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    PREFACE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Omaha, Nebraska 
 
    1991 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIS WAS IT.  
 
    Charlie’s husband Clint was beside her, holding her hand. The lower half of her body was numb from the spinal block. A white cloth hung from the ceiling to her waist, blocking her view.  
 
    Whispers… Nurses darting around the hospital room… Her obstetrician shouting orders.  
 
    Twenty-year-old Charlene Abbott hadn’t slept for weeks, knowing the Cesarean was coming up soon.  
 
    “Mr. Abbott,” Dr. Branson said from behind the curtain. “The girls are ready to make their entrance into the world.” 
 
    Charlie and Clint’s eyes locked. 
 
    He squeezed her hand and quickly disappeared so he could watch their babies being born. 
 
    When she heard a soft cry, Charlie’s heart skipped a beat. “Is that my baby?” She raised her head off the pillow. 
 
    “Charlie.” The nurse at the head of the bed put a hand on Charlie’s forehead and gently pushed her head down. “You have to lie very still, remember?” 
 
    A few seconds later, Charlie heard a second wail, their warbled cries musical. “Let me see them.” All she wanted to do was to see her babies, if only for a minute.  
 
    “Sweet Jesus.” She heard Clint murmur something, his voice breaking.  
 
    Light-headed, she rolled her head to the side, searching for him. “Clint?”  
 
    When Charlie saw the Plexiglas crib whisked out the door, she cried, “Stop! I want to see my babies.” But all she heard were more whispers. 
 
    Her vision blurred by tears, Charlie found Clint leaning back against the wall next to the door. His head was bowed and his large hands covered his face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Charlie asked tearfully, but still no response. Panicked, she shouted, “Will somebody please tell me what’s happening?” 
 
    A few seconds later, Charlie looked up into Clint’s face.  He pulled the surgical mask off, and kissed her cheek gently. Stroking her perspiration-soaked hair, he soothed, “Everything’s okay, honey. You need to get some rest.”  
 
    “The girls?” Charlie asked. “Are they okay?”  
 
    He nodded, avoiding her eyes. “They’re fine.” 
 
    Her six-foot, four-inch, two-hundred-and-thirty-pound husband, lovingly wiped Charlie’s eyes with a tissue. His complexion was pale, his eyes rimmed in red. Even though they’d been warned, the shock of seeing the twins for the first time had been overwhelming. 
 
    Early in the pregnancy, Charlie and Clint were told the twins were conjoined: Craniopagus twins, the obstetrician had told them, joined at the head. They’d been devastated. And although Charlie and Clint combed the small town library searching for any information about conjoined twins, how could any parent be prepared to see two tiny beings fused together? They’d been given the option to abort, but the choice was never discussed. God had given them this challenge for a reason. 
 
    Charlie hadn’t been comfortable putting her trust in the only D.O. in the small town of Sheffield, Iowa, and opted to see an obstetrician in Omaha 90 miles west of their hometown. 
 
    Living on a farm on the outskirts of a small community with a population of a little under two thousand, the news that the Abbotts were giving birth to twins that were joined at the head would travel quickly. There was no way Charlie would expose their family to gossip. 
 
    When Dr. Frank Branson finally appeared from behind the curtain, his concerned look went from Charlie to Clint and then back to Charlie. “When the spinal wears off,” he began, “someone will take you to see your baby.” He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I mean your babies. They are being transported to the neonatal intensive care unit.” 
 
    Terrified of what Branson was going say next Charlie found Clint’s hand. 
 
    “Intensive care?” Clint asked.  
 
    Branson nodded. “Yes.” 
 
     “But what’s wrong with—” 
 
    “One of the babies is small,” Branson interrupted.  “We had to stimulate her to start breathing.” 
 
    “But she’s going to be all right?” Charlie clutched Clint’s callused hand tighter.  
 
    “We just want to keep an eye on them.” Branson turned and started for the door. “We’ll chat later today.” 
 
    Why was he being so vague?  Charlie looked up at Clint. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s just a precaution.” He took off the surgical hat, his dark hair falling over his forehead. “Try not to worry. They’ll be okay.” 
 
    After the nurses cleaned her up, and changed Charlie into a clean gown, she asked Clint, “You saw them, right?”  
 
    When he didn’t answer, she felt her blood pressure rise. “Damn it, will you please talk to me?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw them,” He answered flatly, again, avoiding her eyes. 
 
    “Did you cut the cords?” 
 
    “I didn’t feel comfortable.” 
 
    She wanted to ask him why he didn’t do what he’d promised, but held her tongue. “Do they look alike? Are they—” 
 
    “I didn’t see much.” Clint cut her off. “Like the doctor said, one of the babies is bigger than the other one.” 
 
    Charlie’s heart sank. Clint had always been a quiet man, but today his silence cut her to the core. She’d failed her best friend, and wasn’t able to give him the perfect children they both wanted. This should be one of the happiest days in their lives, and yet the tension was almost too much to bear.  
 
    After Charlie settled in, and was given a pain pill and ice chips, she and Clint were left alone.  
 
    The small room had a hospital bed, small couch, and overstuffed lounge chair that Clint had pulled up next to Charlie’s bed. The blinds were closed over a window that overlooked the parking lot.  
 
    She started to get up, but Clint put a hand on her shoulder. “Supposed to lay flat for a few more hours.” He shook his head. “No cheating.” 
 
    “Can you bring me my purse?” She glanced at the built-in drawers along one wall. “I need my lip balm. My lips are so dry.” 
 
    Clint found her purse in the bottom drawer and pulled out the tube of emollient.  
 
    “Thanks. Oh, and I need my compact.”  
 
    “Compact?” 
 
    “Round. Shiny. I want to see myself.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Clint, please.” 
 
    After Clint found it, he handed it to Charlie. 
 
     “Oh, God.” Her hazel eyes were puffy and swollen and her cheeks blotchy. She moved the mirror up to the top of her head and saw her long hair was a mass of tangles. “I’m a train wreck.” 
 
     Clint grabbed the compact from her, and dropped it back into her purse. “You’re beautiful.” He leaned over Charlie and brushed his lips over hers. “Always.” 
 
    She wanted to ask him more about the girls, but didn’t want to push him. As Clint caressed her cheek, despite Charlie trying to fight the effects of the pain pill, she drifted off. 
 
    When Charlie blinked open her eyes, the room was dark, and it took a few seconds before she remembered where she was. Her lower back felt like a thousand pin pricks going through it, but there was no way she was taking any more pills until she saw her girls. After she glanced at the white-faced clock on the wall and saw it was almost eight. “Clint?” she asked, but there was no answer. 
 
    The babies were born a little after three. She’d waited long enough, patted the mattress on either side of her, found the remote, and pressed the call button.  
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Abbott, can I get you something?” a sweet voice asked through the speaker. 
 
    “I want to see my babies.” 
 
    “Let me check with your doctor,” the nurse replied. 
 
    “With, or without, your help,” Charlie responded adamantly, “I’m going to see my babies now.” 
 
    “Charlie?” She heard, gasped and slapped a hand over her chest. As Clint walked closer to the bed, she let out her breath.  “You scared me to death.” 
 
    “Why don’t you wait until you’re a little stronger before you see them?” Clint took off his baseball cap, ran a hand over his hair and put the hat back on. The nervous habit was something he’d done for as far back as Charlie could remember. 
 
    Clint looked as if he’d been on a three-day binge with the dark stubble of whiskers on his cheeks and chin, and dark circles underneath his blue eyes. He was going through hell, and holding pain inside. 
 
    “I’m going to see my girls. I’ve waited almost nine months to meet them.”  
 
    Clint was quiet as the nurse helped Charlie into a wheel chair, pushed her out the door, and down the hallway.  
 
    Charlie’s mom wanted to be here when her first grandchildren were born, but Charlie had convinced her that she’d need her more when they came home.  
 
    The pictures of conjoined twins Charlie found in the library had made her queasy. No one needed to pity her babies. They’d only have to wait a few months before the twins were separated. 
 
    With Clint following, they took the elevator up to the fourth floor. Every corner they turned, every person and ward they passed, Charlie’s anxiety increased. It seemed hours, not minutes, before they stopped in front of the ward with “NICU” above the doors. 
 
    The nurse leaned close to the intercom on the wall. “The Abbotts are here.” A short buzz went off and the double doors slowly began to part. 
 
    Her stomach tied into knots, Charlie glanced into rooms and saw parents cradling their newborns and nurses wearing blue or pink smocks scurried past carrying bottles, diapers, or blankets. A physician stood outside a room whispering to a couple.  
 
    When they reached the U-shaped nurses’ station, a pretty young woman stood and flashed Charlie and Clint a smile.  
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Abbott?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Charlie answered. 
 
    “My name is Tracy, and I’m taking care of your twins today.” She came toward them holding two thick pink rubber bands. “You’ll need to wear these on your wrists so we know you belong here.” She handed a wristlet to Charlie and then Clint. “I’ll take you to see your sweet girls.” The nurse went behind Charlie’s wheelchair.  
 
    Suddenly everything started to spin. Charlie had thought she was prepared for this day, but a part of her wasn’t ready to face reality. 
 
    It felt as if time stood still until they reached the last room on the right. By the time the nurse turned into a dimly lit room, Charlie was sick toher stomach.  
 
    When she turned toward the crib, all she could make out, however, were four tiny, intertwined feet. “Could you push me closer?”  
 
    When Tracy pushed her up to the incubator, Charlie felt like she couldn’t breathe. Just like in the pictures she’d seen, their miniature heads were joined. They looked like one baby with two heads and four arms. The top of the smaller child’s head was nestled into her sister’s neck.  
 
     It only took a few seconds before her fear was replaced by an overwhelming feeling of love. These babies were the product of Charlie and Clint’s love for each other. Charlie covered her mouth to stifle her cries of joy as tears trickled down her cheeks. 
 
    Her eyes moved slowly over her children. One of the twins had a mass of thick, dark hair like Clint’s and both had Charlie’s stubby toes.  
 
    Just like Dr. Branson had told them, one of the babies was larger, her complexion milky white. The smaller child’s skin looked thin and transparent and her sunken chest rose and fell twice as fast as her sister’s as if struggling to breathe. Mesmerized, she watched as one baby moved in slow motion as the other infant shifted with her.  
 
    God, they were so precious and so helpless. Charlie’s heart was breaking. Why? Why were her children cursed with being conjoined? She’d asked herself this question a million times, but had to believe that there was a reason. 
 
    When she felt Clint’s strong hand on her shoulder, Charlie covered his hand with hers. 
 
    “How long do you think they’ll be here?” Clint asked the nurse. “In the hospital?” 
 
    “It’s up to your girls." Tracy smiled. "Your little one needs to put on more weight, and her lungs need to get stronger.”  
 
    “Is she still having difficulty breathing?” Charlie asked.  
 
    “I read on the chart she needed a little help when she arrived,” Tracy responded. “We just want to make sure she’s healthy when you take her home.”  
 
    “But why are they both on oxygen?” Charlie asked.  
 
    “Twins are unique in that they sometimes feel what the other one is experiencing. We just didn’t want them both to have problems breathing.” When the high pitch of a beeper went off, Tracy reached into her pocket, quickly turned it off, and stood. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “I thought identical twins would be the same weight,” Charlie said before Tracy left. 
 
    “It’s more common for them to not be the same weight. Even though identical genetically, each baby has an amniotic sack and develop at their own rate,” Tracy answered standing in the open door. “One baby is usually in a better position in the womb to receive nourishment. I’ll be right back to answer any more questions. Not to worry, however. Your children are in good hands.” 
 
    Charlie’s eyes went to the monitors on a shelf above the incubator flashing green and red lights. The tubes from the oxygen tanks led into the button noses. The tiny needles that were inserted into the crooks of their matchstick-like arms led to a bag of clear liquid and were attached to tall poles. 
 
    When an arm rolled out to the side, a palm slowly opened that was no bigger than a quarter. Sweet babies, Charlie thought as warm tears followed one right after another down her face. Sweet, innocent, precious babies. 
 
    “Clint?” Charlie turned her head and found him sitting on the couch looking down at his clasped hands. “You okay with calling them Miracle and Faith like we talked about?” 
 
    Clint nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    She couldn’t take her eyes off them. She watched as the smaller baby opened her rosebud mouth, her face wrinkling up into a tight ball as if she wanted to tell Charlie something.   
 
    “Everything’s going to be okay, sweetheart,” she leaned close to the crib and whispered. “Mommy’s here.” 
 
      
 
    [image: scroll design.jpg] 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Charlie moved her things into the NICU. Clint needed to get back to the farm. For the next two days and nights, she never left Miracle and Faith. The vitals were good, Charlie was told, and they were progressing. 
 
     On the third night she was so exhausted that she could hardly keep her eyes open. Knowing that a suite was available for parents who were staying at the hospital from out of town Charlie told the nurse she was going to catch some sleep and be back in a couple of hours. 
 
    “You take as much time as you need,” the middle-aged nurse with kind eyes told her. “I’ll take good care of them.” 
 
    Hesitant to leave, she knew if she didn’t get some rest, she wouldn’t be any good to anyone. The couch in the room was uncomfortable, the hallways noisy all night, and her stitches were starting to itch, driving her crazy.  
 
     Two floors up, she stumbled into a suite with a bed, shower, and television that sat on top of a dresser. After a quick warm shower, she changed into a nightgown and slid under a clean white sheet. 
 
    When the phone rang, it jolted her out of a deep sleep. “Hello?” Her mind was fuzzy and she couldn't think. 
 
    “Mrs. Abbott?” 
 
    Recognizing the nurse’s voice, she yanked the covers off and sat up. “Yes.” She glanced at the red numbers on the alarm clock and saw that it was a little after two in the morning. Something was wrong. “Are the twins okay?” 
 
    “There’s been a complication.” 
 
    Trembling, Charlie slammed her bare feet down on the carpet and switched on the lamp on the bedside table. “What kind of complication?”  
 
    “The doctor would like to speak with you.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” She hung up, pulled her nightgown over her head, and pulled on jeans and a t-shirt. What was going on?  
 
    Her heart was racing when she threw open the door and somehow caught her balance before stumbling over the threshold. The girls had been fine when she left them. 
 
    Sprinting down the hallway to the elevator, she pressed the button. “Come on, come on!”  
 
    Noticing the exit sign, Charlie flew down the stairwell, not feeling her tennis shoes touch the stairs.  
 
    When she reached the NICU, she slammed a hand over the intercom button. “It’s Charlie Abbott.” 
 
    The doors started to part, but didn’t move fast enough so Charlie wedged herself through the opening. She ran down the hall and came to an abrupt halt at the nurses’ station. “What’s going on?” she asked, out of breath. 
 
    “I’ll call the surgeon,” the nurse told her and picked up the phone, her concerned expression telling Charlie that the complication was serious. 
 
    Her heart pounding, what did she mean surgeon? She started to jog down the hallway toward the babies’ room. 
 
    “They’re not there.” Charlie heard. 
 
    Panicked, she whirled around. “Where are they? Where did you take my babies?”  
 
    “Shhh,” the nurse said, raising an eyebrow. Walking to Charlie, she said, “They’re being prepped for surgery. The doctor will be here soon.” 
 
    It felt like a sledgehammer hit her in the stomach. “What? Why?” But Charlie didn’t wait for an answer. “Oh God, please.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “Please, no,” she whimpered, “please let them be alright.” 
 
    The nurse took her by the arm and tugged. “Why don’t you sit down in the lounge and—” 
 
    Charlie jerked her arm away. “I don’t want to sit down!” Spotting a parent peeking out a door, she lowered her voice. “Look. I just need to know where Miracle and Faith are.” 
 
    “You have to calm down,” the nurse told her curtly. “There are other babies here.”  
 
    Charlie felt like slapping her. She didn’t care who was here. Her children were gone. Where had they taken them? And why?  
 
    While she paced, chewing on her thumbnail, she tried not to think about the worst possible scenarios. Damn it, where was Clint when she needed him? 
 
    “Mrs. Abbott?” an unfamiliar man dressed in scrubs said coming toward her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Charlie asked, not waiting for introductions. 
 
    “Let’s talk privately.”  
 
    She bit her lower lip, trying to keep her emotions in check as she followed him to the twins’ room. A cold chill raced down her spine when she saw that the crib was gone and the monitors were silent. 
 
    “Why don’t we sit down and—” 
 
    “Why is everyone telling me to sit down?” She glared at him. “I’m going insane here. Just tell me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “I understand. The smaller child…”  
 
    “Faith?” 
 
     “Yes, Faith. She…” He walked closer and took her trembling hands in his. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    When her legs started to give out, she put a hand on back of the couch for support. “Sorry about what?” She couldn’t breathe, praying he wasn’t going to tell her what she didn’t want to hear. 
 
    “She didn’t make it.” He paused. “We’re prepping the twins for surgery. We need to separate them before Miracle…” 
 
    “Miracle” was the last word Charlie heard before her legs gave out and everything around her faded to black.


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sheffield, Iowa 
 
    1996 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE SET THE CLOTHES BASKET ON THE GROUND and tilted her head back, feeling the sun warm her face. She drew in a contented deep breath, smelling the fresh, earthy aroma of Iowa in July.  
 
    Her eyes went to the birds perched on the railing of the porch, chirping out their morning medley. God, she loved living on the farm. She’d never had a desire to go to college or, like many of her classmates, trade life in small-town Iowa for a shot at success in the big city. She’d been lucky enough to not only marry her best friend but also to enjoy the peace and privacy that came with living on 736 acres of prime farmland. 
 
    After Clint’s father passed, they’d painted the two-story family home an airy light yellow and then added white shutters. They’d replaced the rotting wood on the expansive front porch with composite decking. 
 
     In the spring, Charlie hung baskets of lush green ferns and bright red geraniums laced with ivy from the eaves. Like Clint’s mother, Charlie loved the outdoors and took pride in the daisies, deep purple astilbes, red and yellow roses, and butterfly bushes, as well as a myriad of other flowers and shrubs that surrounded their home.   
 
    Their home that sat a ways back from Highway 34 was dotted with towering pines and oaks. From April through mid-October, cornstalks edged three sides of the stately farm home. 
 
    Clint had lived here all his life. They’d married the day after graduation and Charlie had moved in with Kate and Sam Abbott. It had been devastating when they lost Kate as she’d been like a second mother to Charlie. But just as difficult to accept was when a massive stroke that took Sam from them. 
 
    She swiped a tendril of long hair off her face, picked up a clean white sheet from the basket and started to hang it on the line.  
 
    The older generation in Sheffield said Charlie looked just like her mother when she was Charlie’s age that people referred to as a natural beauty. She’d not only inherited her mother’s round green eyes, but the thick, naturally wavy, reddish-brown hair.  
 
    When she heard six-year-old daughter Miracle, who Clint and Charlie called Mira, singing “Under the Sea,” she stopped what she was doing and found her daughter on the swing set. Charlie swore Mira had seen The Little Mermaid a zillion times, but never tired of hearing Mira’s sweet, angelic voice. 
 
    Mira’s shiny, wheat-colored hair flew out behind her as she leaned back in the swing, pointed her toes to the sky, and pumped her spindly legs, going higher and higher.  
 
    It didn’t seem real that she’d be starting kindergarten this fall. Just thinking about seeing Mira’s innocent face in the window of the school bus as Charlie waved goodbye to her only child brought tears.  
 
    Charlie shielded her eyes from the sun and searched for Clint’s three-wheeler through the maze of perfectly aligned stalks of corn.  
 
    When she didn’t find him, she picked up another sheet, snatched up two clothespins, and placed one of them between her teeth.  
 
    “Mommy?”  Charlie heard and looked down. 
 
    Mira’s bright blue eyes were a clone of Clint’s, down to the mischievous twinkle. She was wearing her favorite OshKosh B’gosh overalls that Charlie had to steal after Mira fell asleep just to wash them.   
 
    She finished hanging the sheet, bent over, and touched the end of Mira’s small nose sprinkled with a few light freckles. “What’s up, sweetie?”  
 
    Mira looked up at the sky and then back at Charlie. “Is there another place besides heaven we can go to when we die?” 
 
    The question took her by surprise.“Why, honey?” 
 
    Mira shrugged her shoulders. “‘Cause I think there is.” 
 
    “Well, if there is, no one told me about it.” 
 
    Mira pointed an index finger up at the sky. “Heaven is way up there, right?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s where God and all the angels live.” 
 
    “I think there’s another place up there too.”  
 
    Charlie wondered where Mira got such an idea. She was only around other children when they went to church, as living in the country made it difficult for play dates. “I don’t think so, honey, but I could be wrong.” She stood up straight and looked around. “Have you seen Hank?” Charlie asked, changing the subject.  
 
    Mira scrunched up her nose and nodded toward the fields. “Prob’ly chasin’ a frog or somethin’.”  
 
    Clint hadn’t been keen on having a dog, but when Mira begged and carried on he’d given in like he usually did and they’d kept the lost puppy they’d found wandering around their yard. 
 
    Charlie watched Mira scamper away toward the sand pile shaded by a tall oak, grateful she hadn’t asked more questions about the hereafter.  
 
    “Hey, beautiful.”  
 
    Startled, Charlie whipped around and saw Clint standing close behind her. She slapped Clint’s tan forearm playfully. “Don’t sneak up me like that.” 
 
    “Why? It’s fun.” Clint bent over to kiss her, but she turned her head.  
 
    “Sweaty pig. No way.” With his boyish good looks and muscular physique, at twenty-eight he turned the ladies’ heads wherever they went. 
 
    Clint smacked his lips together. “Come on, baby. Give papa a kiss.” Sensing trouble, Charlie took off running. 
 
    Stalking after her, his arms stiff and out to his sides like a monster, Clint called in a deep monotone voice, “Come to me, my sweet.” 
 
    “Stop it!” At the side of the house, Charlie quickly picked up the end of the hose and pointed the nozzle at him. 
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    Not taking her eyes off him, she reached down and turned on the spigot. “Oh… wouldn’t I?”  
 
    He glanced down at his thigh-high, muddy, waterproof boots, the worn jeans that had given way to holes, and then slapped a hand over his T-shirt sprinkled with dry mud. “But these are my best clothes.” 
 
    On impulse, she pulled back the nozzle and sprayed the cold jet of water up and down him.  
 
    Stomping his boots and taking off his saturated baseball cap, he let out a crazed holler as he marched toward her. “You’re so done!”  
 
    After Charlie dropped the hose, she raced toward the front yard. “Mira!” she called laughing. “Help!” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Mira shouted, coming out of nowhere and wrapping her arms around her daddy’s legs. “I got him, Mommy!” 
 
    Clint beat his chest with his fists. “Now you’re the one in trouble.” He reached for Mira, but she was too quick and scrambled away. 
 
    When Clint caught her, Mira squealed with delight when he picked her up, and twirled her around.  
 
    After Clint set Mira down and pecked her cheek, he found Charlie on the front porch. Pointing at her, he said, “You started this, so you need to be punished.” He glanced down at Mira. “What should we do to punish Mommy?”  
 
    “Hmmm.” Even from a distance, Charlie saw Mira’s eyes light up. “A time-out maybe?”  
 
    “Good idea.” He took Mira’s small hand in his. “But not a very long one, ‘cause this daddy’s hungry.” 
 
    Charlie watched the two go around the side of the house, hearing Mira’s chatter. She opened the front door, walked through the living room, and joined them in the kitchen at the back of the house. 
 
    “Want to help make lunch, Mira?” Charlie asked.  
 
    “Yes!” Mira dragged a chair that was taller than she was from the table to the counter. 
 
     “I’ll be right back.” Clint turned and walked under the arched entrance toward the stairs. “Gotta change outta these wet clothes.”  
 
     “What shall we make for lunch, honey?” Charlie asked Mira. 
 
    “Hmmm.” Mira thought for a few seconds. “How ’bout samitches? And chocolate milk.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Charlie went to the refrigerator and took out the leftover ham.  
 
    The kitchen was Charlie’s favorite room in the house. She and Clint had talked about updating the kitchen. They’d discussed taking out the dark oak cupboards and replacing them with a lighter finish, and changing out the worn linoleum with a wood floor. But there were so many fond memories of Clint’s parents, and the chats they’d had at the kitchen table that she couldn’t bring herself to redecorate.  
 
    “Can I make everything?” Mira asked. 
 
    “You think you’re big enough?”  
 
    Mira put a hand on her hip and shot Charlie a look. “Mommy. I’m almost in kindergarten.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Charlie held back a chuckle. “I keep forgetting.” 
 
    After she put Mira over the sink to wash her sticky hands, Charlie said, “Can you get the chips out of the cupboard while I call Daddy?” 
 
    “Yep.” Mira was six going on thirty.  
 
    Charlie walked under the arched entrance and into the living room. From the worn couch and the wobbly oval-shaped coffee table, to the “Home Sweet Home” cross-stitch that hung on the wall, everything in the house was the same as it was when Clint’s parents were alive. But Charlie had never been interested in fancy furnishings or clothes. Like the kitchen, the living room held fond memories. 
 
    Mira chatted nonstop during lunch. Charlie put her napkin down on her plate and glanced at Mira. “That was delicious, honey. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Mira said proudly. 
 
    “Did anyone feed Hank?” Charlie asked. 
 
    Clint shook his head. “Haven’t seen him.” 
 
    Charlie pushed her chair back, picked up her plate, and set it in the sink before opening the back door. “Hank?” Charlie called standing on the top step, the hot breeze brushing across her cheeks. She often worried that he’d find his way to the highway. Walking down the few steps into the yard, she cupped her hands around her mouth. “Come here, boy. Come on, Hank.” She made a few smacking sounds before she caught him coming out through a row of cornstalks, his head down.  
 
    “Just what have you been up to?” she asked, walking toward him. Seeing he was covered in mud, she knew he’d visited the swamp just north of the farm again. “Oh, Hank.” Charlie put her hands on her hips. “It’s under the hose for you, buddy.” 
 
    His tongue hanging out, and his bushy tail hidden between his legs, Hank strutted lazily behind Charlie. With short legs, a head too large for his body, and a pushed-in nose like a pug, he was comical to look at. And yet, his sweet disposition and the way he seemed to know what Mira was thinking before Charlie did, melted her heart.  
 
    She turned on the spigot, set the nozzle to a gentle mist, and started to wash him down. Hank knew the routine. When Charlie turned off the hose, he shook his furry body, covering Charlie’s bare legs with droplets of water.  
 
    When she went back into the house, Clint had already retired to the living room, where he caught the midday news and, more often than not, took a short nap before going back into the fields. 
 
    Hearing Mira, Charlie went up the stairs, each stair creaking with old age. She found Mira playing with her vast collection of dolls in her bedroom.  
 
    The Victorian dollhouse that Clint and his father built took up one corner of the room and an antique chest that sat below double windows was packed with toys. When Mira was big enough to go from a crib to a regular bed, Charlie had made pink and white gingham curtains that matched Mira’s bedspread.  
 
    She sat down across from Mira on the round braided area rug in front of the dollhouse and crossed one leg over the other. “So, what’s happening with the girls today?” Mira referred to her dolls as “the girls.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mira’s eyes grew wide when she picked up a doll with curly, blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. “Jenny’s a mess.” 
 
    She suppressed a smile. “Why?” 
 
    “Well.” Mira looked up as if she were trying to come up with an answer. “Her tummy’s hungry.” An impish smile crossed her face. “Maybe ice cream would help.”  
 
    Charlie smiled. “Ya think?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “So, if you had some ice cream”—Charlie pointed at Mira—“Jenny might feel better?” 
 
    Mira didn’t bat an eye. “I think so.” 
 
    Charlie stood and offered her hand to Mira. “Then we’d better go make Jenny feel better.” 
 
    They spent the afternoon sipping lemonade and chatting about everything from a new doll Mira wanted for her birthday to Mira drawing a new picture for Clint that they’d hang with the rest of her artwork on the refrigerator. 
 
    After a bubble bath, Mira put on her favorite pajamas with a smiling purple Barney that covered her tummy. 
 
     “Time for prayers,” Clint said. 
 
    After Mira was tucked in, she closed her eyes and clasped her hands together in a prayer position. “Now I lay me down to sleep” prayer, she recited, “God bless Mommy and Daddy and…” she opened her eyes and looked around. “Where’s Hank?” 
 
    “Honey.” Clint scratched his temple. “I think it’s time Hank slept in the doghouse outside. It’s warm out and—” 
 
    “I want Hank.” Mira’s bottom lip quivered. 
 
    Charlie caught Clint’s attention and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Fine. Two against one.” Clint walked to the door and disappeared. When he came back, Hank was in his arms, squirming to get to Mira. He placed the dog beside her. 
 
    After Mira ran her hand down his furry back for a few seconds, he settled in beside her.  
 
    “Good night, sweet girl.” Charlie leaned over and kissed her forehead.  
 
    “Night, Mommy.” 
 
    “Night, sweetheart.” Clint gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek, plugged in the nightlight and closed her door to within a few inches. 
 
    “Kid’s getting an attitude.” He wrapped an arm around Charlie’s shoulder as they went down the hall to their bedroom.  
 
    “I think it’s called finding her voice.” 
 
    Clint grinned. “I hate that.” 
 
    Charlie had just started to fall asleep when Hank’s loud bark woke her.  
 
    When Mira let out a cry, Clint jumped out of bed, with Charlie close behind.  
 
    “Miracle?” Charlie’s called out following Clint. 
 
    Clint picked up an hysterical Mira. 
 
    “It’s okay, honey. You had a dream,” he soothed. 
 
    Charlie slowly went to the side of the bed, the dim light of the nightlight showing the fear on Mira’s face. “Mira, are you sick?” 
 
     “She… She said it doesn’t hurt to die,” Mira blubbered with nonstop tears.  
 
    “Who did?” Charlie asked. “Someone in your dream?” 
 
    Mira shook her head, rubbing a swollen eye. “A girl. Like me.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Clint soothed. “You want me to stay for a while? Until you fall back asleep?” 
 
    Mira shook her head yes. “Uh-huh.”  
 
    Charlie gently wiped the tears off Mira’s cheek with the palm of her hand. 
 
    “I see her every night when I go to sleep,” Mira told them laying her head against Clint’s chest. 
 
    “Who, honey?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “That girl.” Mira sniveled. “She doesn’t want to be dead no more.” 
 
    Clint looked up at Charlie and mouthed, “What the hell?” 
 
     Charlie sat down beside Clint and began to stroke Mira’s soft hair. “It’s all over now. The dream is over.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh.” Mira shook her head and looked up at Charlie with swollen eyes. “She says she’s never, ever gonna leave me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE HAD TOSSED AND TURNED ALL NIGHT. 
 
    It wasn’t just Mira waking up screaming that upset her, but asking about another place besides heaven.  
 
    Charlie had told Clint about Mira’s question and he’d blown it off, telling Charlie he remembered asking strange questions when he was a child. She knew children were inquisitive, but it didn’t seem normal for a six-year-old to ask about another place besides heaven. 
 
     Clint was in the fields long before daybreak and, after breakfast, Mira went outside to play. Charlie hurriedly vacuumed the living room, wiping perspiration off her forehead every few seconds. The window air conditioner was on its last leg, but they couldn’t afford central air. They had seven more years to pay on the combine, and Clint was in the process of hiring a dozen or more workers to help detassel corn. 
 
    After she put the vacuum away, Charlie went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, letting the cool air wash over her. She filled a glass with ice and then took out a pitcher of freshly squeezed lemonade.  
 
    Sipping the cold sweet drink, she looked out the window over the sink and saw Mira in the sandbox.  
 
    Mira’s expression looked intense and her lips were moving as if she was talking to someone. Maybe she was singing. Charlie took out a plastic mug from the cupboard, filled it with ice and lemonade, and went out the back door, the hot humid air taking her breath away. She’d try to keep Mira in this afternoon, as heat strokes weren’t just for the elderly. 
 
    As she neared the sandbox, Charlie heard Mira chattering loudly. Curious as to what she was saying, she went to the side of the house so Mira wouldn’t see her. Only a few feet away, she couldn’t hear what Mira was saying, but it was clear that Mira was having a conversation as she would pause, as if listening, before talking again. She seemed too young to have an imaginary friend, but it was probably common for an only child.  
 
    “Thought you might be thirsty.” Charlie started toward her. 
 
    “Hi, Mommy,” Mira said cheerfully. “Building a castle.”  
 
    Charlie sat down in the thick carpet of grass, watching Mira smooth out a blob of sand. “I love castles.” Charlie held out the mug to Mira. 
 
    “Me, too.” Granules of sand dropped from Mira’s hand when she took a long sip of lemonade. 
 
    “I thought I’d heard you talking to someone.” 
 
    “I was just talking to my new friend.” Mira wedged the mug into the sand beside her. 
 
    “A new friend?” 
 
    “Well… not that new.”  
 
    “The one you said you dreamed about last night?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Mira started to fill a red plastic pail with sand. 
 
    Using her big toe Charlie pushed off one sandal and then the other, grateful for the thick umbrella of thick branches shading them from the scorching sun. “So, what’s your new friend like to do?”  
 
    “Oh… she likes everything I do,” Mira told her, not looking up. “I’m showing her how to make a castle.” 
 
    “Does she have a sand pile too?” 
 
    “No.” Mira topped the pail of sand over the top of the budding castle. “But she says she’s gonna get one.” 
 
    Charlie leaned over and flicked a grasshopper off her thigh. “So what kinds of things does she like that you do?”  
 
    Mira poked her finger in and out of the lopsided sand structure, leaving indentations that Charlie assumed were windows. “She doesn’t know ’bout a lot of things. So I’m teaching her.” 
 
    “That’s nice of you.”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” Mira stopped what she was doing and looked at Charlie. “I’m hungry. When’s Daddy gonna be here?” 
 
     Charlie tilted her head back and saw that the sun was almost straight overhead, and then looked to the fields. “He should be coming in soon. Guess we need to make lunch.” 
 
    “Can we have corndogs?” Mira jumped up and stepped out into the grass.  
 
    “Sure.” Charlie stood and slipped into her sandals. “We have some batter left over from last week in the fridge.” 
 
    “She’s never had a corn dog,” Mira said nonchalantly as they walked to the back door. 
 
    “Your friend? How come?” 
 
    “Mommy, she lives in a different place than we do.” 
 
    Mira was talking about her new friend as if she were real.  
 
    “Honey.” Charlie sat down on the bottom step that led up to the landing of the back door. She patted her hand on the concrete next to her, signaling Mira to sit next to her. “You know your friend is imaginary, right?” 
 
    “What’s ’maginary?” Mira plopped down. 
 
    “You know how when you play with your dolls that you pretend they’re real?” She put a hand over her chest. “Like us?”  
 
    “You mean the girls?” 
 
    Charlie nodded. “Yes. You know the girls are dolls and not real, but it’s fun to pretend.” 
 
    Mira’s face balled into a confused expression. “But my friend can walk and talk and do stuff with me.” 
 
    “I had an imaginary friend when I wasn’t much older than you,” Charlie said. 
 
    Mira’s blue eyes grew wide. “You did?” 
 
    “I did. I’d talk to her on rainy days when I couldn’t go outside and play.” She turned to Mira. “Or when I was sad or lonely.” When Mira didn’t respond, Charlie asked, “What does your friend look like?” 
 
    “Oh”—Mira put her hand on top of her head—“she has the same color of hair as me.” 
 
    “Is she taller or shorter than you?” 
 
    “I dunno. The same, I think.”  
 
    Charlie was quiet for a few seconds, gathering her thoughts. “The difference between real and imaginary is, like, if we asked your friend to have lunch with us to have corndogs, she wouldn’t be here except in our minds.” 
 
    Mira wrinkled up her nose. “She’d be like in my brain?” She giggled. “That’s silly. Kids don’t live in brains.” 
 
    “Sometimes they do, if they’re pretend friends.” 
 
    Mira set her chin and glared up at Charlie. “She’s not pretend.” She crossed her heart with her fingers. “I promise.” 
 
    “How about we go make lunch for Daddy?” The conversation was going nowhere. Maybe Clint could explain it better. “I think I hear your daddy coming.” 
 
    When Clint came in the back door, Mira was at the counter standing on a chair next to Charlie. Charlie turned and flashed Clint a look. 
 
    “What?” Clint put his hands out to his sides. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Charlie cocked her head toward Mira and rolled her eyes, silently telling him something was up with Mira. “Nope.” Charlie turned back around. “Just happy to see you.” 
 
    “Good, ‘cause I don’t enjoy being in the doghouse.” He started for the half bath off the kitchen to wash up. 
 
    “Daddy,” Mira said, “you’re too big for Hank’s doghouse.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Clint said, coming back into the kitchen. “If your mom got mad at me, she just might stuff me in there.” 
 
    Mira looked to Charlie with a concerned expression. “Can Daddy fit in Hank’s house?” 
 
    “Your daddy’s talking about a different kind of doghouse.” She looked into the pot of oil on the stove and saw the corn dogs were getting brown. “Hank’s doghouse is a lot easier to get out of than mine.” 
 
    “You help Mom make lunch?” Clint asked Mira. 
 
    “Yep.” Mira smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “Yes, you did.” Charlie covered a hand with a mitt and transferred the corn dog from the boiling oil to a platter. She placed the plate in the middle of the table. “Warning,” Charlie said. “These are hot.”  
 
    “Looks great.” After Charlie sat down, Clint turned to Mira. “Mira, you want to say grace?” 
 
    Mira bowed her head. “Thank you, God, for Mommy and Daddy and Hank.” She paused, peeking out one eye toward Charlie. “And my new real friend. Amen.” 
 
    Charlie’s eyes met Clint’s. 
 
    “Oh, so you have a new friend?” Clint asked when he put a corndog on Mira’s plate. 
 
    “Yep. But Mommy says she’s in my brain.” 
 
    Clint winked at Mira. “That’s a funny place for a friend to live.”  
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    “Clint,” Charlie said when she climbed into bed next to him that night, “I don’t like the way you completely disregarded what I told Mira about her imaginary friend.  She thinks she’s real. And what she said about her friend not wanting to be dead last night scared me.”  
 
    He casually turned the next page of the Sheffield Gazette. “Let’s not make a mountain out of a molehill.” 
 
    Charlie felt her blood pressure rise.  He casually turned another page. “It’s the lonely, only child thing. In a few days, she’ll forget about what she’s thinking about today.” 
 
    “I think she needs to talk to someone.” 
 
    “She has someone to talk to,” he stated. “Us.” 
 
    “I mean a professional. Someone who understands why she’s—” 
 
    Suddenly, Clint crumpled up the paper, and tossed it on the floor, making Charlie flinch. “Let it go, Charlie.” 
 
    Charlie stopped herself from lashing out, remembering that he was always testy during planting season. 
 
    “Look.” He turned toward her, his voice calm. “I’m sorry. Just go with me on this one, please.” He leaned forward and tried to kiss her, but Charlie leaned back away from him. 
 
    The chug of the air conditioner sounded louder than usual, as if the machine sensed Charlie’s anger. 
 
    “I just want to say one more thing, okay?” Clint put his head down on the pillow and rolled his head toward Charlie. 
 
    She pulled the quilt made by the church quilt club up over her. “Whatever,” Charlie answered tersely.  
 
    “Do you remember John Sampson?”  
 
    The question caught her off guard. “You mean that nutty guy in our class?” 
 
     “His parents thought he was odd.” 
 
    “He was odd,” she responded, staring at him. “What are you—” 
 
    “And his parents took him to a shrink.”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    “All the guy had was a creative mind.” 
 
    Where was he going with this? 
 
    “He didn’t graduate with us, remember?” Clint continued. 
 
    She yawned and rolled over on her side, turning away from him. “I didn’t keep track of John Sampson.” 
 
    “He ended up in a mental institution,” Clint told her and turned off the lamp on his bedside table. 
 
    Her muscles tensed. First, Clint tells her that she’s blowing things out of proportion and now he was talking about some crazy person Charlie barely knew. “What does John Sampson have to do with our daughter?” 
 
    “Shrinks make you think you’re nuts even if you aren’t,” Clint responded, ignoring her question. “That’s how they make the big bucks. I don’t want Mira thinking she’s crazy.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.”  
 
    “Not using common sense is what’s ridiculous,” he said under his breath. 
 
    She shot up to a sitting position, incensed with his lackadaisical attitude. “Excuse me?” She slapped a hand over her chest. “Are you suggesting I don’t use good judgment when it comes to Mira?” 
 
    “Noooo,” Clint drew the word out like he was talking to a child. “I’m asking you to let Mira be a kid and do what kids do.” 
 
    Charlie turned out her light and plopped her head down on the pillow. She couldn’t even want to look at him right now and she was too angry to respond, knowing that words can never be taken back. Intuition told her something wasn’t right, but hoped Clint was right and she was overreacting.  
 
    But if Mira kept talking about an imaginary friend that didn’t want to be dead “no more,” she’d take Mira to a child psychologist, with, or without Clint’s permission.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “COME SEE ME,” Mira’s new friend beckoned. 
 
    “How do I do that?” Mira felt funny, like she was kinda asleep, but kinda not. 
 
    “I just figured it out. I made a tunnel,” she told Mira. 
 
    Cautiously, Mira peeked inside the round cylinder and saw it was foggy inside, like when it rained really hard on a hot day, and she couldn’t see out the windows. 
 
    “Get in,” her friend beckoned. “And we can play together.” 
 
    “Mommy said not to go anywhere unless she or Daddy is with me.” 
 
    “Then don’t tell her.” She giggled. “It’ll be fun.” 
 
    Mira didn’t know what to do. If her friend was pretend like Mommy said, then she was dreaming and this wasn’t real. And, if it wasn’t real, Mommy wouldn’t care if she went somewhere without her.  
 
    “No one will know,” she told Mira. “I promise.” 
 
    Tentatively, Mira stepped inside and watched the end of the tunnel close before she could change her mind. Her heart started beating fast and her tummy was turning circles. “I’m scared.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I wanna go home.”  
 
    “You won’t be gone that long.”  
 
    Mira looked down the scary cylinder.  “How come I can’t see you?” 
 
    “Because you have to come to see where I live.” Her friend’s excitement made Mira excited. “Just start walking and you’ll find me.” 
 
    Trembling, she put her hand out and found the side of the tunnel and started to take baby steps. When the vapor started to clear, her heartbeat began to slow. 
 
    “Hurry!” the voice was louder, stronger. 
 
    A few seconds later, Mira stepped out and saw her friend waiting for her. “I can see you!” Mira squealed in delight. She wished Mommy was here because she’d know that her new friend was real and not in her brain. 
 
    “Hi!” her friend said with a wide smile. “I’m so happy you came to see me.” She took Mira by the hand and tugged. “I want you to see something.” They took a few steps to a big mirror that was standing upright in the grass. “Look.” 
 
    Mira stared at their reflections. “Yep. We look just alike.”  
 
    “Uh-huh.”  
 
    “Same hair.” Mira patted the top of her head. “Same nose and”—she looked into her eyes—“and blue eyes just like mine.” Mira looked down at what her friend was wearing. “Even have the same jammies.” 
 
    “I know!” She grabbed both of Mira’s hands and giggled as they danced around in a circle, laughing. 
 
    “Maybe you’re my guardian angel,” Mira said when they stopped. “Mommy says we all have a guardian angel.” When she turned and looked around, she gasped. “Oh, my goodness.” She tried to take everything in at once. Mira had never, ever seen any place so beautiful, not even in her storybooks.  
 
    The sky was a picture-perfect blue and the sun looked bigger and brighter than it did at her house. Straight ahead was a carousel just like the one she rode at the state fair. All the pretty horses were going round and round, up and down, asThe Little Mermaidsong played. 
 
    “You like The Little Mermaid too?” Mira asked, her tummy doing flip-flops with all the excitement. 
 
    The look-alike child put a small hand over her heart. “It’s my favorite.” 
 
    Not far from the carousel were three small ponies grazing in the grass. Mira gasped. “Are those your ponies?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she answered. “I knew you’d like them.” 
 
    Mira threw her arms around her friend’s neck and hugged her. “I do! I like them so much.” 
 
    Mira could hardly believe her eyes when she caught a glimpse of the white sandy beach and lots and lots of water. “Is that a real ocean?” 
 
     “Yep. Just like the one you said you told your mommy you wanted to see.” 
 
    Mira took off running toward the sand. 
 
    “Hey, wait up!” her friend called after her. 
 
    Mira stopped abruptly and pointed. “Look.” She stared down the shoreline. “What are those?”  
 
    “Pelicans.”   
 
    “I’ve always, always, always wanted to see one of those funny birds.” Mesmerized, she watched the tall, graceful pair strut into the ocean and duck their heads underwater. 
 
    Noticing something out of the top of her eye, Mira looked up and saw dozens and dozens of bright-colored balloons floating above her. “I love balloons.” She turned to her friend. “How’d they get up there?” 
 
    The friend shrugged a shoulder. “Magic, I think.” 
 
    “You have everything here that I want.”  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Sprinting toward the water, when Mira passed two chairs that were just the right size for them, she asked, “Are those for us?”  
 
    Mira’s friend wrinkled up her button nose and put her arms out to her sides. “Everything here is for us. We can make castles together and everything.” 
 
    “I like it here.” It felt good to have her toes sink into the warm granules of sand, and when she stepped into the ocean, the warm water lapped at her feet and ankles. “Where are the rest of the people?” 
 
    “No one here but me.”  
 
    “No one?” Mira asked, confused. “Ever?” 
 
    Her friend shook her head. 
 
    “How long you been here?”  
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. “Forever, I think. I don’t know for sure.” 
 
    How do you get food and stuff?” Mira asked. 
 
    “I’ll show you,” she said. “Think about something you like to eat.” 
 
    “But I’m not Hun—” 
 
    “Pleeaasse,” her friend begged. “Do it for me.” 
 
    Mira closed her eyes and thought real hard. 
 
    “Okay, now you can look.” 
 
    When Mira opened her eyes, there was a table next to her covered in a red-and-white-checked cloth like Mommy put over their picnic table. On top of the table cloth was a plate of piping hot corndogs, ketchup, mustard, and even a pitcher of lemonade.  
 
    Mira’s mouth dropped open. “How’d ya do that?” 
 
    “I dunno.” She turned. “See that forest over there?” 
 
    Mira followed her gaze. 
 
    “My house is in there and so are all the girls.” 
 
    Mira put her hand over her chest. “My girls?” 
 
    “No, not your girls. I have the same dolls as you.”  
 
    “Can I see your house?” Mira asked. 
 
    “Sure. Come on.” 
 
    “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Faith.” 
 
    “I like that. Mommy says you gotta have faith, but it’s not something you can see.” Mira put a hand over her mouth and giggled. “Now I can tell her that you can see faith.” Mira paused. “My real name is Miracle, but everyone calls me Mira.” 
 
    “I know, silly.” 
 
    Where the beach ended, a forest began. Everywhere Mira looked was something that she’d always wanted. 
 
    Mira breathed in the fresh minty smell of pine trees as they walked through the forest on a dirt path.  All different kind of birds with bright colored feathers sat on branches and chirped out what Mommy called their morning medley. When one of the birds landed on her shoulder, Mira was so happy. “He likes me.” She touched the end of the beak and then softly stroked the bright orange crest. “Hi, little birdie,” she whispered, afraid that if she talked too loud, he might fly away. “I always, always wanted a bird to come sit on my shoulder.” She shook her head slightly. “But they never did.” 
 
    Faith smiled. “I know.” 
 
    Mira hoped she could stay a long, long time here with Faith before she had to go home.  
 
    When a small house came into view, Mira said, “Hey, this house is like the one in—” 
 
    “Hansel and Gretel,” Faith finished. “That story your daddy reads to you.” 
 
    “You can hear what Daddy reads me?” 
 
    “Every night. But maybe that’s what friends can do. They just know what the other one’s doin’ and thinkin'.” She looked at Mira. “I don’t know ‘cause you’re the only friend I have.” 
 
    Mira felt Faith’s sadness. It must be hard to be all alone. “I’ll always be your friend, and I’ll come see you whenever you want.”  
 
    “You will?” Faith asked. “Promise?” 
 
    Mira crossed her heart. “Promise.” She turned, and tracked the deep green ivy that up the sides on the house to the A-framed thatched roof with her eyes. The small house was painted the same color yellow as Mira’s house and had white shutters, too.  Mira pointed up at the chimney. “You have a fireplace like me too!” 
 
    “And all the candy you like is inside. Like gummy bears and M&M’s and lots of stuff.” 
 
     Looking around the side of the house, Mira thought she spotted a cornstalk. “You have corn?”  
 
    “Uh-huh, and I got a big tricycle like your daddy’s. Same color and everything.” 
 
    Mira’s stomach did a somersault. “Is my daddy here too?” 
 
    “No, but I can hear him coming out of those really, really tall stalks of corn when you do.” Faith put her hand over her stomach. “And when he takes you for rides, my tummy goes wheeeee.”  
 
    Mira covered her mouth and laughed. “That’s funny.” 
 
    Faith nodded back at the ocean. “How ’bout we build a castle together.”  
 
    “Let’s race.” Mira felt so lucky to have a friend that liked everything she did. 
 
    Running together back down the winding dirt path and around the trees, they reached the edge of the sand at the same time. “Tie!” Mira shouted and let out her breath.  
 
    After they plopped down beside a few colorful plastic pails, Mira picked up a shovel. “I wish I could just think about somethin’ and then it would just show up like you can.” Mira dumped out a mound of sand and started to pat the sides. “Hey, if you can bring me here, maybe Mommy and Daddy could come sometime, too. I want them to see the ocean. And your house and—” 
 
    “I wish they could,” Faith interrupted. 
 
    “Where’s your Mommy?”   
 
    Faith put her shovel down. She looked like she was about to cry, her bottom lip quivering. “I can’t find them.” 
 
    “But everyone has a mommy and daddy. Maybe we can look for them together.” 
 
    Faith’s face lit up. “That would be fun.”  
 
    “Mommy says you’re not real.” Mira put her hands behind her in the sane. She leaned back. 
 
    “I know. She says I’m pretend.”  
 
    “But you’re not pretend, right?” Mira asked. 
 
    Faith shook her head. “Nuh-uh.” 
 
    “How come you said you don’t wanna be dead no more?” Mira asked. “And if you’re dead how come I can see you? I can’t see Grandma and Grandpa ‘cause they’re in heaven, but I can see you.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Faith stood and brushed the sand off her hands. “I just know I’m here and not where you live.” 
 
    “I got an idea.” Mira jumped up. “How ’bout you come to my birthday party? So my mommy can see you and know you’re real.” 
 
    “I tried to come to your house, but I can’t get there.” 
 
    “Why?” Mira asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Just can’t. But I’m going to keep trying.” 
 
    When Mira spotted something a few feet away, she walked toward it. “Hey,” she leaned over and picked up the baby doll just like the one she’d asked Mommy to get her for her birthday. “Where’d this come from?” She laid the dark-haired, dark-skinned doll back in her arms, watching her eyes close. “She can open and close her eyes and—” 
 
    “And she cries Mama when you pick her up!” Faith said, standing beside her. “I love her.” 
 
    Suddenly, Mira was angry. “No fair. It’s my doll.” She pulled the doll tight to her chest.  
 
    “No! Mine!” Faith’s eyes narrowed, staring Mira down. She grabbed the doll’s legs and began to yank. “Give her back!” 
 
    Mira held the doll’s head tight and tugged. “She’s mine.” 
 
    Pulling the doll in opposite directions, they screamed at the top of their lungs, both fighting for control.  
 
    The angrier they got, the darker the skies became. Suddenly the balloons disappeared, the birds stopped singing, and the waves grew higher, slapping angrily at the shoreline.  
 
    “Stop!” Mira cried. 
 
    “Give her back!” Faith countered. 
 
    Tears of anger flooded their faces. 
 
    “Mira, wake up,” Mira heard. 
 
    Suddenly, Mira found herself inside the tunnel, a strong wind whisking her back down the tube. 
 
    “Noooooo,” she cried as she was tossed and turned in every direction. When the doll flew out of her arms and disappeared, Mira tried to go after it, but the forceful wind held her back.  
 
    “Mira!” a man’s voice said so loud that it hurt her ears.  
 
    Her eyes popped open and Mira found herself back in her bed, her daddy leaning over her. 
 
    “Honey.” Mommy put a hand on Mira’s forehead. “Did you have another dream?” 
 
    “She…She has my doll.” Mira sobbed. 
 
    “Who?” Daddy asked. 
 
    “My friend.” Mira sniveled.  
 
    “What doll?” Daddy asked. 
 
    “The one I told Mommy I wanted for my birthday. 
 
     Mira threw her arms around her Daddy’s neck. “She wouldn’t let me have her.”  
 
     “What’s this?” Slowly, Mommy opened Mira’s closed fist. 
 
    Mira looked down and saw the strands of black hair clutched in her hand. “I was trying to get the doll “way from her…” she managed between sobs. “But she…She wouldn’t let me have it.”  
 
    Daddy picked her up and started to rock her, patting her back. “It’s okay sweetie,” he soothed. 
 
    “Honey, does your friend have a name?” Mommy asked sitting down beside her. 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “What is it?” Mommy asked. 
 
    Mira looked up into her Mommy’s eyes. “Faith.” 
 
    Mommy had a funny look on her face and stared at Mira for a long time, and then looked to Daddy.  
 
    Daddy was quiet for a while and then asked, “Where did you hear that name?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She started to cry again. “Daddy, I want my doll.”  
 
    Mommy stood and went out of Mira’s room and Daddy lay down next to her and patted her back, telling Mira everything was okay. But it wasn’t okay. Mira was so mad at Faith; she didn’t know if she’d ever go back to see her again.  
 
    When Mira woke, it was still dark. Hearing voices, she tiptoed out into the hall. Was Mommy crying?  
 
    “Oh for crying out loud, Charlie.” Daddy sounded mad. “She had some doll’s hair in her hand, so what?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you so what, Clint Abbott, Mira doesn’t have a doll with black hair. I’m taking her to a doctor, or psychiatrist, or something to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “And he’s going to tell you why Mira just happened to have dolls’ hair in her hand?” Daddy laughed a strange laugh. “It probably came from Hank.” 
 
    Mira went down to her hands and knees and crawled closer to the partially open door. Where was Mommy going to take her? 
 
    “So do you want to be the one who tells her that she had a twin sister named Faith? And then break the news that she died three days after they were born?” Mommy sounded really upset.  
 
    “Mira probably heard us talk about Faith and remembered the name,” Daddy said. “Let it go, Charlie. You let go of Faith once, now let her go again. Just because—” 
 
    When Mira heard footsteps come closer, she scooted back into the wall. And when Daddy closed the door, all she could hear was mumblings. 
 
    Mira crawled quietly back to her room. What was Mommy talking about? Did Mira have a sister? A twin named Faith? Mira had seen twins before that looked ’zactly alike, just like her and Faith.  
 
     Confused, she sat down in the corner next to her dolls and picked up the baby doll she’d named Mandy. Holding her to her chest, Mira started to rock the doll, clutching her tighter and tighter.  She had so many questions, but wasn’t gonna ask Mommy or Daddy ‘cause she didn’t want them to get mad at her.  
 
    Mommy told her that when someone died, you don’t see them no more, you just remember them in your heart. 
 
    Trembling, she tiptoed back to her bed, holding her doll.  
 
    She wished she could ask Daddy how she could see Faith if she was dead? 
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    “WHATEVER MIRA HAD IN HER HAND could have been anything.” Clint pulled on his boots at the back door. 
 
     “Like what?” Charlie whirled around and faced him. “An SOS pad that just happened to find its way into her bed? Aren’t you just a little concerned that her new best friend’s name is Faith?” 
 
    Clint was quiet. 
 
    “Clint?” she asked folding her arms across her chest. 
 
    “It’s odd, yes, but my feeling is that she overheard us talking about Faith and the name stuck in her head.” 
 
    Charlie unfolded her arms and walked a few steps toward him. “Will you please agree that I can take Mira just to talk to  someone?” 
 
    His face turned crimson, his blue eyes darkened, staring daggers through her. “Damnit, I said no, Charlie. Mira is fine.” He opened the door. “You think this is Poltergeist? The Sixth Sense maybe? What the hell is the matter with you?” He slammed the door behind him.  
 
    Charlie was livid. Biting her lower lip, she marched back to the sink, turned on the water, and added dish soap. Mindlessly watching the suds foam, she turned off the spigot and set the breakfast dishes down in the hot, frothy water.  
 
    As she started to calm down, she wondered if maybe Clint was right. Maybe she was overreacting. She remembered her mother freaking out when Charlie got the slightest sunburn, warning her she’d get cancer or telling Charlie that her eyes would stay crossed if she kept making funny faces. Maybe there was a simpler explanation for why Mira had black nylon in her hand. But where in the hell had she heard the name Faith? There was no way she’d heard Charlie and Clint say her name. They’d been careful not to discuss anywhere near Mira.  
 
    Remembering she hadn’t fed Hank, she went to the door and opened it. “Hank? Come on, boy,” Charlie called. “Time for breakfast.” She looked to the fields and saw there wasn’t a cornstalk moving, and the leaves on the trees were perfectly still. Dark clouds rolled rapidly through the sky. It was the perfect stage for a storm. Lord, she hoped not. The crops were doing well, and God knew they didn’t need another setback like they had two years ago when a tornado ruined almost a quarter of their yield. 
 
    “Hank’s with me,” Mira said, coming around the corner of the house. Hank was lollygagging behind Mira, his pink tongue dangling, his long ears almost brushing the ground. 
 
    Charlie walked down the steps. “I thought Daddy told me you were going with him this morning.” 
 
    Mira shook her head. “I wanted to stay here.” 
 
    Charlie sat down on the bottom step. Mira looked pale; as if overnight she’d lost her tan. Was she sick? 
 
    Mira sat down next to Hank and started petting him. “I like dogs.” 
 
    “I know,” Charlie said. “Especially Hank.” 
 
    Mira looked up at her with a puzzled expression. “When did we get Hank?” 
 
     “Huh?” Charlie stared down at Mira. “You don’t remember?” 
 
    “Kinda.” 
 
    Thinking Mira was teasing her, Charlie said, “You’re trying to pull one over on me, aren’t you, you little stinker.” She bent over, took hold of Mira’s chin, and gently tilted her face up so she could look into her eyes. “Mira?” Her eyes were cloudy and distant like her thoughts were a million miles away. 
 
    A sadistic grin came over her face that sent chills down Charlie’s spine. 
 
    “I’m not Mira, Charlie. I’m Faith.” 
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    “I’m telling you that she told me she was Faith,” Charlie told Clint again. Mira barely talked to her all day. Mid-afternoon Charlie had found Mira in her bedroom playing with her dolls. “Can I play, too?” Charlie had asked, but Mira told her to go away and leave her alone.  Mira would have nothing to do with her. 
 
    By the time Clint came in from the fields, Charlie was beside herself. She decided, however, to wait until after Mira went to bed to talk to him. 
 
    In their bedroom, Clint took clean boxers from a dresser drawer. “I need a shower.”   
 
    “I told you I need to talk to you.” She’d been scared to death that Mira was having some kind of a breakdown.  
 
    “Can it wait because I really…” 
 
    “No.” She pointed her finger at him. “It can’t wait.” 
 
    Clint put a hand on the back of his neck, sat down on the edge of the bed, and let out a breath. “Fine. What’s going on?” 
 
    Charlie paced to the window, telling herself to keep her temper in check, although his condescending tone infuriated her. She turned around and leaned back against the sill. “Mira told me today that she’s Faith,” she could barely get the words out without bursting into tears. 
 
    “She actually said those words?” 
 
    Charlie’s muscles tensed. “You think I’m lying?”  
 
    He nodded at the closed bedroom door. “Jesus, keep it down.”  
 
    Charlie tossed her arms up into the air. “I’m trying to talk to you about something important and you question me?” 
 
    “Maybe she was teasing you. Just to see how you’d react.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have anything to do with me today.” She could no longer hold back tears. “Clint, I’m scared. I don’t know what to—” 
 
    Charlie stopped when the phone rang and Clint jumped up to answer it. 
 
    ”Hello?” A couple of seconds later, he asked, “What? I can hardly hear you over static.” Clint glanced out the window behind Charlie. “And it’s comin’ our way?” 
 
    Charlie turned around and saw lightning sizzle through the skies.  
 
    “Thanks.” He hung up. “Tornado’s headin’ straight for us. ” He marched to the door. “We need to head for the cellar. Mike said it’s a bad one.”  
 
    “Oh God, my parents. I want to call and see if they heard the siren.” Charlie headed for the phone. 
 
    “There isn’t time. They’ll be fine. Go get Mira.”  
 
    Seeing the panic in his eyes, Charlie quickly went down the hall to Mira’s room. Clint was one of those people who went outside when a storm was coming just to watch the fireworks. But this time, she sensed his concern.   
 
    “I’ll get the cellar door open,” Clint told her as he went down the stairs. 
 
    When she leaned over and picked up a sleeping Mira, she started to fight Charlie. 
 
     “Stop,” Mira shouted. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    Starting down the hall, she held Mira tight. “We need to get to the cellar.” 
 
    Mira kicked and twisted, her small fist hitting Charlie’s upper arm and chin. “I wanna sleep.” 
 
     Even though Mira was just a little over forty pounds, it felt as if she weighed a ton. Charlie needed to get her to safety as the vicious Iowa tornadoes not only took crops and houses, but lives. 
 
    Clint was waiting for her, holding the back door open. He took Mira from her.  
 
    Following Clint down the steps, the dead silence suddenly turned to a raging wind. The trees started to bend and sway and leaves and small branches whipped past them. 
 
    “You go down first,” Clint said when they reached the open cellar door. 
 
    Trying to keep the hair out of her eyes so she could see where she was going, on the third step, Clint shouted over blustery wind, “Here.”  
 
    Charlie turned and he handed Mira to her.  
 
    “I don’t wanna go down there,” Mira whined. 
 
    “Go on down.” Clint shooed Charlie with his hand. “I’ll close the door behind me.” 
 
    Charlie carefully went down the steps and into the underground shelter. Clint had lit a candle, but it was still dark and creepy, the musky odor made her stomach churn. 
 
    “It’s okay, honey.” Charlie jiggled Mira in her arms. “We’re safe now.” 
 
    As the deafening sound of the twister approached, Clint wrestled to close the door. As soon as he’d pull it down a few inches, the wind would whip it out of his hands.  
 
    She set Mira down in the corner on a blanket she kept on the floor for times like this. Starting for him, she said, “I’ll help you.” She could barely hear her voice over the powerful gale. 
 
    “No, stay down,” Clint ordered. 
 
    “Just leave it and get down here.” 
 
    Wiping his eyes, Clint finally gave up. 
 
    But when Mira bolted past Clint and clamored up the stairs, Charlie shouted, “Grab her!” But Mira was too quick.  
 
    “Hank!” Mira screamed. “Where’s Hank?” 
 
    “Mira, stop,” Charlie cried out just as the cellar door ripped off its hinges. 
 
    “Stay here.” Going after her, Clint shielded his face and took off.  
 
    Scared for her family’s safety, Charlie started to crawl up the steps, spitting out granules of sand that flew out of Mira’s sandbox. She stuck her head out, briefly seeing a blur of white from Clint’s T-shirt that quickly disappeared. “Clint?” she called, squinting through the maze of dirt and rubbish. “Clint?” she tried again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Her eyes skimmed the fields seeing the monster had arrived, the violent, rotating tail leaving a trail of destruction behind. Instinct told her to go after them, but the voice of reasoning argued that Clint would protect Mira. 
 
    She crawled backward down into the dark hole and scooted her down the cement block wall. Her heart thumping in her chest, her hands clasped together tightly, she prayed that God would keep her family safe. 
 
     As the ferocious storm rocked the ground, it seemed like minutes, not seconds, when the roar started to fade. As Charlie scrambled up to the opening, sheets of rain pounded down on her. 
 
     When she stumbled, her knee smashed into the edge of a rotting step. Immediately, a sharp pain ripped through her knee cap, taking her breath away. “Oh God.”  
 
    “Clint!” She called when she stepped outside, trying to ignore her hurt knee. Limping over tree limbs, Mira’s sand pails, she stepped around a rake, as well as other rubble that littered the ground. Continually wiping the deluge of water out of her eyes, she called out, "Clint! Mira!”  
 
    “I’m here.” She heard faintly and started in the direction of his voice. 
 
    “Where? I can’t see you.” 
 
    “Can’t… get up.” His voice was labored. 
 
    Charlie’s heart raced as she frantically searched for Clint. “Where are you?” 
 
    “On the grou…” He let out a low groan. 
 
    Desperate, Charlie was almost to the front yard when she saw his hand raise up from underneath a thick branch.  
 
    “Here,” he rasped. 
 
    She dropped to her knees to beside him. “Oh, God you’re hurt.”  
 
    “My leg.I can’t… ” 
 
    “Where’s Mira?” Charlie held her breath.  
 
    “I’m right here.” Charlie turned and saw Mira sitting on a step that led up to the back door,a drenched Hank in her lap. Why wasn’t she trying to help her daddy? 
 
    When Clint moaned again, Charlie put both hands underneath the wood, laced her fingers together, and drew in a deep breath. But no matter how many times she tugged and pulled, it wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “I’m dizzy… Think I’m going to pass out,” Clint let out. 
 
    “I’ll get help. Hang on, honey.”  
 
    Charlie tore past Mira. “I’m going to call someone for help.”  
 
    She only hoped the storm hadn’t knocked the phone lines down. Trembling, she let out her breath when she heard the dial tone and punched in 911. “We need help!” she said when the operator answered. “Abbott farm. My husband… he’s pinned under a branch. Please hurry.” 
 
    Slamming down the receiver, she noticed Mira sitting at the kitchen table, staring straight ahead. 
 
    “Mira, go get out of your wet clothes. I’m going to stay with your daddy until help comes.”  
 
    “Okay, Charlie.”  
 
    Charlie froze. Slowly, she turned back around. 
 
    “I told you before,” she stated clearly, staring coldly at Charlie. “I’m not Mira.”  
 
    Speechless, Charlie watched her casually walk underneath the archway and into the living room, leaving droplets of water behind her. 
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    IN SPITE OF CLINT’S PROTESTS, Charlie had taken Mira to see a child psychologist in Omaha. 
 
    She felt guilty that she’d gone behind his back. She’d even gone so far as to swear Mira to secrecy, telling her that Daddy had enough on his mind without him worrying about them being on the road.  
 
    She’d combed Mira’s room looking for anything that resembled the black bristle she’d found in Mira’s hand, she’d found nothing, She’s thought about it for days before she’d taken Mira to see a psychologist in Omaha. It had felt like the longest fourteen days of her life before she’s heard back from Harper’s receptionist to set up an appointment for a consultation.  
 
    Before she set out she’d told Clint she was going to Omaha to find Mira a winter coat, lying to him again. Sitting in Harper’s waiting room Charlie fidgeted with her hands and purse, anxiously waiting to hear Harper’s thoughts.  
 
    “Mrs. Abbott?” Charlie looked up and saw Jason Harper standing in an open door. 
 
    He was a dowdy-looking man Charlie guessed to be in his late forties, with what looked like faded chicken pox scars or a bad case of acne on his forehead and cheeks. She’d found Harper’s name when she went through newspaper articles in the library and he’d been cited as one of the best child psychologists in the Midwest. In the past few days, her mind went to the dark side, thinking maybe Mira had a brain tumor or cancer. Lately, however, Mira hadn’t mentioned Faith and clammed up whenever Charlie asked about her new friend. 
 
    Her stomach bubbling with emotion, she forced a smile, stood and followed Harper down the frayed beige carpet to his office.  
 
    Since the tornado hit a few weeks ago, Mira’s mood swings had been getting worse. One minute she’d be the sweet child she’d always been, and the next she’d be screaming at the top of her lungs that she didn’t like Charlie and wished she’d go away. There had been many nights Charlie spent on the couch crying, not knowing what to do or where to turn.  
 
    But whenever Clint was around, Mira was an angel. Charlie wanted to wait and see what Harper told her before she reopened a volatile discussion with Clint. What she was hoping for was that there wouldn’t be anything to discuss. 
 
    Harper nodded at the chair in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”  
 
    The small office with no windows made her feel closed in and claustrophobic. A bookcase on one side of the room was crammed with psychology books. A few frames of what looked like certificates or diplomas hung on the wall behind Harper’s desk. 
 
    It wasn’t a plush office, but she assumed that not many parents could afford these kinds of services, given the hourly rates. Charlie had never asked her parents for money before, but needed the three hundred dollars to pay for the two sessions with Harper. They hadn’t even asked her why she needed the money and Charlie didn’t offer an explanation as it would be too difficult to explain. 
 
    Harper took the chair behind his desk, piled high with paperwork. “Thank you for bringing Mira to see me,” he began. She clasped her hands together and put them in her lap.  
 
    “I’d like to ask you a few questions.” He picked a pen up off his desk. “If that’s all right.” 
 
     “No problem.” 
 
     “As you know, Mira went through some extensive testing by my associates,” he said, dangling his pen between two fingers. “At first, she was cooperative and appeared well adjusted.” 
 
    What did he mean at first? 
 
    “As you know”—he cleared his throat— “she was given a battery of psychological profile tests.”  
 
    The way he was staring at her made her feel uncomfortable. It was as if he was waiting for a reaction. 
 
    “After the tests were completed, I visited Mira again.” 
 
    Charlie hung on to his every word waiting impatiently for him to get to the point. 
 
    “But she wasn’t the same child I met when you brought her in.” Harper leaned back in his chair. “Her personality was distinctly different.” 
 
    Charlie felt a twinge in her left temple which happened when a headache was coming on. “I’m not following.” 
 
    “What I found was an aggressive and irritable child. She wouldn’t cooperate and refused to do a few of the puzzles I asked her to do.” Harper scratched his forehead. “The mood swings and faraway look in her eyes led me to believe there was much more going on than I originally thought.” 
 
    Charlie knew what Harper was talking about as she’d seen that distant stare many times lately. 
 
    “Have you noticed any changes in her personality?” Harper asked. 
 
    Charlie looked down briefly. “Yes, but I thought maybe she was just tired.” 
 
    “Could be,” Harper said. “But I’d like to ask if she’s ever experienced a traumatic event?” 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Maybe the loss of someone she cared about.” He shrugged a shoulder. “A grandparent? A pet, maybe?” 
 
     “Clint’s parents passed before Mira was born. And we only have had one pet, and Hank is still with us.” Charlie didn’t want to bring up Faith, thinking Harper would think she was the one who needed help. 
 
    “The next question is a bit more difficult.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose, eyeing Charlie. “Do you know if Mira has suffered any abuse?” 
 
    A surge of anger shot through Charlie. She leaned forward, her unblinking eyes meeting his. “How dare you suggest that anyone in my family—” 
 
    Harper put up a hand and shook his head. “I apologize, but needed to ask.” 
 
    Charlie was so angry that she couldn’t see straight. She put a hand over her chest. “Clint and I would never—” 
 
    “I’m not accusing you. I’m asking if there is anyone Mira has been around who could have sexually or physically abused her.” 
 
    It felt as if a hammer hit Charlie between the shoulder blades. “No! The only people Mira has been with for any length of time is my parents, and I can assure you that—” 
 
    “I believe you,” Harper said calmly, putting up a defensive hand. “Many times these types of cases stem from abuse, but not always.” 
 
    “These cases?” What the hell was he trying to say?  
 
    “Have you ever heard Mira speak of someone named Faith?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said reluctantly. 
 
    “The first time we met she introduced herself as Mira Abbott, but the second I spoke with her she told me she was Faith.” 
 
    The lump in Charlie’s throat grew larger.  
 
    “Is this the name of the imaginary friend you told me about?” Harper asked. 
 
    Charlie tried to process what he was trying to tell her. “Yes.”   
 
    “Is this a random name, or does she know someone named Faith?” Harper asked, taking notes. 
 
    It took a few seconds for Charlie to answer, arguing internally on if she should be honest. “I think I should tell you something.” While Charlie told Harper about the twins and how Faith died, and Mira survived, he listened intensely with no interruptions.  
 
    When she finished, Harper said, “I’m so sorry that you and your husband had to go through this. It had to have been difficult losing a child.” He drew in a breath and looked up, as if pondering what Charlie had just told him. “My thoughts are that Mira probably overheard someone mention Faith, and yet I don’t believe that hearing her sister’s name has anything to do with what is going on.” He paused. “My professional opinion is that Mira could be suffering from either a split personality or a mental illness called DID.”  
 
    He waited for Charlie to say something, but she didn’t have any questions as she had no idea what the hell he was talking about.  
 
    “Dissociative Identity Disorder.” 
 
    Charlie could hardly breathe. “Are you saying Mira is mentally ill?”  
 
    Harper changed positions. “In lay terms DID is the name for someone who has multiple personalities. For those who experience DID, there is more than one personality that makes up the core of that e person.” He cleared his throat as Charlie stared at him. “What’s complicated is that the identity fragments may have very different characteristics, including their own history, identity, and mannerisms.” 
 
    “So your diagnosis is that Mira has multiple personalities?” Suddenly feeling dizzy, she bowed her head and drew in a deep breath. 
 
    “I know this is upsetting,” Harper said and leaned over his desk. “More often than not DID is a result of an upsetting or traumatic childhood event.”  Harper spoke slowly and clearly. “The fragmented personalities become the safeguard, or shields, the person from the painful memories of a disturbing event.” 
 
    She pointed an angry finger at him.. “I told you nothing bad has ever happened to Mira.” 
 
    “I don’t specialize in these types of disorders and wouldn’t be comfortable treating Mira,” Harper said, ignoring Charlie’s outburst. “But what I can do is give you names of psychiatrists who I trust and specialize in personality disorders.” He opened a drawer and took out what looked like an address book and then wrote something down on a piece of paper. “We all have different sides to us; anger, sadness, happiness. That’s normal behavior, but most of us don’t go by different names. In Mira’s case, one of her alter identities is named Faith.” 
 
    Charlie swallowed hard. “You’re positive that your diagnosis is correct?” 
 
    “Well like I said, you need to have a second opinion, but yes”—he stopped writing and looked across the desk at Charlie”—I’m fairly certain.” 
 
    Her mind was spinning. She wished Clint were here. She wished she wasn’t sitting here listening to a stranger talk about Mira. It was too much to handle. 
 
     “Could I have a glass of water?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” He pushed his chair back and stood, putting a sympathetic hand on Charlie’s shoulder when he passed on his way to the door. “I know this is a lot to digest.”  
 
    Charlie had watched a movie about a young woman with multiple personalities. It wasn’t pretty. By day, the girl was a sweet loving person, and by night, she was a prostitute. Nothing Harper told her made sense. 
 
    Trying to digest what she’d just been told, when the door opened, Harper handed her a glass of water.  
 
    “Thank you.” Charlie took a sip, trying to tell herself everything was going to be all right. 
 
    “I wrote down a couple of names you might want to contact.” Harper handed Charlie a slip of paper as he escorted her down the hall to the door that opened to the waiting room. 
 
    “Thank you,” was all Charlie could manage, her mind wandering to what not only Mira’s future would bring, but what was in store for her and Clint. 
 
    “I wish you the best of luck,” Harper told her, dismissing Charlie. 
 
    When she reached the edge of town, Charlie pulled into the grocery store parking lot, remembering they were almost out of milk. Inside the store, she spotted a pay phone, put in a quarter in and dialed home to see if Clint needed anything. She’d told him she was going to Omaha to do a little shopping and thought she’d be home around four, but the session with Jason Harper had gone longer than she thought it would and it was 5:15. Charlie couldn’t tell him about Harper. Not now. And the diagnosis would be as foreign to Clint as flying saucers. 
 
    “Hi honey, I’m sor—” She stopped, hearing a commotion in the background. “What’s going on there? Is that Mira crying?” Her heart sped up 
 
    “Where are you?” he asked, his voice sounded stressed. 
 
    “At the grocery store. What’s going on?” It sounded like whoever was screaming was in terrible pain.  
 
    She heard another blood curdling cry.  “Clint, damn it, what’s going on there?”  
 
    “Your mother’s here,” he told Charlie. “It’s Mira.” She could barely hear him over the commotion.  
 
    “My mother’s there? Is Mira hurt?” Something was terribly wrong. She’d never heard Mira so out of control.  
 
    “No, she’s…” 
 
    “She’s what?” She put a hand over her heart, willing it to slow down.  
 
    “Her teacher called me. Asked me to come get her at school.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She was causing a disturbance and—” 
 
    “But she never—” 
 
    “Just listen,” Clint told her. “She… Mira told her teacher that she was Faith, and when the teacher told her to take her seat, she became belligerent.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” Charlie pressed her forehead into the top of the phone box. 
 
    “She said something about how Faith didn’t want to be dead… I don’t know. Something about how Faith said it was her turn.” 
 
    “Her turn? What does that mean?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Clint said. The shouting and the noise in the background grew louder. 
 
    “Stop it!” she heard Mira cry. “Leave me alone!” 
 
    “Who is she talking to?” Charlie was beside herself. 
 
    “She… She looks like she’s fighting with someone, running around kicking and slapping her arms in the air, but no one’s around. I think she’s having some kind of a breakdown.” 
 
    “Put Mira on the phone.” Charlie heard her mother in the background trying to sooth Mira.  
 
    “Mira! Mommy wants to talk to you.” Immediately the screams stopped and all Charlie could hear was heavy breathing. “Mira? Are you there?” Charlie asked. “Mira?” she asked louder when no one answered, pushing the phone into her ear harder. 
 
    “You.” The angry, low voice that didn’t even sound like Mira took Charlie’s breath away. “You killed me, Charlie,” she said hatefully before the line went dead. 
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    BARRELING TOWARD HOME, Charlie turned into the gravel driveway, a cloud of dust trailing behind the car. She slammed on the brakes, barely putting the car into park before jumping out and running up the steps to the back door. 
 
    “Mom?” she called when she threw open the screen door. When she saw her mother at the kitchen table, Charlie asked, “You okay?” Her mother’s head was bowed and all Charlie could see was her tightly permed white hair. 
 
    Slowly, Charlie’s mother brought her head up, her eyes rimmed in red.. “I don’t know what’s wrong with Mira. I tried to calm her down, but she was too worked up.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Charlie started through the arched entry into the living room. 
 
    “Charlie, wait.” 
 
    Charlie stopped and turned around. 
 
    “Clint’s trying to get Mira to sleep.” 
 
    Sick with worry, Charlie said, “I have to see her, Mom.” 
 
    “Please,” her mother pleaded. “Just let her get some sleep. I’m afraid if Mira sees you, it might get her all riled up again. I’ve never seen anything like this before.” Ruth leaned back in her chair. She looked tired, her face pale.  
 
    “Tell me what happened?” Still trembling, Charlie pulled out a chair and sat down. 
 
    “Clint called and said he couldn’t do anything with her. When I got here, Mira and Clint were upstairs. Her bedroom was in shambles. She’d thrown all her dolls around the room and was running around like she’d lost her mind.” Charlie’s dabbed underneath her nose with a tissue.  
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Once again, Charlie felt guilty. She should have been here, not   her mother. 
 
    “I tried everything to calm her down, but it was like she didn’t hear me. But she said something that was very disturbing.” 
 
    “What?” Charlie leaned toward her mother. “What did she say?” 
 
    Ruth drew in a breath, her sad eyes meeting Charlie’s. “She said she doesn’t want to see you.” 
 
    “Did she call me Mom? Or Charlie?” 
 
    “Charlie,” her mother answered. “She said she didn’t ever want to see Charlie again.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why all of a sudden would Mira call me Charlie?” She shook her head, tears rushing into her eyes. “I don’t know what to do.” She rubbed her forehead with her fingers. “Mira told me over the phone that I killed her.” Charlie put out a hand. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honey.” Ruth shook her head. “What’s even stranger is that she kept saying her name is  Faith.”  
 
    Charlie reached across the table for her mother’s hand. “What’s happening, Mom?” She stared into her mother’s tired eyes.  
 
    Her mother took Charlie’s hand in hers. “I don’t understand any of this. All I know is something’s not right and you’re going to have to be strong. How did Mira find out about Faith?” 
 
    “I don’t know. “.” 
 
    Her mother took her hand out of Charlie’s, reached into her pocket and handed Charlie a Kleenex. 
 
    “She’s too young to understand what happened to Faith.” Charlie dabbed at the tears welling in the corner of her eyes. “We were so careful.” 
 
    “Clint’s at his wit’s end,” Ruth said. “He doesn’t know what to do either. Men want to fix things, but I feel what’s happening to Mira is going to take more than a father to fix.” 
 
    Charlie leaned back in her chair. “Today I was told Mira has something called DID.”  
 
    “What’s that? And who told you that?” 
 
    “I took Mira in to see someone a couple of weeks ago,” Charlie confessed. 
 
    “That’s why I asked you and Daddy for a loan. So I could pay him. He told me today that Mira has more than one personality.” 
 
    Her mother waved a dismissing hand. “Oh, phooey. Doctors these days have no sense.” She stood, walked to sink and took out a glass from the cupboard. “No common sense at all, if you ask me.” 
 
    “She had to have heard about Faith from someone,” Charlie said, racking her brain trying to think of who could have possibly told her daughter about Faith. “Only Clint, me, Daddy and you knew about Faith. And even if Mira heard Faith’s name, why would she suddenly say she’s her? Faith has been gone for over —” 
 
    “Six years,” Clint finished coming into the kitchen.  
 
    Charlie turned around. “How is she?” 
 
    “She was a holy terror.” Clint moved his neck to one side and then the other as he walked across the room. Like her mother, he looked exhausted. 
 
    “Is she asleep?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Yes. Finally.” Clint took a beer out of the refrigerator. “Any takers?” 
 
    Charlie raised a hand. “Me.” 
 
    Clint looked to Charlie’s mother. 
 
    “No, thanks. I’ve got to get home. Your father’s waiting for his supper.” She put a glass under the spigot, filled it with water and took a few sips.  
 
     “I should have been here.” Charlie watched her mother walk to the door and take her coat off the rack. 
 
    Clint set a can of Bud Light down in front of Charlie. “There’s nothing you could have done. Mira was out of control." He sat down next to Charlie at the table and popped the top off his beer.  
 
    “Well, if what Charlie was told  today is true, and I really don’t understand what it is he told you, Charlie, but it sounds as if you’re going to have to get Mira some help,” Charlie’s mother told them as she opened the door. 
 
    The hair on the back of Charlie’s neck stood up, knowing what was going to happen. 
 
    Clint whipped his head toward Charlie, his eyes turning a dark blue. “What?”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Charlie said. “I took Mira into Omaha to see someone a couple of weeks ago. I met with him today to find out what he felt was wrong with Mira.” 
 
    Clint slammed a hand down on the table, sending splatters of beer shooting out the top of the beer can. “After I told you not to?” 
 
    Charlie leaned toward him. “Look, Clint Abbott, I have an opinion, too. And, you’re not—” 
 
    “I’m not what?” He stared daggers through Charlie. “I’m not a part of this family? I shouldn’t say what I think is—” 
 
    “It’s not always going to be your way or the—” 
 
    Charlie’s mother stomped her foot on the floor. “Stop this right now! And I mean right now.” 
 
     Charlie was stunned by her usually meek mannered mother’s outburst. 
 
    Ruth shook a finger at Clint and then at Charlie. Her face was beet red and her lips were in a tight frown. “My granddaughter is going through hell and you two are sitting here bickering over who’s right and who’s wrong. Shame on you. Now get your shit together.” She walked out, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    They sat quietly for a few seconds and then Charlie caught Clint’s eye, and they both burst out laughing. Charlie laughed so hard, she cried. 
 
    “Guess she told us,” Clint said. 
 
    Charlie cocked her head and smiled. “Get your shit together?” Her mother had managed to break the tension and bring them back to reality. 
 
    Clint’s expression turned pensive, his eyes searching Charlie’s. “We can’t lose each other.” 
 
    “We won’t, Clint.” Charlie crossed her heart. “I promise.” 
 
    Clint took off his hat, and finger-combed his thick hair back off his forehead and then put the Hawkeye hat back on, pushing it down on his forehead. “I’m not happy that you went behind my back, but since you did, what did he say?” 
 
    Even though she didn’t like the taste of beer, Charlie took a long sip of her drink, hoping it might calm her nerves. “He referred Mira to a psychiatrist in Kansas City. Says she needs someone who specializes in these types of situations.” 
 
    “And just what is the situation?”  
 
    The tones of his voice made Charlie know she had to be careful how to approach him. “He feels Mira has a personality disorder. She told him she was Mira and then when he saw her a few minutes later, she said she was Faith.” Charlie wrapped both hands around the cold can of beer. “He also said that Mira’s personality was totally different than Faith’s.” 
 
    Clint stared into space for a few seconds. “I need to think about this. The logical side of me says Mira is going—” 
 
    “Through a phase,” Charlie completed his sentence. “I’d hoped so, too.” 
 
     “God, Charlie, what are we going to—” 
 
    When a piercing cry came from upstairs, Clint flew out of his chair. “What the hell is going on now?” 
 
    Charlie wasn’t far behind Clint as he bounded up the stairs, her heart skipping beats.  
 
    “Stop it! You’re hurting me!” Mira shouted. 
 
    Clint flicked on the bedroom light. “Jesus.” 
 
    Mira was lying on her back in bed, her arms swinging and legs kicking, her eyes closed. The scene looked as if someone had ransacked Mira’s room. The sheets were balled up, her pillow was on the floor and, just like her mother had said, her dolls were all around the room. 
 
     “Mira?” Charlie took hold of Mira’s shoulders and gently shook her. “Wake up!” When she saw the red marks on Mira’s neck, she gasped. “Oh God, what’s that?” 
 
    Clint put his hands down on Mira’s chest trying to keep her still.  
 
    Charlie nodded at Mira’s neck. “It looks like someone tried to choke her.” 
 
     “Those weren’t there when I put her to bed,” Clint shouted over Mira’s shrills. 
 
    Mira’s body bucked as if she was having a seizure. Not knowing what to do, Charlie scooted her hands underneath Mira’s back and lifted her, seeing bruises begin to appear on her thighs, upper arms, and chest. 
 
    Suddenly, Mira jolted with such power she flew out of Charlie’s arms, landing on her back on the floor. 
 
     “Oh, God.” Charlie fell to her knees beside Mira.  
 
    “Help! Help me!” Mira cried, her arms and legs thrashing, her head rolling rapidly back and forth. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do.”  Powerless to help her, the room whirled around Charlie. “Mira, tell Mommy what I can do to help.” 
 
    Mira’s body twisted and turned in every. “Stop,” she wailed to no one. 
 
    “Do something, Clint!” 
 
    When Mira started to cough and then choke, her lips turned a pale blue. Clint pushed Charlie out of the way and put his face close to Mira’s. “Mira! Mira!” He raised an angry fist. “You cannot have my child! Do you understand?” Clint said between clenched teeth. “Not now. Please, not now.” 
 
    Petrified, Charlie felt as if she wasn’t really here, but watching from a distance.  
 
    “We're losing her!" Clint shouted. He looked up at Charlie. “Call for help. Hurry!” 
 
    Charlie jumped to attention and headed for the phone in their bedroom. Hank almost tripped her as he flew past between her legs on a dead run for the stairs. 
 
    Crazed, Charlie dialed 9-1-1, begging for help for her baby. She hurriedly gave the dispatcher their address before she tore back to Mira’s room.  
 
    Helpless, Charlie and Clint watched the marks on Mira’s neck grow darker and the bruises on her arms and legs turn a dark purplish blue. Her complexion was chalky white, her mouth wide open, and her neck arched as if gasping for air. Helpless, they witnessed their child’s arms and legs go limp. 
 
    “Breathe!” Clint shook his little girl. “Breathe, baby!” He tilted Mira’s head back, pinched her nose together, and covered her mouth with his. After he blew two short breaths into her lungs,  he crossed one hand over the other and then pressed down hard on in the middle of Mira’s small chest. “Come on, honey, come on.”  
 
    “I hear the ambulance,” Charlie said between sobs, her hands shaking uncontrollably.  
 
    Clint covered Mira’s mouth with his again and blew air into her lifeless body slowly and evenly. 
 
    “Oh, God.” Charlie looked up, her words barely audible. “Please, don’t take another baby from me.” 
 
    The sound of Charlie and Clint’s prayers for their daughter’s life resounded down the stairwell and through the house.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN HER PHONE RANG, Shannon Patterson’s eyes flew open. Hells bells, it was almost midnight. Who the hell would be calling at this time of night? 
 
    “Hello,” she slurred. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Ms. Patterson?” the male voice asked. 
 
    “What d’ya want?”  
 
    “Um… this is Officer Reed Jergens. From… um… Sheffield.” 
 
    Suddenly, she was wide awake. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We have a situation.” 
 
    Shannon struggled to get her legs over the side of the bed, her flannel nightgown wrapping tightly around one beefy thigh. Tugging at the garment, she said, “Situation?” 
 
    “I’m at the Abbott farm in Sheffield.” 
 
    Did he say Abbott? “And?” 
 
    “And there’s a child here who…” 
 
    “Is in need of assistance,” she finished. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Shannon was the only DHS worker for three counties: Sheffield and Lenora were twenty minutes in opposite directions from her home in Jamestown. It was her job to get to a child in need of assistance as quickly as possible.  
 
      
 
    Shannon fought with the lamp, knocking it over before she found the switch. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It appears she’s hurt. I mean um… she’s only six and badly bruised, plus…” 
 
     “Are you talking about Clint Abbott’s farm?”  
 
     “Yes. That’s the one. Clint and…” 
 
    “Charlie.” She cradled the phone between her neck and ear and bent over, letting out an “ugh” as she did due to carrying about forty-pounds of extra weight. She picked up a pair of jeans off the floor. “Off Highway Thirty-Four, right?” She knew damn well where Clint Abbott lived. 
 
    “Right,” he answered. “How long will it take you to get here?” 
 
    “Fifteen to twenty.” With one hand trying to manipulate her jeans, she tried to put a foot in one pant leg, but gave up when she almost toppled over. “You say she’s bruised?”  
 
    “Yes. And marks on her throat.” He paused. “Like someone tried to choke her.” 
 
    “Hells bells, you’re kiddin’ me, right?”  
 
    “No ma’am.” 
 
    Shannon couldn’t believe her ears. “Father do it?” she asked. 
 
    “Child is sayin’ it was the mother.” 
 
    Shannon held back a smirk. After she had hung up, she zipped her jeans and then searched for a clean sweater. Laundry was not her forte. In the only bathroom in the small two bedroom house, she put in her contacts, and then stared at herself in the bathroom mirror. 
 
     Stupid hair, she thought as she tried to brush through the dry, split ends. She looked like hell, as her mother would tell Shannon if she were still alive. 
 
    She pulled her brown hair up on top of her head and secured it with a band. She turned to the side not liking the way it looked, but it was better than letting it hang down like dog ears. No way was she going to look like a hayseed because, holey moly, she was going to Clint Abbott’s house. Her legs felt like jelly as adrenalin pumped through her veins. How long had it been since she’d seen him? Five, maybe six years? 
 
     Hurrying through the square living room off the galley kitchen, Shannon tripped over a plate she’d left on the floor, but caught her balance before falling flat on her face. 
 
     “Clumsy ox,” she let out. She needed to lose weight, but God, working out was a bore, and who the hell wanted to eat rabbit food for days on end?  
 
    The place reeked of leftover Stouffer’s lasagna and Swanson potpies, which Shannon paired every night with a glass of wine or two. Well, if she were honest, there were times she polished off an entire bottle in one sitting. No one ever came to see her, so what the hell?  
 
    She found her purse and locked the door behind her, although she didn’t know why. There was nothing in this cracker box rambler that amounted to a tinker’s damn. The paint was peeling, the window frames were rotting, and the grass had turned to weeds long ago.  
 
    Walking to her car in the dark, she looked around apprehensively. God only knew if someone was stalking her. She was twenty-seven and attractive, and sex addicts might be lurking.  
 
    She opened the door to the eight-year-old Honda and slid behind the wheel. God, it stunk in here. As she started the car, she glanced at the McDonald sacks, empty pop cans, and Kit Kat wrappers that littered the passenger seat and floor. Kit Kats, yum. Oh man, she wished she had a couple of them right now, but couldn’t take the time to stop at the all-night gas station. When duty calls, duty calls. 
 
    She backed out of the driveway and drove through the neighborhood, passing house after house that, except for the color of the siding, looked exactly like the shit box Mama left her when she died. Shannon didn’t make enough money to fix it up, and she doubted she’d win the lottery anytime soon.  
 
    On the highway, her thoughts went to Clint Abbott. She was a senior in high school when she first saw him. It was unusual for Shannon to attend a football game, but found herself alone in the stands for the game between Sheffield and Jamestown. It was probably one of those nights where Mama was in crazy mode and Shannon needed to escape the wrath. She was immediately smitten with the Sheffield linebacker who was tall and physically fit. Clint Abbott looked like an Adonis in his tight-fitting football uniform with the number fifty-three on the back of his jersey.  
 
     But hopes of Clint Abbott being the love of her life were squelched when, after the game, she watched a cheerleader with long, strawberry-blonde hair run out on the field and fly into his arms.  
 
    She’d thought about him through the years, and had even gone so far as to find out where Clint and Charlie Cheerleader lived. Too little too late, her Grandma would say. Whatever. Nothing good ever happened in rinky-dinky small town Iowa. At least, not to Shannon. However, maybe it was karma that she was called to the Abbott house tonight. Butterflies danced in her tummy.  
 
    In her neck of the woods child-in-need-of-assistance cases weren’t common. She instigated maybe four or five cases a year, and most of the accusations were unfounded, usually made by the almost ex-spouses who’d been dumped. 
 
    When she turned into the Abbott driveway, she drew in a deep breath and blew it out, trying to calm her nerves. Would Clint remember her? She’d dreamt about him for years. 
 
    Even at her five-year high-school reunion no one knew who Shannon was. She was a nobody who'd been teased about her big ole man-hands and told she walked like a duck. Screw high school. 
 
    She parked behind the squad car next to the ambulance and hurried up the steps.  Before she had time to knock, the door opened.  
 
    “Miss Patterson?” the young, pimple-faced policeman asked. 
 
    “That would be me,” she answered. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    After Officer Jergens introduced himself, he told her again about the bruises and the red marks around six-year-old Mira Abbott’s neck. Shannon gasped when the cop told her that the Mira Abbott hadn’t been breathing when the ambulance had arrived.  
 
    Memories of her Mama leaving Shannon with a burning butt that hurt so bad she couldn’t walk for days, and the time when she’d knocked Shannon out with a rolling pin to the head came rushing back.  
 
    The therapist she saw occasionally wanted Shannon to have a brain scan to see if there was any damage from that attack, but Shannon pooh-poohed the idea. He also wanted her to take crazy pills, but she wasn’t nuts. She was pissed she’d been given the devil for a mother. 
 
    “Where is she?” Shannon asked. “The Abbott child?” 
 
    “Upstairs.” He nodded at the arched entrance. “Second bedroom on the left.” 
 
    “Do they know I’m coming?”  Outrage curdled in the pit of her stomach as she thought about what had happened in this house tonight. Visions of a little girl running to hide in the closet; her mother chasing her, but she couldn’t escape. How well Shannon knew that feeling of total helplessness. 
 
    Standing guard by the back door, the officer shook his head. “Nope.”  
 
    She turned and walked through the living room, her eyes moving over the furniture. Everything looked so dowdy, like old people lived here: the worn brown couch; the frayed cloth recliner; even the shades on the lamps looked ancient.  
 
    She wrapped a hand over the thick oak railing and went up the stairs. Hearing a male and female voice that Shannon assumed was Clint and fancy-pantsy Charlie, her free hand clenched into a defensive fist. She never knew what she was getting into on these late-night calls. 
 
    As she entered the bedroom, Shannon noticed the little girl had her arms wrapped around herself and her eyes moved over the multiple bruises on her arms and legs. Inching closer to her, Shannon leaned over, and found the red marks on her neck. Poor little thing. 
 
    “We gave Mira a mild sedative. Just to keep her calm,” one of the paramedics told Shannon. 
 
    “Who are you?” Shannon heard and turned, her eyes meeting Charlie Abbott’s.  
 
    It angered Shannon to see the cheerleader hadn’t changed much and wasn’t the dowdy housewife she hoped to see. “I’m Shannon Patterson.” Briefly, she looked to Clint and felt her face flush. “I’m with DHS.” 
 
    “DHS?” Charlie asked.  
 
    “Department of Human Services.” Shannon glanced back down at Mira. “I protect children.” 
 
    Charlie’s red-rimmed eyes narrowed. “Are you suggesting that Mira needs protection?”  
 
    Shannon looked to Jergens, who stood staunchly in the doorway, and then looked back at Charlie. “I was called to assess if your child needs help.” 
 
    Clint put his arm around Charlie, which made Shannon’s skin crawl.  
 
    “I can assure you Mira is safe with us,” Charlie retorted. 
 
    “Can you tell me what happened here?” Shannon asked, trying to remain professional in spite of the fact that Clint made her knees weak.  
 
    “We don’t know,” Clint told her. “We were downstairs when Mira started screaming and when we got to her, she looked like she was having some kind of a seizure.” 
 
    Shannon had to stay focused. Being this close to Clint, she could hardly think. “Are you saying that your little girl…”  
 
    “Mira,” Charlie interrupted. 
 
    Shut up, bitch. “Mira,” Shannon repeated, “did this to herself?”  
 
    Charlie put her hands out to her sides. “We don’t know what happened.” 
 
    Shannon looked to a paramedic, hoping for input. The medic shifted from one foot to the other. “We’ll be taking your daughter to the hospital.’ 
 
    “Hospital?” Clint asked, his face turning red. “But she’s fine now. We’ll take care of her.” 
 
    “She wasn’t breathing when we arrived, Mr. Abbott,” the EMS worker responded. “We need to check her out and…” He looked away. 
 
    “And?” Clint probed. 
 
    “I’ll have to do a report,” Shannon responded.  
 
    “What?” Charlie took two giant steps toward her, her face within inches of Shannon’s. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Shannon put her hands up in front of her defensively, stepping back away from Charlie. “Ma’am,” she said sternly, “I don’t need trouble.”  
 
    Jergens marched to Shannon’s side. “Step away, Mrs. Abbott,” he ordered Charlie. 
 
    Charlie spun around toward Clint. “Do something.” Charlie started toward Mira, but the officer pushed his arm in front of her, stopping Charlie. 
 
    “Mira,” Charlie said tearfully, “tell them Daddy and I didn’t hurt you.” 
 
    But Mira was quiet, her eyes glassy and her demeanor docile.  
 
    Staring coldly at Charlie, Jergens said, “Your child told me that you did this to her.” 
 
    “What?” Charlie grasped Clint’s arm. “I wasn’t even in the room when this…” 
 
    “She whispered it to me, too, ma’am,” the paramedic offered, putting his medical equipment back into a black case. “Before I gave her a sedative to calm her down.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” Panic stricken, Charlie looked to Mira, but she wouldn’t look at her. “Mira?” 
 
    “She told us, ‘My Mommy hurt me.’” The paramedic nodded at his partner. “We’re going to need the stretcher, Joe.” 
 
    “Clint, tell them,” Charlie pleaded. “Tell them I wasn’t even with Mira.” 
 
    The officer stood guard as Charlie and Clint told Shannon how they were both in the kitchen and how Charlie’s mother had been here and could attest to what happened. Shannon was quiet, knowing this wasn’t the time to speak. She’d have her turn in court to tell the judge that Charlie Abbott was a monster. 
 
    After Mira was strapped into the mobile bed, Shannon led the way down the stairs with Officer Jergens sandwiched between Mira and her parents. 
 
    “When can she come home?” Charlie asked, weeping. 
 
    “That will be decided in court,” Shannon said. 
 
     “Are you serious?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Shannon answered. 
 
    When they reached the living room, Shannon heard, “Ms. Patterson.” Shannon turned around and looked up into Clint’s dreamy eyes.  
 
    “Is this really necessary?” He combed his fingers through his dark hair, which sent shivers down Shannon’s spine. He was so damn gorgeous. “Charlie and I… we would never hurt Mira.” 
 
    Shannon wanted to reach out and touch him, tell him everything would be all right for him, but not his malicious wife. She’d make sure of that. She looked to Charlie. “Well, someone hurt her,” Shannon said in a no nonsense tone. “And she said it was you.” 
 
    “Please don’t take her away. I promise…” Charlie whimpered. “I didn’t hurt her. I give you my word.” 
 
    Shannon ignored Charlie and opened the back door for the paramedics to take Mira to the ambulance. “I’ll let you know about the hearing. It will be sometime tomorrow.”  
 
    “Hearing?” Clint asked. 
 
    “Yes, hearing.” She looked down her nose at Charlie, who was a good four inches shorter than Shannon. “The judge will hear the facts and then decide what happens next.”  
 
    “Wait,” Charlie said to Shannon. “Can I speak with you privately?” 
 
    Shannon let out her breath. “What is it?” 
 
    Charlie stepped out on the stoop and closed the screen door. As Mira was being taken to the ambulance, she whispered, “Mira’s been diagnosed with a mental disorder.” 
 
    Shannon raised an eyebrow. “What kind of disorder?” 
 
    Charlie looked up, trying to remember what Harper had told her. “DOD, or something like that.” 
 
    “DID?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it.” 
 
    “Dissociative Identity Disorder,” Shannon said calmly. “I’m familiar with the condition.” 
 
     “I just found out today,” Charlie said, glancing at the door. “Maybe that has something to do with what happened tonight.” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to have whoever saw Mira send his diagnosis to me, but”—Shannon started toward the ambulance—“I highly doubt it will explain how Mira got all the bruises and the marks on her neck.” 
 
    Just before the paramedics slid Mira into the van, the little girl looked up at Shannon with innocent, blue eyes.  
 
    “You okay, sweetie?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “She knows,” she told Shannon, her voice weak. 
 
    Shannon bent over so she could hear what Mira was saying. Mira was sedated and having a difficult time staying awake. “Who knows what, honey?” 
 
    “Charlie… she knows.” 
 
    Did she just call her mother ‘Charlie’?  Good God, Shannon thought, Clint Abbott’s family was totally screwed up. 
 
    “Mommies always know.” Fighting to keep her eyes open, she said sleepily, “Charlie knows… I’m not… her.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE AND CLINT SAT QUIETLY IN THE COURTROOM listening to Shannon Patterson present her case to the judge. She used intimidating words like “imminent danger” and “child endangerment.”  
 
    Everything seemed a blur, and without sleep, Charlie couldn’t think straight.  
 
    When the judge agreed that Mira was not safe to return home, Charlie burst into tears. 
 
    In the hallway after court, an anxious Charlie asked Shannon, “Where is she?”  
 
    “Mira is safe,” Shannon responded coldly. “That’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    “But why can’t she stay with my parents?” Charlie asked, gulping back emotion. 
 
    “Mira says she’s afraid of your mother, Charlie,” Shannon told her flatly. “She doesn’t want to go there.” 
 
    “I put a call into Mister Harper,” Charlie told Shannon. “He’s going to send you his diagnosis.” 
 
    “Fine,” Shannon responded flatly. “I’ll put it in the file.” 
 
    “And the judge will see it?” Charlie asked. 
 
    Shannon nodded. “But again, I’ll tell you right now it will have no bearing on the decision. There is no way Mira caused all the bruises and stopped breathing on her own. Maybe you were tired of dealing with Mira’s issues and things got out of control.” Shannon put a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “None of us is perfect and it would be difficult to deal with a child who—” 
 
    “How dare you!” Irate, Charlie shirked Shannon’s hand off of her. She slapped her hand over a hip and stepped close to Shannon, her face only a few inches from Shannon’s. “You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me, or Clint, or Mira. Who the hell do you think you are and just what right—” 
 
    “Charlie.” Clint put a hand on her shoulder and pulled her gently away from Shannon. “This isn’t helping.” 
 
    Shannon looked to Clint, ignoring Charlie. “I’ll be coming up with a plan.” 
 
    “There's a plan?" Clint asked. 
 
    “Yes, a plan. You’ll have to complete several things before the judge will even consider Mira coming back to—” 
 
    “Like what?” Clint interrupted. 
 
    Shannon’s looked to Charlie. “Like anger management classes.” 
 
    Charlie’s temper flared again. “Look, you stup—” 
 
    Clint jostled Charlie’s shoulder. “Just let us know what we need to do.” 
 
    On the way home, Charlie stared out the window, her arms folded across her chest. She turned toward Clint. “Why the hell did you go along with that cow? A plan? Really?” 
 
    Clint stared straight ahead out the windshield.  
 
    “Everyone in this town knows me, Clint. They know I wouldn’t hurt Mira.” 
 
    “But that’s not what Mira’s saying,” Clint said flatly. “You just gave Shannon Patterson reason to believe that you can’t control your temper.” 
 
    “Screw Shannon Patterson.” She turned her head toward the window.  
 
    What the hell was going on? Charlie racked her brain. They’d found Mira’s room in shambles. Had she fallen out of bed? Maybe that’s what caused the bruises. And maybe she’d hit her head that caused a concussion. And she’d been disoriented and confused when she’d told the paramedics that Charlie hurt her.  
 
    Was Mira angry with Charlie for taking her to see Harper and this was her way of getting back at her? What if Mira did have DID? And that alter ego, as Harper had called it, hated Charlie for some reason. Charlie had wrestled with what she’d been told, but was starting to believe that Mira could have a mental disorder.  
 
    She took to her bed the rest of the day, trying to read, but stared at the phone willing it to ring. Shannon Patterson told them she’d call this afternoon to review all that needed to be done before going back to court.   
 
    When the phone rang, she hurried to the phone. “Hello?” she answered. 
 
    “Mrs. Abbott, this is Shannon Patterson with the DHS,” Shannon said in monotone. “Can I speak with Clint please?” 
 
    “Clint’s not available right now. I’ve been waiting for your call and—” 
 
    “Then just have him call me when he has time.” 
 
    “But I don’t under—” Hearing the dial tone, she said, “Hello? Are you there, Ms. Patterson?”  
 
    “Damn you.” She picked up Shannon Patterson’s card by and started to dial, but then stopped. Clint was right. Charlie had alienated her and now Charlie was going to pay the price. 
 
    She went down the stairs and into the kitchen. The moment Clint came through the door from the fields, she said, “Clint, you’re supposed to call Shannon Patterson.” 
 
    “Why?” Clint asked, stocking footed. When it rained, he always left his muddied boots outside so as not to track in. 
 
    “She said she would only talk to you.” 
 
    He held up his dirty hands. “Need to wash up first.” 
 
    Charlie sat at the table listening as Clint talked to Shannon, pacing the kitchen as far as the phone cord would take him and back. All he said was, “Okay,” like a jillion times.  
 
    When he hung up, Charlie said, “What’d she say?” 
 
    “The first thing is that you have to see a court-appointed therapist.” Clint sat down at the table across from Charlie. 
 
    She leaned back, trying not to get defensive. “What else?” 
 
    “She had a bunch of other stuff, but to tell you the truth, I kind of tuned her out. She said she’d mail the paperwork.” 
 
    “She didn’t say anything about Mira? Or where she is?” 
 
    Clint shook his head. “No.” 
 
    Charlie made an appointment immediately, but found she’d have to wait a week to meet with the court appointed therapist. 
 
    After the first session, what she’d thought would be a one-time meeting turned into three long, harrowing sessions. He’d asked about Charlie’s past, her home life, her mental state, and if she had ever been diagnosed with bipolar disorder, or manic depression. 
 
    Waiting for the next hearing had been pure torture. Clint had been unusually distant, and the only time Charlie felt more alone is when she gave birth to the girls. 
 
    Charlie had spoken with Jason Harper directly and asked he send a report to Shannon, giving him Shannon’s name and business address.  
 
    After Charlie told him about Mira’s episode, Harper’s tone changed. He seemed cold and distant as if he, too, believed Charlie hurt Mira. 
 
    When she’d asked him if he felt that the mental illness had something to do with Mira’s bruises, he fell silent for a few seconds, and then told her he’d ask a colleague who specialized in DID cases about it. 
 
    But when Charlie received a copy of the letter Harper sent to Shannon Patterson, her heart dropped. Harper wrote that he’d consulted a specialist in DID and that it was his professional opinion that Dissociative Identity Disorder had nothing to do with the bruising, marks on Mira’s neck or would stop her breathing. 
 
     Today was the adjudication hearing, which would establish if the allegations of child endangerment were true or false. And she’d hoped that Harper’s report would help, but there was no use to even bring it up. If the judge, however, found that no evidence that led him to believe Charlie had hurt Mira, she would be coming home. The psychologist Charlie met with seemed empathetic, nodding in agreement when a tearful Charlie explained she would never hurt her little girl. 
 
     God willing, this would all be behind them soon.  
 
    “You sleep okay?” Charlie asked Clint as she poured a cup of steaming coffee into a mug.  
 
    “No,” he answered, pushed back his chair at the kitchen table and stood. 
 
    “Wait,” she told him. She walked to him, stood on her tiptoes and pecked him on the cheek. “We’re going to be okay.” 
 
    No response. No, we’ll get through this or hang in there, honey. Nothing. 
 
    By the time they reached town, Charlie’s muscles were so tight they felt as if they were going to snap. Her eyes moved over the connected buildings that stair-stepped up Main Street. A few years ago the community had pulled a committee together to beautify the quaint town. Charlie had helped paint the storefronts in a vibrant red, dark gold, or deep rust, trimmed in one of the other colors on the palette that was patterned after a small town on Martha’s Vineyard.  
 
    When they passed Glenn’s Goodies, she glanced into the picture window and saw a display of donuts, cookies, and pies. The bakery was Mira’s favorite place to pick out a treat. A piece of Charlie’s heart left with Mira. God, how she missed her baby. 
 
    When the two-story courthouse came into view, Charlie’s stomach balled up into a knot. It seemed every small town in Iowa had a courthouse in the middle of the square. She stared blankly at the impressive building constructed of stucco and stone with wide concrete steps that led up to the double-door entrance. Grand turrets topped in bright red shake shingles jutted out of either side of the building. Both the American and Iowa flags hung from tall, steel poles, swaying lazily in the cool, fall breeze. Liberty and justice for all? She prayed that would happen today. 
 
    “Do you think we should have gotten a lawyer?” Charlie asked before they stepped out of the truck. 
 
    Clint shook his head. “We didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “You and I know that, but—” 
 
    “Let’s just see what the judge says,” Clint cut her off. 
 
    His quick response made Charlie see red, but she held her tongue. She knew Clint needed his space and handled a tense situation differently than Charlie. But God, she wished he’d just hold her. He didn’t have to say anything, just show her some kind of affection.  
 
    Robotically they walked beside each other up the steps, through the door, and security check. It was as if Charlie was having an out-of-body experience watching herself going through the motions, yet feeling numb. 
 
    As they made their way to the wide staircase in the middle of the first floor, she spotted a high school friend coming their way. Clint stopped to say hello, but Jerry Butler turned his head and kept on walking. The gossip was out. For some reason, people were inclined to believe lies instead of searching for the truth. 
 
    Incensed, Charlie wanted to scream at Butler, telling him what a lowlife douche bag he was and that everyone in town knew he cheated on his wife. Clint took hold of her arm and squeezed gently, silently telling Charlie to let it go. 
 
    The sideway glances Charlie got at the local grocery store, gas station, and even at church made her feel she didn’t belong in the town she’d lived in all her life. It was painful to realize that the people she’d trusted most had turned on her. 
 
    When they reached the door of courtroom 3A, Charlie glanced through the small window and saw a dozen or more people inside. A cold shiver went through her knowing that everyone in town knew their business and maybe they were here to find out more about the Mira Abbott case. She reminded herself that saving face wasn’t important. The only thing that mattered was getting Mira back. 
 
    They quietly slid into a pew at the back of the domed ceiling room. Judge Milo Davis was perched on his podium, shuffling through papers. The court reporter’s hands were perched over his stenotype machine as a uniformed officer stood at attention a few feet away from the witness stand.  
 
    Shannon Patterson had informed Clint and Charlie that they would have to wait their turn. The judge was from another county and came into Sheffield twice a week to preside over cases. His schedule was hectic so they needed to be prepared for a long wait. 
 
    Soon after they took their seats, Shannon snuck in, followed by the county attorney. A few seconds later a younger woman, who looked to be in her early thirties, scooted into the pew beside Shannon. Charlie had done some research on who would be involved in the proceedings and assumed the young lady was Mira’s guardian ad litem. 
 
    In the past week, Charlie was subjected to police interrogations and mental health tests. Even Charlie’s mother had been harassed with the same questions over and over again: “Who was in the house the night the ambulance came? Who was with Mira before, during and after? How did Mira get the bruises on her arms and legs?” And, the most important question: “Where did the marks on her neck come from?”  
 
    Charlie sat rigidly listening as the judge sentenced a young man to three days in jail for a DWI, and then reprimanded Mrs. Brewer for shoplifting another tube of lipstick from The Dollar Store. Next, eighty-seven-year-old Jeb Weber tried to weasel out of paying the penalty for not making a complete stop at a stop sign, but lost his case. God, would this day ever end? 
 
    When the clerk stood and announced, “State verses Charlie and Clint Abbott,” Charlie and Clint stood. Charlie’s legs felt like rubber, her heart beating at a fast staccato pace.  
 
    The few steps to the front of the courtroom seemed to take forever. Clint opened the swinging gate and she took a seat at the counsel table, where Shannon told them to sit. Shannon led the pack as they took the table across the aisle. Everyone here had a briefcase but Charlie and Clint. 
 
    When Shannon stood and recapped why Mira was removed from the home, Charlie only heard snippets. “Called to the Abbotts’ home in September… six-year-old Mira Abbott was found… child taken by ambulance…” She’d heard all of this before, time and time again. 
 
    And when Shannon reviewed the written reports from the psychologist that Charlie had met with, it took all she could do to listen to the lies. 
 
    “In my professional opinion,” Shannon read from the report, “Mrs. Charlene Abbott has yet to accept Mira’s twin Faith.” 
 
    “Mrs. Abbott appears delusional at times.” Shannon read on as Charlie sat dumbfounded as to what she was hearing. “According to the Abbott’s six-year-old daughter Mira, her mother  often refers to Mira as Faith. This, in itself, causes emotional distress and confusion.” 
 
    Charlie couldn’t hold back any longer and shot up out of her chair. “What the hell are you talking about?” She tossed an arm toward Shannon. “What Ms. Patterson is telling you are total lies.” 
 
    “Mrs. Abbott,” the judge stared down at her and adjusted his glasses. “Please take your seat.” 
 
    Her cheeks hot, her temper unraveling at an all-time high, Charlie slumped back down in her chair. 
 
    The judge shot Charlie a stern look and then turned back to Shannon. “Continue, Miss Patterson.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Honor,” Shannon continued. “As you just witnessed, Mrs. Abbott has anger issues.” 
 
    Clint placed a heavy hand over Charlie’s forearm, knowing Charlie was about to charge the bitch. 
 
    “Mira Abbott also confided that until recently she had no knowledge of a twin sister named Faith,” Patterson continued. 
 
    This was the worst day of Charlie’s life. The lies went on and on.  
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Abbott.” Judge Milo Davis finally said. “I feel that Mrs. Abbott needs help resolving issues, starting with undergoing intense counseling sessions.” Davis took off his glasses, his beady eyes focused on Charlie. “This is a serious matter, and I will not allow a child to be placed in a volatile situation.” 
 
    Charlie bit her lip, knowing the worst thing she could do right now was to buck a judge’s decision. If she didn’t comply, Mira might go into a foster home. 
 
    “I will need an assessment every ninety days.” Judge Davis gaze went to Shannon Patterson. “In family court, our job is to reunite families,” he said, “not to pull them apart.” His gaze went back to Charlie. “But you have work to do to make this happen.” He put his glasses back on and looked down at the papers on his podium. “Ms. Patterson will put together a visitation schedule. We’ll reconvene in this courtroom six months from today.”  
 
    “Six months?” Was this judge insane? “Six months?” Charlie repeated. “That’s like a lifetime to a child. Please, you have to believe me. I would never—” 
 
    “One more outburst, Mrs. Abbott,” Judge Davis said sternly, his meaty jowls shaking with his every word, “and I’ll hold you in contempt.” 
 
    Charlie burst into tears. Just like Shannon, the judge wasn’t going to listen. No one would. 
 
    Charlie felt deflated, defeated, with nowhere to turn for help. Why did Mira say she’d never heard of Faith? Maybe not as her twin sister, but Mira named her imaginary friend Faith.  
 
    They drove home in silence. When Clint opened the back door, the phone was ringing, and he quickly snatched the receiver off the wall. “Hello?”  
 
    He listened for a few seconds and then responded, “Yes. That will be fine.” Clint glanced at Charlie and nodded. “We’ll be at your office at three tomorrow afternoon. Thanks.” 
 
    “What was that about?” Charlie asked the moment the call ended. 
 
    “Shannon wants us to come to her office to see Mira tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh God.” Charlie took hold of the back of her chair. Tears filled her eyes. “Did she say where she is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Damn her.” If there were stages parents went through when losing a child through DHS, Charlie was past shock and embarrassment, and well on her way to anger. 
 
    “We can see her tomorrow for an hour in Shannon’s office.” 
 
    “You doin’ okay?” Charlie asked Clint. 
 
    He shrugged a shoulder and walked past her. “What do you think?” 
 
    Of course, he wasn’t doing all right.  
 
    Charlie thought this would be over today and that, by now, Mira would come to her senses. They would have only sixty minutes to see their baby girl. When would this nightmare end? 
 
    After she poured a glass of iced tea, she carried it with her to the table. She’d racked her brain for days trying to think of anything she’d done that would make Mira so angry she’d turn on her, but the only thing she could think of was taking her to see Jason Harper. 
 
    Interwoven through her every thought, however, wasn’t Mira’s anger toward Charlie. It was the memory of Mira kicking and screaming, the bruises and marks on her neck, and screaming “Stop it” when no one else was in the room that haunted her.  
 
    She put her elbows on the table and rested her head in her hands. Charlie needed to wrap her mind around and accept that, more than likely, Mira had this dissociative identity disorder like the psychologist had suggested. And, if she didn’t receive the help she needed, Mira could suffer the rest of her life.  
 
    And yet, Charlie couldn’t rid herself of the thought that something far more dark and sinister was happening.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE HAD NEVER FELTTHIS STRESSED OUT. She was having a difficult time concentrating on anything but how Mira would react when she saw her. 
 
    Before they’d left for Shannon‘s office, Charlie grabbed Mira’s favorite doll, the fluffy pink blanket she slept with, and a picture of Mira and Hank.  
 
    Lately, Charlie found Hank under Mira’s bed and, even when she’d tried to coax him out with food, he wouldn’t come.  
 
    Charlie and Clint arrived at the DHS office fifteen minutes early and were escorted to the visitation room with a large picture window that looked into the office. Built-in shelving was stocked with everything from rattles, to crayons, to colored markers and books. A rocking chair sat in one corner of the rectangular room. In the middle of the room was a pint-sized children’s table and chairs. The room smelled like a hospital, the antiseptic aroma making Charlie’s eyes sting. 
 
     “Mr. and Mrs. Abbott.”  
 
    Charlie tensed when she looked up and saw Shannon in the doorway, a sickeningly sweet smile on her face that revealed a crooked eye tooth that jutted out the side of her mouth. She was heavy set, and her clothes always looked a size or two too small. Charlie knew she was being overly critical, but couldn’t help but resent this woman who’d taken Mira from them. 
 
    “She’ll be here soon.” Shannon’s eyes went to Charlie. “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Clint answered. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “I will be with you while you visit Mira,” Shannon told them and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Charlie expected Shannon to be there, but hoped she might leave them alone for a few minutes. Obviously that wasn’t going to happen. She clasped her clammy hands together tightly and set them in her lap. After Shannon left, Clint turned toward the window that overlooked a street in downtown Jamestown, which was even smaller than Sheffield. 
 
    When the door opened, and she saw Mira holding Shannon’s hand, Charlie had never felt so happy to see someone. “Hi, honey.” 
 
    Wearing a perfectly pressed cotton dress, white socks trimmed in lace, and black patent leather shoes, Mira slid behind Shannon. Charlie was surprised she was wearing a dress as she’d always been a tomboy, preferring sneakers and overalls. 
 
    Clint bent over and held out his arms. “Hey, pumpkin. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    When Mira ran to Clint, Charlie’s heart sank.  
 
    Clint swept her up in his arms and twirled her around. “How’s my girl?” 
 
    “Good,” Mira answered, giggling.  
 
    Shannon quietly took the rocking chair that was closer to Clint than to Charlie.  
 
    “I’ve missed you, Mira.” Charlie fidgeted with her hands, praying Mira would at least give her a hug.  
 
    Mira ignored Charlie as if she was invisible.  
 
    “I get to feed the kitties at my new house,” she told Clint with wide eyes. 
 
    “You do?” Clint plopped down on a chair under the window and set Mira on his lap. “That must be fun.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Charlie opened her purse and took out the framed photo of Hank and Mira. “I brought a picture of Hank for you.” She reached over and picked up the doll on the chair next to her. “And look who else I brought.” 
 
    When Mira still wouldn’t look at her, Charlie asked, “Honey? Why won’t you come see Mommy?” 
 
    “I don’t like you.” Mira scowled, her lower lip quivering. “You’re mean.” 
 
    Charlie needed Mira to know that no matter what she said or did, her love for her would never change. She walked to Clint, and knelt down in front of Mira. “Sweetheart, what did Mommy do to—” 
 
    Mira jumped out of Clint’s lap and raced to Shannon. Crying, she wailed, “Make her go ’way. I just want Daddy!” Mira buried her head in Shannon’s lap. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for today.” Shannon started for the door with Mira in tow. 
 
    Charlie stood and crossed her arms across her chest. “What do you mean that’s enough for today? We haven’t been here fifteen minutes and you promised an hour.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Shannon hustled Mira out the door. 
 
    Tears ran down Charlie’s face when she rushed to the picture window. 
 
    Just before Mira disappeared around the corner, Faith turned around, grinned at Charlie, and then stuck out her tongue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FAITH WAS PROUD OF HERSELF. 
 
    Everyone believed she was Mira, especially that lady Shannon who took her away from Charlie.  
 
    When Faith overheard Charlie talking about her being Mira’s twin, Faith couldn’t believe it. And then when she heard Daddy tell Charlie that she’d let Faith go once and needed to do it again, Faith cried herself to sleep. Why did Charlie want Mira and not her? The next morning when she woke up however, she had a plan. This time Charlie would have to let Mira go. And Faith would see to it that Charlie wouldn’t be with her and her daddy.  
 
    Mira had told her that she’d help her find her mommy and daddy and she had. Faith couldn’t wait until she could live in the same house with Daddy and do all the things she could only watch Mira do from a distance. 
 
    The family Faith was staying with had a mom, dad, and three kids. It was okay to live here because there were lots of kitties and some chickens, too. She saw lots and lots of things through Mira’s eyes, but had never seen them herself. Everything looked and sounded different where Mira lived, like watching a movie, only better. 
 
    She shared a room with Brittany, who was only a couple of months older than Faith. The bedroom had two beds that were ‘xactly alike with matching bedspreads. Bailey’s daddy grew corn, just like Faith’s daddy. And her mommy cooked a lot like Charlie, asking Faith if she wanted to help, just like Mira helped Charlie. 
 
     Faith was happy she’d convinced Mira not to tell Charlie or Daddy that she’d overheard them talking about her. She told Mira that it would hurt them if they knew Mira was sneaking around at night listening to them. Even worse, they might get really mad at her. But the real reason was that she didn’t want Charlie to know that Faith knew Charlie had killed her. 
 
    She missed Mira. They liked all the same things and had fun together, except when they’d fought over the doll. It was kinda like they were the same person. But Faith figured out how to take Mira’s place. All she had to do was close her eyes, concentrate real hard, and she’d find herself in the tunnel going to Daddy’s house.  
 
    Mira was happy that she and Faith traded places for a while as she liked to play in the sand and eat all the candy Faith had in her house. The hardest part for Faith was to remember that she had to answer when someone called her Mira. 
 
    “Are you girls ready for bed?” Shelly asked, coming into the bedroom. 
 
    Shelly was bigger than Charlie and had really short, curly hair. She wasn’t as pretty as Charlie either, but was nice to Faith, always asking her what she would like for breakfast or dinner.  
 
    “I’m ready. I just brushed my teeth.” Faith opened her mouth real wide. “See.” 
 
    “Me too,” Brittany said.  
 
    Brittany was funny and said things that made Faith laugh. Like one time she said, “Look, a chicken!” And when Faith looked and didn’t see anything she said, “Ha ha, made ya look, made ya look!” She had red hair that Shelly always pulled back into a ponytail and lots of freckles on her nose and cheeks.  
 
    Faith nestled under the covers and Shelly leaned over and kissed her forehead. “You doin’ okay, honey?”  
 
    Faith nodded. However, she missed Daddy. Hopefully, Charlie would go away soon and she’d have Daddy all to herself. 
 
    After Shelly kissed Brittany, she walked to the door and said, “I’ll see you two in the morning.” 
 
    When Shelly turned around and saw Faith staring at her, she asked, “Mira, is there something you want to talk about?”  
 
    “It’s just that… I wish I had a mommy like you.” Faith tried blink tears into her eyes, but they wouldn’t come. 
 
    “I’m sure your mommy is a good person.”  
 
    Faith looked down. “She’s not nice. She’s mean.” 
 
    Brittany wrinkled up her turned up nose. “Why do you call your mommy Charlie?”  
 
    “Cause she doesn’t like me. Mommies should like their kids.”  
 
    “Oh, honey, I’m sure that’s not true.” Shelley’s voice softened. “Your mommy loves you very, very much.” She walked back to the bed and pulled a soft blanket up around Faith’s neck.  
 
    Faith looked up at Shelley. “Are they gonna make me go home?”  
 
    “It would be good for you to be with your mommy and daddy. Maybe your mommy just needs some time to feel better.” Shelly patted Faith on top of her head. “You get some rest now, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” When the door closed, Faith cuddled up underneath the covers. There was no way, however, that she’d let Charlie live in the same house with her and Daddy. No matter how many times it took, she would never tell anyone that Charlie hadn’t hurt her. If Faith told, Charlie might find a way to bring Mira back. Faith didn’t know how that could happen, but didn’t want to find out. 
 
    The nightlight cast weird dancing shadows on the wall, and if Brittany weren’t here she might have been scared.  
 
    Faith was getting better at controlling Mira. Oh, there’d been times when Mira was strong enough to pull her back into the tunnel, but every day Faith grew stronger. Mira would be fine. Faith had lived where Mira was for a long, long time. It was Mira’s turn to live there, and she could watch what Faith was doing.  
 
    As bits and pieces of Mira’s memories flooded Faith’s mind, she would to anything everything she could to have Mira’s life.  
 
    A warm feeling washed over her when she thought about living in the big house with just her daddy. She’d ride on that funny thing that had four big wheels through the cornfields with him, and they’d build snowmen together and everything.  
 
    It would be so much fun to play with “the girls” in Mira’s room and build castles in the sand pile, and have Hank sleep with her as he had with Mira. 
 
    Faith wished she and Mira could play together, go to school together, and sleep in the same room, but that couldn't happen.  
 
    Only one of them could stay with Daddy. 
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    Faith wasn’t asleep long before she heard Mira whining. “I want to come home.” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” Faith answered. 
 
    Suddenly, Faith found herself speeding through the foggy tunnel traveling so fast she could barely catch her breath.  
 
    “Let go!” Faith shouted. “You’re gonna be sorry, Mira!” 
 
    When Faith tumbled out of the opening, Mira was waiting, her eyes narrowed, her hair a mass of tangles. She grabbed Faith by her arm and squeezed hard. “You left me here.” She let go of Faith’s arm and took a stand. “I want to go home right now.” 
 
    Faith slammed the palm of her hands into Mira’s chest, sending her backward. “No!” She turned to go back inside the tunnel, but Mira caught her by the shoulder, pushed her out of the way, and flew by her.  
 
    When Faith tackled her from behind, Mira fell hard to the ground.  
 
    “Owwww,” Mira cried, landing hard on her knee. 
 
    “I told you, it’s my turn.” Faith was fuming.  She was so mad at Mira that she could feel her heart thumping in her chest. She didn’t even know what a heartbeat felt like until she became Mira. 
 
    Her knee hurt, but Mira started to crawl toward the tunnel. 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t.” Faith kicked Mira in the side. 
 
    When Mira burst into tears, Faith leaned over her. “Cry, baby!” she mocked. “Little cry baby Mira.” 
 
    “Am not.” Mira wiped away her tears with the back of her hand. “You promised. You said you’d only leave me here for a little while.” 
 
    Faith put her hands on her hips. “But I like it where you live.”  
 
    Mira sat up. She brought her knees up and started to rub her hurt knee. “You lied. You told mommy and Daddy you’re me.”  
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    “How ’bout we share?” Mira whimpered. “I’ll let you visit sometimes.” 
 
    Faith looked around at the imaginary world she’d created from Mira’s memory: the carousel, the dolls and dollhouse like the one Daddy made, and the balloons in the sky that looked like big puffs of cotton candy. “Why don’t you like it here? It’s got everything you like.” 
 
    “Except for Mommy, Daddy, Hank, and—” 
 
    “If I let you go back,” Faith interrupted, “you’ll try to stop me from ever seeing Daddy again.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh.” Mira shook her head. “I promise.” 
 
    “I know.” Faith smiled. “How ’bout I come visit you every night?” 
 
    “Please,” Mira whimpered. “I wanna go home.” 
 
    “I said no.” Faith had almost had it with her. 
 
    Mira looked up at her with tear filled eyes. Faith could feel her sadness.  
 
    “I don’t like you anymore.” Mira glared up at Faith.  
 
    “That’s not a nice thing to say.” Faith noticed one of Mira’s knees was scraped and bleeding. She sat down beside her on the cool grass. “I’m sorry I hurt you.” 
 
    “Sisters aren’t supposed to be mean to each other,” Mira told her. 
 
    Faith’s eyes felt all wet, and she reached up and touched her cheek “Look!” she said. “I have tears.” 
 
    “Everyone has tears.” 
 
    “I never have. I have tears just like you.” 
 
    “How come you live here?” Mira asked. “Mommy said we’re twins so we should live in the same house.” 
 
    “’Member when Daddy told Charlie that she let me go?” 
 
    Mira nodded. “But I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “Charlie killed me,” Faith said flatly. 
 
    Mira’s eyes grew wide. “My mommy would never hurt anyone.” 
 
    “She only wanted you, not me.” Faith put her arm around Mira’s shoulder. “We’re sisters, and sisters should share. It’s my turn to live in the big house.” 
 
    Mira shrugged Faith’s arm off her shoulder. “You need to go ’way.” 
 
    “Mira,” they heard a voice call faintly. 
 
    Briefly, Mira and Faith’s eyes met. Simultaneously, they jumped up and started to race toward the tunnel. Mira, however, was slower because her knee hurt so bad. 
 
    Running as fast as she could, Faith shouted, “You’re never going back. It’s my home now!” She jumped into the tunnel before Mira could catch up.  
 
    As Mira’s cries grew weaker, Shelly’s voice got louder. 
 
    “Mira, wake up. Wake up.” Faith felt someone shaking her shoulder. 
 
    When her eyes popped open, Shelly’s kind eyes came into focus.  
 
    Shelley put her hand on Faith’s forehead. “Did you have a bad dream? I heard you crying.” 
 
    Trembling, Faith sat up and threw her arms around Shelly’s neck. Holding tight, she had to think of something. “I don’t want to go back.”  
 
    “You mean home?” 
 
    Faith was quiet for a few seconds. “I want to go home, but not if Charlie’s there.” She could never tell anyone about changing places with Mira. If she did, something bad might happen. 
 
    Shelly put her fingers to her lips. “Shhh. Let’s not wake up Brittany. Were you dreaming about your mommy?” 
 
    “Please, don’t make me go home to Charlie.” 
 
    As Shelly assured Faith that she was safe, she started to calm down.  
 
    Her head on Shelly’s shoulder, Faith could hear Mira crying.  
 
    No matter what Mira promised, Faith was never going back.  
 
    Ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE GLANCED OUT HER BEDROOM WINDOWat the thick carpet of snow that covered the fields, thinking about the appointment with the psychologist today. She wondered why she was even going. Mira didn’t want to see her, and the ongoing chats about her overcoming the loss of Faith were redundant. She’d dealt with losing Mira’s twin long ago.  
 
    With the wind chill below zero, Charlie hoped the Honda would start. If she missed a meeting that had been court ordered, it would go into her file and work against her in court. 
 
    “I’m going to see Mira this afternoon,” Clint said, startling Charlie when he came into the room. 
 
    “Great. But I can’t go later this afternoon.” Charlie went to the chest of drawers and pulled out a dark-green wool sweater. 
 
    “Not we,” Clint told her, going into the closet. “Just me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, just you?” she asked, following him. 
 
    “Shannon arranged it.” Coming out of the closet with a pair of boots, Clint sat down on the edge of the bed. “She wants to talk to me privately.” 
 
    “So now she’s Shannon?” Charlie’s threshold for bullshit was at zero. 
 
    Clint pulled a boot on, not responding. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Charlie asked. “This isn’t what the judge ordered. He said we have visitation. As in you and I together.” 
 
    Clint put his foot into the second boot and tugged. “Shannon said Mira is having nightmares and thought it might be better if just I saw her today.” He stood and pulled up the waistband of his jeans.  
 
    Charlie pointed at herself.  “Nightmares about me?”  
 
    “That’s what the foster mom told Shannon.” Clint walked to the dresser and opened the top drawer.  
 
    “I don’t believe it.” Infuriated by the sudden change in visiting Mira, Charlie yanked the green sweater over her head. 
 
    “Maybe I can get to the bottom of this if I see Mira alone.” Clint took out a white handkerchief and pushed it into the pocket of his jeans. “Maybe Shannon has some suggestions.” 
 
    Charlie was so angry she could have punched a hole in the wall. “Have you happened to notice the way Shannon Patterson looks at you?” 
 
    Clint smirked. “Looks at me?”  
 
    Charlie stomped to in front of him. “She’s got the hots for you, dummy.” 
 
    Clint walked away and Charlie noticed his shoulders shaking. 
 
    “Are you laughing at me?” She was going to kill him. But before she had the chance, he turned around, put his hands on her shoulders, walked her backward to the bed and pushed her down on the mattress. Lowering himself down gently on her body he smiled that mischievous grin that made Charlie’s heart melt. “I think someone’s jealous.” 
 
    She slapped his upper arm and tried to get up, but he held her down. 
 
    “Come on, ‘fess up. You’re jealous.” He rubbed his nose against hers. 
 
    “Stop it.” She turned away. “Jealous of what? That stupid fang makes me thinks she’s going to bite me. Stupid cow.” 
 
    Clint traced her face lightly with the tip of his finger. “You’re turning me on, woman.” 
 
    Charlie glared into his eyes. “Mark my word, Clint Abbott, there’s something wrong with Ms. DHS.” 
 
    “Consider your word marked.” 
 
    Charlie started to get up, but Clint pushed her back down on the bed again and covered her lips with his. He kissed her lightly at first, but when Charlie responded, his breathing became rapid. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him into her. The past few weeks had been such a blur that, until now, she had no idea how much she’d missed being close to him. 
 
    She moved his hand to her breast, feeling the bulge in his pants against her thigh.  
 
    Suddenly, Clint sat up and stood. “I’m going to be late and so are you.”  
 
    Disappointed that they’d lost the moment, Charlie asked, “Can we pick up where we left off later?” 
 
     “Either that or I’ll have to take a cold shower for a very long time.” 
 
    Charlie knew, however, that it wouldn’t happen. Mira would upset Clint; the psychologist would irritate her; and they’d both go back into their shells again. 
 
    “I should be home around four.”  Charlie rolled off the mattress. 
 
    “Be careful.” Clint nodded out the window. “We’re supposed to get three or four more inches this afternoon. 
 
    “I will.” She hated the drive to Lenora to the psychologist’s office, but rationalized that if they lived in a big city, the twenty-some-minute drive would be nothing. “Tell Mira I love her.” It was hard to be left out, but maybe Clint was right. If he was alone with Mira, maybe she’d open up. 
 
    She stopped in the doorway and turned around. “Do you think she’ll ever want to come home?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    In the kitchen, Charlie bundled up and went out the back door. On her way to the garage, she looked at Mira’s sand pile that was now a dome of snow, and the seats on the swing set whipped back and forth in the blustery wind. Shivering, she noticed the branches on the trees hung a good two feet lower with the thick coating of ice. She pulled the collar of her coat up around her neck. 
 
    Charlie knew the session would go as it usually did: What would you like to talk about? How is your marriage going? What do you feel you could do to move forward?  
 
    Until Mira told the truth, there was no way Charlie would convince anyone that she’d never laid a hand on her baby. Even if Mira changed her story, Charlie would forever carry the stigma of a child abuser.  
 
    She waved at Jim Purdy when he passed her on the highway, but he looked away. She might as well put a scarlet letter on every piece of clothing she owned because she’d  already been found guilty, judged, and sentenced. 
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    “How’d the session go?” Clint asked when she opened the back door. Something was up as he never sat at the kitchen table alone. 
 
    She bent over, shaking the flakes of snow out of her hair. “It’s freezing.” She hung her coat on the rack. “Same as every other session. Blah, blah, blah.” Noticing Clint’s pensive expression, she asked, “Is Mira okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yup.”  
 
    She untied her boots and stepped out of them. “Why do I hear a but in your yup?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    She braced herself. “Okay.” On her way to the table, she  rubbed her hands together to try and warm them.   
 
    The dark, circles underneath Clint’s eyes even more prominent than when Charlie left this morning.   
 
    “There’s fresh coffee if—” 
 
    “Coffee? You made coffee?” He had one cup of coffee a day and that was before he went out into the fields before dawn. “Just tell me what’s going on.”  
 
    “I told you that Shannon wanted to talk to me,” Clint started. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Mira wants to come home.” 
 
    Charlie leaned forward. “Are you kidding? That’s great news. I can’t wait to—” 
 
    “Wait, there’s more.” 
 
    “I don’t care what more there is. Our baby wants to come home. Oh God, Clint.” She leaned over and wrapped her arms around his neck.  Finally, their lives might go back to normal again. 
 
    When he didn’t hug her back, Charlie leaned back into her chair. “What?” 
 
    “She… Mira won’t come home if you’re here.” 
 
    “Huh?” She was prepared that he’d tell her something she didn’t want to hear, but not this. “So, what am I supposed to do? Just disappear?” 
 
    “Shannon suggested that—”  
 
    “Shannon?” Charlie jumped so fast that her chair flew backward across the linoleum. “Stop calling that woman Shannon like she’s a long-lost buddy.” She stomped to the refrigerator and took out a beer. “She’s the enemy, Clint. Do you fucking get it?” 
 
    “Hey.” He craned his neck around so he could see Charlie. “I’m not the enemy. I’m simply telling you what Mira said.” He nodded at the beer in her hand. “Grab me one of those, would you?” 
 
    Charlie reached into the fridge and took out another can. “And what did you say?” 
 
    “I just listened.” 
 
    “And what was”—she rolled her eyes—“Shannon’s input?” 
 
    “She thought that,” he stammered, “that it was a good idea that Mira come home.” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “And that it might be best if you moved in with your parents for a while until…” 
 
    “My parents!” she shouted. “She thinks I should leave my own home? Are you out of your mind?” Charlie ranted. “I’m Mira’s mother!” Incensed, she slammed the can of beer down on the table in front of him. “So you and Mira live here, and I just pack up and go away quietly?”  
 
    Clint took off his baseball cap and did the same routine he always did when he was cornered. “I think the first issue we need to deal with is getting Mira home.” 
 
    The house grew silent. Incensed that obviously Clint hadn’t even stood up for her, she walked to the sink and looked out the window. The winds had come up, causing a near whiteout, but the fury of the snowstorm didn’t come near to matching the intensity inside of their home. A few seconds later when she calmed down, she turned around and said calmly, “Do you want a divorce?” 
 
    He shook his head. “God, no.” 
 
    “Then what? What’s happening to us, Clint?” Silent tears trickled down her cheeks.  
 
    “Shannon and I talked about how if Mira came home, you’d slowly come back into her life. Build Mira’s trust in you again.” 
 
    “You think I hurt her, don’t you?” Charlie asked walking back to the table. The anger was gone and all she felt was tired. 
 
    “Shannon seems to think that Mira might have repressed something that could have happened a long time ago and the memory is surfacing.” 
 
    Charlie pulled her chair back up to the table and sat down. “And you believe her.”   
 
    “Well, I—” 
 
    “That wasn’t a question.” 
 
    “She… Ms. Patterson thinks that maybe something happened when Mira was younger. Maybe something you didn’t mean to do that possibly hurt her.”  
 
    “So she thinks I accidentally hurt Mira?” Charlie responded. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what Shan… Ms. Patterson thinks.” 
 
    “That’s baloney, and you know it.” 
 
    “We need to do what’s best for Mira.” Clint’s unemotional responses were as if he’d already made up his mind. Charlie either had to move out of their home or their marriage was over. 
 
    “That child you saw today is not Mira.” Charlie raised an eyebrow. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “So who is she?”  
 
    Charlie tried to think of a way to tell him what she felt, but there was no other way to tell him. “I think she could be possessed.” 
 
    “For God’s sakes,” Clint downed the rest of his beer, stood and went to the refrigerator.  “By aliens? Little green people?” 
 
    Charlie held her breath, knowing how he would react. “By another spirit.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sakes, first it was that crazy Harper guy who said Mira has a mental illness that I’ve never even heard of and now she’s possessed. What’s it going to be next?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Clint Abbott.” 
 
    There was no way out of this. Mira wasn’t going to come home if Charlie didn’t do what Patterson wanted. Charlie stood and started through the archway into the living room. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry,” Clint tried.“You won’t be gone long, Just until—” 
 
    “Right.” She waved a hand above her head and kept on walking.  
 
    Charlie was all out of fight. In the bedroom, she took out a pair of flannel pajamas. After she changed, she walked stoically into Mira’s bedroom and closed the door.  
 
    Sitting in the rocking chair; the same rocker that she’d sat in and nursed Mira, the chair that she’d rocked Mira to sleep in for the first two years of her life. She stared out the window, deep in thought.   
 
    She heard a whine and looked down. “Hi boy,” she said when she saw Hank at her feet. “Come on.” She patted her leg. Hank tried to jump up, but his legs were too short. 
 
     Charlie leaned over and picked him up and he settled into her lap. 
 
    Tomorrow, she’d pack up a few things and go to her parents. With Shannon Patterson’s input, along with Charlie being cooperative and doing everything she was told to do, maybe the judge would order the family to live under one roof. Tomorrow Mira would come home to a house without a mother. Good luck with Clint managing to take care of a six-year-old, the house, and Hank. When Charlie gave birth to the twins, he’d called her at the hospital multiple times a day either if he couldn’t find something, or wanted to know how to turn on an appliance.  
 
    Charlie had lost Mira, and now her marriage was falling apart.  
 
    “You knew something was wrong before we did, Hank," she whispered, petting him. “You’re the smartest one in the house.” 
 
    A few seconds later, she heard the door to their bedroom close. 
 
    As she listened to the wind hammer the siding, Charlie knew she had to come up with a plan. 
 
    Even though she was worn out, there was no way she was going down without a fight.  
 
    This battle was far from over.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
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    WINSTON  FRY, III sat on his leather couch next to Mrs. Mary LaBarr. He’d never met her before. It had been Mary’s daughter who’d contacted him asking for Winston’s help.  
 
    The mother-daughter duo had driven from Nashville to Winston’s log cabin that was sixty-five miles southeast of Lexington, Kentucky. Winston retired more than twenty-years ago when he and his partner Saul found the secluded home on Deer Creek Lake. 
 
    “Are you sure your daughter doesn’t want to join us?” Winston asked Mary. “Because she’s more than welcome.” 
 
    “She… she doesn’t believe in psychics and told me she’ll read a book in the car while we chat.” Mary clasped her small frail hands together and placed them in her lap.  
 
    “I don’t believe in many psychics either.”  
 
    “But she did tell me you have quite a reputation in doing”—Mary paused—“what it is you do?” 
 
    “Back in the day, I suppose.” Winston used to do three to four sessions a week, but now only took two or three appointments a year.  
 
    Mary’s sad hazel eyes looked into Winston’s as if she were trying to decide if she could trust him. He could tell she was nervous, but everyone was anxious when they thought about connecting with their departed loved one.  
 
    “Do you believe that I can bring you and your husband together?” Winston asked. 
 
    “I feel he wants to talk to me as much as I want to speak with him.” She looked down. “We were close, you know,” Mary continued. “He was the one and only love of my life.” 
 
    Winston could identify. “I read in the letter I received that you were married sixty-three years.” 
 
    “I was eighteen, and Jerry was nineteen when we married.” Her eyes misted over. “It was such a beautiful day when my daddy gave me away.” 
 
    “Five children, I think your daughter told me.”  
 
    “Yes, but we lost our sweet Sharon when she was only ten. Cancer.” She made the sign of the cross. “God bless her sweet gentle spirit.” 
 
    After they chatted for a few minutes, with Winston asking Mary about her life, he asked, “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” She opened her purse, brought out a rosary and clasped it in her hand. 
 
    “Now remember what I told you, I’ll convey what Jerry says”—he placed a hand over his chest—“but not in his voice. He’ll be speaking through me.”  
 
    “Don’t we need to close the blinds?” she asked, looking around. “Light candles?” 
 
    Winston shook his head, his silver ponytail brushing over the back of his neck. “Would you want to come from the light into the dark?” 
 
    A serious expression crossed the elderly lady’s face. “Definitely not.” 
 
    “Well, neither does your late husband.” He locked his eyes with hers. “It’s not like the movies where a sudden gush of wind blows out candles, and the room turns cold.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness.” She put a dainty hand over her throat. “I was concerned about that.” 
 
    “Not to worry.” 
 
    “Before we begin,” Mary said, “I wondered if you are able to predict the future.” 
 
     “I only connect those who have passed with family members.” Winston wasn’t being truthful as there had been times he was able to foresee the future, but not all news was good news.  
 
    “I’m curious. Have you ever”—she paused, as if searching for what to say—“met an angry soul?” 
 
    “A couple of times.” Winston never took his eyes from Mary, just like he’d done for over forty years with all of his clients. “But most are at peace. There’s a reason for the saying ‘laid to rest.’” 
 
    “Do you want to know anything about Jerry?” she asked. 
 
    “Your husband will tell me everything he wants you and I to know.” He winced when a jolt of arthritis sizzled up his spine.  
 
    “Should I ask him questions?” the elderly lady asked. 
 
    “Spirits never stay long. It’s best we don’t interrupt what Jerry has been waiting to say.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes clouding over with tears. 
 
    “What you can do”—he glanced down at his left hand, palm up, that rested on his knee—“is open your hand. And you might be able to feel Jerry’s presence.” 
 
    “I will?” she asked. 
 
    “Some get a warm tingly feeling, while others feel as if their loved one is holding their hand.” 
 
    “Oh, I so hope so. That would mean so much to me to have him hold my hand again.” 
 
    “Let’s begin.” Winston closed his eyes. Clearing his thoughts of everything but Mary and her deceased husband, he whispered, “Jerry LaBarr, my name is Winston Fry.  I’m here with your wife, Mary and we’d like you to join us.” 
 
    After a few more invitations, when his palm started to grow warm, he opened his eyes and saw a foggy image standing in front of Mary. 
 
    “Jerry is a tall man,” Winston said. He wasn’t always able to see a spirit, so he was pleased. 
 
    “Yes. Over six feet.”  Mary’s eyes grew wide. “Can you see him?” 
 
    “He’s standing in front of you.” He watched Jerry lean over and take Mary’s hand. 
 
    She looked down at her hand. “I can feel him,” she said tearfully.  
 
    “He says he’s been watching over you.” 
 
    Mary started to weep, but quickly pulled herself together. 
 
    “He’s saying something about dimes,” Winston conveyed. “Do you know anything about dimes, Mary?” 
 
    “He… he collected them. Put them in a mason jar on the counter next to the stove.” 
 
    “Have you been finding dimes around the house?” Winston asked. 
 
    “I find them all the time in such odd places.” 
 
    “He’s been leaving them for you. So you know he’s with you.” 
 
    The older lady’s thin lips quivered and Winston could tell she was too emotional to speak.  
 
    “And something about a red sweater?” Winston asked. 
 
    Mary grinned. “Oh, that silly sweater.” Mary chuckled. “I swear I took it to the Salvation Army and somehow it showed up back in our closet.” 
 
    “That was his favorite sweater, he’s telling me.” 
 
    “Yes, our oldest child gave it to him years ago. Once I found it, I didn’t try to give it away again.” 
 
    Winston closed his eyes, listening to Jerry. “Is there someone in your life named Bridgette?” 
 
    “That’s our great granddaughter.” 
 
    “Well, he says there’s going to be a new baby coming soon.” 
 
    “Really?” Tears trickled down her wrinkled cheeks. “Bridgette and her husband have been trying to have a child for years. We didn’t think…” She started to cry. A few seconds later, Mary said, “Oh Jerry, I miss you, sweetheart.” 
 
    As the session continued, Winston relayed incidents that he would have never known unless Jerry LeBarr told him: the summer they’d taken their family to Disney World, the Caribbean cruise on their fiftieth anniversary, and the sorrow they’d felt when Sharon died. 
 
    “He said to tell you that Michael is with him.” 
 
    Mary opened her purse and took out a dainty handkerchief. “Oh Jerry, Mike’s with you.” She dabbed at her eyes. “He was Jerry’s best friend since high school.”  
 
    A few minutes later, Winston felt the warmth leave his hand. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Mary started to sob. Winston put his arm around and she put her head on his shoulder. “You’ll never know how much this meant to me.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” Winston held back his tears, thinking of Saul. “I lost someone I loved very much too.” 
 
    Mary and Winston said their goodbyes as Winston walked her to the car. Before they left, Mary’s daughter asked if they could come back. Even though Winston assured them they were always welcome, he knew there wouldn’t be a next time, as Mary would pass within weeks. He not only saw the soft glow around her face, a sign that her time was near, but Jerry had conveyed that she would be with him soon.  
 
    Standing on the porch, he watched the taillights of the car disappear up the winding road that would take them to the highway. He drew in a deep breath of fresh air and looked out over the peaceful lake. Fall was his favorite time of year. The leaves on the dense oaks, sumacs, and poplars had already turned shades of bright red, yellow, and orange. A gentle wind would send the leaves cascading to the ground like colorful dancing snowflakes. Soon the trees would be barren and Winston would retreat into his cabin until spring.  
 
    He went back into the house and closed the door. Just like after every session he was fatigued. He walked around the island that separated the kitchen from the great room and into the kitchen. After he opened a bottle of merlot, he filled a goblet half full. He took a sip of the full-bodied wine and looked out the double window over the sink. The one thing Winston had accomplished in his life was to bring peace of mind to those desperate to know their loved ones would be waiting for them on the other side. He’d been blessed with the gift at a young age. 
 
    He’d been raised in an upscale brownstone in upper Manhattan. As an only child born into privilege he’d attended private schools. He’d hated school as his classmates were as well bred as they were merciless. Winston had been punched, bullied, called a midget, a dwarf, and saddled with the nickname half-pint. And then, there’d been the rumors of Winston being gay long before he even knew. Much of his time as a child was spent alone, daydreaming, or reading.  
 
    It was when he was ten that the accident happened. While riding his bicycle, a car came up from behind him and hit him, leaving an already frail Winston teetering on the edge of life and death. After waking from a twelve-day coma, he was excited to tell his parents that while he was asleep he’d met his grandfather and one of his father’s best friends, both of whom were deceased. 
 
    His parents were alarmed thinking their son had brain damage from the accident. Winston had been subjected to brain scans and psychological testing, but the findings were normal. Six decades ago, if anyone even mentioned dead people were either committed or locked in their rooms.  
 
    From then on, Winston kept the secret to himself. After searching articles and books in the library, he came across the word psychic. 
 
    The log home he and Saul purchased when Winston left his position as a professor at Stanford was Winston’s Nirvana, his refuge away from a sad, bitter world.  
 
    Everything in the 1,600-square-foot cabin brought back memories of Saul: from the sturdy two-by-four ceiling rafters Saul had installed to give the home a woodsy feel, to the cupboards in the kitchen that displayed fine china and Waterford crystal that the couple had dined on every night after Saul prepared dinner, to the built-in wine rack that had been filled with expensive wines when Saul was alive. 
 
    And then there was that damned fireplace where they’d spend hours talking about everything from current events to which part of the world they wanted to see next. Saul had died a week before the trip to the Grand Canyon. And now, Winston had no desire to travel, as a large part of Winston’s lust for life died with Saul.  
 
    He looked up. “You with me, buddy?” he asked, but Saul didn’t answer. Most of the time Saul would respond, but when there were three to four days of silence the loneliness got the best of him and he felt empty. When he’d ask Saul what the hell he’d been doing, he would say that he was busy getting their home ready for when Winston arrived.  
 
    He carried his wine with him out on the porch and sat down in one of the two red Adirondack rockers that faced the lake. At five foot two, Winston had been grateful when Saul brought the chairs home as Winston could actually lean back with his feet touching the ground.  
 
    A few minutes later when he felt the damp air start to settle in his bones, Winston shuffled back into the house. He settled into one of the two chairs that faced the fireplace and put the glass down on the round table between them.  
 
    Spotting the open letter he’d received yesterday, he put on his reading glasses and picked up the two hand-written pages.  
 
    Most of the correspondence he received asked for his help, Winston would refer to another psychic. He was getting too old and too tired to even try to muster up the energy it took to cross over. 
 
    But Charlie Abbott who lived in Sheffield, Iowa had piqued his interest. In all his years of being a telepathic medium, Winston had never heard of anything like this before. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LIKE EVERY MONDAY MORNING, Shannon sat at the desk in her office reviewing complaints and accusations from neighbors or family members. Whether it was neglect, verbal, or physical abuse to a child, it was up to Shannon to decide whether to pursue a possible CINA case. 
 
    She put down her pen and took off her glasses, her mind going to Clint Abbott.  
 
    It was Shannon who’d suggested that it might be best for Charlie to live with her parents, at least until Mira trusted her mother again. But that was never going to happen. Shannon would see to it.  
 
    Charlie Abbott had it all: a big two-story home that sat on acres and acres of prime Iowa farmland, a beautiful little girl, and Clint Abbott. But Cheerleader Charlie had blown it big time. There was no doubt that being called to the Abbott house wasn’t happenstance; it was Shannon’s karma.  
 
    The only love affair Shannon had ever had lasted a little less than a year. Cory the pig had called it quits, going so far as to calling Shannon a “possessive, conniving bitch” before he walked out.  
 
    Of course, Shannon had times when she got angry as hell at Cory. On one occasion she’d thrown a frying pan with hot oil at him. But what couple didn’t fight from time to time? 
 
    After the break up, Shannon had stayed in bed for days. She’d called Cory multiple times a day, begging him to talk to her. She’d stalked his apartment just to try and catch a glimpse of him. But when she’d listened to a message on her machine with Cory shouting, “Listen, bitch, if you don’t leave me the fuck alone, I’ll file a restraining order,” Shannon lost it.  
 
    A restraining order? Bastard. She’d given him almost a year of her life, and this was how he repaid her? She’d envisioned running over him, or cutting off his dick so he’d never hurt another woman, or putting poison in his beer and watching him die a slow, painful death. But he wasn’t worth it.  
 
    If the SOB took out a restraining order, she’d lose her job. She’d rationalized that he wasn’t much to look at, and God knew he could take a few lessons in making love, but nothing eased the pain of rejection. 
 
    After Cory, there’d been a couple of fathers Shannon had met through her CINA cases that she thought were possibilities. But the attraction didn’t hold a candle to what she felt for Clint.  
 
    On her way to the car, she pulled the collar of her new bright yellow peacoat up around her neck. On her way home, Shannon noticed the parking lot of the grocery store was packed. People were stocking up for the snowstorm that was predicted. She hoped the weatherman was right this time because Shannon had big plans. 
 
    By the time she pulled into the driveway of her modest, two-bedroom home the snow was now coming down at a heavy clip. Yippee! Hurrying through the back door, she took off her gloves, letting them drop to the floor, and tossed her coat on the couch. She had work to do. 
 
    “Gotta clean this dump up sometime.” Using her foot, she pushed plates and clothes out of her way as she traipsed to her bedroom. “What a pig sty.” 
 
    After she changed into a robe she went into the only bathroom and took a shower. As she dried herself off, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror above the sink. Turning side to side, Shannon was pleased with the results of the yoga classes she’d started a couple of weeks ago. “You don’t stand a ding-dong chance, Charlie.” She smiled at her reflection. “Not after Clint and I seal the deal.”   
 
    She blew her hair dry that she’d had cut, colored, and conditioned in the salon yesterday. She shook her head back and forth, watching the light-brown auburn hair sway from side to side. The hairdresser had even shown her how to wrap her hair around the curling iron to make soft curls. She took extra time with her makeup and then put in the contacts she hadn’t used since Cory bid her adieu. “Cory,” —she leaned into the mirror—“eat me.” She let out a cackle.  
 
    Back in her bedroom, she opted to wear the dark-blue tunic sweater and matching leggings she’d found in Omaha last weekend. She suddenly remembered the petite, twenty-something clerk that waited on her. “Oh, that makes you look so slim and trim,” the idiot told her.  
 
    Made her look slim and trim?She was slim and trim. Women had always been jealous of Shannon. But instead of getting all worked up about a snide remark from an employee who had shit for brains, Shannon had just smiled at her.  
 
    At the back door, she slipped into her new leather knee high boots, grabbed a plaid scarf and tucked it inside the neckline of her coat. On her way to the car, she blew out an anxious breath. “You got this, Patterson,” she told herself. “You so got this.” 
 
    On the highway, the winds whipped the blowing snow in every direction, making it difficult to see. 
 
    “Yes!” Shannon shouted, tightening her grip on the steering wheel. 
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    “Shannon?” Clint said when he opened the door. “What the devil are you doing out in this storm?” 
 
    She stepped inside, tossing her head back, hoping Clint would notice her new look. “I was visiting with a family close by when this all hit. Jiminy Christmas.” She nodded at the door. “This kinda weather just scares the bejesus outa me.”  
 
    “Wow, you are very dedicated to your job.” Clint closed the door.“No one should be out in this.” He walked behind her and helped her out of coat. When his hand touched her shoulder her tummy did a cartwheel. 
 
    “I am dedicated to children who have no one to be their voice. I’m their voice,” she said and then quickly added, “Thank God Mira has you.” 
 
    Clint hung her coat on the rack and Shannon draped her scarf around the collar. 
 
    “I’m so sorry to impose on you, but I wondered if I could hang out until it’s safer to drive home.” 
 
    “Shannon?” She turned and saw Mira standing under the archway. She bent over and opened her arms. “Hi, sweetheart.”  
 
    Mira hurried into her arms and looked up at her. “You have new hair.” 
 
    “I do.” Shannon glanced at Clint briefly. “You like it?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Mira grinned. “It’s the same color as Charlie’s.” 
 
    Shannon felt her cheeks grow warm. “Is it? I guess I didn’t realize that,” she lied. 
 
    “Daddy and I made pizza. You want some?” 
 
    “Oh no”—she waved a dismissing hand—“I don’t want to intrude.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” Clint walked to the stove, the savory aroma of pepperoni and cheese filling the room when he opened the oven door. “We have plenty. Right, Mira?” 
 
    “We made a big round one.” Mira spread out her hands as wide as she could. “Like this big.” 
 
    “It smells yummy,” Shannon said. 
 
    “It is.” Mira giggled. “Daddy says I cook good.” 
 
    “You want some coffee?” Clint asked. “Maybe hot tea to warm you up?” 
 
    “Tea would be great, but don’t go to any trouble.” God, she could use a bucket load of wine right now. “I hope I didn’t interrupt your evening.” 
 
    “No trouble at all.” Clint took the teapot off the stove and filled it with water. “Sounds as if you had a long day.” 
 
    His back to her, she caught herself almost salivating when she took in his broad shoulders and muscular arms. Oh, how Shannon wished she could walk up behind him, wrap her arms around his chest, and feel her breasts press into him. But she needed to take this slow. “Can I help?”  
 
    “Nothing to do except wait until the pizza’s ready,” Clint told her. “Mira, can you set the table?” 
 
    “Yep.” Mira hustled to the pantry and opened the door. 
 
    “Can I help?” Shannon asked. 
 
    Clint looked to Mira. “We’ve got it covered. Right, Peanut?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Mira brought out paper napkins and carried them to the table. 
 
     Clint was such a gentleman. He’d been happy to see her, Shannon could feel it. Not being able to tell her how he felt about her was probably as hard on Clint as it was on Shannon. But he was an honorable man and until the divorce was final, Shannon needed to be patient. 
 
    During dinner, Mira chattered nonstop, and Clint caught Shannon’s eye and winked. What she’d give to lean over and kiss those beautiful lips. 
 
    “Mira,” Clint said as he cleared the table. “Time for your bath. Run on upstairs and don’t get into the tub until I check the temp, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Mira turned around when she reached the archway and looked back at Shannon, a ring of red pizza sauce around her mouth. “You gonna stay and have a sleepover?” 
 
    “Oh no, honey. I need to get home.” Please, please, please, Clint, ask me to stay. 
 
     “You’re not going anywhere,” Clint commented filling the sink with sudsy water. “The snow looks a foot deep already, and you can’t see a darn thing out there.”  
 
     “I can’t stay, but thanks for the offer.” She took her coat off the rack, praying Clint would intervene. 
 
    He walked to her, took her jacket out of her hands like the macho man he was, and hung it back up. “You’d be insane to go out there. I won’t let you do it.” 
 
    “I feel terrible.” Shannon hung her head. “I should’ve just gone on home and not bothered you.” 
 
    “You feel terrible because?” Clint asked. 
 
    “For putting you in this position.”  
 
    “Well, I’m glad we were here. Otherwise, someone might have found you in the ditch.” 
 
    God, she was crazy about him. “Thanks, Clint.” Just saying his name out loud warmed her heart. 
 
    As Clint washed the dishes and Shannon dried them, it felt like they’d been together forever. “So, you’re the dishwasher?” she asked. 
 
    “Charlie used to be. Says it relaxes her.” 
 
    Shannon wished to hell he’d stop bringing up that witch’s name. 
 
    “Daddy!” Mira called from upstairs. 
 
    “On my way.” He grabbed a paper towel off the holder and wiped his hands. “You want to come up after Mira’s bath? Maybe relieve me of reading a book?” 
 
    “I’d like that.”  
 
    While Clint was upstairs with Mira, Shannon tidied up the kitchen. Glancing out the window and seeing the fury of the snow storm, Shannon wished she could kiss Mother Nature right now. 
 
    “I’m ready.”  
 
    Shannon whipped her head around. When she saw Mira in a plaid flannel nightgown and fluffy, pink sock-slippers, Shannon smiled. She couldn’t wait to tell everyone that this beautiful child was her daughter. 
 
    “You look so pretty in your jammies,” Shannon said. 
 
    Mira walked to her and put her hand in Shannon’s. “Daddy said you’re gonna read me a story.” 
 
    “Is that all right with you?”  
 
    “Uh-huh. I want The Cat in the Hat.” 
 
    “Oh, goody, ‘cause Dr. Seuss is my favorite,” Shannon told Mira as they walked hand in hand through the living room.  
 
    “Me too,” Mira said. 
 
    Upstairs they passed a door that was slightly ajar across from Clint’s bedroom. When Shannon peeked inside all she could make out an old desk and chair. Other than that the room appeared to be empty. What a perfect nursery for her and Clint’s baby.  
 
    Walking into Mira’s room, Shannon couldn’t believe how different it looked. The night she was called the bedroom had been in shambles, with  blankets and sheets crumpled up and Mira’s dolls thrown around the room. 
 
    Mira put her finger to her lips. “Shhh, my girls are asleep.”  
 
    “Your girls?” Shannon whispered.  
 
    “Well, they’re really dolls, but I call them my girls.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    Clint sat down in the rocking chair in one corner of the room and Mira plopped down on her bed, she scooted to one side. “Can you sit by me like Daddy does?” 
 
    Shannon sat down on the edge of the bed, thinking how natural it felt to be here. When she finished the story, she stood, leaned over, and gave Mira a hug. “Good night, sweet girl.” 
 
    Faith threw her arms around Shannon’s neck. “I wish you were my mommy.” 
 
    Oh God, me too. “I’ll be downstairs,” Shannon said, not looking at Clint. Not to worry, Mira, Shannon thought. I’ll be your mommy soon. 
 
    Sitting on the couch in the living room with only a shadow of light coming from the kitchen, Shannon daydreamed as she stared out the picture window. In town Shannon could see the houses on either side of hers, but here, the view was so pretty, with trees blanketed in a thick coat of white. She was going to love it here.   
 
    When she heard water running upstairs, she wondered if Clint was taking a shower. She got goose bumps envisioning him naked with her beside him. She could almost feel his hands in the small of her back, pulling her gently into him, her head nestled into his chest as he kissed the top of her head, her cheeks, and— 
 
    “Don’t want to startle you.”  
 
    She gasped. 
 
    “Oh gosh, I’m sorry,” Clint said, coming down the stairs wearing lounge pants, slippers, and a white T-shirt that clung to his upper body. “Didn’t mean to scare you.” Shannon saw he was carrying a pillow and blanket. 
 
    “Sorry. My mind was a million miles away.”  
 
    “I want you to take my bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.” A clump of damp dark hair fell over his forehead, and she fought the urge to lovingly push it back in place.  
 
    “I will not put you out of your bed.” She patted the couch cushion. “I’ll be fine right here.” 
 
    “I insist.” He sat down on a foot away from her.  
 
    “You doing all right?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “If I hear that question one more time—” 
 
    “Sorry.” Uncomfortable, she changed positions. “I’m not good at saying the right thing sometimes.” Even with the faint lighting, Shannon saw his expression turn somber.  
 
    “No, I’m sorry I snapped at you.” He turned toward her. “But would you be all right if you had to choose between your daughter or wife?” 
 
    “Is Mira warming up to the idea of Charlie visiting?” she asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “She throws a fit whenever I talk to Charlie on the phone.”  
 
    Shannon had always hated women who were home wreckers. In this instance, however, she had nothing to do with Clint and Charlie’s marriage failing. Charlie had done this to herself. 
 
    “As a professional do you think there’s a chance Mira might change her mind?” Clint asked. “Want to see Charlie?”  
 
    “I’m going to be honest. I have never seen a child turn against a parent like Mira has. No matter the circumstances, a parent-child bond is rarely broken.”  
 
    Clint set the pillow and blanket on the floor. “Mira needs a parent in her life.” 
 
    “You’re right. If the judge feels your daughter is in danger, he’ll never allow Mira to live with Charlie.” 
 
    “I miss her.” He cleared his throat and looked down. “My wife.” 
 
    Damn it, why couldn’t he get it through his skull that Charlie was evil?  
 
    “The schools are closed, but that won’t keep Mira from waking up early.” Clint stood. “I laid out some clean pajamas of Charlie’s for you. And the bathroom is across the hall.” 
 
    He’d changed the subject quickly.  
 
    “Thanks, Clint.” She pushed off the couch. “I’ll just grab my purse in the kitchen.” 
 
    When Shannon came back into the living room, she saw Clint’s head was bowed. She started to say good night, but didn’t, thinking that maybe he was working through the feelings he had for her.   
 
    She tiptoed up the stairs and into the bathroom. On the sink Shannon noticed three toothbrushes in a holder: two adult sized and a smaller one for Mira. The larger blue and yellow brushes were side by side, infuriating her. “Can’t have that.” She snatched up the yellow brush, and tossed it into her purse.  
 
    After she changed into Charlie’s warm pajamas, Shannon slid underneath the covers. She pulled the blanket up around her neck, catching a whiff of Clint’s masculine scent on the sheets. She closed her eyes and wished that before the night was over, she’d hear Clint’s footsteps coming up the stairs.  
 
    It won’t be long now, my darling. 
 
    She couldn’t wait for the day she’d fall asleep in his arms every single night for the rest of her life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “MRS. ABBOTT?” 
 
    “Yes,” Charlie said when she heard the unfamiliar voice on the other end of the line. 
 
    “This is Winston Fry.” 
 
    When she realized he was the psychic she’d written for help, her stomach did a nosedive. “Mr. Fry? Oh my gosh. I’m so glad you called.” She glanced at her mother who was standing at the kitchen counter making lunch. “Hey Mom, I’m going to take this in my room.” She held out the phone to her mother. “Can you hang up when I pick up?” 
 
    Charlie’s mother wiped her hands on a tea towel. “Of course.” 
 
     “I’ve got it, Mom,” Charlie said when she picked up the receiver, and then waited for her mother to hang up. “Mr. Fry?” 
 
    “I have some questions,” Winston said in a businesslike tone. 
 
    “Okay.” Charlie walked to the door and closed it, stretching the phone cord as far as it would go.  
 
    She had no idea if Winston Fry could help. Charlie only knew she’d try anything to find answers.  
 
    “As I understand it from your letter, you feel your daughter…” He paused. 
 
    “Mira,” she interjected. 
 
    “I apologize. You feel Mira might benefit from my help.” 
 
    Charlie sat down on the edge of the handmade quilt made by the women in her mother’s quilting club. “To tell you the truth, I’m at a loss. I don’t know where to turn. I found your name in some newspaper articles in the library.” 
 
    “You said that Mira sometimes says she’s Faith.” 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
    “Her identical twin sister, right?”  
 
    “A sister that to my knowledge she knew nothing about,” Charlie answered. “I think I wrote that it started three or four months ago when Mira told me she had a new friend.” Charlie rubbed the top of her head, feeling a headache coming on. “I took her to a child psychologist and he said he felt she had personality disorder.” 
 
    “DID.” 
 
    “Yes.” Charlie stood and started to pace. “But I don’t think that’s what’s going on.” 
 
    “And you think that no one else told Mira that she had a conjoined twin who didn’t survive?”  
 
    “Only my parents and Mira’s physicians knew. The hospital assured Clint and I that this would be a private matter. The HIPAA thing.”  
 
    “I’m going to be frank. I’ve never worked with anyone who had this type of situation.” 
 
    “Do you think maybe Mira could be possessed?” Just saying the word possessed made her cringe.  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Charlie sat back down on the bed. 
 
    “I’d like to meet Mira,” Winston told her. 
 
    “But I can’t bring her to see you. She won’t even see me.” 
 
    “I’ll come to you.” 
 
    “Mr. Fry, I don’t have much money.” 
 
    “Well, I do have money.” 
 
    Charlie’s heart skipped a beat. “You would do that? Come to Iowa to help us?”  
 
    “I’m a curious man, Mrs. Abbott.” 
 
    “Charlie. Please, just call me Charlie.” 
 
    “I’ve spent much of my life helping others connect to the spirit world. If this is spiritual, I’d like to be part of it.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you.” Charlie felt tears rush into her eyes.  
 
    “Would your husband be open to me meeting Mira?” 
 
    “Not if he knows you’re a psychic.” 
 
    “Technically,” Winston said, “I’m a telepathic medium.” 
 
    “I don’t understand anything about this,” Charlie admitted. 
 
    “You don’t need to.” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone to know who you are or what you do. Sheffield is a small town and”—she paused—“how do I say this?”  
 
    “Closed minded?” Winston asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re not living in the home right now, correct?” 
 
    “I’m staying with my parents.”  If Clint knew she’d reached out to psychic, he’d never forgive her. 
 
    “Then you and I need to come up with a plan,” Winston said. “I don’t like deceiving anyone, but this could be a very serious matter.” 
 
    “I don’t either,” Charlie said. “But I agree with you. I’ll think of something. Just let me know when you’ll be here.” 
 
    After the call ended, and Winston told her he’d arrange to be in Sheffield as soon as possible, she called Clint.  
 
    “I need to see you,” she told Clint. 
 
    “Just tell me when and where.” Clint’s voice sounded weary, but she was happy he agreed to meet. 
 
    After they agreed to a time and place, Charlie grabbed her coat and came back into the kitchen. 
 
    “Where are you going?” her mother asked. 
 
    “I’m meeting Clint.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Another worried look crossed her mother’s face that made Charlie feel yet another pang of guilt. She walked to her mom and kissed her on the cheek. “Everything’s fine. I just need to talk to him about a few things.” 
 
    “I don’t like you driving in this weather.” 
 
    “I know, Mom, but he’s still my husband and we need to discuss a few things.” Her mom was as protective of her today as she’d been when Charlie was growing up.  
 
    “You be careful driving out there.” 
 
    “I will. I promise.” When Charlie opened the door, the bitter wind hit her. Her car was parked in the driveway and had at least six inches of snow covering the hood and windshield.  
 
    The older Honda sputtered and chugged before roaring to life. After she turned on the defroster, Charlie found the scraper in the back seat, and started the task of chipping away the layers of ice.  
 
    Her fingers and toes were almost numb when she slid behind the wheel. Clint told her that he would drop Mira off at a friend's house before meeting her at the Corner Cafe. They would meet at one-thirty when most of the lunch crowd would be gone, and hopefully be able to talk privately.  
 
    Clint seemed willing to meet her, even though Charlie heard Mira screaming in the background, asking Clint if he was talking to Charlie. Every time Mira threw a fit because she didn’t want to see Charlie, her heart broke a little bit more. 
 
    In town Charlie tried to avoid the clumps of ice on the streets, her mind racing. Should she follow through with what she and Winston had discussed? Or should she tell Winston Fry not to come? 
 
     The psychic seemed not only interested, but determined to find out what was going on. 
 
    When she spotted Clint’s truck in front of the cafe, her muscles stiffened.  Lately whenever she discussed anything with him it turned into a fight. And yet what harm would it do to have Winston meet Mira? Even if Clint found out, if something didn’t change soon, Charlie was going to lose her family anyway. 
 
    When Charlie stepped inside the restaurant, she forced a smile when she saw Clint sitting in the last booth on the right. Except for two couples lingering over coffee and a piece of pie, the cafe was empty. 
 
    The owners of the restaurant were long-time friends of Charlie’s parents. Charlie had grown up with Mamie and Morrie’s children, but when her eyes locked with Mamie’s, the older woman averted Charlie’s gaze. It hurt when people she’d known for her entire life flashed accusing stares, but the experience had taught Charlie a lesson. There’d been times that Charlie had judged others without knowing the facts and that was never going to happen again, of that she could promise. 
 
    As Charlie approached Clint, he scooted out of the booth and stood.  
 
    “Charlie,” he said politely. His stiff body language told her he wasn’t open to a public embrace.  
 
    “How are you?” She sat down, pulled off the stocking hat and shook out her hair. 
 
    “Can I get you something?” an older waitress who’d worked at the restaurant forever asked addressing Clint. 
 
    “Black coffee would be great,” Charlie responded 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks,” Clint told her. 
 
    “You want lunch?” Charlie asked after the server left. 
 
    “Mira and I made pan—” He stopped himself. 
 
    “Pancakes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This is not your fault.” She refrained from asking him again if he really thought she could hurt Mira.  
 
    “So”—Clint looked across the table at her—“what did you want to talk about?”  
 
    “I…” Charlie started and then stopped when the steaming mug of coffee was set down in front of her. She waited for them to be alone before continuing. “I have a cousin coming into town that I haven’t seen in years.” She picked up the steaming mug with trembling hands and gently blew over the top. “I’d like him to meet Mira if that’s okay?” She took a sip of the brew that was difficult to swallow over the lump in her throat. 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Winston.” Think of a last name. “Winston Smith.” 
 
    “Smith?” Clint looked up, as if trying to recall the name. “Which side of the family is he related to?” 
 
    “Dad’s. He’s quite a bit older than I am. Second, no, maybe third cousin.” As soon as she got back to her parents’ home, she needed to clue them in on what was going on before Clint asked them about Winston.  
 
    “Where’s he live?” 
 
    “Kentucky, but I can’t remember the name of the town.” 
 
    “Why would he take a trip to Iowa this time of year?”  
 
    “He has a granddaughter getting married in Wisconsin, and since he’s coming north, he wants to see as many relatives as he can.” How many more lies would she tell him? 
 
    “So, he’s driving?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure.” Charlie was antsy and hoped he wouldn’t ask any more questions. “I didn’t ask him about his travel arrangements.” 
 
    “When’s he gonna be here?” Clint asked. 
 
    “I told him I had to talk to you about that first.” 
 
    “So he knows.” Clint paused. “About us?” 
 
    “That we’re not living together?” Charlie didn’t wait for an answer. “I told him we were working through some things.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything wrong with relatives seeing our daughter.” 
 
    “Great.” After an uncomfortable silence, Charlie said, “I miss you.” 
 
    Clint averted her eyes. “It’s been tough.” 
 
    “Clint, look at me.” When he looked into her eyes it was all Charlie could do to not start crying again. “Are we going to make it through this?” 
 
     “I don’t know.”  
 
    Suddenly infuriated, Charlie scooted out of the booth and grabbed her coat.  
 
    “Charlie?” she heard him call as she walked toward the door, but didn’t turn back around. If she stayed any longer, she’d fall apart. 
 
    After dinner with her parents, Charlie called Winston. “Winston, it’s Charlie Abbott,” she began. “I thought I’d let you know Clint is fine with you meeting Mira. I made up a story about how you’re my long-lost cousin.” 
 
    “I’ve already booked my ticket,” Winston answered. “I’ll be in Omaha day after tomorrow at noon, rent a car, and I should be in Sheffield by two.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you enough.” 
 
    “Charlie.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “You need to be prepared.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Intuition tells me that we could be dealing with a very dark spirit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MIRA WAS SO TIRED.  
 
    She sat on the ground, her back leaning against a tree trunk, her legs and arms splattered in dirt. She hadn’t eaten in days and couldn’t sleep. Her tummy felt icky and her eyes hurt from crying so much. Mommy always told her to think good thoughts, but that didn’t help anymore.  
 
    She didn’t like this stupid place. She missed Mommy, Daddy, and Hank. Whenever Mira thought about never going back home again, it made her heart hurt. 
 
    Every day she watched the sun pass through the puffy pink cotton-candy clouds and listened to the colorful birds sing their songs. She remembered begging Mommy to buy her a pretty bird, but Mommy told Mira that all animals have a right to be free. And now, it felt like Mira was locked in a cage and there was no one here to set her free. 
 
    She’d looked everywhere for another way out, but couldn't find one. She used to be able just close her eyes and the tunnel would appear, but lately she couldn’t make it happen.  
 
    No matter how she begged, Faith wouldn’t let her go home. She wished Daddy would come and get her. He said he’d protect her forever and ever, but how would he be able to find her? 
 
    She stood and pushed a clump of hair out of her eyes. “Faith!” she shouted, her voice raspy. When she didn’t hear anything, she yelled as loud as she could, “Faith! Please!” 
 
    When the tunnel came into view and she saw a swirling fog coming out of the opening, for the first time in days Mira had hope that maybe her sister would let her go home. When Faith stepped out, she was wearing Mira’s favorite overalls.  
 
    “What do you want now?” Faith asked her face all red and scrunched up like she was angry.  
 
    “I want to go home.” Mira bit her lower lip, trying not to be a cry baby like Faith had called her. 
 
    Faith rolled her blue eyes. “No one wants you anymore.” 
 
    “Yes, they do.” Hearing Faith’s words the possibility of seeing Mommy and Daddy again disappeared. 
 
    “No, they don’t.” Faith crooked her thumb and pointed at herself. “They just want me.” 
 
    “Not true.”  
 
    Faith put a hand over her hip, just like Mommy did when she got mad. “Then why don’t they come get you?”  
 
    “‘Cause they don’t know where I am. They think you’re me.” 
 
    Faith’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know?”  
 
    “‘Cause I can hear what you’re doin’. See it too.” The truth was that Mira couldn’t see Faith, Mommy, and Daddy as much as she had when Faith first left her here.  
 
    “Could you see Daddy and me makin’ pancakes?”  
 
    Mira looked down.”No,” she said sadly, and then an idea popped into her head. Maybe if Mira could trick her into believing she wanted to stay here, she could talk Faith into going home for just a little while. 
 
    “Didn’t think so, smarty pants.”  
 
    “I don’t care. I like it here more than I thought.” 
 
    Faith eyed her.“Don’t believe you. You just said you wanted to go home.” 
 
    Mira turned her head and glanced at the beach. “I can make sand castles whenever I want and you can’t.” 
 
    Her sister was quiet for a while, making Mira think she knew what she was up to. “And I can eat all the candy I want and no one tells me I’ve had enough. 
 
    “Yea!” Faith clapped her hands. “So now we’re both where we want to be.” 
 
    Mira briefly glanced behind Faith to the tunnel. She had to do something quick. 
 
    Faith put her arms around Mira and gave her a hug. “I’m sorry I’m bein’ mean to you.” 
 
    “Why are you bein’ mean?” Mira asked. 
 
    “I hafta, ‘cause you might try and take my place and I’ll never see my daddy again.” 
 
    “He was my Daddy first.”  
 
    “Nuh-uh. We were born the same day.”  
 
    “We can never be with Daddy together?” Mira asked. 
 
    Faith shook her head. “Never, ever, ever.” 
 
    “Like you said, I need to share, and it’s your turn.” Mira’s back was to the tunnel and, when she turned her head to the right, she noticed the inside of the tunnel getting brighter. Faith was getting ready to leave.  
 
    When Mira rammed the palm of her hands into Faith’s chest, Faith flew backward. Quickly, she spun around and took off running. 
 
    “Mira!” she heard Faith shout. “Liar!”  
 
    Running as fast as she could, when she tripped over a twig, she went down hard on one knee. “Noooo!” she cried. 
 
     Faith’s hand slapped down hard on her shoulder, but Mira somehow managed to shirk her sister’s hand off and take off again.  
 
    Out of breath and energy, she dove head first into the foggytunnel.But Faith was too quick and grabbed an ankle. Grasping both hands around Mira’s calves, Faith tugged her backward so hard that it brought tears. She kicked, twisted and turned to get away. “Let go!”  
 
    “You’re not going anywhere!” Faith tightened her grip, sending shooting pains up Mira’s legs. 
 
    When a forceful wind came up, it took everything Mira had and more to fight harder knowing that the angrier Faith became, the stronger her power. The strong gale pushed Mira forward, then backward, and then forward again as Faith held tight. 
 
    On her stomach, letting out a groan as she pushed her hands out in front of her, Mira tried to move forward, but couldn’t. Faith’s fingernails tore into Mira’s skin and she felt drops of warm blood trickle down her legs. “Stop it, Faith!” It hurt so much, but she couldn’t give up. This could be her only chance to go home. 
 
    Terrified, Mira concentrated on trying to free just one leg, rotating it as fast as she could every which way until finally Faith lost her hold. Quickly, she thrust her knee up to her chest, drew in a deep breath, and kicked back as hard as she could. At the same time her foot rammed into her sister, Faith let out a hair-raising scream, releasing her grip.  
 
    Mira scrambled forward, her heart beating so fast it felt like it was going to explode. When the wind started to die down, she stood and started to limp down the foggy cylinder. Letting out whimpers whenever her weight shifted to her hurt knee, she remembered Daddy saying that God would watch over her. “Now I lay me down to sleep.” Mira started to recite the only prayer she knew. “I pray the Lord my soul to keep.” 
 
    When another forceful gust of air caught her off guard, her feet spun out from under her. Faith. On her knees, and facing the wrong direction, Mira slowly turned herself around.   
 
    Her hair blowing straight back off her face, the angry straight winds stinging her eyes , she heard her Daddy say, “If you ever get caught in a tornado, Pumpkin, and I’m not there to look after you, just get as low to the ground as you can.” 
 
    She dropped to her stomach and began to slither like a snake. The only thing that helped Mira from giving up was envisioning Mommy and Daddy’s faces. 
 
    When she dropped out of the tunnel and onto carpet, she burst into tears.  “I made it,” she cried. “I made it.”  
 
    Wiping her eyes, her muscles so stiff and sore she could hardly move, Mira looked around. Where was she? She was in a bedroom with toys and dolls and a bed, but it wasn’t Mira’s room.  
 
    “Mira?” Mira looked up and saw her friend Chelsea, but she had short hair and was taller than she remembered. How long had Mira been gone? 
 
    “Why are you on the floor?” Chelsea pointed at Mira’s head. “Your hair’s all funny.” Her eyes went to Mira’s leg. “And you’re bleeding.” 
 
    Fearful that Faith would pull her back at any time, she winced in pain when she stood. “Where’s my daddy?” 
 
    “He dropped you off so he could meet Charlie.” Chelsea got a funny look on her face as she looked Mira up and down. “You look like you’ve been in a fight.” 
 
    “Why are you calling my mommy Charlie?” Mira asked angrily. 
 
    “‘Cause that’s what you call her.” 
 
    “No, I don’t!” Mira told Chelsea. “I have to see Daddy!” 
 
    “Get back here!” she heard Faith say. Suddenly dizzy, Faith was getting stronger. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Mira asked. 
 
    “Hear what?”  
 
    “Faith. Did you hear her?” 
 
    “Mommy,” Chelsea called. “Mira’s sick or something.” 
 
    Mira weaved out the door and down the hallway. When she felt a tug on her leg and almost lost her balance, Mira knew she couldn’t fight her sister much longer. Staggering, the walls looked as if they were moving, and when she saw a blurred vision coming toward her, she froze, thinking it was Faith. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Mira?” She recognized Chelsea’s mommy’s voice. Her legs gave out and she crumbled to the carpet. Looking up, she saw four eyes going in circles, and a face that was out of focus. “Daddy,” she whispered. “I need Daddy.” 
 
    “Hello?” Daddy’s voice. “Anyone here?”  
 
    “We’re in the hallway, Clint,” Chelsea’s mommy called out to him. 
 
    Hurry, Daddy, hurry. 
 
    “Mira?” Daddy picked her up in his strong arms. Mira wanted to hug him, but couldn’t get her arms to move. 
 
    “When did she get sick?” Daddy asked.  
 
    “Help…. me, Daddy. It's Faith… She’s…” Mira breathed out before the world she once knew disappeared again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WINSTON, WHERE ARE YOU?”  Charlie had been close to the phone for hours anxiously waiting for him to call. 
 
    “Just got into Sheffield,” Winston replied. “I stopped at a gas station to use the pay phone.” 
 
    Charlie gave him her parent’s address and the directions, and told Winston she’d watch for him.   
 
    After she hung up, she found her mom and dad quietly sitting in their designated La-Z-Boy chairs. “We need to talk.” She sat down on the couch across from them. Charlie was anxious, not knowing how her parents would react when she told them about the stranger who was coming to their house. 
 
    “About?” her father asked. 
 
    “I’ve… I’ve contacted someone who… well, he’s kind of a medium.” 
 
    “A medium?” Her mother’s eyes grew wide. “You mean one of those court people who decides who gets what in a divorce?”  
 
    “No. It’s someone I wrote a letter to that might be able to help Mira.” 
 
    Her parents were silent as Charlie told them about Winston. 
 
    “You think Mira’s like that little girl in that movie you used to watch all the time?” her father asked, his tone skeptical.  
 
    “You mean Poltergeist?” Charlie asked. “I don’t know what I think. I only know that the Mira isn’t the same little girl she used to be. But here’s the deal, I told Clint that the person who’s coming to visit is your cousin.” 
 
    Her father placed a hand over his chest. “My cousin?”  
 
    “His name is Winston Fry, but I’ll introduce him as Winston Smith.”  
 
     “He’s coming here? To Sheffield?” her mother asked. “Is that who’s been calling here?” 
 
    “Yes. I need you to go along with me on this.” Charlie paused and looked down at her clasped hands in her lap.  
 
    “Of course.” Charlie’s father glanced at her mother. “We’ll do anything to help you keep your family together, honey.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” Charlie stood and went to the front window, pulled back the curtain, watching for Winston. “He’s on his way here.” 
 
    “Now?” her mother asked alarmed. 
 
    Charlie turned and saw her mother push up off the chair. “Mom, please don’t go to any trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll just make some coffee,” her mother said, hustling toward the kitchen. “I’ll take out some sugar cookies from the freezer.” 
 
    Charlie’s father followed behind her. “I’ll help.” 
 
    No one ever stepped into her parents’ home without being fed. Charlie smiled, realizing she’d followed in her mother’s footsteps, always having cookies or casseroles in the freezer for guests.  
 
    She stared out the front window, thinking about what she’d done. What if the newspaper articles she’d found were a hoax? What if Winston Fry was just a crazy old man?  Charlie told herself to stop over thinking. She’d found enough about the psychic to know he had a valid reputation. 
 
    When she saw a Black SUV that Winston told her he’d rented at the Omaha airport coming slowly down the street, she went to the door and opened it. Stepping outside, she waved and pointed in front of the house, signaling for him to park. Once the neighbors saw his car, tongues would wag, but Charlie didn’t give a damn anymore. 
 
    “Charlie?” Winston called. The short man stepped out of the vehicle.  
 
    Charlie nodded, her teeth chattering she was so cold. “Come on in.” 
 
    Walking toward her, she noticed he walked with a slight gait, favoring his left leg and his silver gray hair was slicked back and pulled into a ponytail.  
 
    When he reached the porch, she held out her cold hand to shake. “Thank you so much for coming.” 
 
    “Good Lord.” He smiled a crooked smile. “Let me in before I lose another ear.” 
 
    When his gray-blue eyes looked into hers, Charlie started to relax. “I hear ya.” She laughed as she held the door open and he stepped inside. “This has to be quite a change from Kentucky.” Charlie closed the door. “Let me take your coat.”  
 
    Winston rubbed his gloved hands together. “I think I’ll leave it on for a while so I can thaw.”  
 
    He was a funny little man and she liked him immediately.  
 
    Winston sat down on a bench just inside the door, untied his dress shoes, and took them off.  
 
    “If you’re going to be here long, you’d best get some snow boots,” Charlie told him. 
 
    “Even if I’m here for only two hours, I need them.” 
 
    “Would you like some slippers?” Charlie asked. 
 
    Winston glanced down at his feet. “You think you have some small enough?” 
 
    Charlie had never seen a man with such small feet.  
 
    “Pulling your chain.” Winston pulled out a pair of what looked like thick socks from one of the outside pockets of his coat. He held them up and Charlie noticed the rubber on the bottom of the socks. “I came prepared.” 
 
    “I love slipper socks,” she said. 
 
    “When I stopped in Omaha to buy a coat and gloves, the clerk said these would keep my feet warmer than anything,” Winston told her as he pulled the heavy knit socks on. 
 
    In spite of the sophisticated name, Winston seemed down-to-earth and genuine. 
 
    Charlie nodded at the couch. “Take a seat. My mother is…” 
 
    “Right here.”  
 
    Charlie turned and saw her mother carrying a plate of cookies, her father behind her holding a tray with four mugs of steaming coffee. 
 
    “Winston, this is my mom and dad,” Charlie said. “And I can guarantee that as long as you’re in town, you’ll never go hungry.” 
 
    During coffee and the best damn sugar cookies Winston said he’d ever tasted, he began to educate Charlie’s parents about mediums. He explained in simple language how he’d received the gift to open barriers between the worlds of life and death when he’d been in a coma. He also talked about telepathic perception, which was the ability to receive information from someone else’s mind.  
 
    Charlie’s parents had that deer-in-the-headlights look, their eyes clouding over about halfway through the conversation. Charlie only caught her dad raise an eyebrow once when he noticed Winston’s ponytail. 
 
    Winston’s expression turned from relaxed to solemn. He leaned forward. “Now, let’s chat about Mira.” 
 
     “What would you like to know?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Everything. Anything. Favorite colors. Friends’ names. Her likes and dislikes.” Winston put up an index finger. “I need her to trust me.” 
 
    “And then?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “And then, if what I think might be happening is…” He paused. “If it’s Faith I’m dealing with, she might take me to Mira.” 
 
    “Faith?” Charlie’s mother asked her eyes as big as saucers. 
 
    Winston nodded. “Yes, Faith.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Charlie’s father scratched the side of his head. “Faith passed only a few days after the girls were born.” 
 
    “From what Charlie told me, Faith and Mira could still be connected.” Winston shrugged a shoulder. “I could be wrong, but maybe for some reason they never separated spiritually.” 
 
    Trying to understand what Winston was saying was difficult enough for Charlie, let alone her parents. 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit farfetched?” Charlie’s father cleared his throat and looked down at his shoes, as if apologizing for questioning Winston. “I mean”— he spread his liver spotted hands apart—“how could that possibly happen?” 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot of things happen that no one could explain,” Winston said. “And that’s why I feel I received the gift of trying to make sense of what most would call nonsense.”  
 
    An hour later, Winston put his shoes on and buttoned his coat.  
 
    At the door, Winston asked, “Does Clint know I’m here?”  
 
    “Yes. I told him you’d be out tonight,” Charlie answered. “I also told him your name is Winston Smith.” 
 
    Winston checked his watch and turned to Charlie’s parents, who still looked confused. “Very nice to meet you.” 
 
    Her father stood, walked to him, and put a friendly hand down on Winston’s shoulder. “You’re more than welcome to stay here with us. We’ve got plenty of room.”  
 
    “Tell you what,” Winston said, “I’d love to come for dinner. If you’re wife makes meatloaf as good as her sugar cookies, I’m all in. But I don’t sleep well at night and don’t want to keep you folks up.” 
 
    “Okay.” Charlie’s father told Winston. “But the offer stands if you get tired of the only hotel in town.” 
 
    After Winston assured Charlie he’d call her after he spoke with Mira, and Charlie told him where to find the motel, she watched his car go down the street. What if Winston was right? What if Faith had taken over Mira’s life? The thought of never seeing Mira again sent a cold shiver through her. 
 
    When she turned around and saw both her parents staring at her, Charlie put her hands up in front of her. “I know,” she said, knowing what they were thinking. “It’s a long shot.” 
 
    “It’s just that, well,” her mother stammered, “we just don’t want you to get hurt, honey.” 
 
    “Hurt?” Charlie smirked. “Mom, my whole life is in shambles, so what’s a little bit more pain?” She sat down on the ottoman in front of her mother's chair. “There’s nothing left to lose. And if I don’t try everything I can to try to heal our family, I’d never forgive myself.” 
 
    When the phone rang, Charlie jumped up and hurried to the kitchen. “Hello?” 
 
    “Charlie?” She could barely hear Clint over the screaming in the background. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s Mira. She’s…” 
 
    “She’s what?” The hair on the back of her neck stood up when she heard Mira shout, “Stop! Let me go!”  
 
    “Paramedics just pulled in,” Clint said breathlessly. “I have to go.” 
 
    “Wait. Just tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “She’s like…” 
 
    In the background, Charlie heard the commotion of someone trying to calm Mira down.  
 
    “She’s what?”  
 
    “Her eyes are closed, and she looks like she’s asleep, but she’s shouting at someone…” Clint broke down. “Oh God, Charlie. I can’t…” 
 
    Charlie heard something break and then a high-pitched cry. “Is that Mira?”  
 
    “I have to go. She’s fighting the paramedics. There are bruises on her face… her arms and legs. I just don’t know what to—” 
 
    “Clint?” she shouted. “Are you there?” When she realized he’d hung up, she rushed to the front closet and grabbed her coat. “I’m going to the hospital.” 
 
    “Hospital?” Her mother stood. 
 
    “It’s Mira.” Charlie flung open the front door. “I’ll call as soon as I know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Daddy and I will go with you,” her mother tried. 
 
    “No. I need Dad to go out to the house and just tell Winston I’ll call him later. He was going out to meet Clint and Mira.”  
 
    “Will do,” her dad assured. 
 
    Charlie’s heartbeat was doing triple time by the time she reached the hospital.  
 
    She slammed on the brakes and pulled into a spot in the emergency room lot. Hurrying to the entrance, Charlie’s boot skidded across a patch of ice and she caught herself before falling to the icy covered concrete. 
 
    “My daughter,” she said, out of breath, when she reached the receptionist. “Mira. Mira Abbott. Is she…” 
 
    “Charlie?”  
 
    She turned and saw Shannon Patterson coming through the double doors that separated the lobby from the private emergency rooms. 
 
    “Shannon? What are you doing here?” Charlie asked, enraged that the DHS worker was here before her. She quickly noted that Shannon looked different. Her hair was lighter, almost the color of Charlie’s, and she’d lost weight.  
 
    “I was at Clint’s when Mira got”—she paused—“when Mira had an episode.” 
 
    Charlie didn’t want to waste time asking why she’d been at her home. She started to go past her when Shannon wrapped a firm hand around Charlie’s wrist, stopping her. 
 
    Boiling with anger, Charlie’s eyes flashed to Shannon’s hand.  
 
    “You know there’s a no-contact order with Mira, Charlie.”  
 
    Shannon’s dark eyes stared a hole through Charlie. And was that a fucking smirk on her face? 
 
    Charlie put her hand over Shannon’s and tossed it off. “I’m going to see Mira.” 
 
    “I’m warning you not to buck me.” 
 
    Charlie was almost to the doors when she turned back around. Her cheeks grew hot with anger. “Buck you? Who the fuck do you think you are?”  
 
    Shannon pointed an accusing finger at Charlie. “You cannot see Mira.” 
 
    “Screw you!” Charlie tried to push the locked doors open, but they wouldn’t budge. She turned to the receptionist. “Buzz me in now.” 
 
    She saw Shannon shake her head at the young woman.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” the receptionist stated apologetically, her face turning red. “I have to do what the court orders.” 
 
    Fuming, Charlie marched toward Shannon. Her hand drawn back, she was only a couple of inches away from her when Shannon suddenly toppled to the tile floor.  
 
    Rolling onto her back, Shannon moaned, “She. She pushed me. Oh God, it hurts.” 
 
    Charlie stared down at her in shock. 
 
    A strong arm grabbed Charlie’s shoulder. “Ma’am.”  
 
    Charlie turned toward the security guard.  
 
    “You need to come with me,” he ordered. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” Charlie started toward the secured door again. “Except to see my…”  
 
    Another hand wrapped around her wrist and yanked her away from the door. “You can either go peacefully or the hard way. Up to you.” 
 
    What the hell was he talking about? “Go?” 
 
    Looking past the guard toward the revolving door, she noticed a squad car pull up in front of the emergency entrance. “Are you arresting me?”  
 
    God, where was Clint? She glanced down at Shannon, who was rolling her head back and forth, her face contorted as she moaned in pain. Two nurses were on their knees beside her.  
 
    “Ohhh!” Shannon draped a hand over her forehead. “My back.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” the nurse told Shannon, stroking her forehead. “Someone is coming soon to transport you to a room.” 
 
    Livid, Charlie shouted, “What the hell? I never touched that woman !”  
 
    As two policemen approached her, Charlie put her hands up in front of her chest defensively. “Hey, look, I just want to see my child.” 
 
    The younger of the two men, dressed in a thick down coat with the Sheffield police logo on the left sleeve, stopped in front of her. “Let’s go have a chat at the station, Mrs. Abbott.” 
 
    “Jesus! My daughter is here, and I need…” When the cold handcuffs slapped around both wrists, it felt as if her heart stopped.  
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” Charlie asked. 
 
     When the police escorted her toward the door, she didn’t know whether she was going to throw up or explode with anger. Outside the cop opened the back door of his squad car, pushed Charlie’s head down, and Charlie slid into the backseat.  
 
    Shannon had called the cops before she saw Charlie in the waiting room, telling them there was a restraining order against her. Otherwise, there was no way the police could have gotten to the hospital this fast. Bitch. 
 
    She saw Shannon being moved onto a bed and then saw Clint appear beside her.  
 
    “Clint!” Charlie shouted at the closed window, her wrists burning from the metal cuffs. “Clint!” 
 
    “He can’t hear you, ma’am,” the policeman told her flatly. 
 
    “Wait,” she begged when the car started to move. “My husband will explain everything.”  
 
    As the car started to move, Charlie craned her neck, praying Clint would see her.  
 
    But when Charlie saw Shannon’s arm come up off the stretcher and Clint take her hand, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. 
 
    Had Clint and Shannon heard her in the lobby and decided together to call the police? He’d been acting strange lately whenever Charlie asked him if he really believed she hurt Mira. 
 
    Or maybe Clint had found out who Winston was and decided their marriage was over. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WINSTON COULD FEEL CHARLIE’S ANXIETY when they were talking in her parent’s home. And he could also sense her mother and father’s reservations.  
 
    He couldn’t imagine what it was like for Charlie to be cast out of her own home and accused of child abuse. Part of the gift that he’d received as a child was to be able to see the true heart and character of people, and he’d bet his last dollar that Charlie Abbott would never hurt anyone, let alone a child.  
 
    When Charlie talked about Mira, she tried hard to keep her emotions in check. But the overwhelming sadness in her eyes told Winston she was going through hell. 
 
    Winston felt guilty he was meeting Clint under false pretenses, and yet, if a deceased twin was trying to take over her sister’s mind, Winston had to try to help. He’d heard of twins staying connected when one passed, but Faith had only lived for three days. She’d been too young to store any kind of memory of her birth or Mira. 
 
    Even though it was dark, Winston was able to make out the snow covered, barren fields that stretched on forever. There were no cars on the highway and every farm home he passed seemed to have a light shining on the front porch. It was peaceful here, and yet, a storm was raging inside a child that was turning the Abbott’s calm existence in the small town of Sheffield, Iowa upside down. 
 
    When he saw the sign that read, “Chicken Inn ten miles ahead,” that Charlie had told him to watch for, it was only seconds before he came upon the two-story home on his left. When he turned into the drive, he started to second guess himself again, wondering what the hell he was about to get into.   
 
    “You make me laugh,” Saul said. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to be funny.” He stopped the car and put it into park. 
 
    “You know you’re not going to leave until you find out what’s going on.” 
 
    Winston smirked. “You know me way too well.” 
 
    The scenery was picture-perfect, as if Winston had had just stepped into a Rockwell painting. Pines and oaks that lined the driveway glistened with newly fallen snow and, in the front yard, a perfectly crafted snowman greeted guests, complete with a carrot nose and black top hat. 
 
    When headlights appeared in his rearview mirror, he wondered if it was Clint.  
 
    A car parked behind him and someone stepped out and Winston watched the man in his rearview mirror wearing a green parka with a fur-lined hood pulled up over his head start toward his car. When his image became clearer Winston saw that it was Charlie’s father.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Winston asked and closed the door. 
 
    “Mira’s in the hospital,” the older man said, his words puffing out white vapor into the bitter cold. “Charlie just got the call. She wanted me to come out and tell you.” He nodded at the house. “There’s no one home.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Winston asked. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure.” The older man said. “Charlie’s going to call us when she knows anything. Mother’s a wreck.” 
 
    Winston glanced at the house. “Think Charlie would mind if I go inside for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Don’t think there’s any harm in that.” 
 
    “You have a key?” 
 
    Charlie’s father sniggered as he started to traipse through the snow to the back door, the snow crunching beneath his boots. “This is Iowa. Everyone’s got what they need, and don’t go around stealing what’s not theirs.”  
 
    Following him up the slippery steps, Winston heard Saul say, “Watch your step, old man, or you’ll break your neck.”  
 
    When he stepped into the kitchen, a succulent aroma that made his mouth water, reminding him he hadn’t eaten anything for hours. Charlie’s father took off his boots, walked to the oven and bent over.  
 
    He stared through the glass door. “Looks like Clint is cooking something.” He took out two hot pads from a drawer, opened the oven and took out a large, covered roasting pan and set it on top of the stove. “Didn’t know Clint could cook.” 
 
    “What’s he got in there?” Winston took off his shoes, feeling that even his socks were damp.  
 
    Charlie’s father took off the lid. “Looks like stew. You hungry?” 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks.”  
 
    The kitchen was warm, homey, like Andy Griffith’s Aunt Bee lived here. A cookbook was open on the counter; a platter next to it. His eyes moved to the refrigerator door that was covered in colorful, whimsical drawings. Mira’s work, Winston assumed. Or Faith’s.  
 
    “Someone else live here?” Winston asked. 
 
    “No, just Mira and Clint. Why?” 
 
    Winston nodded at the table. “Three plates.” 
 
    “That’s strange.” The older man pushed the parka back off his head. “I can’t think of anyone Clint would invite to dinner unless maybe he thought you’d join them.” 
 
    “You mind if I take a peek at Mira’s room?”  
 
    Charlie’s father opened the refrigerator and placed the pan inside. “Go on ahead. The bedrooms are upstairs. Mira’s bedroom is the second one on the left.” He nodded at the archway. “Stairs are in the living room. Just be sure you turn on the light as those steps can be mighty treacherous.” 
 
    “Thanks.” When Winston walked into the living room, he felt a wave of warm energy. Suddenly, a faint image of a Christmas tree appeared in front of the picture window and he heard the sound of laughter. A flashback from Clint’s childhood? There were times when Winston visited client’s homes that he could feel the spirits and a few times could even see them. He believed that walls stored memories.  
 
    He switched on the light and saw a worn, brown tweed couch, a leather recliner and three or four books neatly stacked on a coffee table. Charlie had shared with Winston that after she married Clint she’d moved into his parents’ home. Winston assumed that the dated furniture, along with the “God Bless Our Home” cross stitch that hung on the wall beside the front door, had been here for decades. 
 
     He clasped a hand around the thick oak banister and made his way up the stairs, his knee throbbing with arthritis. 
 
    When he came to the first bedroom, he peeked inside and saw a patchwork quilt that covered the queen-sized bed. A pair of men’s jeans and a gray sweatshirt was neatly folded on the seat of a chair next to the night table.  
 
    He stopped in the doorway when he reached the next room and turned on the light. 
 
    His eyes moved thoughtfully over Mira’s room. A dozen or more dolls in all sizes and shapes took up one corner, their wide-eyed stares following Winston. On the wall parallel to the single bed was a two-story dollhouse with white shutters and front porch that resembled the Abbott home.  
 
    Shelves underneath the double windows that were sheathed in pink and white checked curtains and matched the bedspread held storybooks and toys. The little girl’s bedroom oozed with the love that Charlie and Clint had for Mira. 
 
    Winston walked to a collage of pictures above Mira’s bed. The photos told a story: Mira being baptized as an infant; sitting on a swing, another of her on a child-sized green tractor, and one of her standing next to Charlie, her face lit up by a wide smile. He drew closer to the photos, focusing on Mira’s innocent blue eyes. Envisioning Mira alone and afraid, he whispered, “Where are you, little one?” 
 
    A few seconds later, Winston heard a small voice, “Help me.” 
 
    When the overhead light flickered off and on a couple of times, he knew Mira was here. He had to stay calm. If she felt any anxiety or fear, it might send her spirit away. 
 
    “Mira?” He turned around slowly on the round, braided run in the middle of her room, searching for her. 
 
    “She won’t let me come home,” she said in a whisper. 
 
    “Where are you, honey?” 
 
    He closed his eyes tightly and concentrated. “Mira?” 
 
    But she was gone. 
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    “WHAT HAPPENED?” Clint asked Shannon who was lying flat on a bed.  
 
    Shannon had made sure Clint had heard her moans and groans when she’d been pushed past the room Mira was in, and then asked the attendant to tell Clint Abbott she was only two doors down from him. 
 
    “Head hurts.” She put her hand on top of her head. “Oh, my goodness,” she whimpered. “I’ve never been so scared.” 
 
    “Was my wife here?” Clint asked. “I thought I heard her.” 
 
    “Charlie,” Shannon said tearfully, “knocked me down.” 
 
    “What?” Clint’s face turned crimson. “She’d never do anything like that.” 
 
    “Well, she did!” Shannon brought her head up off from the pillow. “She’s violent, Clint. You know that.” 
 
    “My wife doesn’t have a mean bone in her body.” 
 
     “I think you’d better start dealing with reality, Mr. Clint Abbott!” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Charlie?” Why was he asking about Charlie when Shannon was the one in pain? “In jail, I hope.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Police took her away.” She draped a hand over her forehead and sunk her head back into the pillow. “My God, she could’ve killed me. If you ask me, it was attempted murder. Thank God they got her before—” 
 
    “I can’t believe you had my wife arrested.” Clint shook his head. “What a bunch of BS.” 
 
    Shannon jolted to attention. “When are you going to get it? When are you going to get that Cheerleader Charlie is full of BS?” 
 
    “Cheerleader Charlie?” Clint smirked. “You’re crazy.” He paused before leaving and turned back around. “How is it you just happened to show up at the hospital right after we did?” 
 
    “Show up?” Shannon asked, buying time. 
 
    “Yes. Here? At the emergency room?” 
 
    “I… I was visiting a friend in the hospital and saw the ambulance pull in.” Think. Think. “I just happened to be at the window and saw you get out.” Shannon averted his accusing stared. “I was so worried that—” 
 
    “Who?” Clint glared at her. “Who were you visiting?” 
 
    “What’s it matter who I was here to see?” 
 
    “Get some rest, Ms. Patterson.” Clint closed the door behind him. 
 
    “I’m pressing charges against your nuttier than a fruitcake wife,” Shannon shouted after him. 
 
    How dare he question her. There was no way anyone could have seen what really happened. She’d waited until Charlie was right next to her before she fell. All of this was Clint’s fault. 
 
    Before Shannon left work today, she’d called Clint and offered to cook dinner for him and Mira. But, he’d declined, saying Charlie’s cousin was coming out, adding that he hoped Winston would join them for dinner. 
 
    She had a feeling he was lying, so Shannon decided to find out. She’d driven by his house at least a dozen times before the ambulance arrived.  
 
    Thinking something terrible had happened to Clint she’d followed the ambulance to the hospital and parked in the visitor’s lot. It was when Shannon saw Clint step out of the back of the van when she’d let out her breath. She’d tilted her head back and thanked God that he was okay.  
 
    She’d waited a few minutes before going into the emergency room and asking for Clint who’d told the nurse to send Shannon back. God, if he’d only accepted her invitation she wouldn’t be in this predicament. Damn Charlie Abbott. She had no right just showing up where she didn’t belong.  
 
     When she heard the doorknob turn, Shannon quickly lay back down and closed her eyes. She began to moan, rolling her head back and forth across the pillow. She’d hoped it was Clint who’d come back to apologize for being rude, but instead found a bald-headed doctor standing over her. Disappointed, she said, “My head.” 
 
    “I hear you took a nasty fall.” The physician stared down at her. 
 
    “Charlie Abbott pushed me.” 
 
    He glared at her. “That’s not what I heard.”   
 
    Shannon swallowed hard. “What the hell does that mean?”  
 
    “I heard you fell, but it had nothing to do with Charlie Abbott.”  
 
    “That’s a dirty lie!” God, she wanted to punch him in his smug face.  
 
    “I’m only repeating what the receptionist said she saw.” He opened the door. “I’ll have someone transport you to X-ray.” 
 
    “You’re not even going to check me out? Listen to my heart? What if I have a concussion? Or, God forbid, a blood clot in my brain.” 
 
    “You didn’t fall on your head, Ms. Patterson, so I highly doubt you have a blood clot.” He started through the open door. “I’ve been your doctor for years and am well aware of your vivid imagination.” 
 
      “Pig! Quack, quack, quack!” She imitated a duck in a high-pitched yelp. She slammed her feet on the floor and began to pace. “Ass,” she said under her breath. Beads of perspiration trickled down her forehead. Mad as hell, she went to the bed and pushed the call button. 
 
    “Yes. How can I—” 
 
    “I’m having a fucking heart attack in here,” Shannon interrupted. “Where the hell is someone?” 
 
    Within seconds, the door opened, and two nurses came to her side.  
 
    “Let’s get you back on the bed,” one of the RN’s said, putting an arm around Shannon’s waist. 
 
    “Thank you.” Shannon leaned against her. “I think something’s wrong with my heart.” 
 
    After Shannon lay down, one of the nurses listened to her heart as the other took her blood pressure.  
 
    “Vitals are fine,” the older nurse commented. 
 
    “Why does everyone keep saying I’m fine?” Shannon flung her legs over the bed, traipsed to a chair, and snatched up her coat. “If I die,  you’ll all be responsible. And you can mark my word that my lawyer will sue every damn one of you.” 
 
    “Ma’am, we haven’t released you. I think you should stay so the doctor can—” 
 
    “Doctor? You call that freak a doctor? What a hoot,” she retaliated, marching down the hall. “That quack wouldn’t know a gall bladder from a liver.” She threw open the door to the room that Mira had been in and saw that Clint and Mira were gone.  
 
    When she reached the door into the waiting room, Shannon slapped a hand over the silver disk on the wall and the doors opened. Storming toward the receptionist, she leaned over the counter toward her. “How dare you! Liar, liar, pants on fire.” 
 
    The young woman immediately scooted her chair back away from an incensed Shannon, her face draining of color. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s saying Charlie didn’t push me!” Shannon was so mad she could spit. “You blatantly lied about what Charlie Abbott did to me.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to behind Shannon. “I told the truth about what happened. Now, please leave.” 
 
    “Pfft.” Nothing would give Shannon more pleasure than strangling this idiot. “You know Charlie, don’t you? You know her, and that’s why you’re lying.” 
 
    “She used to babysit me a long time ago, but that has—” 
 
    “I knew it!” In a huff, Shannon put on her coat. “That’s why you’re a big fat liar. Now you tell me right now where Mira and Clint Abbott are.” 
 
    “Ma’am, are you a relative of the Abbotts?” the young woman asked respectfully. 
 
    “I’m Mira Abbott’s DHS worker if it’s any of your beeswax, and a friend of Clint Abbott.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m not able to give out any information.” 
 
    In a huff, Shannon whirled around, almost running into a security guard. “Get out of my way, Bozo!”  
 
    Spewing cuss words as she stormed out into the freezing night, she started her car and rammed her foot down on the accelerator. Shannon flew through stop signs, mumbling to herself how people don’t get how dedicated she was to her job. She was hired to protect children and, by God, that’s what she was going to do. 
 
    Once inside her house, she called the hospital and asked for Mira Abbott’s room.  
 
    “Clint,” she asked when he answered. “How’s Mira?”  
 
    “They think she had a seizure,” Clint told her, his voice strained. 
 
    “Oh my God! What room are you in? I’ll come and sit with you.” 
 
    “No, that’s not necessary.” His voice was cold, distant. “They’re running some tests now.” 
 
    “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “You could find out how my wife is.” 
 
    Seeing red, Shannon twisted the phone cord around her wrist and through her fingers. “You want me to check on Charlie after what she did to me?” 
 
    “She’s my wife, Shannon. And you and I both know that she didn’t touch you.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Shannon told him, but she had no intention of trying to find anything out about that witch. 
 
    Shannon’s hands were trembling when she opened the wine. Taking long sips, she recapped what had happened tonight. Yes, she’d fallen on her own, but it was for a good cause. Clint needed to come to grips with the fact that Charlie should never be around Mira again. And it was Shannon’s duty to make him understand. 
 
    An hour later, she tossed the empty wine bottle into the garbage, bundled up, and headed out the door. 
 
    Clint would be in the hospital all night, and no one in Sheffield locked their doors. This was the perfect time to see if Cheerleader Charlie was nesting where she shouldn’t nest.  
 
    After she parked in Clint’s driveway Shannon not only noticed the larger set of tracks of an ambulance in the snow, but two more cars had been here recently. One of them could have been from Charlie’s cousin, but who’d driven the other car? It better not have been Charlie. 
 
    Inside, she hurried up the stairs and flicked on the overhead light in Clint’s bedroom. Her eyes moved quickly over the tasteless patchwork bedspread and, when she spotted the perfume bottle on top of the dresser, her temper flared. “Irresistible,” the label read. It was difficult to resist the overpowering urge to throw the  bottle across the room. 
 
    When she opened the closet door and discovered Charlie’s clothes on one side and Clint’s on the other, Shannon lost it. “What are your clothes doing here? Your marriage is so over!” Shannon tore a blouse off the hanger, dropped it to the floor and stomped on it. “Why can’t you get that through your stupid pea brain?” 
 
    Seething, she strode across the hall to the bedroom Shannon had already designated as the nursery, and she found what she’d hope to find: a big ole gray suitcase. “Perfect,” she said, taking the luggage back into Clint’s bedroom.  
 
    It gave Shannon sheer pleasure to rip every piece of Charlie’s clothing off the hangers. “Frickin’ woman has no right to take up space with her shit.”  
 
    After she stuffed the clothes, along with shoes and slippers into the suitcase, she closed it. “Out, out damn spot.” Pleased with herself, Shannon let out a howl of laughter.  
 
    Next, she rummaged through dresser drawers and the bathroom, filling two plastic garbage sacks.  
 
    Before she left, she snatched the perfume off the dresser and tossed it into one of the bags. With the suitcase in one hand, and the bags in her other hand, she dragged the heavy weight down the stairs.  
 
    When she reached the kitchen, Shannon realized that if she dragged the suitcase and bags through the snow, they’d leave a trail. She popped her head out the door to make sure no headlights coming up the drive, and then she took out the car keys and popped open the trunk.  
 
    After she carried the suitcase and bags to the car, she headed for the dump that was fifteen miles south of town. Charlie would think Clint discarded her belongings. I mean, who else would do such a thing but an angry husband? 
 
    When she reached the landfill, she made sure no one was around before pointing the headlights toward the deep hole. 
 
    “Finders keepers, Charlie Abbott!” she shouted as she hurled the suitcase into the foul smelling abyss. Next, she tossed out the bags. 
 
    On the way back to her car, Shannon brushed her gloved hands together. “Losers weepers.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “DADDY?” FAITH TRIED TO MOVE, but it hurt too much. 
 
    “Right here, honey.”  
 
    “I don’t feel very good.” 
 
    “I know, sweetie.” He stroked her hair gently. “Soon you’ll be feelin’ as good as new.” 
 
    She looked around, realizing she wasn’t in Mira’s bed. “Where am I?” 
 
    “We’re in the hospital.” 
 
    Frightened, she asked, “Am I gonna die?”  
 
    “No, honey. The doctor just wants to do some tests.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “They just want to check everything out,” he said calmly. “Just to make sure everything’s okay.” 
 
    Faith tried not to cry, but felt a tear roll down her cheek. “I wanna go home.” This was all Mira’s fault. If she wouldn’t have started the fight, Faith wouldn’t be in the hospital. 
 
    “We’ll go home soon, I promise,” Daddy told her.  
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Daddy pecked her on the cheek. “Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    Her mind was fuzzy and Faith tried to think of something to tell him. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know, or you don’t remember?” Daddy asked, looking into her eyes. 
 
    “Someone was trying to hurt me.” 
 
    “Someone?”  
 
    “Daddy.” She started to cry. “I don’t know anything.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” He patted her arm gently. “You don’t have to think about it. Just try and get some sleep.” 
 
    Faith turned away from him and stared at the white wall. Did Daddy believe her? A few minutes later, when she heard Daddy tell the nurse that he was going to get a cup of coffee, she rolled back over and looked around the room.  
 
    The bed had metal sides that were pulled up, like a baby bed only bigger. A needle was in her hand that was attached small tube that ran all the way up to pole to a bag filled with what looked like water. She remembered fighting a nurse who held her down as another nurse put the needle into her vein. Someone said they were going to give her medicine to make her sleep. Faith didn’t want to sleep. She wanted to go home with Daddy and sleep in Mira’s bed. 
 
    When Faith went to see Mira, she noticed the corndog stand was gone, as well as the cotton candy machine and carousel with all the pretty horses. Evidently, Mira didn’t like those things anymore. Lately, there’d been times when Faith had a difficult time hearing what Mira was thinking or seeing what she was doing. She didn’t know what was happening, but knew Mira couldn’t see or hear her either. 
 
    She wondered how Mira was doing. This time when Faith traded places with her sister, Mira had been too weak to fight. She didn’t want Mira to be sad, but didn’t have a choice. She would never go back to that place again and risk Mira beating her to the tunnel. 
 
    Faith was growing stronger, but Mira was getting weaker. The blank stare in her sister’s sunken eyes looked like dark blue marbles, her hair was a mass of tangles, and she wasn’t eating.  
 
    Charlie knew something was wrong. Faith had to keep her away from Daddy, or she’d spoil everything. 
 
    Hearing voices coming toward her room, Faith closed her eyes.  
 
    “Shannon, I told you I was fine,” Daddy whispered kinda mean. 
 
    “I thought you could use a little moral support,” Shannon said.  
 
    “I appreciate it, but we’re doing fine. The doctor wanted to do some tests to make sure Mira doesn’t have a concussion or broken bones.”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You don’t believe me, do you?” Shannon asked. 
 
    Believe her? What were they talking about?  
 
    “Let it go,” Daddy told her. 
 
    “Well, whether you believe it or not, your wife pushed me, and I fell,” Shannon told him in a voice that sounded like Charlie’s when she wasn’t happy.“She could’ve killed me.”  
 
    “Not now,” Daddy said. “I just want to concentrate on Mira. Did you find out anything about Charlie?” 
 
    “No, I did not.” Shannon said. “Police wouldn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    Police? What had happened? Faith wanted to ask, but didn’t want Daddy to know she was pretending to be asleep. Even though Charlie didn’t want Faith, she was her mommy and Faith hoped she was okay. She just wished Charlie loved her like she did Mira. 
 
    Faith opened one eye just a bit and saw Daddy standing in the doorway, but all she could see of Shannon was the back of her head. 
 
    “Did they figure out anything about Mira?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “No.” Daddy shook his head. “Nothing has shown up yet.” 
 
    “Was Charlie with her last night?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “No,” Daddy said frowning. “Just like my wife wasn’t near Mira the night you took her.” 
 
    “Well, something’s going on,” Shannon told him. 
 
    “If I knew what it was,” Daddy said, “you’d be the first to know.” 
 
    “Clint,” Shannon started. 
 
    When did she start calling her daddy Clint? She used to call him Mr. Abbott. 
 
    “I heard Mira had a twin named Faith,” Shannon continued, “but I don’t know what happened to her.” 
 
    Faith’s tummy started to churn.  
 
    “She…” Daddy paused. “Faith was very tiny. And she had some heart issues.” 
 
    “So Faith and Mira were twins?” 
 
    “Yes.” Daddy sounded sad. “Faith”—he paused—“didn’t make it.” 
 
    Faith wanted to jump out of bed and run into her daddy’s arms, and tell him that she was okay and that she was here. But if she did, would Daddy want her to stay, or would he want Mira back? Suddenly she felt like she wanted to cry. Mira was her twin. It would have been fun to grow up with a sister. They’d have had birthday parties together, played with dolls, swung on the swing set, and maybe even worn the same clothes. But that was never going to happen.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Clint,” Shannon said.  
 
    “Me, too.”  
 
    “You think Charlie ever got over losing a daughter?” Shannon asked.  
 
    Faith’s ears perked up.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he whispered. “I thought Charlie let Faith go a long time ago.” 
 
    The room grew silent and Faith saw Shannon take her Daddy’s hand. 
 
    “I want you to know I’m here for you,” she said. 
 
    Daddy pulled his hand away. “Thanks.” 
 
    If Faith was dead, how could she see Mira? Or see what Charlie and Daddy were doing? If Faith had gone to heaven, wouldn’t there be other people around?   
 
     “Mr. Abbott?” Faith saw her doctor come into the room. “I’d like to talk to you about Mira.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you two to talk,” Shannon said. “Unless you’d like me to stay, Clint.” 
 
    “We’ll talk later,” Daddy said. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll wait for your call.”  
 
    “Sure,” Daddy answered. 
 
    “Would you like to go somewhere private?” Mira’s doctor asked. 
 
    “Mira’s asleep so we can talk here. What’s going on?” 
 
    “We can’t find anything physically wrong with Mira.” The physician crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “But why is she bruised?” Daddy asked. 
 
    “The bruises are small and it’s not likely they were made by an adult.” 
 
    “Mira’s friend Chelsea said that Mia was alone when this happened.” Daddy took off his baseball cap, ran a hand over his hair, and put the cap back on. “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Dr. Leopold was quiet for what seemed like a long time.  
 
    “I reviewed her chart,” he finally said. “Mira was in the hospital before, the night Ms. Patterson came to your home.” 
 
    Daddy nodded.“Yes.” 
 
    “And she had the same type of bruises then as she does now. Small. Like she was hit by a child.” 
 
    “Mira wasn’t around other kids the first time she was brought in. And Mira’s friend’s mother was in the house with them when I picked Mira up.”  
 
    “Do you think it might be possible that Mira is doing this to herself?” 
 
    “What?” Daddy sounded angry. “Why would Mira hurt herself?” 
 
    “I’m not saying she did. But sometimes children act out for attention.” 
 
    “Attention?” Daddy spread his arms out to his sides. “But why would she do that? Mira gets all the attention she needs.” 
 
    Dr. Leopold turned and moved to the door. “Maybe you’d like to consult with a psychiatrist.” 
 
    Daddy let out a huff and glanced at Faith, and she quickly shut her eye. “I don’t know what to do. I miss my wife. I miss the way Mira used to be,” his voice broke. “I miss my family.” 
 
    “I wish I had answers.” Leopold scratched his temple. “Something is going on. I’ve heard children do strange things when something isn’t right at home or if—” 
 
    “I know you’ve heard the gossip. Everything was fine up until the last few months.” 
 
    “I’m just giving you a suggestion. If Mira were my daughter, I’d want to get to the bottom of whatever is happening.” 
 
    “Charlie took Mira to a psychologist.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He said something about multiple personalities.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too quick to rule that out,” Leopold answered. “Something, or someone, is hurting her. I don’t have any expertise in the psychiatric field, Mr. Abbott. All I know is that the bruises do not appear like they’re from an adult.” 
 
    “But she passed out. Could she do that to herself too?” 
 
    “The brain can do strange things. I’ve seen patients who will themselves to be sick.” 
 
    Daddy was quiet for a few seconds. “I need to think about this.” 
 
    “I know a couple of good child psychiatrists I could refer you to.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll let you know.” 
 
    After the door closed, her Daddy went to the window. And then she heard something she’d never heard before.  
 
    Her daddy started to cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WINSTON SAT AT THE ABBOTTS’kitchen table with Clint. “I’m sorry Mira is having some issues,” he began. “Did they find out what the problem is?” 
 
    “No,” Clint said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Clint Abbott was as handsome as Charlie was pretty. He was a good six-foot tall with a full head of dark hair that fell over his forehead, meeting the eyebrows above his pensive blue eyes. The gray sweatshirt with a Hawkeye emblem on the chest hugged his muscular chest and upper arms.  
 
    “I’m sorry you and Charlie are going through this.” Winston cleared his throat. “It’s good Charlie didn’t have to go to jail.” 
 
     “Charlie didn’t touch that woman.” Clint took a sip of his Bud Light and then looked to Winston. “Sure you don’t wanna beer?” he asked, cutting off any further conversation about Charlie and Shannon Patterson. “I might have some whiskey stashed in the pantry.” 
 
    “I’m good,” Winston answered. “Maybe later.” Winston glanced around the kitchen. “Charlie said you grew up here.” 
 
    “Only house I’ve ever lived in.” Clint leaned back. “Nothing’s changed since my dad died, except Mira’s room used to be Dad’s office.” Clint brought the can of beer to his mouth. “Charlie isn’t much for change.” 
 
    “How long you been married?”  
 
    Clint looked up. “Nine… no… ten years. Charlie gets upset when I can’t remember our anniversary date or year. I married her the day after high school graduation.” 
 
    “Must be difficult to be separated,” Winston said.  
 
    Clint was quiet for a few seconds as if trying to keep his emotions in check. “How do you think she’s doin’?” 
 
    “Not very well.” 
 
    Clint was quiet. 
 
    “Did anyone venture a guess on how Mira got the bruises?” Winston asked.  
 
    Clint smirked. “Doc says he thinks she might have done it to herself.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Winston said.  
 
    “How come I’ve never heard of you before?” Clint asked out of nowhere. 
 
    “I lost touch with Charlie’s parents when she was young.” Winston hated lying as one lie always led to another. 
 
    “Happens to all of us,” Clint responded. “I’ve got cousins out there I haven’t seen since we were kids.” 
 
    “I’m not getting any younger,” Winston added. “So decided it was time to try and find everyone I could.” He clasped his hands together and put them on the table. “Where’s that little girl of yours? I’m anxious to meet her.” 
 
    “She’s upstairs in her room if you’d like to go up. I told her you were coming.” 
 
    Winston pushed his chair back and stood. “I’d like that.”  
 
    “Stairway is just through there. I need to check the news.” Clint nodded toward the archway, not knowing Winston had already been in the house. “Heard a storm is comin’ our way.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Winston walked under the arched entrance and into the living room. He knew a storm was coming because his arthritic joints could feel a weather change long before a weatherman gave the forecast. 
 
    “How long you gonna be in town?” Clint asked before Winston was out of earshot. 
 
    He stopped and turned back around. “Don’t know for sure. One thing about being retired is you don’t have a schedule.” 
 
    The house had good vibes, Winston thought as he stood in the homey living room. And like Charlie, Clint was easy to get to know.  
 
    His eyes went to the mantel on the brick fireplace that displayed family photos. On one side of the worn brown upholstered couch was a basket with a couple of garments and thread inside that were probably waiting for Charlie to replace a missing button or mend a tear. The Abbotts were good people who led a simple private life. That is, until now. 
 
    He wrapped a hand around the banister and slowly made his way up the stairs. He had to be careful how he approached the little girl. Children and animals had a sixth sense about people. 
 
    When he reached Mira’s room, he stood in the doorway watching her play with one of her many dolls. 
 
    “Oh, would you like some tea, Audrey?” she asked in a small voice and picked up a minuscule teapot off the round braided rug. She turned to another doll and wagged an index finger at her. “You need to take a nap today, or there’s going to be a time-out for you, young lady.” 
 
    “I take it you don’t like time-outs,” Winston asked. 
 
    Mira turned around, her round blue eyes were a clone of her father’s. She stared at Winston blankly for a few seconds. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Winston,” he said walking to her. She was a pretty little girl, with delicate features like Charlie. 
 
    “Are you Daddy’s friend?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m your mommy’s cousin.”  
 
    “You mean Charlie’s cousin.” Her tone turned to contempt. She turned back around and went back to what she was doing. 
 
    Winston settled in the rocking chair and, like most the chairs he sat in, he had to lean forward for his feet to touch the floor. “You like playing with dolls?” 
 
    She batted her eyes. “You mean my girls.” She picked up one of dolls with an angelic face and her eyes closed when Faith laid her back in her arms.  
 
    “I had a doll when I was about your age.” 
 
    She giggled. “Boys don’t have dolls, silly.” 
 
    “Well, I did. My dad didn’t like it much, but my mom said it was good for a boy to get in touch with their sensitive side.” 
 
    The little girl pulled her legs up underneath her. “What’s sen...” She crinkled up her nose.  
 
    “Sensitive?” Winston asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Well, as we grow up, we learn how to have feeling for others. When we’re born it’s like it’s all about us. We cry when we’re hungry, or tired, or just cranky. A doll, my mother told me, teaches us how to care about others, even though they’re not human.” 
 
    “Like what do they teach us?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, things like feeling happy or sad for those we love. Or like if your mommy cries”—he placed a hand over his heart—“we feel like crying, too. Our dolls need us, just like our families.” 
 
    “Like when I was in the hospital, my daddy got real sad.” 
 
    No mention of Charlie. “And you probably felt sad too, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She picked up another doll and fidgeted with her clothes. 
 
    “And we are happy when our mommies are happy or, if we have a brother or sister, when they feel hurt, we do too. That’s called being sensitive to what other people feel.” 
 
    She picked up a tiny brush. “I don’t have a brother or sister.” 
 
    “Would you like a brother or sister some day?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” She casually brushed through her doll’s hair. “Maybe if Daddy gets married again.” 
 
    Why was she pushing Charlie away? “Can you tell me the names of all your dolls?” The topic was getting too heavy and Winston could tell she was shutting down. 
 
    “Sure.” She picked up each doll, telling Winston not only their names, but what they liked to eat or their favorite bedtime story. 
 
    “How come you wear your hair like a lady?” she asked, pointing at Winston’s ponytail.  
 
    Winston smiled. “I guess it’s because I like it that way. Everyone should be who they are.” 
 
    She shrugged a shoulder. “Who else could we be?”  
 
    He chuckled. “I guess we can only be ourselves.” 
 
    “Are you two getting to know each other?”  
 
    Winston looked up and saw Clint in the doorway. 
 
    “Daddy.” Faith pointed at Winston. “He played with dolls, too.” 
 
    “Storm just started.” Clint nodded out the window, ignoring the comment. “Gonna be a big one. Forecast predicted ten to twelve inches by morning.” 
 
    “Oh gosh.” Winston pushed up off the rocker. “I better be heading back to the motel.” 
 
    “I’ve got some stew warmin’ up that Charlie’s mother brought out. You’re welcome to spend the night. That is, if you don’t mind the couch.” 
 
    “You sure?” He was hoping Clint would ask him to stay. 
 
    “Might as well be here instead of in a hotel room.” Clint started down the hallway. “Whole town will be shut down within an hour.” 
 
    “I’ll see you downstairs, okay?” Winston briefly touched the top of her head as he walked by. 
 
    She smiled. “Deal.” 
 
     “Haven’t been held hostage by a snow storm since I moved south,” Winston said joining Clint in the kitchen. “New York did me in.” 
 
    “You’re from New York City?” Clint asked. 
 
    “Born and raised there.” 
 
    “Never been.” 
 
    “Ever had a desire to go? Take Charlie and Mira?”  
 
    “Nope,” Clint answered without hesitation. “I’m a country bumpkin and satisfied to stay where I belong.” 
 
    “Almost forgot what snow looks like,” Winston said, looking out the window of the back door. 
 
    “It’s pretty when you’re on the inside looking out.” Clint put a hot pad on his hand and took the lid off the pot on the stove. “But they’ll be half a dozen cars stuck in the ditch from here to Sheffield by morning.”  
 
     “Want me to help, Daddy?” Faith asked scrambling past Winston. 
 
    “That’d be great, Punkin’.” Clint covered the stew. “How ‘bout you set the table?” Clint glanced at Winston. “Grab a beer if you want.” 
 
    “Believe I will.” Winston hadn’t had a beer in years, but it sounded good right now. He’d been anxious about meeting Clint. But it only took a few minutes for him to feel comfortable. It felt as if he’d known the Abbotts for years. 
 
    Over dinner, Clint and Winston talked about the weather and the process of planting corn. Winston chatted about his career as a professor and mentioned his friend Saul briefly. Winston noted Clint’s raised eyebrow when Faith mentioned Winston had a doll when he was her age, silently saying he really didn’t need to know his sexual preference. 
 
    After the dishes were put away, Clint told her to get ready for bed. 
 
    “Can Mister read me a book tonight?” she asked.  
 
    Clint stopped what he was doing. “Mister?”  
 
    “That’s what I call him,” Faith said. 
 
    “But his name is Winston,” Clint told her. 
 
    “I know, but I like Mister better.”  
 
    “I kind of like it.” Winston smiled. “And I’d be honored to read you a book.” 
 
    When she called out to Winston from upstairs, telling him she was ready for her book Winston went into the living room and noticed that the couch was already made up with a blanket and pillow.  
 
    When he reached Mira’s bedroom, he found Faith in her pajamas and in bed holding a book. Her face and hands had been scrubbed clean. He glanced at the cover on the book. “Ahh, Goodnight Moon. I like that book.” 
 
    Mira giggled. “You like the same things as I do.” 
 
    “It appears so.” He pulled the rocker to the side of the bed.  
 
    “I even have a ponytail like you do.”  
 
    “We do like the same things.” She was so innocent, with an upturned nose and infectious smile.  
 
    As he read the story, the little girl scooted under the covers, her eyes growing heavy. She was almost asleep when Clint came in to say prayers.  
 
    She finished her prayer with, “God bless Daddy and my new friend Mister, and Hank. Amen.”  
 
    “Why doesn’t Hank sleep with you anymore?” Clint asked when he tucked Mira in. 
 
    She yawned. “I dunno.” 
 
    Clint bent over, pulled the funny looking little dog out from under the bed, and placed it beside Faith. Immediately, Hank jumped down and scooted back underneath the bed. 
 
    “Maybe you rolled over on him,” Clint said. “And scared him.” 
 
    But Winston knew that wasn’t the reason that Hank was hiding.   
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    It was almost two in the morning when Winston snuck up the stairwell, stopping with every creak of the stairs. He held his breath hoping Clint wouldn’t wake. Finding Winston in his daughter’s room in the middle of the night would be difficult to explain.  
 
    The glow of Mira’s nightlight gave off enough light for him to inch his way into the room without tripping. When Hank let out a low growl, Winston quietly shushed him, sending Hank back into hibernation. 
 
    He tiptoed around to the other side of her bed and went down to his knees. After he listened to her rhythmic breathing to make sure she was asleep Winston gently placed his hand over hers. Clearing his mind of all thoughts, he drew in a deep, cleansing breath and slowly let it out. Take me to Mira, he said silently over and over. Take me to your sister. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he found himself inside a tunnel clouded by a thick haze.  
 
    “Hurry up,” Faith said. 
 
    Squinting through the fog, he made out the back of her head.  
 
    Where were they? He looked back over his shoulder and saw the opening of the large cylinder slowly closing.  
 
    A bout of anxiety hit him. He’d spent his life reuniting loved ones, but had never ventured to the other side. 
 
    She waved him forward. “Come on, Mister, Mira’s waiting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SHANNON WAS MADDER THAN HELL. Clint didn’t even have the balls to tell her what he was doing tonight.  All he said was that he was busy. “Busy with what, Bonehead?”  
 
    Leaning back against her kitchen counter, she downed more wine. “You don’t tell someone you’re in love with that you’re busy.” She stomped out of the kitchen and into the living room, 
 
    She’d called Clint and told him she’d pick up some nice T-bone steaks; Iowa grass fed like the ones he liked cook dinner for him and Mira. And what did he say? “Thanks, but I have plans. Maybe some other time.” 
 
    “Some other time?” How could the man she loved be so cruel? So insensitive to Shannon’s feelings? 
 
    She put the bottle down on the coffee table, grabbed her coat she’d dropped on the couch and threw it across the room. Shannon plopped down on the sofa, put her stocking feet up on the coffee table and crossed one foot over the other. “Phooey on you, Mr. Magoo!” 
 
    Looking around this shit hole of a house made her sick. The place was disgusting. This whole damn town sucked. She should have left a long time ago. She leaned over and clutched the throat of the wine bottle. As she guzzled  the booze, random thoughts raced through her head like a movie in fast forward motion. 
 
    She’d better not find out that he was with Charlie, or he’d pay big time. Her mood changed from revenge to sorrowful when Shannon envisioned Clint’s face, the puppy-dog blue eyes, the warm smile, and the passionate way he looked at her.  
 
    “You love me, I know you do,” Shannon blubbered, tears welling in her eyes. “Why are you doing this to me?” She placed a hand over her throat. “I'm your biggest fan.” 
 
     “I have plans,” she spouted, mimicking Clint in a low voice. “Well, so do I, dumbass.” She wiped tears off her face. “This ain't no puppy love. What we have here, Mr. Abbott is”—she grinned —“verdaderonegocio.” 
 
    She laughed out loud. How the hell could she remember how to say “real deal” from the two years she’d taken Spanish in high school?   
 
    A few seconds later, Shannon shot up off the couch. “Shuuuutuuuup!” She slapped her hands over her ears. “Nana, nana, boo boo, I can’t hear you, Mother.” Her heart raced as beads of perspiration formed on her forehead. “Why can’t you just stay fucking dead?” She stopped in place, wrapped her arms around her waist, and bent over. “Leave me alone!”  
 
     Her blood boiled as she tried to drown out her mother’s voice telling her again that she was stupid and fat and ugly and would never amount to a tinker’s damn.  Trembling, she shouted, “Vamoose, ya damn ghost.”  
 
      “I need you, Clint.” Shannon staggered to the phone in the kitchen, started to dial and then stopped. Shaking her head, she said, “No. no. no.” Each no she said a little louder.  
 
    “Boys don’t like to be chased.” She stared at the phone, willing it to ring. “Call me, honey, please!” After a few seconds of silence, Shannon banged her fist down hard on the countertop. “I said, call me, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    She downed the last of the wine and opened another Chardonnay. Weaving down the hallway, she stopped in the doorway of her bedroom. 
 
    Clothes were strewn across the floor and bed, a couple of glasses stained in red wine sat on the bedside table, and two of the three lights in the ceiling fan had gone out months ago. “So what if I live like a pig?  No one gives a damn about me anyway.” 
 
    Feeling no pain, she set the wine down on the carpet. After struggling to pull the turtleneck sweater over her head, she unzipped her slacks and started to wiggle out of them. But when her foot caught in a pant leg, Shannon tumbled backward onto the mattress.  
 
    “I didn’t deserve this life.” Shannon brought her head up, leaned back on her elbows, and looked up. “I blame You, whoever the hell you are, for my piddly-diddly life.” She shook an angry fist at the ceiling. “You’re to blame for all the crap I’ve been through.” 
 
    In her bra and underpants, she weaved to the full-length mirror that hung on the back of the bedroom door. “Look at me, Mama.” Turning side-to-side, Shannon admired herself. “I’m pretty.” She turned to her side and sucked in her flabby stomach. “I’s pretty as a peach.” She pulled her shoulder length hair up on top of her head and held it in place, smiling at her reflection. 
 
    Shannon slouched down on the carpet and leaned her back against the bed. In between swallows of the cheap wine random thoughts about Clint, her mother, and her life filled her mind.  
 
    Wait! What if Clint was on his way here? To her house? What if he felt guilty that he’d dissed her and wanted to make it up to her?  
 
    Shannon had to be ready for him… shower… do her hair… her makeup… and get into that pretty pink negligee she bought just for him. 
 
    Using the mattress to help her stand, before she went to the bathroom, Shannon flicked on the space heater. Included with the cracker box of a house her mother left behind was a rotten old furnace that wouldn't heat a damn doghouse. 
 
     This was the night. She knew it. Clint was as miserable as Shannon was not being able to share with the world that they were in love. Tonight they would consummate their love. Just thinking about Clint touching her, nibbling his way down to her private place sent chills through Shannon. 
 
    Naked, she pulled back the shower curtain, and stepped into the shower.  
 
    “Come to me, my love,” she whispered, as the hot water rolled down her back, shoulders, and thighs. “I need you.” 
 
    When Shannon’s eyes started to sting she sniffed the air. Something was burning. Had she put something in the oven and forgotten about it? 
 
    She stepped out of the tub and, as she turned the corner into the hallway, she gasped. “Oh my God!” she shouted when she saw smoke rolling out of her bedroom door. 
 
    Hurrying down the hall, Shannon stood frozen in place when she saw flames moving rapidly across the carpet to the curtains. “Sweet Jesus, no.” Her eyes flicked to the wine bottle that had fallen on the space heater.  
 
    Her lungs filling with smoke, she raced back to the bathroom. “Hurry, hurry, hurry!” Trembling, she grabbed a towel, stuffed it down into the sink, and turned on the water.  
 
    Rushing back to her bedroom with the drenched cloth, she slapped it down over the sizzling blaze over and over again, but it was too late. She needed help.  
 
    Gasping, her throat parched, Shannon weaved toward the living room. Her lungs felt like they were going to explode and her legs were wobbly. God help me. Someone help me. 
 
    When she glanced back over her shoulder, she saw the fire heading straight for her. Crumbling to the floor wheezing and weak, dancing flames licked at her toes, the scorching pain excruciating. 
 
    I don’t want to die, she tried to say, but nothing came out. She crept  forward on her stomach; her mouth wide open, fighting for air. 
 
    Disoriented, Shannon didn’t even know if she was going in the right direction. 
 
    Just as the tips of her fingers touched the bottom of the front door, she could no longer fight the battle and everything around her turned to black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
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    IT HAD ONLY TAKEN SECONDS FOR WINSTON to channel Faith. It was as if she wanted to take him to her sister.  
 
    “Where are we going? Winston asked.  
 
    She turned around. “You’ll see.”  
 
    When they stepped out of the sultry tunnel, what he saw took Winston’s breath away.  
 
    To the right looked like an ocean, or a large body of water, with gentle waves lapping at the shoreline of a white sandy beach. A few feet out from the shore, bright-colored fish shot up out of the crystal-clear water and dove gracefully back in. He noticed two child-size lounge chairs shaded by pink umbrellas and surrounded by sand pails and beach balls 
 
     To his left was a dense forest with tall, regal pine trees. It was like Kentucky and Florida had been seamlessly woven together.  
 
    When he heard music, Winston spotted the carousel. Lights flashed above pairs of plastic ponies following each other around a circle as they moved slowly up and down. 
 
    “Mira loved the carousel she saw at the fair,” Faith told him and looked up. “And balloons too.” 
 
    Winston tilted his head back and gazed at the dozens of pink, yellow, blue, and green balloons float across the endless, blue sky.  
 
    “Who lives here?” Winston asked puzzled. 
 
    “Just me,” she answered. “And now Mira.” 
 
    “You mean there’s never been anyone else here?”  
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Where the hell was he? Maybe he’d fallen asleep and was dreaming instead of channeling Faith. 
 
    “Come on,” She told him, breaking into his thoughts. “Let’s go find Mira.” 
 
    The chirping of what sounded like a million birds served as a backdrop when they made their way around dense trees. Winston’s anxiety grew stronger as they traveled deeper into the woods.  
 
    A cottage appeared when they came to a clearing. Winston shielded his eyes from the bright sun, admiring the thick lush ivy that traveled up the outside walls to the A-framed thatched roof. Tulips, daffodils, and daisies filled the front yard and bordered a white picket fence. The curved sidewalk that led to the bright red front door was framed in hundreds of dark purple violets. 
 
     “Whose house is this?” he asked. 
 
    “Mine, silly. And now it’s Mira’s.” 
 
    Winston held back his many questions. His suspicions had been right:  Faith had taken control of Mira’s mind and body. It was clear that it was Faith who held the power and he needed to be careful not to make her angry. 
 
    “Wait.” She closed her eyes.  
 
    A few seconds later Winston heard barking. He turned toward the yelps and saw a dog that looked exactly like Hank running toward Faith. 
 
    “Mira was thinking about Hank just now.” Faith bent over and patted the top of his head. 
 
    “So you brought Hank here?”  
 
    “Well, not the real Hank, but he looks like him.” Faith looked up at Winston. “Wouldn’t be fair if I have a dog, and Mira didn’t have one, too, would it?” 
 
    Winston didn’t know what to say, as whatever was going on with Faith and Mira was beyond his experience. When he heard a faint whimper, his eyes skimmed the forest until he spotted a small form curled up at the base of a tree. 
 
    “There she is.” Faith started for Mira with Hank following. “I’m Faith,” she said. “But you knew that, right?” 
 
    “I suspected,” Winston said, “If you were aware that I knew you weren’t Mira why did you bring me here?”  
 
    “‘cause Mira’s lonely. I thought maybe you could cheer her up.”  
 
    Faith knew she was in charge and had no fear that Winston could help Mira. 
 
    When they reached Mira, Faith plopped down on the ground next to her sister. “Get up, Sissy,” Faith said and helped her sister sit up. Mira was identical to Faith, except that Mira was thinner and paler and her clothes were wrinkled and dirty. 
 
    “You doin’ okay?” Faith asked Mira. 
 
    Winston decided to listen to the twins’ conversation. 
 
    Mira looked up at Winston, her sad eyes pleading with him, her lower lip quivering. “I wanna go home.”  
 
    “I brought my new friend to see you,” Mira said. “He has a funny name, but I can’t ’member it.” 
 
    Trying to remain calm and objective, Winston bent over and put his hands on his knees. Looking into Mira’s eyes, he said, “My name is Winston.”  
 
    “Can you help me get outta here?” Mira asked. 
 
     “I told you that you’re not going anywhere!” Faith spouted angrily. 
 
    Mira cowered, shielding her face with her arms.  
 
    “Honey,” Winston said to Mira, “It’s going to be okay. I promise.” 
 
     “I want my mommy.” She started to cry and took hold of Winston’s hand. “Please, I want to go home.” 
 
    “I know,” he soothed, stroking her tangled hair. “I know.” 
 
    He reached out and took hold of Faith’s hand. “I’d love to see the inside of your home.” 
 
    “I think you’ll like it.” She looked around him at Mira. “He’ll like it won’t he, Sissy?” 
 
    Mira didn’t respond.  
 
    Winston could feel every emotion going through each child just by holding their small hands. He felt Faith’s strong will power, and Mira’s hopelessness. 
 
    When they reached the red front door, Faith turned the knob, and Winston followed the twins inside. 
 
    The one room cottage was small, but homey. Tall white candles scattered around the wood floor were lit and a dozen or so miniature stained-glassed Disney characters hung from the ceiling, creating a kaleidoscope of a colors reflecting off the light yellow painted walls.  
 
    A shelf that ran the length of one wall was low enough for the six-year-old girls to reach the mason jars filled with jelly beans, M&M’s, and gummy bears. 
 
    Faith nodded at the ledge. “Those are all Mira’s favorite treats.” 
 
    Replicas of pictures Winston had seen in Mira’s home covered the walls and, when he walked closer the hair on the back of his neck stood up. Every photo not only had Mira in it, but Faith. 
 
    “Be careful.” Winston heard. Saul had found him. Maybe he had more answers than Winston, but he couldn’t ask him now.  
 
    “Your home is beautiful,” he told Faith. 
 
    “Wasn’t my idea,” Faith answered. “Mira thought it up.” 
 
    “Thought what up?”  
 
    “Faith says that whatever I think of and like, she can make it just appear.” Mira sat down on the edge of the bed covered in a pink and white checked spread just like the one in her room. 
 
    “Well”—Faith rolled her eyes—“like one time Mira saw a picture of the ocean and love it so much that I just closed my eyes and wished and wished for one. And when I opened my eyes, there it was.” Faith giggled. “And one time Daddy read Mira a book about a little girl and boy who were walking through a forest and—” 
 
    “Hansel and Gretel,” Mira interrupted. 
 
    “And they were leaving these breadcrumbs or something like that,” Faith said excitedly and looked to Mira. “Right?” 
 
    Mira nodded. 
 
    “And that’s how you came up with this house,” Winston added. “It’s like the one in the book.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.”  
 
    “So everything here came from Mira’s thoughts?” Winston couldn’t believe what he was hearing, let alone understand it. 
 
    “Everything my sissy really, really likes is here,” Faith said excited. “And, it’s everything I like too.” 
 
    Although it seemed impossible, somehow their minds were sharing information. “Well, if you have everything here that Mira has, why would you want to leave?” Winston asked Faith. 
 
    Faith took a stance. “‘cause I don’t have my Daddy. And it’s my turn to be with him and have a real home.” 
 
    “But you don’t want to be with your mommy?” Winston asked Faith. 
 
    Faith frowned. “’Cause she let me go and kept Mira.” 
 
     “How long?” Winston asked. “How long have you been able to see what Mira’s doing?” 
 
    Faith shrugged her shoulders. “Forever, I think.” 
 
     “So it was you who told the police that your mother hurt Mira,” Winston stated. 
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    “What about letting Mira go home to tell her mommy and daddy goodbye?” he tried to reason. 
 
    “No way,” Faith said flippantly. “Mira got to live with Daddy for a long, long time. And now it’s my turn.”  
 
    Winston had to think. “How ’bout we take a walk?” He needed to buy some time. “I’d like to see all the wonderful things here.”  
 
    As they walked, Mira was quiet as Faith babbled on and on. She explained to Winston that the swing set, the sand pile, toys and dolls were the same that Mira had at her house. “Mira has the everything here as she does at Daddy’s house.” 
 
    When Winston saw the tunnel suddenly appear, he stiffened.  
 
    “Mister and I have to go now,” Faith said letting go of Winston’s hand, “but we’ll come back and visit again, okay?” 
 
    Mira stared down at the ground.  
 
    “Faith”—Winston squeezed Mira’s hand—“how about letting Mira go back with me and you stay here for a while.” 
 
    Faith’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not Mira’s home anymore. It’s mine.” 
 
    Winston felt a cold breeze brush over his cheek. “Just for a little visit.” 
 
    Suddenly, everything grew eerily quiet. The birds no longer chirped, the waves in the ocean turned from calm to turbulent and the skies began to darken. Winston shivered when he realized Faith’s mood could change the atmosphere. 
 
    Taking a chance that Faith would let them go, Winston tugged on Mira’s hand and started toward the tunnel.  
 
    When the sky turned black, Winston quickened his pace. “Try to stay with me, honey,” he told Mira, “And don’t look back.” 
 
    “Stop!” Faith shouted.  
 
    When the wind picked up, clumps of dirt, grass, and sand whirled around Winston and Mira, making it difficult to see. Winston started to run and whisked Mira up into his arms, hobbling as fast as he could toward the passageway. 
 
    Help me, Saul, Winston said silently as sheets of rain began to pour down on them.  
 
    His heart racing and out-of-breath, Winston stopped when Faith appeared in front of him, seemingly untouched by the tornado-type conditions. He saw her clothes were dry and her hair wasn’t moving with the gusts of wind as if there was an invisible shield around her. 
 
    Winston tried to move past Faith, but she thrust out an arm, stopping him. 
 
    Tears welled in Faith’s eyes.“You want to take Mira back and leave me here? I thought I could trust you.”  
 
    When a bolt of lightning barely missed Winston’s feet, a roar of thunder followed, sending out a warning. His heart beating rapidly, Winston pushed past Faith. But when another lightning bolt struck so close, blinding him, Winston dropped to his knees, shielding Mira. 
 
    “You’re not my friend, Mister.” Faith’s voice sounded far away. When Winston looked up, he found Faith inside the tunnel. 
 
    “Don’t do this,” he shouted, but words were in vain as he watched the opening close and Faith disappear.  
 
    A few seconds later, the wind began to calm, the clouds parted, and a perfect rainbow appeared in the sky. 
 
     Dear God, what the hell was he going to do? He looked down at Mira he held tight in his arms, her face devoid of expression.  
 
    Faith had left them trapped somewhere between heaven and hell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A PIERCING SCREAM WOKE HIM. Clint lunged out of bed, tore his way down the hall and into Mira’s room.  
 
    He flicked on the overhead light. “What’s going on?”   
 
    She was noticeably trembling, her knees pulled up to her chest, her back sandwiched tight against the headboard. 
 
    She glanced down at the floor. “It’s Mister.” She sniveled. “I think he’s dead.”  
 
    “What?” Clint scrambled to the other side of her bed and saw Winston on the floor, his eyes closed and his complexion colorless.  
 
    “Jesus.” Clint dropped to his knees and shook his shoulder. “Winston? Wake up!” He shook him again, but there was no response. 
 
    When he placed two fingers on the side of his neck, and found a heartbeat, he rushed back to the door. “I’m going to call an ambulance. Stay where you are.”  
 
    His heart racing, what the hell was Winston doing in Mira’s room at four in the morning?  
 
    “Nine-one-one dispatch,” a voice answered. “What’s your emergency?”  
 
    “It’s Clint Abbott. There’s a guy at my house who’s unconscious and I can’t rouse him.” 
 
    “What’s your location?”  
 
    “The Abbott farm,” he said. “Two miles west of Sheffield on Highway34.” 
 
    After Clint hung up, he found a blanket in the closet of the spare bedroom, and covered Winston.  “Go on downstairs, honey,” he said. 
 
    He shook Winston’s shoulder again. “Winston?” 
 
    She scooted off the bed. “Is Mister dead, Daddy?” 
 
    “No, he’ll be fine,” Clint said calmly so as not to upset her. “Just go downstairs and wait until the ambulance gets here.”  
 
     He checked for a pulse again. Winston’s clothes were disheveled and tendrils of hair stuck out from his head. What in the world had gone— 
 
    The blare of an ambulance siren interrupted his thoughts. He hurried down the stairs taking two steps at a time and into the kitchen. When Clint noticed that Mira was at the table eating a bowl of cereal, he asked, “You okay?”  
 
    “Uh-huh,” she told him, swirling milk and cereal around with a spoon.  
 
    “Winston will be fine, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I know,” she answered, and took another bite of cereal. 
 
    Was she in shock? She acted as if nothing had happened.  
 
    “He’s upstairs,” Clint told the paramedics when they hurried into the kitchen. He nodded toward the living room. “Through there.”  
 
    “Who is this person to you?” one of the paramedics asked on the way to the second floor. 
 
    “My wife’s cousin. Winston,” Clint called after them. “Winston Smith. He’s in the second bedroom on the left.”  
 
    Clint was a mess. What if Winston died on the way to the hospital? Or maybe he’d already passed.  
 
    He watched as Mira poured more cereal into her bowl, walked to her, and pressed his lips to the top of her head. If Winston had so much as touched her, Clint wouldn’t be responsible for what he did to him.  
 
    “Honey, did Winston do or say anything to you?” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked. 
 
    Clint had no idea how to approach the subject. “I mean, did he say anything or—” 
 
    “Nuh-uh. I just woke up and saw him lying there like he was dead.” 
 
    She showed no emotion. No tears. Not even a hint of sadness in her voice. 
 
    “That must have been really scary.” 
 
    “It was at first.” She smiled. “But he’ll be okay.” 
 
    A few minutes later Winston was brought downstairs on a stretcher. He was covered in a blanket, an oxygen mask over his face.  
 
    “He’s going to be okay, right?” Clint asked. 
 
    “Pulse is weak, but he’s still alive,” the medic answered as they carried Winston out the back door. 
 
     “I’ll be in town later to check on him,” Clint called after them. “Please give the hospital my number.” Numb, he watched the ambulance leave before closing the back door.  
 
    Clint’s emotions were at an all time high, going from empathy for Winston because he was obviously not well, to fuming, wondering what he was doing in Mira’s room. 
 
    “I need to talk to your Mommy.” 
 
    She looked up. “Why?”  
 
    “She needs to know about her cousin. There’s no school today because of the storm, so I want you to go stay with your friend Chelsea while I check on Winston and then go talk to Mommy.” 
 
     “I don’t want you to talk to Charlie!” she cried angrily. 
 
    “Hey,”—his nerves were shot—“this is not an option, young lady,” Clint said sternly and then swung an arm toward the living room. “Now go upstairs and get dressed.” 
 
    Hysterical, Mira jumped out of her chair and ran out of the room.  
 
    “Mira.” Feeling guilty that he’d lost his patience, he started after her, but stopped when he reached the stairs. Hearing her loud sobs, Clint put his hand on the top of the banister, feeling ashamed. This was one of those times, however, that he needed to be Charlie and Mira was not going to get her way.  
 
    He walked to the picture window, his mind reliving finding a stranger lying beside Mira’s bed, and then to his child who appeared seemingly untouched by the incident.  
 
    As he made his way upstairs to take a shower, Clint felt heavy, as if each shoulder weighed a thousand pounds. 
 
      
 
    [image: scroll design.jpg] 
 
      
 
    “Why do you wanna talk to Charlie?” Faith asked on their way into town. 
 
    “I miss Mommy, don’t you?” Clint glanced in his rearview mirror, seeing her head turn toward the window. 
 
    “Mommy’s my best friend.” Clint watched for a reaction. 
 
    Mira’s eyes narrowed. “Nuh-uh. I’m your best friend.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, too.” 
 
    When Clint called Chelsea’s mother and asked if he could bring Mira over, he was relieved when she said yes. He’d thought she might tell him no because of what had happened when Mira visited Chelsea the last time, plus the whole town was in an uproar with the allegations that Charlie had abused Mira. 
 
      After he walked Mira to Chelsea’s door, Clint bent over and put his hands on his knees. “Honey, I’m sorry I got mad at you. It’s not you I’m angry with.” 
 
    “Then who are you mad at?” 
 
    Clint thought about how he could respond. “I’m upset with the situation.” 
 
    Mira looked up at him, her innocent eyes melting Clint. “Everything’s gonna be okay, Daddy. We Abbotts are tough, right?” 
 
    He stood up straight, warding off tears. “That we are.” Clint, however, was losing his toughness and turning into a ball of emotional mush. 
 
    “You gonna see Mister, right?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m going to check on him.” When Mira didn’t respond, he asked, “Anything you want me to tell him?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No.”  
 
    “Mira will be fine.” Chelsea’s mother told Clint when she answered the door. “With school closed, Chelsea is excited to have a play date.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Clint headed for his truck. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    All the way to the hospital Clint tried to understand why Winston had gone into Mira’s bedroom. As much as he wanted to believe that Charlie’s cousin had no ulterior motives, why else would a grown man go into a child’s bedroom in the middle of the night? Winston seemed like a nice guy, but then appearances can be deceiving.  
 
    After he parked his truck at the hospital, his anger rose with each step he took toward the entrance. By the time he reached the reception desk, Clint was furious. He was no longer giving Charlie’s cousin the benefit of the doubt. Something wasn’t right. “Could you tell me what room Winston Smith is in?”  
 
    “Let me check for you, Clint. Did you say his last name is Smith?” 
 
    Clint stared at the older woman for a few seconds. “Oh, man,” Clint said, embarrassed he hadn’t recognized the lady who was the mother of one of his best friends in high school. “How are you Mrs. Gillespie?  Sorry, my brain is working overtime.” 
 
    “No problem,” she told Clint going down the roster of patients, “I don’t see that a Winston Smith has been admitted.”  
 
    “Maybe check with ER.” Clint hoped he hadn’t died because he wanted to confront the SOB.  
 
    She picked up the in house phone and dialed. “Yes, I have Clint Abbott here and he’s asking if there’s a Winston Smith in the ER?” She listened and nodded at Clint. “Okay, I’ll give him the message?” 
 
    “Message?” Clint asked. 
 
    “Mr. Smith is still in the ER, but his vitals are good and he’s awake. However, one of the nurses asked you to wait here as someone wants to speak with you.” She glanced at the chairs in the lobby. “Just take a seat and she’ll be right here.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” Clint thought the nurse probably wanted to know if Winston had any relatives they should contact. He knew nothing about the man, only that he’d been raised in New York City. Now that he thought about it, no one in Charlie’s family had ever mentioned any relatives who lived in New York.  
 
    Clint couldn’t get the incident with Winston off his mind. The more he thought about what happened, the more he became suspicious that Charlie was somehow involved in yet another cover up. She’d deceived Clint once when she’d taken Mira to Omaha and  maybe there was more she’d not told Clint. Maybe Winston was the child psychiatrist who was recommended by the person Charlie had taken Mira to see. And Charlie had asked Winston not to tell Clint who he was. 
 
    “Mr. Abbott?” Clint heard and looked up. 
 
    “Yes,” he stood. 
 
    “Please, don’t get up,” a brown eyed nurse with a dimple in her left cheek said. When she sat down, Clint took the chair next to her.  
 
    “How’s Winston?” Clint asked. 
 
    “I was in the emergency room when Mr. Smith came in, but I’m not his nurse. I wanted to talk to you about someone else who was admitted last night. Shannon,” the nurse told him before Clint asked. “Shannon Patterson.” 
 
    “Why is she here?” Just hearing her name irritated him. 
 
    “You hear about the fire last night?” 
 
    “Caught it on the radio coming into town.” He paused. “Was that Shannon’s house?” 
 
    “It was a terrible fire, and she almost didn’t make it out. Smoke inhalation and her feet and ankles have third degree burns.”  
 
    “So they transported her to Sheffield?” Clint felt bad that he hadn’t much empathy for Shannon when the nurse first mentioned her name.  
 
    The nurse nodded. “Closest hospital to Jamestown.” 
 
    “But, why’d you want to talk to me about Shannon?” 
 
     “Look, I’m from around here and I know you are married to Charlie,” —she changed positions—“and felt I should speak to you about what Ms. Patterson is telling everyone.” 
 
    Confused, Clint asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    The nurse looked around as if she was about to tell him a secret. She leaned toward Clint. “Shannon inferred that you and she are a couple.” 
 
    He jolted backward in his chair. “A what?”   
 
    “She asked me to get in touch with you and told me that you’d want to be with her at the hospital.” 
 
    His blood boiling, Clint told himself not to overreact. “I have no idea what she’s talking about.” 
 
    “I figured that. She’s been inconsolable for a couple of hours now, wanting to know where you are. When I heard that someone was being transported from your farm to the hospital, I didn’t want to call and disturb you. I thought it best to talk to you when you arrived.” 
 
    “Where in the hell would that woman get the idea that she and I are a couple?” Clint asked, thinking out loud. 
 
    “To tell you the truth, my brother Cory had a problem with Shannon a while back.” 
 
    Clint listened. 
 
    “Cory befriended her because he felt sorry for her, but after a month or so the rumors started flying that Shannon was telling everyone they were getting married.”  
 
    “But they weren’t,” Clint added. 
 
    “Not even close. He wasn’t the least bit interested in her as a girlfriend or a wife. And when Cory wouldn’t take her calls, she wouldn’t leave him alone.” She lowered her voice. “Shannon has no idea who I am because our family never met her and I’m married, so my last name isn’t the same as Cory’s. That’s why I felt it best to talk to you in person. My feeling is that she’s not quite…” she stopped. 
 
    “Right in the head?” Clint asked. “I’m starting to be a believer, too.” 
 
    “That wasn’t very professional of me. I’m not a psychiatrist, but—” 
 
    “Neither am I, but it doesn’t take an education to see when someone’s off their rocker.”  
 
    The nurse covered her mouth and giggled. “Sorry, but you’re right.” 
 
    “Please give Ms. Patterson my condolences and tell her that I will not be stopping by to see her.” He stood. “Thank you for sharing this information with me. It explains a lot.” 
 
    “Will do. And I apologize.” 
 
    Clint waved a hand in the air as he walked to the front desk. “It’s not you who should apologize.” 
 
    Clint was fed up with everyone and everything. He wanted to strangle Shannon Patterson and, as for Winston Smith, he was almost positive that Charlie had lied about him. But why? 
 
    “Mind if I use your phone?” Clint asked Mrs. Gillespie.  
 
    She turned the phone around toward him. “Just dial nine for an outside line.” 
 
    When he heard Charlie voice, Clint lost it. He didn’t give a rip if anyone overheard him.  
 
    “Charlie,” he said enraged, “just who the hell is Winston Smith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “DON’T YOU DARE LIE TO ME,” Clint said sternly. “I want to know who this Winston guy is.” 
 
    Charlie knew it was only a matter of time before he found out who Winston was. “I’ll tell you, but first I—” 
 
    “I want to know now!”  
 
    His anger startled her. Clint rarely got upset. “I need to tell you in person.” 
 
    “I’m at the hospital to see your so-called cousin,” Clint said. 
 
    “The hospital? Why?” 
 
    “I can’t talk about it right now.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” What had happened? There was no way she could tell her Clint the truth. Not now. He was too angry.  
 
    “How is he? What’s going on?” Charlie asked, and then added, “Never mind, I’ll come see him myself.” 
 
    “Stop avoiding my question,” Clint said. 
 
    “Clint, I’ll tell you, but not over the phone. Where’s Mira?” she asked changing the subject. 
 
    “At a friend’s. Oh, and, by the way, our friend Shannon Patterson is in the hospital, too.” 
 
    Charlie was confused. “Visiting Winston?” 
 
    “Nope. She was brought by ambulance last night.”  
 
    “Good God, what happened to her?” Charlie put her hand on the back of her neck, feeling a headache coming on again.  
 
    “Guess her house caught on fire.”  
 
    “Was that hers?” Charlie remembered seeing a house in Jamestown that had burned to the ground, but didn’t hear whose home it was. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is she all right?” Although there was no love lost over Shannon Patterson, Charlie didn’t wish her any harm.  
 
    “Said something about third-degree burns, but yes, she’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Where what?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Where do you want to meet?” 
 
    Charlie couldn’t think. “I don’t want to meet in public.” 
 
    “I’ll come to your parents?” 
 
    “No. They’ve had enough. I’m trying to protect them.” 
 
    “Then, where, Charlie? I have to get off the phone.” 
 
    “Winston’s hotel room. He won’t mind if we meet there. I’ll go see him and then meet you in the parking lot at say”—she looked at her watch and saw it was 9:30—“11:30. Would that work?” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Clint told her and then hung up without saying goodbye. 
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     “Winston,” Charlie said when she came into his room. The hospital bed was cranked up and he was sitting up. “What’s going on?” He looked haggard; his gray hair hung to his shoulders, the dark circles under his eyes prominent.  
 
    “Close the door,” he told her. 
 
    Winston grinned as Charlie walked toward him. “Now you know what I look like without makeup.” 
 
    Charlie laughed. Even though she’d just met him a couple of days ago Charlie felt a bond. “Well, your hair could use a little conditioner.” She put a hand down on the side of his bed. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, considering.” He reached over, picked up a glass of water on his bedside table and took a sip.  
 
    “Considering?” 
 
    “You need to know what happened last night.”  
 
    After he explained that he’d channeled her and what had happened when he found Mira, he hesitated before continuing. “It’s Faith, not Mira who’s causing the problems.” 
 
    Feeling light-headed, she said, “You’re sure.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But how—” 
 
    “I have no idea how this happened.” When Winston changed positions, he let out a sigh. 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” Charlie placed a gentle hand over his. “Want me to call a nurse?” 
 
    “No, I want to talk to you with a clear head. Mira’s in trouble.” He stared into Charlie’s eyes. “Faith says it’s her turn to be with Daddy.”  
 
    Charlie was concerned about Winston. His voice was weary and Charlie wondered if he was physically up to what she’d got him into.  
 
    “I’m surprised Faith let me come back.” 
 
    “What do you mean, let you come back?”  
 
    “Faith holds all the power. Once you’re in her world, she’s in control.” 
 
    Charlie was trying to put all of this together. “Why does Faith hate me?”  
 
    “She said something about how you don’t love her as much as you do Mira,” Winston answered. 
 
    “Of course, I love her.” Charlie’s eyes welled with tears. She couldn’t help but feel envious that Winston had been with both Mira and Faith. Charlie had only been able to day dream about what it would be like to be with both of her girls at the same time. 
 
     “Where is she? Mira?” Charlie held her breath. 
 
    “It’s the damnedest thing.” Winston shook his head. “Somehow Faith created a world from things Mira likes. There’s an ocean, a forest with a cottage that looks like the house in Hansel and Gretel, and balloons floating in the sky.”  
 
    Charlie tried to envision Faith’s world. “If anyone else was telling me this,” Charlie said, “I would say they were completely off their rocker. Can I go there? And be with Mira?” 
 
    “Not unless you have the gift of reading minds. There’s no other way to reach Mira.”  
 
    Charlie couldn’t begin to understand what Winston was telling her. “How could it be imaginary if you were there?” 
 
    “The human mind is amazing.” Winston tapped a finger on the side of his head. “The brain is what controls someone’s reality. And Faith took me into her reality.” 
 
     “In my heart I knew she wasn’t Mira.” She wiped a tear off her cheek. “How do we get her back?” 
 
    He spread his hands apart. “I have a plan, but…”  
 
    “You don’t know if it will work.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “How is Mira?” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, Charlie.” He met her gaze. “She’s not good.” 
 
    “You mean emotionally?” 
 
    Winston hesitated. “That and she’s weak.” 
 
    When he looked away, Charlie realized what Winston was trying to tell her. “We could lose her forever, couldn’t we, Winston?” 
 
    “Mira’s lost hope that she’ll ever come home again.” 
 
    All Charlie ever wanted to do is to protect Mira. And now her child was out there somewhere trying to survive. “Oh god, Winston. Do you think it would help if I talk to Faith?” Charlie asked.  
 
    “Faith is beyond reasoning; she’ll do what it takes to stay with Clint.” 
 
    She bowed her head, feeling broken and helpless to save Mira. “There has to be a way.” 
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
    Charlie wiped the tears off her cheeks.  
 
    “But I have to have both you and Clint’s full cooperation.” 
 
    Charlie felt a glimmer of hope. “If you bring Mira back, what will happen to Faith?”  
 
    “She’ll go to where she should have gone six years ago. She never fully passed.” 
 
    “And if you can’t bring Mira back?” 
 
    “Then it will be Mira, not Faith, who leaves this world.” 
 
    Charlie would never accept the possibility that she could lose Mira. “I can’t talk about that,” she choked out.  
 
    After Winston explained his plan, Charlie left the hospital and started for the hotel. Her stomach tied in knots, she had no idea how to convince Clint to go along with Winston.  From what Winston told her, there was little time left to save Mira. 
 
    “Mira, it’s Mommy,” she whispered to no one, trying to hold back her tears. “If you can hear me, hang on. Please, baby, just hang on a little longer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ON HER WAY TO THE HOTEL, Charlie rehearsed how she was going to approach Clint about Winston’s proposal. She started over and over again, changing up words and softening her tone. 
 
    She parked in front of room 27 and checked out the parking lot, paranoid there might be spying eyes. In reality, she didn’t give a damn who was watching. The only thing that mattered was bringing Mira home. 
 
    She arrived fifteen minutes early and unlocked the room with the key Winston had given her. It was small, no bigger than Mira’s room with a full-sized bed, a wobbly end table that held a brass candlestick lamp, and a lopsided dresser with a television on top complete with crooked rabbit ears.  
 
    In the bathroom, Charlie noticed a dark brownish yellow ring around the bathtub. Winston was meticulous, and it had to drive him crazy to stay in a place like this. 
 
    Every two minutes she pulled back the floral curtains that hung over the front picture window, watching for Clint. When she heard a door slam, she peeked out and saw Clint getting out of his truck.  
 
    Her nerves on edge, she opened the door and waved. “I’m in here.” The moment he walked in, she threw her arms around him. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    He took her hands from around his neck and stepped back, “He isn’t your cousin, is he?” 
 
    She went to the end of the bed and sat down. Folding her hands together, she placed them in her lap. “He’s… a medium. A psychic.” 
 
    “What?” Clint’s face turned an angry red. “And just what tree did you find this guy sleeping under?” He shook his head. “I told you absolutely no—” 
 
    “I know.” She looked down. “I’m sorry, but—” 
 
    “No!” Clint shouted. “No buts, Charlie.” 
 
    She sat up straight, her adrenalin pumping. “Don’t you dare raise your voice to me. That child in our home is not Mira.” 
 
    Clint tossed his arms up in the air dramatically. “You brought a total stranger into our home?” he leaned over toward her, his eyes filled with contempt. “I found him in Mira’s bedroom, Charlie,” he shouted. “Her bedroom! Do you know what he could have done to her? Are you fucking nuts?” 
 
    She jumped up from the bed. “I’m fucking right is what I am, Clint Abbott.” 
 
    “And that’s what this guy, Winston, or whatever the hell his name is, told you? That he’s right?” 
 
    “He said that last night when he was in Mira’s room he was able to connect to Faith’s mind and he—” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sakes. Faith?” Clint turned around, grasped the doorknob and threw open the door. “I’m not going to listen to this bullshit.” 
 
    Charlie grabbed his arm and forcefully turned him back around. “You are not leaving this room until you hear what I have to say.”  
 
    “No way am I going to listen to any more of your nonsense.” 
 
    He was pushing her to her limits. “Really?  For some reason, I thought we were partners in this marriage.” 
 
    “So did I. But once again,”—he laid a hand down on her shoulder and smiled a sarcastic grin—“Charlie did what Charlie wanted to do and didn’t give a damn about anyone but herself.” 
 
    She pointed at herself. “Myself?” Charlie was beyond anger. “This is not a partnership. It’s a dictatorship ruled by Mr. High and Mighty who won’t open his pea brain and see the truth.” 
 
      “For God’s sakes,” Clint spat, glaring at Charlie. “Just tell me what you have to say so I can go get my daughter.”  
 
    Charlie had had it with him. “Screw you!” She stomped to the bed, snatched up her purse, and grabbed her coat. She marched past him through the open door. “Just go get your divorce and be on your merry way.” 
 
    He put a hand on her back. “Wait.”  
 
    She whipped back around. “Don’t touch me,” she told him, tears streaming down her cheeks as she started for her car. “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He followed her. “Please, Charlie. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Charlie stood still for a few seconds, debating on whether to leave. She turned back around. “I’m warning you. Don’t mess with me.” 
 
    He nodded with that puppy dog look in his eyes. Charlie stood still for a few seconds and then went back into the room.  
 
     “Look,” Clint began as he closed the door, “I know something’s not right.” 
 
    “Then why are you acting like such a shit?” 
 
    “Because what you’re telling me is…” Clint paused. 
 
    “Nuts?” As hurt as Charlie was, and how badly she wanted to tell Clint to go straight to hell, she had to use this opportunity to try and convince him to do what Winston suggested.  
 
    After she told him about Winston seeing Mira, and how Winston felt she was giving up on ever coming home again, Clint walked to one of the two chairs on either side of the picture window and sat down. She needed to let him process what she’d just told him about Faith’s imaginary world and how Mira looked when Winston saw her. 
 
    He sat hunched over, staring straight ahead at nothing as if in a trance. 
 
    “Clint?” she finally broke the silence. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “What are you thinking?”  
 
    His expression was deadpan.  
 
    “It’s just so out there. How am I supposed to believe that after six years Faith has come back from the dead?” 
 
    “I wish I had the answers.”  
 
    “This kind of stuff happens in movies I won’t even watch because they’re total nonsense.”  
 
    “But what if Winston is right?” she asked. 
 
    Clint shook his head. “I don’t know, Charlie. Honest to God, I don’t know.”  
 
    She walked to the chair and knelt down in front of him, covering his knees with her hands. “I don’t want to fight.” 
 
    “Me, either.” 
 
    “I miss us, Clint. I miss you being next to me at night. I miss talking to you.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I miss my best friend.”  
 
    He leaned over and kissed her lips briefly.  
 
    With their lips locked in a fiery kiss, Clint stood and brought Charlie up to him. He slowly walked her backward to the bed and laid her down on the spread. His breathing labored, he quickly took off her clothes. His eyes moved lustfully over her neck and breasts as he hurriedly stripped naked.  
 
    Breathless, she grabbed his hands and pulled him down on top of her. “I need you.” 
 
    God, she wanted him. She didn’t want to think about anything but the moment.  
 
    Charlie writhed beneath him as Clint kissed her nipples, her fingertips, and then worked his way down to her thighs.  She couldn’t wait any longer and guided him inside of her. 
 
    Moving together rhythmically, their bodies pressed together as one, she arched her back in anticipation as Clint moaned with pleasure. When they climaxed together, the passion and lust was so intense, it left her breathless.   
 
    A few minutes later, Charlie lay in his arms as Clint stroked her back. 
 
    Content, Charlie looked up into his eyes. “I’m glad you messed with me.” 
 
    “I like messing with you.” He brushed his lips over hers and rolled out of bed. 
 
    “Are you leaving?” she asked, disappointed. 
 
    “I have to pick up Mira.” Clint pulled up his jeans and grinned. “I’ve never seen you so—” 
 
    “Aggressive?” 
 
    “I liked it.”  
 
    Making love had released the tension they’d both needed.  
 
    “By the way, how’s Shannon Patterson?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Don’t know.” He pulled a sweatshirt over his head. “Don’t care.” 
 
    “Well, you do care or you wouldn’t be the person I married.” 
 
    “It seems Shannon told the nurses we were a couple. And then asked them to call me.” 
 
    “I kinda figured out that she had it bad for you. Why else would she lie about me pushing her down? It was obvious that she wanted me out of the way.” 
 
    “I’m pressing charges.” He sat down in a chair and pulled on a boot. 
 
    “For what?” Charlie laughed. “I don’t think there’s a law against having a crush.” 
 
    “She shouldn’t be working with children.” 
 
    “Or good looking fathers.” 
 
    Although Charlie didn’t want to ruin the moment, she needed to know that Clint was on board with Winston’s plan. She got out of bed and started to get dressed. “In order for Winston to bring Mira back he wants to take Faith away from Sheffield.” 
 
    “Away?” Clint stopped what he was doing, his eyes growing wide. “What does that mean?”  
 
    Charlie continued to dress, approaching the issue with facts instead of emotion. “Since Faith knows he wants to bring Mira home he has to try and break her will. He says he needs to be totally alone with Faith with no interference.” 
 
    Clint put on his coat. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    Charlie went to him and took hold of his hand. “If we don’t try, we’ll never see Mira again.” 
 
    Clint jerked his hand out of hers, his blue eyes grew dark. “Damn it, Charlie, you’re asking me to choose between Mira and Faith.” His stare was fixed and unblinking. “First, I had to choose between my wife and child, and now you want me to choose between Mira or Faith.” 
 
    For the first time since Faith had come into their lives, Charlie felt sorry for him. Clint had bonded with Faith. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Clint’s eyes clouded over. “I don’t want to lose either of them.” 
 
    God, she wished she could take away his pain. What he wanted was impossible. 
 
    “What am I supposed to tell Faith?” Clint asked.  
 
    Charlie’s heart was heavy and she was fearful of what was going to happen, but was sensitive to what Clint was feeling right now. “Nothing.” 
 
    “So just send her away with Winston and that’s that.” 
 
    “I wish it were that simple. We may never have Mira back. Winston made no promises.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do.” Clint put his hand over the door knob. “What if we lose them both?” 
 
    Tears burned the back of her eyes thinking about the possibility, but she had to stay strong. “It’s a risk we have to take in order to have Mira back.”  
 
    “And how can you be sure that it’s Faith in our home and not Mira?”  
 
    “Mira would never turn against me, lie about me hurting her, or try to split up the two people who care about her more than anything or anyone else in the world.” 
 
    Clint stood stoically. He was thinking, trying to fix this so that everyone was happy and that was never going to happen. 
 
    “It wasn’t Faith that we brought home from the hospital,” Charlie tried to reason. “And it wasn’t Faith that we took turns staying up all night with, putting her in a tub and trying to get her fever down when she was sick. It wasn’t Faith who rode with you through the fields on the four-wheeler, loving every moment of being with her daddy. And it wasn’t Faith that we tucked in and said prayers with every night.” 
 
    Clint tilted his head back, drawing in a deep breath. “This is killing me, Charlie,” he said emotionally. “Just fucking tearing my heart out.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his waist and pushed her cheek into his back. “Faith needs to be released and at peace, and Mira needs to come home.” 
 
    “But how do you know Faith will be at peace? What if she goes back to that place and is alone forever?” 
 
    “Winston said that it’s the connection between Mira and Faith that’s keeping her soul alive. Once the bond is broken, Faith will be released.” 
 
    “He assured you that he can break their connection?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Clint turned around to face her. “Then it’s a crapshoot.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    “And you’re willing to gamble Mira’s life,” he stated. 
 
    “I’m willing to risk trying to bring her back to us. And I’d never forgive myself if we didn’t try.” 
 
    Clint opened the door and started for his truck. 
 
    “Mira’s all alone and afraid,” Charlie pleaded. “She has no one and needs us right now.” 
 
    He opened the door to his truck. 
 
    “Just do me one favor,” Charlie said, standing in the open door. 
 
    Clint put one leg in the truck and then looked back at her. 
 
     “Call her Faith when she’s least expecting it.” 
 
    “What good will that do?” 
 
    Charlie had an idea that she hoped would work. 
 
    “Just do it. For me. For Mira. For our family.” 
 
    Clint was silent as he slid behind the wheel, started the truck, and drove off.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SHANNON TRAMPED AROUND HER CAR that was parked in the Abbott driveway. Clint hadn’t visited her in the hospital, and she’d been there three long grueling days. She’d called his house multiple times a day, but he never answered. Damn him. She could have died.  
 
     After she was released, Shannon purchased size-twelve men’s tennis shoes and three pairs of thick socks. Normally she’d wear a size eleven woman’s shoe, but her feet were wrapped and swollen from the burns. She looked like a freak waddling around like a damn duck, and the pain was incredible in spite of the meds. But nothing was going to stop her from confronting Clint. 
 
    She pulled up her coat sleeve and glanced at her watch. Shannon cupped her hands over her ears. Even with the thick wool hat, the lobes of her ears were freezing, and the end of her nose felt prickly. A few minutes later she hobbled up the steps and checked the back door. When she found it unlocked, she slowly opened the door. “Clint?” she called and stuck her head in further. “Mira? Anyone here?”  
 
    Oh, hells bells, she’d earned the right to be in the house that would soon be her home. Plus, Clint wouldn’t like her standing out in the cold. 
 
    After she wiped her clunky old man shoes on the rug, she looked around the kitchen. Seeing the room was spic and span, she felt a pang of jealousy. Had Charlie been here while Shannon was in the hospital? Is that why Clint hadn’t come to see her? 
 
    She noticed a man’s coat that was too small to be Clint’s hanging on the rack. Shannon had heard through the grapevine that Charlie’s cousin had been brought by ambulance to the hospital. She’d bet a pretty penny that this was the so-called cousin’s coat. She also knew that this Winston guy had been found in Mira’s bedroom. It made Shannon sick to think what he might have done to that child. Something about this guy just didn’t add up. No one in Sheffield had ever heard of him, not even the old-timers who knew everyone’s family.  
 
    She glanced out the back door window and, when she didn’t see Clint’s truck, Shannon frantically began to search the stranger’s coat, but only found a package of gum. If she could find a clue as to who this guy was, she’d have some ammunition to use against Charlie.  
 
    When she spotted an envelope sticking out from the inside pocket, she pulled it out. Her eyes moved quickly over the return address: Charlie Abbott, Route 3, Sheffield, Iowa. Bingo. Her eyes landed on the time stamp dated two weeks ago.  
 
    Anxious, she glanced out the window again. When she didn’t see headlights, she took out the letter. After she finished reading Charlie’s words, she put the letter down on the table and slapped a hand over it. She knew it. The guy was a fraud. Charlie had lied to Clint. 
 
    Charlie had written Winston saying that she thought her dead daughter Faith had taken over Mira’s body. Shannon let out a cackle. Oh, this was good stuff. Cheerleader Charlie was a total train wreck. She was crazy as hell, and now Shannon had proof.  
 
    She stuffed the letter back into the envelope, and pushed it into her purse. When the door opened and Clint appeared, she gasped. “Oh my goodness, you scared the bejesus out of me.” 
 
    “Mira, go to your room,” Clint said firmly and watched her scamper away. He turned to Shannon. “Just what the hell are you doing in my house?” 
 
    “I… I just wanted you to know I’m okay.” God, he looked so mad. Why? 
 
    He opened the door wide. “I can see that you’re fine. Now leave.” 
 
    Shannon’s heart felt like it dropped into the pit of her stomach. “But—” 
 
    “You’re the one who took Charlie’s clothes, aren’t you?” he accused. 
 
    “Took whose clothes? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “If you don’t get out now,” Clint told her, his face crimson, “I’ll call the police.” 
 
    “But I just wanted to see you.” Shannon was crushed. “Don't you know how much I love you?” 
 
    He put his hand on her back and shoved her. “Out.” 
 
    Embarrassed, she stumbled out the door. “That Winston guy.” She turned back around. “He’s not who you think he is. In my opinion, you need—” 
 
    “I don’t need your opinion. Just leave me and my family alone.” 
 
    She shoved the palm of her hand into the door before he could close it, her hurt feelings turning to rage. “I’ll make sure that Charlie never sees Mira again. You know that don’t you?” 
 
    “And I’ll make damn certain you never have a job ever again with any DHS anywhere.” Clint slammed the door, and Shannon heard the click of the lock. 
 
    Frozen in place, she couldn’t breathe. Oh my God, what had just happened?  
 
    Enraged, she banged on the door with both fists. “You’re in love with me, Clint Abbott, and you know it!” In full-blown mania, she continued beating on the door over and over in rapid succession. “Open this door right now! You know! You know you love me!” Hysterical, Shannon had no idea how long she’d been frantically pounding and calling out Clint’s name when the police arrived. All she knew was that if felt like every bone in her hands were broken. 
 
    She glared at the squad car as it came up the drive until the cop stepped out.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked flippantly. 
 
    “Ms. Patterson?” She watched his hand go over his revolver. “You need to leave the premises now.”  
 
    He took a few steps toward her, the grave look on his face telling Shannon he meant business.  
 
    “Leave me alone!” she shouted, tramping toward her car. When she stumbled over a clump of ice, landing face first in the snow, she let out a screech. Scrambling to get up, she spat out bits of ice.  
 
    A hand went down on her back. “Let me help you," the officer said. 
 
    Humiliated, she shoved him away. “Take your paws off me, you maniac.”  
 
    “One more word”—he nodded at the squad car—“and you’ll be coming with me to the station.” 
 
    Her blood curdling, she asked, “For what? Knocking on my client’s door?”  
 
    “For being somewhere that you’re not wanted.” 
 
    “Hmmphhfff.” She yanked open the car door. How dare Clint call the police on her. The police! 
 
    Her hands glued to the steering wheel, she turned her car around, peeled out, and started down the highway. 
 
    No one knew a tinker’s damn about what she and Clint felt about each other. Clint was in a bad mood, that’s all. He’d come around. People always took out their anger out on those closest to them.  
 
    “Charlie,” she shouted, so angry that her spittle shot over the windshield. “You’re so fucking done!”  
 
    She glanced in her rearview mirror and saw the stupid cop following her. How insulting! She’d like to ram her middle finger right up where the sun don’t shine.  
 
    Before she checked into the only hotel in town, she stopped at an all night gas station and picked up a bottle of whiskey. Rarely did she drink hard liquor, but right now she needed something stronger than wine to calm her nerves. It felt like her brain was going to explode. 
 
    She parked in front of her room and grabbed the brown paper bag in the passenger seat. When Shannon got out of her car, she spotted the rental car she’d seen Charlie’s so-called cousin driving. Seething, Shannon glared at the door closest to the car. “Liar, liar, pants on fire.” 
 
    Inside her room, she took off her man-sized shoes, which were killing her. Fumbling to open the liquor bottle, she poured the dark caramel-colored booze into a paper cup. Screw ice, or mixing it with anything to water it down. She took a slug, the liquor burning its way down her throat. Shannon raised the bottle up over her head. “Here’s to me and all the shit I’ve taken since the day I was born.” 
 
    If Clint called the DHS, she’d be fired. Shannon had already had two write-ups because of fathers who claimed Shannon came onto them.  
 
    “Three times and you’re out,” her boss had told her.  
 
    “Ask me if I give a damn,” she murmured. 
 
    “How could you be so stupid, Shannon? You stupid, stupid, fool!” Her mood quickly changing from anger to self pity. She went to the corner of the room, slumped back against the wall, and shimmied down to the floor.  
 
    The glass in one hand, the bottle sandwiched between her thighs, she argued with herself internally. Clint wasn’t being honest. He was in love with Shannon. She could feel it every time she was with him. That is… until today. 
 
    Inconsolable, she started to hit the side of her head with a fist over and over again. “Stupid, stupid Shannon Patterson.”  
 
    “Shuuuuttttuppppp!” she bellowed in a low, gravelly voice. Her bag-of-bones mother was at it again, telling Shannon no man would ever want her. She put a hand on the wall and stood, grunting when a pain shot up from the bottom of her foot into her calf.  
 
    She threw the plastic glass across the room and grabbed the open liquor bottle. Weaving into the bathroom, she set the whiskey down on the linoleum, pushed her pants and underwear down, and then plopped on the toilet seat.  
 
    She bowed her head, clasped her hands together and dangled them between her legs, the stream of urine serving as a backdrop to her outbursts. “I hate you, Clint Abbott. You despicable washed-up football player. You don’t deserve me.” She flushed and pulled up her pants. 
 
    Seething when she thought about that devious man who’d wormed his way into Mira and Clint’s life, she said, “And you, Mr. Psycho Crazy Balls, are not getting away without getting a piece of my mind.” 
 
     Stocking footed and unsteady on her feet, she marched to the door, opened it, and started down the sidewalk, carrying the booze with her. 
 
    Numb to the sub-zero temperature as she made her way to the room where the rental car was parked, Shannon knocked furiously on the door. “Come out, come out, whoever you are.”  
 
    When there was no response, she shouted even louder, “Open up, you little coward! Or I’ll huff and puff and blow the son of a bitch in.” 
 
    When the little man slowly opened the door, his hair stringing down out of his man bun and wearing silk pajamas, Shannon slurred, “Well, well, well, whata we have here?” she sniggered. “An overgrown mushroom?”    
 
    Rubbing his eyes, Winston said, “What in the—” 
 
    She shoved both hands into his chest and pushed him back. “You… you phony bologna.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Winston asked wide eyed. 
 
    “You’re no more Charlie’s cousin than a jackass.” 
 
    He waved his hand in front of his nose. “You smell like a distillery.” He started to close the door, but Shannon rammed her foot against it. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do, you cocky little nobody. Medium? Psychic? Ha!” She looked him up and down. “Running around sayin’ you can talk to dead people. You’re”—she put and index finger close to her ear, and turned it in circles—“you’re just a crazy, creepy, little fart full of mumbo jumbo.” 
 
    “I’ll give you two seconds to leave before I call the police,” he replied. 
 
    “Whatever. But you haven’t heard the end of this. No siree, bob.” She turned and staggered away. “You certainly have not heard the end of this.”  
 
    Ranting loudly on the way back to her room, a hotel guest opened the curtain and stared out at her. She smashed her face against the window, her lips pressing into the glass. “Whatcha lookin’ at, asshole?” 
 
    Seeing double Shannon plodded through the open door of her room and slammed the door. “This town sucks!”  
 
    There were only a couple of ounces of whiskey left when Shannon passed out. She slept fitfully for a couple of hours and then woke up on the floor with a splitting headache.  
 
    When she tasted the foul bile rushing up her throat, Shannon made a beeline to the bathroom, but didn’t make it. “Oh God,” she said, wiping her mouth and chin off with toilet paper.  
 
    Shannon looked down at her big, fat feet covered in vomit. She had no place to go and nowhere to be. No job. No home. No Clint. “Screw me.” 
 
    She stepped into a hot shower, mentally revisiting what had transpired over the past few days; Charlie saying Shannon didn’t push her, Clint telling her to get lost, the fire that had destroyed everything she owned, and now she was sure that Clint had already contacted her boss.  
 
    Drying herself off, her anger rising, she knew what she had to do. 
 
    Sheffield, Iowa hadn’t heard the last of Shannon Patterson. And neither had Mister Clint Abbott.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FUMING, CLINT GRABBED A BEER and then stormed to the door.  
 
    Bitch. Patterson had a lot of balls not only coming to his home, but letting herself in when no one was here. He watched as the police escorted her off his property. 
 
     Why hadn’t he seen how psycho she was before? He now knew that she was the one who took Charlie’s belongings, and somehow managed to show up wherever he was. There were days that she’d left a dozen messages on the phone recorder, and dropped by whenever she damn well pleased.  
 
    “Good riddance,” he said under his breath as he saw her car peel out onto the highway. 
 
    His hand tight around the cold can, he walked into the living room. Looking out at the sparkling snow-covered branches, he thought about last winter when he, Charlie, and Mira went sledding. And then about the snowmen they’d built together and Clint throwing snowballs at Mira and Charlie and the laughter when they fought him back. He glanced at the fireplace and remembered the cold nights he’d built a fire while Charlie made hot chocolate.  
 
    And then resentment bubbled in his gut when he thought about how Charlie had deceived him again. He couldn’t believe that she’d passed this Winston guy off as a relative. They’d always been honest with each other and talked through problems before either of them made a decision. 
 
    All he’d ever wanted was to be with Charlie and have a family together, but it felt like those days were behind him.  
 
    There was little doubt that he would never care about anyone else as much as he did Charlie, but if he couldn’t trust her, they had nothing. 
 
    When they’d made love today, he’d forgotten about everything. It was as if the world disappeared except for Charlie and him.  
 
    God, how he’d wanted to bring her home and start over. But when he picked Mira up, and she’d put her small hand in his, and looked at him with those trusting eyes, once again Clint was torn. 
 
    “Pride has no place in a relationship,” Clint remembered his father saying when Clint was in high school and thinking about breaking up with Charlie. He’d lost it when he saw her walking to class with another guy. He’d taken to his bedroom, not returning Charlie’s calls, or accepting her apology. 
 
     When Clint finally opened up about what had happened his father had been understanding.  He’s shared with Clint his thoughts about trust and respect in a relationship. “Don’t ever assume anything,” his father had told him, “talk it over calmly and listen before jumping to conclusions.” 
 
    And yet, Charlie hadn’t respected Clint when he’d told her not to take Mira to a shrink, let alone bring in a psychic. On the other hand, he hadn’t respected her opinions either. 
 
    It was Clint’s job as a husband and father to keep his family safe and together, but he was failing. 
 
    “Daddy?”  
 
    Clint turned and looked up the stairs. The hallway light outlined Mira’s tiny form. God, he was all this little girl had.  
 
    “What, honey?”  
 
    “This is bath night, ’member?” 
 
    “Sure.” He set the beer can down on the coffee table and slowly went up the stairs. Another thing his father had told him was that liquor never solved a problem; it only made it worse. 
 
    “Why are you mad at Shannon?” Mira asked. 
 
    She was too young to understand, so he needed to be careful what he told her. “Because she shouldn’t be in someone’s house if no one is home. It would be like me going into Chelsea’s house when no one is there.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be polite,” she answered. 
 
    Clint smiled. Charlie had often told him that Mira was an old soul. “No, it wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I’m gonna get my toys.” Mira disappeared into her room. 
 
    Clint turned on the water and started to fill the tub. He took out a towel and bubble bath.  
 
    When the phone rang, he started for the bedroom and then stopped. He couldn’t deal with anything more right now. Lately whenever he answered it wasn’t good news. All he wanted was peace, if only for one night. 
 
    “Ready.” Mira rushed into the bathroom, her arms filled with bath toys.  
 
    “You think you have enough to play with?” 
 
    She looked down at the plastic boats, balls, and ducks. “I think so.” 
 
    Clint made sure she was settled. “I’ll be back in a bit to wash your hair.” 
 
    “Daddy?”  
 
    Clint turned back around. 
 
    “You okay?” Her eyes searched his. 
 
    “Of course.” He raised an eyebrow. “We Abbotts are…” He waited for her to finish. 
 
    “Tough.”  
 
    He pointed at her and said, “Right.” 
 
    He went downstairs and took his beer into the kitchen. Sitting at the table, he rehashed what Charlie told him today. He’d gone into detail about the Hansel and Gretel cottage, the carousel, even the color of the balloons floating in the sky. There was no way that Winston would know Mira’s favorite things.  
 
    Winston had convinced Charlie that he’d “mind traveled” with Faith as his guide. Rationally, it didn’t make sense. However, isn’t this what happened when people were asleep and had dreams? Or when they died?  Their physical bodies separated from their minds. Could it be possible that Winston did have a gift? And he had the ability to connect with what someone else was thinking?  
 
    Charlie had never been one to believe in anything out of the ordinary unless she was thoroughly convinced. It was Charlie who laughed at scary movies when Clint freaked out, and Charlie who would always put things into perspective. 
 
    When Mira called to him, Clint walked to the sink and poured the rest of the Pabst down the drain.  
 
     Finding Mira covered in bubbles, her toys tossed out onto the floor, he asked, “Ready for me to wash your hair?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    After she put on her pajamas, Clint blew her fine hair dry and then followed her into her bedroom.  
 
    “Story… story… story,” Faith chanted in succession. 
 
    Clint read a book, listened to her prayers that never included Charlie, and tucked her in. 
 
    He stopped at the door and drew in a deep breath. “Faith?” 
 
    “What, Daddy?”  
 
    She hadn’t even flinched. “Nothing. Just forgot to tell you I love you.” 
 
    “Love you more.” She yawned and rolled over on her side. 
 
    If Charlie and Winston were right, and it was Faith he’d just tucked in, Clint had no choice but to allow Winston to try and bring Mira back to them. 
 
    And yet, losing Faith would be like burying her all over again. 
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    Clint finally gave into insomnia and went downstairs. After he made a pot of coffee, he debated whether to call Charlie. 
 
    An hour later, he picked up the phone. “Hey,” he said when Charlie answered. “Sorry it’s so late.” 
 
    “Clint?” she asked in a groggy voice. “It’s almost two in the morning. Are you okay?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I did what you asked.”  
 
    “You called her Faith?”  
 
    He hesitated. “Yes.” 
 
    “And,” Charlie asked. 
 
    “She answered. Didn’t even bat an eye, but maybe she didn’t hear me.” 
 
    Charlie was quiet. 
 
    Clint drug the long phone cord behind him as he walked to the sink and looked out the window at the snow covered swing set. “You think Winston can bring Mira back?” 
 
    “There’s no guarantee.” 
 
    “Faith and I… We’re close you know.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Why do you think she turned away from you and not me?” Clint asked. 
 
    “Mothers know when something’s not right.” 
 
    A few seconds later Clint broke the deafening silence. “Tell Winston I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IN SHEER PANIC MODE, Shannon waited until ten a.m. when Main Street Clothing Store opened before going into town. She’d purchased a couple of turtlenecks, sweatshirt, thermal long underwear, sweatpants, parka, warm gloves, and fur-lined boots. The only reason she had anything to wear when she’d left the hospital was because a nurse had taken pity on her and brought her a few things from Goodwill. Everything in her house had been reduced to ashes. 
 
    When all of this was behind her, she’d just take off, Thelma and Louise style, not knowing where the hell she was going or what she was going to do when she got there.  
 
    She’d resigned herself to the fact that Clint and Charlie deserved each other. They were both evil. Clint led Shannon to believe they had a future together: making her dinner and staring deep into her eyes when they were together. He’d used her and then thrown her to the wolves. He’d regret his decision, Shannon would make sure of it. 
 
    At the hotel she changed her clothes. When she walked to her car, Shannon noticed that Winston’s car was still parked outside his room. He was probably entertaining dead people. When she drove past his door, Shannon held up her middle finger. “Screw you, Mr. Magoo, and the ghosts you rode in on.” 
 
     She was calm when she turned off onto a side road about a mile away from Clint’s house, knowing what she needed to do. But when she hit a patch of ice, the car fishtailed back and forth rapidly. Shannon frantically tried to gain control. “Stop it!” she shouted, her heart fluttering. “Right now!” In spite of her efforts, however, the car slid into the ditch, ending up sideways. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” Determined, Shannon revved up the engine and rammed a boot down on the gas, but the car wouldn’t budge. All she heard was the fast rotating sound of tires burning rubber. 
 
    She slammed a gloved hand down on the dashboard. “Come on!” She jerked the steering gear into drive, then reverse, and then back into drive over and over again, but only sank deeper into the trench. Her getaway transportation was stuck in a ditch in the middle of nowhere. To hell with it. When the time came, Shannon would figure it out.  
 
    Her temper raging, she shouted, “You’ve got yourself in a real pickle now, Shannon! A real pickle.”  
 
    When she tried to push the door open wide enough to get out, the thick snow prevented her from getting out. Cursing as she kicked away snow with her boots, it seemed forever before it opened far enough for Shannon to shimmy outside. 
 
    Teetering, she lost her balance, and her face smashed hard into a back window. 
 
    “Owwww,” she cried, peeling her left cheek off the freezing glass.   
 
    Holding a hand over her stinging skin, she staggered around the vehicle, trying to stay upright. When she saw that all four tires were submerged in snow, she looked up. “Thanks a lot!” Her words echoed back at her. “If you think this is going to stop me from doin’ what’s right, you’ve got another think coming, Mister God!” 
 
    She’d chosen this spot, knowing there wasn’t a house in sight along this dirt road. No one would be able to spot her car. But then, who the hell would be looking for her? 
 
    Huffing and puffing, she made her way back behind the wheel. Shannon popped open the glove compartment and took out the pint of whiskey she’d picked up in town. After she unscrewed the top, she took a long gulp. “Liquid guts.” She smacked her lips together. “Mmmmm-mmmm good.” 
 
    Her mother's loud cackle sounded as if she was sitting right next to Shannon. “I’m not talking to you, ya bag of bones.” 
 
    How stupid was she to believe Clint loved her and wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. Clint had given her enough pain to last a lifetime. And now it was his turn to pay. 
 
    She pulled the lever for the trunk and stepped outside, her man-sized boots crunching through the snow. 
 
    After Shannon tossed grungy blankets, flashlights, and rusty jumper cables aside, she located the rifle that she’d loaded early this morning.  
 
     “Geronimo!” she shouted holding up the gun, her breath sending a trail of white vapor into the bitter cold. 
 
    Shannon tucked the wool scarf into her parka, turned and gazed across the vast corn fields blanketed in a carpet of white that would take her to Clint’s house.   
 
    Showtime. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER TALKING WITH CHARLIE, it was useless for Clint to try and sleep. He was physically sick thinking about the possibility of losing not just one, but both Mira and Faith.  
 
    His hands were trembling when he refilled his coffee mug. Winston and Charlie would be here anytime, and Clint only hoped Faith wouldn’t see them when they pulled into the driveway. All hell would break loose if she saw Charlie.  
 
    When he thought he heard something, he started into the living room. “Mira? Are you down here?” When he didn’t see anyone, he walked to the stairs, listened and heard her talking to her dolls. 
 
    Anxious, he went to the back door and checked for Winston’s car, thinking about how Mira had responded when he’d called her Faith. Clint wished he was content with the decision to go forward with Winston’s plan, but even though the best possible outcome would be to have Mira back, it would leave him, once again, mourning Faith.  
 
    When Clint started to put his mug in the sink he glanced out the window. 
 
     “Jesus,” he let out as a gasp when he noticed Mira sitting on a snow covered swing. What was she doing out in this weather? And why hadn’t he seen or heard her go outside?  
 
     She was wearing overalls and a T-shirt with no coat, hat, or shoes. Clint had warned her over and over again about how little time it would take for frostbite to set in. 
 
    Her eyes were glued on Clint, her face expressionless. She looked pale, and her hair was a mess. What the hell was going on? He dropped the mug on the counter, the explosion of ceramic when it collided with the countertop rang out as he ran out the door and down the steps.  
 
    “Mira!” He tramped as fast as he could through the foot of snow to the back yard. But when he rounded the corner of the house, and saw the swing was empty, he stopped. Turning in every direction, searching for her, he called, “Mira?” Cupping his hands around his mouth, he shouted louder, “Mira!” 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Where was she? And how did she just suddenly— 
 
    “Daddy?” He turned toward the small voice and saw her on the landing of the steps. “Why are you calling me?” 
 
    “What were you doing out here in the freezing cold, young lady?” Clint reprimanded, marching toward her.  
 
    “Huh?” she asked innocently. 
 
    He sprinted up the steps and opened the door, waving her inside.  
 
    “I wasn’t outside,” she said. “It’s too cold.” 
 
    In the kitchen, Clint bent over, put his hands on his knees and looked into her eyes. “Then where have you been?”  
 
    “Upstairs. I was playin’ with my girls and heard you callin’ me.” 
 
    Confused when he realized she was wasn’t wearing overalls,  he stammered, “I… I thought I saw you outside.” He touched her cheek with a finger, finding her skin warm.  
 
    Was he so exhausted that he was hallucinating? Confused, he said, “Go back upstairs so Daddy can get a few things done and I’ll call you when lunch is ready.”  
 
    She started to skip out of the room.  
 
    “Faith?” he asked on a whim. 
 
    She was almost out of the kitchen when she stopped. It took couple of seconds before she turned back around. “I’m not Faith, silly, I’m Mira. Faith’s in heaven, ’member?” 
 
    The muscles in Clint’s neck tensed. Even when Mira talked about her imaginary friend Faith, she’d had no idea who Faith was. “Come here, honey.” He sat down in a chair at the kitchen table and patted his knee. 
 
    Slowly she walked to him, her head down. He picked her up and set her on his lap. “How’d you know about Faith?” 
 
    “‘Cause.” She paused, her eyes not meeting his. “You told me.”  
 
    He put his hand under her chin and gently lifted her face and stared into her eyes. “When?” He paused. “When did I tell you?” 
 
    “One night… before we said prayers.” She squirmed. “I was four, I think.” 
 
    With a lump in his throat, he said, “Oh, that’s right. I forgot.” He set her back down. “Go on upstairs now and play with your dolls, honey.” 
 
    “Okay, Daddy,” she flashed him a smile. “I love you.”  
 
    When Clint heard her footsteps go up the stairs, he felt like running after her, holding her tight, and telling her how much he loved her. If Winston’s plan worked, he’d never see Faith again, at least not in this lifetime. 
 
    It was what Charlie had told Clint about Faith holding all the power that kept Clint from going after her.  
 
    He went back to the sink and stared out the window, the words Mira said before she lost consciousness playing over and over in his head: “Daddy, help me. It’s Faith.” 
 
    It wasn’t a hallucination that Clint had seen. It was Mira once again begging for Clint, her daddy, to save her.  
 
     “We’ll find you, sweetheart,” Clint whispered. “I promise we won’t give up until you’re home where you belong.”  
 
    He heard a car door and watched Charlie when she stepped out of Winston’s car. She looked as if she hadn’t slept in days. He’d been so preoccupied with his own pain that he’d not thought about the hell that Charlie was going through. He opened the door and, as soon as she reached him, he grabbed her and brought her close. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He hugged her tighter, never wanting to let her go. 
 
    Charlie leaned back and looked up at him. “We signed up to be a team forever and you’re never going to get rid of me.” 
 
    After they stepped into the kitchen, Clint turned to Winston. “Thank you for helping us. I know now that she’s not Mira.” 
 
    Winston took off his coat and hung it up. “Mira’s in trouble.” He nodded at the coat he’d left behind when he was transported to the hospital. “I wondered where this was. I’ll just leave it here for when I come back to visit.” 
 
    Charlie laced his arm through Winston’s. “How ‘bout you come in the fall and Clint will teach you how to detassle corn?” 
 
    Winston nodded toward the living room. “How about I take a front row seat on the porch and watch as I sip a glass or two of Chardonnay?” 
 
    The break in tension made Charlie and Clint both smile.  
 
    Clint patted Winston on the back. “Sounds like a plan to me.” 
 
    Sitting around the table, Clint told Winston about the vision he’d had of Mira on the swing. 
 
    Charlie found Clint’s hand. “She needs us.” 
 
    “She’s reaching out to you, Clint,” Winston said solemnly. 
 
    Clint nodded, swallowing back tears. “I know.”  
 
    “Daddy!” Faith shrieked. “Help me!” 
 
    Clint leaped up from his chair. He was halfway up the stairs when he saw someone standing behind Faith holding a rifle that was pointed directly at him. 
 
     The disheveled person was wearing outdoor garb with a scarf covering the lower half of their face. Jesus, a robbery?  
 
    His heart slamming inside his chest, Clint asked, “What do you want?” 
 
    “Surprise!” the intruder shouted at the same time she pulled the scarf off. 
 
    “Shannon?” Clint was taken off guard. 
 
    “In the flesh,” she answered flatly. 
 
    Faith was crying softly and, when she tried to go down the stairs, Shannon caught her by the shoulder and yanked her back.  
 
    “Don’t move,” Shannon ordered, jiggling the little girl’s shoulder, “or Daddy gets it.”  
 
    Shannon’s hateful tone sent spasms of fear through Clint. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Charlie asked when she came into the living room. Her eyes followed to where Clint was looking. “Oh, dear Jesus.” Charlie put a hand over her chest. “Let go of her.” She tried to get past Clint, but he stopped her. Any sudden movement might send Shannon on a murder spree.  
 
    Shannon’s face was a blotchy white as if she’d been frostbitten; her eyes crazed.  
 
    “Clint?” Charlie asked. “What is she doing here?” 
 
    “Hey, bitch.” Shannon pursed her lips. “I’m not deaf. I’ll tell you what I’m doing here. I wanted some alone time with lover boy here.” She clucked her tongue. “Such a shame you had to show up. I had such wonderful plans for Clint and I.” 
 
    That was the noise Clint heard when he was in the kitchen. Shannon had been hiding somewhere in the house. The thought made his blood run cold. “Shannon, please stop before—”  
 
    “Whoa, farm boy,” Shannon interrupted. She snapped her lips together with two fingers, her mouth turning into a duck bill. “Shut your pie hole. It’s Shannon’s turn to talk.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Charlie asked.  
 
    Shannon’s eyes narrowed to slits. “What do I want? What do I want?” she repeated louder. “I want what’s mine, Cheerleader Charlie!” She nodded at Clint. “Do you really think he wants you? If you weren’t around, honey—she nodded at Clint—“He and I would so be together. But we just can’t get rid of you”—she glanced at Clint again—“can we darlin’?” 
 
    “Shannon,” Winston said, who now stood beside Charlie. “Let’s sit down and talk about this. You’re not thinking straight, and I feel—” 
 
    “Shut up, weasel,” Shannon hissed. “I don’t give a tinker’s damn what you feel. In fact, I think you two”—she moved the barrel of the rifle back and forth between Charlie and Winston—“have somethin’ goin’ on.” 
 
     “How’d you get into my house?” Clint asked.  
 
    “Just opened the front door and walked right in. It’s as if you knew I was coming and left the door open for me.” 
 
    “But I locked—” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Shannon finished. She nodded behind Clint at the front door.  
 
    God, how could he be so stupid to not check both doors?  
 
    “How long?” Clint asked, stalling for time, thinking of any way he could to take her down without his family getting hurt or worse. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “What the hell does it matter? I will tell you that I got a bit restless in the middle of the night, went into your room and found you sleeping.” Shannon let out a loud slurping sound. “I could have just eaten you up.” 
 
    The thought of her being here, watching him, having sexual thoughts about him, made Clint sick. If ever there was ever a time he could hurt a woman, this was it. 
 
     “I just made myself nice and cozy. But I had no idea you were gonna throw me a party.” She cackled loudly. “But here we all are. Let’s see here. We have daddy bear.” She moved the barrel of the rifle from Clint to Charlie, “Evil mama bear.” She pointed the rifle at Winston, “Psycho bear.” Shannon glanced down at Faith, “and Baby Bear. Or maybe I’m talking to a little ghost bear. Oooeeee,” she shrilled out as if watching a scary movie, brought her fingers to her mouth and pretended to bite her nails. “I’m soooo scared.”  
 
    Faith started to wail.  
 
    Shannon shoved her shoulder. “Oh, get over yourself, Twinsie.” 
 
    “Leave her the fuck alone,” Charlie said angrily. “Or I swear I’ll—” 
 
    “You’ll what?” Shannon’s tone changed from giddy to contempt. “Kill me?” She smirked. “Honey, you don’t stand a chance in hell. I’m the one calling the”— she jiggled the rifle— “shots.”  
 
    “Now move. All of you. You too,” she jiggled the little girl’s shoulder. “It’s been a helluva night and I could use a cup of coffee. Well, I’d prefer a drink, but I’ll have that later. Just so you know, this rifle ain’t for pussies, so be prepared to lose a limb or two if you try anything stupid.” She put a hand in the small of Faith’s back. “Get on down there, Missy.” 
 
    “Daddy,” Faith whimpered as she walked slowly down the stairs.  
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” Clint said calmly as they walked single file back into the kitchen. He nodded at Faith. “Let he go,” he pleaded. “She has nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no.” She shook her head. “Not going to happen, Bucko. No one in or out until I give the green light.” 
 
    Shannon Patterson was certifiably crazy and there was no way she would listen to reason. 
 
    In the kitchen, Shannon nodded at the table.  “Have a seat, everyone.”  
 
    After Faith sat down, Shannon took a stance behind her. “First of all, I want to thank you all for your hospitality. “ 
 
    Clint reached over and held his hand out to Faith. “Everything’s going to be okay.” She put her small hand in his. “I promise.” 
 
    “Well.” Shannon snorted like a pig. “I don’t know about you, short stuff, but your daddy’s promises don’t impress me.” 
 
    “What’s this all about?” Winston asked. 
 
    Shannon stomped her booted foot on the floor. “You people just don’t listen!” she shouted and put a hand over her heart. “I am not a rude person. I’m not a mean person. I’m really not. It’s just that I’m having a really rough time right now.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just try and work through—” 
 
    “Quiet!” she screeched at Winston. Shannon’s red-rimmed eyes went to Clint. “I want you to tell them.” Her voice softened. “And be honest, sweetheart. Tell everyone why I’m here.” 
 
    Clint had to be careful what he said. “Because you think that you and I are a couple.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped open. “I think?” she said loudly. “Wrong answer!” She stomped her boots like a toddler having a tantrum, quickly brought the barrel of the gun up and pulled the trigger.  
 
    When the explosive blast resounded through the house, Clint lunged across the table, covering his child as plaster rained down on them.  
 
    Charlie shrieked and covered her head with her hands as Winston ducked, noticing Shannon reach into her pocket and quickly reload the gun. 
 
    “Daddy, make her stop.” Faith was crying so hard she could barely got her words out. “I want her to go ’way.” 
 
    “Oh, for cryin’ in the gutter, what’s a little plaster, kid?” Shannon went to behind Clint. “Get a grip, you bunch of fraidy cats.” 
 
    Clint looked to Charlie, his fear turning to rage. He’d never hated anyone like he did right now. “I’m warning you, Shannon, you’re not going to like the end of this story.” 
 
    She bent over and glared into his eyes. “Blah, blah, blah. You’re all out of blah, Mister.” 
 
      She pushed the end of the rifle hard into his right shoulder. “Tell them the truth. Tell them how you led me on. How you asked me into your home and how much you thought about me when I was in the hospital.” She put her lips close to his ear. “You know you love me,” she said sweetly, and then flicked his ear hard with her thumb and index finger. “So tell them!”  
 
    Clint turned to the crying child, whose head was down on the table cradled in her hands, her hair dotted with bits of plaster. He then looked to Charlie and saw the terror in her eyes. 
 
    “She’s right. I’m in love with her.” God, please make this work. 
 
    “See!” Shannon did a little jig in place. “I knew it, knew it, knew it.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we should talk privately Shannon?” Clint looked up at her. “This has nothing to do with anyone but you and me.” 
 
    “Nope.” She shook her head. “It’s time everyone knows how we feel about each other.” She leaned over and gave Clint a wet, sloppy kiss on his cheek.  
 
     “That’s why I asked Charlie to come here today.” Clint prayed he sounded believable. “I was going to tell her about us.” 
 
     “You were?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “I was going to tell her today.” He stared into Shannon’s eyes, trying hard not to blink. “But you went and spoiled it.” 
 
    “I…” Shannon stuttered out. “I… I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Let everyone go.” She was vulnerable and Clint had to somehow convince her to let Winston and his family go. “And then you and I can talk about our future together.” 
 
    There was a long pause before Shannon shouted, “You!” Shannon punched Clint in the back with a closed fist, knocking the breath out of him. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m… not,” Clint stumbled over his words. “I swear.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Shannon took a few steps back away from him and brought the gun up to eye level, aiming it at Clint’s head. She closed one eye. “I’m not stupid. You’re nothing but a conniving womanizer who deserves to—”  
 
     “Aarrgghh,” Winston let out as he charged Shannon, slamming his head into her chest.  
 
    Shannon flew backward as Clint scrambled behind her, clasping his hands around her neck. “Damn you!”   
 
    “Let… go of me…you pig!” Shannon shouted as Winston wrestled to get the rifle away, the barrel of the gun moving rapidly in different directions. 
 
    “You stupid bitch.” Clint wanted to choke the life out of this woman. 
 
    Struggling, Shannon sunk her teeth into Clint’s hand and bit down hard. 
 
    It felt like sharp knives slicing through his skin, but no amount of pain would make him let go.  
 
    Shannon’s body was angled at ninety degrees, the top of her head tight against Clint’s chest, the heels of her large boots scuttled back and forth wildly across the linoleum.  
 
    Winston let out short grunts as he continued to pry her fingers off the stock of the gun. 
 
    Clint’s hatred for her grew as he thought about what could have happened if Winston hadn’t have had the guts to attack her. 
 
    When Shannon’s arms and legs started to slow, he glanced at her bright red face. Her mouth gaped open; her tongue hanging out, he felt absolutely no pity for this women who’d threatened his family. “You pathetic bit—” 
 
    “Stop, Clint,” Charlie shouted. “You’re going to kill her.” 
 
    Clint started to loosen his grip right before he saw Charlie running toward him.  
 
    “Noooo,” Clint shouted, “Stay ba—” 
 
    When the shot went off, everything around Clint started to move in slow motion: Charlie falling to her knees…Winston going to her…Faith screaming as she darted out of the kitchen.   
 
    Clint let go of Shannon. When he crumbled to his knees beside her, he shook his head in disbelief. ”No, Charlie, not you. Not you.”  
 
    Her eyes were wide open, her blank stare directed at the ceiling as bright red blood spurted out of the left side of her chest.  
 
    When her head slowly rolled to the side, her eyes closed.  
 
    “Charlie?” Sobbing, Clint pushed his hands underneath her back and gently brought her close.  
 
    Rocking her slowly back and forth in his arms, his voice was thick with emotion. “Sweetheart,”  Clint pleaded, “please don’t leave me.” 
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    THE ABBOTT HOME WAS IN TOTAL TURMOIL Winston noticed the rifle was only a foot or so away from Shannon’s hand. He quickly retrieved the gun and, holding it as far away from him as possible, he placed the weapon inside the pantry and closed the door. He hated guns and, right now, he loathed Shannon Patterson, whoever the hell she was. 
 
    “Call an ambulance,” Clint told Winston.  
 
    “Daddy! Daddy!” Faith cried over and over from the living room.  
 
    “My back,” Shannon whimpered. “Someone help me.” 
 
    When Winston dialed 9-1-1, it was all he could do to stay focused. He looked down at Charlie. As Clint rocked her, whispering to Charlie to stay with him, blood began to pool around Clint’s ankles and legs. His heart in his throat, the scene was too much for Winston to bear.  
 
     “Where’s your emergency?” dispatch answered. 
 
    “Abbott farm, Highway Thirty-Four west of town,” he said, barely recognizing his own fearful voice.  
 
    He opened every drawer until he found tea towels and grabbed a handful.  
 
     “Here.” He tossed Clint the towels. “Put Charlie down flat on the floor and press these firmly down over the wound. We need to stop the bleeding”  
 
    “Did you say the Adam’s farm?” 
 
    Suddenly Winston felt an uncomfortable tightness in his chest. “No, listen to me, I said Abbott Farm. Clint and Charlie Abbott. There’s been a shooting.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Shannon mumbled. “What did you make me do?”  
 
    Winston had no sympathy for this woman. He covered the mouthpiece and glanced at Shannon. “Now it’s your turn to shut up.” 
 
    Clint lay Charlie down. “Can you hear me?” He asked as he covered the wound with towels. 
 
    Winston was in a daze. None of what was happening seemed real.  
 
    “Okay, I have someone on the way,” the dispatcher told Winston. “Is the person breathing, sir?” 
 
    Winston took the few steps to Clint, bent over, and picked up Charlie’s hand. She felt so cold. Feeling a weak pulse, he answered, “Yes.” His hands damp with perspiration, he could barely hang onto the phone. “She’s losing a lot of blood.”  
 
    His heart was being torn apart. He’d never allowed himself to get close to clients, but the Abbotts were different. Saul, he thought, if you’re watching, try to connect with the big guy and ask him to please not take Charlie. 
 
     “Sir, are you there?” Winston heard. “I need you to stay on the line with me,” the women’s voice said. “Have you applied pressure to the wound?” 
 
    “Yes,” Winston responded, felt someone tug on his pants, and looked down.  
 
    “Is Charlie gonna die, Mister?” Faith asked. 
 
    “No.” He patted the top of her head. “Your mommy’s a strong lady. She’s going to be okay.”  
 
    “Are you still there?” the dispatcher said, irritating Winston. 
 
    “Yes, I’m here. Just hurry, please,” he said curtly and hung up. He’d been through this situation with his father and then Saul. Dispatchers were taught to keep the caller on the line, but Winston knew there was nothing more they could do but wait for help.  
 
    When he saw Hank whirling around in a circle under the archway, his tail between his legs, he said to Faith, “Hank needs you. Why don’t you go find him?”  
 
    Faith clasped her arms around Winston’s legs. “Is Shannon gonna shoot me too? And Daddy?” 
 
    Winston leaned over and picked her up. “No, we’re safe now.” 
 
    “I didn’t shoot anyone,” Shannon wailed. “You made me do it.” 
 
    “Charlie, can you hear me? Charlie?” Clint kept asking. 
 
    Faith wiped her eyes with a small hand. “Why’d Shannon hurt Mommy?”  
 
    This was the first time Winston had ever heard Faith call Charlie Mommy. “I think Mommy is—” 
 
    “Her eyes are open,” Clint interrupted. “Charlie?” 
 
    Winston put Faith down. One of Charlie’s eyes was partially open, but her breathing was slow and labored. 
 
    “Take her… Winston…” Charlie coughed softly . “Hurry.” 
 
    “What?” Clint leaned in closer. 
 
    “She asked me to take your daughter,” Winston answered. 
 
    “Take me where?” Faith asked, panicked. “I don’t want to go anywhere.” She turned and started to run, but Winston caught her. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Winston stated in an authoritative tone. “We need to go.” In all of the confusion, he hadn’t thought about how little time there was left to save Mira. Once Mira and Faith’s bond was severed, Mira would be gone forever. He had to get Faith out of here before the police arrived or he’d be detained for questioning. 
 
    Faith wiggled to get away. “Please, Daddy, don’t let Mister take me.” 
 
    When she broke loose, Faith took off running with Winston chasing her. When he caught up with her on the stairway, he turned her around and wrapped an arm around her chest. He picked her up and she began to kick and scream. “Calm down,” Winston said walking back into the kitchen. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    She twisted and turned fiercely as Winston opened the door. 
 
    “Daddy, nooooo! I don’t want to go.”  
 
    Winston knew if he tried to grab their coats off the rack that Faith would get away again. “I’ll call and let you know where we are.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Clint said, not looking at Faith. “I love you, sweetheart.” 
 
    Winston couldn’t imagine the pain Clint was going through. Charlie was teetering between life and death, and Winston was taking a child away that Clint would probably never see again. 
 
     Making his way to the car, it took all of Winston’s strength to hold onto Faith. He tried to hold her down as he strapped the seatbelt around her, but when her fingernails sunk into his cheek, he bolted upright. He touched his face, looked down at his hand, and saw droplets of blood. “Good God, stop this right now. I’m trying to help you.” 
 
     “I shoulda left you with Mira.” 
 
    Once he finally got the belt latched, he locked the doors, and slid behind the wheel. When he heard a beep, he said, “Put that seatbelt back on.” 
 
    “No!”  
 
    Winston heard the rattle of the door handle. “The doors are locked and there’s no way you can get out. Now lock that belt in now.” 
 
    “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” Winston was winging it. Maybe she didn’t know how, but he was not about to fight with her again. He stepped on the gas. “You’re not going to like this,” he told her, “because I’m going to go fast and you might be tossed around, could even hit your head.” Immediately, he heard the click of the lock. 
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Your mommy asked me to take you out of the house and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Winston heard the faint sound of an ambulance. He had to hurry. He sped to the end of the driveway.  
 
    As he spotted the red flashing light come up over a hill, he turned onto the highway in the opposite direction.  
 
    “Take me home!” Faith carried on. “Take me back, or the police will put you in jail.” 
 
    He barely listened to what she was saying as scenes of what had just transpired flashed through his mind: seeing Shannon Patterson at the top of the stairs with a gun… holding Faith as hostage… ramming into Shannon…wrestling to get the gun away, and the ear-splitting sound of the shot going off.  
 
    After forty-five minutes of sheer hell listening to Faith’s rants, he turned onto the interstate, not having a clue where he was going. “Knock it off!” He glanced in his rearview mirror. “The day has been difficult enough without you carrying on.” 
 
    “Take me home.” 
 
    “I’m not taking you back, do you understand?” 
 
    She started to scream again. 
 
    He pulled over on the side of the road and put on his emergency lights. He turned around in his seat and glared at her. “I’ve never spanked a child before, but this is going to be a first if you don’t straighten up.” 
 
    She stopped crying and Winston noticed she didn’t have tears. 
 
     “Hitting a child is against the law.” 
 
    “Well, the law isn’t here right now. It’s just you and me and the choice is yours.” 
 
    She turned toward the window. 
 
    “Are we clear?” 
 
    Faith didn’t answer. 
 
    “Good.” He turned off the flashers and started back down the Interstate. 
 
    “Why’d you take me away?”  
 
    Winston glanced in the rearview mirror at her sad face. “Because your mommy wanted to protect you. She didn’t want you to see her hurt.” 
 
    “But where we goin’?”  
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “How long do I have to stay with you?” 
 
    “Until Mommy gets better.’ Winston answered. 
 
    “I’ll get away from you,” she said confidently, “and go back to my daddy.” 
 
    “Faith,” Winston tried to reason, “I’m not taking you away from your daddy.” 
 
    “You stole me and I’m gonna tell.”  
 
    Winston cleared his thoughts and focused on what Faith was feeling. “I’ve thought about you and Mira for a long time, and you are right.”   
 
    “What d’ya mean?” 
 
    “It’s your turn to be with your mommy and daddy,” Winston said, carefully choosing his works. “Mira's selfish.” He glanced into the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Yep.” She crossed her arms across her chest. “Told you so.”  
 
    “Mira’s had six years with Mommy and Daddy and you deserve to be with them now.” 
 
    “But Mommy wants Mira,” Faith said.  
 
    “Your mommy knows, Faith. She knows you’re not Mira.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I don’t want her to live with Daddy. She doesn’t like me.” 
 
    “Not true. Your mommy loves you and always has.” 
 
    She was silent for a few seconds. “I don’t want Charlie… Mommy… to die.” She started to cry. “I want Mira to be with us, too.” 
 
    Winston’s feelings were torn. He felt just as sorry for Faith as he did for Mira. Neither one of them had anything to do with the connection that held them together after Faith died.  
 
    A few minutes later, Faith started to sing, her sweet, childlike voice calming Winston. She was soothing herself. Everything that happened this morning was too much for Winston to process, let alone a child.  
 
    He wanted to pull off and call the hospital to see how Charlie was, but first needed to come up with a plan. 
 
    “Mister, I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Me, too. We’ll stop somewhere soon.” 
 
    “But where we goin’?” Faith asked again. 
 
    The last thing Winston wanted was to check into a hotel, just in case Faith started screaming again. What he needed was privacy. 
 
    “Look,” Faith said, before he could answer her question. “McDonald’s.” 
 
    Winston looked up at the sign on the right hand side of the freeway. “Sounds good.” When they came to next sign that read; Kansas City, first exit, 20 miles, he had an idea. 
 
    “Can we stop, Mister?” 
 
    “You won’t cause any problems?” 
 
    “Nope,” she answered. “I just want a Happy Meal. I’ve never had one.” 
 
    “You’ve never been to a McDonald’s?” Winston asked. 
 
    “They don’t have one where I live, but Mira told me she loved them.” 
 
    “Then McDonald’s it is.” 
 
    Inside the fast food restaurant, Winston ordered a Happy Meal and a cup of black coffee. If things worked out the way he hoped, he would need the caffeine as he doubted he would get any sleep tonight. 
 
    “I have to go to the bathroom,” Faith said before she touched her cheeseburger, fries, and orange soda. 
 
    He pointed at her. “I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    Faith crossed her heart with her finger. “I’ll be good.” 
 
    After he showed her the sign for the restrooms, he watched her disappear, thinking that she might be starting to trust him again.  
 
    Looking around to see that no one was watching, he scooted the orange pop close to him and took off the lid. Next he reached into his pocket and brought out the children’s cough medicine he’d purchased in Sheffield before he’d picked up Charlie. 
 
    Keeping the bottle low, he quickly pulled off the measuring cap and unscrewed the bottle. Adding a quarter more of what was recommended for a six-year old, he dumped the cherry flavored medicine into her drink, stirred it and put the lid back on.  
 
     After he put pushed the cup back, Winston screwed the lid back on, wrapped a napkin around the plastic measurer and stuffed both into his pocket. 
 
    When she returned,he child chattered non-stop until she took her last bite.  
 
    “How’d you like your Happy Meal?” he asked. 
 
    “It was yummy.” Faith smiled. “The pop tasted kinda like cherry.” 
 
    “I bet it was good then.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    This time Faith cooperated when Winston helped her buckle up in her car seat.  
 
    Faith yawned. “I’m sleepy.” 
 
     On the outskirts of Kansas City, Winston stopped at a pay phone outside of a truck stop. After he opened the door, he looked into the back seat.  
 
    “I’ll be right ba—” he started to say, but stopped when he saw Faith was sound asleep.
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    THE DOOR FLEW OPEN and two policemen tore into the kitchen with a third officer behind them. They took a stance, one aiming his gun at Shannon, his partner pointing their weapon at Clint. 
 
    “Who’s the shooter?” one of them demanded. 
 
    Clint nodded at Shannon. “She’s over there. Please,” Clint begged tearfully, “just help my wife.” 
 
    Shannon let out a groan. “But I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Hands over your head,” the officer shouted, taking two steps toward Shannon, keeping his gun on her. “Now!” 
 
    “Holy moly, Mr. Cop, I’m unarmed and hurt,” Shannon told him still lying flat on her back. “That asshole over there”— she looked to Clint—  “tried to choke me to death. He’s the one who should be arrested.” Her voice became stronger, louder. “And I’m not going to take no for an—” 
 
    “Get her out of here.” Clint hoped they locked her up for life. The sound of Shannon’s voice was like hearing fingernails on a chalkboard.  
 
    “Get up, ma’am,” the policeman ordered. 
 
    Clint heard the blare of the ambulance. “Oh God, hurry.” He laid the palm of his hand over Charlie’s frigid cheek, his other hand still pressing down on the blood saturated towels covering her chest. 
 
    When the paramedics hustled into the kitchen the female attendant put her hands down on Clint’s shoulders. “Sir, please get back.” 
 
    Clint let go of the towels and scooted backward on his knees. Until now, he hadn’t noticed the blood splattered on the walls, the chairs, and the top of the table: Charlie’s blood.  
 
    Charlie’s arms were draped over her stomach, her legs splayed in opposite directions. “She’s going to be okay, right?” Clint asked, but the paramedics didn’t answer. They were too busy working on Charlie and conversing with each other. 
 
    He briefly looked to Shannon and saw an officer cuffing her hands.  
 
    “Clint,” Shannon blubbered, her eyes meeting his. “Please, honey, I didn’t mean to do this.” 
 
    Clint looked away. He wouldn’t spend one more second on this crazy woman. 
 
    As Shannon was escorted out of his home, her nonsensical rants trailed off with her. Clint stood and leaned back against the counter, his legs unsteady. 
 
    In rapid motion, the female paramedic checked Charlie’s airway, pulse, and blood pressure. They worked in sync as the other attendant slipped a mask over Charlie’s mouth and nose and started the portable oxygen tank.  
 
    An IV was inserted into Charlie’s vein and the wound was quickly dressed and taped. “One, two, three,” the female said and, in unison, they lifted Charlie onto a stretcher. 
 
    Clint sprinted behind them as they transported Charlie to the ambulance. He overheard one of the paramedics say “No response” into his headset. 
 
    As they secured the mobile stretcher in the back of the van, Clint asked, “What does no response mean? She’s breathing, right?” 
 
    “There’s no eye movement and your wife is not responding to voices,” the attendant told Clint while he started yet another IV in her other arm. The female attendant opened a blanket and covered Charlie. “Hospital needs to know the patient's condition before we arrive. I’m not a doctor, Mr. Abbott,” he continued, “but I do know your wife is in critical condition.”  
 
    Clint was numb. He took a seat on the built-in bench and took hold of Charlie’s hand. He closed his eyes and prayed silently: for Charlie; for Mira, for Faith, for Winston, and for himself to stay strong for his family. 
 
    As they headed toward town, Clint stared out the window scanning the acres and acres of farmland where he’d grown up. The home and land once held happy childhood memories, but was now a battleground for evil.  
 
    Time seemed to stand still, even though the trip to the hospital only took minutes.  
 
    When the ambulance stopped inside the emergency entrance garage, Clint followed the Charlie’s gurney through glass doors and into the hospital. 
 
    “Abbott?” a nurse asked as they pushed her rapidly down the hallway. 
 
    “Yes,” the EMT answered. 
 
    “Room eight. We’re ready for her.” 
 
    “Sir,” a nurse said when Clint started to follow Charlie into the room. “You can’t go in there.” 
 
    He threw out an arm toward the door. “That’s my wife in there. I need to be with her. She’s fighting for her life.” 
 
    “And we need to help her win that battle,” she told him calmly. “The doctor will be with you soon.” The nurse turned and rushed into the room filled with staff, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Clint knew she was right, but couldn’t stand the thought of him not being with her as she went through this. 
 
    When the only physician in Sheffield whizzed past him and went inside, Clint caught a glimpse into Charlie’s room. A nurse stepped away and he caught a glimpse Charlie’s ashen face. She barely resembled the rosy-cheeked, vivacious woman he’d married.  
 
    He started to pace the hall, putting together pieces of what happened after he discovered Shannon in the house. God, what a miserable woman. 
 
    Why didn’t someone come out and tell him what was going on? What if he’d lost her? What if the oxygen to her brain had been cut off and she was brain damaged? He tried not to think negatively, but damn it, he needed to find out what was going on.  
 
    Forty-five minutes of pure agony passed before Dr. Leopold stepped out of the room, his scrubs dotted in blood. 
 
    “Clint.” He looked down the hallway. “Let’s go somewhere private, so we can chat.” 
 
    As Clint mentally tried to prepare himself for what he was about to hear, the walls started to close in on him. He stopped, leaned over, and put his hands on his knees, taking in deep breaths. 
 
    “You okay?” Leopold asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’m fine.” 
 
    Clint followed the doctor into a small waiting room. 
 
    “We’ve called in a surgeon from Omaha,” Leopold began. 
 
    “Is she going to be—”  
 
    “All right?” Leopold finished, pulling off surgical gloves. “I don’t know. It’s touch and go, but it’s too dangerous to transport her. The bullet is close to an artery and could move. We need to keep her sedated. Immobilized.” 
 
    Clint listened. 
 
    Leopold put his hand over his top left shoulder, the bullet went in just above the heart. “It grazed the top part of her lung. But we don’t want to take any chances that it could move.” 
 
    Clint swallowed hard. “Is she awake?”  
 
    “We’ve sedated her, so no, she’ll stay asleep. As soon as the nurses finish cleaning Charlie up, we’ll move her.” 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “Second floor. Close to the operating room. She’s lost a lot of blood, so we started a transfusion.” Leopold’s expression was stoic, professional. “You can go with her.” 
 
    “What are the odds?” Clint had to ask. 
 
    “That she’ll live?” Leopold looked down, the expression on his face solemn. “Honestly, I don’t know. Until the surgeon operates, we won’t know the extent of the damage.” 
 
    The walk behind Charlie’s bed as they transported her to her room was agonizing. Not only was Clint worried sick that he was going to lose her, but he had no idea where Winston and Faith were. 
 
     Clint sat quietly beside Charlie for a little over two hours until the surgeon arrived. Holding her hand, he told her how much he loved her and that she had to be strong. Silently he asked for strength for himself.  
 
    “We’re ready for her, Mr. Abbott.” 
 
    He turned his head and saw a nurse in blue surgical attire.  
 
    He pressed his lips to the back of Charlie’s hand, not wanting to let go.  
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” Clint said, and then watched as she was pushed down the hallway and through the surgical doors.
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    WINSTON TURNED INTO A FAMILIAR DRIVEWAY with dormant cherry blossom trees lining both sides. All the upper scale homes in the elite suburb sat several hundred yards back from the boulevard and had been carved between towering oaks, elms, and pines. 
 
    It wasn’t until he’d spotted the sign for Kansas City that Jim Anderson’s name popped into his head. Winston become friends with Jim at a conference they’d both attended years ago. Winston and Saul had been guests in Jim and Nancy's home, and the Andersons had visited Winston and Saul in Kentucky several times. They’d even made the trip to attend the celebration of Saul’s life. 
 
    Winston recalled Jim mentioning that the couple spent their winters in their home in Arizona. It had been Jim that Winston called when he pulled off the interstate, telling him that he needed a place to stay for a couple of days. Jim was happy to accommodate, telling Winston he was welcome to stay in their home for as long as he wanted.  
 
    Three stately chimneys jutted out of the shake shingle roof of the stately rambler. The last time Winston had seen Jim and Nancy was the summer before Saul died when the lawn was a carpet of lush green grass and exquisite flower beds surrounded the home. But now, except for a dusting of snow, the view was brown and dismal.  
 
    He checked on Faith and, when he found her still sleeping, he walked to the double front doors. The lights underneath the awning made him anxious thinking that a neighbor might spot him and think he was a burglar.  
 
    Just as Jim told him, he found the key in a plastic baggie at the bottom of a bright red flower pot. Any thief would look there first, but then they’d have to contend with the sophisticated alarm system. Not only were all the doors wired, but every window, along with a motion detector in every room. 
 
    He turned the key and pushed open the door, anticipating what was about to happen. Even before he stepped into the foyer, a loud, monotonous beep rang out, warning Winston that he had little time before the alarm went off. Quickly, he turned the switch on for the chandelier, and found the key pad for the security system on the wall. After he punched in the code, he let out his breath when a monotone voice boomed, “Disarmed, ready to arm.” 
 
    He went back to the car, unhooked Faith’s seatbelt, and carefully picked her up. Winston carried her inside and, except for a dim light coming from the kitchen, the place was pitch black. He stood in a foyer for a few seconds trying to remember the layout. On the way to the bedrooms, he turned on a couple of lights.   
 
    Winston decided to put Faith in the master bedroom. He didn’t know how long this would take, or if his plan would even work, but if he needed to take a break the master had a private bath.  
 
    He laid her down on the king sized bed, carefully removed her shoes and covered her with the blanket that was neatly folded at the bottom of the bed.  
 
     Please make this work, Winston thought, because he didn’t have a Plan B. 
 
    She was sleeping so soundly that it might be difficult to get her aroused enough to hear him, but not fully conscious to know what he was doing. 
 
    He could use a stiff drink right now, but would settle for a glass of wine. 
 
    After he armed the alarm system again, he made his way to the gourmet kitchen off the formal living room. And, just as he hoped to find, Jim and Nancy’s wine rack was fully stocked. Winston made a mental note to replace the Pinot Grigio before leaving Kansas City.  
 
    Winston had loved this large, bright gourmet kitchen, he thought remembering how he’d made veal marsala for Nancy and Jim.  
 
    Carrying the half-filled goblet with him back to the bedroom, he set the wine down on the bedside table and took out the gold pocket watch his father gave him when he graduated from Cambridge.  
 
    Rubbing his fingers over the cherished time piece he sent a silent message to Saul. You with me? 
 
    Always, Saul replied, which made Winston relax a bit. 
 
    After he pulled a chair next to the bed and sat down, he leaned over the her and shook her shoulder. “Faith, wake up.” 
 
    She let out a sad moan and started to roll over on her side, but Winston moved her onto her back again. “Honey, I need you to open your eyes.” 
 
    “I’m tired,” she said. 
 
    “Just for a little bit. I want to show you something.” 
 
    She batted open an eye. 
 
    The cough medicine had made her vulnerable and her mind foggy. 
 
    “See this,” he said, holding the timepiece slightly above her eyes. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She yawned a wide yawn. 
 
    “I want you to watch it closely and concentrate on my voice.” 
 
    “Why?” Faith asked sleepily. 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna.” She closed her eyes. 
 
    “I really want you to see my surprise and then you can go back to sleep, okay?” God, if he couldn’t get her to wake up, he’d have to try again in the morning. He didn’t like giving her medicine, but it was the only way he felt he might be able to channel her mind. 
 
    “Okay.” She opened her eyes to slits. 
 
    “Now don’t look away or you won’t see the magic.” 
 
    Faith followed the golden watch as Winston swung it back and forth slowly, calmly telling her over and over to listen to his voice. 
 
    A few seconds later, her eyes closed. 
 
    “Faith?” He put the watch back into his pocket. “Can you hear me?” He picked up the wine glass and took a long swallow. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered.  
 
    “Good.” He set the goblet back down, and cleared his thoughts of everything but Faith. It took only moments before he found himself walking beside her in the foggy tunnel. 
 
    “Take me to Mira, honey.” He took Faith’s hand in his. “Take me to your sister.” 
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    CLINT JUMPED UP OUT OF HIS CHAIR when a fine-featured man wearing scrubs suddenly appeared in the doorway of Charlie’s room. “My wife…  
 
    is she—”  
 
    “She’s doing fine.” 
 
    Clint let out his breath. “Thank God.” It had been torture waiting for over three hours to hear something.  
 
    “Hank Petersen,” the surgeon said, holding out his hand to shake. “Your wife’s surgeon.” 
 
    Clint shook his hand.  
 
    Petersen pulled off the surgical cap, revealing a thick head of dark hair with a touch of gray at the temples. “She lost a lot of blood. Her lung collapsed, so we inserted a chest tube to re-inflate.” 
 
    Clint could barely swallow. “She has a tube in her chest?”  
 
    The surgeon placed his hand on Clint’s shoulder. “The bullet opened a cavity that allowed air to filtrate into the space between the chest wall and lung. The pressure prevents the lung from expanding, and breathing becomes difficult.” 
 
    All of this was mumbo jumbo to Clint. He just wanted to know that Charlie had made it through the surgery. 
 
     “The good news is that the bullet passed through two ribs, so nothing is broken.” 
 
    “So, my wife will be fine?”  
 
    “She was lucky. The bullet angled up toward the shoulder. It could have gone another way and lodged in her larynx or trachea.” 
 
    A shiver went down Clint’s spine knowing that she could have easily died.  
 
    “We’ll need to watch for infection. She’s on strong antibiotics that will be ongoing for a while,” Petersen said. “Dr. Leopold will take over from here, and I’ll be available if needed.” 
 
    “And the tube?” Clint asked. 
 
    “That will need to stay in place for two or three more days just to be on the safe side.” Petersen paused. “You might want to think about setting your wife up with a therapist. A trauma like this is not easily forgotten.” 
 
     Clint had another flashback of Charlie coming toward him. 
 
    Petersen continued to explain what Charlie would need to do to gain her strength back, but Clint only heard only snippets; his mind locked on the words what Petersen told him: “She’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Clint said when the doctor finished. “Where’s Charlie now?”  
 
    “In recovery. As soon as she stabilizes, she’ll be transported back here.” Dr. Petersen stared at Clint for a couple of seconds, making him uncomfortable. “Did I hear someone say that she was shot by a woman who was stowed away in your home?” 
 
    “Yes.” Embarrassed, Clint looked down.  
 
    “Mr. Abbott?” Looking behind Petersen,  Clint saw a nurse. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she apologized, “but there’s an officer here who wants to talk to you. I’ve tried to hold him off, but—” 
 
    “That’s okay.” Clint was grateful for the interruption, as he didn’t want to go into details about Shannon Patterson. “Tell him I’ll be out as soon as I can.”  
 
    “Will do,” she told him. 
 
    Petersen started for the door. “You look like you could use some rest yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll do that after I see my wife.”  
 
    Clint’s limbs and muscles felt like jello, his mind mush, and now he had to deal with the police. 
 
    After Charlie was released from the hospital, he was taking her home. Period. No court was going to keep them apart. Not ever again. 
 
    On his way down the hall, Clint wondered why Winston hadn’t called the hospital to ask about Charlie. And where was he? Again, Clint questioned whether he should have let Faith go with him. There’d only been a few times in his life that Clint had felt afraid, and this was one of them. His mind vacillated between thinking about Mira being all alone in a strange place to Faith, whom he’d grown to love. 
 
     “Are you Mr. Abbott?” the fresh-faced policeman asked walking toward Clint. 
 
    “Yes,” Clint said.  
 
    “Detective Andy Jordon.” 
 
     “Let’s go back to my wife’s room where we can talk privately,” Clint suggested. Although there was no avoiding gossip, Clint had no desire to let anyone overhear the gruesome details.  
 
    In Charlie’s room, the detective took notes as Clint gave as many details as he could remember. When Jordon asked him why Patterson was in his home, it was humiliating for Clint to explain. 
 
    “You said that someone named Winston took Mira out of the house, correct?” Jordon asked. “After the shooting?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Why?” Jordon studied Clint as if trying to read his expression with each question. 
 
    “We… I mean Charlie asked that Winston get her out of the house. She’s only six.”  
 
    There was no way anyone would ever understand, or believe, the circumstances of anything Clint could tell them. 
 
    “You have a phone number for this guy?” the officer turned the page on his notepad. 
 
    “No. Charlie’s cousin probably took Mira to a hotel, but I don’t know where they are. I’m sure I’ll hear from him today.” 
 
    The officer stood and closed his notepad. “As soon as you hear from him” — he took out his billfold and handed Clint a card— “have him give me a call.” 
 
    Clint took the card and looked down at it. “Sure.” Clint stood and walked with Jordon to the nurses’ station. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to go through this,” Jordon told Clint before he left. “Must have been terrible.” 
 
    “It isn’t something I’d wish on anyone.”  
 
    “We’ll be in touch.” He shook Clint’s hand again before he left. 
 
    On the way back to the room, Clint glanced at his watch. An hour and a half had gone by since the surgeon told Clint that Charlie would be back in her room soon. 
 
    He was just about to find a nurse, and ask if she could find out anything about Charlie when Dr. Petersen showed up. Clint could tell by his grim expression something was wrong.  
 
    His stomach balled into a knot. “Where’s my wife?” 
 
    “There’s been a complication.” 
 
    “What’s going on? You said Charlie was fine.” 
 
    “She was… is, but…” 
 
    Clint could feel his heart pounding.  
 
    “Charlie woke up in pain. When she put her hand over her stomach and started to moan”— he paused— “at first the nurse thought she was just coming out of the anesthetic.” 
 
    Clint was losing his patience. 
 
    “And then she spotted blood on the sheets,” Petersen continued. “She knew it wasn’t from the wound.” 
 
    Clint was confused. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Abbott.” Petersen shook his head. “We weren’t able to save the baby.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS DARKER IN THE TUNNEL this time, with a thick, heavy haze surrounding them.  
 
    “Why is it so dark?” Winston asked. 
 
    “Maybe ‘cause I don’t come here anymore,” Faith answered. 
 
    “How long has it been since you’ve seen Mira?” 
 
    She shrugged a shoulder. “I dunno.” 
 
    “Why?” He paused. “Why haven’t you seen her?” 
 
    Faith didn’t answer which made Winston question if he’d made it in time.   
 
    Stepping out into Faith’s world was much different than the last time. The air was damp, and it was as foggy outside as it was inside the tunnel.  
 
    The water in the ocean was still and the white sandy beach had turned a murky brown. There were no birds chirping or music coming from the carousel where the plastic ponies were at a standstill. He tilted his head back and saw the skies were a dark gray with not a balloon in sight. And, it was eerily quiet. 
 
    Winston turned toward the forest, searching for the Hansel and Gretel cottage. But, given the thick haze, all he could make out were the tops of the trees.  
 
     “Where’s Mira?” he asked Faith. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Faith slurred.  
 
    Faith was in a deep hypnotized state, her eyes glazed over. 
 
    “Can’t you see her?” Winston asked. 
 
    Her eyes slowly rolled back into her head. Winston took hold of her hand and started for the forest. 
 
    “Mira?” he called every few feet. But all that came back was the echo of his own voice.  
 
    When he spotted the red door of the little house, he noticed that the deep green ivy was brittle and most of the leaves had fallen off the vines. The flowers that once filled the yard had shriveled up and died. This wasn’t a good sign. Everything here was dying. 
 
    On edge, Winston called again. “Mira?”  
 
    Still holding Faith’s hand, he walked up the sidewalk to the door, turned the knob and stepped inside. The one-room cottage felt gloomy and had a foul odor. The dozens of white candles had been reduced to puddles of hard wax, and the Christmas lights strung around the room were no longer lit. 
 
    When his eyes landed on a small form on the bed, his heart sank. Thinking that his worst fear was about to come true, he let go of Faith’s hand. “Stay here,” he told her. 
 
    Moving toward her, he smelled a stench that only came with death. Winston bent over the emaciated child who was lying in a fetal position. He touched her cold forehead; watching, praying for any signs of life. The healthy pink cheeks he’d seen in the photos at the Abbott farm were gone, her wheat-colored hair was matted to her head and her clothing disheveled. Afraid that he’d lost her, Winston cautiously bent over her and whispered, “Mira?” 
 
    She let out a soft, sad sigh.  
 
    Relieved, he said, “Wake up, honey. It’s time to go home.” 
 
    Her eyes closed, she pulled her legs tighter to her chest.  
 
    Winston went back to Faith who stared straight ahead at nothing. “You’re going to be okay.” He put his arms around her and pulled her to him. God, he hated to leave her here, but he had no choice.  
 
    “Do you hear me?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Faith murmured.  
 
    Winston’s heart was breaking. Even though he knew that Faith’s soul needed to be released, he’d grown fond of her.  
 
    He laid his hand on top of Faith’s head. “God bless you, child,” he said, took the few steps back to the bed and picked up Mira.  
 
    With Mira limp in his arms, when he walked past Faith, he said, “I want you to stay here.”  
 
    No response. No movement. 
 
    He used his foot to push the door open wider and carried Mira outside. Making his way through the forest, the skies grew even darker as the wind whistled through the branches of the trees. The air was damp and the fog so dense he could only see what was directly in front of him. 
 
    Winston, he heard Saul say as he traipsed over dead branches and leaves. I’m with you. 
 
    Winston didn’t have time to chat. He needed to stay focused. If Faith woke up, there’d be trouble.  
 
    A sizzle of lightning lit up the sky, followed by a loud clap of thunder that shook the ground. Winston picked up his pace. 
 
     A loud noise above him made Winston look up just in time to see a towering tree start to fall, heading straight for them. He bolted to his right, cowering when the thick trunk missed them by inches.  
 
    When another pine started to tumble, Winston weaved around bushes and brush, and again, barely avoided being crushed.  
 
    With each step he took, Mira grew heavier. And when his shoes sunk into sand, Winston felt some hope, remembering that it was soon after he came out of the tunnel that they’d reached the beach. 
 
    Suddenly, torrents of rain began to pour down, the heavy deluge feeling like needles pounding into Winston’s head and shoulders.  
 
    Smelling smoke, he turned around briefly and saw the cottage was engulfed in fire. Angry flames shot out the roof and windows as thick gray smoke spiraled into the pitch-black skies.  
 
    He started to run, but when his right knee buckled, Winston let out a cry. Unable to bear the pain, he jiggled Mira. “Wake up, honey. I need your help.” 
 
    “My head,” she moaned. “It hurts.”  
 
    He took a few more steps and felt his feet hit solid ground. His back aching and both knees starting to give out, he set Mira down. “We can do this, but I need your help. You have to try, Mira. Do it for Mommy and Daddy.”  
 
     The waves looked a mile high as they propelled swiftly toward the shoreline, and water from the torrential rains pooled around his feet and ankles.   
 
    “I can’t do it,” Mira said tearfully.  
 
    Seeing the wet mud was now halfway up her leg, he turned around. With his back to Mira, he bent his knees, put his hands on top of his shoulders and wiggled his fingers. “Put your hands in mine and wrap your legs around my waist real tight.” 
 
    Winston caught her hands in his and slowly stood, groaning as he pulled her up with him. The raging wind made it difficult to keep his balance, and the thought that Faith was fully awake and angry gave him the will to trudge forward. 
 
    When he finally caught a glimpse of the tunnel, he limped forward, telling himself just a few more steps. “We’re going home, Mira.” 
 
    Suddenly, a sharp pain sizzled through his upper body, sending Winston to his knees. He clutched a hand over his chest and let go of Mira’s hands.  
 
    “Go… to the… tunnel.” It was difficult to catch his breath, let alone speak so, he waved Mira on. “Go.”  
 
    “But…” Mira started, her sad eyes begging for help. 
 
    Winston shooed her away. “You have to do this. Go now! Get into the tunnel and go home to Mommy and Daddy.”  
 
    He watched her weave toward the opening.  
 
    “Noooo!” Faith shouted as she flew by Winston. 
 
    He tried to get up, but didn’t have the strength. The thick mud was like quicksand pulling him under deeper and deeper. 
 
    “Faster, Mira!” His words were lost in the ferocious roars of thunder.  
 
    His left arm was numb, and his chest felt like it was caving in. Winston was useless to help Mira.  
 
    “Stop, Mira,”  Faith demanded. “I said stop, or you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    All Winston could make out were two miniature silhouettes fighting, their shrilling screams ringing in his ears when they toppled to the ground. 
 
     When he saw one of the girls dive into the tunnel, Winston felt defeated. There was little chance that Mira was strong enough to overcome Faith. He’d not only failed Charlie and Clint, but himself.  
 
    As his heartbeat began to slow, so did his breathing. His strength depleted, his face fell forward. Chunks of mud filled his mouth, throat, and lungs. . 
 
    Flashes of the past few weeks clouded his mind: the letter from Charlie… conjoined twins… Faith dying… the twins somehow still connected. And then it came to him. Oh God, somehow, he needed to tell Charlie. 
 
    With a sudden surge of energy, Winston’s head shot up. The sun was shining, the rain had stopped, and the air was calm. Faith’s imaginary world was just like it had been when he’d first met Mira.  
 
    Come on, buddy, Saul told him. It’s about time you came home. 
 
    The last thing Winston heard before he crossed over was the sound of birds chirping.  
 
    And the last thing he saw was a small figure coming toward him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SHE DOVE HEAD FIRST into the shaft, breathing so fast and so hard that her lungs hurt. It took a minute or two to gain her bearings. When the she tried to stand, her legs were too weak and wobbly to hold her up.  
 
    Coming up to her hands and knees, a sharp sting in her head made her see stars. “Owww,” she cried.  
 
    The fight with her sister had been brutal, leaving bruises and cuts all over her body. 
 
    She started to crawl, stopping every few seconds to catch her breath. “You can do this,” she whispered. 
 
    When the fog started to lift and the end of the tunnel came into view, tears rushed into her eyes. “I’m gonna make it.”  
 
    Relieved when one hand plopped out, and then the other, she somersaulted out onto a thick bed of carpet. 
 
    When the opening disappeared, she looked around. The little girl saw a big bed, a table with a lamp on it and, when she raised up, she noticed the top of a chair on the other side of the bed. 
 
    “Is anyone here?” she called and waited, but no one answered. 
 
    Wincing when she sat up, everything hurt all over.   
 
    She placed her hands on top of the mattress to help pull herself up. And when she saw the bruises and cuts, she couldn’t remember how she got them.  
 
    Every step was pure agony as she made her way to the other side of the bed. 
 
     When she saw a man on the floor, she gasped.  
 
    “Hello? Can you hear me?” Cautious, she sat down next to him. She didn’t know who this person was whose eyes were open lying perfectly still.   
 
     “Wake up.” When he didn’t respond, she pleaded, “Please, Mister, wake up. I don’t know where I am.” But still, he didn’t move. 
 
    Something shiny caught her eye and she noticed he was clutching something round and gold.  
 
    Placing a hand on his shoulder, she shook him once. He felt heavy, like a big rock. “Please, please, wake up.” But nothing she said or did would wake him. Was he dead? Is this what dead people looked like?  
 
    The thought of touching someone who’d died made her shiver. When she started to stand, she stumbled and fell across the man.  
 
    “No, no, no,” she wailed, crawling over him and scooting backward toward an open door.  
 
    Bang… bang… bang. Oh God, her head hurt so bad. It sounded like someone was playing a big drum. The man still wasn’t moving and seemed to be staring right at her. Afraid, she scooted backward out the door. 
 
    Finding herself in a long hallway, she stood. Her legs barely able to hold her up, by the time she passed three more bedrooms and a bathroom, she felt as if she was going to pass out. 
 
    “Hello?” she cried out, but again, no one answered. 
 
    Finding herself in a big room with couches, chairs, and a fireplace, there was nothing here that looked familiar. She was so tired it was hard to keep her eyes open. Maybe if she went to sleep for a little while her head would feel better. And maybe when she woke up, someone would be here. 
 
    As she started for one of the couches, panic hit her when she realized she didn’t know her name. Or where she lived, or her parents names. Crippled with fear, she had to find someone who could help her. 
 
    Using the furniture as a crutch to help her stay upright, she moved slowly through the room until she reached a wide opening with a shiny floor. She saw two big doors and a big light hanging from the ceiling.  
 
     It seemed to take forever before her hand clasped over a door knob, but when she turned it, she found the door wouldn’t open. “Please, please.” Running her fingers around the metal, she found the lock. Sobbing when she put one hand over the other and rotated the handle to the right as hard as she could, she pushed open the door.  
 
    Immediately, a loud beep went off, one after the next, paralyzing her. She slapped her hands over her ears as the sound in her head intensified.   
 
    When the tone turned to a deafening, continual blare, she became hysterical.“Stop. Please stop. It hurts.” 
 
    Outside on the stoop, she tried to ignore the siren, her eyes moving over a big yard with lots of trees.   
 
    “Is anyone here?”  
 
    When she saw a dark spot whip by at the end of a long driveway, and then heard a horn honk, she knew what she had to do. 
 
    Black spots moved in circles in front of her eyes as she swayed down the wide cement drive.  
 
    It was so cold. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself, and tried to hobble faster. If she could make it to the street, someone would see her and stop.  
 
    She tried to take her mind off her pain and concentrated on remembering her name and where she lived, but it was useless.  
 
    By the time she neared the street, her vision was a blur. When she noticed a patch of dark blue coming toward her, she held up a hand.  
 
    “Heeelllp!” she shouted, but the car went past, leaving her behind.  
 
    “I can’t do this,” she whimpered and crumpled to the ground. “I can’t.” She bowed her head and, when a small drop of red fell into the snow, she swiped her finger underneath her nose. Blood? And then another drop fell, and another.  
 
    A few seconds later, with her nose bleeding profusely, she heard the faraway sound of a siren. Someone had seen her and called for help. She had to get up or they wouldn’t see her. 
 
     The hammering in her head was powerful when she anchored her hands flat on the freezing ground, and let out a groan when she pushed up and stood. 
 
    Shaky and weak, the rumble in her head overwhelming, just as she started to raise her hand, but collapsed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE HAD BEEN ASLEEP since they’d brought her back from recovery. Her shoulder and the top part of her chest was bandaged, and the hose that inflated her lung and helped her breathe peeked out from underneath a white sheet.  
 
    Clint hadn’t slept in over two days. And not only did he face telling Charlie they’d lost a child he never known about, but he’d yet to hear from Winston. 
 
    He could understand why Charlie hadn’t told him about the pregnancy. Their lives had been pure hell and she was waiting for everything to calm down before sharing the news.  
 
    After he stood and stretched his arms up over his head, he strolled to the window and pushed a couple of slats up on the blind. The first light of dawn was coming up on the horizon and the world outside looked sleepy, with no cars moving in the parking lot. 
 
    For some reason an incident that happened in Clint’s senior year in high school came to mind. When a police officer brought Clint home when he’d stopped his car and smelled liquor on his breath. After Clint’s father thanked the cop for bringing Clint home instead of tossing him into jail, he turned to Clint and said, “What the hell is in your head?” 
 
    If his dad were still alive, and knew Clint had let Faith go off with a psychic Clint barely knew, he’d say the same thing today.  
 
    If he didn’t hear from Winston soon, Clint would be forced to call the police. He wouldn’t leave Clint and Charlie in the dark without good reason. Plus, he’d want to know how Charlie was doing. 
 
    “Hey, big guy.” He turned around quickly, Charlie’s hoarse voice startling him. 
 
    Clint went to her side. “You’re awake.” Hearing her voice was musical. He leaned over and kissed her forehead.  
 
    “And alive.” Charlie managed a faint smile. 
 
    He picked up her hand and gently massaged each finger. “How you feeling?” 
 
    “Old.” She placed a hand over her throat. “And like I swallowed a dinosaur.” 
 
    Charlie was a class act. She never wanted him to worry, always making light of a situation. 
 
    “Want some ice chips? I’m afraid that’s what’s on the menu for a few more hours.” 
 
    “Not now. Maybe later, when my stomach settles down.” 
 
    “Doctor said everything went well.” 
 
    “Does Mom know?” Charlie asked Clint. 
 
    “Yes, I told her I’d call her and tell her when you’re awake so she wouldn’t stew here at the hospital.” 
 
    “You’re a prince.” 
 
    “Every prince needs a princess.” God, he wished he didn’t have to give her the news about the baby. It would be just one more emotional disappointment to add to the list. 
 
    When Charlie tried to change positions, she let out a moan. 
 
    “You need a nurse?”  
 
    “My shoulder.”  
 
    Clint stood, reached over her, and found the call button. “Let’s get you some dope.” 
 
    “Dope would be good.” 
 
    After he asked the nurse for a pain pill, Charlie placed a hand over her stomach. “My stomach feels like it took a bullet too.” 
 
    Clint looked away. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    He sat down on the edge of the chair. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “After they took out the bullet, you went back into surgery.” 
 
    She wrinkled up her forehead. “Why?” 
 
    “There was a complication.”  
 
    “With the bullet?”  
 
    “You… We,” he said, staring into her eyes, “lost the…” 
 
    “My baby?” she finished, her anguished expression killing him. “No, please.” Charlie rolled her head back and forth across the pillow. She  placed a protective hand over her tummy and looked to Clint. “Not the baby, Clint. Not our baby.”  
 
    He swiped away a tear that escaped from the corner of his eye. “So you knew you were pregnant?”  
 
    “I was waiting for the right time to tell you.” Weeping, she could barely get her words out. “I wanted to give you your boy.”  
 
    Clint was silent. He pulled out a tissue from the box on the bedside table and lovingly wiped her eyes. Nothing he could say would be able to comfort her. 
 
    “Here you go,” a nurse said walking into the room. 
 
    When the nurse saw Charlie crying, Clint nodded, silently telling her that Charlie knew she’d lost the baby. 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry. Everything’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “No, everything is not going to be okay.” Charlie sniveled. “Nothing is ever going to be okay again.” 
 
    Charlie had been beaten down too long. It wasn’t only her heart that was broken, but her spirit. 
 
    “Let’s get you some sleep.” the nurse dropped the pill into Charlie’s hand and filled a plastic cup with water. “You need rest, dear.” 
 
    Charlie downed the pill. After the nurse left, she said, “I’m so tired. So tired of everything. And where’s Mira?” 
 
    “She’s fine.” He hoped Charlie would believe him. “I talked to Winston.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “They’re on their way to the house.”  
 
    “Do you know anything? What happened? Do we have Mira back?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Charlie started to cry again. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” He didn’t like lying to her, but in this case, she needed sleep more than truth. 
 
    “And Faith?” 
 
    Clint pushed his baseball cap back on his head. “He didn’t go into details.” Clint tried to think of something to say to calm her. “God doesn’t give us any more than we—” 
 
    “Can handle?” Charlie interrupted. “Really?” 
 
    “Baby, you need rest. Just like the nurse said, everything’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Charlie looked into his eyes. “Just tell me the truth about Mira, Clint. I can handle the truth.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    She started to babble about Shannon Patterson, Mira, and started crying again when she told him how much she wanted their baby. And, within minutes, she fell  asleep.  
 
    Clint stared at Charlie’s beautiful face, feeling both grateful she was alive, and sad that they’d lost a child that they’d both wanted.  
 
    When the phone rang, he snatched it off the cradle before Charlie woke. 
 
    “Hello?” he whispered. 
 
     “Mr. Abbott?” an unfamiliar male voice asked. 
 
    “Yes, this is Clint Abbott.” 
 
    “My name is Sergeant Jeff Gillespie with the Kansas City Police Department and—” 
 
    “Who?” Clint picked up the phone and carried it to the window with him. 
 
    “We found your address in a Mister”—he paused as if trying to find something— “Here it is, a Mister Winston Fry’s coat and we’re hoping you can help us. I’m glad I was able to find—” 
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “Do you know Mister Fry?” 
 
    “Yes.” He glanced at Charlie. 
 
    “I’m sorry to tell you this, but Mr. Fry… he’s… he’s… gone,” Gillespie stammered. 
 
    “Gone?” Clint asked. “Gone where?” 
 
    “He passed sometime last night or early this morning. I don’t know exactly what hap—” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Clint felt his blood pressure rise and then lowered his voice.“Where’s Mira?”  
 
    “We’re trying to find out what happened,” the officer stated in monotone. 
 
    His heart speeding, Clint tried to keep his composure. “Mira…She was with Mr. Fry. Is she alright?  
 
     “A neighbor found a child in the front yard of the home in Kansas City where we found Mister Fry, but we don’t know who she—” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus.” Clint felt dizzy. “Is she all right? I don’t understand, Why was she in the—?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to calm down, sir. I need to ask some questions.” 
 
    “Just tell me she’s safe.”  
 
    “We didn’t find any ID.” 
 
    Jesus. ID? “Are you saying Mira is…” Clint could barely breathe, let alone finish the sentence. 
 
    “She’s alive. We’re just trying—” 
 
    Clint bent over, silently thanking God.  
 
    “We’re just trying to find her parents.” 
 
    “Mira’s only six. She was with Winston… blonde hair, blue eyes. Small for her age.” 
 
    “Was she kidnapped?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Clint told him. “Can I talk to her?” 
 
    “A neighbor noticed her and called the police.” 
 
    "Please, just let me to talk to Mira.” 
 
     “So your child’s name is Mira?” the cop asked. “Right?” 
 
    “For God’s sakes, yes. Miracle Abbott. I need to hear her—” 
 
    “She was taken to Mercy Medical.” 
 
    Clint froze and glanced at Charlie again, praying she was still asleep. “A hospital?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” He put his hand on the ledge of the window, waiting for what seemed like an eternity for an answer. 
 
    “I don’t know all the particulars. I only know she was unconscious when the ambulance arrived.” 
 
    “Oh, God, no.”   
 
    “You live in Sheffield, Iowa?” Gillespie asked matter-of-factly. 
 
    Trying to grasp what he was telling him, Clint answered, “Yes.” 
 
    “And you think she might be your child.”  
 
    “Yes. Mira’s mother is ill, so we asked Winston to take Mira away for a couple of days.” Clint put a thumb on his eye and pushed back tears. “Can you tell me anything more about my little girl?”  
 
    “I think you need to get here as soon as possible. I overheard a paramedic saying he thought it was an aneurysm. But until we know for sure that she’s related to you, the hospital won’t give you any information.” 
 
    “An aneurysm? Hey, just who the hell is this?” 
 
    “I assure you that I’m a police officer, sir. I can give you my badge number to verify if you want.” 
 
     “Oh God,“ Clint was quiet.  
 
    “Are you still there?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”  
 
    Before ending the call, Gillespie asked again, “I just want to be sure that this is Clint Abbot and that your daughter Mira was with Winston Fry.” 
 
    “Yes, her name is Miracle, but we call her Mira.”  
 
    “Thank you. I’ll relay the info to the hospital. If she wakes up, maybe she can identify herself. You need to bring a picture of her with you just in case.” 
 
    Clint hung up, looked at his sleeping wife, and took off for nurses’ station. “I need to leave,” Clint told a nurse behind the counter. “I’ll call the hospital in a couple of hours to see how my wife is.” 
 
    Not waiting for an answer, he raced to the elevator. On his way down to the first floor, he rehashed the conversation with the policeman. Winston was dead. Mira was found unconscious with a possibility of her brain bleeding, and Charlie was in the hospital recovering from surgery. He slammed his hand into the elevator door and looked up. “Enough,” he shouted and hit the door again. 
 
    In the lobby, he called Charlie’s mother and told her to come to the  hospital and stay with Charlie, explaining that Mira and Winston were at the house and he was going to go check on them. 
 
    When Clint sped out of the parking lot he barely missed colliding into a parked car. Flying through stop signs and going around cars, he knew if he didn’t calm down that he’d be the next one in the hospital. But he needed to get to Mira as soon as possible. Jesus, an aneurysm. Surely the cop was wrong. 
 
    Clint made a fast U-turn in the middle of the Maine Street. He tore into the gas station and told them it was an emergency and he needed to use their phone. Then he called the sheriff’s office.  
 
    “This is Clint Abbott,” he said as calmly as he could when a familiar voice answered. “I need help.” 
 
    After he explained his situation, Peg Sullivan answered, “I’ll get on it right now. Stay on the line and I’ll call the sheriff on another line. He’ll want to know your location.” 
 
    One thing about living in a small town was that people looked out for each other. Clint was a wreck by the time Peg got back on the phone and asked what route Clint was taking to Kansas City. 
 
    Driving 90 miles-an-hour down the highway toward the interstate, Clint was almost to the exit for Kansas City when he saw a squad car with the Sheffield, Iowa Sheriff’s logo pass him.  
 
    The Sheriff put up his hand as a wave and sped off in front of Clint, turning on the red light on the roof of the squad car.  
 
    His mind going a hundred miles an hour, Clint wondered if Faith had caused Winston‘s death, or had he died saving Mira’s life?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER SHANNON WAS BOOKED, she went about raising holy hell. She’d ranted, raved, and rattled the bars on her cell nonstop. She was causing havoc which was exactly her intention.  
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing here!” she shouted. “What did I do wrong? Clint Abbott tried to kill me, and all I did was defend myself.” 
 
    “And you just happened to have a rifle with you?” one of the lazy assed cops asked. 
 
    “A girl can’t be too careful, ya know? Being an officer of the law, you should know that. When that shrimp attacked me, the gun went off.” She put a hand over her chest. “It wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    “You’re in deep doo doo, lady.” he told her. “So might as well get comfy.” 
 
    “Clint Abbott asked me to come out to his house. He wanted me there for support when he told his Charlie he was leaving her for me.” 
 
    The officer smirked and walked away. 
 
    “You cops suck!” When no one paid any attention to her she started to wail like a child. “No one believes me. Why?” She tried to fake tears, but they wouldn’t come. “Why doesn’t anyone like me?” 
 
    After Shannon was caught making a noose out of the bed sheet, rambling that she was going to kill herself, Dr. Leopold showed up.  
 
    She’d fought the quack when he’d tried to take her blood pressure and refused to answer his stupid questions, like, “How do you feel? What’s going through your head? How can I help?”  
 
    Get this over with, butt face, she wanted to tell him, but instead, crossed her arms over her chest and was silent. 
 
    Early evening, her psychiatrist waltzed into the jail. Evidently the county attorney had contacted him and subpoenaed her medical records. Perfect. 
 
    She watched him powwow in a corner with a couple of cops, every once in a while glancing at Shannon. She caught words like “long history of…” And a “danger to herself and others.” Shannon couldn’t hear what one of the officers asked him, but watched the psychiatrist look up, as if pondering the question. 
 
    Everything was going as planned. “I can hear you,” she sang out. Shannon set her feet apart, wrapped her pudgy hands around the bars and rattled them. “Silly, boys. I’m not deaf.” 
 
    It was after nine p.m. when her cell door opened and Shannon was handcuffed.  
 
    “Come on, lady,” the cop told her.  
 
    “Come on? But where are you taking me?” Shannon asked, even though she knew the answer. 
 
    “Move,” he said rudely and was joined by another stupid looking cop. The two dumbos escorted her out the back door of the jail to a squad car. 
 
    “I’ll see to it you lose your jobs,” Shannon told them as one of the officers put his hand on top of her head and pushed her into the back seat of the car. “I have friends in high places.” 
 
    Yeah, me, Shannon thought. Take me out to the funny farm, boys. Take me out with the nuts.  
 
    Internally she was laughing her ass off for giving an Academy Award performance. What a bunch of lollipop cops. She’d be deemed unfit to stand trial, go into a loony bin for six months, a year at the most, and then be free to go her merry way.  
 
    After the house was rebuilt, she’d sell the damn thing. With the proceeds from the sale, coupled with her savings, Shannon could go anywhere she damn well pleased.  
 
    When the squad car passed the Abbott home Shannon saw it was dark inside. She was curious as to how Charlie was doing, but didn’t ask. She and Clint were over and it was time to move on to greener pastures. Someone out there was waiting for her and, by God, she was going to find them. 
 
    The last twenty-four hours had been unbearable. She’d refused to eat the slop at the jail and was starving. What she’d give for a boatload of Twinkies right now. 
 
    Shannon carried on about how she was going to see to it that the cops would never get a job anywhere in the entire US, and that they’d better take her back to Sheffield until her voice was almost gone.  
 
    “I need to pee,” Shannon said. 
 
    The officer turned around in his seat. “We’re not stopping.” 
 
    “That’s a violation of my human rights!” Shannon countered. “I’ll sue your asses.” 
 
    When he didn’t have the courtesy to even answer her, she peed her pants. Although it was uncomfortable to sit in urine, Shannon was proving her point which was that she was certifiably insane. Well, temporarily insane. The make believe affair with Clint, her counselor at the crazy ward would testify, had caused her so much pain that poor Shannon Patterson had lost her mind. She wanted to giggle. Given she had a degree in psychology, and had worked for the government for years she knew it was pretty damn easy to beat the system. . 
 
    The squad car finally turned onto a long, paved driveway lined with tall streetlights like the ones in big cities. Wherever she was going was isolated, as it was surrounded by miles and miles of fields.  
 
    “What are we?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “Stewartville Mansion,” the cop told her. “Only place that had an opening.” 
 
    She’d heard about this place. Old man Stewart had left his multi-million dollar estate to the state when he’d died to be used as a psychiatric hospital. He’d dedicated it to his youngest son who’d been mentally ill.  
 
    Her eyes swept over the stately three-story brick house slash nut house. Stewartville Mansion was the Taj Mahal for all nut cases. She’d heard the food here was like dining in a five-star restaurant, and the caregivers were pushovers. Shannon couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    For once in her miserable life, she’d been given a fricken’ break.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CLINT BURST INTO the surgical waiting room, noting that the place was jam-packed with people who all seemed to be staring directly at him.  
 
    They probably thought he was insane and wouldn’t be far off. Not only had he not bothered to comb his hair or shaved for days, but he’d almost ripped the door off the hinges when he stormed in.  
 
    “The receptionist in the lobby told me to come here,” Clint told the volunteer behind the desk. “I think my little girl is in surgery.” 
 
    The middle-aged man in a wheelchair picked up the in-house phone and looked up at Clint over his glasses. “Are you Mr. Abbott?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The gentlemen nodded and dialed.  A second later, he said, “I wanted to let you know that the Abbott father is in the waiting room.” He listened for a second or two and then hung up. “Someone will be right in to speak with you. Just take a seat.” 
 
    There was no way Clint could sit right now. He was a mess, thinking about how Winston could have died and why Mira lost consciousness. What had gone on after they’d left the house? 
 
    He took a quick look around; an older woman with a crown of white hair had her head bowed, her gnarled fingers moving rapidly over a rosary. A couple held hands, their eyes red and swollen. A pimply-faced young man stared into space and, at the back of the room, a coffee pot sat on a counter beside a plate of cookies.  
 
    The tension was thick as everyone was waiting to find out if a loved one had survived and now, Clint joined them. 
 
    “Mr. Abbott?”  
 
    He turned toward the voice. “What?!” Seeing the surprised expression on the man’s face standing behind, Clint added, “Sorry. I’m a little edgy.” 
 
    “No problem.” the tall, slender man dressed in dark blue scrubs assured, “I’m Dr. Levitt.” He nodded at the door. “Let’s go find a place where we can chat.”  
 
    “Can I see her?” Clint asked, following the doctor to the door.  
 
    “Do you have a picture of her?” Levitt asked as they started down the hallway. “HIPAA requires identification or we can’t release any information.” 
 
    Clint fumbled to take out his wallet out of his back jean pocket and pulled out a recent photo of Mira.  
 
    Levitt stared down at the photo and then handed it back to Clint. “She’s pretty beat up, but yes, I’m pretty sure that’s her.” 
 
    An icy shiver ran down Clint’s spine. Beat up? “I was told that Mira may have had an aneurysm. It that true?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what we found. The artery was weak due to the enlargement of a growth.”  Halfway down the hall, Levitt stopped and opened a door. He flicked on the overhead lights, and waited for Clint to go inside before closing it behind him. “Mira was brought in with quite a few bruises and she was also covered in mud,” Levitt began. 
 
    “Mud?” Clint put a hand over the back of his tense neck. “Not snow?”  
 
     “Mud. But before we go any further,” Levitt said, “I should inform you that the hospital has contacted child protective services.” 
 
    “What? Why?” If it was discovered that Mira had been taken away, and the court order was preventing Charlie to see Mira, there was a risk they’d lose their only child permanently.  
 
    “Why? Because she was found alone on a sidewalk unconscious in a city a long ways from home. And the man she was evidently with is dead. Unfortunately there’s no one who can tell us what happened.” 
 
    If Clint argued, it would only make things worse. He had to think of something fast. “Mira’s primary doctor back in Sheffield has been following her closely. The last time she was hospitalized she had bruises and his opinion was that Mira was hurting herself.” 
 
    Levitt stared at Clint, silently telling him to go on. 
 
    “I asked Winston, Mr. Fry, to take Mira because my wife had an accident and was taken to the hospital. Maybe Mira was so upset seeing her mom hurt that she caused the bruises.” 
 
    “So you’re saying Mira has a mental issue?” 
 
    “That’s what her doctor suggested. My wife was going to set up an appointment with a psychiatrist today. Are Mira’s bruises small? Like maybe a child hit her?” 
 
    Levitt looked up briefly. “If I recall correctly, yes.” 
 
    “And the aneurysm? Was it caused by a trauma?” Clint asked, pulling questions out of his head. God, he hoped Levitt said no. 
 
    Levitt shook his head. “No. No blows to the head and the growth we removed appeared as if it had been growing for some time.” 
 
    “Mira’s doctor will confirm what I’m telling you.” At least Clint hoped he would.  
 
    “Child services will probably ask if anyone else saw Mira before she left with Mr. Fry.” 
 
    They would want to know if Clint or Charlie had hurt her. “That’s not a problem. Charlie’s mother was at the house just before Mira left.” That wasn’t quite true, but he knew his mother-in-law would cooperate knowing that Clint and Charlie would never hurt Mira. 
 
    “Then it shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll make sure that my report reflects that Mira’s bruises are small and that you and your wife are making arrangements for Mira to seek psychiatric help.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “To continue what I was saying,” Levitt picked where he’d left off, “we had no idea who to contact when Mira was brought in. Emergency surgery was required or…” 
 
    “Or we were going to lose her,” Clint finished. All of a sudden, Clint couldn’t breathe, the palms of his hands were clammy, and his chest felt funny. Dizzy, he thought he was going to pass out.  
 
    “Are you alright, Mr. Abbott? You’re a little peaked.” 
 
    Frightened by what was happening, Clint sat down. “I don’t know,” he said, his heart beats escalating. 
 
    “I want you to take in a deep breath and breathe out slowly. Do it several times. I think you might be having a panic attack.” 
 
    Levitt was quiet as Clint tried to compose himself.  
 
    “I apologize,” Clint said a few seconds later. He covered his mouth and coughed, hoping that what just happened never would again.  
 
    “Understandable reaction. Many go through this, especially if they’re under a lot of stress.” 
 
     Embarrassed, Clint asked, “Is she”—Clint cleared his throat—“is she going to be okay?” 
 
    “As you know Mira was unconscious when she came in, and bleeding from the ears, mouth, and nose.” Levitt took a chair across from Clint. 
 
    He started to feel dizzy again. “I had no idea.” He drew in a deep breath, telling himself to calm down. “But she’s only six.” 
 
    “Age doesn’t matter when it comes to an aneurysm.” 
 
    The only time Clint had heard about this happening was in high school when a friend’s father died with a brain bleed. 
 
    “She’s still in surgery and probably will be for the next few hours,” Levitt said and stood.  “I need to get back as I’m assisting.” 
 
    “She’d doing fine though, right?”  
 
    “I’m going to be honest with you, Mr. Abbott. It could go either way. The good news is we’ve stopped the bleed.” 
 
    “And the bad news?”  
 
    “There could be repercussions. Anytime something goes wrong with the brain, it could affect anything from speech to memory,” Levitt told him evenly. “But not always.” 
 
    Clint tuned the rest of what Levitt was telling him out, thinking about one thing only: If her memory was affected, or gone, he and Charlie may never know if it was Mira who’d survived or Faith.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “DAMN YOU, CLINT ABBOTT.” Charlie was furious. “Why didn’t you call like you promised my mom?” A jolt of pain shot through her chest and into her shoulder. “I’ve been worried sick. It’s after ten and you said you’d—” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “That’s all you have? I’m sorry? I’ve called the house a dozen times. Why didn’t you answer?” It wasn’t like Clint to promise something and not come through. “Where are you? Where’s Mira?” 
 
    There was a long pause before he answered, “We’re in Kansas City.” 
 
    “Kansas City?”  she blurted. What are you doing there? I thought Mira was—” 
 
    “Mira’s in the hospital. Mercy Medical.” 
 
    “What? What is going—” 
 
    “Just calm down and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    She pushed the call button at the same time she reprimanded Clint, “Don’t you tell me to calm—” 
 
    “Can I help you?” a voice answered over the monitor. 
 
    “Yes,” Charlie said, “I need a pain pill.” 
 
    “I’ll be right down,” the nurse answered. 
 
     Charlie turned her focus back to Clint. “You lied to me.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to worry you.” 
 
    “You said you’d call and don’t, and then tell me you don’t want me to worry?” She smirked as the nurse entered the room. Charlie held out her hand and popped the pills in her mouth. “Thank you,” she said curtly to the nurse and then went back to Clint. “Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    After Clint explained that he’d received a call from a policeman in Kansas City, and that Mira had surgery because of an aneurysm, Charlie was so upset she could barely speak. “Oh, God,” she said, “I need to be with my baby.” 
 
    “Mira’s in a coma,” Clint said. “There’s nothing either of us can do right now but wait.” 
 
    “Are you saying that we could lose her?” Charlie held her breath. 
 
    “Her surgeon induced the coma. He told me it would help reduce the swelling around her brain.” 
 
    Charlie started to cry, her nerves were shot. “I need to be there.” 
 
     “What you need is to get better,” Clint said calmly. “I’m right here beside her and  she’s resting peacefully.” 
 
     Suddenly angry, Charlie said, “And you decided to leave me in the dark again?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare tell me you didn’t want me to worry. I’m sick of your excuses. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t…” Charlie stopped, knowing she’d gone too far 
 
    “You’d what? Not be in the hospital? You wouldn’t have been shot?” Do you really think I led that Patterson woman on?” Clint let out in a huff. “If you recall, this all started when Mira said you hurt her.” 
 
    Incensed, she came back with, “And you’re the one who led Miss Piggy on.” 
 
    “I did not lead anyone on,” Clint shouted so loudly that Charlie pulled the phone away from her ear.  
 
    “Then why did she stow away in our house with a gun and—” 
 
    “Oh, for Crissakes, Charlie, stop it!”  
 
    “Mrs. Abbott?” The same nurse who’d given her pain pills charged Charlie’s bed. She glanced up at the monitor. “Your heart rate is escalating.” 
 
    “Nothing.” Charlie leaned back in her pillow. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You have to stay calm.” Charlie’s nurse put a hand on her arm. “Rest is the best medicine.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    The nurse turned the blaring machine off and then back on again. She watched the monitor for a few seconds, making sure Charlie’s blood pressure was stable. 
 
    “Charlie?” Clint asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Hold on, Clint.”  
 
     “One more time for that monitor”—the nurse pointed a finger at Charlie—  “and the phone goes bye-bye.” 
 
    Charlie waited for her to leave and then turned her attention back to Clint. “I’ll be fine.” She pushed a stray hair that had come loose from her ponytail back over an ear. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, the stupid monitor went nuts. Blood pressure or heart rate or something.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I didn’t want to tell you about Mira.” 
 
    Charlie felt her heart start to speed up again and she almost pulled the plug on the machine.“Did you talk to her? Mira? After she came out of surgery?” 
 
    “No. They put her to sleep before she went into recovery.” 
 
    “So you don’t know if she’s Mira or Faith.” 
 
     “No.” 
 
    “I’m not staying away any longer,” Charlie said. “I’ve been left out in the cold too long.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what she wanted.” 
 
    “What who wanted?” 
 
    “Faith,” Clint said, “We’re tearing each other and our marriage apart.” 
 
    He sounded tired. God, she wished she was with him. “You’re aware that you’re never going to get rid of me, right?” 
 
    “Nor do I want to,” Clint responded. 
 
    They could talk about their marriage later. Right now, they had a child in crisis. “Tell me more about Mira,” Charlie asked, trying hard to stay strong. 
 
    “We won’t know anything more until she comes out of the coma.” 
 
    Feeling drowsy, Charlie wished she’d never taken the pain meds. “Where’s Winston?”  
 
    Again, Clint was silent. 
 
    “Is he with you? Did he tell you what hap—” 
 
    “I… I don’t know how to tell you this.” 
 
    Now what? Just in case, Charlie reached up and turned off the heart monitor. “Just tell me.”  
 
    “Winston’s no longer… he’s no longer with us.” 
 
    “Winton abandoned Mira? Oh, my, God.” She put her hand down on the mattress and tried to sit up, but the pain was too intense. “Is that why she was found outside?”  
 
    “No,” Clint’s tone was somber. 
 
    “Then where is he?” 
 
    Clint closed his eyes, knowing what her reaction would be. “Winston died of a heart attack.”  
 
    The news took her breath away.   
 
    “I’m sorry, honey.” 
 
    Oh, no. No… no… no.” Charlie’s heart was breaking. How many tears could she have left? “Make it stop. Just make this whole God damn thing stop.” She felt as if she was losing her mind. 
 
    Clint was quiet until Charlie’s crying turned to snivels. “Winston doesn’t have any family and I don’t have any contacts for him. The hospital can’t keep him here.” 
 
    She began to feel the effects of the pain pills, her eyes growing heavy. “I feel like I’m inside a bad dream and can’t wake up.” 
 
     “I wish that were true.” Clint went back to what they were talking about before. “If they can’t locate any of Winston’s relatives, I thought I’d have him cremated.” 
 
    “You’d have him cremated? Is that legal?”  
 
    “I’m not going to leave him here.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that I”—she broke down again—“that I won’t ever see him again.”  
 
    “Me, either and no one knows what happened.” 
 
     “What about his ashes?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “He talked about his place in Kentucky. I think he said it was on a lake.” 
 
    Charlie’s mind was growing fuzzier every second. “So we’d take him home?”  
 
    “I think that’s what he would want.” Clint paused. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s where Saul is.” 
 
    “About Mira,” Clint said, changing the subject. “The doctor said there could be complications.”  
 
    Charlie braced for more bad news. 
 
    “The operation could have an effect Mira’s speech, balance… memory. I can’t remember what else he—” 
 
    Unable to stay awake any longer, Charlie drifted off with the phone nestled between her shoulder and ear. 
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    When Charlie woke, she was soaked in perspiration.   
 
    The last thing she remembered Clint saying was something about Mira could have complications. But it wasn’t Clint that kept repeating the word “memory” over and over in her dream. It was Winston’s voice. 
 
    She’d had a nightmare about watching Mira on the operating table, her head cut open exposing her brain. And she’d seen Winston’s face, his eyes wide open and staring intensely at Charlie, his mouth moving as if he were trying to tell her something, but nothing came out.   
 
    “What, Winston?” she said out loud, slowly moving her feet over the edge of the bed. “What are you trying to tell me?” 
 
    Racking her brain, when a thought crossed her mind, she picked up the phone. “Mom?” Charlie said when her mother answered. “Is Daddy up to driving us to Kansas City?” 
 
    “Kansas City? Charlene Abbott, you cannot—” 
 
    “Mom, please.” Her mother always called her by her given name when she was upset with her. “I’ll explain everything when I see you. It’s important or I wouldn’t ask Daddy to take me.” 
 
     Charlie had the nurse call her doctor and tell him she needed the chest tube removed immediately. Two hours later, she signed a form saying she was leaving against medical advice and Charlie settled into the backseat of her father’s Corolla. “I need to stop by the house first.” 
 
    When Charlie opened the back door, the sight of her own blood splattered on the walls, table, along with the thick pool on the floor made her stomach curdle.  
 
    After her father helped Charlie up to her bedroom and left her alone, she went to the small desk under the window and turned on the computer.  
 
    Next, she went to the closet and opened a metal cabinet where Clint kept important papers. After she located Mira and Faith’s hospital file, she carried it back to the desk and sat down.  
 
    Flipping through the hundreds of pages, trying to understand all the medical lingo, Charlie found that the surgery to separate the twins had taken longer than expected because of the depth of the connective tissue. 
 
    After she found where the twins had been conjoined, she typed the words “parts of the brain and function” into the browser.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SHE DIDN’T LOOK LIKE the child who’d left the house with Winston yesterday morning. 
 
    Whenever Clint scanned the dark bruises on her legs, arms, and face, his temper flared. What kind of pain had his little girl gone through?  She’d been found in front of a house where Winston had died. Mira’s surgeon had told Clint that the aneurysm burst before she was found and it was a miracle that she’d survived. 
 
    Mira’s hands were folded chest high over the blanket. The ventilator tube was taped to either side of her upturned nose.  
 
    Clint watched her chest rise and fall with each breath of oxygen that was forced into her lungs. Her shaved head was bound in white bandages, and sensors attached to her chest and head were attached to monitors blinking red or green. Water, nutrients, and antibiotics dripped slowly into her veins. 
 
    There were no words to describe what Clint was feeling. It was agonizing to see his child so helpless, and carry the guilt of letting Mira go with Winston. 
 
    Evidently Charlie’s mother had kept her promise, and not told Charlie that Clint had called and told her that child services would be contacting them. He’d asked his mother-in-law to stretch the truth and say that she’d seen Mira the morning she’d left with Winston. 
 
    Clint wasn’t allowed to see his child until the hospital social worker and child services representative had spoken with both Charlie’s mother and physician. He’d been on pins and needles thinking that they’d find out that Mira had been removed from their home for a period of time. Thank God child services were satisfied with Mira’s doctor and Charlie’s mother’s responses.  
 
    He placed a callused hand over her pale, frail hand. The nurses advised Clint to talk to Mira. Clint rambled on about Hank, and how Charlie was getting better, and that he couldn’t wait until they could build another snowman together. In between the mindless chatter, he’d choke up, unable to continue. 
 
    “We’ll be taking Mira down for some tests.” Clint wiped his eyes before turning around to face a nurse. 
 
    “What kind of tests?”  
 
    “We just want to make sure Mira is progressing,” she said as two attendants walked into the room. 
 
    Clint stood. “Should I go with her?” 
 
    “You can’t go in during the scan, so why not grab a cup of coffee or some food at the cafeteria in the lower level of the hospital?”  
 
    “How long will she be gone?” 
 
    “Forty, maybe fifty minutes.” The nurse smiled. “We’ll take good care of her.” 
 
    Feeling anxious, every time he left Mira, something bad happened, even if he was only a bedroom away. He stood in the hallway, watching as they pushed her bed away from him. Clint would give anything if he could trade places with her.   
 
    He went back into her room and headed for the bathroom. After he took off his baseball hat, and set it down on the toilet seat, Clint turned on the spigot and splashed cold water over his face.  
 
    When he looked into the mirror, beads of water dripped from the thick stubble of whiskers on his cheeks and chin. The dark, puffy skin underneath his eyes made him look a hundred years old. He grabbed a towel off the rack and wiped his face.  
 
    Going down the hallway, the silence made him even more anxious. Every patient in ICU teetered on life and death as friends and family took shifts to watch over loved ones.  
 
    In the cafeteria, he grabbed a cup of coffee and a sandwich, but could only stomach a couple of bites before tossing the stale ham, cheese and bread into the garbage.  
 
    On the way back to Mira’s room, he stopped at the gift shop, grabbed a couple of disposable razors, shaving cream, deodorant, soap, and shampoo, and a T-shirt with the Kansas City Chiefs logo on the front.   
 
    When he reached Mira’s room, and saw she wasn’t there, he decided to take a shower. The hot water didn’t last long and, when Clint stepped out, he heard voices. 
 
    “Hope the shower made you feel better, Mr. Abbott,” the nurse told him when he came out of the bathroom. 
 
    “How’d my girl do?” Clint glanced at Mira. 
 
    “Good.” The nurse adjusted the bedding and then stared down at her face. “She’s such a beautiful child.” 
 
    “Looks like her mother.” God, he wished Charlie was here. He needed her calmness and positive words. 
 
    “Will your wife be coming soon?”  
 
    “I hope so, but she’s in the hospital, too.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “She’s doing well, but thank you.” God knew he couldn’t talk to one more person about what had happened. 
 
     “I guess the saying is true that when it rains, it pours,” the nurse said before leaving. “I’ll be back to check on Mira in a bit.”  
 
    Clint pulled a chair up to the bed again, picked up Mira’s hand and pressed it to his lips. “How ya doin,’ Pumpkin?” he asked.  “Remember, we Abbotts are tough.” He gulped back emotion. “Don’t forget, okay?” Clint raked his mind to think of things to talk to Mira about. He wasn’t much of a talker, but he’d do anything to help her. 
 
    “Don’t want to startle you.”  
 
    Clint opened his eyes when he heard someone and cleared his parched throat. How long had he been asleep? He must have put his head down on the bed and drifted off.  
 
    “Dr. Levitt,” Clint said when he saw Dr. Levitt beside him. “Sorry.” 
 
    The physician waved a hand. “No need to apologize. Parents need rest, too. I wanted to talk to you about Mira’s tests. Let’s take a walk down the hall and find an open room.” 
 
    Clint stood and put a hand on the back of his neck, rubbing out the kinks. “I don’t want to leave her.” 
 
    “Would the hallway be alright?” Levitt nodded at the door. “We’ll just be outside.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    A few feet away from Mira’s door, Levitt held Mira’s chart in his hand. “As you know, we did some tests this morning.” 
 
    Clint’s didn’t have a good feeling about this conversation.  
 
    “And it doesn’t look promising.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.”  Clint felt his hands start to get clammy and his chest tighten.   
 
    Levitt’s forehead crinkled into fine lines. “The tests revealed there’s no brain activity.” 
 
    “But that’s normal when someone’s in a coma, right?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not. The brain never sleeps.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that Mira is brain dead?” 
 
    “Also, Mira had no responses to any of the reflex tests.” 
 
    The halls started to close in on Clint.  
 
    “There have been cases where a coma patient rallies, but that’s not the norm. When she was brought in, she not only had an aneurysm, but her body was in shock from trauma and hypothermia. There was a lot for a forty-pound child to contend with.” 
 
    Levitt’s words ripped through Clint’s chest. “Listen to me.” He took a stance. “Mira is not going to die and she’s not brain dead. And no one, including you, is going to tell me differently.”  
 
    “I know this is difficult,” Levitt said. “As a parent, I can’t possibly fathom what you are going through.” 
 
    The panic attack Clint felt coming on turned to fury. 
 
    “I felt I should prepare you. If nothing changes, you and your wife will have to make a decision. You will need to decide whether to let Mira go or….” 
 
    Clint turned his back on Levitt and marched back into the hospital room.
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    CHARLIE WAITED IN LINE at the Mercy Medical information desk, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. When it was her turn, Charlie asked, “Could you tell me where your cafeteria is?” 
 
    After the receptionist told her it was downstairs, and then gave her a map of the hospital, Charlie walked her parents to the elevator. “I want you to go to the lower level cafeteria and I’ll find you later.” 
 
    “Can’t we see Mira?” her mother asked, her tired voice strained. 
 
    “Of course you can, Mom. I just need to do something first.” Charlie hugged her. “I’ll come down and get you soon, okay?” 
 
    When the elevator doors closed, Charlie went back to the receptionist who told her what floor surgery was on. In spite of the fact she was anxious to see Mira, Charlie was on a mission. 
 
    Inside the family waiting room, Charlie asked the volunteer if she knew if Dr. Levitt was in surgery. 
 
    “Yes, he’s on duty today and was just here a few minutes ago,” the volunteer responded. “He’ll be back, however, as he has a family waiting.” 
 
    “Oh gosh, I hope I don’t miss him. He’s tall, right?” Charlie asked, fishing for information. 
 
    “No, he’s not that tall. Average, I’d say. Dark hair.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right.” Charlie said. “There are so many doctors helping my father that I get confused.” 
 
    In the hallway, Charlie stood by the door impatiently. She’d already stopped two doctors asking if they were Levitt and was almost ready to leave when Charlie spotted another physician coming toward her. “Dr. Levitt?” she asked, holding her breath. 
 
    “Yes.” He stared at Charlie questioningly. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Do you have a few seconds?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, have we met?” 
 
    “I’m Mira Abbott’s mother. Charlie. Charlie Abbott.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” He glanced at the sling. “How’s the shoulder?” 
 
    “Better, thank you. I wanted to ask you how my Mira’s doing.”  
 
    Levitt pushed the scrub cap back off his forehead. “Have you been to see her yet?” 
 
    Charlie shook her head. “No, I just got here and wanted to talk to you first.” 
 
    His eyebrows furrowed. “I spoke with your husband earlier and he will be able to update you.” 
 
    Charlie’s only focus was on what she wanted to know. “Clint told me that the aneurysm was around”—she placed her hand over the left side of the head—“here.” 
 
    Levitt nodded. “Yes.” He nodded. “I received the lab results this morning.” Levitt crossed his arms over his chest, a faraway look in his eyes. “It’s strange. Like I told Mira’s father, I’ve never seen anything like this, or even heard of it happening.”  
 
    Charlie listened. 
 
    “The results came back that the cells were part of the hippocampus.” 
 
    Charlie’s stomach tightened. “If I recall, isn’t that where memory is stored?” She knew perfectly well the function of the hippocampus as she’d read about it at the house before she’d left for Kansas City. 
 
    Levitt nodded. “It’s complicated, but yes, this is where memories begin. The tissue I took out was pressing against a major artery which caused the aneurysm. It could have been there and growing for years, maybe as far back as birth.” 
 
    Her suspicious were right. “Organ? But I thought it was a tumor?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “Yes and no.” Levitt scratched his temple. “The fact that it grew and caused an aneurysm suggests it was a growing tumor. But”—he held up a finger—“what I removed was a fully functioning hippocampus.” 
 
    “So Mira had two hipp…” she didn’t know how to say the word. 
 
    He scratched his head, pausing as if he didn’t want to go into detail about something he’d never seen before. “The lab is going to do more tests, but it’s what the results are suggesting.” 
 
    This is what Winston was trying to tell her. Somehow he’d figured out how Mira and Faith had been connected. 
 
    “Can you tell me where Mira is?” 
 
    “She’s still in ICU, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    The physician nodded toward the waiting room. ‘I’ll be able to talk to you later, but right now I have a family waiting to hear from me.” He opened the door to the waiting room. ‘I’ll stop in later today to check Mira.” 
 
    He was probably going to tell her that they would be transferring Mira to another ward. In the elevator, she took out the hospital map and located the ICU. 
 
    As Charlie walked what seemed like miles, taking long hallways and several turns, she thought about the report she’d read about the twins separation. As difficult as it was to believe, the part of Faith’s brain that stored memory lived on after Faith died.  
 
    Every memory and every moment of Mira’s life had been shared with Faith.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN SHANNON HEARD FOOTSTEPS, she pushed down the covers off of her and slammed her feet on the floor.  
 
    “What the hell?” Confused as to where she was, she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. The sun was coming through the slats in the blinds and, when she looked around, she remembered she was in the nut house. 
 
    Someone knocked quietly. When the door opened a young women with huge green eyes framed in long, dark lashes tiptoed into her room.  
 
    “Good morning, Shannon, My name is Tia and I’ll be your partner today.” 
 
    “Partner?” Shannon smirked. “Sounds like we’re a couple.” 
 
    “Well, not that kind of a partner.” She walked closer to the bed. “Every day you’ll be with someone who will be like, your assistant.” She put a dainty hand over the small gold cross hanging on a chain around her neck. “Like a partner.” 
 
    Shannon rolled her eyes. “How lovely.” She hated this Tia chick already. She was one of those women like Charlie Abbott who’d been born beautiful and had her pick of men. Her teensy-weensy body wouldn’t satisfy a cocker spaniel’s hunger.  
 
    “Don’t need assistance, but thanks.” Shannon pushed up off the bed and yawned. “Sure the hell hope there’s some chow waiting for me. I could eat a house.” 
 
    After Tia escorted her to the community bathroom, Shannon almost barfed when she saw the open showers. Other women’s bodies made her sick to look at, but she’d have to endure this crap. It was the price she had to pay for freedom.  
 
    After Shannon took a quick shower, the young woman tried to help Shannon dress in gray sweatpants, and a zip-up sweatshirt, but Shannon threw a fit. 
 
    “Get the hell away from me, you queer!” She pushed Tia away. “Pervert.” 
 
    Tia didn’t bat an eye as if she’d been through this a million times. “No problem. Just let me know if you need help.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t, Missy.” God, Shannon had to stop this behavior right now. Just the sight of Tia brought back memories of Cheerleader Charlie, but she had to shut the hell up or no one would believe she was a victim of mental illness.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Tia,” Shannon apologized when they walked to the dining hall. “I guess I’m a little grumpy.” 
 
    “No problem.” Tia smiled her perfect smile, making Shannon see red. “We all get a little grumpy from time to time.” Tia stopped in a wide opening and nodded. “Here we are.” 
 
    Shannon looked across the room at the curved floor-to-ceiling wall of windows. No houses; no cars; nothing but earth and sky. “The crazies” filled a dozen or so round tables covered with white linen tablecloths. Thank the Lord that the atmosphere was calmer and quieter than she’d expected.  
 
     Tia led her to a long serving table that displayed everything from biscuits, scrambled eggs, pancakes to sausage, and bacon. After Shannon went through the food line, Tia led the way to a table. Shannon gobbled the delicious meal quickly and went back for seconds.  
 
    After she set her plastic utensils down on the paper plate, she let out a loud, meaty belch as she checked out at her fellow diners.  
 
     Deadpan eyes and expressionless faces stared into space and she realized the gig here was going to be tough. Briefly, she felt a bit of remorse for what she’d done, but her intention was not to shoot anyone, but hold Clint responsible for his actions. If that stupid Charlie would have just stayed put in her damn chair, Shannon wouldn’t be in a pickle right now.  
 
     “Would you like me to show you around?” Shannon heard and looked up. “My name is Bea.” God, this woman looked ancient. The creases in her cheeks and forehead looked more like craters than wrinkles. Maybe she’d been a patient at one time. 
 
    “I’d like that.” Shannon dabbed at her mouth with a starched white cloth napkin.  
 
    After the elevator ride to the first floor, Bea explained each room she took Shannon through like a professional tour guide. 
 
    “This is where the staff meets every Monday morning,” Bea said when she opened a door and waved a hand for Shannon to step inside. “We discuss every single guest here so that we can make their days brighter and the nights calmer.”  
 
    Guest?  
 
    The next room Bea showed her was decorated in overstuffed chairs, cushy couches, with a roaring fire in the boulder rock fireplace.  
 
    “This is where the staff comes on their breaks,” Bea told her. “Just to relax, read, or have a cup of tea.” 
 
    Tea? There had to be a bottle of wine hiding around here somewhere. The thought made her salivate. 
 
     “We have dances in here,” Bea told Shannon when they reached what she called the gathering room. “Sometimes musicians come in and entertain us.” 
 
    Shannon went to sliding glass doors that overlooked a terrace that stepped down to an enormous in-ground pool that was covered for the winter months.  
 
    Standing beside her, Bea said, “The pool will open in June, and of course, we’ll take advantage of the weather and the view by dining on the patio.” 
 
    This place would make most people feign being mentally ill. 
 
    Bea glanced at her watch. “You’re scheduled to see your counselor in a few minutes, so we’d better get you back upstairs.” 
 
    “You mean my psychiatrist?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “Technically yes, but we refer to our doctors as counselors or team leaders.” 
 
    Team leaders and partners, wow, what a delightful pre-school for those who’d been cast out of society. 
 
     Shannon was escorted back to the community room, and was told someone would be here soon to take her to her appointment. Attendants meandered around the room, making sure everyone was content. A couple of patients played checkers, a few watched television as a tall thin middle-aged woman danced in circles in the middle of the room. Most, however, sat in chairs staring at nothing, their eyes glazed over like they’d had too  many cocktails.  
 
    She shuffled to an empty chair and sat down, wondering what the gossip was in Sheffield. Some would say poor Shannon Patterson had lost her mind, but she was smarter than everyone thought.  
 
    When she felt a hand on her shoulder, she looked up into a young man’s face. His cheeks were as pink as a baby’s bottom, and his eyes a youthful, clear blue. 
 
    “Come along now, Shannon,” he told her. “Time to meet with your team leader.” 
 
    She held back her laughter at the team leader thing. “Okay.” She slowly stood up. Complacent. Polite. Humble. She had this role by the balls. 
 
    As soon as she got outta here, she’d apply for disability. Now there was a paper trail of insanity. It would take a while to suck money of the government, but what Shannon had most of was time.  
 
    Stepping out onto the third floor, the elegant surroundings continued. Hell, the artwork in this joint had to be worth millions. God was looking over her when He’d led Shannon here. She needed to think of this as an adventure, not a sentence. 
 
    When the attendant knocked on one of the doors, he was greeted with a friendly, “Come on in.” 
 
    She was a bit apprehensive, but when a distinguished-looking gentleman came out from behind a large antique desk, Shannon felt like her eyes were going to pop out.  
 
    “You must be Shannon.”  
 
    His voice was calm, melodic. Casually dressed in a gray sweater that was a shade darker than his thick wavy hair, the middle-aged man had the physique of a twenty-five-year-old. Hunkabunka. 
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you.” He held out his hand to shake. “I’m Tony Hedron." 
 
    When she put her hand in his and covered it with his other hand Shannon felt a shiver go down her spine. She giggled and smoothed down her hair. There was no doubt that he was attracted to her.  Briefly, she glanced at his left hand. No wedding ring.  
 
    “Thank you, Luke,” he said to Shannon’s escort. “We’ll be an hour or so.” 
 
    After the door closed, he turned to Shannon. Hedron’s piercing dark eyes seemed to look deep inside her soul, leaving her tongue-tied. 
 
    “Coffee?” he asked after Shannon sat down on a smooth, chocolate leather couch. “Tea, maybe?” 
 
     She put a hand over her stomach. “Oh, gosh no, Mr. Hedron. I’m full as a tick.” She felt giddy like everything inside tickled. 
 
    “Call me Tony.” He moseyed back to his desk, picked up his coffee mug, and settled into a chair next to the couch. “Tell me a bit about yourself. I’d love to hear about you.” 
 
    Her heart did a flip-flop. No one had ever asked Shannon about herself. Ever. Mister Tony Hedron was the one. She knew it. He was the one Shannon had been waiting for all of her life.  
 
    Yee haw, she wanted to stand up and shout, “and praise God from whom all blessings flow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WHOOSH… WHOOSH… A MAN’S VOICE. 
 
    “It’s been two weeks,” someone said. 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s been two years,” a male voice answered. “She will wake up, so don’t even go there.”  
 
    A door closed.  
 
    “If anyone talks negatively about Mira,” a woman whispered, “I swear to God, I’ll—” 
 
    “Shhhh,” the man told her. “She needs us to stay calm.” 
 
    She? Were they talking about her? Wake up? She was awake. Couldn’t they see that? 
 
    Everything was bright like a huge light was surrounding her. But she couldn’t see anyone. She tried to move, but couldn’t. Something touched her cheek. “Help me,” she tried, but no words came out.  
 
    A warm, soft cloth went down her arm… her hand… fingers. “Help!” Why couldn’t they hear her.? Where was she? She tried to move her legs, reach out her hand, but her muscles felt tight and wouldn’t move.  
 
    Suddenly, a million bubbles appeared. The bright light turned into a kaleidoscope of colors. Bubbles everywhere floated above her, around her, evaporating when they landed on her shoulders, her head, and hands. When they disappeared as quickly as they came, the whispers returned.  
 
    Her head hurt. Someone touched her arm. She tried to move again, but couldn’t. Her heart started beating faster… faster.  
 
    “Something’s happening!” the woman shouted. “She’s trying to open her eyes. Get someone. Hurry!” 
 
     “Someone help me!” Panicked, she tried again to talk, but nothing came out.  
 
    She managed to put a hand up to her face and, when she felt something over her nose, she tried to rip it off. A low garble escaped from her throat. Pin-like prickles ran up both legs; her arms felt as if they didn’t belong to her, and her throat was raw. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she heard. 
 
    She began to flail her arms, and when her hand hit something cold and hard, she heard a crash. 
 
    “Nurse!” a man called out.  
 
    Lights…walls…ceiling all ran together. She couldn’t catch her breath.  
 
    Someone strong was holding down her arms and legs as warm tears tore down her cheeks.  
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” a voice close to her ear soothed. “Everything’s going to be okay.” 
 
    She tried to make out faces, but noses, mouths, and ears were globs that came in and out of her vision. They looked like monsters. 
 
    She tried to raise her hips, scream out to leave her alone, but strong arms held her down. “Let me go,” came out as, “Rore oh.”  
 
    When she felt a quick stab in her hip, her arms and body started to slow. She let out a low moan and, within seconds, she lay frozen in place. No! Please, no. Help me! 
 
    “It’s okay, Punkin’” 
 
    Crying… whispers… and then silence. 
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    She’d been in and out of sleep for hours before her eyes opened. When she saw someone she didn’t know looking down at her, her heart started to pound. Who was he? Was he going to hurt her?  
 
    “Don’t be afraid.” He patted her arm gently. “I’m your doctor. You’re in a hospital.” His voice was soothing. “You were sick, but we’re making you all better.” 
 
    Her eyes moved to behind him where she saw a man and woman with their arms around each other. The lady was crying softly. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” The doctor took out what looked like a pen but had a tiny light on the end. He put it close to her eyes. “Try to follow the light with your eyes.”  
 
    What was he doing? She started to squirm, tearing at whatever was covering her nose again. 
 
    He caught her hand and held it. “Let’s leave this on for a while. Just so we know that you’re going to be okay. You’ve been asleep for a while. So I want you to try and stay calm.”  
 
    She stared up into his kind eyes and did what he said. 
 
    “Do you know your name?” he asked.  
 
    She used all her strength to press her lips press. “Mi… Mi… Mira,” she murmured behind the mask. 
 
    He turned toward the two people behind him. “Come closer.”  
 
    When they were close, she looked up into the man’s face. 
 
    Her eyes went to the man who put a hand over his chest. “It’s me, honey.”  
 
    When the lady stepped out from behind the doctor, she looked kind of scared and didn’t say anything.  
 
     Studying the lady’s face for a long time, her heart felt happy. “Ma…mm… Mom… my?” It was hard to talk and the word “Mommy” came out all choppy. 
 
    Mommy bent over and gave Mira quick gentle kisses all over her face, her tears falling on Mira’s cheeks. 
 
    “Welcome home, baby.” Mommy sniveled. “We’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    Daddy put his arms around Mommy. Just like Mommy, Daddy had tears in his eyes, too. 
 
    All she wanted to do was crawl into their arms and stay there forever and ever. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE WORDS, “MIRA IS READY TO GO HOME,” brought tears of joy to Charlie. 
 
    It had been four and a half long weeks since Mira woke up from the coma. She’d been assessed by doctors and nurses, as well as physical and speech therapists, and everything appeared normal.  
 
    After Charlie and Clint loaded the truck with toys and stuffed animals that friends and family had sent to Mira, they headed north to Iowa. The story she and Clint were telling was that they’d asked Charlie’s cousin to take Mira to Kansas City to take her mind off the shooting. A few hours after they’d  arrived, however, Winston passed from a heart attack and Mira collapsed with an aneurysm. This would also explain why Mira wasn’t thinking straight when she’d accused Charlie of abuse. 
 
    When Charlie didn’t hear Mira chattering, she turned and looked into the back seat. “She’s asleep.” 
 
    “Doctor said it would take a while to get her strength back.” Clint looked over at Charlie. “She doesn’t want to wear that wig.” 
 
    “She thinks it’s cool not having hair. Every kid in Sheffield will want to shave their head.” 
 
    Mira had never mentioned Winston or Faith, and Charlie and Clint didn’t ask questions. Prayerfully, any memory of what had happened the past few months was gone. God knew Charlie wished she could forget.  
 
    Winston’s ashes were inside a gold-and-black urn tucked safely in the backseat. He’d visited Charlie in her dreams a couple of times, but hadn’t said anything. His eyes looked troubled, making Charlie feel as if he still had something to tell her.  
 
     “How’s the shoulder?” Clint asked 
 
    “A little stiff, but not bad. I have an appointment to the see the doctor this Friday.” She put her hand over the sling. “I’ll be glad to get this dumb thing off.” 
 
    “Charlie,” Clint started, but she quickly put her fingers to her lips to quiet him, feeling as if he was going to say something about Winston or Faith.  
 
    “Let’s talk later,” she said. All Charlie wanted to do was move forward. After she shared with Clint that she knew that Faith’s memory had been attached to Mira’s, they’d decided to never discuss what no one would ever understand again, including Charlie or Clint. 
 
    “At least Shannon Patterson is taken care of,” Clint said. 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just know she’s not in Sheffield.” He picked up the Styrofoam cup of coffee he’d ordered when they’d driven through McDonald’s for Mira. “Thank God.” 
 
    “Poor soul.” 
 
    “Poor soul?” 
 
    “Nobody wants to be mentally ill.” 
 
    “She could have killed you.” 
 
    “But”—she gave him a look—“she didn’t. And I don’t think she ever wanted to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “But she did.” 
 
    Charlie was exhausted and didn’t want to waste energy on arguing. She’d probably feel the same if Shannon had shot Clint. But right now, all she felt was gratitude for both her and Mira being alive. 
 
    She leaned her head back into the headrest and closed her eyes, her thoughts turning to Faith. Where was she? Charlie had to believe and needed to trust that her baby girl was all right. Hopefully Faith knew now how much Charlie loved her. And that a mother’s love would never end, not even after death.  
 
    She’d daydreamed about Faith being in heaven and playing with other children who’d also been taken far too soon.  
 
    Faith had been watching and waiting for a time when she could come back to them. But that wasn’t the way that God intended it to be. 
 
    When they turned into the driveway, Charlie sat up. “I’ve never been so happy to be home.” She glanced into the backseat. “Mira’s still asleep.” 
 
    Clint carried his sleeping Mira up to her room while Charlie made coffee. The kitchen was spotless with the blood spots gone and a lingering odor of Lysol, her mother’s favorite cleaning product. 
 
    “She never woke up when I put her in bed,” Clint said coming into the kitchen. 
 
    “Poor baby. She’s been through so much.” 
 
     When the phone rang, Clint snatched it off the hook before the second ring. “Hello?” He listened. “Yes, this is Clint Abbott. Who’s this?” He looked at Charlie and raised a questioning eyebrow.  
 
    Charlie poured a cup of coffee and opened the refrigerator door, smiling when she saw the fresh carton of milk and a casserole inside. What would she do without her parents?  
 
    “Winston Fry’s lawyer?” Clint asked. “But…”  
 
    “What’s going on?” Charlie mouthed. 
 
    Clint held up a finger, asking Charlie to wait.  
 
    Oh God. Was a family member suing them for taking Winston’s ashes? 
 
    Clint tucked his free hand underneath an armpit. “Are you sure? Winston never said anything about that.” 
 
    Charlie pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and sat down. What was going on? 
 
    “Yes, he was a very kind man.” Clint paused. “Just send it to my home address and I’ll get back to you after I look at the papers.”  
 
    “Clint?” Charlie asked the second he hung up, following him with her eyes when he strolled to the counter and poured himself a cup of coffee.  
 
     “That was Winston’s lawyer.” He turned around. “He said Winston contacted him before he died. I guess he was in Kansas City when he called.” 
 
    “The night he died. And?” 
 
     And, I guess he left his home in Kentucky to us.” 
 
    “What?” she asked stunned. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “No.” Clint walked to the table and took a chair next to Charlie. “I’m not.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” The news took her by surprise. “Do you think he knew he was going to die?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s no mortgage on the place, and Winston put money in a trust for taxes and upkeep.” He shook his head. “I can’t wrap my head around this one. Winston told his lawyer that he wanted us to have it so, if we wanted to get away, our family would have a peaceful place to go. But why us?” 
 
    “Because he had no one else. He was an only child, no siblings, no nieces or nephews. We were his family.” 
 
    “But what about friends?” 
 
    Charlie stared down at the table. “It was always just he and Saul.” 
 
    “And then he met us.” 
 
    “And became part of our family.” She caught a tear when it ran down her cheek. “I miss him.” 
 
    Clint pushed an arm across the table toward her. He opened the palm of his hand and Charlie put her hand in his. 
 
    They sat in silence with Charlie deep in thought. Maybe that’s why Winston kept coming to her in her dreams. He wanted to tell her that he’d left his home to them.  
 
    But if that were the case, and he wanted to tell Charlie good news, why the forlorn expression?  


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE STAFF HATED HER, but Shannon didn’t give a rat’s ass. Yes, she’d had a few incidents where they’d restrained her. But these idiots who got in her face and told her where to go and what to do drove her insane. She just wanted to scratch their eyes out, which she’d tried to do a couple of times. 
 
    The only time she felt good about being here was when she was with Tony Hedron. She looked forward to the bi-weekly sessions with her counselor, and they’d even started to discuss their future together. Well, Tony hadn’t said much, but Shannon understood. He had to keep up his professional image until Shannon was released. And then, boy oh boy, that’s when they’d make up for lost time.  
 
    The dreams she’d had about him were incredible. If Tony only knew how many times he’d brought her to a climax without even participating, he’d be pleased. The anticipation of them making love was killing her. 
 
    Tony hadn’t mentioned anything about Shannon’s release. Maybe he was anxious that once she got out, she’d leave him. But that was never going to happen. They had so many things they needed to talk about: where they were going to live, if they wanted children, or maybe he just wanted Shannon all to himself.  
 
    Impatiently waiting in the community room, wringing her hands, Shannon watched the clock: 9:30, 9:32… If the attendant was one second late to take her to Tony’s office again, you’d better believe that Shannon would tear her hair out by the roots.  
 
    Early this morning she’d taken a long shower, pulled her hair up on top of her head and scrunched it into a kinda messy, sexy doo. She’d asked for some lipstick and blush, but Bea told her to be patient in that condescending, baby-talk way she spoke to Shannon. The employees were wackier than the patients. 
 
    She glanced up at the clock again and rolled her eyes when she saw that stupid woman dancing in the middle of the room like she did every single day. She drove Shannon bonkers. Attention getter. Fuming, Shannon stood and, hurrying past her, stuck out her foot and tripped the damn fool. Not bothering to turn back around, Shannon covered her ears so as not to hear her cries. Maybe now she’d learn her lesson. Who the hell wanted to watch a crazy old woman dance?  
 
    “What did you do?” Tia asked Shannon, frowning. 
 
    “Nothin’.” Shannon shrugged a shoulder. “She’s just a clumsy ole bitty.” She cocked her head. “Booooring,” She waltzed back to her chair, ignoring the woman on the floor writhing in pain.  
 
    When the big hand on the clock reached twelve, and it was exactly ten o’clock, Shannon’s anger hit the roof. “Why the hell isn’t someone taking me to Tony’s office?” 
 
    Bea rushed to her side. “Hush, now. Mr. Hedron is tied up. He’ll see you this afternoon.” 
 
    “Tied up?” She smirked and stood. “Bologna.” Her face just inches away from Bea, Shannon glared into the older woman’s eyes. “You’d better get your shit together, lady, or your days are numbered.” 
 
    With an attendant on either side of Shannon, she was forcefully escorted back to her room. She heard the click of the lock. She ripped the sheets off her bed, tossed a stupid painting across the room, and banged on her door screaming that if they knew what was good for them, they’d take her to Tony right now.  
 
    When her hands hurt and her throat smarted, she crossed her arms across her chest and started to pace. Tony had better not be screwin’ another patient. She started to hyperventilate just thinking about him being with someone else.  
 
    She cried, mumbled to herself, and threw fits for hours before the door opened. 
 
    “Mr. Hedron will see you now,” one of the two muscular male attendants told her. 
 
    “’Bout time,” Shannon huffed marching into the hallway. “Tony is going to be unhappy about this.”  
 
    By the time she reached Hedron’s office, she’d worked herself up into a tizzy. 
 
    “Where were you?” Shannon shouted the moment he opened the door and entered his office.    
 
    “Boys,” Tony told the two men, “just wait outside. We won’t be long.” 
 
    “What does that mean we won’t be long?” Shannon asked. “Are you dumping me?” 
 
    “Have a seat, Shannon.” 
 
    “Have a seat?” she asked. “Is that all you have to say is have a seat?” 
 
    He appeared unaffected by what Shannon asked him. “We need to have a chat.” Hedron took the same chair he always sat in, intertwined his fingers, and placed his hands in his lap. 
 
    “Fine.” Disgusted with him, Shannon dropped down on the couch. 
 
    “I want to help you. You know that, right?” The counselor leaned forward. 
 
    “Of course,” she said flippantly. “But it’s time we move forward with our lives together.” She shook a finger at him. “And you better not be foolin’ around on me, Doctor Tony Hedron.”  
 
    Hedron leaned back. “We have a physician on staff that I’d like you to see. Would that be all right?” 
 
    “You mean a medical doctor?” She checked her forehead to see if she felt hot. “Do I look sick?” 
 
    “No, you look fine. I just feel he’ll be able to help you.” 
 
    “Help me? I don’t need help.” 
 
    “I want you to be at peace.” 
 
    Shannon tingled all over. He was worried about her. “I’ll be at peace when we’re together, honey.” 
 
    Hedron stood and walked to the door. Shannon would swear he was blushing.  
 
    “Will you agree to see him? And not be combative?” 
 
    Shannon smiled. “I’d do anything for you.” 
 
    He opened the door, and looked into the hallway.“I think Shannon is ready to see the doctor now.” 
 
    “When am I going to see you again?” she asked and stood, feeling confident that their relationship was stable. “We need to start planning our future together, sweetheart.” 
 
    Shannon waited for his answer. “Soon,” he told her. “We’ll talk soon.”  
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    One of the beefy guys with Shannon pushed “L” in the elevator. 
 
    “What’s ‘L'?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “Lower level.” 
 
    “Oh, Bea never showed me the basement.” She noticed the two young men glance at each other. “Must be where the doctor’s office is.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the shorter of the two said. 
 
    When they reached the lower level Shannon couldn’t believe how dark and quiet it was. The doors on either side of the hallway were closed, with no noise coming from behind them. 
 
    They led her to a small room with a bed and a built-in counter on a wall with a small sink.  
 
    The muscular men stood at attention in the doorway until the doctor arrived. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing here,” Shannon told the middle-aged physician. 
 
    The bald headed physician smiled. “Dr. Hedron thought I might be able to help you.” He took out a cotton ball from one of the jars on the counter, screwed the top of a bottle off filled with clear liquid inside, and saturated the cotton.” 
 
    “I’m going to give you a shot to relax you.” He pulled up the sleeve on her shirt and wiped her skin.  
 
    “Tony didn’t say anything about a shot.” 
 
    “It’s protocol. Everyone who sees me has a shot to relax them.” 
 
    “Weird,” Shannon said, “but whatever. Tony knows you do this, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” He took out a syringe from his pocket and took off the protective top and quickly pushed the needled into her skin.  
 
    “Oh, I feel a little woozy.” Shannon told him. She put her hand on the side of her head. 
 
    “Let’s just lay you down for a bit.” The doctor guided her head down to a pillow. 
 
    Shannon had no idea how long she’d been asleep. Looking around, she saw she wasn’t in her room.  A small window above her let in a bit of light and the brick walls were painted a light green.  
 
    She was in a single bed, covered by a sheet and blanket. She noticed a toilet in the corner of the room next to a sink. Dizzy, Shannon’s heart raced as she clamored to the door, but found it locked.  
 
    “Hey,” she screamed, the sound of her hands hitting the heavy metal resounding through the room. “Let me the hell out of here!” 
 
    A few seconds later, Shannon heard, “Stand back from the door.”   
 
    Trembling, she stepped away and a middle aged woman, her dark brown hair pulled back at the nape, came in carrying a small plastic cup of water. Following her was a brawny man who closed the door behind them. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Shannon’s adrenalin pumped through her veins. “Where am I?” 
 
    “You’re in the part of the hospital we call the Manor, dear. I’m your nurse”—she nodded at the man behind her—“and this is Danny.” 
 
    Shannon spread her arms apart. “But this isn’t my room.”  
 
    “We moved you here yesterday,” the nurse told her smiling. “After you were with the doctor.” 
 
    ‘I’d like to talk to my fiancé about this. I’m sure you know him. Tony Hedron.”
“Dr. Hedron will no longer be your counselor. Dr. Quigley will be down later this afternoon to talk to you.” The nurse opened her closed fist, revealing a handful of pills. “Now be a good girl and take these.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Tony Hedron is not only my doctor, but my fiancé.” 
 
    “I know,” the nurse replied kindly. “But another doctor will be seeing you now.” 
 
    “Liar.” Shannon shouted enraged. “You’re a dirty liar.” 
 
    “Your new counselor will take as much time as needed to explain everything to you,” the nurse said. “Now be a good girl and take your pills.” 
 
    What was happening? Shannon took a few steps away from the nurse, her back pressing against the brick wall. “I’m not taking a damn thing. Not until I talk to Tony.” 
 
    “Shannon,” the nurse said, her face expressionless, “if you don’t take your pills, I’m going to have to give you another shot.” 
 
    Shannon started to cry. “I’m hungry. Can you please take me to the dining hall before I stuff my mouth full of pills?” If she could just get out of here, maybe she could get to Tony for help. 
 
    “I’m sorry, honey,” the nurse said, talking to her like a child like everyone here did. “All your meals will be served in your room.” 
 
    “In here?” Shannon looked around. “But why can’t I eat with everyone else?” 
 
    “It’s for your own good.” The nurse’s brown eyes softened. “And you will be with others. We play games together, paint pretty pictures, go outside on nice days and—” 
 
    “Noooo!” Shannon screamed, as she bolted into her on her way to the door, sending the nurse to the floor. 
 
    The bodyguard grabbed Shannon, turned her around and pinned her to his chest. 
 
    “Let me go.” Shannon tried to kick and bite him, but he knew how to hold onto her without getting hurt. 
 
    The nurse searched for the pills that were scattered across the floor, picked up the spilled cup of water, and put them into her pocket. Standing in front of Shannon, she took out a syringe from her other pocket and held it up. She pulled off the protective cover, exposing the long needle.  
 
    “Please, no,” Shannon pleaded. “I’ll be good, I promise.” Panic stricken she fought to get away, but the bodyguard held her tight as the nurse swabbed her thigh with a cotton ball, and quickly gave her the shot. 
 
    Immediately, Shannon’s muscles relaxed and her body grew limp. 
 
    As she was covered up in bed, the nurse stroked Shannon’s hair. “It’s going to be okay, I promise. We’ll take real good care of you here.” 
 
    “When… when will I out of here?” Shannon's eyes were heavy, her speech slurred. 
 
    “This is your new home now.” The nurse’s words were garbled. 
 
    “Sad that these people will spend the rest of their lives here.” She heard the man whisper when the door opened. 
 
    “But at least in confinement they won’t be able to hurt themselves or anyone else.” 
 
    Unable to move, a tear travel slowly down Shannon’s cheek.  
 
    She knew how these things worked and knew she would never be free again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “MOMMY, ARE WE ALMOST THERE?” 
 
    Charlie turned in her seat and looked at Mira who was in the backseat of the cab. Her hair was starting to grow back and sprouts of two-to-three-inch fine blonde hair stuck out from her head. “Just a couple more hours, honey.”  
 
    Mira looked healthy again, with pink cheeks and clear blue eyes. Charlie noticed that Hank was curled up next to her and remembered the nights when the he refused to sleep with her, knowing it wasn’t Mira. 
 
    She opened her window, letting the fresh spring breeze tickle her face. They’d waited two and a half months to make the trip to Kentucky, giving Mira time to gain back her strength. 
 
    It was mid-April and the leaves were starting to bud. Their first family trip together felt bittersweet knowing they were going to Winston’s home but he wouldn’t be there.  
 
     “Why are we going to this place anyway?” Mira asked. 
 
    “Because a friend of ours gave us his cabin to enjoy,” Charlie answered.  
 
    “How come I don’t know him?” Mira asked. 
 
    Charlie looked to Clint. 
 
    “Because your mother and I knew him a long time ago,” Clint answered without missing a beat. “Before you were born.” 
 
    “There’s a big lake there. Maybe Daddy will take you fishing,” Charlie said, hoping Mira wouldn’t ask more questions about Winston. 
 
    Mira clapped her hands, her eyes growing wide. “Yay!” 
 
    Charlie caught herself staring at Mira, but thinking about Faith. There wasn’t a day that had gone by that she didn’t think about Faith. Every night, she’d prayed that Faith would give her a sign that she was all right, but that had yet to happen. 
 
     When they crossed the Kentucky state line it was like being zapped into another world. The skies looked bluer, the grass greener, and the highways wider and cleaner. As they passed sprawling estates that were miles apart, Charlie pointed out horse stables that were smaller clones of the large homes down to the color of the shutters. 
 
    “It’s beautiful here,” Charlie said. 
 
    Clint glanced over at her. “Looks like everyone who lives in Kentucky is rich.” 
 
    “And has horses,” Charlie added. 
 
     “Are we almost there?” Mira asked again. 
 
    “According to the map, we’re about twenty minutes away,” Clint said. 
 
    “I have to go really, really bad,” Mira whined. 
 
    “You want us to stop, honey?” Charlie asked seeing Mira squirm. 
 
    But Mira had already moved on to the next question, “Daddy, can we get a pony?” 
 
    “No,” Clint answered. “Not a chance.” 
 
    Charlie didn’t believe him, as Clint gave in to Mira’s wishes more often than not. “I’m not taking care of it,” she said. 
 
    Clint laughed. “Duly noted.”  
 
     She stared out the windshield, marveling at the rolling, green hills dotted in regal pines.   
 
    Clint nodded at a sign. “There’s the sign for Lexington. We need to watch for the highway 53 exit.” 
 
    A few minutes later Charlie pointed. “There it is.”  
 
    Clint turned onto the exit and within minutes took a right onto a narrow dirt road.“I hope this is right.” 
 
    As they merged deeper and deeper into what looked like a thick forest, Charlie squinted through the foliage, but didn’t see any houses.  “Are you sure this is it? Because I don’t see— Stop!” she shouted at the same time she rammed her hands against the dashboard. “Mira, hang on!” 
 
    Clint slammed on the brakes, the truck swerved to the right, left, and back again as Mira let out a scream. 
 
     “What the hell?” Clint said when a deer and fawn gracefully sprinted across the road. “How did you see them coming?” 
 
    Charlie tried to catch her breath, turned around and checked on Mira. “You okay, sweetheart?”  
 
    “I hit my head on the window.” Mira rubbed her forehead. “It hurts.” 
 
    Charlie placed hand on Mira’s thigh. “Let me see.” 
 
    Mira leaned forward and Charlie saw a red mark, but no bump. She patted her leg. “I’m sorry, sweetie. We’ll put some ice on it when we get to the house.” 
 
    “Okay.” Mira sniveled. 
 
    “Charlie, what the hell just happened? How could you have possibly spotted those deer?” Clint asked again. “This place is like a jungle.” 
 
    Charlie’s heart thundered in her chest. Everything had happened so fast. She’d seen someone standing in the middle of the road and caught a fleeting look at his face.   
 
    “I caught them out of the corner of my eye.” She couldn’t tell Clint, let alone Mira, that she’d seen Winston’s ghost. 
 
     “Well, then you have super powers to see through all those trees and bushes.”  
 
    “Hank’s on the floor,” Mira whined. “And he doesn’t look happy.”
Charlie was grateful for Mira’s interruption. “Oh Hank, are you okay?” she asked. She leaned over, picked him up and set him back down next to Mira.  
 
    Hank let out a sad growl.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Charlie soothed, patting the top of his head. “You’re okay.” 
 
    Clint started back down the road. “We dodged a bullet.” 
 
    Charlie eyes moved through the thick bushes and trees, searching for Winston.  
 
    “You okay?” Clint asked. “You look a little pale.” 
 
    “Just scared me. We could have killed a fawn.” 
 
    “And the two of them could have demolished the truck or hurt one of us.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed, again trying to end the conversation. 
 
    Chewing her thumbnail, she rationalized that her imagination was working overtime. But from the ponytail, to his small stature, Charlie had no doubt that Winston had warned her about the deer. 
 
    “Daddy,” Mira said. “Are there big ole growly bears here too?” 
 
    “I hope not. But if you see one, don’t invite him in,” Clint teased. 
 
    “So not funny.”  Charlie moved a hand up and down her arm, trying to rub the goose bumps away. “There’s the lake, Mira.” She turned around to watch Mira’s expression. “Can you see it?” 
 
    Mira pressed her cheek against the window. “A little bit.” 
 
    Clint turned into a rock driveway and wound back into the woods. Seconds later, he parked in front of a log cabin. 
 
    “Is this it?” Charlie’s eyes landed on the two bright red Adirondack rocking chairs on the front porch. “It looks wonderful.”  
 
    “According to the map that Winston’s lawyer sent, it is.” 
 
    “Well, we need to make sure we’re not trespassing.” Charlie opened the car door and, as she started up the steps to the porch of the log cabin, she noticed a piece of weathered wood hanging to the right side of the door. When she read the plaque with the words, “Winston and Saul’s Home Sweet Home,” she waved to Clint who was helping Mira out of the truck. “This is it.”  
 
     “Look Mira.” Charlie pointed behind Mira. “You can see the lake now.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Mira’s face lit up. “That looks like a big ocean.” 
 
    Clint put the key in the lock and opened the door. “Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    “I’ll be along in a minute,” Charlie said. She was still in shock after seeing Winston. Looking out over the lake that was only a few hundred feet away from the house, she remembered what she’d read about Deer Creek Lake on the internet.  It was a quiet lake, with only fishing boats allowed. The setting shouted peace and privacy, the two words Winston cherished most.  
 
    She drew in a deep breath of clean fresh air. Now Charlie knew for sure that the few times that Winston had come to her in her dreams he was trying to tell her that he was watching over their family. She tilted her head back and looked through the tree branches at the sky. “Thank you, my friend,” she whispered. 
 
    “Charlie?” Clint called. “You coming?”  
 
    Charlie looked around one more time, hoping she’d spot Winston before she went inside. 
 
    The great room was as rustic as the outside, with walls paneled in knotty pine, plank flooring, and exposed trusses on the soaring A-framed ceiling. The furnishings were modest with a leather brown couch that sat under a large picture window with a view of the lake and two La-Z-Boy chairs facing a massive boulder rock fireplace.  
 
    Open to the great room was the square kitchen with an abundance of cupboards with no doors that displayed mugs, crystal, and china. A wrought iron rack hanging over the center island held copper pots and pans in every size and shape. Winston had told Charlie that Saul was quite the chef. “This place is—” 
 
    “Incredible,” Clint finished her sentence.  
 
    Mira did a little dance in the middle of the room. “I have to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    Clint nodded toward the hallway. “I’m sure there’s a bathroom down there.” 
 
    As Charlie gazed out the picture window she felt Clint’s strong arms go around her waist and relaxed back into his broad chest.  
 
    “We’re going to make some beautiful memories here,” Clint told her. 
 
    “I think Mom and Dad would love it here.”  
 
    “Maybe over Thanksgiving we’ll bring them here.” He kissed the top of her head. 
 
    She turned around to face him, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed him sweetly.  
 
    “I can’t believe this is really ours,” Clint said.  
 
    The photos on the mantel behind Clint caught Charlie’s attention.  
 
    She walked around him to the fireplace and picked up a picture. “This must be Saul.” She stared down at a beaming Winston standing next to a tall, burly man with a full head of curly salt-and-pepper hair.  
 
    “Mommy?” Mira asked, scampering back into the great room. “Can Daddy take me to see the ocean?” 
 
    Charlie raised an eyebrow at Clint. 
 
    “I’ll watch her,” Clint promised. 
 
    “Be careful.” Charlie carefully placed the photo back where she’d found it and strolled to the screen door. It warmed her heart to see Mira holding Clint’s hand and skipping beside him. Hank lollygagged after them, his short legs stopping every few feet to do his duty on a tree trunk. 
 
     Charlie started down the hall to check out the rest of the house and stopped in front of a collage of pictures. Most of the photos were of Winston and Saul, but a couple of them were of Winston with an older man and woman who Charlie assumed were his parents. His mother had perfectly coifed white hair with a dainty pearl necklace around her neck. Winston’s father looked dapper in a gray three-piece suit, white shirt, and tasteful tie. Winston resembled his father, but had his mother’s kind eyes. 
 
    His parents had given Winston a solid, loving childhood, but it was Saul who’d brought the whimsical and unexpected into his life. Charlie had no doubt that if Winston were standing next to her right now he’d tell her he’d didn’t regret one moment of his life. 
 
     Sliding glass doors in the large master bedroom opened to a half-moon concrete patio. The four poster bed looked like an antique with a massive, intricately carved headboard.  
 
    She ran her hand over the dark green bedspread that felt like velvet. Two cushy, round-backed chairs upholstered in a fabric swirled in burnt orange, forest green, and chocolate brown took up one corner of the room. The woodsy, warm colors throughout Winston’s home were warm and welcoming. 
 
    Charlie couldn’t help but smile when she opened the door to the walk-in closet and saw Winston’s clothes were not only perfectly pressed, but arranged by color. He’d been a perfectionist, down to his polished shoes and manicured nails. 
 
     The master bath looked newer than the rest of the house. The fixtures were modern and an oversized whirlpool tub was positioned in front of a Palladian window that framed yet another breathtaking view.  
 
    On her way out the door, she glanced back at the patio, envisioning Saul and Winston sitting in the rattan chairs toasting each other with a glass of wine. 
 
    She moved through the house slowly, taking everything in. In Winston’s office, the bookcases were filled with novels about psychics and mediums. She picked up the gold letter opener on his mahogany desk, wondering if he’d used it to open her letter.  
 
    She started back down the hall, past a guest bathroom and opened the closed door across from the master bedroom. When she stepped inside, she gasped. “Oh, my God.” 
 
     Above the double windows were the words “Mira’s Room” written in a childlike font, each letter painted in a different primary color.  
 
    Tears filled her eyes as she slowly turned full circle, her eyes moving over the colorful mural: A two-story home with a wide front porch that looked like their home in Iowa. puffy white clouds in blue skies hung above tall cornstalks… Mira’s swing set… her  sandbox… the John Deere tractor, even Hank sitting next to Mira, her fine hair pulled back into a ponytail.  
 
    Charlie moved closer to the caricature of herself in cutoffs and tennis shoes standing by the clothesline, her light-brown hair tousled and then to Clint wearing a Hawkeyes cap standing on the stoop at their back door. 
 
    “Winston,” she whispered. “I can’t believe you did this.” 
 
    Thinking back, she remembered him snapping photos of the house, and had asked Charlie if she had any pictures that were taken of the house in the summer. He’d told her that he wanted to put them into his memory book, but now she knew he’d sent them to an artist, feeling a premonition that he would never come back to Kentucky. 
 
    If there’d been furniture in the bedroom, Winston had had it removed so that Mira could decorate her new room.  
 
    She wiped away tears as she closed the door thinking that she’d never met anyone like Winston Fry, the third.  And Charlie knew she would never meet anyone like him again.  
 
    She made her way back to the great room and stepped out onto the front porch. After she brushed the brittle leaves off one of the rockers, Charlie sat down. Finding Clint, she saw Mira kneeling next to the water’s edge.  
 
    When two people appeared beside them, Hank began to bark, circling around behind the strangers. Charlie was about to shout at Clint to calm the dog down when she saw him reach down and pat Hank. He stopped barking but continued to prance around the couple, his tail wagging.  
 
    A few minutes later, Charlie went back inside. She rummaged through the kitchen drawers until she found a notepad and pen. She pulled one of the two stools out from under the island that separated the kitchen from the great room and sat down trying to think what they would need for the next few days.  
 
    “Mommy.” Mira rushed through the door, out of breath, her eyes like saucers. “I saw a big, big fish.” 
 
    Charlie smiled. “You did?” 
 
    “We did,” Clint answered, following Mira inside. 
 
    “Uh-huh, and Hank’s all wet.” Mira giggled and looked down at the sopping-wet dog.  
 
    “Oh, Hank.” Charlie jumped down off the stool. She leaned over and took hold of his collar. “Oh no you don’t, buddy.” She tugged Hank back out the door. “You dry off out here.” 
 
    Mira followed Charlie out the door. “I’ll stay with Hank. 
 
    “Don’t leave the porch, Mira,” Charlie told Mira. 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Want me to go pick up some groceries?” Clint asked 
 
    “That would be great, thanks. I’m almost done with the list.” She started to tell him about Mira’s bedroom, but decided against it. Charlie wanted Mira to think she’d discovered it first.  
 
    She went back to the counter and continued to jot down groceries. “Who were the people you were talking to?” 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “Down by the lake.”  
 
    “I didn’t see anyone.”  
 
    Charlie looked up. “I saw two people beside you and Mira. Looked like an older couple.” 
 
    “Well, they must be invisible because I didn’t see them.” 
 
    “You messin’ with me, because Hank was barking at them.” 
 
    “Huh?” Clint took a glass out of a cupboard and turned on the spigot.   
 
    Charlie massaged her forehead with two fingers, stood, and walked to the front window. “Must have been your shadows I guess.” She wasn’t going to argue. 
 
    When she turned back around, her eyes landed on the photo of Saul and Winston and it came to her.  
 
    The two people Charlie had seen by the lake had a noticeable height difference. And one of them had a full head of graying hair.   
 
    She was quiet when she finished her list and handed it Clint. “I think everything’s on there that we’ll need.”  
 
    Clint took hold of her hand. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    “It’s just…” She couldn’t think of what to say. “It’s hard, you know. Being here.” Charlie looked around. “In Winston’s home.” 
 
     “We can sell this place. We can leave now and go home.” 
 
    “No. It’s just that I can feel him here.” She looked up into his eyes. “Watching over us.”  
 
    “Never know.” Clint laid his hand over her cheek. “Stranger things have happened, as we know.” 
 
    After Clint and Mira left for the small town that was only minutes away, Charlie went out the door and down the steps. 
 
    She walked slowly toward the lake, the leaves crunching under her footsteps. “Winston?” she called and then started to sprint. 
 
    When she reached the shoreline, she picked up her pace, praying he’d appear. “Winston,” she called again.  
 
    When a cloudy vision appeared, Charlie stopped. Holding her breath, her heart skipping beats, she said, “Is it really you?”  
 
    “Charlie,” he said calmly. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    With a bright light encircling him, it was as if a cloud had fallen from the sky with Winston etched inside. He looked younger, healthier. A sense of calm washed over Charlie.  
 
    She had so much to say to him that she didn’t know where to begin. “I want you to know how much I appreciate what you did for Mira.” She walked closer to him.  “There’s so much I want to know… so many questions about…” She stopped, puzzled by his grave expression.“What is it?”  
 
    “I don’t have much time.”  
 
    Charlie reached out her hand to him. “Please don’t go. Not yet. I want—” 
 
    “Charlie,” Winston’s image began to fade. “I’ve needed to tell you something.” 
 
    The bubble around him grew paler and paler and, right before he disappeared, Charlie could barely make out his parting words.  
 
    “It’s not over.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    July, 2018 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE SAT ON THE FRONT PORCH anxiously waiting for Mira. Even with the awning and the full branches of leaves protecting her from the sun, the scorching heat was almost unbearable. 
 
    Soon after Mira went to college, she’d met Will. After Will and Mira married, they made their home in Chicago.  
 
    Clint had hopes that Mira would end up with someone who would eventually take over the farm, but Will was a city boy and, in the last two years, had moved quickly up the corporate ladder. Clint softened, however, when Charlie convinced him that they should be grateful that Will not only took care of Mira and their grandson Maverick, but was a good man. 
 
    Charlie used her sandal to push a plastic table in front of her and put up her feet. When Mira called and told her that she was coming, Charlie had gone to the store and bought everything to make Mira’s favorite foods. A peach cobbler was cooling on the kitchen counter, the marinated baby back ribs were ready for Clint to grill, and a spinach salad was chilling.  
 
    Mira tried to get home every couple of months, but it had been closer to four months since she’d been home. Every time Mira came to visit, it felt like Christmas.  
 
    Charlie hoped that Mira was going to tell them she was pregnant again. Her stomach did  a somersault thinking about having two beautiful grandchildren to spoil.  
 
    Mira had given Clint the boy that Charlie had always hoped to give him. After Charlie lost their second child, they’d tried for a couple of years to get pregnant, but it wasn’t meant to be. Her mind wandered back to those trying months. 
 
    In the past twenty years, Winston had shown up in Charlie’s dreams a few times, but she’d never spotted him again at the cabin. However, she could still feel his presence. 
 
    When Charlie heard the creak of the front door open, she turned and saw Clint. Just like his father, his hair had turned silver in his late thirties. With his deep farmer’s tan that cut off where his hat met his forehead, and clear blue eyes, the years had been good to him. He was as handsome as when she’d fallen in love with him in high school. “What’s up?”  
 
    “What time did Mira say she’d be here?” Clint asked. 
 
    Charlie leaned over, picked up the Sheffield weekly newspaper next to her chair, and began to fan herself. “Around two.”  
 
    He sat down in a chair next to Charlie. “It’s been a while since we’ve seen her.”  
 
    “And the munchkin,” Charlie added. 
 
     Charlie glanced over at Clint. “Did you put the gate up on the stairs? With Maverick walking, we have to be careful.” 
 
    “Yes, Grandma.”  
 
    “That’s Mayma to you, Buddy.” She smiled. “I like the name my grandson gave me better than Grandma.” 
 
    They chatted for a few minutes before Clint nodded at the red Toyota Highlander that turned into the driveway. “There she is.”  
 
    A rush of excitement took Charlie. She stood and waved. Clint followed her down the steps to the driveway. 
 
    When Mira stepped out of the SUV, Charlie had never seen her look so radiant. When had she added the streaks of blonde highlights in her long, light-brown hair that went halfway down her back? She looked like a model in her cheery yellow sundress, flawless skin, and oversized sunglasses. 
 
    “Hi, Mom and Dad.” Mira flashed a warm smile. 
 
    “Hey, sweetheart.” Clint put his arms around Mira and gave her a squeeze. 
 
    “It’s so good to have you home.” Charlie teasingly pinched her waist. “I need to put some fat on you.”  
 
    “I’m sure that peach cobbler you have waiting for me will do the trick.” Mira grinned. “Right?” 
 
    “Mommy!” Maverick shrieked in a high-pitched voice. He banged on the back window with his pint-sized fist. “What about me?” 
 
    Clint opened the door and unlatched the belt on his car seat. “Hey, big guy.” Clint picked him up. 
 
    “I not big guy.” Maverick said, his round blue eyes wide and his rosebud mouth settling into a pout. “I Mavwick.” 
 
    Charlie rustled his fine, straight hair and kissed his chubby cheek. “And there’s no other Maverick like you.” 
 
    “Tractor.” Maverick wiggled restlessly in Clint’s arms.  
 
    Clint laughed. “I can’t believe he remembered the tractor.”  
 
    “I show him pictures of the farm all the time,” Mira said, “including the tractor so he won’t forget.” 
 
    Clint set him down on the ground and watched Maverick’s short, stubby legs go as fast as they could toward the tractor parked not far from the side of the garage. 
 
    “Duty calls.” Clint started after the infant. “You girls know where I’ll be.” 
 
    “Be careful, Grandpa,” Charlie called after him. She put her arm through Mira’s. “Let me help with your luggage.” 
 
    “Let’s get it later,” Mira answered. “I’m hot and thirsty.” 
 
     “I’m so happy you’re here,” Charlie told her as they walked to house. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
     “I needed to get away.” 
 
    “Get away?” Charlie opened the back door and Mira stepped inside. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Mira walked across the kitchen floor and opened a cupboard, her backless sandals slapping at her heels.  
 
    “I made raspberry iced tea for you.” Charlie pulled out a chair and sat down at the kitchen table. “It’s in the fridge.” 
 
    Mira took out a glass and filled it with tap water. “Not crazy about raspberries.” 
 
    “Since when?”   
 
    “I’ve heard taste buds change as you grow older,” Mira answered. “I’m kind of spoiled on bottled water, but I know you don’t buy it, so this is fine.” 
 
    Charlie was quiet. She’d never heard Mira say anything like this before.   
 
    “We need to talk.” Mira’s tone sounded serious. 
 
    “Okay.” Something was wrong. Usually when Mira visited they would chat for hours about nothing before talking about anything serious. “That’s what mothers are for.” 
 
    “I’ve filed for divorce,” Mira said flatly after she sat down across from Charlie. 
 
    In shock, it took a couple of seconds before Charlie could respond. “Whoa.” She put up a hand. “What are you talking about?” Mira had never, ever told Charlie there were marital problems. “You and Will are perfect for each other.” 
 
    “Things aren’t always the way they appear to be.” Mira set the glass down on the table, keeping her hand wrapped around it. 
 
    How could their marriage have gone from great to divorce in such a short time? “I don’t understand. When did you start having problems?” Charlie nodded at the door. “And what about Maverick?” 
 
    “I was hoping he could stay here for a while.” 
 
    Charlie’s head was swimming. “Here? You mean without you?” Charlie felt her cheeks grow warm. “Marriage is hard. You can’t just pick up and go whenever…” 
 
    Mira put a hand up. “Stop. I don’t need a lecture.” 
 
    Charlie was trying to keep her emotions in check, but Mira was making no sense. She drew in a deep breath, telling herself to stay calm. “Let’s talk about this later. I can’t… I mean… I think your father needs to be part of this conversation.” 
 
    “I’m not staying.” Mira stood. “I want to leave before Maverick comes back.” 
 
    Charlie lost it, stood up and hit the palm of her hand down on the table. “Just what the hell is going on? Have you met someone else?”  
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, Mira?” Charlie’s blood pressure felt as if it was off the charts. “We didn’t raise you to just pick up and go whenever you damn well please.” She tossed an arm toward the door. “And abandon your family.” 
 
    “Maverick will be in good hands.” Mira set her glass in the sink. 
 
    Charlie had to calm down. “Do you think you’re having some sort of a breakdown?”   
 
    Mira was quiet as she casually walked to the door.  
 
    Charlie slapped a hand over her hip. “Tell me you’re not serious.”  
 
    “But I am.” Mira opened the door and stepped outside. 
 
    Her stomach tied in knots, Charlie couldn’t comprehend what the hell was happening. “We’ll work this together.” Anger was getting her nowhere. “Maybe you and Will need to go to a counselor.” 
 
    “I have no desire to sit through counseling sessions for someone to tell me who I am and what I need to do to change,” Mira told Charlie going down the steps. “I like who I am.” 
 
    Mira’s tone was cold; unfeeling. Somehow Charlie had to convince her to stay. Maybe Will abused her and Mira felt ashamed. Charlie had read articles on abuse and sometimes the spouse blamed themselves. 
 
    “You know you can tell me anything,” Charlie told Mira following her, frantic to find a way to get Mira to stay. 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell.” When they reached the car, Mira opened the back door. “I’ve packed some clothes for Maverick.” She took out two bags and a couple of large garbage bags filled with stuffed animals and toys and set them on the ground. 
 
     Charlie put her hands on Mira’s shoulders and stared through Mira’s sunglasses into her eyes. Frustrated, her heart breaking, she said sternly, “Listen to me. You need to come back into the house so we can discuss this rationally.” 
 
    Mira slowly turned her head and looked at one shoulder and then the other. “I’m asking you politely to take your hands off of me.” 
 
    It was the first time in her life that Charlie was angry enough that she wanted to slap Mira. She took her hands off of her shoulders and put her arms down at her sides. 
 
    “Thank you.” Mira opened the driver’s door. “I know what I’m doing.” She slid into the seat and adjusted the skirt of her sundress. “You and Dad raised me to be a strong, independent woman, to figure things out on my own, and I’m doing exactly what you taught me to do.” 
 
    “We didn’t raise you to leave your son.” Charlie was falling apart and trying to think of anything to ask or say so to convince Mira not to leave. “Is Will having an affair?” 
 
    Mira shrugged a shoulder. “Don’t know and don’t care.” Leaving the door open, she started the car. 
 
    “Are you angry with me?” Charlie’s eyes quickly searched the fields for Clint, but she couldn’t find him. “Did I say something that hurt you?” 
 
    “Nope. None of the above.” 
 
    “Does Will know you’re dropping your son off with us?”  
 
    “Yes. He’s fine with it. He’ll give you a call next week.” 
 
    Clint, where are you? He was better at talking sense to Mira. “Aren’t you going to at least talk to your father? Tell him what’s going on?” 
 
    “He’ll just agree with anything you say, you know that. Always has, always will.” 
 
    Feeling light headed, Charlie put a hand on the roof of the car. “Mira, please don’t go,” she pleaded tearfully. “Give it some time and everything will work itself out.” 
 
     “Believe me I’ve given it a lot of time. There are things I’ve always wanted to do and it’s time I start doing them.”  
 
    “What things?” What was Mira talking about? She’d never said anything about wanting more in life than being married and having children. “Where are you go—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter where I’m going,” she cut Charlie off. After she closed the door, the window went down. “Not to worry.” 
 
    “Worry?” Charlie put a hand over her chest. “You tell me you’re leaving your family, and won’t tell me where you’re going, and I’m not supposed to worry?” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, Mother, I’m all grown up. You can’t do anything to stop me from what I want to do anymore.” 
 
    What the hell was she talking about? She and Clint had never stopped Mira from doing what she wanted, especially after she left home. “Can you at least tell me when you’re coming back?” 
 
    In silence, Mira took her sunglasses off and their eyes met for a few brief seconds before she put them back on.  
 
    Charlie’s knees went weak, her hands began to tremble. No, God, this can’t be happening. 
 
    “A mother knows, right Charlie?” 
 
    Speechless, Charlie watched the car go down the driveway and turn onto the highway.  
 
     She fell to her knees sobbing, remembering the last words Winston said to her. 
 
    It’s not over. 
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