stuck.
Rebecca smiled, a little ruefully, as she said, “Dina thinks her life is complicated now. She has no idea what’s coming.”
“Oh, I don’t know. The way I see it, she’s going to meet a guy she’s gonna keep on his toes. She certainly doesn’t back down easily.”
“She sure doesn’t.” There was a hint of pride to Rebecca’s voice.
“You know I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come down on you that hard. It’s just—”
“I know. I should be paying more attention. Lately, there has been so much…”
As they looked at each other, the irony of the situation and the mutual apologies made them laugh.
“It’s okay. I know where you’re coming from.”
“I’ll call Father Reynolds tomorrow,” Rebecca said. “At the very least, he owes me an explanation.”



Chapter Seven
She didn’t call right away, though, busy with getting Maggie ready for school and scheduling another appointment with the Tunisian family who had another possible project for her. Easy said, not so easy done. Callie knew Rebecca was putting that call off, and in spite of all the understanding she’d said she had, Callie felt frustrated.
By eleven, she offered to leave for a little while, hoping that Rebecca would tell her it wasn’t necessary.
“Well okay, then. I’ll have my cell if you need me.”
Walking in the cold, passing by snow-covered lawns and snowmen, Callie wondered if Rebecca was only now becoming aware of any regrets she might have. There had been a bit of a tug of war regarding the girls, and there had been Maria’s death. Callie missed the smart witty woman greatly. She’d been just about the only friend she’d made in Autumn Leaves—aside from Rebecca.
What was happening now?
These complications weren’t going to go away anytime soon. Dina would be a teenager for a little while longer, and then it would be Maggie’s turn. The new minister had just started his job. As for Rebecca’s doubts…Callie had no prediction.
She checked her watch and wondered if Rebecca had at least made that call. She’d give her some more time, Callie decided, and opened the door to the small bakery on the street she was walking on. They had a few tables inside. She felt like rewarding herself with something sweet, the state of her own projects notwithstanding.
At the counter, she ordered a hot chocolate, turning around to find all of the five tables occupied, Nicole at one of them—of course.
“Hi gorgeous,” Nicole said, looking up from her newspaper. “It’s a little crowded here, but if you don’t mind, you could sit with me. I promise to behave.”
“Are you following me?” Callie asked, rather unfriendly, hot chocolate in hand. This was more like the Nicole she remembered, acting the next day like nothing had happened. She looked back to the counter and thought she might need even more reward, as in a piece of cake.
“Hey, it’s a small town,” Nicole said, still smiling. “I’m staying for a little while. There might be some business opportunities. How are you on this beautiful morning?”
Callie sat down with her chocolate and muffin. “If I sit here, will you just leave me alone?”
“Whatever you like.” Nicole regarded her, her gaze now serious. “I know you, Callie. You go for the sugar rush whenever things go awry.”
“You don’t know anything.”
“I pay attention.” Nicole shrugged. “This town isn’t very gay-friendly indeed. I wonder why you stay.”
“You know why.”
Callie looked at the woman she had once been with. There was none of the crazy attraction from the beginning, nothing of the roller coaster of emotions Nicole had once put her through. She was just somebody stating facts that Callie was trying hard to make herself ignore. She was…different.
“I know, I know, but you don’t have to live here. Sucks for the little girl—what was her name again? To change schools, but really, kids get over that. You both work from wherever you are, so there’s no need to play punch bag.”
“I’ve been thinking…about this.” Callie sipped her chocolate, for a moment overcome with a raging longing for the life she had in New York, years before Nicole. It had been an exciting time, her career starting off. She’d been meeting all kinds of interesting people who were dreaming of a better world. As a young kid, she had moved a lot, so She always set her sights on making a home somewhere. Inheriting a house had been a big unexpected step towards that goal, but the place had come with complications.
“It would be hard for Rebecca to leave.”
“Why? Was she born here?”
Callie shook her head. “She’s been living here for sixteen years.”
“Wow.” Nicole poured more milk into her coffee. “That’s a lot of memories. If she’s really that much into you, though, the present is what should count.”
“Yeah, and forgive and forget all that has been,” Callie said sharply. “I can see how you prefer that.”
“We’re not talking about me now.” Nicole’s tone was calm. “I know what you said, but honestly, many of those women simply want to keep a back door open. We can’t change who we are.”
“That’s right, we can’t. How am I supposed to believe in the new, better version of Nicole?”
“I can’t make you. I’m just worried you’ll end up heartbroken. You know you can always come to me, right? I mean it, Callie. You said you don’t want to start over with me, okay, I have to accept that. We can still be friends. If not that, two people who can still talk. I’m sorry about the kiss. Well, not really, but you know what I mean.”
“Maybe,” Callie acknowledged. “You can’t keep doing this.” Maybe she just felt a little lonely and it would be better to call Asha. Then again, there were a lot of things she had not confided in her, for a good reason. They were doing business together, and only business. “Why did you go into therapy? For all I knew, you were pretty certain to be right. Always. What made you reconsider?”
Nicole smiled wryly. “Well, an empty apartment for starters?”
“You used to say how the sound of keys annoyed the hell out of you.”
“I said a lot of things. That was because I hated myself and took it out on everyone who was closest. The people who worked under me…let’s say I had no idea how much of a bitch they considered me until I listened more closely.”
Callie didn’t know what to say to that.
“The new minister in town favors anti-gay paroles. Ex-gay therapy and the like.”
“Wow, and sorry for my lack of a better term. Really? You don’t think your girlfriend is going to fall for that crap?”
“No. Of course not.” Callie shook her head vehemently. “It’s just the last thing we needed, you know? I wish there was a way to press criminal charges against people like that. He wants to have all these links on the church website. Anti-gay, anti-choice, you know the like.”
“How very Christian of him,” Nicole said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
Callie was glad that for once, it wasn’t directed at her. “I know.”
“If you want, I’ll call our investigator and have her ask a few questions?”
She had to laugh at the suggestion. “This is some trouble I can do without. No. Thank you though. I must admit it was good to put it out there at least.”
“Anytime.”
With this conversation having gone surprisingly well and feeling she had enough of a sugar intake, Callie felt ready to face the challenge at home.
* * * *
Father Reynolds took her call right away. The saying Thank God for Small Favors had never been so right. At least, this would be over soon. Rationally, Rebecca knew she was right. She was still worried. Father Langdon, she had to admit, had been something like a father figure in her life for a long time. She had been certain that nothing she’d say would result in her immediate excommunication. Now, she just wasn’t so sure anymore.
“Mrs. Lowman. What can I do for you?”
“It’s about the links you gave me. I have a few questions.”
“Sure, go ahead,” he said cordially.
All of a sudden, Rebecca wished she’d asked Callie to stay, with all her anger and her passion. This, she had to do for herself though.
“I must admit I have some ethical concerns there.”
“Ethical?” She wasn’t sure how genuine his surprise was. “Mrs. Lowman, this is not about how you live your life. It’s about giving people the opportunity to change when they are ready.”
“The kind of therapy you noted, it’s not scientific.”
“It actually is based on scientific paradigms, like behavioral therapy. Then again, you know that science and the Bible don’t always agree.”
“True, but correct me if I’m wrong. The Bible doesn’t say anything about correctional therapy for gay people. In fact—”
“Please. Mrs. Lowman,” he interrupted her, his tone still friendly. “Whether you want to work for me or not is one thing. If you want to talk about the Bible, or anything regarding your situation, you’re certainly welcome. I just don’t think we should do this over the phone.”
Yeah, and you just pissed off your counselor. How are we going to do this?
“Do you want to continue the work on the website?”
“Do you insist on referring to this kind of services? Then I guess I don’t want to.”
“Fair enough. You know you’re always welcome to come here if you need to talk.”
“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”
Rebecca hung up the phone, realizing that for now, she was unemployed. Being right wasn’t always easy. However, if there had been a way to reverse what she was feeling, she was pretty sure she wouldn’t want to. It was something to hold on to.
* * * *
All awkward calls done. No contract anymore, but I’m always welcome to talk about it. Went to shop for some groceries. Could you heat the soup for lunch? Maggie’s home early today. Love, Rebecca
Judging from the tire tracks in front of the house, they had to have missed each other by minutes. As frustrating as that was, Callie was glad that Rebecca had succeeded. It seemed like they were all moving on from their respective troubles.
She stepped outside again to clean some snow off the porch. Across the street, Delia Waters waved. Callie had to smile when she remembered all the times she’d been watching the front door of the other house. She, for one, was happy that the time of secrecy was over. Delia motioned her over.
“Hi!” she said with a brilliant smile. “How are you?”
“Great. How about you? You must be almost all moved in?”
Delia rolled her eyes. “That’s what I thought, but it’s taking a lot longer than I’d planned. It’s not the house—it’s great. We love it. It’s just that it’s such a hassle to get all the stuff here!”
“I can imagine,” Callie said. “I came here from New York.” Of course, she had a few well-organized friends, and her brother.
“That’s…impressive.” She could read the curiosity in the woman’s face. Callie had no intention to give her details.
“Look,” Delia continued, “I have cooked for a medium-sized army, and a few friends cancelled on me. Would you like to come over for lunch?”
“I don’t know…I’m just waiting for Maggie to come home. Rebecca should be here any minute, too.”
“They’re all welcome, of course. Don’t be afraid. I won’t make you unpack boxes in return. I’d just hate to throw it all away.”
“In that case I’m in,” Callie agreed. It could never harm to make new friends in Autumn Leaves, especially under the current circumstances. If the new mayor who was soon to be elected teamed up with Reynolds, it would truly be an unholy alliance. The more prepared they were, the better.
* * * *
After she’d packed the groceries in the trunk, Rebecca sat in her car, the phone call with Father Reynolds still troubling her. There could be too many implications, for her everyday and work life. She picked up her cell phone, staring at the screen thoughtfully. She longed to call her mother, even though she wasn’t sure what would be achieved there. Rebecca wished for advice, somebody to tell her what the hell to do about Dina, and how to handle her own fears about the girls growing up. She longed for someone to say that they’d love her no matter what she had done, that it would be okay in the end. She was probably addressing the wrong people here, but she’d try anyway.
“Rebecca, is there something wrong?” Nothing and everything, Rebecca wanted to say. She hadn’t kept her parents up-to-date lately.
“No. Just wanted to check in with you. You and Dad are doing okay?”
“Of course. You sound strange. Is this about the kids?”
“No. I’m sorry.” She had asked Dina and Maggie not to tell the reason yet why she and David had separated. What Rebecca hoped to accomplish, she wasn’t sure yet. However, she somehow had set her mind on finding the right moment. Maybe it could be today, now, because there was definitely no going back. “David and I have finalized the divorce,” she said.
“What?” That drew a stunned reaction from her distant mother. “I thought you were just taking a break. Why go that far? Did he cheat on you?”
“He didn’t. It’s just that…” Rebecca felt exhausted from the small exchange. “We’re selling the house. I…” Her heart was beating uncomfortably fast, and she realized she couldn’t do it. In fact, she had no idea what her parents’ stance was. Same-sex relationships weren’t something that was discussed when she was growing up. She had moved out at seventeen to go to college, visited over the holidays, met David when she was nineteen. She didn’t depend on their approval. Rebecca wanted it nonetheless.
“You’re sure that’s the right thing to do?” Her mother sighed. “It’s not good for the girls. You should reconsider, whatever it is. It’s just not a good example, running at the first sight of trouble.”
“Mom! We’ve been married for sixteen years. That’s hardly the first sign of trouble.”
“Well, Becca, you called me. That’s all I can tell you. David’s a good man. I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“You could come visit some time.” That was all the courage she could muster, but clearly, it was not enough.
“Maybe this summer. There’ll be a lot of work around the house and garden, you know.”
“Yeah. I guess.”
“I’ve got another call here. I need to go. Give the girls a hug from us.”
“Will do,” Rebecca said, but the connection had already been broken. The call had done nothing to alleviate her worries, let alone make her feel better. Most of all, she was still keeping secrets that could come out anytime Dina or Maggie slipped. With a sigh, she looked over to the closed door of Callie’s office.
Did that mean she was betraying her, too? Her parents had never cared so much about meeting her family, so why would anything be different now?
Rebecca didn’t have to take the way past the church to get home. In fact it was a detour, but something inevitably drew her there. Her head was buzzing. She had no idea how to clear it, except the peace and quiet within those stone walls always given her a sense of security.
Sixteen years. I hope you know what you’re doing.
It wasn’t like she had such a bad life, on the contrary. She got to share it with the person she loved, her children didn’t hate her, and she and David had come to a silent agreement. He hadn’t mentioned the awkward conversation they had, ever again. She was lucky, privileged, more than a lot of people could say for themselves. She knew that she’d be able to work again if only she made an effort, to advertise, to take Callie up on her offer to ask around.
Still, every day seemed to bring new challenges. Rebecca didn’t know why it was so important to her to get confirmation. Her relationship with both her mother and father had been distant for as long as she could remember. She could count on one hand the occasions on which they had visited Rebecca and her family in Autumn Leaves. She’d wanted a different family life, with lots of love and laughter. David Lowman had seemed like the perfect partner for this undertaking. Even when his job had taken him on the road for long periods and she’d been alone in the house with a baby to take care of, Rebecca hadn’t felt this out of her league.
Why can’t I be more grateful?
“Mrs. Lowman. May I?”
Rebecca shrugged, and Father Reynolds sat next to her. They stayed silent, as if to challenge each other as to who would give in first.
“As being new here, I’m aware that I still have a lot to learn,” he said eventually.
“I imagine.”
“Would you allow me a curious question?”
“It’s fine,” she said, pulling her coat tighter around herself. “You prefer to work with your usual firm, I understand.”
“We may have started on the wrong foot here. Mrs. Lowman, I’m just trying to understand. Father Langdon spoke very highly of you. I hear you’ve been a pillar of the community. What happened?”
“With all due respect, Father, I don’t want to discuss this. I believe in God. Maybe we just have different interpretations of what that means.”
“We have been given one interpretation.”
“I’ve read the Bible.”
“If you could go back to a time where your family would still be intact and happy, wouldn’t you want that?”
“Nobody can turn back the time,” she said, irritated.
“God forgives, but you need to do your part, too. Nobody’s forcing you to do anything, but you should know that door is open to you. I have a new counselor coming in by the beginning of the week. If you want to see her, just drop by.”
“Why would I want to see her?”
“Children need both parents, mother and father. It’s what makes them strong and healthy. Not a pretend family that exposes them to ridicule. Take this,” he said, handing her a folded leaflet, “and call when you are ready. I am certain you haven’t given up on God.”
Rebecca shook her head.
“You’re out of line, Father.” She stood up. “Don’t you dare draw my children into this or try to tell me what’s right for them. In fact, I wonder if the mayor already knows about this agenda of yours. I don’t think he’ll be pleased.”
“You’ll do what your conscience tells you to,” he acknowledged. “Have a good day, Mrs. Lowman.”
Rebecca all but fled from the church, hoping that the woman in the pew three rows behind them hadn’t caught too much of their exchange.
When she got home, her thoughts in even more disarray than before, there was a note from Callie written underneath her own, earlier one.
We were invited for lunch by Delia. Join us once you’re home? Soup for dinner? Callie
She’d drawn a
heart underneath the words.
Rebecca didn’t feel like neighborly small talk. In fact, she didn’t feel like seeing anybody at all. That was why she had sought the refuge of church in the first place. It didn’t seem like such a safe space anymore.
She thought of David’s admission, and for a moment, allowed herself the thought of what things would be like if they just turned things around, trying to make them fit with what they once were to each other. It was impossible. That would be living a lie.
Rebecca had sometimes wished she had met Callie when she was younger, but the numbers weren’t really in their favor there. She’d wished she had told David from the moment when an inkling turned into certainty. She had cheated on him. That was something she never be able to undo.
She unpacked her groceries and put them away. Thank God for the cold weather, or all her wasting time today would have resulted in having to throw some of them away. She threw out the soup though. Wasting food always made her cringe, but she wanted to cook something special tonight. Rebecca needed something to hold on to, and defining her home was the closest she could get now.
Maggie would be at her book club, so they’d save her some for later. At dinnertime, it would just be the two of them, Callie and Rebecca. It was time to face some issues. They’d start tentatively, then abort the dispute, too afraid of things being said that couldn’t be taken back.
By the time she had finished preparations, Callie and Maggie still hadn’t returned yet. Rebecca read the message again, irrationally jealous. Delia Waters was married and she had two kids. That doesn’t mean a person can’t harbor curiosity and suppressed desires…
Rebecca set the table in the dining area. She found cloth napkins and candles and then chose a CD from Callie’s rack, some unknown title that seemed appropriate, judging from the cover. Now she only had to wait.
* * * *
It’s been a weird day, Callie thought as she let Maggie and herself into the house. She’d lost time, first walking around aimlessly, having that unusual interaction with Nicole. What was she still doing in Autumn Leaves? Callie had no intention of changing her mind, but it seemed like Nicole had settled in for a longer time.
Chatting with Delia had been fun. They could have done a lot worse with their neighbors. The twelve-year-old boy, Jack, seemed like a good, polite kid. He and Maggie had done their homework together. What Callie liked most about Delia was that the woman hadn’t tried to interrogate her, even though she probably had a lot of questions on her mind.
Rebecca still hadn’t been home, so after the impromptu visit to their neighbors, Callie drove to the library. She had some research to do that she could have just as well done at home, but Maggie wanted to return some books and get new ones.
When they finally returned for good, Maggie went to her room to get her book for the club. Callie walked into the dining room, stopping cold at the sight.
“I hope you’ll be a little hungry,” Rebecca said with a smile.
“I…guess.”
Callie hadn’t been prepared to find a candlelight dinner, a fire flickering in the fireplace. Rebecca was wearing a short black dress with long sleeves, little makeup, and a new perfume.
“Wow.” At that moment, Callie felt bad that she’d even given Nicole the time of day earlier. On the other hand, she had no idea what the occasion was. “It’s no anniversary, I’d know that. It would be bad, because I’m not dressed for it, and I didn’t get you a gift.”
“Don’t worry. We’ve had some crazy few days,” Rebecca said. “Just to…slow down a little, you know?”
“I’m sorry I left you with all this work, but we stayed longer than we thought.”
“You like Delia?” There was an edge audible, just barely.
Callie shrugged. “She’s okay.”
“I’m sorry for my pathetic attempt at getting drunk last week. I was out of line. I’m sorry for embarrassing you.”
“You didn’t.”
“I embarrassed myself,” Rebecca said, not smiling anymore. “I can’t even get drunk like other people and let loose.”
“What did you want to do, dance on the table?” Callie wasn’t sure whether she was supposed to take this seriously or not.
“Why not? When I was in college, a friend of mine did pole dancing for a while. She was really good at it. I was jealous, because it was something I would have never dared.”
“I must admit that makes me kind of glad. What is so great about losing your clothes in front of strangers?”
“You’re right,” Rebecca mused. “I’d rather lose my clothes in front of you.”
All of a sudden, it seemed hot in the room, which had nothing to do with the fireplace. Callie missed her moment to come up with an appropriate answer, because the doorbell rang, and Maggie appeared, ready to tackle an in-depth literary discussion.
Jenny and her daughter Stella brought in a gust of cold air. Callie thought with some amusement that it was the equivalent of a cold shower, not that it would last for long.
“Oh, you guys are planning something special. Got an anniversary?”
“Kind of,” Rebecca said pleasantly. “Thanks for driving the girls. I believe it’s my turn next week.”
“Yes, already.” Jenny chuckled. “They read too damn fast. I’ll have Maggie home at eight at the latest.”
“Okay. Have fun.”
“You too,” Maggie said innocently and followed Jenny and Stella outside. Rebecca closed the door behind them and joined Callie in the living room.
“Okay, let’s try this again.” She poured a glass of wine for each of them and handed Callie hers.
“To the truth.”
Callie let their glasses clink together, but she didn’t know whether to be worried or pleased. “Is everything really okay?”
“Oh, it’s never been that okay. I’ve been thinking…and I realized I haven’t been fair to you. I let myself be torn into every which direction by everyone who thinks they’re entitled to an opinion about my life. Screw them.”
Callie couldn’t stifle the smile. Coming from Rebecca, the use of swear words was adorable.
“I’m sick and tired of letting everyone tell me what I want. I know that perfectly.” She set her glass aside, taking a step closer.
“I want you. I might have made mistakes, and for sure I’ve been unaware of what you’ve been going through all your life, but I know who I am. Whatever that makes me. I’ve never wanted anyone so badly.”
“Rebecca.” Callie let herself be pulled close, reveling in the kiss, the gentle touch of hands caressing and starting to undress her.
“Is this okay?”
“Anything you want.”
“No,” Rebecca whispered. “It’s not just about me all the time.”
Callie was neither in the mood nor the position to argue. Honestly, the concerns that Rebecca had voiced when under the influence hadn’t been on her mind in the first place. She had nothing to complain about in their shared life, but if this was a fantasy that put Rebecca’s mind at ease, she didn’t mind. The seduction scene, Rebecca making love to her in the late afternoon, she welcomed it all.
“So that’s how you wanted to make sure I’d be hungry for dinner,” she teased, caressing Rebecca’s slightly disheveled hair.
“No. That’s how I want to show you how much I love you, no matter what anyone says.”
“I know. Don’t worry about that.”
The moments ticked by, and Callie thought she could easily fall asleep like that, warm and comforted, a sweet lethargy taking over her body. She’d been scared, too, more than she’d wanted to admit to herself. It would be all right, if they were just strong enough, and so far, she had no reason to doubt that.
The doorbell rang.
“For Christ’s sake. Sorry.” Rebecca looked a little guilty even though it wasn’t entirely clear to whom. They both quickly straightened their clothes. Callie followed Rebecca to the door, watching her open it to…
“No way. Nicole, this is—”
“Inappropriate,” Rebecca finished her sentence. “Unless you came to give me the money you still owe me for your whiskey.”
“What?” Callie wasn’t sure she had understood that correctly.
Nicole smiled. “Never mind.” She looked Callie up and down. “So, I assume you didn’t know. Anyway, my rental broke down, so I was hoping that even though you both hate me, I could call someone from here.” She walked inside, unimpressed by Rebecca’s startled look or Callie’s glare at her.
“Why don’t you use your cell phone? Why are you in the area anyway? Oh, whatever, I don’t even care.”
“You were friendlier earlier today,” Nicole remarked. Callie saw Rebecca’s questioning gaze, unable to meet her eyes for longer.
“Being friendly to you is always a mistake as it seems. Now make that call and go.”
“You’re in a hurry. I didn’t interrupt anything? Oops,” Nicole said. “I guess I did.” Callie realized they hadn’t cleaned up well enough, as her bra was clearly visible, half underneath the couch cushion.
“By the way, Rebecca, did you get in touch with that counselor yet?”
“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” Rebecca’s tone would have been cool enough for anyone to get the message—anyone but Nicole. “If you don’t leave this house within the next five minutes, I’ll call the sheriff.”
“No, you won’t,” Nicole said cheekily. “You know it’s true. Why else would you meet the new bigot in town once more?”
“I didn’t…wait.”
“That’s right.” Nicole smiled. “I go to church too.”
“Callie, come on, you don’t believe that. I didn’t go to talk to him again—all I wanted was a moment for myself. Obviously, that’s not even possible in church anymore. I’m going to call Bev now.”
“A pretend family. Children need both mother and father.”
“Those were his words, not mine!”
Callie had the bad feeling that she should have stopped this interaction minutes ago. Deep down, she always known that it had been a mistake to encourage Nicole. She was also disappointed. This was how much Nicole’s claims to have changed to the better were worth.
“Whatever you’re trying here, it’s not working. You lied to me many times, so guess who I believe right now.”
“Okay. Then just ask her why she brought the booklet home if she never thought about using that contact information.”
“This is ridiculous,” Callie said with conviction. Rebecca might have to catch up on a few facts, but she had Reynolds figured out.
“Have you even seen that paper, Callie? They condemn what we are. Go, look into her purse. If your girlfriend was as wonderful as you’d like her to be, she wouldn’t have brought this crap home with her.”
“Rebecca?” This couldn’t be true. Tonight was meant to be a new beginning, not the opposite.
“Have you all gone crazy? I forgot about the damn leaflet. I put it in my purse, yes, but not because I was planning to use that number.”
“It’s what you say now,” Nicole said, triumph shining in her eyes. “I’ll let you two figure this out. In any case, it seems like you have some things to talk about. I’ll just make that one call and go.”
“Callie.” With regard to Nicole’s continued presence, Rebecca’s voice had dropped to a painful whisper. “I never said these things. You need to believe me.”
“Shh. We’re not discussing this while she’s still here. Nicole? Are you done?”
“You tell me to go. Fine.” Nicole gave her a long considering look. “The sex must be amazing for you to put up with all of this. Bye.”
They stood in silence for a moment after the door fell into its lock.
“You must believe me,” Rebecca said. “It was a rather unpleasant conversation. I wanted to get out. Hell…” She laughed unhappily. “If I even considered this for a second, I certainly wouldn’t see some counselor favored by Father Reynolds. Frankly, I dislike him more every time I talk to him.”
“Can I see?” It was true that Nicole had lied to her before. Callie wanted to believe that Rebecca wouldn’t be so naïve to fall for the hateful words. She just couldn’t make sense of the scene that was unfolding, all the implications that Nicole’s accusations held. There was no denying Rebecca was going through a difficult time. However, Dina’s teenage woes would have become an issue at some time anyway. That had nothing to do with Rebecca’s rather complicated coming-out.
“Please, let me just throw it out. Burn it if that makes you feel better. You can’t believe…I told the truth! I told everybody. How much more proof do you need?”
“You told everybody after I nearly got raped, and then you couldn’t take it back.”
It was true, Callie tended to test partners, a long-term habit of needing an assurance that they wouldn’t leave her. Asha had shrugged it off. Nicole had thrown a plate at her.
Rebecca just stared at her in disbelief for a moment, then she turned away and walked out of the room.
“Where are you going?”
“What is it with you, Callie? Go, look at that paper if you must. I have no idea what’s even in it, and I don’t care to find out. I wasn’t going to call that counselor to see if he could make me any less gay. Granted, there’ve been some tough times, but I thought it was all worth it. I’m not so sure anymore.”
The cold shiver down her spine turned into an icy grip of fear.
“Rebecca, don’t go. That’s just the way Nicole is. She manipulates everyone.”
Rebecca buttoned her coat in angry quick movements, reaching for her scarf.
“Maybe, but you believe her anyway, because she’s a real lesbian like you. I get it.”
“Please, don’t—”
Rebecca slammed the door behind her. Moments later, Callie heard the engine of her car.
“Damn you, Nicole,” she whispered, wiping a hand over her face. This time though, it wasn’t just Nicole’s doing. She walked back into the kitchen. They’d never even made it to dinner, and minutes from now, Maggie would return. At a loss of what to do, she sat at the table and cried.
Even when your dreams came true, nobody promised they’d last forever. Callie jumped to her feet. She wasn’t ready to let go yet. She couldn’t just sit here and give up. She had to find Rebecca. Where would she go though? The church was probably the last place at the moment. Roz? Callie didn’t even know her address. Since they picked up Saturday brunch again, they hadn’t met at Roz’s yet. Callie stepped outside, shivering as the snowflakes brushed against her face, but determined.
The roads had been icy like this the night Maria Lowman, Rebecca’s sister-in-law, died.
Callie was scared. Rebecca hadn’t taken her cell phone, so she couldn’t reach her that way. She had to find her though. Soon.
An idea sprang to mind, and all of a sudden, she knew where to go. When she put on her boots, the phone rang. Debating with herself for a second, Callie picked up.
“I’m sorry, this is not a good moment, we—”
When she was quickly interrupted, she listened.
“Oh, my God. No. Of course, I’ll wait here.”
The clock in the living room showed 8:15 p.m.
At this moment, scared didn’t even begin to cover the state of Callie’s mind.



Chapter Eight
“Not fair of you to leave me alone,” Rebecca mumbled, shaking in the cold wind. In her haste, she had forgotten about gloves. “I could really use some of your sage advice, because I keep messing up.”
Of course there was no answer. There would never be any. It was kind of ironic. Maria hadn’t been that much older or experienced. It was just the way she had handled life that Rebecca had admired endlessly. She never questioned her identity or let anyone else do it. Rebecca missed her. This friendship, however, was another part of her old life she never be able to get back.
Maybe it was true—maybe they’d rushed into their relationship when there was nowhere else to go, but with lives on the line other than their own, there wasn’t much time to waste. She hadn’t meant to hurt Callie. Rebecca was just tired of trying to find ways to get over her own insecurities, constantly failing. Therapy might do her some good, if not of the kind Father Reynolds had suggested. Callie was overcoming a trauma of her own. Rebecca thought she took up too much space lately.
She was freezing. The shoes she put on were not fitting for the weather. Of course, after a few minutes, she’d just go back to her car and drive home. Sometimes it sucked to have people depending on you. She’d apologize. She’d go around in circles once more.
Rebecca turned around when she heard the sound of footsteps in the wet snow. Who else was crazy enough… Then she saw Callie, David with her, and her heart started to race. She wished she could simply faint, like it would happen in the movies, but she remained painfully aware instead. Rebecca had no doubt that something terrible had happened.
* * * *
“Rebecca, I need to tell you something.”
“No.” Rebecca shook her head. “I can’t! I can’t hear it. Please.”
At that moment, Callie irrationally hated David, for planting that thought on Rebecca’s mind, and for embracing her, like it was still appropriate. Maybe it was, maybe she was overreacting, but she didn’t like him acting as if they were still a couple.
“Craig picked up Maggie after the book club,” she said. “Jenny thought it was okay, since…he’s her uncle, and he was the sheriff in town after all.”
Rebecca looked at her like she hadn’t understood what Callie just said.
“Craig? Why?”
David spoke, though not without glaring at Callie first. “We don’t know. He hasn’t called yet and I can’t reach him. When we talked, he gave no indication that he even wanted to talk to the girls. I just don’t know.”
“Then find out! He’s your brother!” There was a tinge of hysteria to Rebecca’s voice. Callie stepped closer, touching her arm.
“Let’s go home first.”
“My baby,” Rebecca whispered.
“Don’t do that,” David said. “He might have been a jerk, but he’d never hurt her.”
Maybe it wasn’t his intention, Callie thought. If he was drinking though and getting in the car with the girl… Her stomach clenched painfully at the thought.
“He’d better not,” Rebecca said. “I’d kill him.”
* * * *
Jenny had been waiting for them in her car. She was in tears.
“I’m so sorry, Rebecca! I didn’t know! I thought it was okay with you!”
Rebecca swallowed the answer she wanted to give her. When Beckett and Weller had played a cruel prank, killing the girls’ beloved guinea pig, she’d hurt for Maggie. She wasn’t sure whether the current situation wasn’t worse than the threat the sons of businessman Weller and former mayor Beckett had presented.
David might be right that Craig wouldn’t want to hurt Maggie in the first place, but he hated Rebecca. If he’d wanted to torture her, he was doing a pretty good job. She couldn’t hold on to one clear thought, her mind clouded with fear. Something like this had probably been his intention in the first place.
“Did you call Bev?” she asked. Craig had once been the one to call when you needed the police.
David looked uncomfortable. “I was trying to reach him first. Rebecca, he’s still my brother.”
“I called her,” Callie said, all eyes on her in an instant.
“What? How do you…it’s not your daughter. This is not your family, as much as you’d like to pretend it is!”
“David.”
“Don’t defend her. Just don’t, Rebecca. You know things would be very different now if it wasn’t for her.”
“That’s ridiculous. It’s not Callie’s fault that he lost it. I just want my daughter back.”
“Bev worked with him before. She’ll know how to handle this,” Callie suggested.
“How would you know?” he asked acidly.
“Leave her alone, David.” Her words lacked the anger to back them up though. She was so very tired, like all her energy was being drained from her.
“It’s okay, Rebecca,” Callie said, and she sounded just as exhausted as she got up to leave. “I can speak for myself. Call me if you need me.”
* * * *
She knew she should have stayed, been there for Rebecca, but Callie couldn’t stand to be in the room for one more minute. It was remarkable what tragedy could drag to the light. David had been polite most of the time she’d known him even after he’d learned about her and Rebecca. That didn’t mean some very different feelings were still simmering under the surface. She couldn’t blame him.
There was a soft knock on the door, and without waiting for an answer, Rebecca stepped inside. She sat next to Callie on the bed.
Callie was searching for something, anything comforting to say, but she found she couldn’t come up with a thing, feeling like a failure. Craig Lowman always made her uncomfortable. She was just as scared as anyone else about what he might be up to, but she was not surprised that he had snapped. Rebecca pulled her close, and Callie held on. It was hard to distinguish who needed the comfort and reassurance more.
“I know it’s not my place. I’m never going to be her parent.” She wanted to slap herself. The last thing Rebecca needed was to have someone else to console.
“Maggie knows you love her and care about her. I know that.”
“Look,” Callie said, hoping her tears wouldn’t be audible in her voice. “I’m sure he just wants to scare you. Which is bad enough, but at least we know who he is. He’ll return her safely.”
“Once upon a time I would have believed that. I don’t know what to believe anymore. How could he? She’s a little girl, and she had nothing to do with any of this!”
Callie just held on tighter, wishing she could ease Rebecca’s pain. It was everything she could do at the moment.
When they returned, Beverly Wilkins, the town’s sheriff, was talking to Jenny. Her calm and professional manners did a lot to ease the tension in the room. She suggested a trace on Craig Lowman’s cell phone, then went to make a few calls for the necessary arrangements.
They settled in to wait.
* * * *
Craig called David around midnight. Rebecca wanted to tear the phone out of his hands and yell at her former brother-in-law. She wanted to threaten him with everything possible. Most of all, she wanted to hear Maggie’s voice and know that she was okay.
“Craig, what the hell are you doing?” David said. “Why drag Maggie into this mess?” He listened for a while, shaking his head. “You know I’ll try to help you, whatever. Mom will, too, but you must return Maggie immediately. Yes, she’s here. Wait a minute.”
Rebecca clutched the phone in a white-knuckled grip. She wanted to be calm, talk to him the way Bev had suggested.
“The last time someone threatened my family, I almost shot him. Remember that!” were the words that came tumbling out instead.
“Rebecca!” David hissed.
Callie gave her a half-smile.
“Just shut your mouth. You have no idea what family means,” Craig returned.
“You think you do, kidnapping your niece. I get it. Must feel so good to terrorize others.”
“You destroyed my life! Everything,” he accused. “If it wasn’t for you and your whoring around, I’d still have a job. Maria would still be alive.”
There was something in the tone of his voice that terrified her.
“Put Maggie on the phone right now. I want to hear that she’s okay.”
“Oh really? You have no idea what you put me through. Are you feeling pain now, Rebecca?”
“Please.” She didn’t care what he or anyone else thought about her. She needed to hear Maggie’s voice, right now.
“She’s a decent kid,” Craig said. “It’s a miracle considering the mother she has.”
“We can talk about this, right? Just bring her back home.”
“Whore,” he spat. “You had it coming.”
“Craig, wait, I…”
He had hung up on her.
Bev had told them that while successful, the trace hadn’t been 100 percent conclusive. She asked David if he had any idea about friends or relatives Craig could have gone to.
David shook his head. By now, he looked scared too. Rebecca had the fantasy of just ignoring him and everyone else, and falling apart like she’d wanted to ever since David and Callie had appeared at Maria’s grave. She couldn’t. She couldn’t let her little girl down.
“He didn’t make a lot of friends lately. Why the hell did Maria stay with him?”
Rebecca’s accusatory tone didn’t sit well with David. “Maybe she didn’t think that a difference in opinion was reason enough to throw away her marriage! You’re really concerned about that now?”
“No, I’m not. I’m concerned about the well-being of my daughter.”
“Our daughter,” David said with a pointed look to Callie.
Callie ignored the jibe. “In the area, are there any hotels, bed-and-breakfasts? It seems to me like he doesn’t have that many places to go, and he has to stay somewhere.”
Rebecca shuddered at the thought, her ex-brother-in-law, out of control, mindlessly driving around with Maggie. How far gone was he, and how long had this been going on? Maria had confided in her that the marriage was more of an arrangement, that they both went their separate ways in almost everything.
Craig Lowman hadn’t had a lot of bad luck all of a sudden. He was rude, bad at his job, and his career-wise problems had been a long time coming. He wasn’t to blame for the death of his wife, or the grief that resulted, but now he was looking to make someone responsible for all of it. He had decided that Rebecca was that person.
“We have to go look for them,” she said, locking eyes with Callie. “The storm is getting worse. They had to stay somewhere.”
Rebecca wanted to believe that Craig would have that shred of responsibility.
“We will,” Bev stressed. “I need you to stay here, be available.”
“Is that so? How many folks do you have working tonight, and how long until you can get backup from out of town?” Rebecca shook her head. “No way. I can’t wait for that.”
“Rebecca, I really recommend—”
“If it was your kid, Bev? No, don’t try to tell me to sit here and do nothing.”
Callie stood up wordlessly.
“Didn’t you hear?” David said. “Well, of course you would support this nonsense. We’ll all stay here and wait to hear from Bev.”
Callie shrugged. “You can stay here if you want. There’s tea and coffee. We’ll see you later.”
* * * *
She caught up with Rebecca at her car, turning her around by her shoulders. “Rebecca, wait. Let me drive.”
Rebecca handed her the car keys without protest, obviously aware that she wasn’t in any condition to drive.
“Where are we going anyway?” she asked once they had both fastened their seat belts. “It’s a pretty big area Bev was talking about.”
“Yes, but a lot of that is woods and the highway. There are motels and cabins.”
“Do you have a picture of Maggie?”
Rebecca bit her lip. Her yes was barely audible.
“Okay, let’s get her home.”
Callie still wasn’t sure about the exact direction they were going in, but she drove on. Rebecca seemed lost in thought, or maybe she was just praying. It made Callie almost jealous, the way she had found a never-failing safe place. Callie had a hard time imagining that such a place existed. Still, she felt relieved that a bigoted church official could not take that space from Rebecca.
“I’m sorry,” Rebecca said after a while. “I needed to get out of there. David…I had no idea he’d be so hostile.”
“This is tough on both of you. People tend to lash out when they’re scared.”
Rebecca sighed. She was on the verge of tears.
“Seems like I do that a lot. I’m so sorry. You don’t deserve that. It turns out I’m not any better than—”
“No,” Callie interrupted her. “We argue sometimes, okay. You never scared me like she did.” Except when you make me think that this is all too much for you and some day you’ll leave me anyway. She didn’t say that out loud though.
“I don’t know what to do. If he…” Rebecca let her words trail off, leaving the rest up to every worst case scenario in Callie’s imagination.
“Maggie will be all right. She might be wondering what’s going on, but she will be okay.”
Rebecca gave her a small smile. “Thank you.”
At a red light, Callie took her hand, squeezing it. She just hoped she wasn’t making any premature promises. Craig Lowman wouldn’t go as far as actually hurting his niece just because he wanted to get back at Rebecca—would he?
At the first motel, there was a bored twenty-something girl who said she hadn’t seen any children tonight. She kept chewing gum while she talked, conveying without a doubt that she didn’t care for the conversation. Callie thanked her and steered Rebecca out of the lobby.
“It’s all right. We’ll find her.”
After four more unsuccessful stops, Rebecca called David to learn there was no news from either Bev or Craig. She then called Dina who was crying on the phone.
“Why would Uncle Craig do that?”
They had no answer for her, but when Rebecca hung up the phone, she was crying, too. Callie held her close until she’d gained her composure back. There was the sign of a diner in the near distance. She suggested they get a coffee and something to eat. It was going to be a long night.
Callie hadn’t known she’d been freezing until she wrapped her hands around the coffee mug, trying to get some warmth into her clammy fingers. At least she had been able to convince Rebecca that it was a good idea to take a break and regroup. They ordered a sandwich and some fries to share. Rebecca wasn’t eating. She seemed hypnotized by the picture of Maggie lying in front of her on the table.
There they thought all along that Nicole was the real danger. True, she still thrived on innuendo and manipulation, no matter how much she claimed she had changed. Craig Lowman was a man who had once been given a lot of power. Now that it had been taken away from him, he didn’t deal very well, regardless of the fact that this was his own fault.
“I don’t get it. He used to read stories to Maggie.”
Yeah, but he never wasted any chance to make you look bad. Callie knew that much of Rebecca’s strained relationship with her ex-mother-in-law was courtesy of Craig.
“People change,” Callie said, only afterwards aware that this was a loaded statement. Maybe Rebecca was just too tired to think of all the implications here.
“I wish I could think we all just overreacted, but…on the phone, the way he sounded. Mean. I don’t know. Desperate. That’s what scares me the most. He has nothing left to lose.”
“It’s never too late to act like a decent human being.”
“Maybe it’s my fault too. For a moment there, I thought it was all too much, and maybe I wouldn’t feel that way if I didn’t have the responsibility for my family.”
“You needed a break. That doesn’t make you a bad person—or mother. Some people are just plain mean.”
“That’s a beautiful girl.” The voice of the waitress, cheery and a little loud, startled them both. “Funny, a while before you came, there was one here with her dad, she looked exactly like her.”
“What? How did she seem to you—was she okay?” Rebecca’s despair was heartbreaking.
“Whoa, wait a minute. What’s going on here?”
“The girl was kidnapped,” Callie told her. “By her uncle, not her father. We’re looking for her.”
“Holy shit.” The woman’s eyes widened. “She looked fine to me—they were talking. Had fries and burgers, and he bought her an ice cream cone. I never thought…”
“It’s not your fault,” Callie said quickly. “How would you know? We’ll call the sheriff so she can come here. It’s late, and the weather’s just getting worse. They wouldn’t have gone much further.”
She took out her wallet to pay for their meals, but the waitress shook her head.
“That’s fine, darling.” She touched Rebecca’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry. It’s a mother’s worst nightmare.” Her words were probably meant to be reassuring. They had the opposite effect on Rebecca, who seemed to become even more aware of all the worst-case scenarios.
Callie picked up her phone to call Sheriff Wilkins, only to find a long-winded apology in a voicemail from Nicole. The intended apology didn’t seem all that serious, because she ended it with: She will never put you first. It wasn’t something Callie wanted to consider at the moment.
* * * *
Rebecca picked up her cell phone with shaking hands. Bev, David, or even Craig—all of them could mean bad news. Instead, a small voice asked, “Mom, is that you?”
“Maggie? Oh, my God, Maggie, where are you, are you all right?”
“Why did Uncle Craig pick me up?” Maggie seemed surprised, but she didn’t sound particularly distressed. She sounded…normal. Rebecca nearly fainted with relief.
“He wasn’t supposed to. Don’t tell him though. If you can just tell me where you are, I’ll come pick you up.”
“He misses Aunt Maria a lot. I do too.”
“I know, honey.”
“It’s a hotel. I don’t know the name. I can’t really see outside because it’s snowing so hard, but it has a blue door.”
“Okay. That’s great. We’ll come find you.”
“The lady at the front desk has a nose ring,” Maggie said, “and really red hair. I think I want to go home.”
“Oh, yes, of course.”
“Hon, who are you talking to?” she heard Craig ask in the background.
“You said we’d call Mom to let her know I’m all right. I thought you forgot.” There was a hint of defensiveness to Maggie’s voice.
“You shouldn’t have. It’s late. You probably woke her.”
Rebecca was quite sure that if he’d been standing in front of her right know, she would have punched him. Probably, she would have kicked him in some sensitive place too.
“Let me talk to her for a second. Maggie?”
His next words chilled Rebecca to the bone, and her only hope was that Maggie was out of earshot.
“Rebecca, I hope you enjoyed talking to your daughter,” he whispered. “It’ll be the last time. Bye, Mommy.”
Rebecca was trying to communicate what had just happened, but the words didn’t come out and her fingers were suddenly too numb to hold the phone. She saw Callie and the waitress looking at her worriedly, and then the world faded to black.
The darkness had been merciful.
It didn’t last nearly long enough. The world was the same color of fear, only with embarrassment added.
The waitress came rushing to their table with a glass of water. Rebecca only hoped she hadn’t called an ambulance.
“I’m fine,” she said. “We need to get to that motel. That girl, she lied to us. My God, that’s where he was with Maggie!”
“Bev and a colleague will go and get her.” Callie laid a hand on hers. “You fainted.”
“That wasn’t really—”
“Yes, it was. Besides, look at the weather outside. We wouldn’t even make it all the way back.”
“If you don’t want to drive, I will. It’s my car anyway.”
“You can’t, Rebecca. Take a look outside.”
In the driving snow, the highway couldn’t be seen from their window. The headlights of cars driving by occasionally were barely visible.
“This is my child. I need to.”
“Bev will handle this better than any of us can. Rebecca, please.”
“He said I’ll never see her again. I can’t let that happen.” Rebecca was already on her feet, tying her scarf. “Are you coming?”
Callie realized she was dead serious. She followed without further protest.
* * * *
The wind hit her in the face like a punch, and she blinked against the snowflakes. Driving in this weather was suicidal, but Callie didn’t know what else to do. She couldn’t let Rebecca go and deal with her crazy ex-brother-in-law on her own. She didn’t know how to stop her. The only thing she could do now was take the wheel and hope for the best.
Maybe they were lucky and Bev would get there first. Callie believed that Craig would listen to his old colleague.
He once carried a gun, she thought with a shudder. She imagined he had to give it back when fired from the department, but he probably owned another weapon. She was cold, frightened for Maggie, and, if she was honest, frightened for herself. The situation was all too reminiscent of the traumatic moments she’d gone through last Halloween. Callie couldn’t even start to imagine what Rebecca was feeling now. For sure, she couldn’t leave her side.
“Can’t you drive faster?”
“I won’t. I want us to get there safely so we can take Maggie home.”
Rebecca solemnly stared out into the darkness. “I can’t lose her.”
“You won’t.”
It wasn’t the time for competition. Callie was well aware of that, and still her own fears fed off Rebecca’s.
By now, the car almost crept down the winding road. There would be a red light after that next curve. Callie didn’t want to miss it. She noticed that her fingers were clammy, clutching the steering wheel. She would have liked to stop somewhere, just to get out of the storm, but there wasn’t even a light in sight. Chances were, the next building would be the hotel where Craig was with Maggie, and maybe, a gun.
It wasn’t fair after all they’d been through already.
She took a look at the gas gauge.
“No. For Christ’s sake!”
Okay. No reason to panic, she told herself. They probably wouldn’t make it all the way home, but they were close to the area where the little bed-and-breakfast with the blue door had been. Why shouldn’t they be a little lucky at least? If Bev had been able to resolve the situation, then they could just stay the night and get home tomorrow.
Yeah, lucky.
Rebecca had huddled deeper into her seat. She hadn’t even reacted to Callie’s words. This was not good. It was hard to tell if Craig could be reasoned with, but whatever happened, Maggie would need her mother alert. She was probably confused beyond reason by the turn of events.
“When I was a little girl, I used to make pretend deals with God all the time. Usually I’d promise to beat myself up over something even more, if my wish was coming true in return. I made a lot of offers hoping that someday, I could be certain my parents loved me. I promised that if Maggie lived and was healthy…” She didn’t finish the sentence. “It took me a long time to learn that it doesn’t really work that way, but it’s so damn tempting.”
Callie didn’t dare ask what Rebecca would put on the line this time to make sure Maggie would be safe and sound.
They did not make it to the motel. There were a few ambiguous lights in the distance, but for all Callie knew at the moment, it could be a delusion. She had managed to get the car over to the side of the road, so they’d hopefully not get hit. They were stuck in the middle of nowhere in a snowstorm. Callie realized she was about to have a panic attack.
“Okay, so we walk the rest on foot.” Rebecca’s hand was already on the door handle.
“No!”
“Come on, it’s only a few steps. See, over there, what else would it be?”
“No. We don’t even know where we’d be going. We won’t help Maggie that way.”
“If you don’t go, I will.”
“No, Rebecca! That doesn’t work. You don’t get to blackmail me that way.” Though her words might have been over the top, they were heartfelt, and the realization was just too much for her.
Rebecca was silent for a long torturous moment. Then she opened the door and stepped out into the cold.
Callie followed her like she knew she always would.
* * * *
Focus. Be single-minded. Rebecca wanted to think that she was doing the right thing, but she couldn’t keep the doubts from creeping in. Maybe dragging Callie out in the woods in the middle of the night hadn’t been such a great idea after all. It was bound to bring up bad memories.
The problem was, everything about Craig brought up bad memories for Rebecca too. She couldn’t stand the thought of Maggie being with him, not because she actually thought he would physically harm her, but because he was mean. Her hands were ice-cold, the snow having soaked her gloves within minutes. She had changed into boots before they left, but they were only ankle-high. So much for her brave rescue attempt.
“It’s over there,” she said, pointing at the light they’d been following, a hint of blue visible underneath. Callie nodded. Her face was unreadable.
“I just want to have my child back. That’s all I want.”
She could finally see Bev’s cruiser in the distance, and then the very memorable blue door of their first stop.
It seemed like forever that they’d been there. Forever since she’d heard her baby’s voice. Rebecca hastened her steps, nearly slipping on a patch of ice underneath the snow. Callie reached out for her, and Rebecca gave her a grateful smile. Hopefully, when this was over, she could make it up to her for all the ways she’d screwed up. First things first.
She could barely open the door, her fingers stiff and numb. Shaking. She finally managed before Callie could reach out to do it for her. It was as if time had stood still here, the same girl sitting behind the counter, chewing on her gum.
She jumped to her feet when she saw Rebecca and Callie.
“Um, guys?”
“Where the hell is my daughter?” A calm rational approach wasn’t called for and really a waste of time at the moment.
The young woman held up her hands. “I had no idea what was going on! He said you might come looking for her, and that you were crazy! How would I know? He had a badge!”
“He got fired,” Callie said sharply. “Where are they now?”
“The cop is upstairs.” She looked very uncomfortable all of a sudden, and Rebecca thought she might faint again.
“Where is Maggie?”
The woman shrugged, her expression apologetic.
“I have no idea. They checked out again pretty soon after they came. They’re gone.”
“Rebecca, I hope you enjoyed talking to your daughter. It’ll be the last time. Bye, Mommy.”
She’d know. If something happened to Maggie, she’d know, because part of her would die too. Rebecca didn’t wait for Callie, but hasted upstairs, nearly stumbling on the steps. There were voices at the end of the narrow hallway, and a door stood wide open.
Bev stood in the room with a colleague of hers. She was looking tired. Rebecca, who couldn’t remember how long she’d been running on adrenaline and nerves, only now realized it had to be close to 3:00 a.m. Not that she cared.
“We arrived here half an hour ago,” Bev said. “I’m sorry, Rebecca. They were already gone. Good news is, they can’t have gotten this far in the weather. We’ve gotten the news out on the radio and the local TV station.”
“I don’t know.” Now that they were someplace warmer, if not actually cozy, Rebecca couldn’t stop shivering. “What if he sees it? Wouldn’t that set him off even more?”
“Rebecca,” Bev said, her tone probably meaning to placate. “Craig has made some major mistakes, but I once worked for him. He’s not a psychopath.”
Rebecca wasn’t so sure anymore.
She couldn’t bring herself to stay in this place. She didn’t want to go back home either, as it felt like admitting defeat, but she was aware that she was about to keel over.
Bev offered to take them back, so they could get the car tomorrow. Callie agreed for both of them.
In the backseat of the cruiser, she took Callie’s hand, holding on to it like a frightened child, when it was really her own child who needed her. Callie didn’t talk, obviously in need to absorb what had happened just as well. The interactions they had. Nicole, Father Reynolds.
Eventually, Rebecca drifted into an uneasy sleep. She could have predicted it would come with disturbing dreams.
She was lying in bed, in her home, wrapped in a warm, comforting embrace.
“Whore,” Craig whispered, and in her dream, Rebecca bolted upright, but she didn’t really come awake.
She was in the hospital. She recognized the woman coming into her room: It was the midwife. The woman shook her head sadly. No, no. This isn’t happening.
In church, she was praying with Father Langdon. Rebecca felt safe and happy that he was back. It meant everything about Father Reynolds had been nothing but a nightmare too. The termination of her contract, the suggestion she might need therapy.
Father Langdon held her folded hands in his, squeezing. She wanted to tell him to stop, because it was starting to hurt, but she couldn’t bring out any words.
Stop. Her bones were beginning to crack. Please, stop it.
“I’m sorry, but the pain is necessary to guide you on your way,” he said, irrationally speaking in a female voice. He laughed, a high-pitched sound that was grating on Rebecca’s nerves. She still couldn’t speak. Her hands were bloody.
“You’re a failure, Rebecca. Gay, ex-gay, doesn’t matter.” Father Langdon was morphing into Nicole before her eyes. She smiled triumphantly.
At least the voice fit her better, Rebecca thought.
Leave me alone.
“No way,” Nicole said, obviously able to read her thoughts. “I’ll always be with you, to remind you.”
Rebecca looked down only to realize that she was naked. Around the two of them, people had formed a circle, glaring accusingly at her. There was David, Betty, Dina. Laurie. Her own parents.
Maggie! She screamed.
The subconscious torture finally ended when she woke, quiet all around her. Her strangled scream had felt so real that she thought everybody must have heard it, but obviously that was not the case. Her heart was still hammering, fear, shame. The emotion clung to her, feeling real in an unsettling way.
“Almost there,” Bev announced from the front seat.
Rebecca wavered between disappointment and relief that there was no news to share.
Not even a long hot shower could drive the chill out of her body. It was close to 6:00 a.m., and Callie started to make breakfast. David had waited by the phone. He looked as defeated as Rebecca felt. She always thought if something like this happened to her family, she would go insane. It didn’t happen that easily. Awareness stayed with her painfully, every single minute.
“I talked to Dina,” he said. “I told her it was okay to skip school for today. I’m going to call her school, and Mom is going to bring her if you don’t mind.”
“Of course not.”
Just for a second, she saw the shadow crossing Callie’s face. Misunderstandings. This wasn’t about turning back time, it was about family, a family that Callie was now part of.
“Okay. They’re going to be here soon.”
Silence crept in once more, the clinking of dishes and cutlery the only sound. No one was really hungry, but Callie put some toast, jam, and butter on the table anyway. She started another pot of coffee. When she poured a cup for each of them from the first batch, Rebecca saw that her hands were shaking. Rebecca wanted to console her, but she didn’t know how when she was barely holding on herself.
You’re a failure, Rebecca. She had nothing to argue in her favor with her inner representation of Nicole.
The doorbell startled all of them. David went to answer.
Rebecca felt like she should use that moment to say something, anything to Callie, but the chance went by, and David returned to the kitchen with their guests. She had expected them to be Laurie and Dina—instead, her nightmare seemed to be coming alive. Maybe she was becoming delusional after all.
“Rebecca,” Betty said, her expression apologetic and mournful. “I heard it on the radio. I’m so sorry.”
She hugged Rebecca who stepped out of the embrace after a short moment. She couldn’t let her guard down, with anyone, yet. “Thank you.”
“I thought you might need some consolation different from what I can give, so I asked Father Reynolds to come with me.”
David looked confused. Callie sank into the kitchen chair and shook her head, doing something completely unexpected. She started laughing.
Rebecca was secretly grateful, if very much startled. That way, all attention was drawn away from herself for a moment.
“I’m sorry,” Callie insisted. “I’m sorry.” She couldn’t seem to stop though.
“We are all having a hard time,” David said with surprising calm. “Thank you for your support, Betty, and Father…Reynolds, was it? Callie, why don’t you come with me for a moment?”
The doorbell rang again, and he added, “Betty, if you could get that? That would be Laurie and Dina.”
“Of course.”
All of a sudden, Rebecca felt herself alone with Father Reynolds, and she realized she was scared. If she could have, she would have left too.



Chapter Nine
“No! I don’t need you to give me the talk, or patronize me!”
David had gently but firmly steered her out of the room. Callie was aware that this had probably been a good idea, with her acting strange in front of Betty and the minister. It had been a long, stressful night for all of them.
“I wasn’t going to. I’m sorry. About earlier, I mean.”
His apology seemed genuine, and she took a deep breath.
“Okay. I know you probably don’t believe me, but this is hard for me too. I love Maggie. She’s a lovely girl, smart and kind, and—and I love Rebecca. I know her friends and faith matter to her, but these people? They are just going to make her feel even guiltier. They’re going to demonize me every which way they can. How is that supposed to help Maggie?”
“You probably won’t believe me, but I get that. What you and Rebecca have…I don’t think I’ll ever completely understand that. Frankly, I don’t want to, but you know that’s not a matter of religion or discrimination.”
Callie came to the startling realization that under different circumstances, she might have liked David. Unlike so many other people intruding on their lives at the moment, hers and Rebecca’s, at least he was honest.
* * * *
“This is what happened,” Rebecca told the minister. “The moms are taking turns driving the kids to the book club and back home afterwards. It wasn’t my turn. My ex-brother-in-law showed up and told Jenny, the designated driver for the day, that he was supposed to collect Maggie. Now tell me, Father, how I could have prevented this from happening simply by the power of being less gay.”
“Mrs. LaRue called me, because she heard about your daughter on the morning news. This is why I came. I promise you there is no hidden agenda.”
“Maggie is eight years old. Where does he even get off thinking…” Rebecca broke off. Even though she didn’t agree with him on certain subjects, there was no need to use offensive language. She didn’t want to push him. She just didn’t feel very comfortable with him in the house. “She’s just a little girl!”
“I know. If you’d like, we could pray together, for him to find the sense to return her home safely.”
Rebecca wasn’t sure if she had any prayer for Craig left.
“He’s been troubled. For a long time. My sister-in-law’s death was like the last straw.”
“The ending of a marriage always means trying times, whether it is by divorce or death.”
“No kidding.” She shook her head with a sad laugh. “I often wonder what they had in common in the first place. Maria was a wonderful, kind person. I suppose she held him together.”
“What about your family?”
“We’re doing fine, just fine. If you don’t take into consideration that my daughter has been kidnapped,” she said sharply. “Is that what you call ‘no hidden agenda’?”
“This is not about me, Mrs. Lowman, or even for me. I have nothing to gain or lose, but I want you to be aware that you have options. A tragedy can bring a family closer together. You might want to reconsider your choices. Not because of me. Because of what’s in your children’s best interest.”
“It’s in my children’s best interest to be loved and safe.”
“I agree. It’s their mother and father who can make them feel that way. If you really look inside your heart, Rebecca, you know that it’s true. We can’t always see what God’s plan for us is, but we feel it when something is wrong. Something is very wrong right now.”
Rebecca stayed silent, reminded of her nightmare. She felt naked at the moment, as if he could see right through her to the bottom of her own doubts and self-depreciation. She had made mistakes. She had hurt people she loved. There was no denying those facts.
She loved Callie. This was just as true, and for the life of her, she couldn’t imagine the God She always believed in would punish her for it.
“You know it, Rebecca,” Father Reynolds insisted. “Maybe you can’t face the consequences right now. It’s okay. God is patient with our misfits and detours. You’ll find the way back eventually.”
“You don’t know me.”
“It’s true that I haven’t known you and your family for long,” he acknowledged. “That doesn’t mean I can’t recognize certain things. I want to help whenever I can. That’s in the job description.”
“David and I sold our house. He’s with someone new, so am I.” It sounded lame even to her. “We made sure Dina and Maggie were involved, that they could make their own choices. They are happy.”
“Are they happy now?”
“What are you doing? You’re not helping!” Dina said angrily. Neither of them heard her coming in.
“My mom is gay, so yeah, big deal. She’s happy, and she’s not hurting anyone. Right now, we’re all worried about my little sister, so you better just get over it or leave us alone.”
“Dina,” Rebecca said, baffled. Dina rushed towards her and embraced her. “I’m sorry, Mom. It’s true. We’ll get through this together. I bet Uncle Craig will realize soon that he’s been a jerk and bring Maggie home.”
Father Reynolds mustered a smile for the teenager.
“It’s nice to meet you, Dina. Be assured, no one is judging your mother. We are all just here to help.”
“Well, I really hope so.” They had pretty much forgotten about Betty standing in the corner. “Because I’ve been judging my friend, and Rebecca, I want you to know that I know I’ve been wrong.”
“Thank you.”
“We’ll talk about this another time,” Betty said. “Father Reynolds, I’m sorry if we misunderstood each other. I asked you to come because of what happened with Maggie.”
“I am aware of that, Mrs. LaRue.”
“Rebecca, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what has gotten into Craig now.”
It wasn’t Laurie’s fault, but with the arrival of her former mother-in-law, Rebecca now felt completely crowded.
* * * *
“The girls like you a lot.”
This was the moment Callie had worked hard to avoid when she busied herself making coffee and serving snacks to everyone. She was glad to see Dina and, to some surprising extent, Betty LaRue, taking Rebecca’s side. The minister was scaring her though. Add to that the fact that she could barely function anymore beyond the repetitive motions of preparing another batch of coffee. She had wanted to step outside just for a brief moment, and when she returned into the house, shivering and dispirited, they met in the hallway. Callie had no idea whether this was intended by him or not.
“They are great kids, both of them.” Scared or not, she was itching to say a lot more to him, but she restrained herself. It didn’t matter to her if they never set foot into his service again, but it did matter to Rebecca, a great deal.
“It sure is difficult to reason with a person who is greatly heartbroken at the moment. However, I had hoped you’d be more open.”
“Open to what?” she asked, not trying to hide her skepticism. “I’m sorry, you don’t want to recommend me for that therapy you seem so fond of. I wouldn’t be one of the success stories.”
“Don’t you feel remorse? When you look at this family’s suffering, can you not step back and see what would be the most kind and sensible solution for everyone?”
“Why is this so personal for you, Father? First of all, I didn’t kidnap the girl.”
“Somebody did, and we don’t know yet how far he is willing to go.”
“What’s with all the hate, Father Langdon? Didn’t the Bible tell you anything about that? Hypocrisy? I’m starting to think you draw some perverse pleasure from this.”
“Did you draw any pleasure from destroying this family? If you really love Rebecca like you claim you do, maybe it’s time to prove it by letting her go.”
“That’s it,” Callie said coldly. “You came to my house uninvited. I can’t believe how incredibly rude you’re behaving. It’s a shame you’re doing it hiding behind God. We have by far more difficult problems to deal with. I’m asking you to leave.”
He regarded her for a long moment. There was no anger or offense in his gaze, just pity.
“As you wish. Tell Rebecca I’ll pray for her and her family, please.”
Callie closed the door behind him, leaning her head against the cool glass.
Please, whoever is listening, make it stop.
* * * *
Time seemed to slow down to a halt, the movements of people around her like in slow-motion. Rebecca struggled to make sense of it all, but she could only come back to one conclusion: Her baby girl was in danger, and everyone was just standing around and talking. It felt wrong. They should be able to do something. At least Father Reynolds appeared to have left, for which Rebecca was grateful, because he’d failed to offer any kind of consolation. None of this had happened because of whom she loved. It had happened because Craig had finally gone off the deep end.
He wouldn’t hurt Maggie though. He wouldn’t. Rebecca kept repeating it in her mind, but the mantra didn’t do much in the way of reassurance. She wanted to hurt him.
She jumped violently when the phone rang again. Hearing Craig’s voice was even more disturbing this time. He sounded drunk, and he seemed to have forgotten every insult he had thrown at Rebecca before. He was also crying.
“I’m so sorry, for everything. I…I’m nothing without Maria. I miss her so very much.”
“We miss her too.” Her calmness was only a thin layer over the raging emotions underneath. Rebecca still wanted to do him harm.
Eye for an eye.
“Tell us where you are, so we can help you, and bring Maggie home.”
“I’ll bring her. So sorry. Should have never—”
“Craig, you’re drunk! You cannot drive, do you hear me? We are coming to get Maggie. David and Laurie are here too.”
“Tell Dave and Mom I’m sorry I disappointed them.”
“They’ll be fine. We all will be. Can you put Maggie—”
He laughed, all of a sudden not sounding so apologetic anymore.
“On the other hand…with Maria gone, it doesn’t matter. None of it matters, and that night at my parents’, don’t try to put it on me. You led me on. It’s all your doing, Rebecca. It always is.” There was a clicking sound on the other end of the line. “Do you know what that is? By the way, the address is 65, Willow Lane. See if you can make it on time.”
The following noise was deafening. Then she was screaming for real, stopping only when her voice gave out.
* * * *
David’s motion to move forward was instinctive, but then he stepped aside and let Callie sit beside Rebecca and wrap her arms around her.
“We need to go. My baby—we need to get there on time.” Rebecca was shaking so hard her teeth were clicking together. There was pain, and then there was knowing that a child, her child, was in real, mortal danger.
Helpless, Callie looked up over Rebecca’s shoulder.
“I’ll call Bev,” David said.
Betty led a shell-shocked Dina out of the room. Laurie was crying quietly, and David squeezed her shoulder as he passed by her.
“It will be all right, Mom. I promise.” The fear in his voice belied the confidence he was trying to convey.
Callie didn’t even try to keep Rebecca from going, and neither did David. Bev would arrive before them anyway. She couldn’t bring herself to imagine what might just have happened. Poor Maggie. Craig might not have touched her, but if he’d done what they all thought he had…It was horrible, and still they had to go with this theory for now, because the alternative would be even more shattering. Maggie would have another trauma forced on her, one that was much worse than finding her beloved pet killed by some reckless youths just a few months ago.
She also had Rebecca to worry about. After that scream she had hardly said a word. She seemed calm and composed on the outside, but her haunted look was an indication as to how the past hours had wreaked havoc on her soul. It wasn’t something you could leave behind easily.
If only Maggie was alive.
“She’ll be fine. Maggie will be fine,” Callie said as if the mere power of words would make them both believe.
In the rearview mirror, she could see the lights of David’s car. He wasn’t going to use this tragedy for his personal gain, unlike Reynolds. Then again, he was Maggie’s father.
Callie thought of what Rebecca said earlier about making deals with God, the burning question of which sacrifice she’d be willing to make.
Then again, she didn’t believe in these equations. For Rebecca whose every bit of safe ground was breaking away, they were a safety net, a last resort.
* * * *
Craig had fired a shot. There were only two possible outcomes, Rebecca thought with a calm that surprised her. If he had hurt Maggie, she would find a way to pay revenge, any way. She wasn’t sure exactly how this was going to work, but she would come up with something. Rebecca was certain.
If he had turned the gun on himself, Rebecca wouldn’t waste a single moment to mourn him. She would take Maggie home and make sure she was safe.
Either way, she couldn’t imagine her life without Maggie. She just wasn’t able to.
There were two cruisers from the police station in Autumn Leaves, and one from out of town. Her heart was racing again, and she wondered if at some point, it might just give out. Callie was beside her, her hand firm on Rebecca’s waist as if she had to hold her upright. Maybe that wasn’t such a wrong assessment.
The grip wasn’t strong enough, though, when she saw Craig being led out of the hotel by Bev and another cop, watched by curios onlookers.
“You bastard!” she yelled. “What did you do to my daughter?”
Craig Lowman turned to her, a grin on his face. It was too much. She’d been holding herself together best she could, but seeing him like this, unharmed, made something inside her snap.
All her pent-up fear and anger went into that closed-fist punch, making his nose bleed.
“Rebecca,” Callie said behind her.
“No, let me—”
“Rebecca, look.”
Maggie stood in the doorway of the hotel accompanied by another policewoman. She was looking pale and frightened, but a smile appeared on her face as she recognized familiar faces. She came running into Rebecca’s embrace, regardless of the fact that she was wearing no coat and nothing but socks on her feet.
* * * *
Craig scared the hell out of Maggie and, most likely, every other hotel guest with the shot, but no one was injured. Callie caught David’s gaze. He smiled at her, his eyes bright. She smiled back at him tiredly. The abrupt relief was just as draining as the fear had been, and all of a sudden, she felt empty. There was nowhere else to go. She needed to sleep for two days straight.
For Rebecca, however, the world had righted itself in that one instant, and with her daughter in her arms, she didn’t look like she hadn’t slept at all the past night.
Callie walked over to the two of them, touching Rebecca’s shoulder gently.
“Let’s go home,” she whispered. Rebecca straightened and followed her, Maggie on her hand, both of them holding on.
Usually, Maggie was a shy, quiet girl, but when prompted by Bev, she told her story in an avalanche of words. She hadn’t seen Uncle Craig in a while and that made her wonder why he would pick her up. He was nice, though, suggesting they have dinner so there would be less work for Mom to do.
Rebecca’s lips straightened into a thin line, but she didn’t say anything.
“We had ice cream, and Uncle Craig said that the snowstorm was too bad and we had to stay. I wanted to call Mom so she wouldn’t worry.”
“What did your uncle say?”
Bev’s tone was calm and comforting. Maggie just shrugged.
“He said we’d do it later, but I was worried he’d forget. So I used the phone in the room.”
“That was very thoughtful of you, Maggie,” Bev said. “Did he get angry with you?”
Maggie shook her head. “No. He just talked to Mom and then said we had to leave. He didn’t know why.”
“Did he do anything that scared you?”
“Uncle Craig is with the police, so I thought it would be okay. He had a gun though.” Maggie’s eyes filled with tears. “I was scared then. It was so loud!”
“I can imagine. That is one terribly loud noise. You were very brave, Maggie, and you did everything right.”
Maggie cast a quick glance at Rebecca. “I shouldn’t have gone with him.”
“You couldn’t know,” Bev said immediately. “None of this was your fault, honey.”
The girl’s smile was hesitant, but at least she seemed to believe the sheriff’s words. Bev turned off the recorder and got up with a sigh.
“I wonder what’s gotten into him. At least we could stop this before he went off the deep end altogether.”
“What’s going to happen to him?” David asked.
“He’ll have a public defender appointed. Probably, he’s going to wait for trial in a county jail, because I suppose there is a flight risk.”
David exchanged a look with his mother. “We’ll pay for the lawyer, of course. Mom, I’ll drive you, I just want to…spend a moment.”
Laurie nodded, teary-eyed.
It was after nine when everyone had finally left, except for Dina who had been authorized to skip school anyway. Even though the teenager was trying to play it cool, Callie could see that the abduction of her little sister had shaken her, and she wanted to stay close. The two of them finished cleaning up in the kitchen, too restless yet to sit down. Rebecca and Maggie had retreated into the bedroom. Callie guessed that both of them were fast asleep by now.
“What a day,” Dina sighed. “I’m so glad I’m off the cell phone ban for now. My friends really kept me sane.”
“You’re still talking to Tomaso?”
“Of course. He was awesome. Offered to come over and kick Uncle Craig’s ass.”
Despite herself, Callie had to smile. “I hope he didn’t say that on Facebook.”
“Course not, since everybody has been going crazy paranoid. We’re careful.”
“With everything?”
“With everything,” Dina confirmed. “So, about this Nicole person—is she likely to show up again?”
“I hope not. I’m pretty sure she’s going to go home soon.”
“Good. Do you think anybody would mind if I crashed in Maggie’s room for a while?”
“It’s fine. Go ahead.”
Everybody was connecting with Maggie in their own way, Callie reflected. David and Laurie were probably at the jail right now while Dina was going to catch up on some sleep in her little sister’s bed. The main bedroom was still silent. Callie tiptoed to the door and opened it very carefully. Mother and daughter were still fast asleep, all earlier stress and fear erased from their features. Callie closed the door again, feeling like her legs wouldn’t uphold her another minute. Even in her own house, she had nowhere to go. Maybe she was being melodramatic. The lack of sleep might do that to a person. She walked back into the living room, curling up in the corner of the sofa with the comforter.
Everybody seemed to be magically okay, but as much as she was happy to have Maggie back safe and sound, Callie wasn’t.
She was on the verge of being drawn into a dream when the phone rang. Callie caught it on the first ring.
“It’s me,” Asha said. “I just wanted to know how you’re doing. According to the Weather Channel, you are all snowed in. That must be good for creativity.”
“Asha.”
“What? It’s nearly ten, darling. Don’t tell me you were sleeping.”
“Actually…” Callie pressed one hand against her forehead where a headache was starting to build. “Asha, this is not such a good time.” She realized that while Maggie’s abduction had gone to the media, the coverage had been local. Of course Asha didn’t know.
“Did Nicole bother you some more?”
“Actually, she came here looking for some business contacts and trying to win me back.”
“Okay, and you filed a restraining order. Right? Please tell me you did.”
Callie realized that while she had many opportunities to approach the subject with Bev, she hadn’t even spared a single thought on Nicole. Maybe that was a mistake. What happened with Craig Lowman showed too clearly the potential of a narcissistic personality. Chances were that destructive potential wouldn’t always stay dormant.
“There wasn’t really time for this. By the way, do you know anyone who’s had ‘ex-gay therapy’?”
“Cal? That’s not funny. Did you take anything?”
“What?”
“Drugs. You sound like you’re…Never mind. Is there anyone with you?”
“What? Wait. It’s not what you think.”
“I’d like to convince myself of that in person. I was going to be in the area anyway, so why don’t I drop by and we talk?”
“We’re talking now. No, you don’t have to come. I don’t really have anything to show you except for a vague idea you won’t like, because it’s not about Vanessa and Sabine.”
“Count me in for dinner,” Asha said. “Looking forward to seeing you.”
Callie put the phone back into its station, shaking her head. She knew it was futile to call Asha back and try to make her change her mind, so she wouldn’t waste energy on that.
“What are you doing?”
At the sound of Rebecca’s voice, she nearly dropped the phone.
“I thought you might join us,” Rebecca clarified, her voice soft and heavy with sleep. “You must be exhausted.”
I wasn’t sure I was welcome. Callie bit back the first, instinctive response.
“I was kind of wired. I could lie down for a bit.”
Rebecca smiled, her face now showing the traces of stress and fatigue. “Let’s do that then. Did Dina stay?”
“Yes. She went to nap in Maggie’s room.”
“I never really thanked you for getting rid of Father Reynolds.” Rebecca shook her head. “I don’t want to cause anyone trouble, but he’s a nuisance. I’d like to file a complaint.”
“Can you really complain for this?” Callie asked. She doubted that such a complaint would go far.
Rebecca looked at her with an emotion hard to discern, disappointment maybe or exasperation. If it was meant for her or Father Reynolds, Callie didn’t dare guess.
“I can complain about him intruding when I was scared out of my mind about my daughter. Let’s not talk about it now. I need a couple of hours of sleep more before I can even think about it.”
Callie followed her into the bedroom, and they lay down on either side of the still-sleeping girl.
“I meant it though. Thank you for being there for me. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
“Where would I go?” Callie forced a smile, and Rebecca reached out to take her hand.
* * * *
The sensation of the soft kiss to her temple reached into her subconscious, but when Rebecca woke, she was alone, bolting upright in a moment of panic. Hearing voices from the kitchen, Dina, Maggie, Callie, relaxed her enough to sink back down into the cushions. She didn’t feel nearly rested enough. Rebecca was aware, though, that she wouldn’t get much more time until the night, too many things to deal with.
She’d wanted to settle, hoping for peaceful times, not drawing any more attention to her family and herself, but it wasn’t so easy.
The people she’d once trusted and confided in were mostly gone from her life, like Maria, Father Langdon, and Betty to some extent.
She had trusted David, but he’d been absent so often that she’d wanted to keep things light and easy for the times he was home. With Callie, everything was different. She couldn’t pretend. Rebecca didn’t want to.
Still, she was making herself more vulnerable. She’d accepted the role of the woman who’d managed it all, two kids, the household, and the job, flawlessly, mostly on her own. Learning how to share wasn’t easy.
She stretched, wishing she could just snuggle under the covers and stay here all day. Instead, Rebecca got up and went to join her lover and daughters, hoping that there would be coffee.
The scenery—Callie, Dina, and Maggie sharing a pizza, the girls talking—made her smile. Before she’d left David, before there was even the idea, Dina and Maggie hadn’t gotten along very well. It seemed like the divorce had gotten them closer together instead of further apart, and for that, Rebecca was grateful.
They all needed a bit of stability right now, but especially Maggie. She needed to feel safe again.
Callie got up to pour a mug of steaming coffee and set it on the table. Rebecca accepted it with a grateful smile. She was reminded of something she’d need to take care of. Later.
For the moment, she just wanted to stay here and enjoy a moment with the people she loved, nothing and no one intruding on them.
Maggie had not left her side since this morning. Rebecca certainly didn’t mind, even though Maggie’s excited chatter was a sign that she was still working through what had happened.
She nearly squealed when Rebecca announced they were going to make Christmas cookies. Dina’s reaction was an indulgent smile. It seemed like she had been doing a lot of growing up in the past days. Rebecca wasn’t too sure whether she found that comforting or disturbing. In any case, there were much more disturbing things, and she wanted to forget about them for a while. Callie retreated to her own office to write. Even though this was a different home, a different kitchen, it almost felt like the old times.
She hadn’t done a lot of baking in the past season, Rebecca realized, when the familiar scents filled the kitchen. There’s your therapy. All of her troubles with people she’d rather see leave Autumn Leaves sooner than later, seemed like a distant nightmare.
She hoped they would fade away for real.
At least, Maggie seemed to have remained oblivious to the hateful words Craig had thrown at Rebecca. She found that she couldn’t even find it in herself to hate him, not like Beckett and Weller. Rebecca pitied him.
“Hey. It smells so good, I couldn’t stand to stay away.”
Callie stood in the doorway, a small, tired smile on her face.
“Almost done. We’ll clean all of it up, of course.”
“It’s okay. Can I borrow you for a minute?”
Rebecca only hoped she wasn’t in for more bad news. Callie seemed to have something on her mind. When they stood in the hallway, she just stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Rebecca.
“It’s okay. Sorry I’ve been freaking. This was…bad,” Rebecca said for the lack of a better term. She held on tight, then brushed her fingers over Callie’s hair.
“It was.” Callie’s voice was slightly muffled. “There’s just something I wanted to tell you. Nicole says she’s leaving town, taking the last flight tonight.”
“Good for her,” Rebecca said, not sure what to make of the news. “She’s been saying a lot of things. Are you sure it’s for real?”
“I think so. She wants to say good-bye.”
“You want to go?”
After the past two days or so, Rebecca thought that nothing could shake her anymore. Maybe she’d been delusional. She still felt on edge, the need to make a decision while things kept spiraling out of her control. Rebecca had never been someone to just sit it out. This time though, she wasn’t sure what the right direction was. Nicole scared her. Father Reynolds did too. She couldn’t back down with either of them though.
Callie nodded.
You will come back though? Rebecca didn’t ask. Instead she went to the coat rack and picked up her purse, searching through it until she found the colorful leaflet. She tore it in two and walked into the living room where she tossed it into the fireplace. They both watched as the paper curled and turned to ashes.
“She lied to you,” Rebecca said. “I just put it there and I forgot. Next thing I know my ex-brother-in-law turns into a maniac who kidnaps my daughter. I never had any intention to call that therapist, but if you believe her…”
“I don’t. I just want to see her get on that plane.”
“What if she decides to come back?” Rebecca was aware that it was hazardous to have this conversation now when nerves were still raw, hers, Callie’s.
“She won’t. Nicole doesn’t like to lose.”
Rebecca didn’t answer, but stared into the flames where there was nothing visible of the offensive item anymore.
“Just this, and she’s going to be out of our lives.”
The temptation to say something overtly dramatic was strong. Rebecca doubted that someone like Nicole would give up because of distance. Callie said earlier she’d have to be in New York from time to time, and there was nothing that could stop Nicole from showing up, time after time, unless charges were filed.
“I’d prefer it if we could all stay home tonight,” she said calmly. “It’s been a horrible few days, and honestly, I don’t care about her feelings. I just want to know that everyone is safe.”
Callie studied her for a long time before she said, “Okay.”
“Just like that, ‘okay’?” Rebecca hadn’t expected her to comply.
“Yes, just like that. I realize whatever I do, and whatever I call it, it’s probably not closure to her. You’re right. I shouldn’t give her reason to think I’d change my mind, ever. Maybe it’s true, that I’ve been doing that. Guilty as charged.”
“No. You just tried the best you could.”
“It’s been so damn hard.” Callie shook her head. “Everybody tried to make me doubt—”
“I know.”
Rebecca leaned forward to kiss her, very softly.
“I know what that feels like. Please, don’t go. Just let us spend a nice quiet evening with the girls. Pretend it’s a holiday, and we don’t have to answer to anyone.”
“That would be so nice,” Callie whispered. “Except…”
“Except?”
“I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you earlier. Asha is coming over. She called this morning.”
“Well,” Rebecca said with a half-hearted smile, “I have to admit of all your exes, I like her the best.”
“Oh, come on, you make it sound like there are dozens!”
They hadn’t had a lot to laugh about lately. Rebecca decided she wanted to take it as a good sign that this was changing.
In the end, Callie had gone out anyway to get some ingredients for their dinner. What could happen in a few minutes? Rebecca gave herself the answer as she stood by the window, knowing that knot in her stomach wouldn’t go away until Callie returned.
Nearly seventeen years ago, she and David had wanted to build a life in Autumn Leaves, because it had seemed like a safe place for their children to grow up. Now she was scared for a grown woman to go to the grocery store a few blocks away?
It was just her luck that Asha arrived before Callie’s return. True, Rebecca had begun to see a tentative ally in her which was a long way from how they’d first met. However, Asha, even though she wasn’t doing it on purpose, never failed to make her feel like the boring, suburban housewife.
“Wow,” she said, inhaling deeply as she stepped inside. “Callie is so lucky. I have yet to meet a woman who can cook. Her included, as you might have found out.”
“You’re welcome,” Rebecca said, and it didn’t sound the least bit ironic. “There are cookies if you like.”
“Oh, sure, I’d love to. Callie isn’t here?”
“She said you were coming, but we didn’t know exactly when. She went to get some things for dinner.”
Asha flashed her a bright smile. “I love you guys, you know that, right? So…is there anything you have for me?”
“Me?” Rebecca asked, wondering if she was possibly still asleep.
“Well, yeah. You have some insights. Callie says she’s working on a new idea. I just want to make sure there’s no surprise of the kind like last time.”
Callie had some dispute with Asha a few months ago about the direction in which she’d wanted to take her series. Only Rebecca had known that what Callie had been describing came close to her own traumatic experiences.
“You need to ask her when she’s here,” Rebecca said, wondering if she should know more, and why she didn’t.
“I heard Nicole made an appearance. That must have stirred up some bad…sh…things.” Asha caught herself on the last word.
“You know her?”
“I saw her the first time when you did, but I know what the bitch did,” Asha said darkly. “Might not be as bad as what happened here, but I’m sure it was enough to remind Callie. I’ve known Callie for a long time,” she continued when the surprise must have shown on Rebecca’s face. “I knew she wasn’t nearly killing her character because of a fleeting idea. Not in the way it was written. Don’t worry, Rebecca. I’m not asking you to tell me. In fact, I can tell from your silence that it’s true. I’m glad she’s with you now.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re not crazy?” Asha chuckled. “Well, not that I am, no worries. It’s just with you…I think she’s found something that she’s been looking for all her life. A place to feel safe enough to stay. I’m not just talking this house.”
“Thank you,” Rebecca said, finding it very warm in the room all of a sudden. Her cheeks were burning.
“You’re welcome. Now what did you say about cookies?”
They spent an agreeable evening with Asha, and as time proceeded, Rebecca realized that many of her earlier worries had been blown out of proportion. Maybe her own story wasn’t that spectacular after all, minus the coming out to almost the whole congregation. She still had a lot of clichés to clear from her mind, but neither Callie nor Asha seemed to think she was in a place where she didn’t belong.
It made her feel guilty for thoughts she had while under the paralyzing influence of fear for Maggie. Those didn’t count anymore though. She knew better. Callie had come back to her, and she had not gone to meet Nicole at the airport.
As for Reynolds, Rebecca had decided she would ask Father Langdon for advice. Hopefully this time, they were really looking at more peaceful times to come.
She checked her email before they went to bed, surprised to find one from Betty, until she remembered that tomorrow was Saturday.
I’m sorry for bringing Reynolds with me earlier. I had no idea, but I have something to tell you. It’s my turn for brunch. I hope to see you both, and the girls, if you want to bring them.
“People can learn,” Callie said as she pulled back the covers for Rebecca. “Some sooner, some later.”
“I don’t know. She’s my friend, but it feels a little like letting her off easily. She said some mean things to you.”
“It’s more for your benefit than for hers. She’s trying to find answers, which is more than can be said for a lot of people.”
“You’re probably right.” Rebecca slipped under the covers, welcoming the fatigue taking over her body, the warmth of Callie curling up beside her. “It’s progress. Thank you for not going to see Nicole,” she said after a moment of silence.
“I didn’t miss anything.”
“It’s been a crazy time with…everything. I need to tell you this, because it will stay on my mind otherwise.”
“Okay.” Callie linked their fingers together, obviously, both of them needing reassurance. “Go ahead.”
“I thought it might be a good idea if we just…I don’t know, be apart for awhile. There were so many misunderstandings. I guess I’m not really good at working them out.”
“I guess the same could be said for me,” Callie said cautiously.
“I knew that when I left David, I did it because there was no turning back. I would have wondered the rest of my life what could have been. Now…I believe it’s better to work things out when they arise. To stay. I don’t want to be apart, not even temporary.”
“Neither do I.” Callie’s voice stayed level, but her hold tightened. “I love you. I was just scared. I still am sometimes. I know it’s silly, and I can’t keep this up for the next, let’s say sixteen years.”
“I’m not going back. I’m not sure what Father Reynolds is trying to do, why me, but he’s wrong. You can’t use someone’s faith to blackmail them. I won’t let him.” Even though she’d let him come damn close to doing just that.
“I still can’t believe what Craig did.” She shook her head with a humorless laugh. “It’s hard to think that I once thought of Autumn Leaves as the safest place in the world, while he was still the sheriff, nonetheless.”
“You can’t always predict what people will do. Nicole wasn’t like that when I first met her.”
“That’s a scary thought.”
“Yes, it is.”
However, for the moment, Rebecca thought, they were safe, everyone she loved. She’d be grateful, and do everything she could possibly do for it to stay that way. Even against her own fears.
She turned to Callie, leaning over to kiss her. Without so many words, assuring each other that the safe place they’d built between them still existed, something that no one could take away.



Chapter Ten
Betty LaRue hadn’t hosted the Saturday brunch in a long time, and she seemed to want to make up for that omission, serving food that would have been enough for twice as many people. Traditionally, the brunch was taking place without kids. Callie was grateful that Betty had made an exception, because she understood how important it was for Rebecca to keep both her daughters close.
Maggie had calmed down a little, back to her familiar shy persona. Callie and Rebecca had both agreed to watch her closely though for any signs of distress. It could have almost been an adventure, if it hadn’t been for Craig being an idiot and firing the gun in the hotel room. Francine had to cancel, so the number came down to six people, Betty, Roz, Callie and Rebecca, Dina and Maggie.
As Betty poured a cup of hot chocolate for Maggie, coffee for the rest of them, she gave Callie a hesitant smile.
Callie, feeling very forgiving towards everyone and everything after last night, smiled back at her as she accepted her cup. Talking wasn’t all she and Rebecca had done.
“There’s something you wanted to tell me,” Rebecca said when Dina had taken Maggie outside. It might have been a bit provocative with the others still around, but Betty didn’t seem to mind.
“Yeah, but first of all, Callie, I know I owe you an apology. I shouldn’t have hit you.”
“You did what?” Roz coughed.
“No, you shouldn’t have,” Callie agreed. “You know it wasn’t just that. Personally, I can forgive you, but I need to know where I stand with you. Both me and Rebecca. About Reynolds—”
Betty made a face. “God, I’m sorry about that. I mean—I know I’m doing this wrong, but he shouldn’t have used a moment like this to come at you with his own issues. I talked to a cousin of mine this week. Reynolds worked there for a couple of years before he kind of disappeared.” She shrugged, obviously still uncomfortable with the subject. “It appears that he was involved with…a boy. Not a minor, but still. There was talk, and he left, was trying to get himself together. Here he is now.”
“Jesus,” Roz said.
“No one knew about this?”
“Rebecca, I’m sure Father Langdon didn’t.”
Callie shook her head, feeling sick all of a sudden. So this was where all the hate came from. While Betty seemed on the right track, some of the good people in town would use this as an example. Reynolds probably wasn’t half aware of the damage he was doing, or if he was, he didn’t care.
“He’s got a lot of gall to tell me…” Rebecca didn’t finish the sentence as Maggie and Dina returned this moment. “Father Langdon needs to know about this. I’m going to see him.”
“Can I come with you?” Betty asked with a sideways look to Callie.
“Sure. I’ll see if I can get a phone number and ask him to meet us.”
At least, unlike Nicole, Betty seemed to want to make amends for real. Callie had to give her that. It was a start.
* * * *
“Thank you for meeting us on such short notice.”
“I’m glad to see you again so soon.” Father Langdon smiled. “Actually, I’ve been meaning to call you, Rebecca, but you seemed to have some urgent news.”
His smile vanished soon when Betty and Rebecca gave an account of Father Reynolds’ conduct in the recent past.
“I wanted to come and talk to you before anything becomes official,” Rebecca said. “I’d been hoping for a break, you know? Callie and I have been getting a lot of attention, and I’m afraid it will only get worse. I can’t just let it stand either.”
“It’s not right,” Betty agreed. “What he does is not an invitation, it’s trying to force his own beliefs on…” She met Rebecca’s eyes briefly, then looked away. “I know I’ve been guilty of that myself. That’s why I know it’s wrong.”
“I could talk to him,” Father Langdon offered. “However, I don’t think it’s in my power to have him removed. After all, it would be necessary to find a replacement.”
Rebecca shook her head. “I don’t want that. It’s his life and his career, but he’s not supposed to make that kind of judgment, on me, or anyone else.”
“I agree, Rebecca. It will not be easy. Sadly, you’ll find that even in the church, people will side with him. You know that I don’t.”
“Yes, and I’m grateful for that. If you could talk to him, we’d really appreciate that. Hopefully he’ll listen to you.”
“I’ll try,” he promised. “Meanwhile, there’s a colleague from Marin County who has a request I said I’d pass on to you. She’s starting a group that is meant to be a safe place for members of the GBLT community and also address questions of faith as they arise. I thought you might be interested.”
Rebecca felt a little ashamed at how easily he brought up the subject when she had needed a long time to come to terms with certain facts of reality. She shared a gaze with Betty who was equally as quiet.
“Oh, and I heard they are working on their website, too, and could use some help.” He winked.
“This sounds…great. Yeah, absolutely, give her my number.”
After their appointment, Rebecca and Betty went to a nearby coffee shop.
“I realize,” Rebecca said, “when I thought Autumn Leaves was feeling safe to me, it had a lot to do with him. I wish he would have stayed with us a little while longer.”
Betty nodded with a wistful smile. “Rebecca, you have no idea how much it means to me that we’re talking again. Like normal.” She winced. “You know what I mean. I missed you.”
“I missed you too.”
“While we’re at it, I have to tell you I mostly behaved like a bitch not because I was thinking that Callie would corrupt the children in town. I was jealous.”
“Jealous?” Rebecca repeated, baffled. “Of…?”
“Oh, no, not that.” Betty laughed self-consciously. “I mean, look at us. We were kind of reassuring ourselves that we were doing the right thing, each Saturday. Maria stayed with Craig even though there wasn’t a lot of love between them. Roz stayed away from any relationship. You and I…well, it was always up to us to hold the fort while the hubby’s out on the job. It seemed okay as long as I could hope you were just a little annoyed by the situation as well, but staying.”
“It wasn’t always easy, but I wasn’t thinking about it too hard. I had the girls to consider. I still have.”
“You started thinking about it at one point,” Betty reminded her. “It seemed completely crazy, like you’d managed to bring time to a halt, to change. Leaving your husband, having a younger lover, and a woman at that.”
Rebecca didn’t quite know how to react to that, but the way Betty recounted the events, she couldn’t help but smile. For all her struggles, Betty made it sound like she was living the life of someone who was indeed to be envied.
“I didn’t plan any of this, you know. I’m sure you don’t really want to—”
“No.” Betty shook her head. “Not really. Just for a moment the thought that it could be done, that someone was actually doing it, scared the hell out of me.” She hid her face in her hands. “The things I said. I wish I could say I was drunk, but unfortunately, I wasn’t.”
“You apologized. It means a lot to me…and to Callie.”
“She’ll never forgive me.”
“I’m sure she will.”
“I feel silly. About our new father and his favorite therapy? I had no idea it was dangerous. I even would have thought it’s kind to try to help people, keep them out of the line of fire. Really,” Betty said ruefully, “you guys get a lot of crap even from the people who are supposed to be your friends. I can’t even begin to imagine what it’s like.”
Rebecca remembered asking Callie the same question, what seemed like a lifetime ago. She had definitely gotten some answers of her own.
“I think nothing is worse than lying. To everyone you care for, and to yourself.”
“Do you really believe what you said that day in front of the congregation? That one day you’ll be able to marry her, in church even?” There was no scorn in Betty’s voice, just genuine interest.
“One day, yes. I just don’t know if we’re all going to be around for that.”
“That’s sad.”
“It is.”
“Are you going to be part of that group in Marin County?”
Rebecca leaned back in the booth, despite the seriousness of the subject, happy they had come this far. “I’m going to talk it over with Callie first, but yes, I think I will.”
Sunday morning was the first time in a long time that she sat next to Betty, Callie and her daughters to her left. When she counted the friendly greetings against the curious looks thrown her way by strangers, Rebecca was aware of the tide changing. There wasn’t that much staring anymore. The people in Autumn Leaves had gotten used to seeing her in church with Callie. Maybe some day, they would be more accepting.
Father Reynolds was certainly not keen on helping that process along.
“Rebecca, can we talk for a moment?” he asked after the service. Callie sent her a questioning look, and she shook her head. Rebecca was fairly sure she could handle him this time.
Callie nodded. “We’ll wait in the car,” she said with regard to Dina and Maggie. It had been raining all morning, and the sky was still a dark grey, an appropriate setting for unpleasant subjects.
Father Reynolds switched on the light in his office. “I wanted to say I’m glad your daughter is home safely.”
“Thank you, Father.”
“Are you really happy now, Rebecca?”
“I’m not sure what you’re talking about, but if you don’t mind, I’d rather we stay on a formal basis.”
“If you prefer that.” He didn’t offer her a seat. “See, you say you don’t like blackmail, but what exactly would you call going to Father Langdon behind my back? Frankly, I’m disappointed.”
“I could have gone elsewhere. I asked him for advice, and he offered to talk to you which I suppose he did.”
“Reb…Mrs. Lowman. Deep down inside you know that what you’re doing is wrong. I understand. We share a bit of the same history. We were both lead astray by temptation.”
“Oh no.”
“You’ve been seduced by—”
“Don’t even go there. I don’t claim to know all about you, so I can’t possibly judge. I even understand the—temptation, if you want—to lay the blame, but at least one of us is honest about who we are.”
“What is it that you want me to do?”
“This church is a shelter, a safe place for the people in this town. Don’t destroy that by associating it with harmful people and theses. That’s all.”
“Harmful for whom?” he asked. “Is there never a moment when you want your life back?”
“My life is everything it could possibly be, Father,” she said. “About Doctor Graham and those links on the website—”
“Don’t try,” he warned her. “I can assure you, you won’t win.”
“Thanks for the warning,” she said in the same sarcastic tone. “Have a good day.”
Rebecca tried to force the conversation out of her mind for the rest of the day. After dinner, they drove up to David’s to bring Dina back. The continuous rain had started to melt the snow away once more. Rebecca noted that Susan seemed a little more confident, her smiles more genuine. Maybe she and David had a similar conversation to the one she and Callie had, designing a road map for the future.
It was still hard to let one of her children out of her sight: Dina, because she was growing up and needed parental guidance, Maggie, because things could have turned out so much worse.
They had hardly left each other’s side since the police had found Maggie, but of course that would have to change with the start of another week and school. Rebecca was dreading the moment.
In the late afternoon, there was also a call from Pastor Amber Cole from Marin County.
“I’m sorry to disturb you on a Sunday afternoon,” she said, then laughed ruefully. “I’m only half serious. When else would I get things done? Anyway. Father Langdon told you about the group I’m starting? We meet every other week for now. It wouldn’t be a too long commute from Autumn Leaves.”
“It sounded interesting. I’m just not sure I qualify…”
“That’s the first question I hear from many. Don’t worry. We’re just starting for now. It’s not a test, and we don’t turn anyone away. I’m aware that circumstances differ greatly for most of us.”
Rebecca hadn’t missed her use of the word “us,” and it made her smile.
“I’d like to try,” she said.
“Good. Father Langdon also warned you that there might be work? I hope you’re not too swamped at the moment, because I could so use the help. We’ll pay you, of course.”
“I’d have the time.”
“That is so wonderful! Why don’t we meet, and I show you around a little, give you an idea what we need? I could fit you in Tuesday around noon.”
It was a good idea, because a busy schedule would keep her from obsessing about Maggie too much. Truth be told, Rebecca would have liked to sit in class with her, but she assumed that wouldn’t go over well with Maggie nor her teachers.
“Let’s do it, then. I’m looking forward to meeting you.”
“Likewise. Thank you, Rebecca.”
“Look at you,” Callie said proudly after she’d hung up the phone. “There’s your new contract.”
Things were righting themselves, and not just work-wise. If somebody had told her a year ago how her life would turn out, she probably would have been scared out of her mind. There was so much to learn still, but the idea of having a support system like this, that she hadn’t even known could exist, was comforting. There were still places where she fit in with everything that she was.
* * * *
“Good morning, Mrs. Lowman. Ms. Bryan.” Ms. Romano smiled brightly as she caught up to them on the sidewalk. “I’m glad to see you back, Maggie. I heard you had quite some exciting times.”
Maggie smiled at her shyly and nodded.
“I also meant to tell you that we got a lot of new books in the library, so maybe you’d like to check them out with me later?” She straightened a little, addressing both Rebecca and Callie, “Don’t worry. We’ll check up on her.”
“Thank you.”
Nevertheless she got blurry-eyed when Maggie walked away with the teacher, reminding her of the first school day.
“She is safe here,” Callie said, touching her arm gently. “They know what happened. They will take good care of her.”
“If you ask me, don’t have kids. It’s masochistic, and a lot more pain than—”
“You don’t mean that.”
“No.”
Callie smiled and laid an arm around her waist. “Come on. I’ll buy you breakfast. After that, I have some more ideas how we can spend the time until Maggie comes back.”
* * * *
Callie was fairly excited about Rebecca’s meeting with the pastor from Marin County, for several reasons. She hadn’t realized until recently that something had been missing for Rebecca, and this group could very well be that link. Callie’s idea of faith always been rather vague. She’d felt more like an outside observer, ready to let anyone live the way they wanted to as long as they didn’t hurt anybody.
For Rebecca, these questions always had a different, more urgent quality. If she could find answers with Amber’s group, Callie was all for it.
She was beyond relief herself knowing that Nicole had left town. Her presence had been hanging over Callie like a shadow. Apologies were a big step for Nicole, but Callie had learned that it didn’t mean she could trust her. Manipulation was what she did well, and it wasn’t something she was likely to give up, ever.
“Didn’t you say something about distraction?” Rebecca asked softly, inviting her back to reality.
The curtains were still drawn in the bedroom, and the lamp on the nightstand gave the room a soft glow. Heavy rain clouds had been darkening the sky again and made it seem much earlier.
“You’ve got something on your mind?”
Rebecca gave her a rueful smile. “I’ve had some nice seduction scene on my mind, but I’m not really good at that.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that. You’re doing fine.”
“You think?”
When she got a little nervous, the emotion colored her voice into a cadence Callie found herself unable to resist. Rebecca had probably no idea.
“Absolutely, I do.”
“Just be with me?”
Rebecca started to unbutton her shirt, her movements slow and deliberate, her gaze never leaving Callie’s. That part was clearly intentional.
“Yes,” Callie whispered, but she didn’t leave her place at the foot of the bed. She enjoyed just standing there, watching, very much aware of the heat spreading through her body.
“Good. You know I’ve been obsessing over this for a long time. If I could just be good enough—”
“Rebecca.”
“I know. I need to learn to trust.” Rebecca slipped her legs out of her skirt, and Callie could only stare. There had been some planning involved for sure, this morning, when Rebecca had put on black lace lingerie and these stockings. “I want to learn, but I realize I can only be me. I hope that means good enough for you.”
“Trust me. I want to be with you for the rest of my life. It might not be the right time yet, but when you’re ready, I want to marry you.”
Rebecca pulled her close for a kiss before she answered. “I want that too.”
* * * *
Ms. Romano brought Maggie to the gate, carrying a full bag of the new library books. “I just didn’t want to her to carry those all by herself,” she said with a smile, well knowing that it was more of a guise for looking after Maggie, and that Callie and Rebecca knew it too.
Callie, a little weak in the knees still, let Rebecca drive. She enjoyed the feeling. She loved seeing the new confidence in Rebecca.
They spent the afternoon overseeing Maggie’s homework, just talking and spending some time with her. There wasn’t any unbridgeable gap. For Maggie, this was now the home where she was feeling safe.
For the evening, they’d been invited to the re-opening of the Tunisian restaurant. Betty had offered to stay with Maggie, but they had decided to just take her and make it an early night, since Rebecca would drive to Marin County the next day.
They also took Rebecca’s car to the restaurant, and she agreed to be the driver for the evening as well.
Two glasses of wine were enough to put Callie into a somewhat melancholy, but happy mood. There might be more trials to come, but they hadn’t done so badly. They were still together, everyone doing their part. She caught Maggie’s gaze and smiled at her. While she might have not envisioned children in her life, ever, she was making adjustments just as Rebecca had. The here and now felt just right.
Better than that. It was perfect.
She’d gotten up, a tiny bit wobbly, to find the bathroom while Rebecca stayed behind to pay for their meal. Why do those restrooms always have to be downstairs? She wondered, giggling a little to herself. Callie didn’t mind an obstacle though. She had overcome many of them.
She stepped out of the stall, regarding herself in the mirror as she was washing her hands. There was a blush to her cheeks, caused by excitement and alcohol alike. It reminded her of the first time Rebecca had invited her over for dinner. She’d drunk more than she should have, the fantasy going wild in her head. The difference was, she’d been going home, lonely and frustrated in more than the sexual sense. Tonight, the woman she’d desired so much was going home with her.
Callie smiled at her reflection. An instant later, she jumped, banging her arm against the counter. The eye-watering pain told her she wasn’t dreaming. The mirror image remained.
“You left me no choice,” Nicole said. “You didn’t come to say good-bye, so I had to come back one more time.”
“Really?” She’d gone to stone-cold sober in a split second, or so it felt to Callie. “That I didn’t show up should have told you something in the first place.”
“I know.” Nicole took a step closer, making Callie uncomfortably aware that she had nowhere to back away. “It took me a while to realize you’d made up your mind, that you’d never take me back. Even though I do think you’re making a mistake. We were good together once, and we could get there again.”
Callie said nothing, mostly because she was waiting for Nicole to step aside so she could get out.
“You don’t want to, fine. I’m beginning to think you really love to be miserable.”
Callie shook her head with an unhappy laugh.
“You don’t get it. I’ve never been this happy, and no matter what you say, you can’t take that away from me. Meaner people have tried.”
“She’ll never make you happy.”
“If that’s your punch line, can I go now?”
“Callie, please. You know that I love you. I want what’s best for you.” She put her hand on Callie’s shoulder.
“Don’t touch me.” Good that her voice sounded rather cold, not like that of a scared little girl. Her emotion was much closer to the latter. Callie wasn’t sure whether or not she wanted Rebecca to come looking for her. She just wanted to pretend this moment never happened in an otherwise perfect day.
“She can’t, because she doesn’t know you, all your secrets, like I do.”
“What if she does?”
Nicole shook her head, probably attempting to look sad. She didn’t quite pull it off. “I don’t think so—or did you tell her about the troubled girl who…”
She didn’t have to go further. Callie felt the color drain from her face. She reached for the sink behind her.
“You can’t.” Just moments ago, she had felt warm and safe, now the chill inside was making her shiver.
“Oh, I don’t plan to. Just be careful not to drink too much when you’re with her. You’re kind of chatty when you’re drunk. That’s how I learned about it.”
“You want to blackmail me?”
“No way. I just came to say good-bye. You think that I’m so mean, but this is really on you. I won’t go to her, because I still care about you. It will always be between you, though, and isn’t it better to end things before they blow up in your face?”
Nicole leaned forward to kiss her neck, then she straightened with a smile.
“I’ll see you around, Callie. Take care.”
“Go to hell,” Callie whispered when the door had closed, then she took a paper towel to wash her face. She’d just erase this conversation from her memory like it never happened. It wouldn’t have been the first time. She was fairly good at repressing things, and this would be no exception.
Callie cried later, though, when Rebecca was asleep beside her. She just let the tears fall, pressing her hand against her mouth so as not to wake her.
She believed Nicole too often, and it always ended in misery. She couldn’t afford to let the shadow of a doubt to remain.
Callie thought of Rebecca wondering if they should spend some time apart, deciding otherwise. The mere idea was upsetting her so much it created an almost physical pain.
What if Nicole was right?
In the early morning, they made love. She couldn’t be close enough to Rebecca, couldn’t hold her close enough, and she nearly cried again.
“You’re going to miss me?” Rebecca whispered. “I’ll only be gone for a few hours.”
“I’ll always miss you,” Callie said, wishing they could stay forever in the safe netherworld between night and day. “Always.”
“Then I’ll have to come back soon.”
Maybe that wouldn’t be enough, Callie thought as she stood in the doorway to Maggie’s room. The girl was blinking, just starting to wake up. Her classes started late today, so she could sleep in. Callie liked her right from the start, but she had no idea how much she would grow to love her. Rebecca’s daughter. Their family.
She didn’t want to walk away even though it might be the only way to keep this beautiful house of cards from tumbling down.
“Hey.” Maggie noticed her standing there and swung her legs over the edge of her bed. “Are you sad?” she asked worriedly. “Why?”
“It’s nothing,” Callie said, hugging her close so the girl wouldn’t see the lie in her face. “Everything is going to be all right.”
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