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Prologue

“ANNAH, we are waiting.” 

Annah winced as the voice of Willem, the group leader, scratched her eardrums. She looked up at him, for truly he was up, seated in a swivel chair raised to its highest position, while the rest of them sat in chairs inches below his. If his goal had been to present an air of superiority, he’d missed the mark. To her, he looked like a fool, from his nautical-patterned tie to the bones of his naked ankles jutting out above navy-blue boat shoes. She got it. He owned a boat. So why wasn’t he sailing instead of harassing her? 

By his own admission, he wasn’t a doctor. Not even a clinical psychologist.  He was a social worker who held weekly sessions at the hospital. She suspected he wasn’t even trained to run a survivors’ group, glaringly evident from his lack of empathy. 

She was the only newbie in the small group. Cheryl, the woman to her left, suffered from manic episodes of hostility, resulting in bar fights and time spent in the hospital for treatment of her wounds. And time with Willem. Seated opposite her was Edward. He’d been injured in a drive-by shooting, and although his health was back to normal, the memory still haunted him and thus the reason for his continued attendance. Denise sat to the left and kept her story, and voice, to herself. 

Annah stared at the cold coffee in the styrofoam cup she held. The scent had long ago died, and a white film of cream floated on the top. Had she taken a sip? She didn’t even remember pouring it.  

The sunlight passing through the window captured her attention, and she gazed at the scene outside. Lazy, cottony clouds drifted in a sky the color of a robin’s egg, and in the distance, the tip of a church steeple glinted against the sun’s rays. Even though it was still early morning, she imagined people were out there, going about their routines, maybe making coffee or making love. She’d been one of them. Oh, Goddess, she wanted to be one of them again. 

“Annah, are you listening?” Willem tapped his pen on the clipboard he held propped against his thighs, not even trying to mask the impatience in his voice.

She tried to focus on what he was saying, but her brain couldn’t process the words. If he’d stop the monotonous tapping, she might be able to gather her thoughts and respond. Had he asked if she was ready to go home? Yes, she was ready. If that hadn’t been the question, he’d have to repeat it.  “I’m sorry, what—?” 

 “For God’s sake. We’re gonna run out of time, and I want a turn.” 

She jumped as Cheryl’s voice attacked from the left. Annah turned her head to meet the girl’s hostile expression. Hardened green eyes stared out from a face that would have been pretty if it hadn’t been twisted with rage. What would cause someone so young to be so angry? 

“Cheryl, who are you kidding? All you’ve been doing is talking. Leave her alone.”

Annah switched her attention to Edward. His steely blue eyes were slits of anger but softened when he looked at her. A shy smiled headed her way. She would have liked to smile back, but if she did, her bland hospital breakfast would decorate the floor.   

“Shut the fuck up and mind your own fucking business!” Cheryl spat back.

Edward assumed the body position of someone ready to pounce. “I swear, Cheryl, I’ll shove that donut down your throat. What is it? Your fourth?”

Cheryl thrust her chin forward in defiance. “Who asked you, you fucking loser?”

Annah faced away, leaned over, and placed her cup on the floor. The commotion going on around her was like some kind of hypnotic dream. As she sat upright, her right eye spasmed with pain. A chill took hold of the muscles in her body, and she hugged her arms as she shivered under the cotton hospital robe. Her joints ached, and each beat of her heart reverberated inside her skull.  She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to go home. She wanted her life back.

“Annah, are you listening?” 

Willem was like some insistent bug buzzing at her face, and he wasn’t going to stop until she gave him what he wanted. “What was the question?”

“For God’s sake, open your ears, you stup—” 

“Cheryl, leave her alone!” Edward’s eyes bulged. “Or I’ll—”

“Go fuck yourself.” Cheryl dropped low in her chair, her chin pressed against her breastbone.

Willem rapped his knuckles against the clipboard. “All right, that’s more than enough. Cheryl, we have talked about your anger and yours as well, Edward.”

Edward sneered at Cheryl. “It’s all her—”

“Who asked you anyway?” Cheryl retorted.

“Just stop it, all of you!!” Annah flinched at the outburst. Had that really been her own voice? Where had the raw hostility come from? She looked at the four faces gaping at her and pushed her hands under her thighs. Her loss of control might get her an extended stay, this time in the psych ward, especially if she threw the donuts at everyone before running from the room. Taking a shaky breath, she offered a weak, “I…I’m sorry.”

Willem nodded. “In the future, please refrain from calling out, Annah. Let us get back to the topic. You were attacked by—”

“I know who attacked me.” She squeezed her eyelids against the pressure building behind them. Why wouldn’t he let her forget and go home to her life—take her dog for a walk, sit on the patio and listen to the wind chimes in her yard? As long as she was asking, why, Goddess, couldn’t she return to June when Eric and she had been newly in love, and the human hurricane named Steven hadn’t ripped it all apart? 

“Did you play a role in the attack by…” Willem paused and took a pair of glasses from his shirt pocket. Slipping them on, he peered at a paper on the clipboard. “Steven?”

“Of course I played a role,” she spat back. “But only because I dated him five years ago, so I don’t see your point.” She didn’t care if Willem was offended by the tone of her voice. He could go pound sand for all she cared.

After removing his glasses, Willem gave her a bewildered look. “I do not quite follow.” 

Annah shook her head and faced the rug. To stop her legs from shaking, she wrapped her feet around the metal legs of the chair.  What was it with this guy? How could he not follow? She’d dated Steven despite the raw edges of his personality, knowing full well he wasn’t the kind of man she wanted in her life, but loneliness had seemed to be her only other option. In the end, she’d chosen him over solitude.

She squeezed her lids against an onslaught of needles piercing the back of her eyes. After the pain subsided, she sighed and said, “I dated him willingly, so yes, I played a role. But I broke it off years ago. He’s sick in the head, plain and simple.”

“Nothing is that simple. Your guilt over allowing Steven into your life again is on you, not him. We are the masters of our own fate.”

She snorted and stared at Willem. “Oh, please. You’re going to sit there and quote Winston Churchill to me? Really? I don’t have any guilt. It wasn’t me who invited him back to town, and it wasn’t me who forced him back into my life. It’s my friend Barney who should be feeling guilty.” 

The words tasted bitter in her mouth. Blaming Barney was the coward’s way out. She was as much to blame as him—maybe more. She could have refused to see Steven when Barney had asked. Nobody had held a gun to her head. If she allowed other people sway over her, she should at least have the courage to admit she gave them the power.

“Fine,” she murmured. “I’ll accept some of the blame but not guilt. I thought I was helping out a friend.”

“How so?”

“It’s a long story. Suffice it to say Barney needed my help, and I gave it. Not willingly at first, but still, I ended up doing what I thought would help him. In the end, it hurt us both by nearly costing him his marriage and me my life.” She snickered and shook her head. “Live and learn.”

“Why are you in this meeting, Annah?”  

“Honestly, at the moment I haven’t got a clue. I’d rather be upstairs in bed. I don’t feel—”

“Answer the question, please.”

 “Fine. I’m here because the doctor said this would help me come to grips with what happened. The attack. So far, I’m not seeing much progress, and since I’ll be going home tomorrow, I don’t see the point.” 

“Annah, coming to these meetings will help but only if you commit to wanting to face the truth. You are the reason Steven attacked you. You gave him the power. You must assume responsibility.”

She sucked at her top lip. He was wrong, and she wouldn’t be bullied into believing otherwise. All the other players had equal roles and deserved their own share of blame. She pushed up and swayed as the floor tilted. Gripping the back of her chair, she willed her legs to steady themselves as she held her hand over her mouth and swallowed. The acidic sludge of scrambled eggs and toast slid back down to her stomach, burning as it moved through her esophagus. “I…I don’t feel well. I…need to go back to my room.” 

Willem stood. “All right. Wait, and I will phone for a nurse to take you back.”

“I…I can’t.” She stumbled toward the door and grabbed the knob. 

“Annah, wait!”

She pulled at the door as Willem came up to her side. Keeping his voice low, he said, “You will have to face the past sooner or later.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” she muttered and fled, forcing herself in the direction of the elevators. They were almost within reach when a million match tips flared to life inside her skull. To her surprise, the hallway floor rose to greet her, and she lay with her face pressed against the gritty surface, unable to move as an announcement of Code Blue blared overhead.  

Annah pressed against the jagged wall.  Sharp edges penetrated the thin fabric of her hospital gown and cut into her back, radiating swaths of pain into her spine. Although, for some reason, she couldn’t see through the inky black around her, she understood her feet rested on a narrow ledge. Below lay a void, its chilling, fetid air already embedded in her nostrils. If she fell, she would be lost forever.  

Gripping the wall’s surface, she shut her eyes against the vertigo flooding her brain. Something stabbed her wrist, and she pulled away, causing her to flail for repurchase. Someone would come to help her. She just had to hold on. 

A gust of dusty air flew into her mouth, and she twisted to the side, causing her foot to slip. She grappled to reattach herself to the wall. Piercing screams echoed around her, the cries coming closer. As she reached up to block her face, a searing heat sliced along her arm. 

No one would save her, and she wasn’t strong enough to save herself. 

A voice called her name from across the darkness. A man. He called out a second time. “Annah.”

Eric. He would save her.

“Annah, take my hand.” 

She let go of the wall and stretched out her arms. Her fingertips brushed against his hand as her eyeballs rolled upward in their sockets. The tendons threatened to snap, forcing a scream from her throat. He’d come too late. His voice followed her as the darkened abyss swallowed her cries.




Chapter 1

LAUGHTER spilled from the nurses’ station and filtered down the hallway. It passed through the open door of room seven-fifteen and came to rest alongside Annah. She sat on the edge of the narrow hospital bed, her sock-encased feet firm against the green linoleum floor, and she listened. Animated voices followed, the highs of each inflection and the tittering of giggles whirling around her head. A bout of raucous jubilation filled the ward. How was it that people were finding joy while she struggled to piece together her fractured life? Anxiety gripped her stomach. A final brain scan, scheduled for that morning, would either be her ticket home or an all-expenses-paid trip to Boston’s Mass General Hospital. Either way, she’d be leaving Portsmouth Regional that afternoon. Although, clear images or not, she’d never regain the part of her life the coma, and Steven, had stolen.

Though she looked at the wallboard for what seemed like the hundredth time, the date stubbornly remained the same. August third. She’d been in the hospital since July third. Five days spent on the fourth floor where she'd recovered from the initial damage Steven had done to her body, including the surgery to repair her ruptured spleen, and the remaining time here, on the seventh floor. Like water spilling through her fingers, a month of her life had slipped away.

One of the many doctors she’d seen told her she’d had a difficult time pulling out of the anesthesia after the initial surgery. Check. That much she understood. It was the period afterward where things got fuzzy. There’d been a room with people yelling at each other, and she was yelling too. Or had she dreamed it? She’d tried to run and then found herself in a desolate wasteland where strange creatures clawed at her face. That had to have been a dream. Hospitals weren’t known for their gargoyles and pits of despair. 

Damn, her thoughts were like a box of worms. Just when she got them arranged in some semblance of order, they’d writhe into a knot. The surgeon seemed confident the confusion she was feeling resulted from the coma. Ah, yes, the coma. He’d explained about the perforation in her intestine, how it had leaked bacteria into her abdominal cavity and entered her blood. As a result, she’d developed an infection and gone into what he called septic shock. He’d performed a surgical procedure to alleviate the pressure in her brain. Unfortunately, she'd taken longer than usual to pull out of the anesthesia. ‘No worries,’ he'd offered in what she assumed was a rehearsed voice. ‘We repaired the bowel and treated the infection. You’ll be as good as new very soon.’ 

His proclamation of her health status was poor consolation for what she’d lost. The surreal quality of it all confounded her. Sepsis? Comas? These things happened in movies, not real life. Too bad it hadn’t all been some kind of fractured fairy tale. Eric’s kiss would have woken her up, and they’d get to live happily ever after. If only. 

She took a sip of tepid water and grimaced. Warm water from a plastic cup left a lot to be desired. What she wanted was a cup of hot coffee and a donut. Even a muffin would do. Heck, she’d settle for a tepid cup of tea and a biscuit. With its sudden gurgling, her tummy seemed to agree.

She steered her thoughts away from food. Besides herself, the only other patient at her end of the hallway was the nineteen-year-old boy who occupied the room opposite hers. The two of them were in what the staff called The Coma Corner, a portion of Ward Seven used for patients requiring… What had the nurse called it? Yes, that was it. A sedate environment. The nurse said when a patient slips into a coma, they’re kept in ICU until they can breathe on their own. ‘Some patients never leave ICU. You’re one of the lucky ones,’ she’d congratulated. ‘You didn’t need a feeding tube either. All we had to do was monitor your vitals and turn you over now and then to reduce the chance of bed sores.’ The image of the staff flipping her like a burger might make a funny story someday. Maybe in the next century. 

Closing her eyes, she peered into her darkened thoughts. During the period of what she referred to as her beauty sleep, she’d heard voices. Authentic voices, not some latent manifestations of her subconscious. They’d said things like, ‘Annah, I’m going to check your blood pressure,’ or ‘Annah, I’m going to change your dressings.’ There’d been a man with an accent who’d worked her arms and legs, contorting them into pretzel shapes while explaining he was trying to keep the muscles from weakening. It hadn’t done much good; her strength was a distant memory. ‘Give it time,’ her physical therapist kept saying. ‘Do your exercises every day, and in time you’ll be back to where you were.’ 

Time. Time. Time. People spoke freely about time as if it were an unlimited commodity. Let them lose a month of their life and then talk to her. 

Pam’s voice had also pierced the coma, relaying sexual activities involving odd tools. Whatever butt plugs were used for, they didn’t sound comfortable, and hopefully Eric wouldn’t want to use them. Of all the other voices, his had been the most constant, his baritone voice cracking the darkness, providing a soundtrack to accompany her battle back to the surface. He’d held her hand and read or spoke of his dreams for the two of them. He’d even cried. Each time his tears had cooled on her skin, she would cling to the sensation as if it represented a marking of the trail home.

What of the boy across the hall? His six-month coma held him in its grip with a fierce determination. All because a frat initiation had gone terribly wrong. It would do her good to remember she wasn’t the only one to whom life had dealt a lousy hand. She was about to step away from the card game, but not him. He was a year older than Sam, and that knowledge kicked up a storm of worry in her heart. In one month her son would start at the University of Melbourne, complete with all the trappings of college life. She wished she had the power to reach across the ocean and pluck Sam from the hard, red soil. Damn it! He would be thousands of miles away, with only his father to watch over him. How on earth would Michael, a man who brushed his teeth with Scotch, keep her son safe? 

Holding onto Sam’s image in her mind, she called forth a spell. “My child be well, my child be safe; may you keep him, Goddess, in your protective grace.” To reinforce the entreaty, she repeated the words two additional times, sealing the prayer with, “So mote it be.” A wind chime tolled in the distance. Time might have fled, but her magic had remained. 

She reached for her phone and pressed a speed-dial number. She needed to hear his voice.

“Hi, Mum.” His voice resonated with excitement. “I’m heading out to go surfing. Wazup?” 

“Surfing? Are you still in Hawaii?” 

“Yeah. Right now we’re on some crazy small island. What’cha doing?”

“Nothing much. Just waiting to have a brain scan. I think I’m going home today. I can’t wait to see you. I have the whole month planned. How do you feel about a hot-air balloon ride?”

“Wow, sounds dope, but, um, jeez, Mum, I won’t be there all summer. I’m only coming for this weekend.”

She pulled the phone away from her ear. Had she heard him correctly? Just this weekend? “I thought your father was letting you stay until Labor Day?”

“He has to fly to Bora Bora and wants me along. He’s thinking of buying a house there.”

“Bora Bora?” She tugged at the hem of the thin hospital gown and pulled it over her bare knees. “Sam, let me speak with your father, please.”

“Hold on.” She heard Sam mumble, Michael’s voice, and Sam mumble again.

“Sam, what did he say?” she insisted.

“Dad said some other time. Look, I gotta go. I’ll text you the stuff about the flight. Love ya, Mum. Bye. And good luck with your brain thing.”

“Sam!” The connection broke, leaving her talking into a silent phone. “I love you too.”

The familiar unease that came with situations concerning her ex tightened her throat. Michael was putting more and more distance between her and Sam, and now he was messing with the lengths of their visits. Two measly, stinking days. She held the phone against her lap and tried to slow her pulse. It was no use; the more she thought about it, the faster her heart raced. 

“I’ve been in a coma, and he’s buying a house in Bora Bora. I hope a shark or whatever lives over there eats him.” The cell phone landed with a bang on the rolling tray near the bed. “I should have put an end to this long ago. I’m such a stinking wimp.”

“Naw, you’re not a wimp, Annah-Bee. More like a pushover.” 

The lanky blonde standing in the doorway grinned. “I brought you a coffee and a donut.” She held up a paper cup along with a white bag. “Feel like some company?” 

It took Annah a moment to understand who she was seeing. “What are you doing here?” 

Pam handed her the take-out cup and bag and then plopped into one of the guest chairs. “How are you feeling?”

Annah opened the bag and sighed as she removed a Boston cream donut. “Thank you so much, but I can’t have this. I can’t eat until after my scan.” She wrapped the donut in a napkin and set it on the tray. After tearing the lid off the cup, she drew the escaping steam into her nose. “Aw, damn, you got blueberry. Thank you. What I wouldn’t give to drink this.” She glanced at Pam. “Do you think it would alter the results of the test if I took one teensy sip?”

 “You better not,” Pam said. “You might throw up in the machine and make it short out, start a fire, burn down the hospital, kill and maim loads of people, and cause a ton of lawsuits. I’ll drink it.” Pam reached forward and grabbed the cup. 

Annah fell back against her pillow and pouted. “I think you went a bit over the top.”

“Pout all you want. So, when’s the scan?”

“Around nine. Now tell me why you’re here at this hour of the morning?”

“Do I need a reason to visit my best friend who’s in the hospital? Actually, my only friend?”

“Nice try. Now tell me the real reason you’re in Portsmouth at this hour?”

“Fine. I’m here to check out a car. But I could have gone straight to the dealership and back home. I didn’t have stop by, you know.”

Annah lifted the coffee lid and sniffed at it. “You’re right. Thank you. I’m glad you did. I just got off the phone with Sam.”

“How is mommy’s precious little boy?” Pam pulled the lid from Annah’s hand. “And give me that before you sneeze on it.”

“He’s good.” Annah ignored the dig, picked up the donut, and started inspecting it. “Michael isn’t letting him stay for the month of August; I only get this coming weekend. I’ve been in a coma while he’s shopping for a third house. My son should have been by my bed.”

“Aw, relax. Michael’s always been a shit and always will be a shit. You have to stop expecting things to change. Isn’t there a spell you can cast to turn him into a bug or something? Then you could squash him under your foot.”

“You’re not helping.” Annah squeezed the donut, allowing the thick cream to ooze out a small opening in the side. She would have loved to be able to enjoy Pam’s joke, but when it came to Michael, there wasn’t much to laugh about. 

“You could ask Wendy to do it, and stop playing with that!” Pam snatched the donut. “I’ll eat it.”

“Her name is Mandy,” Annah said, referring to her pagan teacher and boss. “Why do you keep doing that? Changing her name? Barney does it too. You both need to stop.”

“Oh, poo. Wendy, Mandy, Glynda, it’s all the same. I’m thinking a centipede. But not one of those big ones. Something small that won’t leave a mess on your shoe.”

“Focus, Pam.”

Pam ripped the donut in half and licked at the filling. “There’s not much you can do. Unless Sam decides to come home and stay, you’re out of options.”

“Great.” 

“Aw, don’t look so down, Annah-Bee. Sam still loves you, and one day he’ll see Michael for the asswipe he is. Until then, chin up. You have your boy-toy to keep your mind occupied, along with other parts of your body.”

“Funny. Even though I’m not showing it, I’m dying laughing. Speaking of Eric, did you get a chance to bring my stuff to his house? Thank you, by the way, for doing that.”

“I’m heading to Thor’s lair when I finish with the dealer. Speaking of which, I should get going.” Pam wiped her hands and covered the coffee cup as she straightened. 

“Wait!” Annah swung her feet to the floor and stood too, swayed, and fell back on the bed. 

“You okay?” 

Annah nodded and eased into a sitting position. “Yeah, damn leg muscles are about as useful as wet noodles. Anyway, since you’re here, I have something I need to talk about.” 

Pam sat back down. “Make it snappy.” She fished through her purse, removed a plastic container, and popped a piece of gum into her mouth. “Spill.”

“It’s just that…I’ve been thinking. What if...?” Annah held back the final words. A tiny worry had been niggling her since she'd woken from the initial surgery, and by the time she'd emerged from the coma, it had blossomed into a full-blown worry.

“Okay, I’ll play along,” Pam said. “What if Steven gets out of prison? Relax. He’s locked up tighter than a virgin in a chastity belt. It’s time you start thinking about the gorgeous hunk of a man who’ll be sleeping on top of you tonight. I packed a sexy little number in case you’re feeling frisky.”

Annah waved the comment away. “Not likely. I have to wait another week before I can have intercourse, but that’s not what I’m talking about.” 

“Haven’t I taught you anything?” Pam quipped. “There’s more to sex than intercourse. Be creative.”

“Pam! Focus!” Annah took a deep breath and began. “What if I’m damaged goods and end up destroying what Eric and I began? I mean, what if he sees me as a burden? Or what if I attach myself to him like some human leech? He didn’t sign up to take care of an invalid. No guy in his thirties wants a crotchety old woman who is covered with scars. And what if the only reason I’m with him is because I’m afraid of being alone? And, and, what if—?”

“Slow down! You know I’m not good at your What If game. Give me a minute.” Pam straightened and moved into a stretch, her fingertips wiggling toward the ceiling. When she finished, she relaxed and said, “Okay, here’s one. What if everything falls into place, and you and Eric live happily ever after?” She leaned over Annah and kissed the top of her head. “My advice is to stop worrying about foolish things and get on with your life.”

Annah let the conversation drop. Her concerns were valid, even if Pam didn’t agree. Eric was only thirty-four. Most men his age wouldn’t think taking care of a recovering coma patient a romping, fun time. 

She slid off the bed and stood. Pam reached to help, but she shook her head. “I’m okay, thanks. The physical therapist said I have to get back to doing things myself.” Her leg muscles protested. They could complain all they wanted. She intended on running the Seacoast Half-Marathon in November, so her muscles would simply have to shut up and deal. A few tentative steps later, she walked into the bathroom, where she turned to face Pam. “As for what you said, I’m not worrying about foolish things. Thanks for coming up and the talk. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to pee.”

Pam propped her foot against the base of the door. “Cross your legs and listen. I know you enjoy worrying, but you have to stop. Life is too damn short to go creating problems where there aren’t any. Now, you may pee.” Pam stepped away, adding, “Remember, we have the reading for Helen’s will on Monday morning. I’m sure I’ll see you tomorrow, but I thought I’d remind you in case Eric chains you to the bed.”

Annah stood in the bathroom doorway, a defiant look on her face. “I’m not going, so don’t bother.”

“What do you mean you’re not going? You have to go. The queen summoned you. Plus, she saved your life; you owe her.” 

“I don’t owe her a damn thing,” Annah protested. She pushed her shoulders back. Pam could disagree, but she didn’t care. She saw no reason to attend the reading of Helen’s will. They’d shared an acrimonious relationship that was finally over. “Plus, she didn’t save my life. I heard a woman’s voice that told me to fight. For all I know, it could have been my mother speaking to me. Besides, Helen hated me. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 

Pam held the door and pointed one of her pink fingernails at Annah’s nose. “Might I remind you that you didn’t like her either?”

“Whatever. This is moot. I don’t even know why she named me in her will, unless she intends to reach out from the grave and snip at me some more. There’s no reason for me to be there. I’m not going.”

“Not an option,” Pam said. “You’re right; it doesn’t make sense but too bad. You’ve been summoned, and that’s the reality. We’ll have fun, I promise. I’ll take you for blueberry pancakes.”

“I don’t want—”

“Yeah, yeah, blah, blah. Gotta go. Good luck with the scan. I’m sure you’ll pass with flying colors. If you need me, text or call. Love ya.” 

A trail of perfume followed the clacking of Pam’s heels as she exited the room, leaving Annah standing in the bathroom doorway. She closed the door, sat on the toilet, and rested her head in her hands. Perhaps it had to do with the sepsis or maybe it was the coma, but the details of Steven’s attack were murky. Nonetheless, she was certain she’d heard a woman urging her not to give up. To fight. It had probably been her mother. Helen would never have tried to help her.

When she’d found out about Helen’s death, she’d just woken up from the splenectomy and had been disoriented. This could account for her far-reaching conclusion then that Helen’s spirit had come to her aid. But now, weeks later, it didn’t make sense. It didn’t matter. Helen had hated her, and she hadn’t  been too keen on the bitter old woman either. So why had she been named in the will? 

After splashing water on her face, she rubbed it with a towel and exited the bathroom. Her thoughts were a rat’s nest of bedlam, and being stuck in the hospital wasn’t helping. She walked over to the window. Her room had a perfect view of the Reflection Garden. In her mind, she saw herself sitting amongst the flowers, their sweet fragrances cleansing her of the clinical odor that had infiltrated her skin. In a side area, she saw sunflower plants, their erect stems proud and straight, supporting closed blossoms. Too bad she wouldn’t be able to see them after they opened. No, not too bad. Seeing them open would mean she’d still be in the hospital, and she wanted to be home. There, without wearing a thin, cotton shift that gave a full view of her ass, she’d see her own sunflowers and bask in their radiance any time she wanted. 

Her phone beeped, and her heart skipped. She’d talked to Sam, and Pam had just left. Either Barney had sent a text or Eric had. From the fluttering in her chest, it had to be Eric. He was the only person who could make her feel like a love-struck school girl.

Hello from the outside world. Any pretty lady need a ride home from the hospital? I know a lonely guy with a truck. Oh, and he has a lonely dog too.

She giggled and texted back, I happen to know one lady who can’t wait to escape the confines of these white walls.

Great, give me her number and I’ll call her.

Funny stuff, Ashworth. I miss you. And Lexy. She smiled as she pictured the two of them sitting on the patio. She was sure Lexy had gained ten pounds from all the treats Eric said he and the construction crew had been feeding her. 

We miss you too. Your chariot will be there soon. How are you feeling, nena?

She loved when he used the Spanish slang for baby as an endearment. I’m feeling good. I just want to leave.

Soon. Tonight, you’ll be in my arms. 

She inhaled a deep breath, imagining his sleeping face lying against the pillow. Even though he’d donated his long, blond hair, he still resembled Thor. The deep tones of amber in his eyes would be buried under lids tipped with long lashes, but the chiseled features of his face would still be there for her to marvel at. Perfect lips, perfect nose, perfect soul. Her happiness soon dissipated when she recalled what she’d asked Pam. Eric?

Annah?

What if we’ve lost it? She looked at the words in shock. Why had she typed that? This wasn’t the time nor the way to discuss something as important as this.

Lost what? Us? came Eric’s response.

Never mind.

Annah, we’ll be okay. Easy or tough, I’m not going anywhere. Plus, I’m looking forward to giving you a sponge bath.

Very funny. When you see the scars on my body, you’ll be running down the street. 

Unlikely. But if it’s that bad, I can always close my eyes. Now, stop worrying. When I said I loved you, I meant forever.

She reread his words. He might change his mind if things continued to fall apart. New romantic relationships weren’t strong enough to withstand emotional challenges such as what they were facing. Even people who’d been together for years failed at holding onto each other when life dropped grenades into their midst.

True, he texted, but we’re not other people. 

She shook her head in amazement. He’d done it again; he’d read her thoughts. How do you do that?

I already told you. I can hear your soul. Do you want me to bring anything?

There wasn’t enough time to type all the things she wanted. Happiness. Freedom. Joy. Peace. Tranquility. Health. She settled for, Sunshine and chocolate!!!

Will do. I’ll see you later.

Eric, what if the scan comes back negative?

Then we’ll take a trip into Boston. I heard the red jello at MGH is mouth-watering.

I never want to see another dish of red jello for as long as I live.

So, I take it you don’t want any for dessert tonight?

“Excuse me, Miss Henderson.” A grinning orderly stood behind a wheelchair, his bronze skin a stunning contrast to the wide mouth of sparkling teeth. “I’m here to bring you for your scan.” 

“Annah, your scan was moved up.” One of the nurses pushed past the orderly and entered the room. “They’re waiting for you.”

Annah smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Emma.” She texted Eric, It’s time for my scan. And no jello!! 

Got it. Good luck. And remember, nena, just keep swimming.

Their competition of guessing movies from bits of dialogue had begun soon after they’d met and showed no sign of ending. So far, they were tied. She texted back, Finding Nemo. Now, she was in the lead.

She slid the hospital robe over the gown, slipped her phone into the pocket and allowed the orderly to help her settle in the chair. “Let’s ride,” she said, fully expecting him to reply Ghost Rider. 

As the orderly wheeled her down the hallway, her phone vibrated. She removed it and smiled at Eric’s new text: Ghost Rider with a winking emoji. 

Damn, he was good. 




Chapter 2

ERIC placed his cell phone on the workbench and reached behind to scratch the back of his head. He wasn’t one hundred percent sure Annah would say ‘let’s ride’ to whomever was pushing the wheelchair, but his gut told him to go for it. His gut was telling him a lot lately, and he’d long ago learned to listen closely because it was seldom wrong. Like when Barney’s husband had contacted him regarding the statue for Barney’s garden. He’d almost turned Allan down, even before hearing the details of the commission. At the time, his life had been chaotic, what with the divorce and problems with his father. But his gut had ruled, and here he was, with an uncle he never even knew he had and with Annah, the woman he loved. On top of it all, he was choosing to remain in Copedale instead of returning to Vancouver. Of all the times he’d paid attention to his intuition, this time had been the most life changing.

Some of his friends back home had seen his choice to remain on the East Coast as a hasty one. The principal of the school had been the most vocal, making sure she got her opinion across via phone calls, texts, and emails. She’d argued that he hadn’t known Annah long enough to form an opinion about love. ‘It takes years for love to grow,’ she’d lectured the last time they spoke. ‘What you’re feeling is sexual attraction. Come home, complete the school year. I guarantee by next May you’ll have forgotten all about her.’ It wouldn’t surprise him to see her message scribbled in the sky: Eric, you’re being foolish!

Her reaction to his news might have had something to do with his abrupt resignation, so he’d cut her some slack, but he didn’t need to return to Vancouver to know that he wanted to stay in Copedale. He’d be foolish to call what he felt mere sexual attraction. Men were supposed to be the ones who protected their lovers, not the other way around. But when a soul had been trashed like his had, someone who held your heart safely in her hands wasn’t something you ran from. You ran to her.

Sure, part of his decision had to do with Annah’s safety; he wasn’t denying that. He'd originally intended to return home at the end of the summer with the hope Annah would come out to the West Coast for frequents visits. But Steven had thrown a wrench into that plan. In a way, it was for the best.  If Steven came back to town, he’d be here to dish out his own brand of justice.

The main reason for staying, though, was that he loved Annah. He knew the map of his heart, and she was part of it. Loving her was as natural as breathing and, like breathing, just as necessary for his survival. Besides, he had more than enough money to fly back if his mother needed him. If he did, he’d take Annah with him.

He turned his attention to the clay bust on the workbench. The sculpture stared at him with angry, lifelike eyes, the mouth fashioned into a mocking sneer. While the coma had held Annah captive in a place where he hadn’t been able to reach her, he’d carved, dug, and driven his sweat into the pliable clay. In the end, he’d created a likeness of the man who’d come close to killing her. Now that the bust was finished, he had no idea what he was going to do with it. Maybe he should insert an axe in the skull and ship it to Steven as a warning—stay the fuck away or you’ll be next.

A hushed flapping interrupted his thoughts as outspread wings carried the resident Barred Owl in Eric’s direction. With talons at the ready, it gripped the top of the platform he’d installed next to the workbench. Black eyes, buried in the circular face of brown-and-white down, peered out at him. He opened a plastic container located to the side of the bench, removed a sliver of meat, and held it out. “You’re late. I hope you’re not hungover.” 

The owl clacked its beak and took his offering, afterward giving its feathers a quick shake. 

“Well, don’t eat it if you don’t like it. I’m sure there are plenty of other owls that would enjoy eating fresh rabbit.”

The owl pivoted its head and, without further regard for him, pulled at its wing feathers.

“Good to see you too.” 

When the renovations on the barn began, one of the work crew had discovered the owl hidden in the loft, a web of fishing line secured around its right leg, the torn skin slick and glossy with the bird’s blood. After a constant supply of mice and lots of TLC, the owl was as good as new and somewhat tame. 

He watched the bird preen itself and thought about how Mandy had reacted when he’d told her about his new companion.

‘You tamed a wild owl?’ Her face had taken on a grave expression as she drew her shawl tight across her chest. ‘An owl is a very powerful spirit-animal that brings intuition and wisdom to its human charge. However, some cultures believe they announce death.’

He’d immediately scoffed at her comment, responding that unless the owl bit off his finger and he bled to death, there wasn’t much the bird could do. 

‘Death can mean many things and comes in many forms,’ she’d insisted. ‘It doesn’t necessarily mean the loss of a person’s life.’ 

Tracing his palm with her black-painted fingernail, she’d explained how a person’s heart line ends between the Mount of Jupiter and the Mount of Saturn. Mindy had then pointed to the juncture between his index and middle finger, adding, ‘This arrangement of the lines indicates love will be yours but that, although you believe in love in its truest form, you also accept it sometimes comes with challenges. This is the problem,’ she’d continued while pointing to a break in the line. ‘It speaks of a departure, one where your journey with love will be thrown off course.’ Her violet eyes had held a serious level of concern. ‘Allow what will be to unfold in its own way.’ It was what she’d said at the end that left a chill in him. ‘No matter what happens, never lose hope. Annah will come back to you. Maybe not as the woman you fell in love with, but she will return.’ 

Until he'd met Annah, the only other person he’d known who was a witch had been his abuela. His grandmother had been forbidden from practicing any magic or even speaking of her origins. One thing his father wasn’t was a man with an open mind. She ignored him often enough, more than willing to share snippets of her life as a young girl growing up in Basque Country in northern Spain with her grandson. 

Eric smiled at the memories. Those conversations happened often enough, considering the number of times he’d been grounded. She’d been the one who'd guided him in his awareness of the power he possessed. Now he knew Annah, a powerful witch in her own right. And then there was Mandy. Annah had learned the craft under Mandy’s guidance, and he’d come to witness Mandy’s abilities more than once. She would have given his grandmother a run for her money.

As he’d been doing since their conversation, he tried to decipher what Mandy had meant. Don’t lose hope about what? What had she meant about Annah coming back to him? How would he lose her? Steven was locked up for a long time, so he couldn’t be the problem. Would something show on Annah’s brain scan? Would she need brain surgery? Would she die and be reincarnated?

A tremor passed through his hand, and a sheath of goosebumps pricked his arms as perspiration spilled onto his neck. He caught himself scratching his right palm at the severed point in the line. Mandy had said his journey with love would take a major hit. Maybe the future he envisioned with Annah was a fool’s dream, and they’d go their separate ways once she healed. 

He flexed his hand into a tight fist. The day after he and Mandy had talked, Annah had gone into a convulsion that had landed her in the operating room for a second time. Instead of recovering from the anesthesia, she’d stayed under the effects, the drugs slipping her into a comatose state. Was that what Mandy had referred to? The time when he’d lost Annah to her private dreams?

“Maybe Mandy’s right. Maybe you are a heralder of bad tidings.”

There was an eighteenth-century poem that referred to owls. He couldn’t remember it verbatim, but he did know it mentioned the ominous tidings they delivered. 

He rubbed at the irritating bristles on his jaw and then wiped his face with a rag. He had to hold onto the hope that Annah’s scan would be spotless, and in a few hours, she’d be here with him at the farm. At least until Sam came home for his visit. Even though she hadn’t mentioned it, he was dead sure she’d want to spend time with her son in her own house, and he wouldn’t blame her. After Sam went back to Australia, where she chose to live would be up for grabs. If he had his way, she’d move in with him, but he kind of knew that wouldn’t happen. Another gut intuition. Annah was an independent woman, one of the many qualities he loved about her. It was that self-reliant spirit that would keep her in her own house. 

“Time for bed.” Eric clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. The owl stopped preening and turned its head back around. At the sound of a car horn, it raised its wings and screeched. 

“Don’t give me any grief. Go to bed.”

Releasing a rapid succession of hoots, the bird flew to the rafters. 

“Some spirit animal you are,” he called out. “Always have to have the last word.” 

A loud screech echoed throughout the barn’s interior. 

“Yeah, yeah. See what I mean?”

“Eric, you in here?” A stream of bright sunlight preceded Pam’s entrance. 

“Hey, Pam. The house is open; go on up. I’ll be right there.” Eric unfolded a tarp and tucked it around the bust. Pamela Smith had the curiosity of a dozen cats, and he didn’t need her drilling him for information. 

Pam walked into the barn, taking tentative steps on the dirt floor. “I have Annah’s stuff in the car. I heard you talking. Who’s in here with you?” When one of her heels sank into a soft patch of soil, she grumbled. “For crying out loud, Eric, ever hear of a wooden floor?”

“This is no place for high heels. Go up to the house and make yourself a cup of coffee.”

“Naw, it’s more fun in here.” Pam raised herself on the front of her sandals and continued in his direction. “What’cha working on?” 

Eric moved to intercept her. Besides her high level of curiosity, Pam had zilch ability to keep a secret, and he didn’t want Annah to know about the bust. Creating a likeness of Steven had been cathartic for him, but she might not see it that way. He could understand why. On the surface, making the sculpture looked like the action of a deranged man. Hell, surface and deep down; it all looked like he’d lost his mind.

“What’s that?” Pam stepped around him and flicked the tarp with her fingernail. “It’s too small to be Barney’s statue.” Her eyes widened. “Is this the penis for Barney’s statue? Annah told me you’re recreating Michelangelo’s David but that Barney wants you to give it a dong the size of a horse’s.”

Eric released a long, low sigh. “No, Pam, this is not the penis. I haven’t even started on the statue yet.” 

“I thought Barney wanted it by the end of the summer?”

“He does. I’m a little behind.” Eric directed her from the workbench. 

“Wait. Show me the barn first. I want to see your tools.” She added a sly grin. “I’d especially like to see your hammer.” 

Eric shook his head and chuckled low. He knew he resembled the actor who played Thor in the movies, having been stopped multiple times for autographs, and Pam seemed to think sexual innuendos about Thor’s hammer spiced up any conversation. 

“That joke never gets old.” 

He whistled while taking hold of Pam’s elbow. Lexy, Annah’s Australian Shepherd, pranced out from the rear of the barn and followed them outside into the bright morning and a blanket of searing moisture.

Pam fanned her face and complained, “This weather sucks. Every time I step outside, I feel like someone slaps me with a wet towel.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty brutal.”

“I listened to the weather forecast, and the guy said there’s no let-up in sight. What has been an oppressive July might become an unbearable August. Once Annah’s settled, I’m moving to the Arctic.”

“Well, be careful of chunks of ice falling off the icebergs,” Eric replied. He remained at the barn’s door and keyed in the code for the lock. “The AC’s on in the house. I’ll get Annah’s bags.” 

Pam swung her purse and began walking before she turned. “Oh, by the way, I saw Annah this morning.”

“You did? When?” Eric spun to face her but stopped midstep. The poem he’d been trying to remember slipped between his lips. “Birds of omen dark and foul; night-crow, raven, bat, and owl. Leave the sick man to his dream; all night long he heard you scream.” 

The words reverberated, creating a low hum in the thick air. He yanked at his T-shirt, the cotton suddenly chafing his skin. The low moan of wind cut through the yard and the wind chimes he’d installed for Annah rang out, yet when he looked around, the branches on the trees remained motionless, as did the chimes. A chorus of screeches escaped through the open loft window, delivering chilling shivers up his spine. He ran his sweat-soaked hands along the outer seams of his jeans. Nothing had happened that indicated he should start worrying, yet unease chewed at his insides. His mother had a saying, ‘No vayas a buscar un nido de serpientes’. Don’t go looking for a nest of snakes. Something told him he and Annah were about to step into a very large nest. 

 

Eric carried Annah’s bags into the master bedroom and Pam followed.

“So, this is where the magic will happen? Nice. You even have bedposts for handcuffs.” Pam traced the woodwork with her finger. “Want me to unpack Annah’s things?”

“Sure. Thanks. Those top drawers are for her, and she has the right side of the closet.” Eric pointed to the bureau against the wall. “Do you want iced or hot?” he asked as he left the room.

“Iced.” Pam called to him, adding, “And a muffin too, please.”

Eric stuck his head back through the doorway. “Will Annah want muffins? I don’t have any.”

Pam kept her focus on the bags and continued removing folded clothes. “If you have cookies, she’ll be good. It’s no biggie.”

Eric walked down the hall to the kitchen. He didn’t have cookies either. He’d gotten ice cream along with stuff for meals. He could stop and get muffins. What type did she like? Blueberry? Something chocolate? 

Pam stood outside the kitchen, a small satchel in her hands. “This is her cosmetic bag. Should I put it in the bathroom?”

Eric stared at the floor and scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah, yeah, sure. The top drawer in the vanity is for her.”

“What’s the problem? You look like you’re trying to solve world peace.”

 “Huh?” He looked at her, feeling frustrated with his own ignorance. “I don’t know what kind of muffin Annah likes. I should know this kind of stuff.” 

“Relax. You two didn’t have that long to discuss important shit like that. Besides, as long as you know where her G-spot is, you’re covered.”

His bewilderment moved aside for one of impatience. “Pam, I—”

“Oh, please.” Pam flapped her hand in the air. “This is Annah. She’ll eat the tops of any muffin that comes within an inch of her mouth. Except bran. But she prefers Boston cream. And carrot cake.”

Eric began to respond when his phone beeped four times, signaling four texts.

All clear!! I’m free!!

I’m free!!

I’m free!

I’m FREE!

He laughed out loud and texted, I take it you’re free?

Ha-ha. Yes. I’m free! I’m free!

I don’t think you can type that. Disney will come after you.

What?

He chuckled and typed, Hunchback of Notre Dame! Did you think you could trick me? I believe I’m now in the lead.

Don’t get so cocky.

Ouch! What time should I be there?

I have to wait for the surgeon to give his okay, but he’s on his way. Shoot for around two.

See you then. Oh, and by the way, Ms. Henderson, Star Wars. Perhaps it’s you who shouldn’t ‘get so cocky’. See you soon.

“From the goofy grin you’re wearing, that must have been Annah,” Pam remarked.

“Yup. She’s being discharged at two.” He bent and scratched Lexy’s neck. “Your mom’s coming home, girl.” Standing straight, he began humming and headed for the bedroom. Annah was coming home.

“Hey.” Pam followed behind. “What about my coffee? You have plenty of time.”

“Sorry, I have to a few things I need to do. You’re welcome to stay and help yourself.”

“Naw. How about if I come by tonight, and we can celebrate Annah’s homecoming? I’ll bring wine.”

Eric stood at a bureau and removed clothes from the bottom drawer. “How about you don’t?” 

“It’s okay. I know when I’m not wanted.” 

Facing her, Eric said, “Pam, you’re always welcome here, just not tonight.”

“I was only kidding. You two will be too busy bumping uglies.”

“A crass way to put it, but we’re on hiatus for a while. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to—” 

“Oh, please, once you’re lying next to her skinny body, you won’t be able to control yourself.”

Eric strode in the direction of the bathroom. When Pam turned the conversation to sex, he’d learned it was best to remain silent.

She leaned against the bedpost and folded her arms. “On a serious note, Annah needs to put on some weight. She’s nothing but skin and bones.”

“How about we discuss her weight later? She’s not even home yet.” He glanced at Pam. She stood in place as if she had no intention of leaving. “Pam, I need to shower.”

She flashed a wicked grin. “Okay. Go ahead.”

He walked over and escorted her out of the room. “Call tonight if you want, but do not show up.” 

The closed bedroom door muted her response of, “Have fun, Thor. Give Annah a kiss for me.”

“Goodbye, Pam.” 

 

Eric dressed in tan khakis and a green Polo shirt and slid on a pair of leather loafers. As he fastened his watch, he made a quick calculation of the time. He had to be at the hospital by two. The candy shop was next to the bakery, but he still needed to get to the nursery for the flowers. 

Before leaving the bedroom, he looked around. Everything was ready. Pam had put Annah’s clothes away, and the pillows were on the bed. His nerves ratcheted up a notch. No more sleepless nights. No more longing for the heat of her skin or the taste of her lips. Soon his fingers would trace the lines of her body, and the house would fill with her laughter. This time he’d keep her safe. Nothing and nobody would harm her again; he’d make sure of it. He grabbed his keys off the hook by the front door and sprinted for the truck. There would be no darkness for them; they were going to make it. He would move heaven and earth to make sure they did. 




Chapter 3

EMMA pushed Annah’s wheelchair through the open hospital door and into a wall of dense tropical heat. “We usually feel a cool breeze off the water by now, but nothing seems to be getting through this mugginess. I can’t remember a summer where the weather was this disgusting.”

Annah responded with a nod. Instead of recoiling from the moisture-laden air, she sucked in a lungful, welcoming the stark contrast to the cold antiseptic interior of her room. With enough breaths, she’d eventually cleanse her lungs of the stale, clinical atmosphere they’d been wrapped in for over four weeks. She inhaled and smiled. The heady aroma from the landscaped grounds laced the edges of the salt-infused air. When she returned to her house, she planned on immersing herself in her gardens. Afternoon was her favorite time of day to weed; the soil would crack, as if it were a freshly baked pie and her trowel a fork breaking through the tender crust. The day’s heat would escape, carrying with it the scents of the earth: musky, woodsy, and rich with life.

“...climate change.” 

Annah blinked. With a bit of embarrassment, she realized she hadn’t been listening to Emma. The comment about climate change must have had something to do with the weather. She could agree or offer a noncommittal sound. Better to go with the latter since she had no idea what she’d be agreeing to and might come off sounding like a dolt. She looked up at Emma, offered a quick nod, and changed the subject. “Thank you for bringing me down. And for everything you and the other nurses did for me during my stay. I wouldn’t have made it without your care.”

Emma patted Annah’s shoulder. “You’re welcome. You were a great patient. You wouldn’t believe what we have to deal with. I’ve been in this job for forty years, and I still get amazed at how awful some patients can be. And their behaviors have nothing to do with their illnesses. They’re just rude people. There was this one guy…”

From that point, the account of the horrible patient unfolded and Annah nodded and made sounds where appropriate until she lost the thread of the narrative and dipped into her own thoughts. At any minute, Eric would be arriving to take her to his house to continue her convalescence. This wasn’t at all where she thought they’d be at this point in the summer. She’d anticipated days and nights spent getting to know one another more intimately, both physically and emotionally. Maybe a weekend spent in the White Mountains discovering hidden waterfalls during the day and each other’s bodies at night. Long conversations about past hopes and future dreams as lingering kisses warmed their lips. How silly those plans had been, now that they were lying in the shadow of what had actually happened. Too bad she didn’t have the power to turn back the clock. She’d take them back to that day in the park when she’d met a young man for coffee and lost her heart. 

“Hey, is this Eric?”

Emma’s voice entered her thoughts once again, and this time it drew attention to the sparkling black truck pulling up to the curb.

“What’d he do?” Emma added. “Rob a florist?” 

Annah smiled at what she saw. In the truck’s bed, there must have been three dozen sunflower plants, their radiant faces, some the size of dinner plates, swaying as the vehicle came to a stop. She’d asked for sunshine, and sure enough, Eric had figured out a way to bring it along for the ride. 

“I take it you like sunflowers?” Emma asked.

“Yes, I do.” She almost added they’d been her favorite since she was a child, but when she caught sight of the broad-shouldered man taking long strides her way, her voice tripped over the rapid beating of her heart, exactly as it had done the first time he’d walked toward her in Barney’s driveway. The long hair might be gone but the disarming smile remained, as did his penetrating amber eyes. She savored the small pulses of happiness swimming in her blood as he approached. His aura swirled in a cascade of blues, giving the impression he walked encased within a slice of the sky. She’d thought it before and still believed it to be true—he was her knight in shimmering armor.

Eric nodded to Emma when he arrived in front of the wheelchair and then crouched by Annah’s knees, his face level with hers. “Hi,” he said.

A waft of sandalwood, riding a soft breeze, kissed her lips. “Hi.” She reached out and placed her palm on his cheek, the warmth of his skin a blanket against the winter that had settled in her soul. The only safe place the world had to offer was in his arms. When they got to the farm, she would dive into them and never come up for air.

He leaned in and placed a gold box in her hands. “This is for you.” 

 “Thank you.” Not only had he fulfilled her wish for sunshine, but he’d also held true to her request for chocolate. “You’re amazing.”

“Naw, just in love.” He grinned and lifted her hand to his lips.

“Well, I think you’re amazing.” She studied his face, his beautiful eyes heavy with worry and fatigue. His grin might convince someone else he was fine, but not her. It pained her to see the effects the past month had had on him. 

“Eric?”

“Annah?”

Her voice snagged. She wanted to apologize for all the pain she’d caused him, for turning his happy world into one filled with emotional carnage. The words she’d rehearsed while having the brain scan stumbled over each other and lost steam. Her only offering was a pathetic, “I’m sorry.”

Eric used his index finger to trace the downward curve of her lips. “You have nothing to be sorry about. Believe me when I tell you I have no regrets. Now, stop apologizing and stop frowning. I want to see your smile.” 

“Okay, no frowns, I promise.” She greeted his eyes and managed the semblance of a grin. Although his expression had relaxed, she understood they weren’t fooling each other. They were two jesters, hiding their pain behind cleverly disguised masks. 

“You amaze me,” she said. “The sunflowers are... Where did you get them? They’re exquisite.” 

“Barney ordered them for me. One of the many perks that comes with having an uncle who owns a greenhouse.” 

“They’re absolutely beautiful. I feel like you’ve brought a Tuscan hillside. Thank you.” 

Eric leaned close and cupped her chin. “Su belleza palidece en comparación con la tuya.” 

The words were romantic. Their beauty pales in comparison to yours. He thought she was more beautiful than the flowers. She didn’t try to hide her disagreement. “Not even close. I’ve lost twenty pounds, I have remnants of bruises and scars on my face and neck, and my concealer can’t even cover the dark circles around my eyes. I look like I have the lead role in Les Misérables.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled from the wide grin he flashed before he placed a soft kiss on her lips. “I don’t think so. I’ve heard you sing.”

He carried her from the wheelchair to the truck and set her on the passenger seat. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.” He left her with a kiss and turned away to reach in the back of the truck.

She leaned back and drank in the aroma in the cab. His aroma. A delicious cocktail of leather, sandalwood, and sweat. She’d wanted to get drunk on it the first time she’d inhaled it, and nothing had changed; she still craved its intoxicating effects. 

Eric removed a colorful fruit basket from the back of the truck and carried it to Emma, where he placed it on the wheelchair. Emma hugged him and waved to Annah as he sprinted to the driver’s door and slid behind the steering wheel, his grin wide. “Time to go home.”

Annah had to contain herself to keep from shouting with glee—she was free and about to reclaim her life. No more blood pressure cuffs, no more red jello, no more tests. She would be able to do anything she wanted, eat anything she wanted, wear anything; she could dance naked in her kitchen if she wanted. And as long as the headaches stayed at bay, her life would be hers again.

“I want us to take the motorcycle and ride along Big Sur,” she announced. “And plan a trip to Italy.”

Eric’s amusement showed in his laughter. “Let’s start with a ride to the beach and go from there.” He turned the ignition key. “Ready?” 

“Ready? I was born ready.” She mentally patted herself on the back. He’d never know the quote. She’d just taken the lead.

His second bout of deep laughter told her they were still going to be even. 

“Big Trouble in Little China.” He wore a triumphant grin. “You’ll never win.”

“What are you? A walking movie encyclopedia?”

“I told you. My abuela and I would watch movies when I was grounded, and I was grounded a lot.”

“Well, I’ll catch up. Don’t worry.”

“Oh, I’m not.” He winked and shifted into gear.

She stared at him and blurted, “I love you.” Again, the eloquent words in her head refused to cooperate. Instead of telling him how she’d missed all the parts of him, I love you was the best phrase she could produce.

Eric took hold of her hand and kissed the peaks of her knuckles. “I love you. Let’s get you home where I can nurse you back to health.”

She slid back against the seat and studied the gold box. The light reflected off the satin covering and into her eyes. His comment, although intended as innocent, kicked at her. She didn’t want him to take care of her. She wasn’t an invalid. And he wasn’t her nursemaid. He was her…boyfriend, for lack of a better word. It was a stupid thing to call him. Older women needed a new word for the romantic men in their lives instead of the usual choices. Partner sounded like she was gay, and calling him her lover made her appear like a raving sex fiend. Companion? Sure, if she was ninety. Mate? Friend with benefits? None of the terms fit. So what was he? How would she introduce him on the street? She’d have to ask Pam; if anyone had a term at the ready, it would be her. However, since it would be coming from Pam, it might not be suitable for young ears.

For now, Annah would say he was the man she wanted to spend time with, grow old with{MISSING SYMBOL}although she’d get old a lot sooner than he would. What would they do then, when she needed diapers? They’d be back to the nursemaid thing. Boy, her mind had taken a wide arc to get to the simple fact that she didn’t want to be a burden on him.

She decided to put her crazy worries aside and angled her head to watch the sprawling building that had been her home for four weeks recede from view. She gave a little wave and faced front. The staff had taken great care of her, but if she never saw the inside of a hospital again, it would be too soon.

Partway to the farm, Eric stopped at a coffee shop. He parked to the side of the lot, near a cluster of trees casting an island of shade. “How about an iced coffee?”

Annah’s response was an enthusiastic, “I’d love one.”

“Blueberry flavoring?”

“Yes. Extra cream and ice, please. Would you turn off the engine? I’ve been cooped up too long, and I’d like to feel the heat.” She lowered the passenger window and stuck out her hand. The hospital’s cold, recycled air was something else she wouldn’t miss.

Eric opened his window and the two in the rear. “I’ll leave the keys in case you need the AC. Be right back.” 

She watched him walk across the blacktop. The way he moved reminded her of a panther as it moved through the undergrowth of the forest. Easy and confident. How had she gotten so lucky to have found him? After he entered the building, she rested against the seat and filled her lungs with his lingering scent. Not two full months ago, but what now felt like a lifetime, on Midsummer’s Eve, she’d cast a love spell, using sandalwood incense as the base scent. The woody aroma had helped her mind call forward the type of man she wanted to meet: a man who would speak the language of her soul and understand the map of her heart. The next day he’d walked into her life. Coincidence, perhaps; magic, absolutely.

 The leaves on the branches overhanging the truck danced on a hot breeze, and she allowed her mind travel on its current to that fateful meeting on Copedale Hill. There’d been a breeze then as well. A playful one, as if Hermes had gotten it into his head to kick up some fun. She shifted in the seat and giggled as she recalled how her dress skirt had billowed around her waist, giving the handsome man on the porch of Barney’s house full view of her pink thong and bare ass. The very same man now getting her coffee. ‘Hi, I’m Eric,’ he’d said. Three small words, strung together into a phrase that had ended up determining the course of her future. 

While she continued to wait, she laid out the coming days. The reading for Helen’s will was on Monday, something she still didn’t want to do. If she could get around the blonde commandant, she’d call the lawyer and use her recent discharge from the hospital as an excuse to bail. It would help if she used the coma as a reason she couldn’t drive. Or just say she had no plans to attend. A fat lot of good that would do her. Pam’s determination was a force to be reckoned with. 

“Fine, I’ll go,” she huffed. “But I’m not going to have blueberry pancakes.” 

Her mother’s voice whispered in her mind. ‘Annah, why are you always cutting off your nose to spite your face?’ 

“I don’t know, Mom, but I guess it’s no use changing this late in the game.”

Sam was the same way, and she’d used her mother’s saying on him often enough. He was a chip off the old motherly block, except when it came to where he lived, of course. While she’d never think of living any place other than Copedale, he’d decided Australia was the better choice. What goaded her the most wasn’t the location, although that sucked too, but that he’d chosen Michael instead of her.

She caught a whiff of fried food from an adjacent restaurant and with it came a new memory, back to the day when Sam had decided to accept his dad’s first invitation to visit Australia. ‘I’m going to spend the summer with Dad,’ he’d said, his tone matter of fact. They were at the ocean, sitting on the sea wall and feeding the seagulls by tossing fried clams and French fries up in the air. Sam’s would always go the highest. The birds had swooped and dipped, all the while screaming their raucous cries. She’d wanted to join them, adding her lament that she feared she was about to lose her son.

A breeze swept into the cab of the truck, and despite the heat, she shivered. Even though his announcement had happened years ago, she could still feel the punch her heart had received that day. He hadn’t even given her time to lay out all the reasons he should refuse. ‘Don’t try to change my mind, Mum. I know you don’t like Dad, but he’s cool now, and I want to see him.’ All she’d been able to say was that the visit would only be for one summer and to remember to wear sunscreen. 

Here she was, back to the spot to which her thoughts involving Michael always brought her—he’d won. He’d managed to take her son away from her, exactly as he’d vowed that day on the courthouse steps. She’d just won custody of Sam, something Michael hadn’t even wanted, but he’d asked for it all the same. As they left the building, he’d stopped her and delivered his promise. ‘I’ll take him from you, Annah. Bet on it.’ 

Every summer afterward, Sam had left her, but he’d always returned. Until this year. Now he lived in Australia with his father, who, she was sure, gloated in his Scotch every chance he got. 

Maybe it was time to direct Sam back to New Hampshire. With the right spell, she might be able to convince him to go to UNH or some other local college. It wasn’t as if she’d be going against the Wiccan creed. It would be for his best interest, although Mandy might disagree. But, hey, Sam wasn’t her son. 

A yellow jacket buzzed by near the open window, and she waved it away. Even if she became filthy rich, she wouldn’t be able to compete with Michael’s toys and jet-set lifestyle. She’d have to buy Sam a frigging spaceship even to get him to consider staying in Copedale. In hindsight, she should have shackled him to his bed and sedated him until he was thirty-one. He would have gotten over it— eventually. Based on his recent text, he’d be arriving at Manchester Airport at around three on Friday. The great and powerful Michael had spoken: two days, no more. She’d have to send her ex a gift of thanks for his generosity. Maybe an asp with a red ribbon around its neck.

Her mind continued its game of leapfrog and jumped to a new thought—her recovery. Physical healing aside, she accepted it would take time to steady herself from the shock of the attack. It made sense to her; having someone try to kill you would rattle any one’s core. But she hadn’t known sepsis often created the same reaction as PTSD. The doctor had suggested she attend that foolish support group meeting. Someone there had told her she couldn’t run away from her problems. Oh, and to face the truth that she was to blame for Steven’s behavior. Who had said that? A member? Well, whoever’d said it was a moron. Telling someone she was the cause of an abusive attack was like saying a tree was responsible for getting chopped down. Sure, she had a hand in a lot of things, including her failed marriage and her quarrelsome relationship with Helen, but neither of them had tried to kill her. She wasn’t an innocent bystander, but she hadn’t been driving the bus that had run over her either.

Where was Eric? She turned impatiently and looked in the wide windows of the coffee shop where she saw a line of patrons waiting their turn. Eric appeared to be next. He was bent at the waist, talking to an elderly woman half his height. Annah watched as he moved to the counter, holding out his arm for the woman to join him. Was he buying her coffee too? Obviously, he was, and it didn’t surprise her in the least. He was a generous man. And patient. Though how long would he remain patient? They couldn’t have sex for another week. Someone his age should get laid every night. Mornings and afternoons too. But, thanks to her mistakes in life, he’d gone the whole month of July without anything. Or at least she assumed he hadn’t hooked up with anyone. They hadn’t had time to work out the particulars. He’d said he loved her, but she’d read on the Internet that young men liked open relationships. She’d have to take the sex queen’s advice and get creative, or she’d risk losing him.

What about his decision to remain in New Hampshire? They hadn’t even discussed it. Vancouver was his home. His mother was there, his teaching career... Why would he choose to live in a hick town when he already had a life elsewhere? In truth, one day he’d tire of her. After all, he was young and handsome and would want to be with a different beautiful girl every night. Maybe a double on Sundays. That wasn’t something she’d be able to watch, so he’d have to move again. What would she do? Give him until sundown to get out of Dodge? She should cut him loose now and get it over with. She didn’t want to lose him, but she didn’t want to burden him either. If she went to her house instead of his, he could have his life back. When he said he loved her, she’d been healthy in body and mind. Now, not so much. Besides, she didn’t see any way they could reassemble the fragmented pieces of their relationship.

A flash of color caught her eye, and she turned to look at the sunflowers in the truck’s bed. They seemed to be telling her to get over herself; Eric was one of the good ones. He loved her, and his kindness held no bounds. But was he too kind to say he wanted out? What would he do if he had the option? Would he stay by her side or breathe a sigh of relief and run? 

The constant round and round was making her woozy. If she could find the switch, she’d shut down the merry-go-round to which her brain was strapped. 

“Hey, I said no frowns.” Eric stood outside the open window, two tall, plastic cups, slick with condensation, in his hands. He gave her one, along with a straw and a napkin. “What’s going on in that beautiful head of yours?” 

She thanked him but avoided his eyes and unwrapped the straw, inserting it through the cover. It squealed as it slid against the plastic opening in the lid, calling attention to her silence. 

Eric’s brow furrowed as he looked at her with a concerned expression. “Are you feeling okay? Do you have a headache?”

“I’m fine. Thank you for the coffee.” To buy more time, she sucked at the straw. “Are you getting in?” She gave him what she considered a guileless smile.

“No thanks. I’ll stand.” He drank a large mouthful of coffee. The sounds of cars in the parking lot did little to break the stalemate, and Eric’s impatience appeared to get the better of him. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on, or should I start guessing?”

Annah stared at her cup. To prevent him from reading her, she had to keep her eyes averted. Unfortunately, it was no use; she had to look at him. A dark cloud passed over his face, and she could feel him searching hers for answers.

“Okay,” he began. “Let’s see, hmm... Where to start?... Here’s a good place, you decided that you don’t want to come—” 

“Fine,” she blurted out. “I want to go to my house...not yours!”




Chapter 4

ANNAH dug a fingernail into the side of her cup, tempting the integrity of the plastic, while Eric remained standing outside the passenger door. Instead of responding to her outburst about wanting to go home, he focused on his coffee, spinning the liquid and watching the ice cubes rattling against the sides of the container. His silence was unnerving. If he would say something, anything, then she’d be able to explain her reasons, which were exactly what? Ten seconds ago she hadn’t made a decision one way or another, yet, as if her mouth had a mind of its own, she’d spouted the words. Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead.

She took another sip and grimaced, the taste of regret replacing the original sweetness of the coffee. Screwing up her face, she swallowed the sour-tasting liquid, along with a wave of tears. Her throat burned against their force. “Eric, I... You... It’s just...” She bit on the end of the straw. As had been happening over and over since her discharge from the hospital, the words she’d planned on saying refused to cooperate, leaving her with nothing but innocuous phrases. This time, she ended up with, “Just forget it,” and faced the window.

“Annah.” Eric’s voice remained calm, the tone even as he said, “I’ll take you wherever you want to go. If you want to go to your house, it’s no problem. But first I’d like to know why you’re doing this.”

“Doing what?” Her voice always rose when she tried to fake innocence. At present, the falsetto pitch could have broken a wine glass. She looked at him with what she hoped was an expression of bewilderment.

His snicker disappeared into his cup and blended with the sound of him drinking.

When he raised his face to look at her, she averted her eyes and studied the branches hovering over the hood of the truck. They fell in limp fronds as if the sodden air was suddenly too much for them to bear. She knew the feeling. Of late, her emotions were ponderous and weighed her down like a ton of bricks. Instead of ceasing her ridiculousness, she charged forward. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. I’m not doing anything.”

Eric tossed his remaining coffee to the pavement. “Okay, have it your way. Do you want to get Lexy now, or should I bring her by tomorrow?” 

She didn’t answer and instead placed her cup in the truck’s holder. From the corner of her vision, she saw him throw his coffee cup into the trash. What had she expected? For him to lash out? Yell at her? That wasn’t him. Even when the photo of them dancing had been plastered on the Internet, he’d been the one who’d remained cool and calm while she had ranted and raged. He could have at least fought for her, argued that her going home was a foolish decision and that she belonged with him. Obviously, she’d been correct in her assumption—he needed to escape his entanglement in her problems. She’d given him a chance to abandon ship, and he’d jumped. So be it.

Upon returning to the truck, Eric climbed in the driver’s seat and positioned himself so that he faced her. Instead of welcoming him, she removed her cell phone from her purse and buried her attention in the screen. She was about to throw away the very love she’d sought. And for what? Because she was too embarrassed to admit she was behaving like a child? If she could reclaim the words, she would, but there was no going back—not to five minutes ago and certainly not to the beginning of the summer, before Steven came to town.

Damn, she was doing it again—blaming Steven for everything she now did and said. Was this to be the new her? Perhaps she should have Eric drive her back to the hospital so she could demand they give her a lobotomy.

“Annah, would you look at me?”

His words were less of a demand and more a plea, but instead of doing as he asked, she studied the screen protector on her phone. Would it really keep the screen undamaged if she smashed it against something hard? Like her head? Too bad she couldn’t get a protector for Eric, because she had a feeling her behavior was going to continue in a long downward spiral. She looked at the side mirror. The face of one of the sunflowers scolded her, its bright petals contrasting with the darkness she was creating. Eric had filled her world with love, and she was repaying him by trampling his heart in the dirt.

The truck engine stayed off, and they remained sitting, both keeping their thoughts hostage as the hot air threatened to suffocate them. Using the napkin, she wiped at the perspiration collecting on her top lip and, curiosity getting the better of her, glanced his way.

He stared out the windshield, his jaw clenched, fingers wrapped around the steering wheel. “What are you doing?” he asked.

He kept his attention outside the truck but she understood the question was meant for her. How on earth was she supposed to know what she was doing? He should know. After all, he was the one who could read her mind. Maybe a lobotomy wasn’t such a bad idea. Perhaps a little electric shock and some serious meds; anything to save the two of them from herself. Steven may have blown things apart, but she was the one scattering the pieces to the wind. She calmed her voice and replied, “I’m not... I’m not doing anything. I’m giving you what you want, that’s all.”

He angled his head her way, his eyes wide, eyebrows raised. “What I want? What I want!” He gripped the top of his head with both hands and released a cry of frustration. “You’re not making sense.”

“You just said it,” she snapped back, her chin raised a little too high. “You’re fine with me going home.” 

His fist headed for the steering wheel but instead of making hard contact, he changed direction and scrubbed at his face, his frustration loud. “Damn it, Annah, when did I ever say I wanted you to go home? Please, enlighten me, because I don’t remember saying anything even close to that.”

He didn’t take his attention off her, and she found she couldn’t look away from his anger. She blinked, hints of tears stinging the back of her eyes while she struggled to form an answer. She could tell him she wasn’t in full control of her thoughts; that she was testing him, forcing him to jump through invisible hoops to prove he truly cared. Or she could tell him the truth—she was afraid of becoming needy and that she’d end up disappointing him. She was frightened he’d get tired of rescuing her and that pushing him away now would hurt less than having him walk away in a few months. One lone drop escaped and traveled down her cheek.

He slid across the seat and intercepted it with his finger before touching her face. Using his thumbs, he wiped away other tears gathering speed. “Shh, nena.” His voice returned to one of tenderness. “No tears.” He gathered her in his arms and held tightly as her body shook. “I want you with me, but I also want you to be happy. I won’t force you to do something you don’t want to do.”

“I’m...it’s...” She moved away and sniffed back new tears. “I’m not trying to hurt you. It’s...well...it’s just that I’m afraid I’ll disappoint you and...” She stopped when the trembling of her chin made talking impossible and hugged the box of chocolates and her phone against her stomach. He’d made a special trip to buy them for her and, instead of showing her gratitude, she was smashing them in his face. Her body heaved with sobbing.

“No, shh.” He cradled her against his body. “Shh, don’t. I told you, there’s nothing for you to be sorry about. And why would you even say you’ll disappoint me?” He raised her face and kissed her wet cheeks. “I love you, and that means I love all of you and accept all of you. I know you’re having a rough time right now. It’s me who should be apologizing. Instead of losing my temper, I should be patient. I’m sorry, nena.” 

“No, Eric, no.” She drew back, her head shaking from side to side. “You can’t apologize for my bitchiness. I’m the one who…who… I’m so very sorry.” 

He removed a fresh napkin from the console and dabbed at the new wave of tears. “Annah, I’m not saying things will be easy for us. In fact, I’m pretty sure the Universe isn’t done with us, but no matter what challenges it throws our way, we’ll always find each other.”

She took the napkin and wiped at her nose. He was so sure of them. Maybe it was the age difference or that, over the years, she’d become cynical, but she didn’t see how they could dust themselves off and pick up where they’d left off. Life wasn’t that easy. If only they could start anew, they might stand a chance.

Leaning close, he murmured, “We could try to start over.” 

A smile tried to break through her sadness. He’d done it again; he’d read the pages of her heart. “How?”

He left the truck and arrived at her door. He opened it, his hands ready to help her step down to the pavement. “Come with me.” He held her steady, keeping an arm around her waist. They walked through a cluster of trees and came to a gate. He opened it and led them into a garden. “Let’s sit here.” He brought her to an area partially hidden by a Japanese dogwood, its white-blossomed branches cascading over a stone bench.

“Eric, we can’t be in here. Those people own this.” She pointed toward the Dutch colonial house at the side of the yard.

“The owner of the coffee shop and I got talking. He said I could take you in here.”

“You told him about me?”

“His wife was attacked by someone they thought was their friend. He built this garden for her, hoping it would help her heal, but sadly, things didn’t work out as he had planned.”

“You went in for coffee, and you learned this man’s story? How do you do that?”

He shrugged and motioned for her to sit. “I have a way with people. Now, back to us. I think we should start fresh.”

“Okay, but you still amaze me when you do that whole mind-reading thing. So, tell me, how can we get past all the crap we’ve been through and start over?”

He swung his leg over the bench. Taking hold of her hands, he grinned. “Hi, I’m Eric.”

There they were, three simple words that had sparked the beginning of their journey. Spoken back in June, they’d had the power to bring them together, but did they have the power to save their relationship now? She had to believe it was possible. “Pleased to meet you, Eric. I’m Annah.” 

He tipped her chin and brushed the surface of her lips with his. “Tell me, Annah, what are you doing for the rest of my life?”

His breath sparked delicious heat, melting away the last semblance of cold and fright in her veins. “Spending it loving you.”

“Perfect,” he replied.

 

When they drove onto Eric’s property, the sun sat low in the sky, casting long shadows on the grass. He parked in front of the house and hopped out, heading for the passenger side of the truck. He’d only cracked the door when Annah’s words flew out. “Eric, I can’t believe what you did to this place.” She looked from him to the house, back to him, and finally settled on the house. Except for the three pitched roofs, she hardly recognized the old Wilson place. Instead of the gray, broken-down farmhouse she’d expected, the one in front of her took her breath away. Painted a cheery shade of yellow, the front proudly displayed a white porch. Flower boxes, overflowing with crimson geraniums, adorned the railings and each of the window sills.

“It’s unbelievable. If it wasn’t for the barn, I’d never know it was the Wilson’s old house. They must be dancing in their graves. Even when they lived here, the house never shone like this. It’s hard to believe this place sat vacant for the past five years. How did you accomplish it while remaining at my bedside?”

“I didn’t do it all. I had a lot of help.” Eric laughed and swerved her so she looked at him instead of the house. “I’m good, but not that good.”

Annah rested her feet on the running board and shimmied forward, pressing her knees against his waistband. “I know you’re good,” she said, encircling his neck in an embrace.

Eric widened her legs and stepped in. A spray of fire raced within her nerves as he cupped her butt and slid her closer, forcing her crotch against his zipper. The intensity of his eyes did little to slow her pulse. It had been far too long since she’d held him. She hungered for his fingers against her skin, the cracked skin igniting desire wherever they touched. 

Using his tongue, Eric followed the curve of her upper lip. “I’ve missed the taste of you,” he murmured and covered her mouth with his own. 

“Eric,” she moaned. “Make love to me.”

He pulled away as if shocked, a worried expression filling his eyes. “We can’t. Your doctor said—” 

“Screw my doctor.” Annah grabbed his shirt and tried to resume their kiss.

“No, Annah.” He disengaged the cloth from her hands. “Your doctor was pretty clear.”

Annah reattached her fingers. “Yes, but that was back before the coma. I’ve recovered from the abdominal surgery by now. Plus, if you think I’m going to wait, you’re crazy. Just don’t throw me around the room.”

Eric flashed a devilish grin. “So, we won’t be using the trapeze I installed?” 

“Not tonight, cowboy. Now take me to bed or lose me forever.” 

“Top Gun. Face it, you’ll never win.” He lifted her from the truck’s seat. Holding her around her waist and under her legs. “But we’re still not going to do anything.”

“What!” Annah struggled to get down. 

“Not a chance. Now behave, or I’ll drop you.”

She scooted against him and nipped at the edge of his mouth. “I bet I can get you to change your mind.”

“I bet I can get you to change yours. Ready?”

“For what?”

Eric held her with one arm and unlocked the front door. Steadying his arm back under her legs, he kicked the door open, revealing the furry locomotive propelling their way.

“Lexy!” Annah pushed against Eric’s chest to get to her feet. She momentarily swayed, then dropped to her knees. Between kisses to Lexy’s nose and snout, she exclaimed, “Oh, baby, Mama missed you so much. Has Eric been taking good care of you?” 

Eric knelt and joined them. “She’s been the center of attention.” He dug his fingers into Lexy’s thick fur. “I’m surprised she isn’t dragging her stomach on the floor what with all the treats the construction crew fed her.”

“Were you the center of attention?” Annah cooed. “Were you?”

Lexy dropped onto her back, her pink tongue lolling to the side.

With her fingers outstretched, Annah descended. “Does somebody want a belly rub?”

Eric kissed the back of Annah’s neck and stood. “While you two catch up, I’ll go bring the sunflowers around back.”

“Hurry up. We have a date with a trapeze.” Annah rubbed at Lexy’s black-and-white stomach.

“Someday, yes,” Eric said. “But not tonight.” 

He closed the front door behind him, so Annah had to shout. “Fine, but you better rest because when I get the green light, watch out.” 

“I’ll be ready, don’t you worry,” came the quick response from outside the door.

Annah returned her attention to Lexy. Stroking the silken ears, she stared into her dog’s trusting eyes. “Thank you, my darling girl, for saving my life. If it hadn’t been for you, Mama would be—” 

Her emotions crumbled as she watched the horrifying scene play out in her mind. She was on the basement floor, trying to crawl away from Steven, but he pulled her legs with such sheer force that her body slammed against the concrete. He then straddled her. Taking hold of her hair, he pulled, straining her neck back, then pushed her head forward. She’d locked her elbows to brace herself and resisted, knowing that if she didn’t, he’d smash her skull against the floor, and she’d be dead. Her arms had been ready to give out when Lexy had rushed into the room. 

“Oh, baby.” Lexy lay on her side as Annah pressed her face into the warm fur, which was quickly becoming wet with tears. “Thank you, my love. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

She held fast to her dog, who offered no resistance, as if understanding her mistress needed the connection. At the sound of footsteps, they both raised their heads. She offered a weak-hearted attempt at protest as Eric lifted her into the air. 

“Eric, for goodness’ sake, I can walk.”

“I know you can.” He shifted her. “Would you like a tour of the house, food, something to drink, or all three?”

“First, I need a shower. I smell like the hospital.”

Eric screwed up his face and snorted. “I agree. You stink! How can you stand yourself?” 

“Funny stuff. Okay, first give me a quick tour, next shower, and then food.” She planted a firm kiss on his cheek. “But I can walk.”

“I know you can.” He kept her in his arms as he strolled through the rooms of the farm house. 

*****

“And this is the master bedroom.” 

“I never would have taken you for a pillow guy,” she teased when she saw the queen-sized bed, the mattress hidden under an ocean of pillows. She already knew the story, Pam having filled her in. ‘I said, Eric, add pillows, lots and lots of gorgeous pillows. Annah loves to swim in pillows. He looked at me like I’d sprouted four heads. Then he said he’d been in your bedroom and didn’t remember seeing lots and lots of pillows, to which I responded he was most likely distracted by the prospect of using his hammer. That shut him up, and we went shopping.’ 

Eric continued to carry her and brought her over near the bed. “I can’t take credit for them. Pam said you liked pillows.” His expression changed to one more serious. “If I didn’t get enough, I’ll take you shopping for more, or I can have some delivered.”

She had to laugh. Until that moment, she would have bet he didn’t have an unsure bone in his body. Although his behavior was endearing, she had no intention of letting him suffer.

“Eric, you’ve gotten plenty.” 

She’d said as much to the blonde dynamo during their conversation. As typical, Pam had smirked. ‘You know how I love to spend a man’s money. Besides, he had fun thinking he was doing it for you. My advice: spread out on the damn things and rock his world.’

 

Eric supported Annah on her unsteady legs and watched as she walked around the room. So far, he hadn’t been disappointed in her reactions. As he’d watched the changes in her expressions, every one of them positive, he saw the old farmhouse for the first time. From the design of the open living space to the paint colors to the sitting area in the bedroom, she’d been at the forefront of every decision he’d made. 

“Eric, this is by far the most beautiful room in the house.” Annah walked toward a bay window and built-in window seat. She turned, a look of excitement in her eyes. “Let’s sit here tonight. We can have iced tea and cookies.”

If she wanted to have tea on the moon, he’d get her there. “We’ll sit anywhere you want.” 

“This was Mr. Wilson’s office, right?” she asked, walking back to him.

“Yup. His old desk was still in here. Of course, it was buried under a mile of dust.”

She moved into his open arms. “Did you keep it? The desk I mean, not the dust.”

“I sent the desk off to be refinished. The dust is in a box in the basement. I’m planning on building an addition and I’ll use it in my office.” 

“The dust or the desk?”

 “The desk, silly. The dust I’ll use in the kitchen.” 

He wrapped her in an embrace. In her flat sneakers, her height brought her just below his chin. She fit his body perfectly. This was where he wanted her to remain, in his arms where he could protect her. When she’d mentioned going to her house, he’d been angry at first but knew he had to back off. He’d wanted to insist she stay with him, ready to list all the reasons she should change her mind. All selfish reasons, of course. Forcing her would have done nothing to help her or save what they had.

She raised her face, revealing a wide smile. “What are you thinking about?”

He followed the contours of her face with his fingers. Her radiance was breathtaking. The Universe had smiled upon him by bringing her into his life. He’d found his Aphrodite. “I was thinking how lucky I am. Thank you.”

“For what?” 

“For coming here...and loving me.”

“You’re welcome. And thank you for finding and loving me.”

“My pleasure.” He dipped his head to meet her lips. “Now kiss me. Kiss me hard.” 

Annah lifted onto her toes and in a sweet, teasing voice replied, “I’ve never given a French kiss before.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle. She was good, very, very good. He’d met his match. “Watch. It’s easy. Just open your mouth, and I’ll open mine...”

“Cry Baby. Point for me,” Annah said, and then she kissed him hard.




Chapter 5

THE bureau drawer slid open on silent rollers. Annah studied the folded garments, many with store tags still attached. She picked up a skimpy lingerie set. Together, the scant, transparent items weighed slightly more than air. The top looked like it wouldn’t even cover her fist and the bottoms... Well, calling them bottoms was a stretch. Unless Eric had a kinky side she’d yet to meet, this had to be the ‘sexy little number’ Pam had mentioned. When she looked in the mirror, Eric’s reflection greeted her from across the bedroom where he stood leaning against the door frame. She cocked her head to the side and allowed the top to swing from her fingertip. “Did you buy this?” 

A devilish grin appeared on his lips. “Not me, but if you want to wear them, I won’t argue against it.” 

“Perhaps another time, when we can use the trapeze.” She returned the outfit to the drawer and selected a pair of bright coral, cotton shorts and matching tank, both of which were also new. “If you don’t mind, these are more my style.”

Eric walked up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I’m fine with whatever you wear.”

Annah leaned back and rested against his chest, keeping him in her sight through the pristine glass. “I wish you would change your mind.”

“About?”

“You know...” She lifted the see-through bottoms.  

“Hey, I never said not to wear that. I’ll even help you put it on.”

“I’m serious.”

“I am too.”

“So, you’ve changed your mind?”

“About?”

Annah faced him. “Stopped kidding. You know what I’m talking about.” She nodded in the direction of the bed. “That.”

“Ah, that...” He slid her shirt off her shoulder and placed a lingering kiss on the exposed skin. “What did you have in mind?” 

“I...um...you know.” 

Eric kissed up the side of her neck and stopped next to her ear. “I want you to tell me.” 

“Tell you?” Her legs, still weak from time spent lying in a hospital bed, threatened to give way. With each pass of his lips, her muscles were turning into jelly.

“Yes, tell me. Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

“I… I can’t.” She’d never engaged in sexy talk. Michael had always insisted on her remaining silent, and Steven, well, sex with him had been a whole different experience, one filled with fear and pain. But now, with Eric, she was safe, although she had no idea what to say. “Um… You could…”

“Let me help you,” he said. “Would you like me to do this?” He slid his hand under her shirt and lifted her bra over her breasts. His calloused fingertips scratched against her nipples, and they responded immediately, as did every fiber of her body.  

She bit on her lower lip, hoping it would hold her focus because he was about to send her swooning. “I...um... Yes.” 

“What else?” His hands expertly worked their way around each breast.

“I…” Her train of thought fell off the tracks and crashed to her groin as blood throbbed between her legs. Was it possible to have an orgasm without him even touching her down there? If he kept up what he was doing, she just might find out. 

“How about this?” He looped his left arm around her waist while he slid his right hand under the waistband of her pants.

When he touched the exact spot where all her blood had pooled, she gripped his arm and arched her neck.  “That’s… Eric… Don’t stop.”

“I have no intention of stopping.” He rubbed his fingers against her. 

When he inserted his middle finger into her wet center, she pivoted in his arm and reached up to close the distance between their lips, all the while savoring the heightening fury under her skin. His arm around her tightened, crushing her against his chest. She accepted his tongue and allowed it to penetrate her mouth as his finger seduced her to climax. 

Removing his hand from under her pants, he lifted his finger to his lips and licked at the slick surface. “You don’t taste like a hospital.” He inhaled the scent on his skin. “You don’t smell like a hospital either.”

She lay the side of her face on his chest, her breathing shaky. “Damn it, Eric, you’re going to make me faint.”

A rumble under his ribs vibrated against her cheek. “In time, perhaps,” he said, finishing with a chuckle. “But not right now.” He swooped her off the floor and carried her to the bed, placing her in the ocean of blues, greens, pinks, and yellows. 

She laughed along with him until an avalanche of cushions rained down upon her face.

“Annah, hold on. I’m coming.” Eric flung pillows across the room until he cleared the bed. “I found you.” He grinned over her, his chest rising and falling, and stroked her cheek. “Dios, Annah, eres Hermosa.”

How could he think she was beautiful? She wanted to protest but stopped and instead searched the amber depths of his eyes, finally seeing what he saw when he looked at her. Damn, maybe she was beautiful after all. 

Fluttering her eyelashes, she cooed, “Gracias, señor,” and stroked at the skin on his lower spine. “Will you allow a girl to demonstrate her humble thanks?”

He kissed her and asked, “What’d you have in mind, ma’am?” 

She knotted her hands in his shirt and pulled. “Come closer, and I’ll show you.” 

Her demand fell on deaf ears; he remained above her, his arms locked, creating a wide gap between his torso and hers.

“Damn it, Eric, come here.” She reached around his neck and tried to force him down. It was like trying to move a building. All she got for her troubles was another kiss. “Eric, I said—” A wrecking ball slammed against the back of her skull. A second crushing blow hit her temples, pulling a scream from her throat as she gripped the sides of her head. 

“Annah, what’s wrong?” Eric jumped from the bed and knelt by her. 

The pain subsided. She blinked. His facial features were blurred. She wanted to ease the panic in his voice and tell him the pain had been a momentary incident, but her own voice was missing.  

Eric reached forward and touched her arm. “Talk to me, Annah. Is it a headache?” 

She gave a faint nod when a meat cleaver hacked her brain in half, releasing a horde of fire ants armed with razor-edged teeth. The line of insurgents attacked, biting and slashing everything in their path. Her scream filled the room. 

******

Eric bolted from the room. She was having another headache. Why? The last time had been before the coma. Why now? What difference did it make? He needed her pills, but where were they? Her purse—they had to be in it. But where the fuck was her purse? He stopped in the foyer and spun. Lexy joined in, her excited barking doing little to help. 

“Lexy, quiet,” he snapped and flew into the kitchen where he swept a quick scan over the countertop. No purse. He hadn’t seen it in the bedroom, so the only other logical place was the truck. He raced for the front door, but instead of moving forward, he found himself airborne with an anguished wail accompanying his momentum. His knees made direct contact with the tile floor. Neglecting his own pain, he scrambled to Lexy’s prone body. “You okay, girl?” 

She wagged her tail and licked his face, which he assumed was a good sign. He stood and then staggered as nausea gripped his stomach. Bending over, he pressed his hands against his thighs for support and pointed. “Go, Lexy. Go stay with Annah!”

She didn’t need him to tell her twice. While she fled toward the bedroom, he yanked open the front door and ran for the truck.

 

Outside the windows, the heavy night air hung low against the glass panes, while inside the darkened bedroom, Annah’s breathing slowed to the rhythm of someone in a deep slumber.  After he’d administered her pill, he’d stretched out on the bed and held her. In time, she’d started talking. Slowly at first, each word seeming to exhaust her.

‘Do you have a dark side?’ she’d asked.

‘Everyone has a dark side, nena,’ he’d replied, pulling her close and allowing her to rest her head on his chest.

‘When will I see it?’

‘Never.’

‘You can’t say that. Eventually, it’ll come out.’

‘Not true,’ he responded. ‘It’s not a side of me I’m proud of, and I work extremely hard to keep it contained.’

‘Is it as dark as Steven’s?’ 

‘I’ve been honest with you, about my past and the things I’ve done. I told you the role alcohol played in it all. When I drink, I have the capacity to lose control, and my temper gets the best of me. That’s why I don’t drink.’

‘That’s bull.’ When she raised her face to look at him. ‘You do drink. I’ve seen you.’

He gently touched the red skin at the sides of her eyes. ‘No, you’ve seen me have one glass of beer. I allow one drink to remind myself I have control over it. Now, lie back down.’

She’d drawn her knees in toward her abdomen, tucking herself into a tight ball, and that was how she slept now, like a child who was afraid of the dark. He had to protect her. But how, when the demons were out of his reach?

Enough time passed that he’d assumed she’d fallen asleep until she finished the conversation with, ‘Everyone loses control and people get hurt. I’d give anything, dear Goddess, to not hurt anymore.’

Since then, he’d been pondering her final words. What exactly would she give to banish the pain? What would anyone give? He knew about scary shit, and he knew how it felt to have life torn in two. If it hadn’t been for his mother, he’d be behind bars, or worse. Her strength had carried him, and her love had helped him pass through the charred darkness in his soul. He would do the same for Annah. And he’d enlist Pam and Barney’s help. Together, the three of them would get her to the other side. They had to.

The muffled sounds of Daryl Hall penetrated the confines of Annah’s purse, and he eased from the bed; Maneater had to be Pam’s ringtone. He removed the purse from the nightstand and left the bedroom. 

“Hey, Pam. Hold on.” He let Lexy pass, closed the bedroom door behind him, and headed into the kitchen. He hooked Lexy’s leash and took the lighter off the counter. “I’m glad you called,” he said, walking onto the back porch. He looped the leash around the railing and began lighting the citronella torches. “Something happened tonight." On Pam’s end of the call, Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony was playing in the background.

“What happened? Where’s Anna? Wait a minute.” A sound of shuffling followed, and the music faded away. “I couldn’t hear you over the racket.” 

He had to laugh. Only Pam would call Beethoven’s music a racket. 

“Why are you answering Annah’s phone? Where is she?”

“She’s asleep. I’m not sure she’s going to like me answering her phone, but I had to tell you—”

“Aw, you’re too paranoid; it’s not like you’re calling a sex hotline. So, you tired her out, huh?”

“Not even close. She got a raging headache, and I gave her a pill. Now she’s asleep.”

“What gives? The last headache was during the sepsis.”

“I don’t have a clue what happened. One second she’s laughing and the next she’s screaming and clutching the sides of her head.” He slid a chair away from the porch table, but instead of sitting, he began pacing the length of the deck. The anguish on Annah’s face was one more thing he wouldn’t forget anytime soon. “What am I going to do, Pam? Should I call the doctor?”

“Let’s not panic. It’s probably the excitement of being out of the hospital.”

“I don’t know. Maybe I should—”  

“Be patient, Eric.”

“Great, Pam. I get it!” He hadn’t meant to spit out the words in anger, but being patient wouldn’t do a thing to help Annah. 

“Wow! A little cranky?”

“I’m not cranky. I’m concerned.” He stopped moving and collapsed into the chair. “If I had Steven here, I’d snap his fucking neck.”

“Okaaay. That’s what Annah needs, you in prison. Although with your good looks, your dance card—”

“Don’t even mention the word hammer,” he growled.

“Gee, it’s been a joy talking to you. Is it okay if I come for a visit in the morning?”

“Yeah, come over. Annah will be happy to see you. And...I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take my frustration out on you.”

“Aw, don’t cry over it. Remember, I’m Annah’s friend, and she has a snarky streak a mile wide. What can I do to help you?”

“You already did. Just being able to talk helps. We’ll see you in the morning. Good night.”

“Hang tight, Eric. The best is yet to be. ‘Night.”

He placed the phone on the table and inserted his hands into his pockets, allowing his mind to finish the saying Pam had begun. Grow old along with me; the best is yet to be. Would he and Annah get to grow old together, or would they fail, unable to cross the mountain dumped in their path? He was trying to have a positive attitude, telling her they’d be fine, forcing himself to believe it too. But would Mandy’s premonition come true? Would he lose Annah, despite his efforts to hold on to her?

A high-pitched yipping cut across the field. Several other voices followed. The coyote pack was on its nightly hunt. Lexy responded with growling barks. “It’s okay, girl.” He stood and flipped a switch by the door. The flood light’s beam reflected off several pairs of eyes at the fringe of the woods, their bodies indistinguishable from the pitch black of the trees. A louder series of yowls followed as one pair of eyes moved closer, coming to stop in the middle of the field. They were getting more brazen with each passing night. Soon he’d come home to find them cooking hot dogs on the grill. Tomorrow he’d call about a fence. 

“Come on, girl. In the house you go.” He gave the leash a tug, but Lexy remained in place, her hackles raised. “Lexy, come.” Another tug, and she turned away from the noise though her growls continued. 

He led her to the patio door and reached for the handle. Sliding the door open, he found himself staring into Annah’s brown eyes.

*******

Lexy leapt and rested her front paws on her mistress’s shoulders, tail wagging and tongue hanging. 

“Hi, baby.” Annah ruffled Lexy’s neck fur and kissed her snout.

“How are you feeling?” Eric entered the house and stood near. “Any residual from the headache?” 

Annah reached her arms around his waist and smiled, lifting her face toward his.  “I’m good. Headache’s gone. But I’m hungry.”

 Eric dipped his face her way and softly kissed her. “That, I can fix. What do you feel like eating?” 

“Toast.”

“Toast?”

“Yes. With jam. And butter. And a cup of tea. Plus, may we sit outside? I love the torches. Unless it’s buggy. I don’t want to sit in the bedroom. I’m sorry, I know I said I wanted to sit in there, but now I want to sit outside.” 

Eric pressed his forehead against hers. “Nena, relax. Yes, we can sit outside and no, it’s not buggy, and don’t worry about the bedroom. It’ll be there tomorrow. It might be a good idea to get some fresh air anyway; it’ll help to clear your head. But there is one problem.”

“What?” From the concerned look on his face, she expected him to say something awful, like… “Do you want to take me home? The headache was bad, and I screamed. I’m—”

“Annah, stop. I’m not taking you home.” He placed his hands over her cheeks and held her face steady. “I’ve told you this before, and I’ll say it again: never doubt my love for you. Scream all you want, and I’ll be here to plug your ears. As for what I needed to tell you… The thing is… I only have strawberry jam.”

“Oh, you cruel, cruel man.” She laughed and hit his arm. “Don’t do things like that. And, for your information, I love strawberry. First, though, I need a shower.”

“I’ll admit, you are getting pretty rank.” He tapped the edged of her nose with his finger and took hold of her hand. “Come with me.”

“Eric?” She couldn’t decide whether to ask or just check the call log when she got a chance. It wasn’t like she’d be prying; he had been using her phone. She blew out a breath and stopped walking. “Who were you talking to on my phone?”

A look of guilt spread over his handsome face, and he scratched at the back of his neck. “I found your pills in your purse and decided to bring the purse into the house. I put it on the nightstand. I... Your phone rang. I assumed the ringtone belonged to Pam so… I’m sorry... I wanted to ask her something.”

She watched the change in his personality, wanting to chuckle but keeping her amusement to herself. Once again, he’d gone from being a confident man to someone unsure of what to do next. “Eric, now it’s your turn to relax. You’re beginning to sound like Sam when I used to catch him digging in the cookie jar.”

He shook his head. “I never dig in a woman’s cookie jar without asking first.”

She eased against him. “You, kind sir, have permission to dig in my cookie jar whenever you like.”

He lifted her chin and leaned close. “Good to know. I absolutely love the taste of your cookies.” 

His arms held her, and his lips parted hers as he ran his tongue along her lips. The hunger for food exited as a new, more delicious hunger filled her belly. She wasn’t going to last a week. Unless she felt him inside her real soon, she was going to lose her mind. Yet he seemed to have the self-control of a rock. 

“Okay, shower time.” He released her and led her to the bedroom but left her at the door. “Don’t get in the shower until I come back. I have a surprise.”

“What is it?” She tried to face him, but he held her in place and patted her bottom.

 “Never mind. Now, go get ready, but don’t start your shower until I come back.” He took off up the stairway leading to the second floor.

Annah found the shorts and tank she’d taken out earlier folded on the foot of the bed. She collected them while listening to Eric’s footsteps above her head. What had he gotten her, and what did it have to do with a shower? Possibilities danced across her mind. Some kind of sex toy? She’d never shared a shower with anyone, unless wearing her bathing suit and splashing around with a four-year-old qualified. Whatever Eric had for her, she’d man up and give it a try, as long as it didn’t hurt or drown her.

In the bathroom, she stripped off her pants and top and studied herself in the mirror on the back of the door. The stitches from her splenectomy had long ago dissolved, along with the ones running down the center of her abdomen; the jagged, angry-looking lines left behind created a ghoulish road map over her abdomen. 

“I guess my bikini days are over.” She snorted, as if wearing a bikini had still been an option. Those days were long gone.

She ran her finger along the ragged edge of the scars on her forehead and temple. All she needed were a few bolts protruding from the dark purple bruises on her neck, and she’d have the perfect Halloween costume. 

 “Annah, may I come in?”

Eric’s knock on the door startled her, and she scrambled for something to cover herself. “Hold on.” She held a bath towel against her and said, “Ready.”

He walked in wearing a wide grin and held up his surprise. 




Chapter 6

ANNAH’S eyes widened. She held on to the towel, afraid it would drop along with her jaw. “You got me a bathing chair?”

Eric’s grin never faltered. “Do you mind? The doctor told me you needed to avoid any chance of slipping. And these...” After setting the chair on the floor, he reached into the plastic bag he carried and removed a two-pack of waterproof bandages. “These are to keep the stitches dry.” 

Annah nodded and continued staring at the plastic chair. Words weren’t possible for what she was feeling. His tender display of love touched her deeply but freaked her out a little too. How had their relationship traveled to a place where sex toys were out and assisted living tools were in? As for the bandages, she didn’t have the heart to tell him the stitches were long gone, and the incisions would be fine if they got wet. She reached out with one hand, the other keeping the towel glued to her chest. “Please don’t get me wrong. I love your thoughtfulness, but all of a sudden I feel as sexy as Helen.” 

Eric walked past her. He slid open the shower curtain, placed the chair inside, and turned to face her. “You’re far sexier than Helen; although I hear she was a stunner in her younger days. However...” He bent and gave her a kiss. “She could never have held a candle to you. On a different note, I can see your backside in the mirror.”

“What?” She spun, providing a close up view of her butt. Struggling with the towel, she twisted and turned until she was wrapped tight. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I did.”

“No, before.”

He took her into his arms. “Why would I? You have a killer ass.” His lips were soft at first, almost playful, but soon intensified in their lust.

“Are you teasing me?” Her voice came from deep within her throat. 

“No,” he said, managing to keep his lips on hers. “I’m kissing you.” 

“Oh, is that what you’re doing? I could have sworn you were teasing me.” She released her hold on the towel, allowing the pressure of his body to hold it in place while she toyed with the fine hairs on the back of his neck.

“Nope. This is teasing you.” He nipped at her tongue, then reached around and cupped her buttocks, driving her hips against him. 

Moaning, she pushed herself into him, his erection pressing back against her abdomen. His desire for her was dizzying and she loved the vertigo. “Stay with me?” 

He angled his head back, one eyebrow arched. “I’m not going anywhere. Why? Did you think I was leaving?”

“No, silly, I mean now… In here.”

“Wait… Here, here?” He took a step back and rubbed his chin. “Are you sure?”

She returned her hands to the towel and tightened her hold “Yes. Please.” Her simple request didn’t even come close to what she wished she could explain. Just as she needed air to breathe and food to live, she needed his touch in order to heal. “I want you with me. Besides, I don’t have a clue how to use the chair.”

“Ah, that makes sense.” He revealed a sly grin. “The chair is difficult to operate. Only a pro can do it without anyone getting hurt.” 

The grin he wore grew in size as he stepped forward, but she held up her hand and stopped him. “You have to understand something.”

“And that is?”

“I’m not the same woman I was before.” 

He held back a second, then took hold of the towel and dropped it to the floor, his attention remaining on her. His gaze traveled the length of her neck and down her belly. She watched his face for any indication of disgust or pity. None. Only love emerged from his eyes.

Slowly tracing the ragged scars on her stomach, he shook his head. “You’re right, you’re not the same woman. You’re more beautiful than I remembered.”

Where his finger had touched, a furious heat remained. It wouldn’t surprise her to look down and see the skin unmarred, the strength of his touch that powerful. 

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded. 

He peeled the paper backing away from the plastic bandages and covered each scar before removing his shirt. He reached for her hand and placed it against his chest. The vibrations of his heart traveled into her arm and surrounded her own heart. 

“We’ll heal each other, nena.”

“Yes.” She smiled and nodded again. “Yes, we will.”

He unbuckled his belt, but she stalled his hand. What she was about to do was completely foreign to her, but if she was going to be in his life, she needed to please him as he pleased her. Besides, she might find she enjoyed it just as much as he would. Well, hopefully he would. Was there such a thing as a bad blow job? 

“Let me,” she said. She unzipped his pants and released him. Lowering herself to the towel lying crumpled on the floor, she knelt in from of him.

“Annah, you don’t—”

She looked up at him. “I want to.” 

Now it was his turn to moan with pleasure.

 

Eric unfolded a clean towel from the linen closet and spread it on the bathing chair. “The surface might be cold. Besides, I don’t want you to slide off.” He turned on the heat lamp before opening the faucet. When the water temperature was to his liking, he held out his hand. “Now it’s my turn.”

He helped her over the edge of the tub and allowed her to get comfortable on the seat. “Ready?”

Swallowing her nervousness, she replied, “Ready.”

He lifted the shower nozzle from the bracket and moved behind the chair. “Let me know if the water is too hot or not hot enough.”

A bubble of anticipation rose in her throat. She couldn’t decide if it was fear or excitement. When he reached around her and touched her chin, she froze. The memory of Steven’s fingers around her throat got the better of her, and she grabbed his hand. “Wait... I... Maybe…”

His voice eased close to her ear. “I’ll never hurt you, nena. Trust me.”

The heat of the ceiling lamp offered a soothing reminder that she was in trusted hands. She remained holding him for a few seconds longer before she released his hand and held the edge of the chair. “Okay. I’m ready.” Closing her eyes, she allowed him to tilt her head back. 

Warm water spilled down her scalp, followed by a chilling stream of another liquid. The scent of orange blossoms filled her senses. 

Eric stemmed the flow of water and began lathering her short hair, treating her as if she was the most expensive piece of clay he would ever touch. Soft billows of suds slid down her face, tickling her as they slid along her skin. In and around, his fingers traveled, and the tension she’d been carrying for what seemed like an eternity began to dissipate. He could wash her hair anytime he wanted.

Water spurted from the nozzle again, and scented lather ran down her neck, her shoulders, and her chest. Using his hand as a washcloth, he lifted her arms and massaged, melting her bones under his touch. Good thing she had the chair to hold or else she’d slide off and disappear down the drain. He moved his hands over her breasts, soaping them from base to nipple. She gripped the rigid plastic seat. Oh, yes, the chair was definitely a keeper.

 

Later, when the toast had been eaten, and two cups of tea had been drunk, Annah and Eric sat side by side on the back porch with Lexy snoring next to Annah’s chair. The steamy humidity from the day’s heat remained, but the nearby evening primrose flowers offered a sweet distraction with their fragrant scent. From under the surrounding vegetation, crickets chirped while above the deck, in a blanket of indigo, a sliver of moon hung amid a dazzling canopy of stars. 

Eric pointed to the area above Annah’s head. “Cepheus. Your turn.” 

Annah nudged his arm with her elbow. “No fair. You’re pointing to my side of the sky. Stay on your own side.”

“What? No, no, no. We didn’t choose sides.”

“Too bad, cowboy. I’m over here, so you can’t have Cepheus. I’ll take it. Find another.”

Eric laughed and reached for her hand. “I’m starting to think you’re a poor loser, nena.” He added a kiss to her palm.

“You’re stalling,” she replied but continued to keep her hand in his.

“Okay, how about Scorpius? And don’t you dare say it’s on your side. Hey, look.” Eric lifted both their hands and pointed toward the sky to their right. “Lightning.”

Another flash pierced the darkness, its slender arms dipping behind the trees and cracking the hold the humidity had held on the area. A roll of thunder shook apart the thick heat, and a chilling gust swept over the field, shattering the humidity’s grip. The wind chimes rang out in celebration that the burdensome heat had finally been defeated.

Annah rubbed her arms. Prickly goosebumps covered her skin. “By any chance do you know if Pam brought over a sweatshirt?”

Eric got up from the chair. “I don’t know, but I have one. Be right back.”

“I can do it. Just tell me where it is.” She and Lexy stood. “The PT said I have to walk as much as possible.”

Eric moved her onto her chair. “Tonight, you’re in my charge, and I say sit.” He entered the house but asked before closing the sliding door, “Do you want another cup of tea?”

“Yes, please. And are there any cookies?”

“As you wish.”

“You’ll have to come up with something new. Princess Bride. I do believe I’m ahead.”

“Not for long.”

Eric carried his laughter into the house, and she released hers to the stars. Out in the distance, another silver bolt cut the sky, and she hugged her knees to her chest. It was there; she would hear it. Autumn whispered on the wind.

“You’re here too soon,” she murmured. “Please, I need more time; the summer just began for me.” 

More crackling light shot across the distance, generating a pulse of energy. With her arms raised above her head, she pointed her fingers toward the moon. In a fluid motion, she opened her arms in a wide arc. It was the perfect night for casting a spell.

She left the chair and faced her palms up to the stars. Envisioning energy rising from the earth, she called it higher, through the porch floor and into her bare feet and into her blood. It filled her, and when she couldn’t contain it any longer, she called out, “By the air that is your breath; by the waters of your womb; by the earth that is your bones; by the fire of your soul; I call to you, oh Goddess; be one with me and make me whole.”

 At the end of her third recitation, her words lifted on the wings of the wind and mixed with the stars.

*******

Eric stood by the porch door and watched Annah. Her back was to him, and he waited patiently as she finished her spell. Then he strode over to the table and deposited the tea mug and plate of toast. After that, he walked up behind her and draped the sweatshirt over her shoulders.

She didn’t acknowledge him but remained with her eyes closed, arms out to the sides. Above her head, a bolt of lightning fractured the sky. She finally turned and looked at him, her skin glowing, eyes sparkling in the flames of the torches.

He’d never witnessed her magic. He’d been wrong. Instead of Mandy, it was Annah who would have given his abuela a run for her money.

“Have you been there long?” she asked and lowered her arms.

“Long enough to understand the extent of your abilities. You’re one powerful witch, Annah-Belle Henderson.”

“You think so. Sometimes I wonder. Although...” She tipped her head and looked at him from under black lashes. “I did cast a spell for you.”

“So I’ve heard.” He opened his arms. She entered, and he shielded her from the strengthening gusts. “Good thing you did, or I’d be holding somebody else right now.”

“Funny stuff.” She stabbed her fingertip into his side. “Maybe I’ll cast a spell so you’ll forget me.”

“Not a chance. After tasting your love, there isn’t enough magic in the universe that could take that memory from me.” He watched her eyes and saw the lightning that was cutting the night sky reflected in them. Or had the flash come from within her? He didn’t care where it originated. For now, he was content to allow her magic to flow in his blood, making him feel more alive than he’d ever experienced. She offered her lips, and he took them, meeting the flow of her breath with his own.

 A thunderous boom echoed overhead. She pulled free from his arms and stepped back. Her enlarged irises exposed her primal hunger. He recognized it because he carried the same longing. They were meant for each other. They were one.

“Dance with me, Eric.”

“Okay, what would you like to dance to?” He lifted his cell phone from his back pocket. “I have Patsy Cline’s “Crazy.””

Annah shook her head. “I love our song, and the memory of how I felt that first night we danced will never leave me. But tonight we have another song to serenade us.” She extended her hand. “Sigñor Eric, me concedes éste baile?”

He pressed his left hand on the curve of her waist, slowly brought his palm to rest against her lower back, and pulled her close. “Si, señora Annah, I’ll dance with you.”

They swayed, each finding the other’s flow. Lexy raised her head and watched, and the wind chimes joined the songs of the crickets and thunder boiled in the air. Clouds rolled in, a lone coyote howled, and rain fell, transforming the torch flames into hissing tendrils of smoke. And they danced, lost in their love while the music of night played on.




Chapter 7

PAM flicked the lid of the baseball cap Annah wore.  “Nice hat. When’s Spanky coming over with the gang?”

The sweeping canopy of an aged chestnut tree provided welcome shade from the midmorning sun. Annah reclined in a chaise lounge chair, and Pam sat in an adjacent Adirondack chair. Each woman held a coffee mug, and Lexy rested on the cool ground between them, a large bone in her jaws. 

Annah placed her mug on the armrest of her chair and readjusted the cap she’d borrowed from Eric. “Forget the hat. I have something I need to ask you, but before I start, I want to say thanks. I should have thanked you earlier, but time got the better of me. I woke up from the coma and found my brows tweezed, legs shaved.”

“You’re welcome. I couldn’t have you looking like Sheena the She-Ape when you woke up.”

“Well, thank you again. I promise to do the same if you’re ever in a coma.”

“Oh, please, if that happens, just shoot me.” Pam sipped from her mug and asked, “What was it like? Being in the coma? Could you hear anything?” 

Annah drank some of her coffee and let the question settle in her head. Like a vanishing cloud of smoke, her time in the coma was dissipating, but she still remembered certain things. “I did hear voices. Actually, I knew most everything that went on around me. For example, I heard Eric as he read to me. I even felt the rough skin of his fingertips on my cheeks.”

Pam cast a skeptical glance. “I don’t believe that. You couldn’t feel anything; the doctor told us so.”

“Okay, don’t believe me, but I’m telling the truth. I felt and heard everything. I remember you telling me ‘This is going to hurt,’ and then plucking a hair from my brow. You were right; it did hurt. I tried to shout at you to stop. I knew when the nurse put the blood pressure cuff around my arm, when they turned me on my side... I even smelled things, like how your visits always began with the aroma of French vanilla coffee. Or when the orderly had to clean me because I pooped myself. That was pretty damn upsetting. I tried to apologize, but...” She could only offer a shrug as punctuation for what she’d just said. If she concentrated, she could still smell the offensive odor of her feces. She raised her coffee mug to her lips but held it there, tapping her teeth against the rim. “I kept screaming for someone to help me. I couldn’t move, my eyes wouldn’t open—I couldn’t even scratch my nose.”

A cloud passed in front of the sun, the shadow darkening the golden faces of the sunflowers Eric had placed in the garden. She placed the mug on the ground, sat back, and hugged her arms, trying to end the shiver presently shaking her body. Had someone just stepped on her grave? 

“Aw, sweetie, I’m sorry you had to go through all that crap, but hey, you’ve got your life back now.”

“I’m not so sure. What if the other shoe hasn’t dropped yet?”

“Oh, for crying out loud, would you stop with the what ifs? I, for one, think everything is superb.”

“You!” Annah offered a look of skepticism. “I’m the Pollyanna, not you. What do you have to be so damn happy about?”

Pam settled her blue eyes on Annah’s face. “I have you back. I missed you, Annah-Bee.” 

Annah swung her legs off the chair. She took hold of Pam’s hand and squeezed. “I missed you too. Now, tell me, what are butt plugs, and how are they used?” 

Once Pam finished explaining the finer points of butt plugs with regards to lovemaking, the conversation turned to Annah’s and Eric’s previous night. Even though Pam had asked for everything, Annah left out some of the details, focusing more on her surprise at the bathing chair and Eric’s thoughtfulness. 

“This guy of yours is way too unbelievable to be real. Are we sure he’s not a figment of both our imaginations?” Pam asked. 

“I have no doubts that he’s real. Very, very real,” Annah said, ending with a grin. When the wind chimes swayed, she glanced up and smiled, feeling him before he even spoke. 

Eric leaned past her shoulder and nuzzled the bottom of her ear. “You smell good enough to eat.” His voice was low so that only she could hear. 

His lips melted her skin, and what he’d done to her after they’d danced came to mind. He’d said the same words right before he— “What?” she asked Pam.

“Your face is beet red, Annah. Care to share what’s on your mind?” 

“Not on your life. Can you join us?” she asked Eric. 

He lifted her feet, sat on the edge of the chaise, and placed her legs over his. “Just for a minute. I have to run to Manchester real quick. I should be back by two. Think about what you’d like to do today. We can take the bike out if you want.”

“Yes, please!” She shimmied along the seat and hugged his neck. “Let’s go to the White Mountains?” The prospect of holding onto him as the powerful bike flew over the Kangamangus Highway filled her stomach with a flock of birds. “Can we, please? We can stop and walk to some of the waterfalls and then have dinner at the—”

Pam snapped her fingers. “Earth to Annah. The White Mountains are not a quick jaunt.”

“Pam’s right.” Eric tapped his finger against Annah’s downturned lips.  “How about we do something close to home? We’ll rent a cabin up there in the fall. Somewhere hidden deep in the woods.” He winked and flashed his perfect grin. 

“Fine.” Annah huffed. “You two are killjoys.”

Eric held her right hand up to his lips and used his tongue to tickle the center of her palm. “You’re beautiful when you pout.” 

Annah encased him in her legs. “I’m not letting you go.” She pulled him close and gave him a lingering kiss.

“Jeez, get a room. I’m going to pee,” Pam announced and fled into the house.

Annah used Pam’s absence to her advantage. She lowered her hand and brushed it against Eric’s crotch, his arousal immediately evident. “Don’t leave. I’ll send Pam home.”

“I can’t.” Eric lined the outside of her lips with his tongue and ended with another kiss. “I’ll be back.”

She snickered and held on, preventing him from standing. Did he really believe she was that slow? “Thought you could slide one past me, did you? Terminator.”

Eric untangled her hands from around his neck and chuckled. “You’re good, but you’ll never win. Tell Pam I said goodbye.” His mouth lingered on hers for another moment and then he walked toward the driveway. “Remember,” he called back. “Don’t use the trail in the woods. Stay on the perimeter and keep Lexy on her leash.” 

“Got it. And Eric… I love you.”

“I love you too, nena. See you soon.” He resumed his original course and vanished around the side of the house.

“What’d you want to talk to me about?” Pam reclaimed her seat and bit into a napkin-wrapped muffin she then extended Annah’s way. “Want some?”

Annah broke a piece from the top and stood. “The physical therapist told me I have to walk. Let’s go. We’ll talk along the way.”

Taking another bite, Pam shook her head. “Let’s not and say we did. I’m tired.”

Annah took the muffin and Pam’s hand. “Stop whining and come on. You can eat and walk at the same time.” Eventually, after some tugging, she got Pam up and moving. 

A steady hum of insect calls grew as they walked along the side of the field. With Lexy in the lead, and the end of her leash loosely held by Annah, the three of them strolled along the path leading to the back, wooded portion of the property. A wild rabbit darted in front of them and dashed for the woods. Lexy bounded after it, the leash that had been in Annah’s hand a moment ago flapping behind. 

“Shit. Lexy, come,” she shouted. “Lexy! Come!” She wanted to run after her dog, but the best she could manage was a poor imitation of speed walking. “Lexy, damn it! Come!”

Pam ran over to the edge of the woods peered down the path. “It is pretty spooky in there. Is that where the Wilsons used to have those crazy Halloween hayrides you told me about?”

““Lexy, COME!” Annah shouted before answering Pam. “Yes. And in the corn field which was over there.” She pointed at the back left of the property, where a mass of saplings now grew. The sounds of breaking twigs preceded the nettle-covered dog that trooped out of the forest to sit by her feet. “Aw, Lexy, really?” She twisted the leash around her wrist and dove into the task of pulling burrs from the thick, long fur.

“Eric owns the woods too?” Pam asked while delicately prodding a burr on Lexy’s ear. “Can’t we just cut this out? The little thorny things on them sting my fingers.”

“Leave it, Pam. I’ll get them, thanks.” Annah lifted one of Lexy’s hind legs and grunted as she searched underneath. 

Pam brushed off the surface of a nearby boulder and sat. “Why can’t Lexy run free? I mean, besides the obvious. She always comes when you call her.”

“Coyotes.” 

“Get out. I’ve never seen any coyotes in Copedale.”

“They don’t frequent spas and retail stores, Pam.” 

“And you call me the comedian. If I had my way, Copedale would be nothing but, with a few condos thrown in for good measure.”

Annah stood and wiped her hands on her shorts. “Helen owns... Helen owned most of the town. Whoever gets her estate owns it now, so maybe they’ll bring in a mall, and you’ll get your wish.”

“How much land does Eric own? This place has to be pretty big. Maybe he’ll want to bring in a nightclub or casino.”

“Don’t hold your breath. He’s more of a conservationist than me. Let’s go.” 

They resumed their walk and headed in the direction of the barn, skirting a two-story metal building behind a growth of trees. 

Pam asked, “What’d you want to talk about, Annah-Bee?”

“It’s something someone in the PTSD group said to me.”

“The what group?”

“Right, I never told you. Before the coma, I attended a support group for people with PTSD, something the doctor said would help me. I only went one time. Anyway, I think someone told me—”

“Don’t you know?”

“Know what?”

“You said you think someone said something. Weren’t you there?”

“Yes, I was there but that was before my beauty sleep, and it’s a bit cloudy and stop interrupting.”

“Yes, your highness. Please, continue.” Pam grabbed hold of a daisy stalk and pulled it from the ground.

“Fine. Anyway, someone told me I had to accept—“

“Who told you?”  

Annah let out a loud groan and said, “Would you stop, please?” 

 “Okay, okay, finish.” Petals flew at their feet as Pam plucked them off the flower head.

“Someone told me I had to accept that I’m to blame for what Steven did to me. That, somehow, it was my fault.” Annah glanced at Pam. Her friend didn’t have a great poker face, so she should be able to read Pam’s initial reaction to what she’d just said. She thought Pam hadn’t heard since her expression didn’t change. “Did you hear me?”

Pam tossed the flowerless stalk aside and plucked another one, this time waving it in the air. “Let me get this straight. Some jerk-off said you’re the reason Steven went postal? If you ask me, which you did, this person is a moron. Was it the leader?”

“I can’t remember.”

“So, what did you say back?”

“I think I argued I might have been part of the reason, but that I wasn’t totally to blame.”

 “Okay, here’s what I think—whoever said this to you is a fool, and you shouldn’t be taking any of the blame. Steven is one of those men who want to destroy every female they meet because they hate women. They come off charming and go to great lengths to sweep a woman off her feet, when what they really want is to squeeze the life out of her.”

“Yes, but—”

“No buts. When you realized what he was like, you got out, remember? My advice is to forget about what happened and move on. I’m hungry. Let’s order a pizza.”

Eric slowed the Harley and stopped at a red light. He reached behind him and patted Annah’s knee. She responded by squeezing her legs against his thighs. When the light changed, he moved into the intersection and turned left, afterward opening the throttle and speeding down the road. 

Annah released her hold on him and leaned back against the bike’s padded sissy bar. They were approaching a portion of road that dipped before a rapid climb. She raised her arms, calling the force of the air to lift her in flight. As the bike swooped into the downward curve of the road, she held her resolve, refusing to take hold of Eric’s waist. As they climbed the incline, Eric maintained the bike’s forward motion, and she continued to soar. 

They passed by one of the remaining farms in Copedale, and she waved to the cows eating grass, their tails swishing as if to send back a greeting to the gleaming black-and-chrome beast passing by.

 The air under the face mask swirled with Eric’s scent, often mingling with pine trees, cedar mulch, and summer sunshine while, with every twist of the smooth surface, her lungs compressed against her ribs. 

Eric turned onto the road leading to her street and, much to Annah’s disappointment, slowed the bike to a reasonable speed. She assessed her sudden mood shift. Before they’d left, her desire to see the renovations Barney had made to her house had been immediate. Now, with a fraction of a mile to go, she wanted to change her mind. 

“Eric, stop, please,” she shouted. 

He slowed and pulled along the edge of an empty driveway. He killed the engine and lowered the kickstand before getting off the bike. While he removed his helmet, Annah did the same, positive that her hair didn’t look as good as his. He’d gone from the long, silk tresses he’d worn when they’d first met to a buzz cut after participating in a cancer donation event. His present style of quarter-inch hair, darker than his original blond, held a sheen of perspiration.

Annah fluffed her hair, confident that what had once been a stylish, cropped hairdo now resembled a mess. After the reading of Helen’s will, she intended to treat herself to a professional cut.

Eric rubbed at his head. “You okay?”

“Yes. What did Barney do to my house?”

“We’re almost there. You can see for yourself.”

“No, please tell me first. I’m too scared. He has a habit of doing what he wants. Did he destroy it?”

“You’re worrying too much. Everything he did was Pam approved, so relax.” 

Eric lifted his helmet back onto his head, but Annah stopped him before he could fasten the strap. “Just tell me. What am I about to see?”

He grinned. “Nope. We’ll be there in under five minutes.” He didn’t leave room for her to disagree; instead, he buckled her helmet and got back on the bike. 

In less time than he’d mentioned, they pulled in front of her house—or what she thought was her house. The once quaint dwelling resembled a bungalow on steroids. Still painted the same exterior color of white, it extended and reached in new directions. The side where the guest room had been located overtook the side yard and some of the sky because of a full-shed dormer. The shade garden she’d worked so hard to create was gone, as were the lilac bushes. She didn’t want to appear ungrateful, but, damn, she’d slaved over that garden. And the bushes had been expensive.

“No frowns, nena,” Eric said.

“I’m not frowning. It’s just that... At least the dogwood’s still here.” She pointed at the tree in the center of the front lawn.

Eric took hold of her hand and led her up the front steps. “Your flowers aren’t gone. Barney had them transplanted to the backyard.”

“I keep forgetting you can read my mind. What am I thinking now, Zoltar?” If she couldn’t catch him with movie quotes, she’d certainly be able to trip him up by mentioning the antique arcade character.

“He didn’t read minds. However, since you asked, you’re thinking you want your house back the way it was.” 

“Fine, you are, Zoltar.”

Eric shook his head. “I told you, he didn’t read minds.” He pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked the door. “Barney had all new locks installed, along with an alarm system. I’ll show you how it works later. Ready?”

“I guess so.” She braced her shoulders. Prolonging the inevitable would be foolish. “Go.”

The door swung open, allowing the odor of paint and new lumber to escape the interior and enter her nose. 

She swept her gaze over the living room. It was easy to see the walls had been painted, but apart from that, everything appeared the same. 

Eric closed the door and walked across the room. “He had your chimney cleaned. One good thing about guilt is it’s a great motivator.”

“Well, he has plenty to be guilty over. So much, in fact, that he should have gotten me a new car too. Let’s see the kitchen.”

Eric led the way. She entered and nearly stumbled over her jaw. A six-burner, double-oven monstrosity stood next to a stainless-steel refrigerator. 

“Hot damn.” She peered into one of the ovens. Soon she’d be baking to her heart’s delight.

“Anytime you want to bake something for me, I’m ready,” Eric said. 

 “I’ll get right on that.” She glanced at the bumped-out eating area and the worn kitchen table. “I’m surprised he left that alone. He’s been telling me to refinish it ever since Sam was out of grade school.” She pulled out a chair, sat, and slid her fingertips over the etched surface. The wood sighed under her touch. Each stain spoke of a chapter in her and Sam’s lives. The table was their testament. 

“Pam threatened to castrate him if he even touched it.” Eric stood behind her, bent to kiss the top of her head, and reached around and hugged her. 

She held his arms, hoping to stop the sudden chill filling her. The last time she’d been in the kitchen, Steven had tried to stomp her out of existence. Without Eric by her side, she wouldn’t have even entered the house. 

“Annah, don’t do that. You’re safe. He can’t hurt you.”

“For once, you’re wrong. I wasn’t even thinking about Steven.” She stood and crossed the room. “Okay, fine, I was, but it’s no big deal.” She opened the new cabinets and peered inside each one. Two contained dishes, glassware, cups, and other assorted dinnerware. The other two were empty. She walked into the pantry. Although pristine, more empty cabinet shelves faced her. 

“Where’s all my food?” She reentered the kitchen and opened the fridge. Nothing but a plastic-wrapped case of bottled water sat on the middle shelf. “What am I supposed to eat?”

Eric reached over her head and closed the door. “Relax. You’ve been gone for a month. We’ll get you food. Do you want to see the basement? Barney added a half-bath to Sam’s room.”

 She turned and rested against the cool stainless surface. “I don’t sound very grateful, do I?” She propped herself onto her toes and kissed him. “Let’s go downstairs.” 

They returned to the pantry and Eric opened the basement door. An astringent odor escaped. “What’s that?” She turned away and wiped at the air. 

“A cleaning crew worked on the area… There was a lot of blood.” 

Backing away, she shook her head. “Can we leave the basement for another day?”

“Of course. There’s plenty of time to tackle those memories,” Eric agreed. “What do you want to see next: the guest room, your bedroom, or upstairs?”

“Not yet.” She removed two bottles of water from the fridge and handed one to him. “Let’s stay in here for a minute. Actually, I’m not sure what I want to do.” Instead of opening her water, she stood staring at the pantry and bit the inside of her cheek. The memory of Steven’s viciousness wasn’t ever going away, that much she understood, but maybe she could vanquish it to a part of her brain she didn’t need. Scientists used to say people only used ten percent of their brain. That myth had long ago been debunked, but there had to be a percentage just sitting idle, a small dark corner where she could tuck away the details of that horrendous night for the rest of her life. 

She opened the counter drawers. Aside from the cutlery, they were empty save for a lone pink canister. “Remember this?” She held up the mace. “You taught me how to use it.”  

“Sure do. You were a fast learner too.” He strolled over to her. “I stood about this close, and you trembled like a leaf.”

“I was nervous.” She placed the canister on the counter. Pressing her hand on the zipper of his pants, she stroked the metal teeth. “It would have been you trembling if I’d done this.”

Eric nodded, a slow smile building on his face. “Hmm, you’re right. I would have. And then I would have done this.” He lifted her and sat her on the counter, spreading her legs so they wrapped around his hips. 

The anticipation of what he presently had in mind was thrilling, and she giggled. “Then what would you have done?” 

Gently cradling the back of her head, he moved close and said, “Then I would have done this.”

She didn’t wait for him to close the distance between their lips. Instead, she pressed her mouth to his and gave him all she had to offer.




Chapter 8

A VINTAGE Stingray coupe gleamed in the early morning sun. Annah swore she could see Eric drooling as he leaned through the open driver’s door. Men and cars. It was an age-old love affair. It wouldn’t surprise her if the same kind of car sat in the driveway when she returned from Concord. And Pam. She wasn’t any different except she collected both cars and men.

“Man, she’s a beauty. But you usually drive a Mustang.” He walked around to the front, raised the hood, and whistled. “Are you sure you can handle this much power?”

“I’m just test driving this baby, and you’d be surprised by what I can handle.” Pam spun the keys on her index finger, her hip thrust to the side. “Anytime you want a test drive, Thor, give a whistle.”

“Okay, okay.” Annah walked across the driveway. She might have been in the hospital, but she hadn’t lost her memory. Pam had already tried to seduce Eric once, and it was time to reel her in. “Rein it back, hot stuff.” 

“Now who’s the killjoy?” Pam grumbled as she slid into the driver’s seat.

Eric came over and lifted Annah into his arms. “I have all the power I need right here.” He brought his lips near hers. “Mind if I mess up your lipstick?”

As her answer, Annah kissed him, trying to squeeze the depth of her love into the one moment. 

Pam honked the horn. “Can you two go five minutes without groping each other? Let’s go!”

Eric returned Annah to the ground and opened the passenger door. “What about your pills? Do you have them?”

Annah folded herself into the narrow passenger space and fastened her seatbelt. Eric shut her door and leaned in. She rested her hand on his arm, a worrisome thought nipping at her— What if she never saw him again? She shook her head against the foolishness. Where did she come up with this stuff? She’d be back in his arms in a matter of hours. 

She smiled. “Please don’t worry. Pam will take loving care of me. And, yes, I have my pills.”

“All right, already. You two act like we’re going to space.” Pam gunned the engine. “I’m hungry. Say goodbye.”

Eric got in one last kiss before Pam shifted into reverse. “Call me if you need me,” he said. 

The car swung around and faced the end of the driveway. He waved and Lexy barked.

“Wait!” Annah leaned out the window. “I didn’t say goodbye to Lexy.”

“Too late.” Pam shifted into first and gravel spun from the rear tires.

Annah took one last look. The worry inside her grew. She was being ridiculous; of course she’d see him again. Too bad the chill swimming in her blood begged to differ. 

Annah gripped the dashboard. Pam treated the road like a runway. If she didn’t ease off the gas, they’d soon be airborne. “Slow down, please. I don’t want to end up in another hospital.”

“Don’t start being a wimp, or I’ll find a new best friend.”

Annah opened her purse and fished out a pair of sunglasses. She’d long ago stopped wondering how she and Pam had become friends, but it was times like this when their differences became apparent. She approached things more cautiously, almost to the point of remaining inert, where Pam was a take-no-prisoners kind of person. “I’m not a wimp. I just don’t have a death wish. Besides, I’m the only person who would put up with you.”

“You’re a hoot.” Pam eased off the accelerator and brought the car to a cruising speed. “How was your bike ride with lover boy?”

“It was good. More than good, actually. Absolutely amazing. We spent some time at my house and then we rode to the coast for seafood.”

“Wow! I’m breathless from the excitement. I wish I hadn’t let you snag Eric.”

“You let me snag Eric?” Annah snickered. 

“Fine, I didn’t let you. But I didn’t challenge you either. If I had, watch out!”

“Au contraire. Perhaps you’re forgetting the night Eric drove you home.”

Pam flapped her hand at Annah. “Pshaw, I was testing him to make sure he’d be faithful to you.”

“Right. It was all for me. Thank you for your thoughtfulness.”

“You’re welcome.” Pam handed Annah her own purse. “Get me some gum, will you?”

Annah located the container. She placed a white square in Pam’s open mouth and took one herself. “I want you to know that I trust you, Pam. I’m blessed to have you and Eric in my life.”

“Barney too?” 

“Yes, Barney too. Although his nine lives are dwindling. If it hadn’t been for his screw-up, Steven would never have been in Copedale. The whole rotten thing was his fault.”

“So, basically you’ve moved from refusing to accept the blame to giving it all to Barney?”

“No. Okay, yes. He genuinely feels bad, and thanks to his guilt, my house is a palace. And I do forgive him, but let’s face it, if he hadn’t called Steven, I wouldn’t have ended up in the hospital. It’s all his fault. I mean…what if—?”

Pam glanced over the frame of her sunglasses. “You do love to play the What If? game. I think you should go on Shark Tank and present the idea. You’ll be rich.”

“Focus, Pam.”

“I am focused. First off, you can’t go blaming Barney just like you can’t blame yourself. Shit happens. Besides, if you didn’t know Barney, you wouldn’t have met Eric, so from where I’m sitting, it’s a wash. You didn’t die, and you have a hot guy. Not a bad trade-off, if you ask me.”

Annah sipped at her water and leaned her head against the window. She liked to think her love spell had brought her and Eric together, but perhaps fate had already set the wheels in motion. If Barney hadn’t wanted a statue for his new koi pond, his husband wouldn’t have commissioned Eric to make it, and he would still be in Vancouver, living his life, without any knowledge his uncle existed. Instead of being the power that had brought Eric into her life, perhaps she’d been nothing more than a pawn in the Universe’s game of chess. 

“All the world’s a stage,” she whispered.

“What?” Pam accelerated around a rotary and merged onto Route 4. “What are you talking about?”

“Just something Shakespeare wrote.” She watched the scenery passing by in a blur. A quaint house would appear, then whoosh, it’d be gone, much the same way her life was moving. It seemed like only yesterday she’d graduated high school and was preparing to leave on her trip to Madrid. After her father died, time had started moving at light speed. She’d married Michael, moved to California, back to Copedale, given birth to Sam, divorced Michael... Now, here she was, heading to the reading of Helen’s will. Being named in the will had to be a cruel joke.

“What’cha thinking about?”

Annah faced Pam. “Helen...and life.”

“Life as in how?”

“How fast it passes.” She flattened her back into the seat and watched in horror as Pam traveled over the double lines. “In fact, I just saw some of it vanish. What are you doing?”

“Passing. Let me do the driving. As for life, you know what I always say: so many men, so little time.”

“Pam, focus. I’m talking about—”

Pam whipped the car back into their lane. “I know what you’re talking about. Life does go by pretty damn fast. If you don’t stop and look around, you could miss it.”

“Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.”

“What?”

“The movie. Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. You just quoted from it.”

Pam snapped her gum. “Never saw it, but you’re missing the point. You’ve been so busy dancing to everyone else’s music you’ve never stopped and listened to your own.”

“Wow! Did you have a cosmic epiphany or something?”

“Hey, being blonde doesn’t mean I can’t have a deep thought.”

“Okay, sorry. So, wise one, explain how I slow down my life and dance to my own music?”

“I don’t know. You’re the witch. Ask the moon or the sun. Or Wendy.”

 Annah huffed. “Do we always have to do this? Her name’s Mandy.”

“Whatever. You know what I’m saying. Besides, the past isn’t gone. You have your memories to comfort you in your old age, along with one hell of a stud to ward off the chill on a cold winter’s night.”

“Funny. Really, you and Eric would make a great comedy duo. I’m thinking you two should headline at a comedy club in Manchester.”

“I’ll make sure you get a front-row seat. What’s up with Barney’s statue—Michelangelo hasn’t even started it yet? I was in the barn the other day but didn’t see anything except for a tarp-covered stump. I thought it was the penis.”

“He was going to use the barn but changed his mind. He ordered a pre-fab structure and is building a studio in it.” 

“I thought the queen bee wanted it by Labor Day; he must be spitting bullets. By the way, have you heard from him?”

“Yes, I got a text this morning. He’s busy getting ready for his trip to Africa, so he can’t come for a visit. As for the statue, he told Eric next spring is fine.”

Pam seemed to contemplate what Annah had said. “That means Eric’s sticking around. The boy must be in love.”

Annah resumed her vigil of looking out the window. Yes, Eric was in love, and so was she. They’d been brought together: one soul old and wise, the other cynical and, what, fearful? Truly, what had attracted him to her? And what made him so sure about them that he would move his life across the country?

“Tell me, how do you feel about him staying?” Pam asked.

“What?”

“Eric staying. Did you guys even talk about it?”

“No. He made the decision while I was in the hospital.”

“And?” Pam spun her hand at Annah. “Keep going.”

“And what?”

“Did it piss you off?”

Annah pursed her lips and stared ahead. She didn’t answer. She allowed the question to mill about in her mind. She was ecstatic he’d be remaining in Copedale, but she was also filled with trepidation at what the future might hold for the two of them. If it was only her against the unknown, she could blockade herself from all the shit raining down on her, but with Eric here, she’d have to put on a brave face and rally. It was true that having someone by your side made life easier—sometimes. Everyday burdens and challenges became easier to endure when a partner was nearby to share the load. But it also prevented one from hiding and, at times, rolling into a ball and declaring surrender wasn’t such a bad thing to do. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Do you think Eric will get tired of me? I mean, with all this stuff going on, I wouldn’t blame him.”

“Aw, he’ll survive.” Pam zoomed ahead of another line of cars and resettled back in her lane.

“I’m serious, Pam. It’s not like he knew any of this was going to happen.”

“Neither did you. You’re acting as if you said, ‘Hey, I wish I could get beaten up and spend a month in a coma.’”

“But what are we going to do about all of this?”

“What, exactly, are we talking about?”

“This.” Annah flung her arms open, her knuckles colliding with the window. “All this crap I’ve brought into his life. I mean, I’m not even sure I can get past it, but him... He’s young and should be with someone without baggage.”

“Put your hands under your legs before you break something. I wouldn’t worry about Thor; he’s got a good head on his broad shoulders, and he knows how things are. Besides, no one’s free of baggage, so stop obsessing.”

“After we eat, can we go back home? I don’t care about Helen’s will.”

Pam slapped the steering wheel and chuckled. “You’re a hoot. No wonder you’re worried about Eric. I bet he’s banging his head against the wall right now.”

“Focus, Pam.”

“I am focused. It’s you who needs to stick to one topic. We’ve gone from life issues, and now we’re on the Helen train. Fine, no, you can’t go home.”

“Why not? I don’t really care what Helen left me. She despised me.”

“Back up the truck. First off, you despised her too.”

“I didn’t despise her. I just didn’t want to be around her.”

“Semantics. Pure semantics. Maybe Helen left you the infamous chair.”

Annah wrinkled her nose. Thoughts of Helen’s urine-saturated, Queen-Anne style chair brought back a memory that made her want to vomit. “With my luck, you’re probably right. However, I suspect the painting is more likely the reason.”

She folded her arms, her mouth held tight. When Helen had hired her to create a painting of the town’s water garden, she’d thought it would be fun. She loved to paint landscapes, and when the garden was in full bloom, the visual was stunning. But a year had gone by. She’d painted multiple versions, only to have each one rejected. ‘It looks nothing like Giverny.’ The old woman had been obsessed with Monet’s gardens and had expected her to channel his talent.

“Now what are you thinking about? You look like you ate a bug,” Pam said.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if her dying wish was for me to repaint the damn thing or give back the money. I tell you, I’m coming apart at the seams. Just when I get my head screwed on right, everything upends. It’s like a game I used to play with Sam. We’d rush to get the blocks into their spots, then kerplewie! Out they’d pop, scattered across the floor.” 

“Patience. You’ll get past all the crap, but you have to be patient.”

“Eric said the same thing. Patience. Stupid, stinking patience. I’m sick of that answer.”

 Pam’s perfectly shaped eyebrows lowered to where they nearly touched each other. 

Annah glared back. “Don’t give me that look.”

“What kind of look do you want me to give you? You don’t seem to realize that it can take years to recover from shit like this. For now, take the stinking pills when you get a headache and chill.”

Annah rubbed her temples. She drained the remainder of her water and capped the empty bottle, a heavy sigh following. “I wish it would all go away.”

“Cast a spell,” Pam replied. “You must have something up your sleeve.”

“It’s not that easy. It takes—” Annah’s cell phone vibrated from inside her purse. She removed it and read the screen.

Hi. Just checking in, how’s the drive? Are you ok?

A comfortable safety washed over her. She typed, I’m fine, just frustrated but what else is new. She reread her reply text. Damn, she was becoming a whiny sack of horse manure. After deleting the words, she typed, I’m good and traffic is a breeze. Pam’s a pro at out-maneuvering all the other cars. How are you?  

I’m good, but Lexy and I are lonely. You finally came home to us and now you’re gone again. Where are you?

We’re just entering Concord. 

I can drive up with the truck and be there when you get out of the lawyer’s. You might have a ton of stuff. I heard Helen left you her clothes along with the chair.

She chuckled at his text. I’ll be fine. If need be, I’ll rent a U-Haul.

Her diamonds might be pretty heavy. 

I’m good. Get to work.

Yes, Ma’am. Whistle if you need me. You know how to whistle, don’t you?

Her burst of giddy laughter gave Pam a jolt. “Must be Eric on the other end of those texts,” Pam grumbled. 

“Yes, it’s Eric.” And, true to form, he was trying to slide one past her. I’ll put my lips together and blow for you anytime you want.

Wow! Now I need to take a cold shower. You do know the rules state you have to come up with the name of the movie? 

To Have and Have Not and I have now taken the lead. Eat my dust, cowboy.

I’ll add that to the list of things I plan on eating of yours. Estar seguro, mi amor. A beating heart appeared on the screen. 

You be safe as well, mi amor. She added a pair of puckered lips to the text, sent it on its way, but remained staring at her phone. “He’s so sure we’ll be okay,” she said, voicing her thought out loud.

“No worries, Annah-Bee. You will.”

Annah glanced across the car. “How can you say that? The future isn’t something we can see.”

Pam snapped her gum and shrugged. “What is it you witches say? So mote it be? That’s kind of like Que sera, sera, right?”

“More or less.” 

Pam cleared her throat and belted out the lyrics. When she got to the chorus, Annah joined in and they both raised their voices and sang, “The future’s not ours to see; Que sera, sera.”




Chapter 9

THE Stingray purred to a stop along the curb in front of a squat brick building, dwarfed amidst the giants dotting the skyline of Concord’s business district. Iron bars blocked access to the tall windows edging the street, giving the structure a fortress-like appearance. A weathered shingle hanging over the entranceway advertised the brownstone’s lone occupant. Dotman and Sons, Esq. Gilded letters had once shone in the morning sun, but time had taken its toll. All that remained of the golden paint were dull flecks clinging to the corners of the D, S, and E.

The front door stood open, and a woman dressed in green shorts and a yellow halter stood on the cement landing, a pair of white stiletto sandals on her feet. Her arm wrapped around her waist and provided a ledge for her opposite elbow. She held a lit cigarette poised to enter between glossy, orange lips. Limp strands of brown hair had fallen from a high updo and clung to the sides of her long face. She sucked on the cigarette and stared at Annah and Pam from between mascara-coated lashes, smoke draining through her nostrils. With a flick of her fingers, the butt flew down the steps and onto the sidewalk near the car. Without offering a word, she turned and entered the building, slamming the door behind her. 

Pam chuckled. “Well, isn’t she a lovely creature? I can see why Helen chose this law firm. She must have found a kindred spirit in Miss Scowlface.”

Annah pointed to a signpost near the front fender. “This spot is reserved for Attorney Dotman. That must be the reason for the face. Why don’t we park—?”

“Too bad.” Pam swung open the car door. “You just got out of the hospital. Besides, you’re about to be rich. We can park any damn place we want. They’re lucky I don’t park in the lobby.”

“Whatever, Pam.” Annah yawned and unfolded herself from the passenger seat. Not used to eating such a large breakfast, she lacked the energy to argue. 

“I tell you, Annah-Bee…” Pam squinted against the sun.  “If this heat keeps up, I’m moving. I’ve had enough.” 

Annah dabbed above her mouth with the back of her finger. It was only nine o’clock, and the outside temperature was well past eighty; the humidity was back with a vengeance. The previous night’s break in the soggy air was now a distant memory. “I thought pancakes made you happy.” 

“I am happy. I just didn’t like the way prune-face looked at us. Come on, let’s go collect your check and get out of here. You can take me shopping for a new pair of shoes.”

Annah joined Pam on the sidewalk, and they made their way up the steps. “You don’t need more shoes, and you have more money than...I don’t know...than Barney.” 

“Uh-uh. Helen had more money than Barney, who has more money than the Vatican. I’m at about six or seven on the list.”

 “Fine, whatever. I doubt Helen left me anything. Let’s get this over with and go back to the farm.”

“You’re probably right. You two were like spitting cats. She most likely left you a bowl of piss.”

“Pam!”

“I promise, that was the last joke. So, what’s this lawyer’s name?”

“Howard Dotman, III.”

“Ooo, I’ve never had sex with a third. I wonder if it would be different in some way.”

“Really, Pam? You’re incorrigible.” Annah twisted the door knob and pushed.

“What? I’m just saying—” Pam pushed by and entered first, stopping and stumbling forward as Annah bumped into her. 

“Why did you stop? Oh, damn, does this guy have the heat cranked up?” Annah stepped back outside. 

A voice shouted from somewhere past the foyer. “The AC unit’s broke.” 

Pam pulled Annah. “If I have to be in here, you do too.”

They walked along a short hallway. Staring around a wall, they saw the woman with the orange lips sitting behind a large desk that had seen better days, the wood chipped and gouged as if a bear had attacked it. A metal fan rested on the corner, lazily rotating in a weak attempt to circulate the stifling air. 

The nameplate on the desk identified the woman as Marge Abbott. Her monotone voice droned along with the fan’s motor. “One of you Henderson? I’m gonna need your license.”

Annah fished in her wallet and handed Marge her ID. “May I use the bathroom? And…some water?”

“Yeah, sure. First door on the right.” Marge pointed toward a long hallway with a fingernail painted the same color as her lipstick. “The light switch is inside, on the left. You…” She swung her finger in Pam’s direction. “You’ll have to move your car. You’re in Attorney Dotman’s spot.”

Annah returned and found Pam vigorously fanning herself while sitting in one of the reception area’s chairs. 

Pressing a damp paper towel to the back of her neck, Annah said, “The bathroom is like a convection oven. There’s a small fan in there, but it’s not accomplishing much. Where’s Marge going? Is Dotman here?”

 “Not yet.” Pam patted the chair next to hers. “Sit. You look pasty.”

“I don’t feel that great.” Annah didn’t budge. Instead, she glanced in the direction Marge had walked and wiped at her forehead. “I think we should—” Her thoughts flew from her brain, leaving her with a void where words should have been. 

 Marge returned and handed Pam a glass half-filled with cloudy water. 

“Thanks.” Pam stood, took the glass, and inserted it between Annah’s hands. “Here, drink.” 

Annah shook her head. “Maybe we should wait in the car.” Her eyes were hazing over, and she lifted her hand and covered her mouth. A bubble lifted from her throat and she burped. “Excuse me,” she said, disgusted at the taste of partially digested pancakes and coffee. “Pam, I think I’m going to be sick.” 

Pam moved Annah into the vacated chair and swerved the desk fan toward it. “Relax. Take some deep breaths. And drink.” Keeping her hand on Annah’s shoulder, she snapped at Marge, “It’s past nine. Where’s Dotman?” 

“He’ll be here. He’s never late,” Marge replied, her attention on the vintage photocopier located in the corner of the room. 

“Well,” Pam spit back, “he’s late now, so he can say goodbye to his perfect record.”

Marge met Pam’s glare: blue eyes for blue eyes, as the whir of the copier’s motor drowned out the noise of the fan. Each woman narrowed perfectly plucked brows and lids topped with glimmering eye shadow. “He’ll be here,” Marge said, breaking the staring match. 

The sound of the front door backed her up, and in walked a man who looked no older than fifteen, his light brown bangs covering a wide forehead. A pair of wire-rimmed glasses sat on the bridge of a long nose that crooked downward, the tip almost touching his top lip. “Sorry I am late. Which one of you is Annah-Belle Henderson?”

“She is.” Marge pointed and dropped Annah’s license on the edge of the desk. “The one with the water.”

“Wonderful. Mr. Copedale kept me abreast of your situation, Miss Henderson. I am glad to see you have fully recovered.”

“Mr. Copedale?” Pam raised an eyebrow, turning her words into a question. “Barney Copedale?”

“Yes, Barney Copedale. By the way, I am Attorney Dotman.”

Annah raised her eyes at the mention of Barney’s name. Narrow fingers, one of which was adorned with an oversized college ring, hovered in front of her. She allowed her gaze to follow the tan shirtsleeve up to the lawyer’s shoulder and end at his face, catching the giggle trying to flee her mouth. Either Helen’s penchant for youthful men had crossed into her professional dealings, or this was take-your-son-to-work day and this kid was here helping his father.

“Let me assure you, Ms. Henderson, I am far older than I look.” 

Pam claimed Dotman’s hand. “You’ll have to excuse Annah. She’s still not feeling a hundred percent. Let me ask you, what reason did Barney have to speak with you?”

Dotman cast an inquisitive look at Pam but refrained from answering the question. “Shall we go into my office?” He turned and spoke to Marge. “When Helen’s manservant arrives, bring him in. After you file the papers, you may take the rest of the day off.” Without waiting for a response, he did an about-face on the heels of his polished wingtips and sped along the hallway.

“Attorney Dotman,” Marge called after him. “Will you want coffee?”

“Yes, Marge. Thank you.”

“Coffee? How about a bucket of ice?” Pam slipped her hand under Annah’s elbow and steered her in the direction Dotman was walking. “Why do you think Barney talked to this guy?”

“I don’t know, Pam, and I don’t really care. Perhaps he was trying to find out why I’m in the will.”

“Yeah, right. More like he was probably trying to find out if he was in Helen’s will.”

“Let it go, Pam. I’m getting a headache.”

“Okay, sorry. But, if it hadn’t been for Barney, you wouldn’t be in such rough shape.”

Annah stopped and smiled. “Now who’s blaming Barney?”

Pam grinned back. “He’s not my friend, so I’m allowed.” 

Dotman opened the door at the hall’s end and stepped aside to allow Annah and Pam to pass. “You will find it cooler in here.” 

“Hallelujah!” Pam left Annah by the door to go stand in front of a floor air-conditioning unit cranking out frigid air. She chose a leather chair closest to the vent and sighed. “Now this is more like it. So, let me get this straight, Howard, you make Marge suffer while you pick icicles from your nose.”

Dotman peered down at Pam as if she’d just popped out of thin air. “And you are?”

Annah shook her head. She could only imagine what Dotman must think of her—she hadn’t said a word and was now standing in the middle of his office with a vacant expression on her face. “I’m sorry, Attorney Dotman. This is my friend, Pamela Smith. May I have some ice water, please?”

“Of course.” Dotman squeezed behind an oversized oak desk crammed into one end of the room and pressed a button on his desk phone. “Marge, some ice water, please.” He then motioned to the chair next to Pam’s. “Have a seat, will you? We are waiting for one more person, but he should be along any moment. Did you have any trouble parking?”

“No, did you?” Pam opened her purse and removed a compact and tube of lipstick.

“My car is in the shop, but thank you for asking. I might have. Someone is parked in my spot.” 

“Oh, that’s too bad.” Pam applied another layer of lip gloss. “People can be such jerks.” 

Annah sat and discreetly pinched Pam’s thigh. “Pam, stop,” she whispered.

“What? I’m just making conversation.”

Attorney Dotman appeared unfazed and started rifling through a stack of papers on his desk. 

Annah dug her fingernails against her purse and leaned forward, her ankles crossed and tucked under the chair. “Attorney Dotman, why have I been called to this reading?”

Dotman removed a manila folder from the bottom of the stack and held it in midair. “I don’t understand.” 

“What’s not to understand? I wasn’t related to Helen. In fact, we had a strained relationship. Unless the will specifically makes note of the painting, I’m unclear why I’ve been called.”

Pam leaned Annah’s way and murmured under her breath, “Maybe Helen left you a villa in Colorado along with the piss chair.”

Annah held up her palm to silence Pam, but her eyes remained on Dotman. “Excuse me? I didn’t hear you.”

Dotman dropped the folder onto his desk. “I said, Ms. Henderson, I know nothing about a painting. I was assured by Mr. Copedale that you had read the letter.”

“The letter? What letter?”

“Yes, the letter.” He sat behind the desk in a chair much too large for his slender frame and stared at her from behind his glasses. “Any further questions?”

Annah shook her head and fell silent. She slid back in the seat and contemplated what he’d said. A letter. What letter? The time she’d spent in the hospital during those first few nights were so damn hazy. Perhaps there had been a letter, and she’d forgotten reading it? She looked at Pam. “Do you know anything about a letter?”

The office door banged against the inner wall, and Marge entered, pushing a cart and followed by Helen’s personal aide. 

Dotman waved Marge over to the desk and spoke to her in a hushed voice while pointing at several papers in the folder. 

Annah stood and hugged Helen’s long-time manservant. His rugged appearance had changed; his shoulders were still wide and his arms burly, and his tightly curled, salt-and-pepper hair still shone with hair gel. But his once happy eyes had lost their luster, and in them she saw deep sadness. She’d been so caught up in her own feelings regarding Helen that she’d forgotten about him. He’d cared for Helen over many decades and now was alone. Where was he even living?   

“Hector, siento tu pérdida,” she said, offering her condolences for his loss. 

“Gracias, Senora Annah. Cómo estás?” 

“Estoy bien, gracias. Cómo estás, Julio?” The last time she’d seen his son, Julio, had been back in June. “Is he still here? En América?”

“No, no. He is return home.”

“Tell me, Hector, where are you living? Donde estas viviendo?

Dotman interrupted them, saying, “Mr. Gomez, Ms. Henderson, if you would both please be seated. We are on a tight schedule.”

Marge left the office, slamming the door behind her. 

“What’s the deal with Marge, Howard? Did you win her in a card game?” Pam stood near the coffee cart. She removed a glass of ice-less water and handed it to Annah before pouring herself coffee. 

Dotman settled on the throne-sized chair, his expression blank. “Yes, well, let us move on, shall we? Will everyone be seated? That includes you too, Miss Smith. Now then, this is a simple document because Helen was only survived by one heir. I must say a verbal reading is unique since the State of New Hampshire does not require one. However, Helen insisted, so here we are.” He adjusted his glasses and cleared his throat. “We are here today for the reading of the Last Will and Testament of—”

Annah raised her hand. She still couldn’t wrap her brain around anything that was happening, and since Dotman had just announced there was a living heir, she was further confused. She would try one more time to get a straight answer. “Attorney Dotman, how can you hold this reading if Helen’s heir isn’t here? Unless Hector’s her son.” She positioned her hand against her collarbone and released a nervous laugh. 

“Annah, chill.” Pam pushed her coffee cup in Annah’s direction. “Have some coffee.”

At Pam’s insistence, Annah placed her water glass on the carpet and accepted the cup but frowned. “I don’t want coffee. I want answers.”

Dotman removed his glasses and blinked. “And you shall have them. But might I add that if you had read the letter—”

“I didn’t read the damn letter, okay!” Annah stood. “I was in a coma, damn it. I had more important things to think about than reading Helen’s letter.”

Pam left her chair and held Annah’s shoulders. “Annah-Bee, calm down. Sit and let the man finish.”

Annah gave in and allowed Pam to place her back in the chair. Her life was about to implode, but none of them seemed to notice—or care.

Pam returned the coffee cup to the cart, came back, and patted Annah’s lap. “It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay.”

 “If I may.” Dotman coughed and continued. “‘To the matter of my personal assistant, Hector Gomez, I bequeath two hundred thousand—’”

Hector cried out and fell to his knees, his hands raised in supplication. “Gracias, Madre María, gracias. Madre María, canto tus alabanzas. Gracias. Gracias.”

Dotman sighed, nearly drowned out by the hum of the air conditioner. “Mr. Gomez, if you please.”

“Ya, si, si.” Hector bowed and slid back onto his seat, his prayers continuing in hushed tones.

“As I was saying,” Dotman said, “‘to the matter of my personal assistant, Hector Gomez, I bequeath two hundred thousand dollars.’” He stopped, his eyes almost daring Hector to shout again. 

“Fine, now, where was I? Ah, yes. ‘I bequeath my entire interest in the real property which was my residence at the time of my death, together with any insurance on such real property, in addition to real property held in my name, but subject to any encumbrances on said real property, and remaining cash and stock holdings, including my entire interest in any personal goods and tangible articles of personal nature not otherwise disposed of in this Will by specific bequest to my daughter, Annah-Belle Henderson.’”

Pam whooped and jumped up. “Hot, damn. You’re rich, Annah-Bee. Filthy, stinking rich!”

“What?” Annah stood, her purse tumbling to the floor, and grabbed Pam’s wrist. She couldn’t have heard Dotman correctly. Something about a daughter. “Pam, stop. What did he just say?” 

“He said you’re rich; that’s what he said. Helen left you the whole stinking enchilada!”

Annah shook her head and squeezed her hold on Pam. “No, stop, please. I mean before that.” A tremor of fear twisted her lungs, her breathing becoming shallow. “Wait. Stop, please.” She faced Dotman. “You said I’m...what? I can’t...” The room tilted. She moved her foot to stabilize herself and kicked the water glass, spilling the contents onto the faded Oriental rug. She glanced down at the chilling puddle seeping over the front of her sandal and between her exposed toes. She must have misheard him. Maybe this was a dream. Or worse. Her rapidly intensifying headache had brought along a hallucination. 

“Ms. Henderson, I was led to believe you knew all of this. Mr. Copedale assured me you had read the letter. However, the legalities are what they are. If you both will be kind and sign some papers, we will conclude our business, and you can be on your way to sort out the details.”

Dotman slipped two sheets toward Annah and Hector. “These are indemnity forms that allow me to disburse the money quickly. They claim you will satisfy any liens against the estate without holding me, the executor, liable. You will not have to wait the six-month probate period. Marge will run them over to the courthouse and get them filed today.”

“Si, si.” Hector dried his teary eyes and scrawled his name. He pulled at Dotman’s hand and pumped it vigorously. “Gracias, gracias.” 

Dotman withdrew a handkerchief from his pants pocket and wiped his palm. “Yes, well, no need to thank me. Helen was very pleased with your service.” He held out the pen. “Ms. Henderson.”

Annah bent for the glass, but Pam yanked at her. “Leave it!” She took the pen and wrapped Annah’s fingers around it. “Here, sign.”

Dotman frowned from across his desk. “Miss Smith, you cannot coerce Ms. Henderson into signing the paperwork. She must do so of her own free will.”

Still keeping Annah’s hand in hers, Pam narrowed her eyes at Dotman. “Oh, please, I’m not forcing her. You can see she’s in shock. Plus, Marge is waiting.”

Annah pulled free. “I’m not signing.” She saw her purse on the floor and bent forward. 

Pam took hold of her arm. “Annah, your pocketbook can wait. Sign the damn papers.”

“Miss Smith, I must insist—”

“Everyone, please just stop!” Annah yanked her arm out of Pam’s grip. “I said I’m not signing.” Her stomach twisted into a knot. “I… I n…need to use the ladies’ room.” She took a step to leave, but Pam held her in place.

“Annah—”

“Damn it, Pam, stop. Please.”

Dotman spoke next. “Ms. Henderson, you—”

“No!” Annah spun and faced the lawyer. “I said I’m not...signing...the damn...papers! I had a mother, and she most certainly wasn’t Helen.” 




Chapter 10

“MS. Henderson, perhaps this will answer your questions.” Dotman held up a white sheet of paper. “Here.” He waved it over his desk. “This is a copy of the letter Helen left for you.”

Annah stared at the paper, her hands glued to her sides. If she took the letter, and it affirmed what she’d just found out, what then? Would her whole life become a lie? 

Pam left Annah’s side and claimed the sheet Dotman held. She folded it, picked up Annah’s purse, and slipped it inside. “You can read it on the way home. Sign the stinking papers so we can get the hell out of here.”

“No.” Annah might not understand what was happening, but she certainly knew signing the papers would be a game changer for her life.

“Sweetie, it will be okay. Honest.”

Annah blinked back tears. Pam’s reassurances were empty. From this day onward, nothing would be okay. “Pam, it can’t be true.” Her voice revealed her admission of defeat. “It can’t.” Her parents had lied to her, and oh, Goddess, Helen was her mother.

“Annah-Bee.” Pam removed a tissue from her purse and dabbed at Annah’s cheeks. “I don’t think you can deny this. Sign the papers, and we’ll read the letter later. Eric’s waiting at the farm. He’ll help us sort this out.”

Annah drew her shoulders tight. A quick nod was all she could manage since a pair of serrated knives were slicing her brain into hors d'oeuvre-sized pieces. She steadied herself by holding the edge of the desk and signed her name. 

Dotman produced three additional papers and placed them under the pen. “The top sheet is a waiver, and the next is a deed for the property. The other form assigns me as the estate’s continued lawyer, just as my grandfather and father before me. If you have counsel, do not sign, and I will contact him or her.”

“No, it’s fine,” she said. “I don’t have a...” She faltered and squinted at what she’d written, watching it flicker in and out like a fluorescent bulb about to pop. Dotman and Pam spoke, but both voices sounded as if their owners were speaking from under water. Or was it she who was drowning? “I... I need to use the ladies’ room.” 

Annah walked over to the office door. It flew open, and Marge moved past. Again, Annah heard Dotman speak, telling Marge to file the papers and not leave the courthouse until they were processed. 

“Annah-Bee,” Pam said. “I’m coming with you.”

Annah steadied her eyes on Pam. “I’ll be okay,” she said and left the room. 

 

Ignoring the furnace level heat within the bathroom and the buzz saw grinding away at her brain, she supported her weight against the sink and struggled with the lid of the pill container. Finally managing to liberate the cover, she shook the plastic tube’s contents into her palm. One of the purple triangles was the prescribed dose and typically enough to alleviate the pain. Maybe if she took the whole damn bottle, she’d forget everything that had happened, from Steven’s fingers trying to crush her windpipe to her parents’ fucking lies. Sweet, ignorant bliss, that’s what she wanted. If she got it, she’d be able to start fresh with a clean slate. Four pills should do the trick. She tossed them into the back of her throat and searched the bathroom’s cabinet. No glass, no mug, not even an ash tray. The shelves were as empty as her soul. 

The caustic taste of the dissolving pills burned. Without any other choice, she opened the faucet and dipped her head underneath, the splattering flow dousing her entire face. After patting her face dry she looked at her reflection. So much for wearing makeup. Her smeared mascara gave her a Goth appearance, especially since her concealer and blush were distant memories. Not a bad look for someone who just had the rug pulled out from under her. 

She opened her purse to remove her cosmetic pouch but, instead, found herself taking hold of the folded paper. What did the Universe hold against her that it would keep setting trip wires in her path? She opened the letter and stared. It was dated July third—the night of Steven’s assault and the very same night Helen had died. The penmanship looked nothing like Helen’s; hers had been a tight and knitted script while this cursive resembled that of a child. Or a woman in the throes of a morphine drip. 

If she read the words, did it mean she accepted what she’d learned? What difference did it all make, really? She’d already signed the papers. The estate was hers. All because an old woman believed Howard and Gail Henderson’s baby girl was really hers. 

What a foolish thought, as if there was room for doubt. Mothers didn’t forget their children. But what about fathers? What had her stinking father’s part been in the farce, or had Helen kept the truth from him too? Hardly. He and Helen had been lovers and had planned to get married. He had to have known the truth. And had chosen to lie.

She focused her eyes and read the beginning line of the letter. My dearest Annah-Belle. Please don’t hate me or your father. We should have told you long ago. 

With a snap of her wrist, she sent the paper fluttering to the floor. Anger simmered in her blood. How could these people have played with her life, as if she’d been some toy doll? Her devoted father, her loving mother. They’d known and deceived her. For what? To appease their guilt?

Her father’s face appeared in the mirror. “How could you have done this to me?” she seethed. “You always told me you were the one person I could trust, the one person who would never hurt me.” The muscles in her neck grew taut, and she pushed against the sink. “I...trusted...YOU!” 

She wanted to lash out at him, scream loud enough to penetrate the very earth piled over his grave, but such behavior would only alarm Pam, and Dotman might think she’d gone insane, which wasn’t far from the truth. With each passing second, she felt her grasp on reality slipping. 

An explosion of colors surrounded her field of view, and she watched as her face contorted from the pain. Her body buckled, sending her to the floor. 

“Goddess, please help me,” she whimpered. “Please.”

“Annah, are you okay?” The door knob rattled. “Let me in.”

“Pam, I...I’m...”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Give me a couple... I’ll be out soon.”

“You sure? I thought I heard you cry out.”

“No, I’m…fine.”

“Okay, I’ll be in Dotman’s office.”

She crawled on the dirty floor, her knees scraping over dirt and gravel that had once been part of the streets of Manchester, and grabbed the letter. Holding opposite sides of the paper, she tore down the middle, the sound abrading the edges of her pain. She tore again. And again. When she finished, her hands were empty, and she knelt in a sea of pieces of her existence—tiny fragments incapable of ever being reassembled.

She grabbed hold of the vanity and pulled herself up. From a narrow pocket in her purse, she removed a multifaceted stone of deep purple. The amethyst crystal rested in her palm, cool and expectant. Holding it tightly in her fist, she closed her eyes and focused, willing the stone’s energy to mix with her own. 

The spell materialized easily, and she whispered, “I am surrounded by a shield of protection; I am safe within myself. My mind is peaceful, my soul serene; the pain of the past has never been.” She murmured the spell the necessary three times and finished with, “So mote it be.” Keeping her eyes closed, she felt the span between her essence and that of the stone’s close. With each inhalation, light entered her nose while darkness left on each breath out. The exhalations removed the pain, sense of loss, and betrayal, leaving room for forgiveness? No. Leaving room for freedom from the past. In, out. What will be, will be.

 

Unsure of how long she’d been standing by the sink, she looked at the stone in her hand and pursed her lips. The color was stunning. She’d have to find out where she could buy one. She placed it on the edge of the sink for the person who had left it and washed her hands, then she applied a fresh coat of lipstick. There wasn’t much she could do about the black smears under her eyes. Maybe her mascara had smudged because the room was so hot. No matter; she’d take a shower later. She exited the bathroom and walked across the hallway, heading for the front door. Someone called out a name, but since it had nothing to do with her, she left the building. She stood on the sidewalk, glanced to her right, and began walking. The tat-a-tat-tat of heels arrived at her side, and someone grabbed her pocketbook’s strap.

“Hey!” She turned and stepped away.

A blonde woman held the strap of her purse.

“Let go.” She grabbed the strap with both hands and yanked, freeing it from the woman’s grip. 

The woman reattached herself, and a tug-of-war ensued, which the blonde ultimately won.

“Annah, stop it! What’s the matter with you?”

“Let go, or I’m going to scream for the police.”

“Okay, fine.” The woman released her hold, allowing the strap to drop. “But if you move an inch, I will be on you like a roach on peanut butter.”

A squat man joined the blonde. 

She eyed the two of them with a suspicious glance. “You’re both crazy.” She tried to sidestep, but the blonde grabbed the strap again. 

“Oh, no,” the blonde announced. “You’re not moving. What’s wrong with you? Are you sick? Do you have a headache?”

“Get out of my way.” She pushed, but the blonde stood her ground. 

“Stop it. Is it the Helen thing? I told you, we’ll figure it all out.”

“Who the hell is Helen?”

She turned, but the man blocked her exit. Spinning back, she shoved the blonde again and pulled her pocketbook away. For a skinny thing, the blonde was surprisingly strong, but she finally regained control of her purse.

The blonde woman crossed her arms, her brow furrowed. “What’s your name?”

She almost laughed at the absurdity of the question. What kind of thief asked for the person’s name? “Smith. Now leave me alone.”

“Cute, but uh-uh. Your real name.”

“Annah. Satisfied?”

“Full name, please.”

“None of your damn business. Now, move.”

“I’m not moving.”

“Fine.” She opened her mouth and screamed.

 

Annah woke to find herself in a hospital bed. A rush of panic chilled her, and she pressed the call button.

A soft voice exited the intercom. “Hello, yes?” 

“Help! Please, help me!” she whimpered. “Please, I need help.” Fear exploded, and she screamed, “Help me, please. I’ve been kidnapped.”

Soon a nurse was at the side of the bed and removing the remote from her hand. “Ms. Henderson, you have to relax.” She pressed her fingers against a vein. “Take slow breaths for me,” the nurse guided. “The doctor is on his way.”

“Doctor! Why do I need a doctor? I want to see someone. Someone in charge.” She tugged at the intravenous line inserted in the back of her hand and yanked. Blood spurted over the white bed sheet. What were they doing to her? Where was she? “Help!” she cried out. “Someone help me!”

The nurse reached out and pressed a red button, shouting, “Code Gray. STAT! Room 308.” She then worked to stem the blood flow.

Two additional nurses ran into the room, one of them carrying a tray with a syringe on it.

“Hurry,” the first nurse shouted. “She pulled her IV line out.”

One of the new nurses held Annah’s arm while the nurse with the tray inserted the needle into the skin. The other nurse frantically tried to reinsert the IV line. 

She thrashed and squirmed, trying to pull herself free, but a warm sense of calm filled her brain, and she relaxed against the pillow, her limbs motionless. They’d drugged her. She was helpless, at their mercy. Whatever they were going to do to her, she wouldn’t be able to fight. “Where’s the doctor?” she heard one of the nurses ask. 

“I have no idea,” another responded. “Probably playing golf.” 

A gruff voice entered the room and began reprimanding the nurse who’d just spoken. “Nurse, you’ll want to save the jokes for the lunch room or the unemployment line. Now, what’s the commotion?” 

“Doctor, the patient woke and became agitated. I gave her two milligrams of haloperidol, and we had to reattach her IV. She pulled it out.”

“Step aside,” he barked. “Miss Henderson, can you hear me? I am Doctor Landry.”

She tried to look at them, but her eyelids stayed sealed shut. If he was a doctor, he should be able to help. “Heshlp,” she slurred. Her tongue felt like it was the size of a watermelon. 

“Miss Henderson, do you know where you are?”

The panic she’d been experiencing vanished, replaced with a warm sensation of weightlessness. Whatever they’d administered was allowing her to float over the bed, and that was fine and dandy with her. 

“Miss Henderson, can you hear me? Do you know where you are?” Landry asked a second time.

“Hoshpishall.”

“Yes, you are in the hospital. I am going to put you in a sitting position.” 

The top of the bed lifted, and she felt her head loll to the side. Someone straightened it, and somebody else took hold of her wrist and pressed. She could hear the doctor on his phone. He was angry with the person on the other end of the call. Truthfully, she didn’t care as long as they kept pumping her with the floaty medicine. 

The doctor was back in her face, this time close enough for her to smell stale coffee. She wanted to tell him to brush his teeth, but before she could get her numb lips moving, he pulled her eyelids up and shone a bright light into her pupils. 

“Miss Henderson, do you know what day it is?”

“Shomfing”

“Yes, it is something, but do you know what it is?”

“Monphay.”

“Good, good. And the date?”

“Auyesh somfing.”

Yes, it is August, good, good. Can you tell me who is president?”

She answered and turned her head to the side. He kept asking foolish questions, and she wanted to be left alone so she could float. 

“Wonderful. Now, can you tell me your address?”

What was with him? Of course she knew her address. Releasing what she hoped sounded like a sigh, she started to answer. “Itchs...” She blinked. “Itchs…” The panic returned. “I...itchs...” Her heart rate climbed, and she swung her head from side to side. Whatever they’d given her had taken away her memory. She broke through the effects of the drug. The doctor’s face became her target, and she swiped at him. “Whaf hash chu do shoo me?”

He pinned her hands against the bed. “Relax, Miss Henderson, relax. Nurse, another milligram of haloperidol. STAT.”

The head of the bed lowered. One of the nurses grabbed her arms again while the doctor’s strong hands gripped her legs. “Hechlp,” she said, her voice coming out of her throat in a weak, pitiful rasp. 

“Miss Henderson.” The doctor’s voice was insistent. “I need you to relax.”

A wave of paralysis washed over her. From the side of her eye, she saw a syringe being removed from the IV line. They’d drugged her again, only the floaty sensation was gone, replaced by a heaviness that made her struggle for each breath. She opened her mouth, but garbled sounds fell on her ears, and saliva slipped into the back of her throat, choking her. Tears dripped from the corners of her eyes and seeped into her ears. Wasn’t there someone who could help her? Or was she alone? She tried to hold back the haziness but the medication won, and the muffled voices of the doctor and nurses slipped away.

 

She woke to voices outside the open door of her hospital room, one of them belonging to the doctor who’d sedated her. Another man was speaking to him. The voices were too low to make out what they were saying. 

The new man said something. A mumbled response triggered a reaction, and his voice rose. “This is ludicrous. I want to know what’s wrong with her!”

Who was this man who wanted to see her? There wasn’t a wedding ring on her finger, but perhaps the staff had taken it upon her admittance. Could this be her husband?

The doctor’s voice increased, giving her a chance to hear his reply. “I can’t tell you anything. You’re not related to the patient, and you’re not the patient’s proxy. There are protocols to follow.” 

The other man’s deep voice grew more insistent. “I don’t give a damn about your protocols. I want to see her, and I want to know what happened.” 

“You can’t see her because she’s sedated. As to what’s wrong with her, I’m not at liberty to discuss it unless you’re a next of kin or her proxy. Do you happen to know who her proxy is, the name?”

“I don’t. Have you contacted her doctor? He’d know.”

“We’ve made the necessary calls. Give your name to the nurse at the desk, and she’ll call you if there’s any change.”

“I’m not leaving without seeing her.” 

“Then I’ll have security remove you.”

“Doctor Landry, please. I only want to see her. Please.” 

The man’s pleas were urgent, and she strained to hear the doctor’s reply. 

“Fine. One minute! But a nurse will be with you the entire time.” The doctor’s angry voice barked at someone. “Nurse, join Mr. Ashworth in the room. If the patient shows any sign of agitation, he’s out.” 

She steadied herself for the visitor. He wasn’t her husband, but he seemed to care about her. If they knew one another, her memory would certainly come back as soon as she saw his face. Mr. Ashworth. He sounded like a character out of Little Women. Now, that was interesting. She could recall the title of a book, but she didn’t have a clue what her address was.

“Ms. Henderson, you have a visitor.” A nurse walked in, followed by the stranger.

He glanced at the nurse, who nodded, and then he walked up to the bed, his hand extended. “Annah.”

She pressed into the pillow as he neared. His face wasn’t the least bit familiar. No trigger of recognition, no epiphany as to who she was. He knew her name, but that didn’t mean anything. From the looks of him, he was a laborer of some kind, what with his sweat-stained T-shirt and ripped jeans smeared with what looked like paint. 

She bit her lower lip as she scrutinized his face, willing recognition to dawn. It didn’t seem possible she would forget a face that appeared to have been chiseled by Zeus himself. He had thick eyebrows and a brow creased with worry. She tried to find him in her memory bank but kept coming up empty. He wasn’t a family member; the doctor had already solved that mystery. He could be someone who lurked in hospitals, waiting to pounce on isolated patients. He certainly wasn’t dressed like a scam artist, but maybe that was part of the act.

“Annah,” he said, moving closer. His amber eyes bore into her. “Say you know me, please.”

He didn’t exist as far as her brain was concerned. Nothing existed beyond the blonde accosting her on the sidewalk, and having him near was a frightening reminder that she was in big trouble.

“Please go,” she said.

“Annah, wait.” 

He leaned over the bed, and she recoiled. “I said get out!” 

The nurse intervened. “Mr. Ashworth, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“Annah, I—”

“You heard the nurse, go. Just go away.”

If she’d slapped him, his expression wouldn’t have looked any more pained. He stopped at the doorway, his shoulders drooped, and looked at her. She saw the suffering in his soul. He then turned and left.

A hollowness yawned in her own soul, revealing a gaping, black hole ready to welcome her into its cold embrace. Had she just sent away the one person who could have helped her?




Chapter 11

RAYS of fading sunlight cast slender shadows over the empties standing in a neat row in front of Eric. He sat with his feet propped on a chair, a beer bottle in his hand. Lexy lay snoring next to his chair alongside a red-and-white, oversized cooler. His damp T-shirt clung to him like a second layer of skin. The humidity had returned to Copedale, draping thick, brooding air over the town. It didn’t bother him, though. In fact, it matched his mood. He finished the remaining contents of the bottle in his hand, added it to the line, and then reached in the cooler for another. Lexy had stopped lifting her head at the sounds he made, seeming to understand a walk wasn’t in her immediate future. 

He cracked the cap and tossed it, along with the opener, onto the table. Placing the cold glass against his lips, he drained half the bottle. The decision to get drunk had come over him a little too easily. Yesterday, if someone had asked him, he would have said he had a handle on his drinking, never going beyond his self-imposed, one-bottle limit. So what had happened to change that? Why was he sitting in a pool of his own sweat, trying to get wasted? Oh, yeah, Annah was gone. Again.

For the past month, night after night, he’d lain in bed, anticipating the time when she would return. If he’d known what the Universe had in store for them, he would have stopped her from going to the reading of Helen’s will. But hindsight was twenty-twenty. He’d failed to save her yet again, and now she lay fifty miles away in another hospital bed while he spent some quality time with an old friend.

Getting drunk had been his go-to solution for a majority of his life. There were times he’d been so sloshed that the beatings his father gave him hadn’t even registered. Nor had the roaches crawling over him when he was passed out in alleys and jail cells. Even his time in juvie hadn’t curbed the flow of alcohol. It was only when he’d met Mac, the hall’s director, when things had turned around. If only Mac could see him now. Man, oh, man, he’d be a proud SOB. 

Sweat dripped down the back of his neck, and he stared at the sunflowers he’d purchased for Annah. The yellow faces drooped toward the earth as if they were too ashamed to watch him. She would chastise him if he let them die. All they needed to perk up was a good watering. However, at the present time, he didn’t care about a few pots of withering plants. Would she even remember she loved sunflowers? He’d also like to ask her if any of the people wiped from her mind left some trace of themselves. A hint of their presence? Something to indicate they’d loved her and been in her heart?

He pushed from the table and eased to a standing position, allowing time to let the floor stop swaying. He still didn’t get why the hospital was discharging her in the morning. There had to be more tests they could do to figure out what was causing the amnesia. But, hey, he wasn’t the proxy. He wasn’t a relative, either. As far as the hospital was concerned, he was nobody.

Lexy gave a quick stretch and looked at him with expectant eyes, ears perked. 

“Sorry, girl.” He bent and scratched behind her head. “I’m in the middle of something right now.” He entered the house, headed into the kitchen, and removed another six-pack from the fridge. 

Lexy’s barks woke him. He sat up and looked around, unsure how he’d gotten where he was. 

“Eric, my boy, what are you doing on the floor?” Barney stood by the open patio door. He held a bottle of wine and a corkscrew. “By the way, you should lock your front door. I could have walked off with your computer.” He lifted the bottle and added, “I brought wine, but I can see from the row of empties you’re way ahead of me. Shall I join you?”

Eric stumbled to his feet and dropped into his chair. He was in no mood for company. Since Barney didn’t understand subtle hints, the direct approach would have to do. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Barney, but go the hell home.” 

 “Oh, pish posh.” Barney got comfortable opposite Eric and chuckled. “You’re not yourself, and I perfectly understand what you’re going through.”

Eric wiped at his brow and slouched forward. How could anyone understand what he was going through when he couldn’t figure it out himself?

“Now, now, let’s not get carried away. Annah-Banana will be fine, just fine. Although I must say she was a bit rude when I saw her. But that’s to—”

Eric leaned forward. “You saw her? When? What did she say?” 

“Just now. Well, not now. More like an hour ago. Pam was there too. I was certainly surprised you weren’t.”

“I was there. Earlier. She sent me away, and Landry wouldn’t let me back in.”

“Well, she sent us away too if that makes you feel any better.” Barney twisted the corkscrew into the cork and pulled. “She’s not herself right now. It’ll pass. I only hope it does before I leave for my trip. Of course, I could have Allan go on ahead, and I’ll follow when she regains her memory, but who knows when that’ll be? Plus, I’d have to pay for another plane ticket. I’m sure she won’t mind if I left. It’s not as if I can help her. I wonder if I should call Sam and tell him?”

Eric propped his elbows on the table and gripped his head. The crickets sounded like they were mostly where they belonged, under the leaves and in the grass, although a group of them seemed to have gained access to his skull. With each chorus, his brain screamed.

Barney popped out the cork and scanned the tabletop. “Do you have any glasses out here?”

“Why would I have glasses out here?” Eric grumbled. On top of the dancing crickets in his head, his mouth tasted as if he’d eaten a few.

“My, you do become nasty when you drink.”

“Give me a break, Barney. Go in and get one. Since you let yourself into the house, I’m sure you’ll have no problem searching my cabinets.” Eric grabbed a fresh bottle. He was close to emptying it by the time Barney stood.

“I thought you wanted to know what Annah said?”

Eric gritted his teeth. “Barney, just tell me what she said.”

Barney sat. “She didn’t say anything. Well, not really. She told me to leave. She even used the F-bomb. I know she swears on occasion, but it still hurt. I’m going to write down every nasty thing she says, so I can remind her when her mind comes back. I’m starved. How about a pizza?”

“Pizza sounds great. But I want sausage and mushrooms on it.”

Both men turned in the direction of Pam’s voice. “Eric, your front door is unlocked.”

“I’ve already been told.” Eric faced away and lengthened the line of empties by adding the bottle he’d just finished. 

“Nice of you to invite me to your little shindig.” Pam set a glass on the table. She took the wine from Barney’s hand. “Nice of you to provide refreshments too.” 

“I just left you.” Barney’s face reddened. He reclaimed the bottle. “Give me that. What did you do, follow me?” He reached for the glass, but she pulled it out of his reach.

“Yes, Barney, I followed you. And get your own frigging glass.” 

Barney gave Pam a nasty look. “I’m not paying for your pizza.” He left the porch with Pam snickering at his back.

“He’s such a prima donna. At least he buys good wine.” Pam tilted her glass and sipped. When Eric didn’t reply, she rubbed his arm. “Are you okay?”

He drank some beer and held the bottle up as if saluting the sky. “Never better. Just living the dream.”

“Okay, point taken, but listen, I talked to Doctor Landry. He said—”

“I found these in your cabinet when I was looking for the glass.” Barney put a bowl of tortilla chips on the table and sat, keeping the wine bottle at his side. “I took the liberty of opening the bag.”

“By all means, help yourself.” Eric removed his arm from under Pam’s hand. He’d wanted to get drunk and pass out. Not a lot to ask. Why, then, was he playing host instead of drooling on his pillow?

“Pamela, I was telling Eric that Annah-Bee was very rude and—”

“He gets it, Barney. He was there before you arrived.” Pam directed her next comment to Eric. “Getting drunk won’t help things. Besides, you don’t want to be hungover when you get Annah in the morning.”

“What?” Barney’s eyes darted from Pam to Eric. “Is Annah-Bee leaving the hospital tomorrow? Wonderful.” He tapped his fingertips together. “I have a million things to do before I leave.” He dove into the bowl of chips. When he came up for air, he said, “I’d offer to get her, but I’m too busy. Eric, you can do it.” 

“Barney, go call for a pizza.” Pam reached for the wine bottle.

Barney lifted his glass and spoke into his wine. “I’m a little tapped right now. Eric, do you...?” 

Eric nodded and waved his hand. “Call Sal’s. I have a tab. Order what you want.” 

“Wonderful. Their steak tips are divine.” Barney bounced back into the house, once again leaving Pam and Eric alone.

“It continually baffles me what Annah-Bee sees in him.” Pam reached for a chip and dipped it into her glass. 

Eric faced her, his eyes glazed, but his expression hard. “Why is the hospital releasing Annah tomorrow? She has amnesia. They need to help her.”

Pam drank a mouthful of wine and then began again. “I was trying to tell you, I spoke with Landry. They can’t find anything wrong, so there’s no reason for them to hold her. They’re going to do another brain scan in the morning. If it’s still clear, which he expects it to be, he’ll release her a little after eleven. He suggested she see her primary care physician and a neuropsychologist. By the way, have you noticed this is almost an exact repeat of Saturday? The brain scan and you picking her up?”

“Wonderful, Pam. Thanks for the reminder,” Eric snapped. 

He claimed a new bottle. The cover was partially off when Pam grabbed it. “Oh, no. You’re cut off. And I’m staying until you’re sober.”

“Then plan on sleeping here.” He snatched the bottle back. 

“For crying out loud, Thor, grow up. Annah isn’t dead, and although I believe drinking solves most of life’s problems, this isn’t one of those times. You’re supposed to be the one who can control himself around alcohol, remember? But no, all it takes is a little bump in your road to happily-ever-after and bang, you’re drowning yourself in Coronas.”

He slammed the bottle against the table and glared at Pam, his voice rising with each breath. “This isn’t a little bump. Steven’s attack wasn’t a little bump! Annah almost dying wasn’t a little bump! Her coma wasn’t—”

“Save it.” Pam tilted her glass, emptied it, and set it next to Eric’s full bottle. Waving her fingertip dangerously close to his nose, her voice competed with his. “I was there, remember? So, listen and listen good; we need to be strong for Annah. You want to make this about you, fine, but step aside because I will not let your immature behavior hurt her. Pull it together, buddy-boy, or go back to Vancouver.”

Barney returned with plates, forks, knives, and napkins but stopped and looked at Pam and Eric facing off. “Now, now, you two. Don’t start sniping at each other. Remember, it’s Annah-Bee we should be worrying about. I ordered everyone steak tips. I thought this could be my going-away party.” 

Eric’s jaw muscles twitched. His nod was barely discernible as he lifted the newly opened beer bottle from the table. He moved to the porch railing, poured the contents on the grass, and placed the bottle at the end of the line. “Excuse me, I’ll be right back,” he said and walked through the open porch door.

When his foot crossed the bedroom threshold, Annah’s scent greeted him, and misery claimed him. He dragged himself into the bathroom, where he leaned over the sink and allowed his anguish to spill out. Tears, as caustic as acid, poured into the basin. How the hell was he supposed be strong for Annah when he felt so fucking weak?

 

Eric yanked at the sheet confining his legs and sat on the edge of the bed. It wasn’t worth trying to get back to sleep. Even under the fog of intoxication, his thoughts badgered him. In less than eight hours, he’d be picking Annah up from the hospital. He needed to be clearheaded. Clearheaded. Too bad his head contained a band of dancing monkeys. 

He leaned his elbows on his thighs and rested his head in his hands, allowing his thoughts to wander. Pam’s voice had been panicked. ‘Annah’s in Concord Hospital. Get here now! Hurry!’ He’d bolted into the hospital lobby where Pam had been waiting. During the elevator ride, she’d tried to explain what had happened, but he hadn’t wanted to listen. His only focus had been to get to Annah.

He stood and rubbed at his face. It was pointless to rehash it all, yet he didn’t have the energy to stop, especially the part where he’d witnessed the renewed fear in Annah’s eyes. And the missing recognition of who he was.

He opened the bottom drawer of his dresser, withdrew some clothes, and dressed. Since he couldn’t sleep, he might as well take care of some business. Slipping on a pair of worn moccasins, he left the bedroom, leaving Lexy behind. 

A rapid chittering passed his ear as he walked toward the barn. He ducked as a bat swerved to avoid colliding with his head. He glanced up. Dozens of black shapes darted past the tops of the trees. It wouldn’t surprise him to find the father of the dead waiting for him in the barn. Was it a good omen to have bats along with an owl? His chuckle was dry, and he continued on his way while he imagined what Mandy would say. ‘Tsk, tsk, Eric. Bats mean you’re going to be disemboweled.’ 

He keyed in the security code and entered the barn, closing and locking the door behind him. In the dark interior, he navigated his way to the workbench and reached for the oil lamp. After priming the wick, he placed a lit match against the saturated cotton and watched it flash alive. Once he adjusted the flame to the proper height, he returned the lamp to the ledge. The yellow glow cast dancing shadows across the covered mound holding his attention. 

He removed the plastic. A mouse darted out but stopped and stood on its hind legs, sniffing at him. 

“I wouldn’t hang around here. Things might get ugly.”

It lowered itself to the wood surface, backed up and scampered away. 

“Good move,” he said and focused on the bust.

It had to be one of his best sculptures. The resemblance was exact, down to the self-satisfied jeer on the lips. If he didn’t know any better, he would swear Steven’s severed head sat in front of him. 

“How you doing, Steven, old pal?”

In his mind, he saw Annah on her basement floor, her blood staining the concrete, her life about to end. She’d survived though. But for what? To have it end now? Essentially, the cascade of events had taken them full circle. Steven had tried to claim her, and the amnesia had finished the job. 

He took a step back. He couldn’t rewrite history and stop Steven from coming to Copedale; the time-gone-by was set in stone. And he didn’t have the power to help heal Annah. He did, however, have the ability to free himself from the anger spreading its tentacles throughout his blood. 

He placed his hands against the face of the bust. He positioned his thumbs over the lifelike eyes and dug into the sockets. The muscles of his neck strained as he drove the hardened clay deep into the skull. Sweat poured down his face, but he continued the assault, forcing deeper into the bust. 

He removed a rag from under the bench and used it to wipe his face, then opened a small fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. After drinking half, he poured the rest over his head. 

The sneer continued to mock him. “Not for long.” 

With long strides, he walked to the tool rack, then strode back to the workbench with an ax in his hands. Without pausing for a breath, he lifted it above his head, released an anguished scream, and lowered the blade, splitting the head in two. 

Outside the barn, a wind swept into the yard, taking control of the wind chimes and whipping them into a frenzy. The bats continued their silent flight, and a coyote laughed its haunting call. Only the crickets became silent.

********

Annah woke, her heart hammering against her ribs. Had she heard a man scream? She listened. The ward was quiet. No sounds of running feet along the hallway or nurses calling for aid. Maybe the staff hadn’t heard him. She adjusted the head of the mattress into its upright position and sucked in a breath. She held it and waited. Still no sounds other than a distant ringing. Was there a wind chime in someone’s room? A shadow passed across her wall as a soft hoot whispered from the corner. Was that an owl? In her room? Were the drugs causing hallucinations? Hopefully, because if not, her memory wouldn’t be the only thing she’d lost.

“Screw this.” She pressed her finger against the panic button and held it there until Vanessa, one of the night nurses rushed through the door, flipping the overhead light switch as she passed.

“Ms. Henderson, what is it!” She took hold of Annah’s right wrist. “My goodness, your pulse is racing. Are you feeling panicked again? The doctor placed a standing order for your medicine. I’ll bring something to relax you.” 

“I woke up when the man screamed. It startled me.” Annah gripped the blanket. “Is he alright?”

“Man? No man screamed. The ward’s been quiet all night.”

“No, he sounded like he was in tremendous anguish. Maybe you should check the other rooms.”

“You must have had a bad dream. Please try to relax. I’ll be right back with your pill.”

Annah shook her head. The man needed help. “I don’t want any more pills. Please, you have to believe me. You have to find him. He’s in pain.”

“How about I bring you some ginger ale? That’ll help you relax. I also happen to know where there’s a tin of cookies.” Vanessa walked out, her rubber-soled shoes barely making a sound against the floor. 

Annah wrung her hands. Her frustration at the nurse’s refusal to listen wouldn’t be quelled by a cookie. And she didn’t want a pill; they made her brain loopy. She wanted a clear head, so her memories would come back. The veil between her reality and the past had become as impenetrable as a concrete wall. Nobody was telling her anything useful. All they said was that she needed to relax. How was she supposed to relax when she felt like she’d been plucked out of thin air? 

“Here you go.” The nurse returned. “I have your pill, your drink, and I did find cookies.” She set a paper plate on the rolling tray. “I hope you like chocolate chip.”

Annah held her hand open and allowed the nurse to tip a pill onto her palm. “I’m not sure.” She searched for the information as she swallowed the medicine. “I think I like chocolate. It’s so damn frustrating.”

“Now, now, everything will come back.” Vanessa fluffed Annah’s pillow and straightened the blanket. “Can I get you anything else?”

Annah bit into a cookie. “Wow! This is good. I’m not sure if chocolate chip are my favorite, but if they are, these would hold the crown. Did you make them?”

“No, I don’t bake. Do you?”

Annah chewed. She tried to see herself by a stove, peeking into the oven, a potholder in her hand. The image didn’t ring true, so she said, “I don’t think so.”

“I realize that was the wrong thing to ask.” 

“It’s okay. No harm done. What about the man?” Annah asked between bites.

“No more talk about the man. I want you to relax and sleep.” Vanessa placed the call switch next to Annah’s side. “Don’t hesitate to ring if you have another bad dream.” She switched off the overhead light and left the door ajar. 

Annah rested against the pillow and ate a second cookie. Since there wasn’t a patient who had screamed, it had to have been a dream. That was the most logical answer. 

She rolled a piece of the cookie over her tongue. What about the wind chime? Should she call the nurse and ask about it? And the owl? If she wanted to stay in the hospital, this would be the way to do it. Insist on hearing screaming men, hooting owls, and ringing wind chimes. First thing in the morning, they’d give her a lobotomy. Besides, her mind must have been playing tricks on her. Heck, why not? Not only had it Etch-a-Sketched itself clean, but now it also wanted her to conjure up all sorts of wonders.

A fog began to roll over her brain, giving her just enough time to finish the last cookie and remaining soda and lower the head portion of the bed. She didn’t want to give in to the effects of the medication, but a looseness wove itself through her limbs. Lying back, she surrendered to the soporific sensation filling her head but held onto what she knew was true—it hadn’t been a dream. She had heard a man cry out in paralyzing anguish. Hopefully, he wasn’t alone like her but had someone in his life who loved him enough to help heal him. 




Chapter 12

THE coffee in the mug Eric held cooled as he nursed his headache. Nothing had changed from the day before except he was hungover. He leaned against the kitchen’s center island, his attention on his cell phone. While walking Lexy, he'd foolishly convinced himself that Annah had gotten her memory back. The thought process had been so thorough he’d typed a long text and had hit send. If her memory had returned, she would have responded. So far, nothing.  

He watched Pam mosey into the kitchen, her hair disheveled and her eyes still half closed. Not interested in early morning banter, he poured her some coffee and got right to the point. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to get Annah.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled and took the mug he offered. She shimmied onto a stool and grinned at him. “Good morning to you too.” 

He tossed his cold coffee down the drain and poured a fresh mug. Then he leaned against the counter and said, “Good morning, Pamela. Sleep well?”

“Actually, I did. Thank you for asking, but enough of the small talk. Why don’t you want to see your girlfriend? I would think you’d be chomping at the bit to be with her.” 

“Let’s go outside. I’m expecting a work crew at seven.” With Lexy’s leash in his hand, he left Pam in the kitchen. 

Outside, he walked off the porch and hooked Lexy to the long-line he’d installed after taking her for a walk. The run gave her enough room to explore while keeping her near the house. He watched her chase after a squirrel, her barks echoing in the muggy air. She was oblivious to the fact that she had stopped existing in Annah’s world. Too bad he wasn’t a dog.

Pam shouted from the doorway. “Eric, it sucks out here. Let’s sit inside, and you can watch for the guys from the window.”

He kept his attention on Lexy, ultimately hearing the scratch of a chair against the wooden floor. As if she hadn’t said a word, he asked, “What about Sam? Barney said he was going to call him. Do you know if he did?”

“Barney called him last night, and I telephoned a little while ago. He’s freaked out, as any kid would be. I told him to call his mother. Maybe his voice will spark a memory. Now, will you at least come up here on the porch? All this shouting isn’t helping the pounding in my head.”

He climbed the steps and joined her at the table. “Serves you right for drinking two bottles of wine.”

“Barney helped, and look who’s talking? You killed an entire case of Coronas.”

“And I’m paying for it, so let’s not talk, shall we?” He sat watching Lexy leap at butterflies, her strong jaws snapping at empty air. No matter how much he tried to work it all out, he couldn’t. Yeah, sure, the news about Helen was a frigging bomb, but the Annah he’d come to know would’ve rallied. She would come back to the farm, ranted and raged for a while, but then she would have talked about it. They could have worked it out together. What happened to push her over the edge?

He placed his mug on the table and stared at Pam. “Did you remember anything else? Did Annah cry out while she was in the bathroom?”

“Give me a break, Eric. You’ve asked me a hundred times. I told you I heard her, and I knocked on the door. She said she was fine and told me to go back in the lawyer’s office.”

“But she wasn’t fine, was she?” He slammed the coffee mug against the table and coffee shot across the surface. “If you had done something...anything, she wouldn’t be in the hospital again.” With a sudden move, he got up and walked back down the porch steps.

Pam got up, walked over to the railing, and threw her coffee at his feet. “You’re a peach, Eric. Go ahead. If you want to blame someone, blame me. It’s all my fault. Big, bad Pam ruined everything. Well, you listen to me, asswipe, this is no one’s fault. Shit happens. If I had barged into the bathroom, there’s no guarantee Annah would have her memory. This is the way the chips fell, and now we have to deal with it. You don’t want to lose her? Well, do something about it instead of whining. Go pick her up and bring her home where we can help her.” 

Eric turned away and strode over to the chairs where Annah and Pam had sat the previous morning. He looked up at the wind chime hanging from a branch and smacked it with his hand. In hindsight, it was a bad idea; the racket it made rattled in his head like a tambourine. 

Pam slammed her palm on the wooden railing. “For crying out loud, Eric, say something.”

“I already told you what I think.” 

“What? That the hospital should keep Annah? I don’t think you have much say in the matter. Everything depends on the CAT scan.”

Turning, he met her eyes. “Even if the results are negative, she still has amnesia, Pam. She should stay where they can help her.”

“Oh, please. You’re just looking for a way to wimp out. With her in the hospital, you’re off the hook.”

“I’m not wimping out, and I’m not looking to get off the hook. I just don’t think she’ll want to see me.” 

Pam howled in laughter. “You’re a hoot. All this time, I thought you were worried about her, and it’s only your wounded ego.” She balled her hand and rubbed at the corner of her right eye. “Boohoo, poor me. Annah won’t see me.”

It would be a cold day in hell before he’d let Pamela Smith bait him. “Lexy, come!” He snapped at the line, and she ran to his side, panting a wide grin at him. The swelling on her snout was hard to miss. He picked off the engorged tick and squeezed it between his fingernails. Grabbing Lexy’s leash, he fled the backyard for the safety of the barn.

Pam ran after him. “Prove me wrong?” At the barn door, she caught up with him. “I’m waiting, Thor.”

He spun and faced her. “What do you want from me, Pam?” 

“I want you to stop acting like this is about you.” 

He unlocked the door and entered the dark barn but then turned and blocked her entrance. “You know better than to say that.”

Pam stood in front of him, her hands planted on her hips. “Do I? Because if this is about some male pride bullshit—”

“Don’t!” He met her anger with his own. 

“What’s your problem?” she demanded. “And don’t give me the crap about the hospital or that she doesn’t want to see you. You and I both know those are excuses. Spill.”

He looked away from her hard expression and studied the dirt floor. There was no way she’d understand. 

 “I’m melting here, Thor. Either speak or don’t, but make a decision.”

The weight of the situation threatened to crush his heart. Was he less of a man if he admitted the truth, that he’d been useless time and again where Annah was concerned? And that he was sure he’d fail again? He moved away from the bright light of the morning, wanting to hide in the dank interior of the barn. Hushed wings flew overhead, and he looked up in time to see the owl flying into the hayloft. Mandy. What had she said? That he should never lose hope? Had she known this was going to happen? If so, then why hadn’t she told him instead of spouting riddles? He would have been able to help Annah. Somehow, he would have kept her safe. But now…

I’m done, Eric.” Pam moved away from the door. “Enjoy your self-pity party.” 

He ran to the door and shouted after her. “What if I can’t help her, Pam?” 

Pam stopped and walked back, coming to stand in front of him. 

 “What if, no matter how hard I try, I’ll never be able to help her? What then, Pam? What do I do then?”

“Oh, sweetie. Why would you think that?” Pam took hold of his hands and gave them a little shake. “You will help her. If she doesn’t get her memories back, so what? You’ll help her make new ones.” She grinned adding, “Besides, think of the fun you’ll have getting her to fall in love with you all over again, especially when she sees your hammer.” 

*******

Annah shifted her bottom. The chair was far from comfortable, its plastic cushion seeming to be stuffed with marbles instead of padding. Taking a shower had been her goal, but the nurse said a neurologist would be arriving before seven. Her cell phone indicated a time of six fifty-seven. By seven-oh-five she’d better have some answers. 

The websites she’d looked at offered vague information regarding amnesia. Lots of specialists spouted medical jargon that translated into they didn’t know a damn thing. She’d read the stories of others suffering from the same condition she had. One guy divorced his wife. A young woman continued to live with her family, even though they were basically strangers to her, but a year later decided to walk away from it all, and they never heard from her again. All the stories hadn’t had bad endings, though. Patients did recover; in some instances, their memories returned after a few weeks. For others, it took years. One person’s past caught up with him after two decades. Hopefully, she’d be on the lower end of the spectrum. 

Looking through the photos in her phone’s gallery had been like skimming the pages of a magazine; the people meant nothing to her. Not even the dog. She assumed it was hers. A picture of her kneeling next to it, her arm draped around the beast’s massive shoulders, offered no hint. The out-of-focus background indicated she’d been in a park of some sort. The dog’s tongue hung from the side of its open jaw, and what looked like a portable water bowl rested at its feet. 

The tee she wore showed moisture stains in the armpits. That, combined with the running sneakers on her feet, led her to the logical conclusion that she’d been jogging. An insignificant piece of information about herself, but it was a start. Confucius had once said the man who moves a mountain begins by carrying away small stones. How many rocks would she have to remove until the fortress imprisoning her memories released them?

She choked out the words, “How can I remember something Confucius said but not my date of birth?” 

“Good question.” A man dressed in blue surgical scrubs and a white lab coat entered the room. With a brisk movement, he settled in the nearby chair and continued speaking. “I’ll do my best to answer that question, along with the others I’m sure you have.” 

He leaned forward and extended his hand. “I’m Doctor Shah. Doctor Landry has called me in to consult on your case.” White hair, parted down the middle, accented skin the color of honey, and kind, brown eyes. “How are you feeling?” 

“That’s a loaded question, doctor.” Her tone could have been less caustic, but she failed to see how such an open-ended question would get them anywhere.

“Start with physically. Are you in any pain or suffering from any headaches? I read in your chart that you woke quite anxious during the night. Something to do with a bad dream.”

“It wasn’t a bad—” She clipped her sentence. If she insisted the scream she’d heard had been real, he might conclude she needed more than anti-anxiety drugs. She softened her tone. “Yes, I had a bad dream, but physically, I feel fine. No headaches at all.”

“Good, good. I’ll try to explain what has happened regarding your memories, but first, allow me to clarify...”

Doctor Shah launched into a long-winded explanation regarding the medical community’s inability to understand the scope of the human brain. He next began a detailed dissertation on the experiments behavioral psychologist, Karl Lashley, had conducted in the nineteen-twenties. 

Her patience ran out, and she interrupted him. “Doctor Shah, stop with the neurological mumbling. Just tell me what’s wrong with me.”

“What is wrong with you is you have what we call retrograde amnesia.”

“I already know that. I want to know why.”

“That I can’t say. The good news is your memories are still there, but they have been locked for now. In time, you may regain them.”

 “May! No, that can’t be true. Surely you mean will?” Fright started building inside her. His explanation had gone from encouraging to alarming. “How will I survive?”

“You will survive just fine. Many amnesiacs undergo complete recovery, but truthfully, some never do. The tests we conducted show no areas of concern within your brain. No clots or swelling. In fact, you have the brain functions resembling a much younger woman—active and well-formed.” 

“If there’s no areas of concern, then why do I have the memories of a newborn baby?” She shifted in the chair while choking back tears. “Tell me, doctor, why would the brain form memories and then wipe the slate clean? Where’s the sense in it?”

“We have much to learn about the brain, so I cannot say that your slate, as you call it, has been wiped clean. I’m confident your memories are intact and, in time, will reappear. Your brain tissue is neurologically healthy. If I had to guess, I would say your mind has shut down as a means of protection. Please understand, I’m a neurosurgeon, not a neuropsychologist.”

She allowed her annoyance to lace her voice, not caring if she offended him or not. “If you can’t help me, shouldn’t I be speaking with someone who can? I mean, what are you even doing here?”

He didn’t seem bothered by her comment. “I’m confident you will be just fine. As for the question you asked when I arrived, many times individuals with amnesia still recall facts unrelated to their own lives. You have forgotten what made you Annah, but you have retained all else.” He stood and adjusted his stethoscope. “I’m due in surgery and must be going; I’ll be sending you home with a prescription in case you suffer continued anxiety. The medication will help with headaches as well. Your primary-care physician has, of course, been alerted to your condition. I want to stress you should meet with a neuropsychologist. There have been great advances in the treatment of the type of retrograde amnesia you have, the type that doesn’t manifest due to physiological reasons.” 

Taking hold of her hand, he offered a placating smile, as if she was some worrisome child. “You’re capable of making new memories. I suggest you allow your family and friends to help you forge ahead. Goodbye.” 

He left as abruptly as he’d arrived, and she was no closer to understanding the situation. How was she supposed to forge ahead when her very foundation had been ripped out from beneath her? Plus, what good were new memories when the old ones, the ones that connected her to her family and friends, were gone? She was walking a narrow ledge with nothing but unfathomable darkness below her. One false move...

 

 Yesterday, the ringtone might have meant something, but now it was just a song. She read the name on the screen. Sam. The accompanying photo was of a child in a diaper standing on a beach and holding what looked like a sand-covered peach. His smile ran from ear to ear.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Mum, are you better?” 

The person speaking sounded to be in his late teens, definitely not someone still wearing diapers. 

“Sam?”

“Yeah, cool. I told Uncle Barney you’d never forget me.”

‘Uncle’? The annoying guy from the previous night was her brother? Why hadn’t he said so? She glanced around the room. Her two choices for places to sit were the bed and the lumpy chairs. She opted for the windowsill and moved in that direction, resting her bum against the edge. “My brother is Barney?”

“No, Mum. Jeez, that’s gross. He’s your friend and... Aw, forget about it.”

She released a dry snicker. Forget about it was easy for him to say but not something she wanted to do at the moment. “I have to ask... Are you the boy in the pictures in my phone?”

“Yeah. I’m Sam. Jeez, Mum, I’m your kid.”

Her son? Nobody had said anything about her having a son. There were pictures of her with a child and teenager stored in her phone. In some of them, she was hugging him or had been caught in the motion of kissing him. The two of them always seemed to be wearing big grins as if they enjoyed being together, making memories that were now lost to her. At first, she’d reasoned the boy in the photos was her son but then dismissed the thought. No mother would forget her child, no matter how severe the trauma. She couldn’t have been more wrong.

“Mum, you there?”

Wiping her fingers across her eyes, she waited for the trembling in her lips to subside before she spoke. Like the people in the stories she’d read, she’d forgotten her own child. Furthermore, she’d been so caught up in her own hell that she’d never stopped to consider how the people who loved her would feel. She might not remember any of them, but they hadn’t forgotten her.

“I’m here. I’m sorry.” She had a feeling that would become her new mantra—I’m sorry; I’m sorry for forgetting you; I’m sorry if I’m looking at you like you’re a complete stranger because you are; I’m sorry I seem to be losing my hold on reality because I am. “I’m sorry. I...I...I’m sorry, I... I don’t remember you. I’m so very sorry.” 

“Come on, Mum. Think hard.” 

Sam’s angry insistence wasn’t helping. “Shouting doesn’t help,” she said. “Please, stop. I’m sorry.”

“This sucks!”

A harsh voice barked in the background. Someone was with him, listening to his end of the conversation. “Are you allowed to swear?” she asked. “How old are you?”

“I’m eighteen, so you can save the lecture. Besides, chill. Everyone says sucks.”

“Are you always so snarky?”

“Good one, Mum,” he said, ending with a laugh. “That’s what people say about you. Do you still want me to come home this weekend?”

“Where are you?”

“I’m in Hawaii with Dad.”

“Dad? Your father? I’m married?”

“Jeez, Mum. No. You and Dad got divorced. I live with him in Australia, remember?”

“You keep saying ‘remember.’ Trust me, it doesn’t help. Australia? You said you were in Hawaii.”

“Dad’s here for work. We live in Australia, but next week we’re going to Bora Bora to check out a house he wants to buy.”

What kind of lifestyle did her ex-husband have? Was he some sort of celebrity? He was obviously rich if he could travel all over the globe. “Why are you living with your father? Am I a terrible mother? Did I send you away?” 

“No, Mum. You’re a great mother. Dad just made a better offer.”

“A better offer? Did we compete for you?”

The gruff voice spoke again, and Sam said, “Something like that. Anyway, I gotta go. Dad’s about to bust a gasket. He wants to know what’s happening this weekend, so he can make plans.”

She walked up to the bedside tray, poured herself a cup of water, and gulped the entire contents. Then she switched the phone to her opposite hand and wiped her sweaty palm against the hospital gown. The son she didn’t know wanted to come to what he thought of as home and see a woman he expected to be his mother. This could only end badly. If she let him come, seeing her in her present state might do him more harm than good. Better to keep him far away until she was herself again, whenever that would be.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t... Listen...You’d better stay...I’m sorry, I just don’t think...” Who was she kidding? She was about to crush him to make things easier for herself, not in order to protect him. This wasn’t a great way for a mother to behave. Swallowing her fear, she said, “Of course, come home.”

“Great! I love you, Mum. I’ll text the info.”

“Okay. And Sam...” She wanted to give him something to hold onto. “I...I…” She had nothing to offer.

“It’s okay, Mum. You don’t have to say it. I know you love me. I’ll see ya soon.” 

“Yes, see ya.” She held her phone and stared at the screen, hoping it would help her figure out what she was going to do. A swirl of air swept over her bare ankles, carrying a hint of a familiar scent. She looked at the doorway, and before she could catch herself, her lips opened into a smile. 




Chapter 13

THE prospect of her being happy to see him confused her since she’d banished him the day before. She’d looked for evidence of him in her cell phone gallery, but nothing existed. Plenty of photos of her and the boy. Several that featured the blonde who’d accosted her on the sidewalk and who’d visited last night. And a few of the chubby guy Sam had called Uncle Barney. Oh, and the dog: almost as many photos of the dog as the boy. But none of the man with the piercing eyes now staring at her. 

Who was he to her? The blonde had started talking about him, but then Uncle Barney had made his bombastic entrance. From that point on, everything had become chaotic with the wailing, chest beating, and lamenting—all on Uncle Barney’s part. That guy was a regular prima donna. She’d ended up throwing him and the blonde out of the room before she could learn anything about the man now standing at her threshold.

She sat up stiff-backed and forced her lips into a straight line. “Do you always lurk in doorways?” 

“No, not always.”

“Then why are you lurking in mine?” 

He slipped his hands into his front pockets. “I figured I’d wait for an invitation before coming into the room.” 

“What are you? A vampire?”

“Not likely.” His laugh seemed uneasy before fading away. “Though I’ve been called worse.” He bent and lifted a cloth bag that had been next to his feet. “Pam sent some clean clothes.”

“As opposed to sending dirty clothes?” 

His mouth formed a cautious grin. “It’s good to see you haven’t lost your quick wit.” 

A chill ran up her bare legs. She shivered at the sound of his voice—the smooth, velvet music of it. Standing, she took careful steps across the floor. His aroma tickled her mind. Earthy, with a tinge of musk. Although she couldn’t remember the scent’s name, she held onto it just the same. It whispered of warm summer nights and lingering kisses. Did she have some sort of connection with this man, or was her mind running away with itself? Heck, why not? It had plenty of free space in which to frolic since her memories had been banished to Never Never Land.

“Blondie said someone would be picking me up, but she didn’t say it would be you.”

He raised an eyebrow and laughed again. If he had been in a crowd, everyone would have stopped to drink in its magic. At least she would have. 

“You mean Pam? She’ll be thrilled to learn her new nickname. Look, I hope you’re not disappointed or angry.” 

“No, it’s fine. You can stay.”

He held out the bag but remained outside the room. “There’s a toothbrush in there, along with some other stuff she thought you might need.”

“Thank you. You can come in. Or you can wait out there. Come in. Do whatever you want.” She stopped rambling and reached for the bag, ready to dash into the adjacent bathroom. He’d spoken of the blonde with an easy familiarity, as if they were... Did she care? Obviously, she did.  “Um, are…are you and Blondie…? I mean, are you two together?”

This time he used his laughter to bring himself into the room. She wanted to dive into the warmth of it. He came forward, shortening the distance between them, and raised his fingers toward her face before faltering.

With him near, her blood pulsed against her eardrums. His eyes drew her to a place she must have been before because the depths welcomed her with their intimacy. She allowed her feet to carry her a bit closer, and he followed through and placed his finger against her cheek, the rough skin triggering something she didn’t understand.

“Annah,” he murmured. “There’s no one else for me but you.”

She reached behind her and held onto the bathroom door, her legs threatening to betray her by sending her into his arms. “Th...That’s impossible.” 

“And why is that?”

“Because, I d...don’t even know your name.”

He grinned, flashing a pair of perfect, white teeth. “Hi, I’m Eric.”

“Um, yes, Eric. I’m… I’ll get dressed now.” Leaving him there, she forced her feet to move her into the bathroom.

 

After she washed at the sink, she slipped on the bra and matching panties Blondie had sent and stepped back to see her reflection in the bathroom mirror. The scar running from under her diaphragm to her groin must have been excruciatingly painful to receive, but now it wasn’t even tender to the touch. Another, much shorter scar, angled at the left side of her abdomen. Faded areas around her throat, face, and temple looked like old black-and-blues and a third scar peaked out from under a portion of her hairline, which looked to have been shaved at some point. Had she been in an accident and that was how she’d lost her memory? No, that didn’t make sense. She’d only lost her memory a day ago, and the scars were healed. Or had that actually been when she’d lost it? There was nothing in her head before Blondie had attached herself to her purse. Had she already been an amnesiac before that point—because of the car accident? 

“Nothing makes sense,” she mumbled and unfolded a belted, silk shift from the bag. After hanging it on the door hook, she looked in the bag again. At the bottom was a pair of canvas ballet flats and a red, plastic pouch that contained a toothbrush, toothpaste, small bottle of perfume, concealer, blush, and a tube of lipstick. Blondie had thought of everything. 

 While dressing, she tried to figure out her involvement with the blonde and the man outside. Pam and Eric. So far, they were the only two people who seemed to truly care. Oh, and there was Sam. Uncle Barney hadn’t shown a whole lot of concern, unless she counted his pleas for her to get well so his trip to Africa wouldn’t be delayed. 

And now she had a name to go with the Norse demigod waiting for her. Eric. He looked like a modern-day version of Thor, except he wasn’t wearing a red cape and helmet, and he wasn’t wielding a mighty hammer. Although he could be hiding it in his pants. And he had great arms. Not too big but muscular enough to make a woman feel safe. He’d more or less said she was the only woman in his life. He looked a lot younger than her. What was she, some kind of Mrs. Robinson? And if they were a couple, where were the photos of the two of them? 

Maybe he was a pervert, someone who’d been stalking her, and now that her memory was gone, he had his chance to abduct her. Maybe her life was in danger, and Blondie was in on it, too? 

She needed to remain calm. The nurse’s call button attached to the wall alongside the toilet was within reach. If she pressed it, someone would come and help her. 

After a soft knock at the door, Eric’s voice called into the bathroom. “Annah, are you okay?” 

“I...I’m fine. I’ll be right out.” She should call for help before it was too late. The hospital staff had no way of knowing where he would take her. She might end up in some dirty cabin, tied to a bed.

“Annah? Should I get a nurse?”

“No, I’m...I’m fine.” It was time to calm down and stop acting like a fool. Blondie had to be her friend since there were lots of pictures in her phone of the two of them. And Eric knew them both. He could be her boyfriend. What an insipid word; it made her sound like a teenager.

She slipped the dress over her head and fastened the belt. After taking a final look at herself, she unlocked the door and emerged from the bathroom to find him standing right on the other side. His expression gave her reason to pause. It displayed genuine concern, to the point where he looked as if he might have a stroke.

“I was getting worried,” he offered. “Do you need a nurse?”

“No, thank you.” She gathered her phone. “They were going to wheel me out, but I told them I’d rather walk.” She took a final look around, the sterile environment of the hospital room suddenly more comforting than the world she was about to enter. 

Eric touched her elbow, drawing her attention. “I’m here, Annah. You’re not alone.”

An elusive thought filtered through her mind. His voice belonged to the man she’d heard last night. 

 

Eric drove without saying a word. At the onset, she appreciated his silence. However, as the miles passed, her agitation started to grow. If he truly cared for her, he should be filling her with information, like her favorite flavor of ice cream or her favorite color. Did he even know these things? Maybe they weren’t dating. Seriously, was she the kind of woman who would date a man younger than herself? Sure, her thoughts while dressing had been lewd, but being horny didn’t mean she had a romantic relationship with him. Plus, if they were dating, why weren’t there any pictures of them in her phone? He and the blonde might be trying to scam her. Maybe she was rich, and they wanted her money. Sam was out of the country, and there didn’t appear to be any close relative willing to claim her. A test was called for. 

“Have you met Sam?”

“No.” He didn’t take his eyes off the road. 

“You haven’t met him? How is it that we’re dating, but you haven’t met my son?” 

The accusatory tone in her voice received a chuckle for a response. “Annah, you don’t have to worry. I’m not some stalker planning on taking advantage of you.”

“I never said—” Was she so transparent that he could read her thoughts? Or was he trying to stall? “Just answer the question.”

“I never met Sam because I’ve only been in Copedale since June, and Sam left in May. However, he and I spoke on the phone when...” He stopped talking and frowned. 

“When what?”

“It’s nothing.” 

“Not to me.” His sudden avoidance irked her. She didn’t need more secrets. “Finish. When what?”

“He and I talked when you were in the hospital.”

The response made sense to her. Sam could have called him to discuss her amnesia. “Okay, that’s not so bad. So, what’s my favorite flavor ice cream?”

“You don’t know?”

“If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking you.”

“Or you could be testing me to make sure I really am your boyfriend.”

She folded her arms into a tight knot and decided to call his bluff. “Okay, wise guy, let’s say I do think you’re a stalker. That would explain why you don’t know my favorite flavor.”

“I never said I didn’t.” He glanced at her and added a quick wink. “But let me add, since you don’t know what it is, how will you know if I’m telling the truth?”

She huffed and faced the window. Did he think he had the upper hand just because she didn’t remember things? Pressing against the door, she faced him and narrowed her eyes. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-four.”

“Bingo.” She pointed her index finger at his face, coming close to poking him in the eye. “I knew it! There’s no way you’re my boyfriend.”

He took hold of her finger and slipped his hand around hers. “And why is that?”

She pulled her hand free and moved closer to the door. “I would never have been foolish enough to date someone half my age.”

“Point taken, but please, tell me, how old are you?

If he thought he could catch her, he was sorely mistaken. “I’m...I’m...” The number was there, so close she almost tasted it. “I’m forty-three.”

“Nice try.”

“Forty-eight.”

“Higher.”

“Fifty?”

“Higher.”

She decided to change the topic. “Have we...?”

His mouth opened into a roguish grin. “Have we made love?”

Why had she asked? The heat filling her cheeks was doing little to calm her nerves. “Sure, fine. Yes, that.”

“Yes.”

“When?” 

“Well, the most recent time we were together was yesterday morning.”

 She hadn’t been prepared for that answer and struggled to regain her composure. “How long have we been dating?”

“Hm, let’s see. We met in June and began dating a week or so after that.”

“I slept with you after knowing you for a week? What am I, a slu—”

“No, you’re not,” he insisted. “And for the record, we didn’t sleep together right away. You told me you weren’t looking for a romp. You dated but never slept with anyone after Steven. Until me, that is.”

“How long, and who’s Steven?”

“Five or six years, and Steven was your last lover.”

“Okay, back up. I went five years without sleeping with a man, met you and, bam, I’m in bed with you! Great, just great. I’m a horny, slutty old woman. Now, tell me about Steven.”

Eric shook his head. “Nope, not going to happen. I’ll let Pam tackle that topic. I wasn’t around when you dated him. What else do you want to know?”

“How come there are no pictures of us? I looked at every photo in my phone, and you’re not there. Explain that.”

“We never took any. There is one photo. I’ll text it to you. Now, it’s my turn to ask you a question. Ready?”

“I didn’t do very well on the age question. What else could I possibly answer?” 

“This is an easy one,” he said. “You’ve had amnesia for a day and a half. Tell me, at this point, right now, what do you fear the most?”

His question knocked her off balance. First, because she’d thought her amnesia had been for a lot longer, and second, because she’d been expecting something banal such as her address or the color of her car, not something so reflective.

“Take as long as you need. I’ll wait,” Eric said.

“Okay, I’m ready. I’m afraid I won’t get my memories back.” It was a valid concern, and one he might be expecting. She’d leave it at that and keep the truth private. 

Eric stroked his chin and appeared to think about her response. “Nope. Try again.”

“Excuse me? What do you mean, try again? I answered your question.”

“No, you didn’t. I asked what you fear the most. The answer you gave me isn’t what you fear the most. Try again.”

“If you don’t like my answer, too bad.” She huffed and faced forward, crossing her arms. What was he expecting? For her to bare her soul to him? She’d just met him. Besides, what else was there to say? Sure, it wasn’t so much her memories being gone that scared her, although that aspect certainly sucked; it was the loss of her essence that shook her. But would he understand? She’d lost her dreams, her desires, what she’d felt when she woke each morning or went to bed each night, what she believed about herself. What she feared the most was that she’d end up lost because there was nothing to tether her to her life. 

He reached his hand over the seat and linked his fingers through hers. “Would you like to hear my thoughts?”

“Yes.” To her surprise, this time she didn’t pull away, which meant what? That she was starting to trust him? 

“I think you fear the loss of your inner balance. The memories of your life are one thing; memories can be made again, but you can’t be made again. We all have hopes about our lives, those feelings we keep to ourselves, only hearing them when we’re silent enough to listen. I think losing those intimate pieces of yourself is frightening because you believe that without them, you won’t exist.”

She studied the way her hand fit his perfectly, as if it was made to be held by him. As far as she was concerned, nothing more needed to be said. He’d read her as true as if she’d read herself. He knew her. 

They rode in silence, and she retained a hold of his hand, glad he didn’t seem to mind. Now that her truth had been exposed, how did she move forward? Was it worth grasping at her past and trying to recapture the missing memories, or should she move on and build new ones, trusting that she would find herself somewhere in the future?

Eric gave her hand a quick shake. “Don’t try to force everything at once. Be patient. It’ll come.”

He turned the truck onto a narrow road and drove toward the wooded end where he swung into the last driveway on the right. 

She peered out the windshield at the white bungalow. “This is my house?” It looked cozy and welcoming, with flower boxes on the windows and painted shutters, but the floodgate of memories she hoped would come didn’t. They could have been sitting in front of a stranger’s house, and she never would have known. 

 “How long have I lived here?”

“You told me you bought the place from your ex about ten years ago, I think. Barney would know the exact date. While you were in the— Barney had some work done to the place, enlarged your guest room and added a half-bath. He also had the house cleaned and painted, inside and out. Don’t worry, he kept the original color scheme.”

She opened the passenger door. “That’s funny. He could have painted it neon yellow. It’s not as if I would have known.”

Eric came around to her side and helped her from the truck. “Don’t give him any ideas. Come on, I’ll give you a tour.”

“I guess I like wind chimes.” She motioned at the two hanging from a dogwood tree in the front yard and at the one by the front door. 

“You told me they create positive chi when they move.”

“Okay, I guess.” His comment didn’t make sense, but that wasn’t anything new. Maybe she was into Feng Shui. She stopped him before he inserted a key into the lock. “Wait, I don’t want to go in just yet.” 

“Okay, what do you want to do?”

“Can we sit here for a minute?” She settled herself on the top step, and he joined her. If she went inside and still didn’t remember, then what? Even though there was no running from the inevitable, at least she could postpone it a bit.

“Tell me about my dog. What’s its name? It’s big, right? Why isn’t it barking?”

“Her name is Lexy, and she’s at my house. She’s an Australian Shepherd and an awesome dog. Anything else?”

“No.” She leaned forward and hugged her legs. When he wrapped his arm around her shoulder, she released her fright in the form of burning tears.

He held her and whispered, “Shh, nena, it will be okay, I promise.”

She raised her wet face. “What did you just call me?” 

“Nena.” He used his fingers to wipe her cheeks. “It’s Spanish for—”

“I know. It’s Spanish for baby. But why Spanish?”

“I speak Spanish. So do you.”

“I speak Spanish?” 

“Yeah, you studied it in college. You even spent a summer in Madrid. Lo entiendes?”

“Yes, I understand. Wait.” She scooted back so they faced each other. “Lo entiendes? I understand. I do, I understand. Hot damn, I speak Spanish!” She jumped to her feet and wiped off the back of her dress. “Si, entiendo. Estoy listo para ir a mi casa.” She was ready to go into her house. 

After he unlocked the door, Eric deprogrammed the alarm system and showed her how to use it. She took a moment to look at the living room before facing him. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to do the tour on my own.” She thought she saw worry in his eyes, but it soon vanished.

“Alright,” he agreed. “I’ll get your stuff and head out.” He ran back to the truck and returned with the cloth bag. “If you need me, call. Anytime.” He bent to look in her eyes. “Understand?”

“Do I have…?” A fraction of understanding clicked. “You’re the Eric programmed in my cell phone.” 

“Guilty as charged. Unless you know someone else named Eric.”

“Ha, I don’t know anyone so I couldn’t tell you.”

His grin in response to her quick laugh made her want to change her mind and invite him in. Even though she didn’t know him, she had an inkling that she once had.  

Instead of extending the invitation, she said, “Don’t worry about me. I might just go to bed and face everything in the morning.”

“Good idea.” 

He stepped away, but she stopped him. “Eric?” 

Turning back, he said, “Annah?” 

“Thank you.” Holding on to him for balance, she lifted up on her toes and placed a soft kiss on his cheek, inhaling quickly before lowering back down. If things got tough, she’d use the memory of his scent to calm her.

“You’re welcome.” He traced the shape of her jaw with his thumb. “You’re going to be fine, Annah. Remember to just keep swimming.”

She stood and watched him walk to the truck. She remained watching as he backed out of the driveway and continued watching as he drove down the street. When he was out of view, she took a deep breath and faced the empty house.




Chapter 14

WITH a bump of her hip, Annah sent the counter drawer back in place. So far, her quest for chocolate had resulted in a big fat zero. What kind of woman was she that she didn’t have chocolate in the house? She pulled the refrigerator door. Along those lines, what kind of woman was she that she didn’t have food in her house? Except for a case of water and a few condiments, the cold interior was barren. Although she sure kept it clean. 

She removed a bottle of water and shut the door. She’d run to a grocery store if she knew where one was and if she had a way to get there. When she and Eric arrived, there hadn’t been a car in the driveway. Did she even own one? She could call him or Blondie. One of them would take her shopping. Or she could have food delivered if she had any money. Damn. She didn’t even have a purse. No wallet, no money, no ID, no memory, no nothing. 

It seemed an exercise in futility to look in the cabinets again, but it was worth a try. She stood back and stared. Dishes, glasses, bowls, and spices. No wonder she was as thin as a waif. She obviously didn’t believe in eating, which didn’t make sense since she had a stove the size of Texas. It was interesting that the interior appeared unused, as pristine as the inside of the fridge and the cabinets. Maybe she ordered out all the time. Whether she cooked or not, the calisthenics her stomach was performing meant she was hungry. 

The only area of the house left unchecked was the basement. She walked into the pantry, noting more construction odors. The cabinets and shelves certainly looked new. The only thing off about the room was the lack of canned goods or other staples a pantry usually contained. What was with her? Was she some kind of minimalist living on nothing but water and sticks? Did she even shower on a regular basis?

She opened the basement door. The caustic odor of cleaning solvents assaulted her nose. Maybe the construction crew had spilled some paint. She flipped the light switch. The area below the stairs lit up. When her right foot reached the top step, she stopped. Her breathing slowed as she listened. The sounds of birds flitted through the screens as did the music of the wind chimes, but the basement remained deathly silent. She peered under the stairwell arch. The shadows beckoned her to come down. Maybe some other day. She slammed the door and left the pantry. She didn’t need chocolate that badly. 

She tossed the empty water bottle into the sink and walked down the hallway and into her bedroom. Eric had said Barney had arranged for the renovations. Who was he to her? He didn’t seem the kind of person she’d gravitate toward. Neither was Blondie, for that matter. Then again, she had no stinking idea what type of person she would gravitate toward. It went without question, however, that the two of them were an odd combination. When they’d visited her at the hospital, all they’d done was cry or spit at each other like a couple of ornery cats. Although, to be fair, all the crying had been on Uncle Barney’s part.

When she reached her nightstand, she grabbed her phone and went and sat on the window seat. The odor of fresh paint and lumber filled the snug alcove, making her wonder if this had been one of Uncle Barney’s new additions. Tucking her feet under her bum, she opened her gallery and looked at the photo Eric had recently sent. It was of the two of them, and they appeared to be on a dance floor. The picture had been taken from a fair distance away. People sat at tables, so it must have been a restaurant. The photographer had zoomed in, which would account for the graininess of the image. One of Eric’s hands rested against her lower back and the other held her hand close to his chest. What had it felt like to be in his arms? She must have enjoyed it because, even with the poor quality of the picture, the look on her face wasn’t hard to decipher. She was in love. Eric’s expression showed the same emotion. 

What song had been playing? Most likely something slow and romantic. She closed her eyes, and she sealed herself away from the noises outside the bedroom windows and called the picture into her mind. The picture on her phone came into view. Now, she needed to bring forth the memory. It was there, she just had to gently lure it into view. With added concentration, she focused on what his hand would have felt like. Warm. Strong. 

Straightening her legs, she stood and swayed to an imaginary song as Eric held her close in her mind. There. Piano music. Too low to reveal the melody, but it was there. A clattering of dishes and voices filled in the edges of the music. A woman sang, her voice hushed by the distance. The melody grew louder. She knew the song. It was…It was…It was gone.

“No, please.” She stretched out her hands and clutched at the air. She’d been so damn close. “This sucks.” 

Back on the window seat, she drew her legs up, wrapped her arms around them, and stared out the open window. Sun-dappled leaves waved as a warm breeze swirled through the muggy air. Wind chimes swayed gently. Her eyelids, heavy with fatigue, lowered and she leaned against the seat back. As she drifted to sleep, her mind acknowledged the aroma carried on the air. Sandalwood. She loved sandalwood.

 

At the sound of the door chime and a mechanical voice announcing, “Back Door,” she sat up, her heart in her throat. Her phone had slid to the floor, and she bent over to grab it. Before she could find the number of the police, she heard her name. 

“Annah-Bee.”

What was Blondie doing in the house?

“Here you are.” Pam walked into the room. “What are you doing?” She made herself comfortable on the end of the unmade bed. 

Annah narrowed her eyes. “How did you get in?” 

“I have a key. You gave it to me years ago.”

“I don’t re...” She blinked and shook her head. Saying she didn’t remember giving out a key was moot. 

Pam snapped her fingers. “Hello. Are you going to speak?”

Annah continued to stare, her mouth clamped shut.

“Okie-dokie. I guess I’ll jump in. I brought you some groceries, and I have your purse. I also stopped and got dog food and us iced coffees.” Pam bounced off the bed. “Why don’t you stay here with your mouth open? It’s a good look.” She chuckled and walked out of the room. “Oh, and I got chocolate and ice cream too,” she shouted from the hallway.

Annah got up and walked to the bathroom. Who else had a key to her house? Eric? The chubby guy, Barney? Obviously, he had one since he’d been in charge of the remodeling. What if they walked in while she was...was...well, doing something she didn’t want anyone to see? Although having Eric walk in might be fun. Damn, she was a dirty old woman.

 

Pam came up to the screen door and kicked her foot against the base. “Help. These are heavy.”

Annah held it open and took hold of one of the bags. “Why did you carry them all at once instead of making two trips?”

“Are you kidding? It’s going to take more than two trips.” Pam set her cargo on the kitchen table. “You could help, you know.” 

While she removed a plastic cup from a cardboard tray on the counter, Annah gave a quick response. “It’s too hot outside. I’ll put the food away.” 

Pam eyed her with a look of disbelief. “How do you even know that coffee is yours?”

“I don’t know, but the writing on the side says blueberry.” 

“What is it you always tell me? Writing can’t talk.” Pam pushed the door open and left.

“And Sam said she calls me snarky. Now who’s being snarky?” Annah snickered and began emptying the bags. She didn’t have a clue where things went. However, since she was starting fresh, she could put them anywhere she wanted. With three boxes of pasta in her hands, she walked into the pantry and placed them on a top shelf.

Pam returned and kicked at the door again. “Open, please.” After Annah let her in, she dropped the bags on the floor. “Why the kid overloaded the bags is beyond me. He may have been cute, but he doesn’t have one working brain cell.” She slipped a strap off her shoulder. “Here’s your purse.”

“I’m putting things away. You put it on the counter, thanks.” Annah balled a plastic bag and dropped it in the trash bin.

“Don’t!” Pam removed the bag. “You save these. You’re like some plastic bag hoarder.” She shoved it in a bin located behind the trash. “They go in here. And where are you putting the food?”

Annah continued her mission of dispersing the groceries. “I’m putting them were they go.”

“No, you’re not. Stop!” Pam removed the cans of beans from the shelf above the plates. 

“What’s the big deal? I don’t even remember where anything goes.”

Pam said, “It is a big deal. When you get your memory back, you’ll be flipping out. You’re extremely particular. Let me emphasize extremely.”

Annah reached into a bag and removed a box the size of a package of coffee pods. The printing on the sides was a dead giveaway as to the contents. “What are these for?” 

“Oh, those are for me.” Pam swept the box from Annah’s hand. “Your box is in there too.”

“My box?” 

Annah opened the mouth of the bag wide enough to reveal the remaining items. She found two clear, plastic bottles, one double the size of the other; something that looked like a battery-operated toothbrush but without the bristles; and, as predicted, another carton of Trojans. 

“What am I supposed to do with all of these?” 

“That large bottle is mine and the vibrator.” Pam whisked them away and returned her items to the bag. “The other box is for you and the smaller bottle.”

Annah turned the box over in her hands and scanned the front: one hundred count, super value pleasure pack: Fire and Ice, ENZ, Twisted, Ultra-Thin, and Ultra Ribbed condoms, size large. 

Pam showed her how the box opened into a dispenser. “You can put it on your nightstand instead of searching in the drawer. Easy, cheesy. I love being surprised by what type I grab.”

Annah stood near the table and watched. Blondie had taken on the role of a sales clerk, demonstrating an innovative product. All that was missing was the hand sweep in front of the box accompanied by the toothy smile. 

“What am I supposed to do with condoms?” she asked, fully aware of the answer.

“Wow, you really did lose your memory. Grab one of those bananas, and I’ll show you.” Pam began unwrapping a foil pack labeled Fire and Ice.

“No, stop.” Annah snatched the packet away, returned it to the carton, and closed the dispenser with a decisive snap. “I know how to use a condom. I mean...I’ll never use a hundred condoms.”

“Don’t be too sure. Eric’s thirty-four, remember. Oops, sorry. Whatever. The point is he’s young and virile. You’ll most likely need a refill by the middle of September. Just put them aside for now, and let’s finish with the food.”

With Pam directing her, Annah filled the shelves and the refrigerator. By the time they reached the last bag, she was sweating bullets and Pam had a dewy glow. 

“You didn’t work very hard,” Annah said while she shoved the empty sacks into the correct bin. 

“It’s good for you. You’ve been in the hospital too long. Your muscles have gone soft.”

Annah angled her head. “Too long? What do you mean too long?”

“Nothing. You were in the hospital, or have you forgotten that too? I’m going outside.” Pam opened the freezer and selected two ice cream containers. “Bring some spoons,” she added as she almost ran from the house.

Through the window screen, Annah heard a chair scratch against the patio blocks. “Just make yourself at home, why don’t you?” she called out.

“I’m glad to see your snarkiness is intact.”

Annah removed two spoons from a drawer. With her own coffee in hand, she joined Pam on the patio. 

“I don’t think snarkiness is a word.”

“How would you know?” Pam quipped and reached for a spoon. 

They began eating, giving Annah time to study the large yard. Lush, flowering gardens edged a six-foot high stockade fence forming the boundary between her property and the adjoining woods. Several bird feeders hung from branches, but only one contained seed. Annah followed a chickadee’s swooping flight pattern as it flew to the feeder for a seed, to a branch to eat the seed, then back to the feeder for another seed. Over and over, it repeated the procedure. To her, it was way too much work for one tiny sunflower kernel. If she were a bird, she’d stay on the perch and chow down. 

Annah looked at an aged oak tree commanding the center of the yard. A deep fissure split the trunk, and a stone bench near the base lay buried under the branches. 

“Do you know how that tree cracked?” she asked.

“A storm did it. The gods were angry with you that night.”

“The gods?” Annah held a spoonful of ice cream in midair. “Like Zeus and Hades? What are you talking about?”

“Nothing. Just rambling. How’s your ice cream? That’s one of your favorite flavors, by the way.”

Annah concentrated on the green ice cream. “Mint chocolate chip? I asked Eric what my favorite flavor was, and he didn’t seem to know.”

“You don’t really have a favorite. There are only a few flavors you don’t like. Frozen pudding makes you gag.”

Annah offered a nod and returned her attention to the yard. To the right of the tree stood a chimenea. Again, she had to ask how she knew that word but not where she kept her sheets. “I feel like a stranger in my own life.” She smashed her spoon against the melting ice cream. 

Pam reached out and patted Annah’s leg. “Aw, sweetie, be patient. You just got home. By the way, what did you do today after Eric dropped you off?”

“Took a nap.”

“Good for you.” Pam waved her spoon in the air. “I’m a firm believer in the power of naps.” 

They fell silent. Annah nibbled at her top lip while stirring the thawing ice cream into a smooth, creamy blend. She dipped the tip of the spoon into the chilly soup and brought a dollop to her lips, her eyes resting on a curved flower bed to her right. A mound of pungent cedar mulch covered the dirt, the fragrance infusing the late afternoon air with silent hints of dense forests. Emerald-green leaves of plants bursting with vivid flowers added a stunning contrast to the rust color of the wood chips. 

She pointed her spoon at the garden. “Do I have a landscaping service?”

“Uh-uh. You do it all yourself. But I think Barney had people come in while you were in the hospital.”

Annah looked to her side, her brow furrowed. Another riddle. “That doesn’t make sense. I was only in the hospital for one night.” 

“Maybe he didn’t. I can’t remember.” Pam placed the ice cream carton on the table and picked up her coffee cup. She shoved the straw into her mouth and began sucking.

Annah frowned. Things were getting bizarre. First Eric and now Blondie; she was sure both of them were hiding something. Did they think she wouldn’t notice the angry-looking scar running down her abdomen? Or the bruises? Even the hospital staff hadn’t given her any information, leaving her to fabricate possible scenarios, including the one about a car accident. That was the one she came back to time and time again. Why else would she have no memory? And no car?

One fact that blew the theory to smithereens—the purple necklace around her neck. She might not be able to recall her shoe size, but she was certain that hitting a tree with one’s car didn’t produce those kinds of marks.

“You have a lousy poker face, Blondie.”

Pam’s eyes flew wide. “What did you just call me? Blondie?”

“Yes, do you like it?”

“I’m not a natural blond, so just stick with Pam.”

 Annah set her carton aside. “If I ask you something, will you tell me the truth?”

“Sure, although I should warn you I have a tendency to lie at times.”

“I’ll take that into consideration.” Annah swung her chair to face Pam. “What happened to me?” 

“What do you mean?” Pam’s expression morphed from guilt to feigned innocence. 

“Cute, real cute. I’m especially impressed with the sincerity in your voice.”

Pam stood and walked over to the screen door. “Come on. I’ll show you where you keep your sheets.” 

“Please, don’t do this to me. I need answers.” Annah leaned toward Pam. “Please.”

After a period of silence, Pam huffed and said, “Fine. Where do you want me to start?”

Annah pointed at her neck. “You can start with these.” 




Chapter 15

ANNAH rubbed at her neck with the soapy loofah until the pain became too much to take. Despite the repeated cleansing, her skin still crawled. Why hadn’t she left well enough alone? Being in the dark hadn’t been such a bad thing. She’d gotten used to imagining the marks were the result of a car accident, as was the amnesia. But no, she had to push. Now what? 

A towel lay on the bathroom floor, and she stepped from the shower and on to it, her body dripping cold water and creating a pool around her feet. The hot water had long ago run out, but even the frigid ice pelting her skin hadn’t helped. The truth couldn’t be scrubbed away, not when it was now branded into her brain.

Leaving the towel lying in a wet heap, she walked into the bedroom and used the full-length mirror to study her violated body. She wished she could step outside her world and see herself as a stranger, the physical evidence belonging to another person’s hell, but it wasn’t possible. Her brain was having a party conjuring all sorts of graphic images, from his evil grin to his hands encircling her throat. True, she had no idea what he looked like, but that wasn’t stopping her mind from compiling vivid images. 

The story about the attack had a few holes, supposedly because she’d been doped up with pain medication and hadn’t been able to give the police a full account of what had happened. For example, nobody knew how she’d ended up in the basement. Had he pushed her down the stairs or had she fallen? With her own memory loss holding the details out of reach, the only other person who could answer the questions was locked up in a penitentiary in New York State. Some things weren’t hard to decipher. He had to have hit her, accounting for the bruises on her face, and the ruptured spleen must have come from a blow of some sort, perhaps a kick. And the marks around her neck? She didn’t need any clarification on that part. He’d tried to strangle her. Bottom line, he’d tried to kill her. 

He must have looked frightening. Had his eyes bulged? Were the veins of his face bulging with blood as he tried to crush her windpipe? Had he laughed? In the make-believe scenario her brain was creating, he had, and it had been a skin-crawling kind of laugh, one filled with menace; the sound of a crazy person.

She leaned against the mirror and gulped for air. There had to be a way to exorcise the demon.

********

“Wasn’t it you who said we should hold back the details? That telling Annah would only cause her unnecessary anguish?” Eric clenched his jaw, the muscles tightening into a knot. He couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. After their long discussion that morning, Pam had gone ahead and done the complete opposite of what she’d argued for. And now she sat on his couch, acting like it was no big deal. 

When he’d gutted the farm house, he’d converted the inside layout into an open floor plan, allowing for a blending of the living room, dining room, and kitchen. From where he now stood at the center island, Pam remained in full view but was far enough away to allow him time to pull it together. She’d been coming around ever since Annah’s hospitalization, and it hadn’t bothered him. Not until this moment. 

“Relax,” she claimed. “It’s all good. She didn’t give me much choice, but I must say she took it like a trooper.”

Eric didn’t respond. Instead, he pulled open the refrigerator and removed a Corona. 

“Do you have any wine?” 

“This isn’t a drinking night.” 

“Not from where I’m sitting. If you get to drink, so do I. Come on, Eric. I’m thirsty.”

“Have some water,” he grumbled, cracked the lid off, and lifted the bottle to his mouth. 

Pam got off the couch and joined him in the kitchen. She reached into a cabinet and removed a wine glass and handed it to Eric. “I’d like some ice too, please.” She walked out of the house and made herself comfortable on the back porch.

Eric remained in place and took another long pull on the bottle. Just one beer, and he’d stop. He’d meant what he just said: this wasn’t a drinking night. He filled Pam’s glass with sparkling water and clipped Lexy’s leash to her collar. With her leading the way, he headed to the porch.

Pam took the glass and made a sour face at him. “You’re a swell guy, Eric, a real peach. Thanks for nothing.” She sipped the water without further comment.

Eric took his phone from his pocket and swiped the screen, hoping that Annah had texted him. That afternoon she’d seemed to warm to him. Her kiss on his cheek lingered as had her scent. How was he going to make her understand that she loved him? That he was part of her?

He placed the phone on the table and sat down. “So, now what? We just leave Annah alone in a strange house with the knowledge that someone tried to kill her?” He spun the phone in a circle, his expression dark and brooding. 

While he waited for Pam’s answer, he lifted the bottle to his lips but then set it aside. He no longer had any desire to drink. He wanted to drive over to Annah’s and check on her. It didn’t make sense to leave her alone when she might be suffering. What if she had another headache? Did she even know she had pills for the pain? If he brought Lexy over there, he could say she’d whined to come home. He reached for his phone, but Pam stopped him.

“I’m telling you, she’s fine. I gave her a sleeping pill. She was going to take it and go to bed. She’s probably out like a light by now. But, go ahead, drive over there and wake her. Let me know how that works out for you.”

Eric sat back down. He hated admitting it, but Pam was right. Driving over to Annah’s wouldn’t accomplish a damn thing. Plus, what would he say if she asked why he hadn’t told her about Steven? No matter which way he turned, he kept hitting a wall. “Just fucking great.”   

Pam responded with a smirk and rattled the ice cube in her glass. “Another, please. And this time, give me the good stuff.”

“How about you get it yourself?” he growled, giving her an angry scowl.

“You’re a piss-poor host tonight, Thor.” She left and eventually returned with an open bottle of Chablis and an apology. “I’m sorry, Eric. Annah really didn’t give me a choice. She kept fishing around. I did my best to skirt her questions, but when she asked me for the truth, I caved.”

Eric used the bottom of his bottle and tapped a staccato rhythm against the table, his voice less angry. He shouldn’t be blaming Pam. There was no easy way through the minefield they were in. He ran his hand over his head and released a sigh of exasperation. “It’s not your fault. Keeping her in the dark wasn’t the answer.” He stopped the noise he’d been making and started spinning his phone. “Did you say anything about Helen?”

“Do you think I’m a fool? One bombshell at a time, although...”

“Give me a break, Pam.” He faced her with a demanding stare. “What else did you do?”

“I had to tell her about the coma.”

“What do you mean you had to?”

“Think about it. How was I going to explain about Steven and the scars and everything else without mentioning the sepsis and the coma? She waved it off, though, more focused on asswipe’s attempted murder. Now relax. You’ll talk to her in the morning. I’ll be right back.” 

 

In a short period of time, Pam returned with a tray containing two mugs of hot coffee and two tuna sandwiches. 

“I was hungry and figured you might be too.” 

Eric had to admit he was and took one of the plates. “Thanks.” He bit into the sandwich and washed it down with some coffee. “No date tonight?”

“Naw, the kids are around, and their suspicious glares piss me off.” She inserted a pickle under the top slice of bread. “They’re a couple of rich, snotty kids.”

“Kids? The guy’s in his eighties. How young can they be?”

“Based on the way they act, they’re kids. You’re more of a man than the son, and he is twice your age.”

Eric chuckled. “Thanks, I think.” His appetite stalled and he moved the plate away. “Annah brought up my age today,” he admitted.

“How so?”

“She wanted to know how old I was, then said it was impossible we were dating since she’d never become involved with someone as young as me.” When he listened to himself, he wanted to throw up. When had he become a whining pussy?

“Eric, you’re a smart guy; you knew the age thing would never go away. You’re going to be out on a date some night, and she might see you looking at a younger woman, or you might catch a comment someone makes about you being her son.”

“Pam, you—”

“Be quiet and listen. The truth is, you both knew this dating thing wasn’t going to be an easy ride, but you didn’t coerce her into dating you. I was there; Annah fell in love with you all on her own. However, right now, you’re left standing with your love in your hands while she’s in the dark. It’s your job to guide her to back to her love for you, and to do that, you’re going to have to ignore when she questions things like the age difference.” Pam stood and patted Eric on the head. “Don’t worry so much. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to pee.” She bent and petted Lexy before opening the patio door.

Eric twisted and asked, “Before you go, did she say anything about me? Today? When you were there?”

“Naw, sweetie. I’m sorry. I finished telling her the Steven stuff, showed her where she keeps the bed sheets, helped her make the bed, and then left.” Pam entered the house and then walked back outside. “You know, it’s funny. On the ride up to the lawyer’s yesterday, Annah kept saying she wanted to forget all the bad stuff that has recently happened. Do you think her Goddess heard her?” Pam walked back into the house, giving Eric one more thing to ponder.

A series of yipping barks, coming from within the woods, broke the night and Lexy stood, her tail straight out behind her, hackles standing on end. She inserted her snout between the railing balusters and growled. A lone howl escaped from the field, and she responded with angry barks as she pushed against the railing. 

“Easy, girl.” Eric rubbed her ears and listened to the pack communicate through the darkness. He drew Lexy into the house and flipped up a wall switch by the door. Floodlights illuminated the property, giving him full view of the tall beast standing among the wildflowers. The light reflected off its eyes, creating white circles that hovered within the foliage. 

“Get lost!” Eric shouted. Picking up his coffee mug, he chucked it at the dog. A responding yelp meant he’d hit his mark. “I said go,” he added. A drawn-out howl filled his ears before the air lost all sound. Even the crickets fell silent. He walked back to the table and stacked the plates onto the tray. The guys had come by and marked the boundary for the fence but wouldn’t return until later in the week to start the installation. Until then, he’d have to keep a watchful eye on Lexy, even during the day. The pack wouldn’t show themselves in daylight, but it was no use taking chances.

His thoughts cycled back to Annah. What was she doing? He knew she had food, but what about her spirits? Was she depressed or scared to be alone? What if she forgot to arm the alarm? If Lexy was there, at least he’d be able to relax. Unfortunately, she wasn’t. Lexy was here, and Annah was there. Not being able to call or drive over to the house left him only one thing to do.  He picked up his phone. A couple of taps connected him to the Copedale police.

*****

Trying to keep her focus off what she’d learned, Annah sat in bed reading. She’d wanted to send an SOS text to Eric but decided against it. He hadn’t called or texted her, which meant she wasn’t on his mind. Maybe he was busy. Anyway, if she had called, what would she have said to him? That she needed to talk? He wasn’t her therapist, and besides, there wasn’t anything he could say that would change the truth. 

Talking wasn’t the main reason she wanted to call him. For some inexplicable reason, she was drawn to him. Sexually, sure, but also spiritually. He held the magic capable of healing where she’d been damaged, mending where she’d been broken. Only he could ward off the darkness by keeping the shadows at bay. Unfortunately, he was at his house and she was at hers. No matter. She was a big girl and could vanquish the demons on her own. She could always raid the freezer for some more ice cream, and there was chocolate in the cabinet; plus, she had the sleeping pill. If need be, she’d enter a sweet fugue, courtesy of Blondie...Pam.

At the sound of rapid knocks on the front door, her stomach fluttered. Maybe Eric had come after all. More knocks, much louder, ended with someone calling her name. If it was him, he was one persistent man.

“Okay, okay. I’m coming.” She ran to the mirror and fluffed her hair. In truth, she looked like she’d just risen from the dead, but hey, he’d already seen her this way and hadn’t run for the hills yet. 

Smiling, she entered the living room, aware the cotton pajamas she wore weren’t even close to sexy. Without looking through the narrow side window, she opened the front door, expecting Eric’s wonderful smile. Instead, she found herself staring at a policeman. 

“Hi, Annah. You okay?”

 “I’m sorry, what?”

“May I come in?”

“Um, sure.” She stepped aside. “I don’t understand. Is something wrong?”

The officer removed his hat as he scrutinized the living room. “No, I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d come by and check on you.” He faced her and grinned. “How are you feeling? I heard you just got out of the hospital. Steven did you over pretty bad, I guess. I’m glad you pulled through.”

“Um… Yes, I just got out today. I’m sorry, why are...?” The wheels in her brain kicked into gear, and she gave a faint nod of understanding as she read his name tag. “Henry, does your being in the neighborhood have anything to do with someone named Eric Ashworth?”

Henry fidgeted with his cap. “Yeah, Eric called the station and asked if someone could stop by.”

Annah sighed and ignored the grin attacking her lips. She noticed the officer watching her, and a smear of heat covered her neck. “Do you want to check the house? I was in bed reading when you knocked.”

“Not unless you want me to. You can always call us if you have any trouble.”

“Yes, I will. Thank you for stopping by.”

“No problem.” Henry looked at the alarm pad. “Did you have your alarm system on?”

“No, I forgot.”

“It’s useless if you don’t set it. Turn it on after I leave, okay?” 

“Yes, thanks, and thank you for coming by.” Annah closed and locked the door. When Eric had showed her how to use the alarm, he’d said the code was Sam’s birthday. Some date in November. Eleven…ten…whatever. “Screw it,” she said to the buttons and almost skipped back to the bedroom. Not remembering the code was the perfect excuse for a phone call. 

He answered on the first ring. “Hi! Everything okay?” 

At the sound of his voice, the area below her belly quivered. How would he react if she jumped his bones? “I... I can’t remember the alarm code.” 

Eric repeated the numbers, which she recited. “Hold on.” She made herself comfortable on the bed and examined her toes, having no intention of setting the damn alarm. “After I punch in the numbers, I press enter, correct?” 

“Yup. Once, if you want a delay. Twice, if you want the alarm to go off immediately if the door is opened.” 

“Got it. Thank you. So, how are you?”

“I’m good. How are you?”

“I... I’m fine.”

“Listen, Annah, Pam told me about today. I’m sorry. I should have told you. I didn’t—”

“It’s alright. It’s out now, and I have to deal with it.”

Eric asked, “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want to talk?”

“Yes, I am fine. It was tough... It still is... It’s just... I’m fine. Thank you, but I don’t want to burden you.” She wanted to appear as if she had a handle on her emotions, which she thought she did. Based on the hike in her heart rate, she was wrong—although the pounding there had nothing to do with the jerk who’d tried to kill her.

“You’d be surprised how much I can handle. My shoulders are broad and strong. Let me help you, nena.”

She sighed as she imagined his shoulders. They certainly were broad, and she bet very strong too. “That’s okay. You must be busy.” 

“Actually, I’m not. Would you like me to come over?”

Yes, yes, yes, she wanted to scream. “Um, do you have my dog?” Short of asking him to sleep with her, it was the best she could come up with. She did want her dog, didn’t she? She loved her dog. Right? Although dogs sensed when someone was nervous. Would it be leery of her? What if it bit her? She’d gone from a horny spider trying to lure Eric into her web to a chaotic amnesiac. 

“Lexy will love you just as she always has. All you have to do is relax.”

The warmth of his chuckle helped to ease her nerves. Her thoughts took a U-turn from worry about meeting her dog to his damned ability to read her thoughts. A puff of a breeze slipped through the window screen. On it rode the piano music from earlier, along with...what? A dream? A memory from somewhere, sometime? The tune faded away, leaving her yearning for it to return. “Please, don’t go,” she begged. 

“Annah, I’m not going anywhere.”

“No, I wasn’t… I mean... Yes, I want to have my dog, please. Is it too late to bring her over tonight?”

“I can be there in twenty minutes. Do you need anything?”

“No, thanks.”

“Ice cream?”

“No, Blondie got some.” Her stomach voted for something to eat. “Okay, pizza. What toppings do I like?”

“Actually, I don’t know. We’ve never had pizza together. I’ll ask Pam.”

“You’ll call her?”

“No, she’s here.”

“Oh.” 

“Annah, don’t do that.”

Do what?” She almost laughed at the high pitch of her voice. Obviously lying wasn’t one of her strong suits. 

“Nice try. When I get there, we’ll talk, okay? I’ll see you soon.”

“Yes, goodbye.” She ended the call and analyzed what she was feeling. It was undeniable; she was jealous. “Well, not much I can do about it. I was in a coma for a month. They must have grown close, but, now I’m back and…” She walked into the bathroom and stared at her reflection. “And what? You don’t even know how you feel about any of them, so back off and stick to the plan. Tonight you have bigger fish to fry.”

She brushed her teeth and applied minimal makeup, mostly to cover the dark shadows around her eyes. Then she spritzed herself with perfume while taking a serious appraisal of what she was about to do. Was she honestly going to use Eric to help get her past what she’d learned? Was she the type of person who’d use a person that way? He said he loved her. If they slept together, would it hurt him? He’d have to know she didn’t love him. She didn’t, right? No, she didn’t even know him. “Then why were you jealous about Pam?” she asked her reflection. “I wasn’t jealous,” came her quick response. “I was confused. Now back off and let me get ready.” 

Unless Eric liked dancing frogs, she should change her outfit. She opened one of the bureau drawers and pulled out pair after pair of PJs. Dandelions, butterflies, violets, and dogs. She finally knew her real age—she was twelve. 

In another drawer, she found a pair of black terry shorts and slid them over her feet and up her legs, frowning as she studied the waistband hanging loose around her hipbones. Hopefully, the pants wouldn’t slip down when she walked. However, if she had things her way, she’d be doing less walking and more lying on her back. She found a black tank top and gave it a shake. The words ‘Do no harm, but take no shit!’ encircled a white pentagram outlined with roses. It was an odd saying to have on a piece of clothing. She collected the clothes strewn on the floor and shoved them back into the drawers. She’d fold them tomorrow.

The sound of the doorbell froze her in place. She swallowed and straightened her shoulders. It was time to seduce the only man who could save her, and, maybe, just maybe, he’d need some saving too.




Chapter 16

ERIC used the drive to Annah’s house to think through how best to approach the situation. True to form, when she’d learned what he’d be doing, Pam hadn’t refrained from voicing her opinion. ‘Annah’s not in love with you. Don’t confuse your love for her with lust on her part. She might want to do the wild thing, but it won’t mean anything to her other than a hot romp.’ That might be something Pam would do, grab a guy for a quick sexual release, but not Annah. She wanted more from sex. At least she had. There was the chance the amnesia might have altered her perception of physical intimacy, changing her from the woman who’d once insisted love be included in the equation. Sex to fulfill a raw need wasn’t something he’d ever shied away from, but with Annah, it was different. His hunger for her went beyond carnal urges. When he touched her, his fingers and lips were extensions of his love. And he’d received the same from her. That wasn’t something he wanted to lose. 

Pam’s final piece of advice had come out of left field. ‘However, if she comes on to you, throw her on the kitchen table and ram her with your hammer.’ He shook his head and chuckled. That was Pam, a living enigma. 

His thoughts were off on a tangent, so he reined them in and back to the issue—would he sleep with Annah knowing she didn’t love him? He’d told Pam he knew what he would do if the situation came up when, in fact, he didn’t have a clue. 

 

Eric walked up to Annah’s front door, Lexy’s leash looped around his left hand and a pizza box balanced on the right. He maneuvered the box and rang the doorbell. Upon seeing her, his breath stalled. The Annah who stood in front of him was as breathtaking as she’d been back in June. Although this Annah radiated a sexual heat. He was in big trouble. 

“Are you still doing the vampire thing and waiting for an invitation? Come in.” 

“I...” He felt a silly grin spreading across his face, and he dropped the pizza box.

She caught it before it hit the floor. 

“Nice save,” he said, finally engaging his mouth and brain. 

“Thank you, although I think our pizza will be a little lopsided, but hey, there’s not much a pizza can’t handle.” She looked at the black-and-white dog by his legs and smiled. “Is this Lexy?”

“Sorry, my brain seized for a second.” He motioned toward Lexy. “Yeah, this is Lexy.” 

Annah placed the box on the hall table, stooped, and held out her hand. “Hi, Lexy. Do you remember me?” Lexy’s ears flattened against her head as she regarded Annah’s hand. “I know, girl, I’m scared too.” When Lexy didn’t move, Annah stood. “She doesn’t remember me.”

“Sure, she does. You’re the one with amnesia. Give her time.” Eric closed the door and removed Lexy’s leash. “She may sense something’s off. Go sit over there, and let’s see if she comes to you.”

Annah sat on the couch and played with the coasters on the coffee table. 

Lexy sniffed her way and took a cautious step, then another and another. Soon she rested her head on top of Annah’s knee.

“Hi, girl.” Annah held the sides of Lexy’s head and stroked her face. “You look so sad. I’m sorry I don’t remember you.” Annah looked up at Eric and smiled. “Thank you for bringing me my dog.” 

He found his voice had, yet again, vanished, leaving him with only a quick nod for a response. If she wanted the moon, he’d bring that to her too. 

Annah stood, her hand on Lexy’s shoulders. “Come on, girl. Let’s get you something to eat.” After walking toward the hallway, she glanced back at Eric. “Are you coming?” 

He picked up the pizza box and followed, admiring the view in front of him. Her legs began just shy of her shorts, the bottom of her ass peaking from underneath the black material. She’d dressed in a way to tease him, and he didn’t mind in the least. 

In the kitchen, he watched her standing at the entrance to the pantry, one foot angled over the other. When she bent over the bag of dog food, he sucked in a breath. She kept her legs straight and pushed her rear in his direction, the movement pulling the shorts higher to give a nice visual of her butt cheeks. 

Annah stood straight and twisted at the waist, keeping her rear his way, a bowl of dog food in her hand. “Where would you like to eat?”

He bit back a response of ‘the bedroom’ and instead said, “It’s not great outside, but it’s cooler than in here. How about in the screen house? Or we can use the kitchen table. The living room works too.” The rush of blood to his groin must be the reason for his idiotic speech behavior. He was going to need a cold shower before they ate. 

“Let me feed Lexy, then we’ll decide.” She bent again. “There you go, girl. Bon appétit.” Her bottom bounced as she petted Lexy’s head.

Eric ran his hand along the back of his head and went to stand by the counter. Clearly, she was trying to seduce him. If he had to guess at her motives, he suspected they might have something to do with what she’d learned about Steven. The news had probably freaked her out more than she was letting on, and she might need assurance a man could touch her without harming her. For both their sakes, he should direct her to the porch and away from the cliff toward which she was leading them. 

Annah stayed quiet as she came up beside him, her perfume luring him. He had to be careful not to let it tip his balance.

“I think we should eat outside.” Her hips slid against his as she stood on her toes. “Excuse me. I need to reach the plates.” 

He stood behind her and reached into the cabinet. “Let me help you.” 

She didn’t answer, only turning to face him, her head arched back, her eyes on his. A drop of perspiration slid along her temple. Another drop joined the first, and together they traveled to the base of her jaw. He licked his lips, imagining the warmth and saltiness. She’d called him a vampire. Perfect comparison. 

“Thank you,” she purred.

 He reached for the plates and set the dishes on the counter. “Is that all you need?” His voice gave him away, the husky sound betraying his desire. 

She placed her hands on the back of his hips and pulled him off balance. His body collided against hers. “No, I need something else.” She took hold of his right hand and placed it under her tank top and around her breast. “I need you.”

He fought against the wave of fire rushing through his muscles. It would be best for them both if he walked out of the house and drove home. If the edge they stood on ever crumbled, they might never find their way back. 

“Eric, please. You said you loved me. I need you to show me that love.” In a voice barely above a whisper, she made one last plea. “Please save me.” 

What did it matter that she didn’t love him? His love was strong enough to keep them both safe.

*******

Incessant banging pried Annah’s consciousness awake. She sat up and waited for her eyes to focus on the clock next to the bed. Five! In the morning! An arm reached out and wrapped around her waist, pulling her under the sheet. She snuggled against Eric’s warmth and forgot about the noise—until it happened again, this time with Lexy joining in.

Eric moaned. “Am I dreaming, or is someone at your door?”

“Someone’s at the door. Just ignore it. Whoever it is will get the hint and go away.”

“I have a feeling I know the culprit, and trust me, he won’t.” 

“Fine. I’ll deal with it.” 

Annah tried to move, but Eric held her. “I’ll go.” He kissed her forehead and got out of the bed. “You stay here and keep my spot warm.”

The doorbell rang a dozen more times, and as if the person had a battering ram, the front door received a heavy thud. 

“I’m coming with you. And I’m going to throttle whoever it is.” Annah jumped up and reached for her robe, but then found herself in Eric’s arms. 

“Good morning.” 

She forced her mouth to the side and mumbled, “Morning breath.”

Eric nudged her hand away and gave her a long, deep kiss. “You taste just fine to me.” He began a second kiss when a series of slaps hit the window screen.

“I don’t have all day. Now, come and open the door. Good morning, Eric.” 

“’Morning, Barney,” Eric replied.

“Go away!” Annah shouted.

For a brief few minutes, all was quiet. “Maybe he left,” she whispered.

“Don’t count on it.” 

Thunderous booms echoed through the kitchen.

“He’s at the back door? Next he’ll be on the roof!” 

“Told you.” Eric chuckled and released her. “I’ll go see what he wants.”

“Oh, no, not without me. I’m going to enjoy giving him a piece of what little is left of my mind.” She slipped on her bathrobe and tightened the sash before storming from the room. 

In the kitchen, she saw a moon-shaped face peering through the windowpane. He waved at her to open the door and added a final series of rapid taps.

Annah glared as she pulled hard enough to rip the door off its hinges. “You are the most—” 

Eric came up behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. “It’s a little early, don’t you think, Barney?”

“Oh, pish posh. Stop being so melodramatic. Annah-Bee, you always get up at this time and you, Eric, what are you even doing here?” He thrust a pastry box in Eric’s hands and shoved past. “Come on. I’ve got a million things to do before my flight.”

“You—”

“Annah,” Eric warned. “Don’t waste your breath. When he’s on a tear, it’s best to give him free rein. He’ll peter out soon enough.”

“Fine. I have to pee. But I swear, if he pisses me off any more than I already am, I’ll... I’ll turn...” She’d almost said that she’d turn him into a toad. Where the heck had that thought come from? Another question for the ever-growing list.

She stomped into the bedroom and slammed the door. She smoothed the bed sheets, but her hands had a mind of their own and reached for the pillow Eric had used. She held it against her nose and inhaled. Their night together had been wondrous. He’d worked a kind of magic she hadn’t thought possible. Not only had he healed her soul, he’d given her wings. And she had reciprocated. She had no idea if the things she’d done to him were the norm for her, but they’d felt right. Yes, she knew she’d used his love for her to get what she needed, but that wasn’t the case any longer.

She replaced the pillow, finished making the bed, and walked into the bathroom to start a shower. As she was about to step under the water, she stopped and inhaled along her arm. His scent clung to the skin, blending with her own. She stemmed the flow of water and put her robe back on. She would keep him part of her a little longer. 

After a quick, intimate cleansing, she found herself in front of the closet. There had to be clothes that wouldn’t hang off her. Blondie said the weight had come off during the extended hospital stay. That explained the jutting hipbones and poking ribs, but the problem still remained that she needed something to wear. She shoved hangers across the pole and selected an eyelet shift in a shade of light peach and a narrow white belt. She moved to the bureau and found a bra and panties. She added a touch of makeup, slipped on a pair of flat, white sandals, and headed for the kitchen. She found Barney with his hands planted firmly on his hips, his face pinched.

“It’s a about time. While you’ve been lallygagging, I’ve been waiting.” He pressed a flashing light on the coffee maker, and a steaming brew drizzled into a waiting mug. 

Eric and Lexy entered from outside. Eric continued toward the hall, kissing Annah’s cheek as he passed. Lexy, on the other hand, held her ears back and stared at her mistress. Annah crouched, holding her hand steady until Lexy licked it with her pink tongue. “You’re a special girl. Do you know that?”

“I have a million things to do. Chop chop.” Barney clapped and shooed Lexy. “Go outside, Lexy. We’ll be right out.” He led her to the screen door and sent her on her way.

Annah straightened and removed the mug from under the coffee maker’s spout. “Are you always such a pain in the ass?” 

Barney stared at her, seemingly uninterested in what she’d just said. “An apology would be nice.”

Annah looked at him, her brows raised. “An apology? You’re the one who barged into my home at an ungodly hour. What am I supposed to be atoning for?” 

“You were nasty to me at the hospital. But I forgive you. Okay, that’s done.” He waved his hand in the air as if the motion could make the tension vanish. “I’m leaving for Africa tonight, and I don’t want any loose ends.”

“So now I’m a loose end?” Annah set the mug on the counter. Was he always like this, plowing full-steam ahead?

“You always put words in my mouth.” He handed her a container of cream. “I didn’t say that. And, for the record, you love when I come over early. How was I supposed to know you and Eric would...?” He waved his hand again, this time in the direction of the bedroom. “You two didn’t waste any time reacquainting.”

“What is it to you? What Eric and I do is none of your business.” 

“Okay, that’s enough.” Eric entered and walked over to the counter. “Barney, let it go. And you...” He pecked Annah’s cheek and took Barney’s coffee mug. “Relax. Barney’s your oldest friend. Sure, he’s annoying, but you love him.”

Barney held his hands on his hips. “Hello. He’s standing right here. What do you mean, I’m annoying?”

Eric grinned and held up the mug. “Thanks for the coffee. I’m going outside.”

After Eric left, Annah set her mouth in a firm line and followed Barney’s movements about the kitchen. She watched him fill the coffee maker’s water reservoir, remove a fresh coffee pod from a canister, and insert it into the chamber. He politely asked her to move, reached into a cabinet, and produced a mug with a hummingbird design. He set it under the spout and pressed the start. “The mug you were holding was for me. This is your favorite mug. You always drink your morning coffee from it, but only in the summer.” Clicks and beeps from the machine filled in the following silence.

Annah faced away and stared out the kitchen window. Under the confusion of her mind, a ray of light shone through. Herself, Blondie, and Barney were an unlikely assortment of misfits who’d found safety in each other, and even though they were gone from her past, they were here in the present. The love she’d felt for them might lie buried beyond reach, but she might be able to find them a new place in her heart. She placed her hand over her mouth and turned back to face Barney, trying to keep her composure while blocking the threatening tears. “I’m sorry for snapping at you when I was in the hospital and for just now. I was scared then, and quite honestly, I still am.” An overwhelming sadness washed over her. In the past two days, she’d lost the pieces that framed who she was, and if she didn’t catch herself, she’d end up losing the people who knew that person. “I’m very sorry.”

Barney offered a quick hug and pat on the back. “Annah-Banana, don’t worry. We’ve fought much worse than this. You always forgive me. Even when Stev— By the way, is the air conditioning not working? It really should be cooler in here. Let’s go outside and have our coffee. I brought muffins!”




Chapter 17

BARNEY rushed from the kitchen, and Annah followed. It had been a nice try at covering up, but she hadn’t missed the quick change in topic. Nor the beginning of the name. 

“What were you going to say about the Steven guy?”

Barney sat down, blinked several times, and shook his head. “I wasn’t. I started to say I’ll have Eric call the guy who installed the air conditioning system. I would, but I simply don’t have the time. I barely have time to be here now, but I couldn’t go away without saying goodbye.”

“Stop with the nonsense talk. You were going to say something else.”

“Posh. Let’s not head down memory lane right now. Oh, I forgot my coffee. And the muffins.” Barney jumped up and ran for the screen door. 

Annah stood on the patio. Something was being kept from her. This picking and choosing what they told her wasn’t helping the hollowness of her mind. She would have to have a chat with each of them, including Eric. He’d been in on the ruse of keeping her injuries a secret. She needed them all to understand she wanted them by her side, not fighting the battle for her.

The humidity still clung to the air, not heavy and thick but just enough to make sure everyone knew it was around. Somewhere in the gardens was a mock orange bush, its sweet fragrance undeniable. She shut her eyes and inhaled. Like a shy child, a memory peeked around the curtain her mind had drawn between her past and present. A branch from a similar bush was being handed to her. 

Lexy’s excited barks called her attention to the yard where Eric was tossing a ball. Later, when everything calmed down, she’d take Lexy for a walk so they could bond. Or even the park. Was there a park?

The sound of the screen door opening and then closing made her twist in its direction. 

Barney carried a tray that held his coffee, plates, cutlery, and the pastry box.

“How long have I had Lexy?” Annah asked.

“You adopted her nine years ago. No, eight. Sam had just turned ten, and I hosted a birthday bash for him. It was quite extravagant, for a ten-year-old. I booked a pony and a clown. There were even balloon rides and one of those bouncy houses. We had a glorious Indian summer day. The cake was big enough to feed the entire town, and judging from the number of people who showed up, it did, with a little to spare. You made sure my staff and the party staff had some too. You’re very generous, Annah-Bee. Lexy was with you when you came over. I remember because she peed on my Oriental rug.”

“That’s a roundabout way of answering my question but thanks. Was she a puppy? She looks a lot older than eight. And, please, just get to the point.”

Barney set the tray on the patio table. “You’d better drink your coffee. Your voice is getting an edge again. Sit.”

“Barney, just—”

“You and Sam went to a shelter in Salem. She was five when you adopted her, so that would make her thirteen.”

Annah lifted her mug and drank some coffee as she continued watching Eric and Lexy. Turning the page of her thoughts, she focused on Eric. She hadn’t had time to think about last night and how she felt about being with him. Not physically. Oh, no, that had been amazing. He was an attentive lover, gentle and tender but with enough passion to keep her wanting more. What required assessing was what their interaction meant to her—and to him. His love for her came across loud and clear. Although she didn’t love him, she saw herself getting there. How long had it taken the first time around? He mentioned he’d come to town in the middle of June. She’d been in the hospital for a few weeks, so that meant she’d known her feelings for him in just two weeks! Impossible. Perhaps she led him on to get him in her bed. 

“Do I sleep around?” She met Barney’s questioning expression. “I mean, did I use Eric for sex...before... When we first met?” 

“You really do have a flair for the dramatics, Annah-Banana. No, you weren’t using him for sex, although I think you might be doing it now, and shame on you for that, by the way. What was the other...? Oh, no, you don’t sleep around. You’re as chaste as a nun. Well, not a nun. You have had sexual rendezvous, but I do believe you could still count the number of partners you’ve had on one hand.”

Barney opened the carton and exposed four assorted muffins nestled in white tissue. “I got your favorites, except for this one.” He removed an ebony, raisin-infused mound and set it on a dish in front of himself. “Eric,” he shouted across the yard. “Come join us. I have to go soon.” To her, Barney ordered, “Annah-Bee, sit. We have a lot to talk about before I leave.”

Annah reached into the box and grabbed hold of a muffin with chocolate frosting. She placed it on a plate and licked her fingers and palm. “Why do you call me Annah-Banana and Annah-Bee? Blondie does that too.”

“Well, I can’t speak for Pamela, but I use the names as terms of endearment. Your father coined Annah-Banana. Now, let me begin. Lexy is your dog—”

Annah kicked one of the chairs away from the table. “I’ve lost my memory, but I’m not insipid. I know Lexy’s my dog! You just told me—”

“Don’t interrupt. Sam is your son. Have you talked to him? He’s coming home in—goodness—this weekend. I won’t get to see him, but that’s no bother. Anyway, I’m your best friend, and Pamela is an acquaintance. Eric is... Well, he’s my nephew and—”

The coffee Annah swallowed headed down the wrong tube. She grabbed a napkin. Holding it to her mouth, she coughed so hard she felt sure her lungs were about to land on the table. “He’s your nephew?” She stared at Eric, who had that moment stepped onto the patio. “You’re Barney’s nephew?”

He reached for his coffee. “He’s the reason you and I met.”

She’d thought things couldn’t get any more confusing. Boy, had she been wrong. “How we met?” She gave Barney an incredulous look. “You set me up with your thirty-year-old nephew?”

“Hardly. You did everything on your own. And he’s thirty-four.” Barney shoved a piece of muffin into his mouth but continued talking. “Lep me fibish.” He gulped some coffee and wiped at the crumbs around his mouth. “Where was I? Oh, yes, Allan is my husband.”

“Your husband? You’re gay! I’m friends with a homosexual?”

“You’re not a homophobe, Annah-Bee. Far from it. You even stood up for me at my wedding.” He handed her a knife and a spoon. “You like to cut off the top and scoop out the center. Now, let’s get down to business and the reason for my visit.”

*****

Eric raised his head. He didn’t know where Barney was headed. However, if it involved Helen, he’d make sure his uncle hit a detour. Pam still had the original copy of the letter, and they’d agreed not to tell Annah about it unless it was absolutely necessary. Even though Pam had spilled the news about Steven, she’d at least held back the visit to the lawyer’s and the truth about Annah’s parents. And the inheritance. 

But he couldn’t take any chances. “Barney, did I overhear you talking about the air conditioning? Come with me for a second.” 

“Oh, Eric, I’m not in the mood. I’m too hot, and I have a million—” 

“It’ll only take a second.” Eric squeezed Annah’s hand. “We’ll be right back.” 

He directed Barney to the far side of the house where the compressor was located. When they were out of Annah’s range of hearing, he said, “Don’t mention Helen or the letter.”

“What do you mean? She doesn’t know? Why, that’s insufferable.”

“She just found out about Steven. Besides, there’s no need to dump this on her. When her memory comes back, it’ll all be there waiting for her.”

Barney thrust his chin forward and puffed up his chest. “You’re playing with fire.”

“Pam and I decided it’s for the best, so don’t betray us, okay?”

“If she finds you kept this from her, which she will, she might never forgive you. You haven’t had the pleasure of being on the receiving end of her anger, but let me tell you, it’s no picnic.”

“I don’t want her hurt, and something this big will do exactly that. Promise me you won’t say anything.”

“Okay. But tell me, does she know everything about Steven?” Barney asked.

“What do you mean? She knows he tried to kill her. What else is there?”

“My hand in it. Does she know I’m the reason Steven was back in town?”

Annah stepped from around the house and held them both in a hard glare. 

Crossing her arms, she said, “She does now.”

*******

“I forgive you. I forgive you. Now, please, stop.” Annah slapped her hands over her ears and hummed.

Barney’s emotional state deteriorated. “Don’t do that. You know I hate it.” He yanked at her hands, but she twisted away. “Stop it. You’re acting like you’re five!”

“I’m acting like I’m five?” She struck at her chest then pointed at his face. “You’re the one who won’t stop crying. I said I’m not mad at you! Do you always carry on like this?”

“I’ll leave you two alone. Come on, Lexy.” Eric took Lexy into the house. Annah watched him go. She wished she could do the same, but she had to stay and babysit the blubbering man in front of her.

Fresh tears spilled down Barney’s cheeks. “I won’t be able to enjoy my trip if I think you’re mad at me.”

Annah sat and cradled her head in her hands. “Can we please end this?” She raised her head and threw a napkin at him. “Stop blubbering. I forgive you. You have my blessing to travel the wilds of Africa free of any worry that I might be harboring anger.”

Barney blew his nose and looked at her with puppy-dog eyes. 

“You promise?”

“Yes, please. Just go.” Annah started to stand but changed direction and sat back down. “Before you leave— Do you know if I own a car?”

“Yes. Why?” A guilty expression covered his damp face.

“Why?” Annah blinked. His response was as inane as his behavior. “Why? Oh, I don’t know. Because I might want to drive myself somewhere.”

“Where?”

“Where? You mean where do I want to drive myself?” She shook her head. He was kidding, right? “How about the moon? I hear it’s made of cheese.”

“That makes no sense, Annah—”

“Just tell me where the damn car is.”

“Annah, you might want to come see this.” Eric stood in the doorway.

“Oh, good.” Barney grinned. “Your surprise is here.”

Annah gave him a scolding look. “What have you done?”

“I didn’t do anything you wouldn’t have enjoyed before. The new you will just have to get up to speed.” He almost bounced into the house. 

She began to follow, but Eric held her back. “Annah, he does things with good intentions. Don’t ruin this for him. We’ll figure out what to do after he leaves.”

“What did he do?”

“Come and see. It’s actually very cool.” Eric held her hand, and together they walked to the front door.

Barney was already outside by the driveway. He faced Annah and opened his arms wide, a pleased expression in place of the prior one of remorse. “Surprise!”

Annah remained on the stoop with Eric. The amnesia must have made her slow because she didn’t have a clue why he was so happy. Big deal. Someone just delivered her car. Why the celebration? As soon as her mind formed the question, light dawned.

She bent her head against Eric’s shoulder. “Is that my car?”

He scratched at his unshaven chin and chuckled. “I’m afraid not. You drove a blue Toyota RAV.”

Barney’s glee stopped short of him dancing a pirouette on the lawn. “Do you like it?”

“But where’s my car?” 

She felt the vibration of Eric’s laugh. “I imagine your car is on some dealer’s lot, waiting to be sold as a certified, pre-owned vehicle.”

Barney waved at them. “So, what do you think? Oh, Eric, do you have a few dollars? I’m a little low on cash.”

“Sure thing.” Eric brought his lips close to Annah’s ear. “Remember, he means well.” He left a kiss and walked across the grass to join the delivery men. 

“Well?” Barney ran up the steps and took the spot where Eric had been standing.

Annah looked away from the glossy, sand-colored car to Barney’s flushed face. “But, where’s—?”

“Okay, here’s the thing. I wanted to surprise you, so I got you a new car. Now that your memory is gone, it seems a waste of money since your old car would have been new. Anyway, surprise!” He waved in the direction of the car like a game show presenter. “It’s loaded: leather interior, heated seats, Bluetooth—all the latest gadgets. The color is Satin Cashmere, not beige, in case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t, but thanks. I am wondering why you would—”

“Because I love you, and I’m your friend. A good friend, by the way, and much more generous than Pamela. Anyway, it’s the rest of your birthday gift. The house remodeling was the other half. We never even chatted about that. Did you like them? Silly me, I keep forgetting you can’t remember. Anyway, I love you, Annah-Banana.” He planted a wet splotch on her cheek, the force of his momentum making her catch her footing. 

She watched him skip down the steps. 

“I have to fly,” he called out, his hand held up in a wave. “Eric, my boy, take good care of our girl while I’m gone.” 

“Have a safe trip,” Eric yelled through the open passenger door from his current place behind the steering wheel. 

Barney forced himself into a red Jag, revved the engine, and whizzed down the street. 

“Come see your new ride.” Eric whistled a jovial tune as he popped the hood. Lexy sat in the hatch, her tongue lolling to the side of her mouth. She looked ready for a ride.

Annah walked over to her new car, thanks to the man who had run roughshod over her morning and, apparently, her life. She walked near the front of the car. She debated whether to open the Pandora’s Box Barney had laid at her feet, but she didn’t feel there was much choice. Someday, her memories would return, that much she was sure. But until then, all she could do was collect as much information as possible to piece together her life, especially the life that had led to her memory loss in the first place. Her brain was spinning out of control, and it was making her dizzy.

“Tell me something.” She leaned onto her left hip and kept her arms locked in place.

Eric stood and closed the hood. “The engine’s a V-8.”

“No, not that. It’s regarding Barney. I’m confused about something.”

“Which is?”

Annah took hold of his hand and brought him to the open hatch. She sat next to Lexy and patted the spot to her right. After Eric got comfortable, she asked, “What did that guy Steven have on Barney?” She felt Eric’s body stiffen for a fraction of a second.

“What do you mean? Barney explained everything.”

“He told me Steven was staying with him and his husband— What’s his name?”

“Allan.”

“Right, Allan. And he said he invited Steven to stay with them even though he knew I wouldn’t approve. But what I don’t get is why he would do that. If he’s my friend and supposedly loves me, why would he invite a man into his home who might harm me?”

 Eric rested against the car’s inside wall. “I don’t think he expected Steven to try to kill you.” 

“Wait, though. None of it adds up. Blondie... Pam told me when Steven and I were dating, he’d become physically abusive toward me. If Barney is my close friend, it only goes to reason I would tell him about Steven’s treatment. Why, then, would he invite Steven if he knew...? This is so damn confusing.” Annah drove her knuckles against her forehead. It was maddening, like trying to assemble a puzzle when all the pieces were square and white. A near-impossible task made even more insurmountable since she was attempting it in pitch darkness.

Eric reached for her. “What do you say we take your new ride for a spin? It might help clear your head.”

She nodded and slid out from the hatch. Before Eric could follow, she stopped him. “You’re not keeping anything from me, are you?”

“Why would you ask me that?”

An unease bothered her. He hadn’t looked away. Instead, he met her eyes straight on, which wasn’t an admission of guilt. However, that wasn’t what bothered her. He’d stiffened again. She held his gaze, matching its force with her own. “I don’t want you keeping things from me to try and protect me. I’m a big girl, and I can handle the truth. After all, it was my life and still is.”

“Nena, you have to trust me.”

“I want to. I truly do. It’s just that I have so many questions.”

He kissed the tip of her nose. “You should start writing them down.” 

“I probably have a notebook in the house.” Annah pursed her lips and tapped the side of her chin. “I couldn’t tell you where, though.”

Eric stood over her and grinned. “I know just the place where we can buy one.” 

******

“We have to tell her.” Eric stood by the driver’s side of Annah’s car. She was in the house getting her purse and Lexy’s leash, leaving him a few minutes to call Pam.

“Don’t you dare. She’s had enough crushing news for a while.”

“You don’t get it; I just lied to her. She asked me point blank if I was keeping anything from her, and I didn’t answer.”

“Technically, that’s not lying,” Pam argued.

“Listen, I’m going to tell her, with or without you.”

“Wait. We’ll do it together. But let’s do it after Sam leaves. She’ll have enough on her plate with his visit, on top of Barney’s revelation. You should have stopped him.”

“Me? Why didn’t you tell her the complete story about Steven? She’s trying to piece together the details, and the blank spots are frustrating her. I can’t watch this anymore, and I won’t deceive her. Barney said if she finds out I’ve been lying, she’ll never forgive me, and I believe him. I can’t risk losing her, not again.”

“Eric, chill. We’ll tell her on Monday. A few more days won’t hurt. Barney will be out of the country, which leaves just you and me as the only people who know the truth. She’ll never find out.”

“I hope you’re right, Pam,” he said before ending the call. 

He certainly hoped she was right.




Chapter 18 

ANNAH played with the buttons and gadgets while Eric drove. 

“What is this again? A Lexus?” 

“Lexus GX 460. And my butt’s frying.”

“Oh, sorry. Hey, speaking of your butt... Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Annah added a wink.

Eric winked back. “I am if you’re thinking about driving to Portsmouth.”

“No, that’s not what I was thinking.”

“I get it. You’re thinking about christening the seats. We’ll have to discuss that.”

“Discussing isn’t what I had in mind.” She returned to exploring, after which she remarked, “In the picture you sent me, you had a ponytail.”

“Yup, sure did.”

“What happened to it?”

Eric looked to his side and merged into the left lane. After his focus returned to the road ahead, he replied, “I had gone home to visit my mother for her birthday. I was at the mall with my niece and nephew. There was a cancer challenge going on in the center court, and my niece dared me to donate my hair. So, I did.”

“You shaved your head for cancer?”

“You weren’t very happy when I came back.”

Annah remained staring at his head. “Did I like the long hair?”

“Apparently so.” He gave the top of his head a quick rub. “But you seemed to like it this way too.”

“Hm, okay. I do like the way you look now.” She clamped her mouth shut, almost biting her tongue in the process. What would he glean from such a comment? She did like the way he looked, but why was she telling him? 

Eric grinned. “You okay?”

“Yes, thank you. Are you going to grow it again?” If she didn’t stop soon, she’d end up painting herself into a corner. “I think I’d like to see it long.” And what had she meant by that? That she wanted him in her life? Damn, he could take her comments so many different ways. “I’m sorry. Never mind. It’s none of my business.”

“I wouldn’t say that. I’m not sure what I should do. It’s a hell of a lot easier having it short.” He reached her way and stroked the back of her neck. “What would you like me to do?”

“Me?” She felt sure the rapid blinking of her eyelids surpassed the speed of light. “I don’t have...you don’t...it’s not my...” It was time to change the subject. “So where are we going?”

His laughter found a perfect match to one of the blank spaces in her mind, feeling more familiar to her than her name. 

“It’s a surprise.”

“Please tell me. I’ve had enough surprises for one day. I’m literally exhausted from them all.”

“Nope, one more. Sit tight and relax.”

“Fine.” She began manipulating the buttons for her seat. She found a button that created a massaging ripple along her spine, so she settled back and let the invisible fingers work their magic. She wasn’t having any trouble letting her guard down with Eric. Even Blondie...Pam. She laughed at the notion of how she’d thought they were trying to scam her or that Eric was a stalker. She trusted them, for sure, but were they too close, too soon? They loved her, that was a given, and she was fond of them, but did she love them? Not really, no. Who were they to her? People she’d just met. No different than if she’d met them on a street corner, which, essentially, she had with Pam. She accepted she was Eric’s girlfriend and Blondie’s...Pam, Pam, Pam, Pam’s friend, because that’s what she had been. Did that mean she only existed in their space and time? Did she need all of them to be who she was—is? 

The seat cushion received a solid punch from Annah’s fist. Why was it all so damn hard to figure out?

Eric glanced at her. “Did you work it out? I’ll help if you’d like.”

“Give me a break. I dare you to try to guess what I was thinking. In fact, if you do, I’ll...I’ll...”

He grinned and reached over to tickle behind her ear. “I’m all ears.”

“I’ll give you a surprise. But don’t count on it because you have about as much chance of reading my thoughts as I do. It’s like a ball of rubber bands in there.”

“Challenge accepted. For starters, I think, and I could be wrong, that you might feel that you, Annah-Belle Henderson, only exist because Pam, Barney, and I remember you, but that’s not true. You’re you because of your past, not ours, even if we share some of it.”

Annah opened the moon roof and then closed it. He’d gotten it right on the nose, but she’d be damned if she was going to let him know so soon. “A little metaphysical, but okay. Now chew on this: if I don’t have a past, the person I was no longer exists. All I have are you, Pam, and Barney to define me. Even Sam. I’ll only be a mother when I’m with him. Without him, I’m just a woman who gave birth. I need my memories in order to exist. And we keep using the word exist, and I hate it. I do exist because I’m alive. But I don’t exist because my past is gone. So, essentially, I’m screwed.”

“Here’s my take on your confusion. You believe your past is made of your memories, and to a certain extent it is, but not in the way you believe. Are you with me so far?”

“Yes.”

“In many ways, you’re right. Every person is a culmination of the moments they’ve experienced. The people we interact with become catalysts for our perception of who we are. It’s these things that form us, but they don’t define us. We take those experiences and incorporate them into the threads of our souls. When the weaving is finished, we move on. You’re you because of your past life, but even with the memories hidden, you still remain you. Because your past experiences can never be erased; they’re woven into the fabric that is you.”

Annah shook her head. “I’m lost. Without my past, I don’t exist.”

“No, that’s just the point. It’s like when an artist paints on a canvas. In the past, the masters would paint a color over their older paintings. Sometimes they’d use white, sometimes blue, the color doesn’t matter. What does matter is how the underlying painting affected the new one. The image vanished, but it didn’t cease to exist. It was always there, determining the nuances of the work to come. The painter will use what he can’t see to create again.”

“So, you’re saying I’m Annah no matter what I remember. The memories form me and how I choose to live now, even if I can’t see them.”

“Exactly.” He flashed a cocky grin and winked. “Did I win?” 

Annah responded with an indifferent, “You did okay. Nothing to get all excited about.” She fiddled with the radio controls. His damn perception was mind-blowing. 

“I’ll take that as a big fat yes. Now, let’s talk about my surprise.”

 

 Eric snapped Lexy’s leash to her collar and extended his hand. “Ready?”

Annah slipped her fingers into the folds of the rough skin. There was a familiarity in the texture that surpassed the previous night’s attention they’d given her body. Somewhere, at a different point in time, she’d basked in their touch. 

They headed across the parking lot and in the direction of the Atlantic Ocean.

“Are you a carpenter?” she asked.

“Nope.”

“What, then?”

“No, no. It’s not that easy. Guess again.”

“Well, it has something to do with your hands unless you massage them with sandpaper before you go to bed. A roofer? Painter? Auto mechanic?”

When he shook his head, she gave up. “My brain hurts. Will you just tell me?”

“One more.”

“Oh, I don’t know... How about a boxer?”

“They wear gloves.”

“A boxer who doesn’t wear gloves.”

“Nope. Give up?”

“I gave up minutes ago.”

“I’m a sculptor.”

“Sculptor! With chisels?”

“No, I work in clay. That’s how I ended up in Copedale, actually, because of my craft.”

Annah stopped walking. “Explain.”

Eric directed her to a nearby bench and began explaining what she had once known. He told her about Allan commissioning him to create a statue for his husband, Barney, who turned out to be Eric’s uncle.

“You never even knew you had an uncle? Were you living in a cave?”

He didn’t seem bothered by the comment although his voice deepened. “Close. My father would make a great dictator. He controlled my mother, sister, and me with an iron fist, figuratively and literally.”

Annah noticed the tightening of his jaw. “If this is hard for you, please don’t feel you have to continue.”

“It’s fine, except I’d rather discuss some things in private, with less distractions. Suffice it to say I did live in a cave, of sorts. I met Barney when I came out here to discuss the project and found out I had an uncle, and...” 

Eric hesitated and stared into Annah’s eyes. She could feel them searching. Perhaps he was looking for the old Annah, the one who’d been a main character in his story. She roped her fingers in between his. “You found your uncle and—?”

“I found out I had an uncle...and fell in love,” he said.

“Am I the reason you decided to remain in Copedale, or was it your work?”

“Both. I like it there. I like the people and the feel of New Hampshire. But I also decided to stay to be with you.”

“Eric, I... We...” She didn’t know what she wanted to say. That was a lie. She did. She wanted to tell him that being immersed in his love made her feel protected and safe. But if she added that she didn’t love him, what would he do? Would he stop seeing her? Then what? Would she be alone? “I...I—”

He leaned his forehead against hers. “Annah, we’ll take this at whatever pace you set. If you decide you want me to back off, I will. Until then, I’m not going anywhere, if that’s okay with you.”

There was a sense of relief from somewhere within her heart. Knowing he’d stay in her life until she sorted out her emotions was more than she could ask for. “Thank you.”

“Ready to walk?”

She linked her arm with his and nodded. “I’ll follow. You lead.”

“I’d rather you remain beside me. We’re heading this way.” He led her onto a crowded pedestrian walkway. To their right lay the length of the thoroughfare, flanked by a row of stores and eating establishments. At the far end stood a massive building of white concrete and pristine windows that reflected the steel blue of the ocean.

Eric pointed at the structure. “That’s the hotel down there. We can come up here and stay a couple of nights if you’d like.”

“Have I ever stayed there?”

“I don’t know. You never mentioned it, but we really never spent a lot of time here just walking around.”

Annah looked around. “Where are we?” 

“Just outside Portsmouth. According to my original tour guide, this place is a tourist magnet all year round.”

“Your tour guide? Who was that?”

“You.” He gave her hand a squeeze.

Annah stopped. Some of the people walking behind them cut around, others plowed right in. Eric guided her across the walkway to the wrought-iron fence separating the land from a rocky ledge. Beyond lay a picturesque view of the ocean, its surface dotted with white sails. 

She took some time to inhale the briny air. An organic smell buffered the salty scent. As she pulled in another sniff, the underlying ingredients opened up—seaweed, crabs, fish—the very life of the ocean. This was a wonderful spot to spend some time, but she wanted to know more. “Okay, I need clarification.” She placed her attention back on Eric. “I told you about this place? So, I’ve been here before? If I acted like a tour guide, I must come here a lot?”

“You work here.”

“Work here!” She was starting to sound like a parrot, repeating the last words everyone said to her. They should throw her a cracker and call it a day. “Am I a waitress?”

 “No.”

She chewed the inside of her cheek. The way he and Blondie doled out information. Was she on some sort of restricted-knowledge diet?

Using both hands as a sun visor, she held them over her eyes and stared at him. “Here’s a thought. Why don’t you give me all the information at once, instead of in dribs and drabs? Can you do that?”

The expression on his face in reaction to her clipped tone made her chuckle. He looked like he’d just learned there was no Santa Claus. She should feel bad, but she didn’t. This was her life, and she wanted to drive.

“Yes, I know. I’m sorry. Blondie calls me snarky.”

Eric nodded. “It’s one of your many lovable qualities. Okay, here’s the deal. You work at a New Age shop located halfway down the wharf. Your—”

“New Age?”

“Wait your turn. You wanted it all, so be patient. Mandy’s the owner and your mentor.”

“Mentor?”

A steady stream of air escaped Eric’s pursed lips, making him sound like a steam engine. “Are you going to keep interrupting?”

Now it was her turn to be on the receiving end. She folded her arms. “Fine. Go on.”   

“How much do you remember about your faith?”

“My faith? You mean as in religion?”

“Yeah.”

Annah lifted the corner of her upper lip to give her face a quizzical expression. His question made zero sense. First, he was telling her about her job, then he was talking about religion. Why not ask her about solar flares too?  

“I don’t see how... You’re jumping around. Could you finish one confusing topic before you start another one? Please.”

“Just answer the question.” 

“Eric, I don’t know what my religion is. I assume I’m Catholic or Protestant or maybe Buddhist.”

“Try Wiccan.”

He shortened Lexy’s lead and reclaimed her hand. “Let’s start walking. The shop’s right up ahead.” 

“Wait.” Annah held her ground. She couldn’t walk because she needed to concentrate on keeping her eyes in their sockets. “You’re saying I’m a witch!” 

 

 Eric refused to elaborate on his shocking revelation. Instead, he repeated, “Let’s get to the shop first” each time Annah asked a question. They stopped in front of a shop. Since it wasn’t quite nine, the door was locked. Eric rapped on the window pane. The sign above the door identified the store as The Crystal Prism. 

Annah peered through the spotless display window. Nothing about the place seemed remotely familiar. How on earth had she found a job working in a witch shop, and why, in the first place, was she a witch?

 A young girl opened the door. Burgundy hair that shone bright as satin strands draped her shoulders. “I’m sorry, we’re clos— Oh, my Goddess, Annah!”

Without time to react, Annah found herself entrapped in the girl’s embrace.

Ever so slowly, she wrapped her arms around the young woman’s back. “It...It’s good to see you.” She loosened her arms and stepped back. The eager brown eyes smiling at her belonged to a stranger. “How are you?”

“How am I? How are you? Are you feeling better? I was just asking Mandy if you would be—” Eric came into the girl’s line of vision, and she gasped. A layer of crimson worked its way over her peaches-and-cream toned cheeks. “Oh.”

“Okay, Tabitha, that’s enough. Give Annah room to breathe. Eric, bring her in, will you?”

Annah felt Eric’s hand on her arm as he moved her into the store. The outside melted away. They passed a display of wind chimes, the metal cylinders moving in their wake as if announcing their arrival. She opened her mind to the scented air. Lavender, mint, and sage introduced themselves; then frankincense and myrrh took their turns, followed by her old favorite, sandalwood. Or was it her new favorite? She faced the other woman who’d invited them in. A rush of recognition knocked her in the lungs.

The woman’s lacy, off-the-shoulder top exposed porcelain skin from under long, ink-colored curls. She walked close, her ruby lips opened into a smile. “Welcome home, Annah-Belle.” The familiar voice stroked Annah’s mind while eyes the color of violets bridged a connection between their souls. The woman opened her arms, the bangles on her wrists emitting a soft tinkle, not unlike the wind chimes moving easily in the shop’s window. 

Annah moved into the waiting arms. Without meaning to, she released the flood of tears she’d kept at bay. No place or time had seemed right for their liberation—until that moment. Although Eric and Pam had tried to help, her heart told her this was the one person who would lead her out of the twisted maze in which she found herself imprisoned. 

“Mandy, what’s wrong with Annah?” The young girl’s sweet voice drifted by.

“Nothing. Go get us some iced coffees, would you? You know how Annah likes hers. Get yourself something too. Have the café put it on my tab. And keep the door locked and the shop lights off.” While Mandy spoke, she held onto Annah, her strength never faltering. “Eric, Lexy can stay in the shop if you want to go with Tabitha. There’s a water dish under the sink in the bathroom. My treat if you’d like something to eat or drink.”

Without waiting for either of their responses, Mandy turned and led Annah away from the front of the store.




Chapter 19

TABITHA had long ago returned with the iced coffees, and Eric and she, along with Lexy, had gone for a walk along the boulevard. Although the front door was closed and locked, a breeze continued to swim gently through the shop, cycling into the office with its fragrant tones. Annah sat in a chair opposite a cluttered desk and sipped her drink. She rolled Mandy’s name around in her mouth along with the sweet-tasting liquid. Mandy. This woman represented a strong connection, one that offered a lifeline to salvation. 

“Ready?” Mandy asked. 

Annah placed her cup on the desk. While waiting for their coffees, they hadn’t talked, which wasn’t a surprise since she’d continued sobbing, offering an unintelligible phrase every so often. But now the elephant in the room demanded attention, and she wasn’t so sure she wanted to continue. 

“Ready for what?” 

With fluid movements, Mandy reached behind her neck, piled the black tendrils on her head and inserted a crystal-studded hairpin. She then smiled as she leaned her elbows on the desk’s surface. “To begin.”

“Begin what?”

Mandy laughed. “Ask me anything, Annah-Belle. I’m here to provide you with the answers.”

Annah shifted in the chair. She crossed her legs and then uncrossed them. The list was far too long to start rattling off questions, so she would start with the most recent. “Am I a witch?”

“Yes. You’ve been an earth witch for close to ten years.”

“If so, why don’t I remember? I mean, my spiritual beliefs should have been important enough to stay while everything else fled. Why would my brain block this too?”

“Your spiritual side is still there, but you’re so busy thrashing around in the chaos of what’s happened that you’re not hearing it.”

Annah reclaimed her coffee and began sipping. She’d been trying to listen to the whispers of her mind. None of them had spoken of anything remotely associated with being Wiccan. 

“Annah, memories are lost for many reasons. A knock on the head, an infection, repression of pain or anguish—there are thousands of different reasons. Since the neurologist gave you a clean bill of health, that rules out the physical end of things, which leaves us with the psychological end. It’s quite common to feel that when your memories come back, so will the reason you forced the memories away in the first place. Basically, you’re hiding, choosing to keep what you know and fear at bay.”

“I have nothing to be afraid of. Pam told me about Steven, and I’m okay.” Annah almost spoke about her night with Eric but thought better of it. She didn’t want to feel guilty, but she did. Essentially, she’d used him to vanquish the residue Steven had left on her. Although her desire for Eric no longer had anything to do with her injuries, she was still being selfish. She didn’t love him. Even if she grew to love him, at the present time he was nothing but a nice guy who made her feel secure—and horny. Was that the main reason she wasn’t telling Mandy?

“No one’s judging you, Annah-Bella. You and Eric need each other more than you know.” Mandy’s voice was gentle and reassuring. 

Annah balked. “You too! Are you all freaks?”

Mandy’s laughter sounded like a lighthearted song. “No, we’re not. We’ve mastered the ability to listen to what isn’t said. Now, back to you. Tell me, what are you most afraid of?”

Annah chewed on her straw. Eric had asked the same question. She hadn’t even allowed herself time to mull over his response to her answer, and now she sat face to face with someone else asking about her fears. Out in the shop, a wind chime tinkled. “Do you a have a fan facing your wind chimes? They keep ringing.”

“No, they move based on the energy circulating in the air. Today they’re particularly active, thanks to the auras you and Eric possess.”

“You can see my aura? And Eric’s?”

“Of course. You possess the ability as well. Trust me when I tell you your knowledge of who you are will return very soon. Now, back to what I asked.”

Annah slouched against the chair. “Eric asked me that same thing when he drove me home yesterday afternoon. My knee-jerk response is that I fear living without my past.” She shrugged and picked at one of her cuticles, not seeing any reason to go into Eric’s deeper insights into her fears. “I guess that’s it.” 

“You won’t find your way if you don’t face yourself. Tell me what you told him, the non-knee-jerk response, and what he said to you.”

Annah’s right leg shook. Soon, the left one joined in, and while she chewed at her lower lip, her legs bounced to a silent Irish jig. It was harder to say the words now than it had been yesterday. Eric had an uncanny ability to read her thoughts but here, under Mandy’s gaze, she felt like her mind had been dissected and splayed across the desk. 

“You’re safe here, Annah.”

Annah looked at her bouncing legs. She placed her hands between her legs and pressed her thighs tight. “That’s just it. The answer I gave him was real, but there’s something else. I didn’t tell him because I didn’t want to burden him.”

“And that is?”

Keeping her eyes focused on the hem of her dress, Annah toyed with a thread. “I’m afraid of disappointing him...everyone.” She looked up, her eyes misting. “What if the person I am now is someone they won’t want to know—or love? They see me as I was, but I’m just a shell of that woman. What if she never comes back? Will they be disappointed? Will they stop loving me?” She stood and moved to stand by a filing cabinet. “And what if I never love them?”

Mandy held up her hand, bracelets jangling. “Slow down and sit.” She waited until Annah reclaimed the chair before speaking again. “If you begin to live as the person you are now, in this place in time, instead of worrying about the past, you’ll find peace with what’s happened. This is important, so listen carefully—your love for Pamela, Barney, Sam, and Eric is still within your heart, but you must learn to hear it above all the chaos of your fears. They won’t abandon you, Annah. And they don’t expect you to be anybody other than the Annah they see in front of them. Their love for you is unwavering. A woman couldn’t have truer people by her side.” 

“Let me get this straight,” Annah said. “If I accept the amnesia and forget…ha, poor word choice…not dwell on why it happened, my brain might stop its madness, then my love for everyone will return, and we’ll dance into the sunset?”

“Happily ever after is subjective, but you get the point.”

“I don’t know; it seems impossible. Everything around me reminds me—again, not a great word—shows me what I’ve lost. This is how I see it: a person’s life is like a chapter book. When we read, we pass from chapter to chapter, gathering information that creates the story. If we start the book at Chapter 29 and the story ends in Chapter 30, we don’t have a story; we have nothing but two chapters that make no sense.”

Annah watched Mandy rattle the ice cubes in her cup and suck at the diluted coffee at the bottom. Her face offered little insight to her thoughts. Annah was about to speak when Mandy said, “Good analogy, but you’re missing one very important point. The words of the previous chapters may be gone, but the pages remain. Why not write a new story? You might just change the ending too.”

“Okay, how about this?” Annah countered. “Let’s call the person’s past their greatest hits album. The memories are the songs. If the album is blank, the person doesn’t exist.”

“Not true. You can’t miss what you don’t know. If you aren’t able to recall the songs, then the album is just a piece of black plastic. However, the person is still alive and quite capable of creating new songs.”

Mandy stood and removed a black, lacquered box from the top shelf behind her chair. She set it on the desk and opened the lid. Inside were velvet pouches dyed in the richest of colors. Red, blue, green, purple. She removed the bags and set them aside, revealing a snow white, satin drawstring pouch, which she took out. After returning the other bags back to the box, she pushed it aside, then loosened the drawstring and spilled onto the desk a milky colored stone attached to a silver chain. She nudged the stone toward Annah. “This is for you. Do you know what it is?”

“Moonstone. Don’t ask me how I know. I just do.”

“Very good.” A pleased look came over Mandy’s face. “Do you know what it’s used for?”

Annah picked up the necklace and slid her thumb over the stone. “If I’m recalling the correct details, the goddess of the moon infuses moonstone with the power to heal and restore inner balance. The feminine energy within the crystal enhances intuition and...I don’t know…something else.”

“Harmony.” Mandy took the chain and allowed the stone to dangle, the thin blue and purple veins swimming as it spun. She walked behind Annah and fastened it around her neck. “I want you to wear this at all times. It will help you find harmony with your new path.”

Annah reached over her shoulder and grasped Mandy’s hand. She leaned her head back and smiled. “Thank you, Mandy. Thank you for everything.” 

“One more thing.”

“What else is there? I should be going. You have to open your store. You won’t make any money sitting back here with me.”

“This will only take a minute. I have a gift for you.”

“But you gave me this.” Annah fingered the stone. What could Mandy possibly give her now? Matching earrings?

Mandy bent to the side and pulled open the bottom desk drawer. When she straightened, she held a thick, red leather journal with an emblazoned image of Pegasus, the mythical flying horse, branded into the cover. 

She placed the book on Annah’s side of the desk. “Allow me to give you some of your greatest hits.”

“This is my Book of Shadows!” She said the words, but there hadn’t been any thought beforehand. Her automatic pilot had kicked in. “I don’t understand. How did you get this? It should be...” She couldn’t finish because she didn’t know where the book should have been. She only knew it shouldn’t have been in Mandy’s desk.

“Pam gave it to me for safekeeping. Before the renovation crew descended upon your house, she boxed up your personal belongings. Some items she stored in the basement and this...” Mandy tapped the journal with her black-lacquered fingernail. “...she gave to me when we were at the hospital. She understood this book needed a different kind of protection.”

“Blon…Pam? She did that?”

“I told you, Annah, they love you. And they’ll protect you.”

“How can you be so sure?” 

“Trust that I know.” Now it was Mandy’s turn to stand. “I’m going to see if Margaret has arrived.”

“Margaret?” Annah craned her neck to be able to see Mandy. “You hired someone?”

“I had to, but don’t worry. Your job is ready when you are. Now, look through the journal, or just sit and be peaceful.” 

Annah listened to Mandy’s bracelets and the wind chimes out in the shop. Closing her mind to the sounds, she reached for her journal. She already knew what would lie beneath the cover. It wasn’t so much a memory; it was... Well, she just knew. 

She pulled the cover back. Upon the facing page, her name, written in dark blue ink, proved her right. She knew what was on the next page too. It had something to do with Sam. 

Sliding her finger along the paper’s edge, she lifted the page to reveal a crudely drawn picture. 

 A woman with black hair sticking out of her head stretched up on toe-less feet. Extra-long arms extended from her neck. She reached out fingers that resembled worms toward a grinning star. If she jumped, she’d get what she desired. 

Under the drawing was written the name Sam. Next to it were his age and the date. He’d been eight when he’d blessed her journal, for that’s what the picture was, a child’s way of saying the path his mom was on was okay with him. 

Annah flipped the page and read her first entry.

When a woman looks at a field of dandelions, she either sees a hundred weeds or a thousand wishes. I prefer to see wishes. I’m about to start my journey on a new spiritual path. I haven’t chosen to be Wiccan; it chose me. The call of the earth, from the breeze through the trees to the creatures burrowing deep within the soil, I am a thread in the great web called life. Through the energy of the Universe, I’ll find my place and fill the void I’ve been feeling for so very long. I ask my Goddess to lead and I will follow. To guide me and I will walk with a sure foot. Stay by my side and be a light when darkness falls. Be with me, Goddess. Blessed be.

******

The drive back to Copedale was a quiet one. Eric allowed Annah time with her thoughts and himself with his. He hadn’t planned on taking her to the shop, but when the idea had come to him, he’d leapt at it. Of all of them, Mandy alone held the power to reach past Annah’s barriers and coax her back to her life. Now all he had to do was have patience. There it was again. Patience. He’d like to banish the word from the English language… Or from his own vocabulary. Resigned was a better word, as in he had to be resigned to the fact things might never be like they’d once been. 

Pam had said, ‘Give her time to relearn she loved you.’ Sure, he’d told Pam he knew what he was doing, even though he didn’t. 

When they drove past the sign welcoming them to Copedale, Annah faced him. “I want to see where you live.”

He held back responding. The statement was so out of the blue he didn’t know what to say. 

“May I?” she asked. “Will you show me your home?”

“Sure, but why?”

“Why!”

“Yes, why? Why do you want to see it now? I would think you’d want to go home and relax. You’ve had...let’s say, a busy morning. How about I take you out for lunch?”

“Why don’t you want me to see it?”

Her eyes burned into his skull. She’d asked a good question, one for which he didn’t have an answer. He should be leaping with joy at her request. 

“Eric, I’ve had to learn to trust you, and I do. But you have to trust me too.”

“I do trust you. Always have.”

“Always have doesn’t count anymore. The Annah I was before is gone for now. You don’t have to say it; I know she’s still there. In keeping with your painting analogy, the artist has to learn to trust the canvas. Eric, can you trust me to be who I am now?”

He didn’t have an answer—or did he? It finally was coming clear. Pam’s advice, and his belief, had been wrong. He’d been so caught up in wanting Annah to feel what she’d once felt for him that he’d failed to see what was right in front of him. To her, she’d never been in love with him. The question now was: would she allow herself to fall again?

Eric reached out, squeezed Annah’s hand, and said, “Here’s a thought. Want to come see where I live?”

Annah unfastened her seatbelt, slid over toward him and fastened the middle belt. “I’d love to. On the way, can we stop at a deli for subs?”

 

Before going into the house, Annah had insisted on seeing inside the barn. In the time it took for their eyes to adjust to the dim light, he led her away from the left side where the remnants of the bust still remained on the workbench. Even though she wouldn’t recognize the person it had represented, she might begin a line of questioning he wasn’t ready to answer. 

“That’s unique.” She pointed to a large block of clay wrapped by a clear, plastic covering. “You’re not very creative, are you?” 

He feigned a hurt expression. “What? You don’t like it? I’ve been working on that for months. Sheesh, everyone’s a critic.” 

Annah looped her arms around his waist. Angling her face up, she smiled. “I love it. You’re very talented.”

All he could do was nod because the look she gave him stole his breath. 

“Cat got your tongue?” 

“No...I...” He cleared his throat, allowing time to pull his thoughts back. “I was...I have an owl; would you like to see it?”

“An owl? Where? Owls are good luck, you know. I’m envious.”

“I’ll share it with you anytime you want.” He directed her past the clay block. “At the back. It’s sleeping up in the loft. You’ll be able to see the top of its head from over here.” He positioned her in a viewing spot. 

“Can we go up there? I’m okay to climb.” Annah turned and pleaded with her eyes—and voice. “Please?”

He would love to take her into the loft. The hay was newly added and still smelled sweet, but the spiders were pretty meaty.

“How do you feel about spiders?”

Annah squirmed. “No, thank you. Let’s stay down here.” Lexy passed her legs and dug her nose behind something covered in a black tarp. “Lexy seems to know her way around.”

“She lived with me when you were in the hospital. She took on the mission of wrangling the mice into a manageable herd. Now, when she barks, they jump.” 

At his mention of mice, Annah didn’t squirm or look at her feet. Perhaps she didn’t mind them. It was funny; their time had been cut short so abruptly that what he didn’t know about her was almost level with what she didn’t know about herself. For example, they both didn’t even know if she liked roller coasters or cotton candy. Why that example popped into his head made no sense; he didn’t even like cotton candy himself.

A snapping of fingers in front of his nose pulled Eric out of his thoughts. “Hey, where’d you go?” Annah asked.

“Sorry.” He gave a quick shake of his head. “I was just thinking... There’s a lot about you I don’t know. Until you get your memories back, we’re both in the dark.”

“What do you want to know? Ask me. Maybe I’ll remember something.”

“Okay, are you afraid of mice?”

A mouse scampered by Annah’s foot. Lexy came charging after it and tried to cram her bulk into the tight corner where the mouse had fled. Annah didn’t even flinch. “I guess that answers that.” She laughed. “Next question.”

“Phew, that’s a relief,” Eric responded. “I keep a ton of mice in a box in the bedroom closet.”

“Cute. Well, you go ahead and keep them in that box. One isn’t a problem, but I’m not ready to reenact a scene from Ben.”

“Ben was about rats. Those I keep in the basement.” 

“Great. I shudder to think what you keep in your attic.”

“Oh, the attic.” Eric scratched his chin. “Yeah, those little devils are hard to keep contained.” 

Annah covered her face with her fingers. “Okay, Uncle! Let’s talk about something else.

“Deal. What about roller coasters? Do you like them or avoid them?”

Annah twisted her mouth. “I don’t have a clue. Can we go someplace and find out? Like an amusement park?”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll look into it.” Eric extended his hand. “Ready to see the studio?”

“What studio? I thought you worked in here.”

“Can’t. Too many problems that would take too long to address right now. I had a prefabricated building delivered, and I’m just about finished with the inside.”

“I want to look around in here some more if that’s okay.” Annah walked to the right and stood next to a large, covered object. “What’s under here?”

He removed the tarp, revealing a chrome-and-black Harley. Hopefully, she would remember it.

“You have a motorcycle? Have I been on it? Is it fast? Did I like it?” Annah fired her questions and walked around the bike, her fingers trailing along the spotless chrome. She stood by the front fender, her eyes hopeful. “Can we go for a ride?”

“Yes, to all your questions. Anytime you want a ride, just ask.”

“Now?”

Her smile opened her entire face, the cloud of the past month vanishing under its power. She would need a change of clothes. Maybe Pam had brought something for her that was suitable for her to wear. “You’re not dressed quite right for a bike ride. However, Pam did—”

She didn’t wait for him to finish but bent down and opened the footrest. She climbed up and swung her leg over the backseat, her dress hitching up her thighs, exposing skin all the way to her hip joint. “I’m dressed just fine.” She giggled and added, “Let’s ride, cowboy. Show me what you’ve got.”

Eric did a double take. She had no idea what she’d just said, and he was lost regarding how to respond. What was he supposed to do with the pieces of the old Annah that taunted him from behind the wall that blocked her memories? “I guess, if you...?”

She reached out and traced the lines of his palm with her finger, giving him a mischievous look. “I want to feel power between my legs.”

Eric suppressed a moan, chuckling instead. “You’re doing it again, aren’t you?” 

“Doing what?” Her wide-eyed expression didn’t fool him. The problem was that if they continued having sex, an already complicated situation would become worse. It wasn’t that he didn’t want her; he wanted her love more. 

“How about I give you a tour of the studio and the house before we sit on the porch and eat our subs? I’ll show you the flowers I got for you the other day.” 

“Fine.” Annah began to get down from the bike, her mouth locked in a pout. 

“You know, when you do that, your lips are perfectly shaped.” He stepped up to her, forcing her to remain straddling the seat. Not making love to her didn’t mean he wasn’t allowed to taste her kisses.

“For what?” she asked.

“For this.” 

He cupped the sides of her face and claimed her perfectly shaped lips.




Chapter 20

“I WOULD rather have had your sub.” Annah pushed her plate away, the half-eaten sandwich sitting in the center of it. 

Eric swallowed his last bite and moaned with exaggerated pleasure. “Wow! That’s was great. Succulent and juicy. Man, oh, man.”

“Funny. You’re a laugh a minute.”

He patted Annah’s hand and grinned. “Mine was steak and cheese, and you’re a vegetarian.”

“You say that, but you can’t tell me why, so it shouldn’t count. One bite wouldn’t have hurt, but nooo, you don’t believe in sharing. Your mother would be very disappointed in you.”

Eric chuckled and dabbed at the corner of her lips with a napkin. 

She snatched the napkin from his hand and finished wiping her mouth. 

“Nena, I’ll share everything I have with you, except for animal protein. And besides, my mother already knows my bad qualities.” 

“Fine, but if you ever eat a steak in front of me, watch out.”

“Warning acknowledged. Would you like to go for a walk?”

She gave a quick nod but remained sitting. Pointing to the garden where Eric had put the sunflowers, she asked, “You mentioned you brought me flowers, but I didn’t see any in the house. Are those them?”

“Yes. Sunflowers are your favorite.”

Annah parroted his words at the same time he spoke them. “Sunflowers are my favorite.” A rush of adrenaline fueled her heart. Bit by minuscule bit, the pieces were returning. His pleased expression was hard to miss. “Why are you grinning?”

“Every once in a while you reappear. I mean, not you but the old you.”

“And you prefer the old me to who I am now?”

“No, I didn’t mean that. I’ll take you in all your forms, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want you to remember me. So, yeah, I’m glad the Annah that loved me is still in you.”

She wasn’t sure the old Annah was hanging around. “What other things have I said? To make you think she’s here?”

“In the barn, when you said, ‘Let’s ride’ and you called me cowboy. That’s your nickname for me. The first few times I saw you, I had on cowboy boots. The ride comment comes from a movie. We play this game where we offer up quotes from movies, and the other one has to guess the name of the flick. So far, I’m in the lead.”

Eric’s phone rang, and he offered an apology. “I’m expecting a call, and I have to take this.” He scanned the screen and swiped. “Hold on,” he said into the device. “I’m sorry, but I—”

“It’s fine. Take your call. Do you want me to go inside?”

“No, stay here.” He placed a kiss on her forehead and then spoke into the phone as he walked down the porch steps.

Annah followed his movements with her gaze. He remained close enough for her to hear his side of the conversation, something about a delivery. The topic held no interest for her, so she blocked it out and concentrated on the man. Taking hold of the moonstone, she gave herself over to the rhythm of her breathing and watched in amazement as the air surrounding him began shimmering and soon formed a collection of blue waves. This was his Aura, his spectral signature. It revealed the definitive truth about his soul. Sunlight swam through the undulating layers. 

As if a fire radiated from within the crystal between her fingers, the surface grew hot, fueling a realization that Eric possessed the qualities she’d always wanted in a partner but had never found—until he’d walked into her life. It wasn’t lost on her that she’d just thought about what she’d wanted during a time before the amnesia. Eric was right; the memories were leaking through the barricade. Hopefully, more would follow.

“Annah.” Eric was by her side, his voice drawing her mind back to the porch. “I have to run to Manchester. Do you want to come with me or stay here until I get back? I don’t have time to take you home. I’m sorry. The guy is waiting for me.” 

She stretched her arms and yawned. “If you’re okay with it, I’d love to stay here with Lexy.”

“Fine with me. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.” He kissed her and jogged back down the steps. Walking backward, he said, “I’ll call you when I’m heading back in case you want me to get something. Adiós, mi amor.”

“Adiós.” She waved, almost adding, “Mi amor.” 

 

The Book of Shadows lay on Annah’s lap, her thoughts half in the journal and half in the garden with the sunflowers. A breeze cut between the stalks, infusing life into the plants, and they swayed, waving to her from across the grass. She found herself lifting her hand in a return gesture. Before Eric had told her, if he’d asked her to pick a favorite flower, she wouldn’t have been able to answer. But when he’d said sunflowers, her mind had whispered it to be true. She’d have to look for a vase and cut some of the flowers to bring to her house. Or, if Eric agreed, keep them here on the porch table where they’d greet her in the morning. She was getting ahead of herself, thinking she’d be staying the night, although she didn’t expect him to disagree. If need be, she’d convince him as she’d done the night before. She didn’t want to use him, but the truth was she didn’t want to go to the unfamiliar house that was supposed to be her home, with each room acting as a glaring reminder of her losses.

Annah returned her attention to the journal and opened to the page outlining the qualities of an earth witch. Most of them were virtues she’d be proud to display, such as the desire to help others find their paths within nature and to be patient and practical. As a friend, earth witches are deeply loyal, but on the flip side, they’re known for holding grudges when they’ve been deceived. Don’t cross an earth witch, lest ye pay the price. It appeared that earth witches harbor a take-no-prisoners, offer-no-quarter attitude. 

When she’d read about earth witches worshiping in the temple called Mother Earth, a chamber door at the outer edges of her mind opened, allowing a stream of light to pass. Thanks to her friend, the secrets of her soul had been kept safe and were now in her hands. 

She found Sam in pages of the book, along with joyful recounts of their activities: little snippets of outings, along with her hopes and plans for his future, and spells she’d cast for his safety and growth. 

Rituals calling on her Goddess lay between the entries. Tucked within the middle of the book was a spell for clarity that she’d performed at what seemed to have been a turbulent time in her life.  The name Helen appeared in several places. What felt like a panic attack was waking inside of her. Why did reading about this woman create a feeling of anxiety? 

The sound of Eric’s truck called from behind the barn. She stood and walked to the railing. The last entry in the Book of Shadows had expressed gratitude to her Goddess for bringing him into her life. The tightness of a moment ago eased, replaced with a sensation of peace. Yes, having Eric in her life was a blessing.

 

“Let me get this straight. You say you love me and want me to fall back in love with you, but you don’t want to be with me?” Annah folded her arms across her chest and stepped away from Eric. She walked over near the bay window and stood staring outside. From her vantage point, she had a clear view of a sprawling chestnut tree and two Adirondack chairs. A rock garden filled with hostas formed a semicircle around the base of the tree. He’d told her that everything he did to the house had been with her in mind. Why, then, was he pushing her away? Shouldn’t he be holding on to her tighter than before? It could be for his own protection; being around someone who didn’t have a clue who you were had to be as confusing as not knowing who you were. 

Annah faced Eric. “I get it. I don’t blame you for wanting to avoid the situation. It sucks for me, and I imagine it must suck for you too.”

In two steps he was in front of her, his hands holding her shoulders. “Look at me, Annah. I never said I wanted to avoid anything. I’m trying to do what’s best for you.”

“How? How is pushing me away the best thing for me?” She shook off his hands and walked around him, heading back to the center of the room. “I thought you loved me.”

“I do.” 

“Then explain, please, how pushing me away demonstrates love.” She felt the burning at the edges of her eyes. If she didn’t keep control, she’d become a sniveling fool. “You know what? Never mind. Do what you want. Can we go now?”

She turned for the door and felt his arms enfolding her from behind. “If I let you stay, it will only cause more confusion. We both know the truth about last night, and we’d be fools to repeat it. I thought about this while I was driving back here. We can’t use each other again.”

Annah spun to look at him. “How did you use me?”

“I used you by allowing myself to believe you were back. I know you were just giving me your body, and I took it to ease my loss. I needed you to push away my pain at having lost you. And I know you were using me. You needed me to help block the pain that came with learning about Steven’s assault, and I’m okay with that. But...”

 “Eric, you haven’t lost me.” She reached up to touch him and watched his expression, his eyes speaking louder than his words. Now it would be his turn to fall apart.

 His voice cracked and the edges of his eyes filled. “Yes, I have. You’re with me physically, but... Look, I believe everything I said about you still being Annah, despite the loss of your memories and... This isn’t easy for me either. I haven’t stopped loving you... You don’t love me.” 

He’d gained control of his emotions, but she couldn’t. She didn’t want any of this to be happening, nor had she asked for it. Or had she? Had she done something to block her memory? Was she still blocking it, not wanting whatever she was running from to catch up with her? ‘You’re hiding, choosing to keep what you know and fear at bay.’ If what Mandy had said was true, what then? 

Annah stepped close and leaned into him. Somehow, in the course of a day, they’d switched roles. He’d gone from being her protector to the one needing safety. She’d thought he was invincible, capable of taking everything she laid on him without faltering in the least—like Atlas carrying the world on his shoulders. She’d expected him to carry her and her own shattered world.

Her words came out in a series of incoherent gasps. “Does this...I’m...lose you?”

Eric cradled her face. After wiping her cheeks with his hands, he drew her against him. “No, I’ll be with you for as long as you want me.”

Sniffling against his shirt, she buried her face into the scented folds of cotton. The beating of his heart seemed to be calling her, trying to find the rhythm of hers. 

“What if you find someone—?” A fresh tidal wave of emotions rushed out, threatening to drown them both. 

“Annah, don’t.”

“If I don’t love you, will you stay in Copedale?”

“It’ll all depends on you. This was your home long before I arrived.”

 Needing to step away from him to gain some clarity, she moved out of his embrace. “So, you’re saying I’m holding your fate in my hands.”

He stood where she’d left him, his arms limp against his sides. “No, it’s fate who’s holding both our lives in its hands.” 

“But I need you.” It hadn’t been quite a scream, more of a howl, like the coyotes. She understood their anguish, calling into the night for a connection with one of their pack. “Eric, I can’t do this without you. I’m not that strong.” 

“You’re a warrior, Annah. You don’t back down from anything life throws at you.”

“Let me stay with you tonight, and I’ll battle tomorrow.”

“And tomorrow you’ll ask for another day. Each time I give in, I’ll be doing you more harm. I’ll become a seawall, buffering you against the hurricane raging inside of you.” 

“That’s not a bad thing. Seawalls keep areas protected.”

“Annah, I can’t protect you. You need to face the hurricane and ride it out. I’ll be here to keep you on course, but you have to do the swimming. Just keep swim....” His voice trailed off. 

She walked away. She didn’t get very far, instead finding him drawing her back into his orbit. 

“Every time you call me ‘Annah,’ I think you’ve decided you’ve had enough.”

“What?”

“When you call me nena, I know you still love me, and you’re not giving up on me, but when you call me Annah, I figure—”

His movement was faltering at first but soon became fluid as he reached for her. He pulled her close. “Nena, I love you and I have no intention of giving up on you or us.”

Standing on her toes, she held the sides of his face and pulled him her way. “Will you still kiss me?” She couldn’t be near him and not dine on the taste of his kiss.

“I’d love to, but only if you want me to.”

“I want you to always kiss me.” She slipped her tongue over his lips.

And she wanted to fall in love with him too.




Chapter 21

 ANNAH and Pam sat on the love seat, their feet propped up on opposite chairs. Lexy snored from her position in front of the screen house door, and the humid night air vibrated with the calls of crickets and tree frogs. A citronella candle sent flickering waves of light over containers of food spread out on the wicker coffee table.

Somewhere in the distance, a bird released a raspy wok sound. Annah had been about to drink some wine. Instead, she stopped and listened. Wok, wok, wok. The calls occurred in succession, punctuated by brief moments of silence. They seemed to be coming from beyond the back fence. “What’s back there?” She indicated the pitch darkness beyond the rear stockade fence.

“A marsh and a pond. Why?” Pam scooped fried rice onto her plate and took a mouthful.

Annah gave a nonchalant shrug. “Nothing. Just trying to get my bearings.” She took a sip of wine and returned the glass to the table. Most likely she wasn’t much of a wine drinker because it had stopped appealing to her after the second sip. At first, the sparkling Chablis had tasted refreshing, the effervescence tickling the back of her tongue. Not any longer. A cup of tea would taste much better with the Chinese food.

Pam added, “You take Lexy back there. The entrance is located at the end of the street, right outside your driveway.”

“Hm, okay. Thanks.” Annah removed a chicken wing from one of the cartons. “So, tell me, is this what we do all the time?”

“Annah! Drop it!” Pam yelled, and Lexy jumped to her feet, a low growl following her rapid movement. The dog looked from Annah to Pam, then yawned and returned to her spot.

“What?” Annah flung the wing onto her plate and batted it with a napkin. “Is there a bug on it?”

Pam removed the offending limb and placed it on her own dish. “No. You don’t eat meat. You’re a vegetarian.” 

“That was the problem? Damn, I thought I was about to eat a roach or something. In the future, try and stay calm, okay?” Annah eyed the wing. She hadn’t been able to get around Eric’s refusal with his steak-and-cheese sub, but she wasn’t going to let Pam stand in her way over a measly chicken wing. She took possession of the wing and held it over the container of sweet sauce. “Do you know why I’m a vegetarian? I asked Eric, but he was clueless.” 

“You never told me the reason.” Pam reclaimed the wing and dropped it back into the carton. “You avoid food that comes from animals that walk on the ground. And animals that fly. You eat fish, eggs, and a little cheese. ” 

“Seems one-sided, don’t you think? I protest the killing of land animals but not fish?” 

Pam gave a dismissive gesture and ripped open a Peking ravioli. “I think it has something to do with your cholesterol.” 

“I’d say my cholesterol is the least of my worries right now.” Annah removed a boneless spare rib from a foil-lined bag. She lathered it in sweet sauce, licked at the dripping sauce and bit into the top half of the juicy meat. “Oh, this is good. I must have been crazy to give up meat.”

Pam stabbed a shrimp with the end of a chopstick. “Yeah. Nothing like a piece of braised animal flesh to get the old heart pumping. Back to your question, about what you and I do? Sometimes we do this—eat and talk; we also go to the movies or live shows. We vary it. Although, most nights, you’re here alone. If you’re not painting, you’re reading or casting spells. Plus, you’re usually in bed by nine.”

“I sound boring.” Annah finished the rib and took a fried shrimp. She peeled off the crisp outer covering, exposing the inner pink meat. “What do you mean, I paint? The walls?”

Pam sighed and tore open a wet napkin packet. “Yes, Annah. Every night you repaint the walls of the house. Pay attention, you paint as in putting paint on a canvas.” 

Annah lifted her glass. Now she wanted the wine. “It appears that you’re just as snarky as me. I know what painting is, but you could have meant I paint furniture. That would explain the solvent odors in the basement.” 

“Forget the basement. What have you been doing all day? Haven’t you even looked at the paintings in the house? Some of them are signed by you.” 

“I only got here yesterday. Plus, I’ve had to play hostess to a constant flow of misfits.”

“Yes, but you’ve been here all day.”

“Not all day. Remember, Eric took me to see Mandy? After that, I took a nap with Lexy.” She gulped a mouthful of wine. The house held no interest for her. Indifferent. That’s how she felt. “Right now, I don’t really care about the things in the house. When my memories return, they’ll mean something, but until then, they’re the property of someone else.”

“Annah-Bee, you can’t wait until your memory comes back before you start living. Come on.” Pam stood and drained her glass. She then took the plate off Annah’s lap and pulled her up too. “Let’s take a walk.”

Annah resisted. “I’m eating,” she complained. “Plus, I’m slightly woozy from the wine. Just tell me.”

“Stop whining and stand,” Pam insisted. “Lexy, show Mama the way.” 

Lexy ran onto the grass, and Pam walked to the back door of the house and reached around for the inside wall. Several lights came to life, one of which was pointing to a building in the left corner of the yard. 

“That’s your studio.”

“That? I assumed it was a storage shed.”

Pam ran the path Lexy had taken. “Let’s go,” she called out from the middle of the yard.

Annah rushed to catch up, her legs no match for the blond gazelle. 

They reached the studio, and Pam began pressing numbers on a key pad. “This is your home away from home. Barney had an electronic lock put on the door because you never lock the shed.”

“Please tell me the code is the same as Sam’s birthday. I’m having enough trouble keeping those numbers straight. However, if you want me to tell the distance between the earth and the moon, let me know. That kind of information is ready and waiting.”

“No, thanks. I’m good. But hey, maybe you can go on a game show. And, yes the code’s the same. If nothing else, Barney is efficient.” Pam opened the door and switched on the light. “Voila!”

Annah stood outside. Pungent odors escaped from the lit interior and introduced themselves to her. The thick night air grew heavy with their scent. Turpentine. Linseed oil. Like old friends she’d long ago forgotten, they’d been here waiting for her. 

Pam opened two windows and flipped on a fan. Lexy moved past and flopped onto a dog bed next to a paint-splattered stool tucked under an equally smeared easel. A stained shirt, pair of glasses, and magnifying glass hung from one corner. Behind the easel, suspended in front of a window Pam had just opened, spun a crystal hummingbird. 

Annah stepped around Lexy. The overhead light sparkled off the delicate-looking wings. If she touched it, would it fly away? She had to take a chance. Her palm came up under the prism and supported the figurine. It settled in her hand, the glass warm to the touch. Outside the building, in the marsh where the night heron had been, music played. The tinkling of piano keys rode on a fragrant breeze slipping through the screen. The doleful melody lured her to another place and time.

The stone lying against her breastbone warmed. She touched it and rubbed her thumb along the surface. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Pam joined Annah by the window and pressed her ear against the screen. “I think you’re hearing things. There’s nothing out there. You must be hearing—”

“Pam, listen. Music. A piano. A voice. It’s… It’s there. Listen.” Annah gripped the moonstone and released the prism. The blood vessel in her neck pulsed. It was happening again. The music began to fade. “Listen, it’s getting softer, but I can still hear it.”

Pam scooted Annah back into the center of the room. “Please don’t start hearing voices. You’ve got enough going on.” 

Annah kept staring at the hummingbird. Eric had something to do with it. “I heard the same music yesterday. When I was looking at the picture Eric texted me, of us dancing.” She spoke more to herself than to Pam. “Eric gave me the crystal that night.”

Pam pushed aside the supplies covering a black desk and slid onto it. “What picture?” 

All was as it had been. The piano stopped playing, the woman’s voice vanished, and the moonstone fell cool once again. All except for the hummingbird, which fluttered using its glass wing.

“He sent you the picture! Did he tell you...?”

Annah snapped out of her reverie. “What?”

Pam jumped off the desk. “You should look around. All these paintings are your creations.” She swept her arms in a wide arc, pointing out rows of canvases leaning against the side wall. “You told me you use those as practice canvases. Me, I’d throw them out and start fresh, but I’m not the artiste.”

“Wait.” Annah blinked and shook her head. “What were you about to say?”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Pam said. “You just said Eric gave you the glass thingy. Did you remember?”

Annah looked down. A coffee tin filled with paintbrushes sat on the desk. She fingered the bristles, stroking the ebony tips with her fingertips. “I don’t know. Maybe. I can’t tell if the things I’m hearing happened or were once a dream I may have had. It’s really strange. I can’t see anything in my mind. Only hear.” She looked at Pam and added, “But let’s get back to the pic—”

“It was nothing. I just meant… Never mind. Have a look around, and then let’s go inside. I need dessert.” 

 Annah walked over to a row of canvases resting in front of a wall. She knelt and began flipping them against her thigh. “So these are all mine, huh?” She stood and moved to the back area of the room. Close to a dozen large canvases, each portraying the same image, were angled her way. Frustration. Anger. Resignation. Odd emotions to have when looking at such beautiful renderings. “Did I do those? They almost look like Monet’s paintings of Giverny.”

“Helen commissioned the job. She drove you crazy by rejecting all of those. You finally finished one, and it’s somewhere being framed. The town’s having some sort of shindig to commemorate the puddle they’re calling a water garden.”

 “Helen?” Annah frowned, her heart beginning a frantic pace. The quick shift in Pam’s face had been fast, but not fast enough. “Who’s Helen?” She came close to Pam’s face and glared. “And don’t you dare lie to me.”

“I don’t—”

“Listen carefully. Who the hell is Helen, and why do I suddenly feel like screaming?” 

Pam breathed a heavy sigh. “Let’s go in the house and open the second bottle of wine. You might need a drink. I know I will.”

 

They sat in the living room, Annah on the recliner and Pam on the couch. After they each had drunk a glass of wine, Pam told the story about Helen and Annah’s father. The tale ended with an explanation of Annah’s cantankerous relationship with the woman named Helen.

“So, basically, Helen hated me and killed my father.” Annah had her legs stretched on the footrest. She leaned against the back cushion and rocked in the chair. Her once-full-of-wine glass sat bone dry on a nearby end table.

Pam refilled the glasses, a snickering snort coming out of her nose. “This is déjà vu. That’s what you used to say, back before your mind packed up and fled.”

“Who cares? It’s true, isn’t it? My father planned on marrying her, and she cheated on him and basically left him at the altar. He died of a broken heart.” Annah leaned out and took the glass Pam extended. 

“Actually, sweetie, your dad died from a brain aneurysm. His heart had nothing to do with it. And, may I remind you… Oh, yeah, I can’t remind you about anything. Sorry.… May I tell you that right around the time you started dating Eric, you had a glorious epiphany.”

“About?”

“About how your father hadn’t been totally honest with you and how Helen was an easy target. You couldn’t take out your anger on your dad, with him being dead and all, so you took it out on her.”

Annah dropped her legs. “Wait a minute. I forgave Helen? But you said she treated me like shit. Like when she was my English teacher. And what about the painting? She made me repaint it how many times?” 

“I never said she treated you like crap. I said she was hard on you.”

Annah scowled into her wine. “She sounds like a living version of Cruella de Vil.”

“This is a riot, and I’m not even drunk.” Pam whooped a raucous laugh, some of her wine spilling down the stem of the glass. She raised the glass and licked at the base.

“Blondie, focus. This isn’t funny.”

“Actually, it is. I can see the movie now; the amnesiac feeding her anger about a woman from her past, a woman she doesn’t even remember. Hitchcock would have loved it.”

Annah fumed, keeping her eyes averted. Everything was a joke to this woman. The two of them had probably never held a serious conversation in all the time they’d been friends. 

“This is my life you’re making fun of, Blondie.”

Pam’s laughter stopped. “First off, we’re going to dump the nickname. It was cute, but now its grates. Second, I’m sorry, but you have to admit your behavior is ironic. You don’t remember Helen or how you felt about her. You don’t even know what she looked like. Yet you’re trying to convince yourself you hate her. It’s priceless.”

“Hate is a strong word and no, that’s not what I’m doing.”

Pam emptied the last of the wine into her glass, all the while chuckling. “Fine, you tell me. What are you doing?” She stood, walked over to Annah, and bent forward, bringing her ear near Annah’s face. “I can’t hear you. Speak up.”

Annah turned away. “Go sit down. You’re drunk.”

“Naw, I’m not drunk, but I will sit down. Your floor sways a little.” Settled back on the couch, Pam conceded, “Listen, you and Helen did snip at each other, I won’t deny that, but you gave your share of verbal shots, so you’re not Miss Innocent. Now, it’s true I wasn’t here for the early years, but from what I saw, Helen wasn’t that bad. She was just a lonely, old woman with no children except for…” Pam left the sentence hanging.

“Go on,” Annah said. “I’m listening.”

“I have to pee.” Pam sprang up and ran from the room.

“Next time, don’t wait so long,” Annah called. She settled back in the chair and sipped her wine. Maybe if she saw a picture of Helen, she’d remember something. Opening her Google app, she typed in Copedale NH, high school teacher, Helen. Within seconds, she stared at a list of options. The first one was an obituary from a local newspaper, dated July third of the present year. The same night the Steven guy tried to kill her. According to the passage, a woman named Helen Maria DeLonga had died after a long battle with an undisclosed illness. The remainder of the obit explained how Ms. DeLonga had worked as an English teacher at Copedale High School, had established the town’s scholarship program, and had remained the primary benefactor. In addition, Ms. DeLonga committed herself to preserving Copedale’s open space with her work on conservation efforts. Ms. DeLonga also maintained an active role in providing for the success of Freedom House, a center for single mothers. Ms. DeLonga was not survived by any known relatives.

A color photograph accompanied the story. Annah studied it. The elderly woman looking back at her appeared stoic, as if she’d never smiled a day in her life. 

“You don’t look very friendly.” 

Pam came back into the room and placed a teacup full of steaming liquid next to Annah. In her other hand, she carried a stack of thick, golden-brown cookies. “Who are you talking to?”

Annah held up her phone. “Is this the Helen you’re talking about?” 

“Yup, that’s her.”

“Seems she was quite the philanthropist, and thank you for the tea, but why do you have cookies and not me?” 

Pam reclined along the length of the couch and munched the first cookie in her stack. “I guess she was. You once told me about a scholarship program she started for Copedale’s seniors. Also, you don’t like raisins, and these are oatmeal-raisin.”

“Her obituary mentions that program, along with her conservation efforts.” Annah extended her hand. “Maybe I like raisins now. Can I have one, please?”

“Yes, you can.” Pam broke her second cookie in half and chewed on one of the pieces.

Annah kept her arm out and waited. “Any day now, Blondie.”

“What?”

“I asked for a cookie.”

“No, you didn’t. You said, ‘can I have one.’ I’m certain you can have one, if you asked nicely.”

“Oh, for stinking sake, may I have one?” 

“Yes, you may.” Pam threw a cookie onto Annah’s lap. 

“Are you always this persnickety? And, thank you.” Annah took a bite. It only took one chew for her to acknowledge she most certainly didn’t like raisins.  She scrunched her mouth and nose, debating whether to swallow the gooey mess or spit it into her tea cup. After allowing the vile glob to slide down her throat, she drained her tea. “Note to self: I still don’t like raisins. Here, you can have it back.” She handed the remaining portion of the cookie to Pam.

“No, thanks. Just put it on the table. Get back to Helen’s obit. Was there anything else?”

“Just that she supported some center for single mothers. Freedom House.”

“Hey, that’s where I…”

Annah held the cup near her lips and cast a suspicious look through the rising steam. “Where you what?”

“Never mind. Thought I’d heard about it.” Pam slid the last piece of the cookie into her mouth and chewed.

“What are you keeping secret now?”

 “Nothing. I just thought I’d heard about the place. Why are you so suspicious?”

“I don’t know. It might have something to do with your constant filtering of information.”

“Oh, let it go. You told me you’d won that scholarship award one year. It was how you paid for part of your college tuition.”

“That’s hard to believe. If she hated—”

Pam wiped cookie crumbs from her belly. “You’re giving me a headache.” She sat up and emptied the last of the wine into her mouth. After a loud belch, she picked up a nearby cushion and tossed it at Annah. “You know, one day you might even learn she loved you.”

Annah kicked at the pillow with her foot while maintaining a steady hold on the teacup. “You almost spilled hot tea on me, and what’s that supposed to mean anyway? She’s dead.”

“I don’t know. Maybe she’ll reach out from the grave and whisper in your ear. Like you said, I’m drunk.” Pam left the couch. “It’s time to visit the basement.”

“No, I don’t want to go down there.” Annah returned the cup to the side table, folded her arms, and tucked her head against her breastbone. 

Pam walked behind the recliner and tilted it forward, spilling Annah onto the rug. “Too bad. I can’t carry the boxes by myself, and I’m not making two trips.”




Chapter 22 

TWO large, cardboard boxes formed a wall between the two women. Annah sat on her bed, her legs crossed, while Pam rested against the headboard. The process was simple. Annah would remove an item from one of the boxes and hold it up. Pam would explain about it. Thus far, they’d accomplished making a mess with the objects strewn over the comforter. 

“And this?” Annah held out a plastic doll of a man with shoulder-length blond hair and a red plastic cape. “Why do I have a Thor doll?”

“I’m surprised you even know that.”

“What’s not to know? It’s Thor.” Annah lowered the toy against her legs. From under the rim of a gray helmet, the doll’s black eyes bored into her soul. “Why do I have it?” She shook the figurine, allowing the arm held in place with a rubber band to flop. “Wait!” She left the bed and walked into the center of the room, the toy held in a tight grip. “I know this.” She looked over at the bed. Pam’s mouth was moving, but her voice was gone. “Pam, I know…” Silence. Where was her own voice? 

Heat spread along her hand where the doll lay. The moonstone’s temperature rose. It was happening again. She was entering a memory. Distant words coalesced, giving rise to fragments of words. Pieces of conversation spoken by visions from her past. 

Happy Birthday, Mum. 

Sam. He couldn’t have been more than five.

Why does Thor always win? 

Her voice followed. Because he’s the mighty Thor, silly. 

A levee within her brain let go, and the words flowed faster. She heard her voice again only she was talking to the doll. Good morning, Thor, and how are you this fine day? Any chance you’re coming to Copedale soon, Thor? 

What would you say to Thor if he came down from Asgard?

The voice no longer belonged to her. It belonged to Eric.

“Ouch.” She yanked away and rubbed the back of her arm. “What did you do that for?”

“You freaked me out,” Pam said. “You’ve been staring at that doll and mumbling. What was going on?”

 “Sam gave me this.” Annah lifted the doll. “For my birthday. We… We used to play fighting games.” Silence followed, then she added, “I kept this on my kitchen windowsill.”

“You remembered all that? Holy shit! What else?”

“I don’t know. It’s gone now, but tell me, am I right? Did Sam give this to me?”

“That’s what you told me when I first asked about it. And you did always keep it on the windowsill.”

Annah walked back to the bed and sat. “Did Eric see this? Before?”

“I don’t know. He came here a few times, so he must have. Why?”

“I don’t… A little while ago, I heard someone say, ‘What would you say to Thor if he came down from Asgard?’”

Pam removed the toy from Annah’s hand. “None of that means anything to me. You’ll have to ask Eric.” She turned the doll over, inspecting between its legs. “You and Eric could have used this for some kind of kinky foreplay game.” She placed Thor on the nightstand. “Leave him here tonight. Maybe he’ll use his powers to restore your memories while you sleep.”

“Maybe. Although Thor doesn’t have those kind of powers. He uses his hammer.”

“Then you and Eric definitely used it as a sex toy.” Pam rubbed her hands together. “What’s next in the box?” She reached in and removed a flat, cedar chest with a pentagram engraved on the lid. “Oh, right. Here’s your witch stuff. I forgot I put it in here. Should I have given it to Mandy along with your journal?”

Annah shook her head a little and smiled. “No, it’s fine. By the way, I never thanked you for protecting my Book of Shadows.” She squeezed Pam’s hand. “Thank you.” After indicating the boxes, she added, “And for keeping all of this safe.”

“My pleasure. I love you, Annah-Bee, and trust me, you love me too. Mind if I go to bed?” She slid by Annah and stooped to give her a hug. “I’ll see you in the morning if you’re awake. I’m leaving early to head to the lake for the day.”

“What?” Annah stood and held onto Pam’s arm. “You’re going away? But—”

“Relax, I’ll be here on Friday. Don’t worry. I’m driving you to the airport, remember? Sam’s coming home.”

Annah took hold of both Pam’s hands. “If you’re not around…? What if I need…? May I come with you? I’d like to see the lake.”

“Sweetie, you can’t come. I’m going with someone. I promise I’ll take you there another time. If you need me, I’m only a phone call or text away. Besides, you have Eric to keep you occupied.”

“He doesn’t want to see me.” Annah turned away and began clearing the bed. Her version of what had transpired between her and Eric wasn’t quite the truth. Why she lied she didn’t know. Maybe for attention or just to try and keep from being alone. Well, it was too late to take it back. Hopefully, Pam would let it slide.

“What do you mean…? This doesn’t sound like Eric at all. I’m calling him right now. Where’s my phone?” 

Pam stormed from the room with Annah running after her.

“No. Don’t, Pam. It’ll embarrass him. Just leave it alone.”

After she found her cell, Pam stared at Annah. “You’re not telling me something.” Blue eyes under two shapely brows narrowed Annah’s way. “What are you leaving out?”

“I’m not leaving… It’s okay. We talked about it.” Annah left Pam in the living room and returned to the bedroom. She resumed returning items to the boxes. She peeked to the side and saw Pam standing in the doorway, her legs wide and arms folded.

“Spill now, or I’m calling him, and I’ll even put him on speaker.”

Annah closed the box she’d refilled and lowered it to the floor. “It’s nothing. He said we can’t fool around anymore, and I kind of took it as him abandoning me.” She looked at Pam and smiled. “It’s okay. He explained everything, and I’m fine.”

 “Sweetie.” Pam rushed over to Annah. “I have to agree with Eric. Sex will only confuse things.”

“That doesn’t make sense.” Annah sniffed and began flipping up and down the lid of the remaining box. “Plus, he didn’t have any problem last night.” Tears hinted at their arrival. She ignored them and added the remainder of items on the bed to the last box. 

“Wait a minute.” Pam sat on the bed and pulled Annah next to her. “He came over here last night and seduced you? I knew it.” She swiped her phone and began pressing numbers. “Of all the low, dirty, stinking male things to do.”

“Pam, slow down. No, you can’t call him.” Annah shoved the phone away and sent it to the floor. “It’s not his fault.”

“You just said he forced himself on you!”

“You’re not giving me a chance to finish. He didn’t seduce me… I…I...” Annah nudged away from Pam and looked out from under her lashes. “I kind of seduced him.”

“But he gave in. He’s supposed to be the strong one. The one who wants to protect you.”

“He is. And he did.” Annah reached under the comforter and removed the pillow Eric had used. She hugged and sniffed, using his scent to calm her. “I was freaked out about that Steven guy and…I wanted…needed someone to hold me. And I like Eric. He’s safe. It wasn’t his fault. Plus, he loves me.”

“I get that, but right now sex isn’t what you two need.”

“You’re wrong. We do need it. Not sex but the connection, although the sex was amazing. But it went deeper. We helped each other. He was tender and loving and showed me how much he loves me. And I hope I did the same for him.”

“But you don’t love him. You used him. Annah-Bee, step back and consider things from his perspective. Sure, we all lost you—Barney, me, Sam. But Eric doesn’t have history to keep him steady. He was new in your life, and you left him once already. Now, you’re gone again.”

“But I haven’t left him. I’m here. He keeps telling me I’m still Annah, so why has he given up on us—on me? If he loves me, he should want to be with me. Just because…” Just because what? Was she about to say that just because she didn’t love him? Was that even true anymore? 

“Sweetie, I know Eric enough to say this with one hundred percent certainty: he hasn’t given up.”

Pam lifted Annah’s chin so their eyes met. “Annah, are you falling love with Eric?”

“I know. It’s… I’m…” Annah pulled the pillow against her belly. The tears won. She couldn’t be sure about what she was feeling. She had no memory of him, and yet she did. He was in her. Whatever she was thinking about or looking at, he was there. “I’m not using him. I don’t know if I love him, but I know he’s part of me, and I’m part of him.”

Pam seemed to think about what Annah said before responding, “That makes more sense than you know. Why don’t you get some sleep?” She nodded towards the nightstand. “I put another gift in the drawer in case you need help.” She kissed Annah’s cheek. “Put all your fears about Eric aside; he’s here to stay. Do you want another cup of tea?”

“No, thank you. I’m good. I’ll wash up and get into bed. I’ll see you in the morning.” Annah kissed Pam’s cheek and wrapped her arms around her neck. “Thank you, Pam, for everything. Do you need me to get you anything?”

“If you want to help me make the bed that would rock.”

“Works for me.” Annah grinned and added, “I even know where to find the sheets.”

They both walked from the room and down the hall toward the guest room, neither one hearing the ping of Annah’s cell phone from between the recliner’s cushions.

 

Annah took Lexy into the back yard for a final sniff and returned to the bedroom. She used the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and then slid into the bed and turned out the light. Pam had requested the air conditioning be left on, and she’d obliged, although she hated having the windows closed with nothing to breath but recycled air. Had she always felt like this? She should have that question tattooed on her forehead. She closed the bedroom door and the vents in the room before opening the windows. The overhead fan spun the air to create an easy current. She knelt by one of the windows and listened to the night. Autumn would come, and ultimately the insects would fall silent, retreating into the earth to await another spring. Many would die, leaving their eggs behind. The circle of life. They didn’t know about the coming seasons. They just went along, following a path they had no hand in creating. 

She felt to her side and found Lexy sitting by her in the dark. “Hi, girl. Do you hear it? That’s life out there.”

Lexy sniffed at the screen, and she did the same. Cedar. The scents from her studio still clung to the moisture in the air. There had to be more. Where was it? She closed her eyes and inhaled again. Sandalwood. She knew it would be there. As he was.

Beyond the span of the marsh, an owl hooted. Faint and distant. Perhaps it was Eric’s owl, sending his goodnight to her. 

“Goodnight, Eric. Sleep well.”

 Annah held on the windowsill and pulled herself to standing before moving to the bed. She slipped under the sheets and remembered her phone needed to be charged. A search for it brought her to the recliner. A nudge of disappointment followed as she read the text from over an hour ago.

Are you awake?

She texted back, Yes. Are you? She headed to her room, plugged in the phone, turned off the light, and crawled into bed, settling against the pillow that had cradled Eric’s head.

A quick change of mind got her out of bed and into the bathroom for a cup of water. She opened the drawer in her nightstand and removed one of the sleeping pills. Tomorrow she’d follow Eric’s advice and face her situation on her own. She’d take Lexy for a walk, perhaps cast a circle, and maybe venture into town. Was she brave enough to drive over to his house? Would he even want to see her? After all, he never texted back. Maybe he decided… Had she always been so quick to presume the worst?

She sank into the pillow and closed her eyes. Lexy jumped onto the bed and nudged her hand. As she stroked the soft muzzle, she whispered a prayer. “Dear Goddess, lead me, and I will follow; guide me, and I will know the way; if I stumble, lift me; if I fall, comfort me; Open my eyes, so I may see the path to what was; so mote it be.” 




Chapter 23

ANNAH strapped on a fanny pack she’d found hanging in the back of her closet. She laced up her sneakers, grabbed a bottle of water and her phone, then attached Lexy’s leash and headed out for a walk. She allowed her thoughts to unravel as the distance between her and the house grew. Eric had responded to her text, but she’d already fallen asleep. I am awake. Want to talk? Another text came over five minutes later. Are you there? The third and final text read, Goodnight, nena. Sleep well.

While she and Pam drank their coffee, she’d broached the topic of whether or not to text him back. 

Pam’s response left no room for doubt. ‘Of course you should. You’re overthinking this. Text the guy.’ 

She’d followed the suggestion but had yet to receive a response. As the saying went, the ball was now in his court. What ball and what court? It was just a text. Why was she turning this into some melodramatic game of tennis? 

The remainder of the morning’s conversation had continued to follow a course that involved discussing Eric. She’d brought up the topic of her feelings again, expanding on how she wasn’t sure about them. ‘I like him…and I think I want to love him; I do want to love him. I like being with him. He makes me feel safe, but that’s not a good enough reason to be in love with someone. And he’s young. What if I’m simply scared of being alone?’ 

‘You’re using the same argument you did before you lost your mind,’ Pam had replied. 

Wasn’t the light of day supposed to bring clarity? If so, then why had she flopped about like a dying fish? She walked on, following the sidewalk past a newly constructed home but kept her thoughts on Pam’s comment. She’d snapped back that she needed advice, not insults. And that she hadn’t lost her mind. 

The pseudo-argument had continued. ‘I’m not insulting you, but you’ve been lamenting about your feelings for Eric since last June. You’ve had two really sucky relationships, and you’re scared. Even though you don’t remember them, they’re still interjecting an influence on how you react to Eric. Yeah, he’s young. So what? I’ve met plenty of men older than you, as you have, who suck. If you want to be happy, you’re going to have to let this go. Instead of trying to dig up reasons to not be with him, why not relax and move forward? Either way you look at it, you’ll end up in the same place.’

She’d listened to the case Pam laid out and then had asked for an explanation of the last comment.

Pam had replied, ‘If your memory comes back, you’ll remember you love him, and the two of you will ride off into the sunset. If you don’t remember but allow your feelings to grow, you still get to ride on the back of his horse. Either way, you win.’

‘What if I end up not loving him?’

‘What’s the worst that can happen? You two part ways. It’s not the end of the world.’

Annah stopped walking. Her thoughts had distracted her, and she’d lost track of her direction. At present, she stood on the corner of Warren Avenue. None of the houses around her were familiar, which wasn’t saying much—she could be one street over from her own and still be lost. 

“Over here, girl.” She led Lexy into the shade, and they both plopped on the grassy edge of someone’s lawn. She filled a portable dish for Lexy and finished the remaining water herself while reading the GPS app on her phone. Based on their present location, the house was about twenty minutes in the opposite direction. Thank Goddess, she’d walked in a straight line. Otherwise she might never have found her way back. Why couldn’t life be as easy? Plug in some coordinates and, bam, you receive a plotted course ensuring arrival at your desired destination, along with other useful details such as time and road conditions.

Lexy drank while she mulled over Pam’s parting words. ‘Either make a decision to allow Eric close or cut him loose, but don’t use him to buffer your pain. He deserves more.’

“What do you think, Lexy? Am I in a place where I could let go of what I’ve lost and embrace what’s coming? Mandy said I can’t miss something I don’t remember. If that’s true, then why am I struggling so hard with this?” 

 It wasn’t lost on her that Pam and Eric had spent a fair amount of time together. Had they been close before, or was their connection due to her having been in the hospital? Did it matter? Their bond was apparent and… Was she jealous that Pam knew Eric’s feelings more intimately than she did? If she released Eric, would Pam be there to comfort him?

What was she doing? They loved her and wouldn’t betray her. And she trusted them. 

After packing the water bowl, instead of standing, Annah remained in place and stroked Lexy’s fur. “It must be easy to be a dog. You probably don’t think about the past, and I’m sure you don’t worry about the future.” 

Lexy turned her head, her pink tongue keeping time with her pants. 

“Okay, I’ll take your advice. Keep calm and carry on. Let’s go.”

They began walking toward home when piano music started. This time, instead of performing in her head, the notes were real and coming from inside the fanny pack. Invisible ropes held her feet in place as a woman sang a mournful song. Before Annah could react, the song ended, but her hands shook. Patsy Cline’s Crazy. The very same song that had been dogging her for the past two days was a ringtone on her phone. 

The name on the call log read Eric. She took a steadying breath and pressed his number. 

“Hi. How are you feeling.”

Damn, his voice sounded good. “I’m fine. You?”

“I’m good. I called to see if you’d like to have dinner together? We could take the bike to Portsmouth.”

She tried to piece together her emotions. The only word she could find to describe what she currently felt was elation. Pure elation. At seeing him. Leaning against him on the bike. Spending time with him. “It’s probably not a good idea. You said I needed to be alone.” If she was so damn elated, then why had she pulled the pin of a hand grenade and tossed it into the mix? 

“I never said you had to be alone on a continual basis. How did you do last night? Was it tough…all by yourself?”

“I wasn’t alone. Pam came over with Chinese food and wine and stayed the night. But she did help me work through some things.”

“Such as?”

“I’ll tell you everything tonight. What time?”

A chuckle traveled out of the phone. “You do keep me on my toes. Seven?”

She had no intention of waiting until seven to see him. “Five?”

“Let’s compromise. Six. I’m installing a ceiling hoist and would like to finish the job.”

“Fine. But don’t be late.”

“I won’t. I promise. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Eric?” 

“Annah?”

Don’t hang up, she wanted to say. Come get me now. 

“If I could, I would, nena.”

This time, his uncanny ability to read her triggered a shiver of delight. And she knew the perfect response. “I love it when you can read my mind.” 

An exuberant bout of laughter followed. “You’re good but not that good although I am impressed you came up with that. I’m going to have to step up my game. Natural Born Killers, and I’ll see you tonight.”

With the conversation over, she packed her phone away and began walking, adding a skip every few steps.

 

The blue dress slipped easily over her hips and came to rest a couple of inches above her knees. She wouldn’t use a belt this time and instead allow the silk the freedom to move. Her hair was styled as best she could. She needed a color job and serious clipping, but they would have to wait for another day. Her makeup was on, and she was ready to venture into the world. She strapped on a pair of black sandals with a narrow heel, kissed Lexy goodbye and walked out of the house. Ignoring the nervousness in her stomach, she climbed into her new car and turned the key. First, she would locate her bank, then she’d come back and take a hot bubble bath before getting ready for her date. She plugged the bank’s address into the car’s guidance system and shifted into gear. “Hold onto your butts.” She’d have to remember to tell Eric she gained a point by quoting Jurassic Park. 

 

Annah found a parking spot on the main street and began walking. With her mind occupied with locating the bank, she didn’t notice the woman standing in her path until the last moment, avoiding a collision by a fraction of a second. Cat-shaped eyes, accented by a mane of long, copper hair, stared at her. 

“Annah!”

She moved back a step, her mind screaming at her to run. 

“You’ve lost weight. Good for you. It’s not healthy for a woman your age to be overweight.” 

“I…” The green eyes facing her dripped with ice. With a reflexive motion, Annah reached for the moonstone. 

 “When did you get out of the hospital?” 

“Last—”

“Good. I keep meaning to stop by the farm and help Eric celebrate purchasing the place. After all, if it hadn’t been for me, he’d be homeless. Do you see him at all?”

“Do I…? I just—”

“I’ll call him. The two of us have a lot of catching up to do. I have to run. It was great seeing you. Get some rest; you look tired. Cucumber slices will help with those bags under your eyes. See ya.”

The woman waved her slender fingers and sauntered away. 

“See ya,” Annah replied under her breath, her voice mimicking the redhead. 

“Bite me,” she said under her breath. She bit back a spell, the damn creed getting in her way. Plus, the rule of threes wasn’t something to mess with. For every smite she cast, she’d get whacked three times. Although she would have loved to see the bitch sprawled on the sidewalk, it wasn’t worth the price.

The comments about Eric were certainly interesting. He’d never mentioned dating someone else in town. Maybe that’s what he and Pam were keeping secret, his affair with cat-woman. Pam had said to call if she needed anything. Wanting information was as good a reason as any. 

She removed her cell from her purse and pressed speed dial for Pam. An incoming call from a private number beeped through, so she switched over and answered. 

“Hello.” 

“Ms. Henderson, it’s Attorney Dotman. I am glad I caught you. Would it be possible for you to stop by the office sometime Monday morning? Say nine o’clock. I have a check for you and your copies of the court documents.”

“I’m sorry, who are you? Attorney who?”

“Dotman. This is Annah-Belle Henderson, correct?”

“Yes, it is. You’re a lawyer?”

“Ms. Henderson, this is Harold Dotman, Helen’s lawyer. I met you and your friend, Ms. Smith, last Monday, right before you took sick. I do hope you are feeling better. Does Monday fit your schedule?”

“Helen’s lawyer? Helen DeLonga?”

“Correct.”

“What court papers?”

“The court papers. For the will. If I am catching you at a bad time, I would be happy to—”

“No, I’m a little distracted, that’s all.”

“No matter. We can speak further on Monday.”

“Actually, Attorney Dotman, would it be possible for us to meet today? I’m free right now.”

“Certainly. My schedule is open until three o’clock. Do you need the address again?”

“Yes, please.” She repeated the address and said, “One more thing, Attorney Dotman. You mentioned something about a check.”

“Yes, your mother’s estate allows a monthly allowance to cover living expenses and assorted sundries. The care of her house comes out of a separate account. There is also a monthly stipend for her grandson, Sam.”

“Mother. Grandson. Estate. Got it. Thank you. I’ll see you soon.”

She ran back to her car as fast as her sandals would allow. Once behind the steering wheel, she programmed the GPS for the address Dotman had given her. She waited a few minutes before starting the engine, wanting to try and process what she’d just learned. Helen was her mother, something Pam knew but had failed to tell her. Did Eric know? He must. If Pam did, he would too. 

Anger built to a rolling boil. She pulled out from the parking space and drove in the direction of the highway, doing her best to keep within the speed limit. 

She’d trusted Pam and Eric, and all the while they’d been lying to her.

She had no intention of waiting until six o’clock. Once she was finished with the lawyer, she’d pay a visit to the farm.

*******

The sound of a car skidding to a stop on the outside gravel pulled Eric’s attention to the studio door. He jumped down from the ladder and rushed out as Annah sprang from the Lexus and raced at him, her expression wild. 

“Annah, what’s wrong?” He ran and tried to take hold of her. “Are you hurt?”

She shook his hands off and yelled, “Tell me you didn’t know. I dare you.”

The air in his lungs suddenly got sucked out. What he’d been fearing had finally happened. She’d found out about Helen. “Annah, I—” 

“Tell me,” she screamed, her voice hoarse. “You knew, didn’t you? You knew all along.”

“Yes.” 

“You bastard.” 

Her attack was sudden, not giving him time to block the slap. Burning stung his cheek from the force of her strike. He deserved that, and so much more. If only he could calm her enough to explain.

“Nena, I—”

“Don’t!” She screeched and clawed at her hair. “Don’t you dare call me that, you…you stinking, lying…bastard. You said I could trust you, and I did. I trusted you!” Her last words disappeared as a whimper. “I trusted you,” she said, her voice lost in her tears and her arms limp by her sides.

With her sudden collapse in emotions, he might be able to hold her and explain. He took a step. “Annah.” Then another.

“Don’t you dare come near me,” she spat, her eyes wide with a fresh wave of rage. 

“Annah, let me explain.”

“You lied. Why? What reason could you possibly give me that would explain your lies?”

“If you let me talk, I’ll tell you. Yes, I lied, but—”

“No! You listen. I asked if you were keeping anything from me, and you said no. You promised. You lied. Pam lied. You’re both stinking liars. Why would you do that? Why would you lie to me?” Her cries filled her throat. “I trusted you!” Her tears spilled down her face, leaving a trail of mascara. “Why, Eric. Why?” She crumbled in on herself and started to sink to the ground.

He caught her, and although she fought against his arms, he refused to let go. “Stop. Stop it.” The battle to keep her still seemed to pay off. She stopped struggling, giving him time to speak. “You’re right. I am a bastard. I did lie to you. But I didn’t do it to hurt you. I was trying to protect you.”

“I never asked for your protection.”

She kicked his shin, sending a sharp pain up his leg. His reflexes loosened his hold, and she gained her freedom.

“Fuck, Annah. Would you stop!” His anger seemed to take her by surprise, giving him a chance to respond. “Yes, you have asked for my protection,” he shot at her. “You’ve been all about me protecting you.”

“So sue me! I wanted your help. But I also asked for your honesty.” 

She came at him again, her palm aimed at his face. He was ready for her and took hold of her wrist. She brought her free hand up, and he held that wrist as well. “Don’t hit me again.” He yanked her close and spoke in a steady voice near her ear. She tried to wrench free, but each time she pulled, his grip hardened. “You hit me once, and I deserved it, but do…not…hit me again. Ever.”

“Let go of me.”

“No.”

“You’re hurting me.”

He loosened his grip, and she tried to break out of his hold. “Oh, no. You’re not going anywhere until you promise.”

Shrill laughter burst from her mouth. “Promise! You want me to promise you something. That’s rich,” she seethed.

He’d had enough. She was beyond talking to. When she was ready, if she was ever ready, he’d explain. Until then, he had no interest in continuing the fight. He threw his arms open and stepped away. “I’m sorry I lied, but if you won’t let me explain, then just get the hell out of here.” Even though it was killing him, he walked away, leaving her standing in the driveway. He understood the extent of her anger although it didn’t come near his fury at himself. She had every right to hate him. 

She followed him and stood in the doorway. “Fine. I’ll give you one minute to explain.”

He spun and stared at her, her body language tight and protected under her crossed arms. “Don’t do me any favors.” He turned his back and climbed up a metal ladder. If she wanted to watch him work, so be it, but he wasn’t going to beg. Yes, he’d made a mistake. He’d allowed Pam to convince him to conceal the truth about Helen, but at the end of the day, he was the only one responsible for his actions. He’d lied. The thought sickened him. Why did he keep failing when it came to saving her?  

“I’m waiting,” she said, her voice losing steam. “Are you listening to me?”

He resumed the job of attaching the hoist. “Go home, Annah.”

“If you want to explain, this is your chance. I’ll hear what you have to say. I…I promise.” 

All he had to do was climb down and take her in his arms. She’d finally listen to him, and she’d understand. She’d forgive him, and they’d get their happy ending after all. Too bad his fucking pride got in the way. “Close the door on your way out.”

“Fine. Goodbye, Eric. I never want to see you again.” 

Her heels tapped against the floor, and the door clicked closed. The Lexus’s engine fired up, gravel crunched, and soon there was silence.

He climbed down the ladder and walked over to a metal table. Using methodical movements, he moved the tools to one side, formed a fist, and drew back his arm. The unforgiving surface held firm under the force, and he welcomed the pain as his bones shattered. 




Chapter 24 

AFTER driving around for an hour, Annah arrived home, exhausted, disheartened, and at the tail end of a headache. A pill from the bottle in her purse had helped alleviate the sharp edges of the pain, but a dull throb still remained. Her eyes hurt from crying, her throat burned from screaming, and her heart lay shattered. Try as she might to jump free, she was caught in a thundering mass of emotions. People she’d trusted had betrayed her. Her so-called mother, her father. Had she trusted them? She kept coming back to that question, having no idea of the answer. They were the people who’d raised her, so she assumed they must have held her trust. 

And there was her real mother, a woman she should despise. How was she supposed to hate someone who didn’t exist? How should she feel about any of them…even Eric and Pam? 

What had they been thinking? Sure, Eric was correct when he said she’d asked him to protect her. But this went beyond protection. This was pure deceit. She’d trusted them and received lies in return. What was it with her and trust? She acted as if it was the only trait she valued in a person. Screw kindness and devotion; they must be trustworthy above all else. Had they really broken her trust? They’d made their decisions based on her. What had she done to prove to them she was capable of handling the truth? Not much.

It didn’t take Einstein to decipher her reaction to the news about Helen. Since the three people responsible for upending her world were unknown to her, and dead, that left Pam and Eric. With Pam out of town, Eric had become the target, a very real target. Her hand still stung from when she’d slapped him. Her behavior lay cold in her soul. She’d wailed about being beaten by someone, and she’d gone ahead and lashed out with her own hands. The pendulum had swung her way. Now it was she who had to earn his trust again.

The heartbreak of the day lay on her shoulders, weighing her down as she walked from the car to the house. She tended to Lexy’s needs and moved to her bedroom where she dressed in loose, cotton pants and a T-shirt before entering the bathroom. Her reflection with blackened skin around the eyes and streaked cheeks would have been frightening if it wasn’t so pathetic looking. She needed to get a grip and deal with her life. No one had promised her a stinking rose garden. 

She took her weariness into the kitchen. There, she began filling the kettle for tea when Lexy barked from the living room. Following the noise, she saw her dog standing on her hind legs, paws against the front door, her tail whipping back and forth. 

“Relax, girl.” It had to be Eric; he was the only one Lexy would get so excited over. Had he come to try and convince her to listen? He wouldn’t have to work very hard. She was ready. But he’d have to wait until she apologized for her hysterics.

She opened the door, surprised to find him leaning against the outside frame. She held Lexy’s collar and looked at him, the shock of what she saw finally registering. He supported his left hand, wrapped in an ice pack and swollen to three times its normal size, in his right. His pallor was alarming, the chalky skin drenched with sweat.

“Eric! What—?”

“Please,” he whispered, the effort to speak seeming to take a toll on his breathing. “Don’t close the door. I’m sorry I lied. I disappointed you. I was trying to keep you safe. I know I’ve lost you. I just needed you to know… Goodbye, Annah.” He stumbled down the steps, swaying as he walked across the lawn.

She ran into the bedroom, slipped on a pair of flats, grabbed her purse, blew Lexy a kiss, then bolted from the house, catching up with him at the truck. “Give me the keys. I’ll drive.”

 

It was past three a.m. when Annah pulled the truck alongside her car. She glanced over at Eric. The emergency personnel had set his hand in a cast. The one good thing was the breaks in the bones were clean and would heal without the help of surgery. In time, he’d be back to sculpting, as long as he let the healing process happen without further incidents.

While she debated whether to leave him in the truck or wake him, he lifted his head and looked at her from under heavily medicated lids. Without saying a word, he released his seatbelt and opened the door, allowing himself to drop from the seat. 

She leapt from the driver’s side and ran to him. “What are you doing? You’re doped-up on pain medicine. Wait for me next time.” She linked her arms around his waist. “Help me. I can’t lift you.”

He nodded and held onto the door handle. “I’m good. Thanks.” He slid his foot forward, but his knees buckled. 

Annah caught him, gasping as she tried to support his weight. 

“I have to go,” he mumbled.

“Relax. You’re staying here tonight. If I let you drive, you’ll end up wrapped around a tree, and I’ll have to spend the rest of my life feeling guilty. Now, help me, please. You’re too heavy for me to carry.”

Under the power of Eric’s shuffling feet, they managed to get him into the house and on Annah’s bed, where he passed out. She removed his shoes and, after a long struggle, managed to strip off his shirt and jeans. She inserted a pain pill between his lips and covered him while Lexy watched from the floor. 

“Go ahead, girl. Keep him company.” She collected the chest of her Wiccan tools and walked over to the door before glancing back. “I’m sorry I did this to you,” she murmured and left the room.

 

Annah sat outside at the patio table, her Book of Shadows and a cup of coffee in front of her while her dog chased a red squirrel around the oak tree. The squirrel seemed to be toying with poor Lexy; it would run to the opposite side of the tree and wait until Lexy caught up, then scamper the opposite way. The game didn’t give any indication of ending soon, and she chuckled. They were expending way too much effort for such a muggy morning. 

Although she watched them, her mind drifted down the hallway and into the bedroom. Despite having the central air cranking, he still lay in a pool of sweat. She’d been wiping his face with a cool cloth when he’d woken, his eyelids fluttering open to reveal the dilated amber irises clouded with pain medication. He’d smiled, and she’d almost rested her lips against his. But the corners of his mouth had fallen, and she’d held back, knowing he was remembering their fight. 

‘It’s time for your pill,’ she’d said. ‘You’ll need to sit up.’

‘Thanks, but I’ll get going.’  

‘Not on your life, cowboy,’ had been her reply. The word seemed to have hurt him, his expression that of someone who’d just been stung. 

 After she’d given him his pill, he’d pulled off the sheets. ‘Seems I’ve lost my pants.’

‘They’re in the wash, but you’re not getting them back anyway. Not until you’re ready to drive. Are you hungry?’

It had been her turn to get stung. 

‘Annah, I don’t want to do this. It’s over, so let me get out of here and on with my life.” He’d sat up, but she’d pushed against his shoulders, forcing him flat against the mattress. 

‘What’s over?’ she’d asked, knowing full well what he was referring to.

‘I disappointed you. I lied. You said goodbye. I feel like shit, and I’m really not in the mood to rehash it all again.’

‘Eric, stop. I didn’t mean goodbye-goodbye. Okay, maybe I did but not really. I was angry. I’m sorry. I really am. Can we just get you better first? We’ll sort it all out later.” She wasn’t sure when he’d stopped listening, his snores being the only response.

Lexy’s bark ended the recollection. The chase was back on, only now the squirrel upped the ante and jumped between higher branches. Good luck to the both of them. She needed coffee. She pushed away from the table and entered the house. 

The song Maneater filtered out through the screen. That had to be Pam returning her call. It was time to eat a little more crow. By the time she reached the patio table, the phone stopped ringing but soon began again. 

“Hello, Pam.”

“Annah, what’s going on? I listened to your messages. First you call and threaten me with a restraining order, then you’re begging for forgiveness and crying about breaking Eric’s hand. What happened?”

“Where are you?”

“I’m driving home. That’s why you’re on speaker.”

“Can we wait until you get here?”

“Not a chance, so talk.”

Annah sat and stirred her coffee. She’d made the first call to Pam after she’d left Eric at the farm. ‘Pam, stay away from me from now on. I don’t want to see you or talk to you ever again. I mean it. Stay away, or I’ll call the police.’ A bit melodramatic, but she’d been mad.

“Yesterday I heard from a lawyer. Does the name Harold Dotman mean anything to you?” She waited, allowing the question time to sink into Pam’s head. 

A horn beeped in the background, but the silence continued until Pam said, “Annah, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

Pam’s response was nothing compared to the one she’d imagined. She’d expected denial, even a little blame placement on Eric, but not a sincere apology. She drank some coffee as the revelation solidified—she knew it was true for Eric, but Pamela Smith had integrity.

“You there? I’m really sorry, Annah-Bee. Eric wanted to tell you, but I wouldn’t let him. I thought we were sparing you more hurt. I’d say don’t be angry with him since this is all my doing, but I’m afraid you did do something. Did you smash his hand?”

 “Eric didn’t say anything about you. He took all the blame.”

“Yeah, he would. He’s not one to throw people under buses, unlike me. But not this time. Believe me, he hated that we were lying to you. I get that you’re angry and that we disappointed you. If you want some space, you’ve got it, okay? Just please consider why we did it. You were under so much strain with the amnesia and learning about Steven and the coma, we didn’t want to pile more shit on you.”

“Pam, I’m not going to say I wasn’t angry. But I behaved badly. I’m sorry for my phone message. As I told Eric this morning—”

“Hold on. You talked to Eric today? It’s only six. I thought he was at the hospital.”

“No, he’s here. The pain meds he’s on are pretty strong, and he can’t drive. He’s asleep in my bed. I slept in the guest room. Will you let me finish now? Sorry, that came out snarkier than I expected.”

“I don’t think that’s a word,” Pam chuckled. “Go on.”

“I was angry with the three adults who deceived a child into believing…” She choked back her tears and tried again. “I don’t want to lose you both; you’re all I…I…” She gave up. 

“Annah-Bee, we’ll get through this. You won’t lose Eric and me, despite how crazy you get. Me, I’m used to it, and Eric will learn. We’re stuck to you like ticks on a dog.”

Annah sniffed and added a quick laugh. “Nice analogy.”

“I thought you’d like it since you have a dog and all. But, really, we’re in this with you. We might be screwing up, but we’re trying our best.”

“I know.”

“Do you still want me to drive you to the airport, or do you want to get Sam on your own?”

“No. Will you take me, please?”

“Fine by me. Now tell me what you did to Eric’s hand.”

“I didn’t do anything, and I don’t really know how it got broken. He hasn’t talked about it. I left him at the farm, and a few hours later, he was at my door, his hand in an ice wrap. I had nothing to do with the breaking… Anyway…I’m lying. I had everything to do with it. I acted like a lunatic and pushed him right over the edge.” The tears she’d managed to forestall a few minutes ago came back. “It’s my fault.”

“Sweetie, don’t do that. You don’t know; it might have been an accident. Let’s wait until he gives the details. I’ll see you around one. See ya.”

“Bye.” After she placed the phone on the table, Annah reached for her Book of Shadows and opened to the entry from earlier that morning. She hadn’t been able to sleep very well, and instead of tossing in the bed, she’d cast a circle and then recorded her thoughts. 

Where do I start? The beginning would seem the most logical place; however, my beginning is lost. Therefore, I’ll start in what I hope is the middle. I have amnesia. My past is lost to me. All my memories from years gone by are sealed in a vault and buried in the dark recesses of my mind. 

I called on my Goddess to help me sort through the briar patch of emotions I’m tangled in. The procedure for casting the circle came easy. As I lit the candles, the words invoking the elements flowed. My spirituality was in me, waiting to be released. 

While sitting in the circle, I allowed my mind to relax. The Goddess joined me. I offered her a cup of tea and a place to rest, and she repaid me with her wisdom.

The people in my life, Pam, Eric, Mandy, even Barney (haha), are my guides. I must allow them the freedom to do their work. I cannot tell them where I want to go because I don’t really know where I want to go. (Wow! I hope that makes sense when I reread this entry.)

The thing is all of us, every person living and dead, are blessed with companions who cut through the thorns, cast a light on the traversing path, and catch us when we trip and fall. I’ve been blessed many times over, for I have four such people in my life. Thank you, Goddess.

I also learned the love I have for the people in my life resides within me. I’ve been so caught up in what I’ve lost that I never stopped and listened to my heart. My mind may have lost what I knew, but my heart never lost what I felt… and feel. I just have to be peaceful and listen to what it’s whispering. (Hadn’t Mandy said the same thing? Boy, am I a slow learner.)

Sam is coming home. I still carry my love for him. I’m eager to see him and tell him that I love him. I may not remember him, but I know him and hold him dear.

The same goes for Eric. I never stopped loving him. As with Sam, I just had to filter out the noise. I just hope Eric can forgive my unforgivable behavior.

Blessed be.

P.S. I’m not going to get into any of the Helen stuff in this entry. That’s for another day, after I cast another circle. So mote it be.

Annah closed the book and nudged it aside. She didn’t want to think about Helen and her parents. If she did, she might not retain the tranquil state of mind she presently had. When she talked with Pam, she’d discuss it. Until then, it was better left untouched.

“Annah.”

She spun in her seat and saw Eric standing at the back door. He looked adorable in nothing but his boxers. “Eric! What are you doing out of bed?” 

Before she could reach him, he staggered onto the patio. “I had to use the bathroom and wondered where you were.” 

“Well, now that you’ve found me, let’s get you back to bed.” She tried to turn him, but he shook his head.

“If it’s okay with the head nurse, I could use some coffee. And pants.” 

Annah chuckled despite her concern and helped lower him into one of the chairs. “Coffee I can do. Your pants are in the dryer. May the nurse get you something to eat?”

He winced as he lifted his broken hand and rested it on the table. “Just coffee, thanks.”

“Coming right up. Obviously, Lexy will keep you company.” She referred to the mass of fur and muscle at his side. 

Annah dashed into the kitchen. He didn’t look any more alert than he had earlier. It might be a few days before he could even go home. Sam had his bedroom in the basement, and she’d stay in the guest room. She paused. Did Sam like Eric? Something else to ask Pam.

She inserted two slices of bread into the toaster. Did he like butter or jam? Or both? When the toast popped, she buttered the slices, decided against the jam, and carried the plate and his coffee outside. 

At first, she thought he’d gone back to sleep. His back was to her, and his good arm hung straight, his hand resting on top of Lexy’s head. When the fingers moved, she walked forward. 

“I made you some toast,” she said and placed the plate and mug in front of him. “Do you like jam?”

“Not really. You do, though.”

“I do?”

He nodded. “Strawberry.”

“That explains why Pam bought some when she went grocery shopping. Good to know. What else do I like?”

She figured if they talked about safe things, the elephant on the patio would fade away. 

It wasn’t meant to be because he looked at her and dove in. “We should talk about what happened. I don’t want us to end as enemies. I—”

“Damn it, Eric, stop! I didn’t break up with you.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Fine. Well, I take it back.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why are you taking it back? You were pretty clear yesterday.” He rubbed his cheek and added, “Pretty damn clear, I’d say.” 

This was her chance to make it right, if she could. “I’m truly sorry I slapped you. I was angry, but that didn’t give me the right to abuse you. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” 

“Apology accepted. Now will you accept mine?” 

“I already have. I’m not saying you and Pam had the right to do what you did, but yes, I accept your apology, and I even understand, as best I can, why you did what you did.”

“Thank you.” Eric drank his coffee and finished a piece of toast. “I’m not trying to hurt you,” he then offered. “But I’m afraid all I’m doing is disappointing you. Maybe we should call it quits.”

His words cut like a knife into her heart. Was it possible that she would lose him after all?

“We’ll still be friends, Annah. And I’ll always—”

“Don’t you dare break up with me.” She stood and placed her hands against her hips. “I’ve finally gotten myself to where I can tell you I love you, and you want to end things. Well, not on my watch.” 

Eric cocked an eyebrow. “What did you say?”

“I said, not on my watch.”

“Before that. The part about loving me.”

“Never mind.” She reached for his mug and plate as he got up, although he did so a little too quickly. He stumbled, and she caught him. “Don’t move so quickly. You’re still groggy. Come on, back to bed.”

He refused to budge and slipped his uninjured arm around her waist. “Say it. I want to hear you say it.”

She looked up and met his eyes. “Say what?”

“You know what. Say it, Annah.”

“If I say it, will you go back to bed?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. I love you.”

Eric leaned his forehead against hers. “Say it again.”

She used her body to support his. “I love you, Eric. I…love…you.”

He delivered a gentle kiss to her lips. “I love you too, Annah-Belle. Now, can you get me back to bed? I’m about ready to fall over.”




Chapter 25

“THEN what happened?” Pam’s question barely made it over the din of the highway. Even though the sky remained cloudy and the air thick, she’d insisted on driving with the Mustang’s top down. The fat tires hugged the road, propelling the car past other vehicles on Route 101. Annah tightened the scarf she wore while Pam’s hair blew free in the wind. 

“I gave him another pill and put him back to bed where he’s been ever since,” Annah shouted. She regretted telling Pam just now about what she’d said to Eric. It was very difficult to carry on a conversation in a convertible traveling at the speed of light. 

“Fine by me.” Pam pressed the power button, and soon the radio blared vintage rock and roll. “Do you want me to slow down?” she shouted over Sweet Child of Mine.

“No, thank you. It feels great. If you want to go faster, go ahead.”

“Wow! Now you’re my kind of friend.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” Pam sang out. “Relax and enjoy the ride.”

When the song ended, Pam resumed the initial topic. “You told him you loved him, eh? Good for you.”

Annah said, “Yes.” That was all she was going to offer. If Pam wanted to keep going, the discussion would be one-sided.

“Well, how do you feel?”

Annah lowered the seat back and closed her eyes. “Later, please.”

“Just tell me. Here, I’ll even turn off the radio.” Aerosmith fell silent. “There. Go ahead.”

“That doesn’t help,” Annah grumbled. A pickup truck came up to the rear of the car, its diesel engine canceling the sounds of everything else. “It’s too damn noisy!”

“Now you sound like the Annah I know and love. Would you like a little cheese with that whine?”

“Ha ha. Go away until we get to the airport.”

“I would think you’d be shouting from the rooftops.”

“Pam.”

“Or banging out show tunes.”

“Pam!”

“What?”

Annah raised herself to a sitting position. “What’s your problem?”

“I don’t have a problem. I’m just trying to have a pleasant conversation.”

“Really! Pleasant? You think shouting at the top of our lungs is pleasant?”

“Fine. Go back to sleep,” Pam replied as she turned on the radio again. The guitar solo introducing Smoke on the Water ended all talk.

Annah returned her seat to the reclining position. Covering her eyes with her scarf, she willed the music to act as a lullaby. Mozart would have been her first choice or even Matchbox Twenty, but Deep Purple would have to do. 

Not long afterward, the noise of the highway faded away, and she entered a dream. Her subconscious saw her as an eighteen-year-old sitting in a familiar room, the one she’d stayed in when she’d visited one of the small villages in Madrid. A single window, held open by a wooden stick, allowed in noise and heat but nothing in the way of a breeze. Overhead, a dusty ceiling fan did little but roll the sweltering air along the cracked ceiling. She sat on a rickety chair, a black telephone handset held against her ear, sweat pooling in the small hollow at the base of her throat. 

“Hola, Papá.”

Her father’s voice crackled over the static in the phone line. “Hola, Annah-Belle, how’s Madrid?” 

“It’s okay. Hot.”

“Hot, I’m sure, but just okay? Are you having fun?”

“Not really. I miss you. I’m thinking of coming home early.”

“Don’t you dare,” her father replied. “Get out there and kick up your heels.”

She didn’t want to kick up her heels. She wanted to be home, with him, and ease the unsettling feeling she’d never see him again. Plus, he needed her after what Helen had done.

“Daddy, are you okay? How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine, Annah-Banana.”

“But Helen—”

“Pay attention, young lady; I want you to stop fretting about what happened between Helen and me. She didn’t do anything wrong. I know you don’t believe me, but the breakup was a mutual decision. When you get home, you and I will sit and talk. There are a lot of things I need to explain, and it’s high time I did. You’re a woman now and can handle the truth.”

“What truth? What’s going on? Are you sick?”

“Stop worrying, Annah-Belle. I’m fine. I’m going to hang up now; this call is costing a fortune. I’ll see you at the end of the month.”

She wanted to beg him not to hang up but instead offered a fragile, “I love you.”

“Love you too. Now go out and have fun.”

The static on the line disappeared, but she still held the handset against her face. Hot tears dripped and joined the sweat collecting at her chin. 

She looked in the direction the sound of her name came from. Maybe her father was actually in Madrid. Jumping up, she pulled open the door. A blond woman stood in the hallway. “We’re here, Annah-Bee. Wake up.”

Annah lifted her eyelids and pulled the scarf away from her face. “Why’s it so damn hot?”

“I closed the roof.” Pam swung open her door. “We both need to find a ladies’ room pronto. I must look like a madwoman, and your concealer has dripped down around your neck.”

Annah folded the scarf and placed it on her seat as she left the car. “It looks like the sun is trying to break through the clouds.”

“Yeah.” Pam walked ahead. “If it does, it’s going to suck out. So what were you dreaming about? A couple of times you whimpered. Was Eric too much for you?”

“Why does everything come down to sex with you?”

“What else is there?”

Annah quickened her steps. “I was dreaming about my father. Eric said I traveled to Madrid. Do you know anything about the trip?”

“Not much. Just what you told me. I do know you studied Spanish—and art. Your dad was the art teacher at the high school.” Pam continued heading in the direction of the airport’s main building, forcing Annah to run to catch up. 

They were halfway across Shepard Drive when Annah stopped.

“Really? At the same time Helen worked there?”

“I guess.” Pam tugged Annah out of the way of a passing car. “Pay attention. You’re going to get run over.”

Annah seemed oblivious to Pam’s comment. “And my mother—I mean…not Helen. What did she do?”

“Annah, move. We’re both going to get killed.” Pam hooked onto Annah’s purse strap and yanked. “You can ask all the questions you want when we get to Starbucks but first the ladies’ room.”

“Starbucks?”

After they passed through the main entrance, Pam answered. “Yes, Starbucks. You know, the place where they serve this strange brew called coffee.”

“Don’t be so sassy. I could still choose to hold a grudge, you know.”

“Go ahead. Then who would you eat ice cream with?”

“I’d find someone. Maybe the redhead I met in town will be my friend.” Annah pointed at an overhead sign and added, “Ladies’ rooms are straight ahead.”

“Wait a minute.” Pam stood still, her hold on the strap forcing Annah to stop. “Annah, what redhead?”

“Just someone I met.” Annah tried to resume walking.

“Stop pulling, will you? Where did you meet her?”

“What’s the big deal? When I was in town yesterday, this creepy woman spoke to me. She asked about Eric. By the way, has he dated anyone in Copedale besides me?”

“Come on.” Pam marched toward the escalator, dragging Annah behind. 

“I thought we were going to the ladies’ room?”

“We can use the one on the second level. I need something a little stronger than coffee.”

Pam ordered a glass of Chablis along with a lobster sandwich, and Annah asked for iced tea and a cup of chowder. They carried their food and drinks to one of the small tables and settled in to wait for Sam’s plane. Annah had tried to get Pam to talk while they were in the bathroom, only to receive a frustrating, ‘Wait until we’re sitting.’ 

After Pam took a mouthful of wine, she began talking about the woman Annah had met. 

The story elicited a wide range of reactions from Annah, starting with disbelief and ending with a fresh wave of anger.

“This bitch hurt Sam and almost destroyed my relationship with him because she was hot for Eric!? What kind of person does things like that?” Annah snatched a potato chip from Pam’s plate and began to insert it in her mouth. Changing her mind, she crushed it in her hand. “If I’d known this yesterday, I would have punched her in the face.”

“I think that’s against your witchy creed, Annah-Bee.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think it covers people who slither. Those kind of jerks we’re allowed to smite.”

Pam handed Annah a chip. “Here, eat it this time. Don’t start getting all riled up over this; you and Sam are fine. And, no, Eric didn’t date Tiffany. That was the whole problem; he only had eyes for you, and being the woman she is, she became extremely jealous. In the end, you won.”

“Wonderful. I won a competition I didn’t even ask for nor remember; plus, based on yesterday, it’s still going on.” Annah gave her soup an aggressive stir before pushing the cup away. “First Helen and now Tiffany. Tell me, are all the women in Copedale versions of Disney villains?”

“Not all. I’m not. Well, not on a regular basis, and you’re definitely not. You’re kind of a Sleeping Beauty right now, which would make Eric what’s his name? The prince? Hey, he has the same name!  The guy who saved the mermaid.”

“Pam, focus. You’re mixing up heroes. Prince Phillip was in Sleeping Beauty and Eric was in The Little Mermaid, and he didn’t save Ariel. She saved him.”

“You need to get out more, Annah-Bee. Just stay away from Tiffany. If you see her, throw some holy water on her, and she’ll melt.”

“Wiccan’s don’t use holy water.”

“Well, whatever you use, keep it with you just in case. Can we move on, please? Do you want to talk about the Helen thing?”

Annah spun her iced tea. A day ago she’d been gung-ho to learn every last detail. Now, she didn’t really want to know. Being in the dark had its perks. 

“Earth to Annah: Sam’s plane will be landing soon.” 

Keeping her focus on the content of her glass, Annah shook her head. “I don’t really want to know.”

“You can’t avoid this one, Annah. Like it or not, you’re in knee-deep and stinking rich to boot. So, whether you’re ready or not, here goes. First, I’m truly sorry for not telling you sooner.”

With a wave of her hand, Annah prompted Pam to move on. “I already told you I forgive you, and I’m sorry too. Although I don’t condone lying.”

“I guess I should be grateful, but I can’t help feeling I’m being chastised for being human.”

Annah bent forward and pressed her ribs against the edge of the table. “There’s never a reason to lie to someone, Pam.” 

Pam moved her dish to the side. “For as long as I’ve know you, you’ve always tried to understand why a person would do something. Where did this new, high-and-mighty attitude come from? The amnesia?”

“I’m not high… It’s just that lying is deceitful, and it hurts people. I forgave you and Eric, you forgave me, and there’s nothing more to say.”

Pam clasped her hands in front of her chest and groveled. “Oh, thank you, thank you. You’re too kind.”

“You’re acting ungrateful,” Annah scoffed.

“Before I kiss your ring, your highness, allow me to tell you a story. Once upon a time there was this single mom who had a young child. The child’s father, the woman’s ex, lived on the other side of the world. For years he failed to send gifts to his son. Christmas? Nothing. Easter, which isn’t really a gift-giving holiday? Zip. Even the boy’s birthday went unacknowledged. The mother, fraught with worry at her son feeling unloved by his asswipe father, would buy presents, wrap them, and put the jerk’s name on them, fooling her son into believing his father was the prince of the land. So, you tell me, your highness, was that woman wrong to lie?”

“I take it the woman was me?”

“Yes. You told me you would rather lie to Sam than see him crushed by the knowledge that the man he loved didn’t give a hoot for him. So, you see, sometimes we lie to protect the people we love. I’m not saying it’s right or wrong, I’m just saying we do it with good intentions.”

“Has Sam ever found out the truth?”

“Not that I know of. Here,” Pam removed an envelope from her purse and placed it on the table. “This is for you. I’m sure Dotman mentioned Helen wrote to you. Helen’s guy, Hector, delivered this to the hospital back before the coma. I’m not offering excuses for keeping it a secret other than it never seemed like the right time to give it to you. When we were at the lawyer’s, he produced a copy, and that’s when all hell broke loose. You took it into the bathroom, then came out not knowing who you were. I have no idea what happened to that copy. You could have flushed it down the toilet or ate it, for all I know, but it wasn’t in your purse. I was going to give you this original when I came over with the groceries but decided not to. As I said over the phone, Eric tried to convince me otherwise.”

Annah slid her chair back a few inches. What could Helen have written that would make it all better? Reading the words might only make matters worse. 

“You don’t have to read it now, Annah-Bee. I’ll quickly tell you about your parents and Helen.” 

“Okay.” Annah opened her purse and, using the tip of her finger, slid in the envelope. 

 “Everything I know I learned from you, so remember that. Barney will be able to fill in the gaps.” 

Annah listened, keeping her eyes downcast. The deeper Pam got into the details, the more difficult she found it to keep still. Eventually, she resorted to wrapping her feet around the chair’s legs and shoving her hands under her thighs. Her father and Helen had been involved with each other since middle school. Like some star-crossed lovers, they’d separated and reunited later in life, even after her mother had come on the scene. 

“Mind you, there was never proof your dad and Helen hooked up while your dad and your moth— Gail—were married; it was just town gossip.”

“Not gossip anymore,” Annah said. “I’m living proof he cheated on my mother.” She rose from her seat and slipped her purse strap over her shoulder. “I need to use a ladies’ room.”

“Hold on.” Pam threw a ten on the table for the bus boy and stood as well. “Is that all you’re going to say?”

“What do you want me to say?” Annah walked away. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

“Hold on.” Pam reached for Annah’s arm. “Talk to me. What are you feeling?”

Annah scanned the restaurant, her sight coming to rest on a family having lunch by the window, the little girl watching the planes. Pam wanted to know what she was feeling. “Nothing,” she said, her eyes focused on a plane taking off. “Absolutely nothing.”

“That’s impossible. With everything you’ve learned, you have to have some emotion.”

Annah stared at Pam. “Wasn’t it you who told me it doesn’t make sense to be mad at people I don’t even know? People who I can’t even picture in my head? Well, I agree. So, in answer to your question, I’m not feeling anything concerning all of this. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to use the ladies’ room before Sam arrives.” She didn’t want to rehash the topic. Was she supposed to mourn the loss of a mother who never existed to her? Or feel anger at a man who had lied to her? He was as real to her as the man on the moon. 

“Annah.”

Annah spun and faced Pam. “What?” she seethed under her breath. “What do you want me to feel, Pam? The other day you said I couldn’t be angry at Helen because I don’t know her, and now you want me to rail about other people I don’t know. What am I supposed to do? Dig up their graves and beat them with a stick?” 

The voices in the dining room lowered, and multiple pairs of eyes turned to watch the show.

“Annah, lower your voice and listen.”

“I know what you’re going to say.”

“No, you don’t.” Pam led Annah out to the concourse and away from prying ears. “This sucks the big dick, but it is what it is. You can either try to understand that your parents and Helen were human beings, not some preprogrammed machines, or you can let it eat you alive. People make mistakes. They screw up.”

“Okay, I get it. They made a mistake. I’m a mistake. Wonderful. Now can I go pee?”

“Would you stop? Listen, your father and Helen were in love. Does it make it right that he cheated on your mom? No. But obviously she was okay with it since she raised you as her daughter. Don’t you think Helen might have suffered watching another woman care for her own child?”

Annah lifted her chin. “Maybe she didn’t care, and that’s why she gave me away. Maybe I was an inconvenience.”

“Oh, please, stop the melodramatics. Instead of the poor-me bull, you might want to look at this a different way.”

“Fine. Tell me, how should I look at it?”

“You had three people who loved you enough to protect you. Take it from someone who had no one, you’re pretty damn lucky. And speaking of caring for someone, go and pee. Your son’s plane will be landing any minute.”




Chapter 26

ANNAH stood to the side and watched people filter through the baggage claim area. Pam’s last comments were beginning to make sense to her, but not enough that she felt all warm and fuzzy. There were two ways she could look at things. One, there was a deceitfulness to what her father and the woman who’d posed as her mother had done. The second way was along what Pam had said: that there’d been three people who had done the best they could for their baby, three people who loved the child enough to keep it away from the scandal that would surely have exploded in a town as small as Copedale. If the dream she had on the drive up had actually been a memory, then had her father lived, he might have told her everything. But if it was just a dream, it meant nothing. She had no way of knowing… Or maybe she did.

She turned to Pam, who stood next to her. “Did I ever tell you about a phone call I had with my father when I was in Madrid?”

“I told you this the other night. I said he died while you were there.”

Annah chewed at the inside of her cheek while she shook her head. “I know, but did I talk with him over the telephone?”

“I don’t know…maybe.” Pam nodded and said, “Come to think of it, yes, you told me you were upset and wanted to come back home, and he convinced you to stay. Why?”

“Nothing, thanks. I’ll sort it out when Sam goes back.”

Pam squeezed Annah’s upper arm. “Eric and I will help you. You’re not alone in this. I should also mention something about Sam before he gets here.”

“What? Is he sick?” Annah froze. She should have known something such as that immediately. Why did pieces of information have to come in dribs and drabs? “Does he have lupus?”

“Would you chill? I don’t even know how you came up with that. I just wanted to tell you he’s a mama’s boy.”

Annah brows narrowed. “What are you even talking about? You had me scared to death.”

“I thought you should know. You spoiled him, and well, sometimes he acts like the world revolves around him, like when he demanded you break up with Eric. He’s a sweet kid, and I like him but…” Pam pulled out a container of gum. “Want some?”

“No, thanks. I talked to him. He didn’t come across spoiled at all. He was genuinely concerned about me.”

“Good. Maybe almost losing you made him grow up. Are you nervous?” 

“A little. I was looking at pictures of him this morning. Most of them were of when he was young; I hope I recognize him.” Annah scanned a new wave of passengers filing in to the waiting area and pointed. “There. There he is!” 

A lean, tanned young man moved between the people, a duffel bag hooked over his shoulder. He smiled and spoke to each person he moved past, appearing to be apologizing for having to push his way by. The front of his green T-shirt contained a colorful silkscreen of a surfboard with bold lettering underneath suggesting it was time to Get A Few. White, loose-fitting shorts completed the look of an easygoing teenager. 

She couldn’t hold back and allowed her nervousness to turn into joy. “Sam, over here!” Despite people giving her strange looks, she waved and flapped her hand. “Sam!”

When he saw Annah, his face lit up, revealing the child from the pictures she’d looked at earlier in the day. She ran to him and locked him in a robust embrace. “Welcome home.” 

Sam dropped his bag, gripped Annah’s back, and buried his face against her shoulder. She felt the faint shuddering. Holding him tight, her ears blocked out the noise surrounding them. Only she and her son existed. She, a determined woman trying to find a new reality, and her son, a scared child whose reality had been rocked by a magnitude nine-point-five earthquake. 

“Welcome home, Sam,” she said, her lips against the shaved area of his lower scalp. “Welcome home.”

“Mum. I’ve missed you.” His arms didn’t slack; instead, they held with fierce intent as he cried. “I’m sorry, Mum. I’m sorry.” Waves of wrenching sobs rolled over him, shaking her as they passed. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I was a jerk. I’m sorry.” 

Annah allowed him the time he needed and remained quiet, his apology spilling over her. The person he spoke to was gone, replaced by a woman who hadn’t been present for what he saw as his crime but who, nonetheless, could offer him clemency. “I forgive you, Sam.” Words continued, presenting her own plea for reparation. “I was wrong too, Sam. Please forgive me.”

Sam raised his head. Red-rimmed eyes swam in pools of glistening tears as he nodded and smiled. “Okay. Together and forever, right, Mum?”

The phrase knocked on a door, and a cartoon of a boy and a strange-looking, yellow creature entered. “You bet, together and forevermore.” 

 “Really?” He sniffed and wiped his face against his arm. “You remember?”

“Sort of. Pokemon, right? Tell me, who’s the little yellow guy?”

“That’s Pikachu.” Sam dropped onto one knee, unzipped his duffel bag, and riffled through the contents. Soon he stood, a key ring looped over his finger. “Remember this?”

‘Here you go, Sam. Now you have your very own Pikachu.’ She was sitting on the side of Sam’s bed, a key chain dangling above his nose—the same one he now held. The character he called Pikachu dangled from the end of a chain. 

“I do, I think. It’s fuzzy, but yes, the memory is still in me.” 

“Cool. Here.” Sam dropped the chain in Annah’s hand. “Maybe it’ll help you remember more stuff.”

Annah closed her fingers over the gift. He wasn’t spoiled; he was her son, the person she’d raised to have her core values. All she had to do to find herself was look in his eyes. She sniffed away her own tears. 

“I love you, Sam.”

“I love you too, Mum.” 

“Let someone else have a hug.” Pam nudged her way in front of Annah. “Hi, kiddo.”

“Hey, Aunt Pam,” Sam said as he got pulled into another hug. 

Pam stepped back and gave him a thorough appraisal. Focusing on his hair, she flipped the tight bun at his crown and studied the shaved bottom portion of his head. “Nice haircut.”

He shrugged and reached for his duffel. “Can we get something to eat on the way home? I’m starved.”

“Sounds good to me.” Annah hooked her arm around his and took a step forward. 

Sam jerked away, his face wearing a look of pure shock. “Mum, cut it out.” 

“I… Oh, sorry,” she mumbled. Well, so much for the tender reunion.

Sam looked at her, and his expression softened. “Sorry, Mum. But, jeez, I’m nineteen.”

“It’s okay. Wait. I thought you were eighteen?” 

“Yeah, but I’m almost nineteen, and you can’t treat me like a kid anymore.” 

Pam looped her arm over Sam’s shoulder. “How about if we order a pizza when we get home?” 

Sam picked up his bag. “Sure, but it has to be fast. I’m hooking up with some friends.”

“You just got here!” Annah balked at his announcement. What’d he do, send out an SOS to be rescued from a boring visit with his mother? “I thought we’d spend the night getting to know each other. Maybe get some ice cream. We could play Scrabble. I read in my journal you like that game.”

“Yeah, like when I was ten.” 

Annah looked away from Sam. She didn’t want him to see her dejection at his remark. Was she the kind of mother who babied her son? Was that what Pam had been alluding to when she said Sam was spoiled? 

“Aw, jeez, Mum, it’s just that I haven’t seen my friends in, like, years. I’ll be around tomorrow; you can have me the whole day.”

“It’s… Sure, you can… It’s fine.” Annah gave him a half-hearted smile. In under ten minutes, she’d gone from seeing herself as a vibrant woman, capable of putting her life back together, to someone who needed to be fed with a spoon. Is this what kids did to parents—tied them into knots of emotions? 

“Thanks, Mum. Hey, can I use the RAV?”

“You drive?” 

Sam rolled his eyes and huffed loud enough for the entire airport to hear. “Jeez, Mum, I’m basically a man. Catch up, will ya?” 

Both Annah and Sam looked at Pam with pleading in their eyes. 

Pam stepped alongside Annah and patted her arm. “Annah-Bee, let the kid—I mean man-child—have some fun.”

“Fine. Take the car, but I have a Lexus.” 

“Rad!” Sam didn’t even bother to mask his excitement, allowing it to overshadow Annah’s look of dejection.

Pam smirked. “Rad? That went out of style with Boy George. What’s next? Groovy?”

“No clue what’cha talking about, Aunt Pam, but it’s lit.” Sam nodded, his shoulders bobbing along with his head. 

Annah rejoined the conversation. She had no idea what ‘it’s lit’ meant. She’d find out later; for now, she wanted to make sure Sam knew the one in charge was her, not him. “I don’t want you drinking and driving, young man.”

“I’m down with that. Thanks. You’re the best.” Sam gave her a high-five then a rapid down-low, which left her holding her hand in midair. “Gotta keep up, Mum.”

“As much fun as this all is, we should hit the road.” Pam extended her hands and nudged them. “But first, let’s get coffee. This little reunion has made me thirsty.”

They headed to the first floor and stopped at Starbucks. Once their drinks were in hand, they exited the building and started the trek across the parking lot. The clouds of earlier hung low, compressing the already thick air against the ground. Pam and Annah sipped iced coffees while Sam walked between them and used a spoon to dig into his whipped cream-covered concoction. In between mouthfuls, he talked about the trip to Hawaii and learning how to surf. 

When she could, Annah sneaked glimpses of him. 

“What kind of shoes are those?” She pointed at the odd-looking sandals on his feet.

Sam hopped on one foot, the other lifted in the air. “They’re Jandals. Cool, huh?”

“Yes, they’re very nice.” She cringed at the words. How was it she’d say ‘cool’ when talking to Pam or Eric, but now she chose to speak like a schoolmarm? “Very nice, cool,” she repeated, wishing she had a sock to stuff in her mouth.

They arrived at the Mustang, and Sam leapt at the sight. “This car’s the bomb, Aunt Pam.” He raced to the driver’s door and peered inside. “A stick! That’s the bomb.” He then gave Pam an expectant look. “Can I drive it?”

“I don’t know. Can you?” Pam retorted. She unlocked the doors, instructing him to open his side to let the car interior cool down.

Sam did as he was told while chuckling. “You sound like Mum. May I drive it?” 

“If it’s okay with your mother.”

“You good with this, Mum?” 

Annah cringed at the brown eyes boring into her, wanting to squirm in the hot seat she found herself on. This could be her chance to show she was cool, and Sam might even think she was as fun as his dad. However, the Mustang had a powerful engine, and he was still a kid. “I…I… It’s a—What about insurance, Pam? Sam’s not listed on—”

Pam said, “It’s okay. My policy allows other drivers.”

“So, what’s the decige, Mum? Can I? I mean, may I?”

“I—”

Pam threw Sam the keys. “I think what she means is take it slow.” She flipped the front seat forward and motioned toward Annah. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

“Wait. I didn’t finish—”

Pam leaned close and murmured on peppermint-scented breath, “Annah-Bee, he’s not a little boy. Give him a break.”

“Fine, but why do I have to sit in the back?”

“My legs are too long. Plus, I need to supervise; you can’t drive a standard.”

“Fine. Don’t let him drive too fast.” She lowered her voice even further. “Keep the speed under forty.”

“Sure thing. Now, in you go.”

Annah viewed the confining back seat with narrowed eyes. There was no easy way to insert herself. Handing her coffee to Pam, she grumbled and entered the car head first. Mustangs weren’t made for backseat passengers; she’d be lucky if she could unpack herself when they got home. 

Pam continued to hold the cup while Annah struggled with the seat belt. “Any day now, Annah-Bee.”

Annah placed the cup between her knees and wrapped her scarf in place.

Pam got in and looked at Sam. “You’re good with a stick, right? Tell me now because I don’t want to end up with the gears stripped.”

“I drive my dad’s Jeep all the time. Can I put the roof down?”

“I’m sure you can…and yes, you may,” Pam said. “Really, what does your father teach you?”

Sam busied himself with releasing the locking mechanisms as he responded, “It’s lit, Aunt Pam. My dad doesn’t like you either.” 

“Sam!” Annah poked the back of his shoulder and snarled, “Do I let you talk to people like that?” 

Sam’s apology blended with the sound of the top folding behind Annah’s head. He started the engine and shifted into gear. As he pressed down on the gas pedal, the car lurched forward and stalled. 

Annah wiped coffee off her legs. She had a feeling she was in for a bumpy ride, and she didn’t mean the car ride home. Being a mother would take more out of her than the amnesia ever could. 

 

Around seven o’clock, Annah stood alone on the sidewalk and pushed against the anguish in her heart as the Lexus rolled down the street. “Goddess, please, keep him safe,” she prayed. She walked into the house and passed through the living room. Though he’d only been in the house a short while, his light brightened every corner. Maybe fate would step in and convince him to stay in Copedale. 

A few minutes past nine, Pam said goodbye and headed out, leaving Annah and Eric alone. They sat at the kitchen table, the central air purring in the background. The outside temperature had dropped to near sixty degrees, but the humidity refused to relinquish its grip, making the night air a soppy jungle of moisture. 

Annah looked down at her dog, sound asleep on the tiled floor. Periodically, the tail would flap and the paws twitch, a faint whimper escaping the closed jaw.

“I hope she’s dreaming of running and playing.” Annah nodded in Lexy’s direction. 

Eric rested his injured hand on the table, using his right to hold a glass of seltzer. “Maybe she’s fighting coyotes.”

“Don’t even say that.” Annah shuddered and wrapped her arms over her chest. “A coyote would rip her to shreds.”

“She’d hold her own. A coyote might be quick and agile, but Lexy has muscle on her side.” 

“Well, I hope we never find out. When will the fence be done?”

“Tuesday. I told them to loop through the woods. I’m hoping it’ll push the pack away.” He took a long drink and then adjusted his left hand. A spasm crossed his features, his eyes squeezing shut. “I’d better get going.” 

“Tonight?” Annah looked at him, her eyes wide with disappointment. “But you can’t drive. You only have one hand. Plus, who’ll take care of you?” She added another appeal. “Stay one more night. You can leave in the morning when it’s light outside.”

“Nena, you don’t want to give Michael any ammunition to use against you, and Sam doesn’t need me intruding on his visit with his mother. Plus, he’s still a kid.”

“What are you saying? I won’t see you while he’s here?” Annah stood in front of his chair. “You have to… He won’t—”

“Calm down.” Eric pulled her onto his lap. “I didn’t say that. How about you and Sam come over to the farm, and we’ll have a cookout tomorrow night?”

“I want to be with you…alone. We haven’t…you know…since I told you I love you. You owe me.”

Eric tightened his hold. “You’re damn sexy when you pout.”

“I’m not pouting; it’s a frown.”

“Then you’re damn sexy when you frown.” His lips teased hers. “Open your mouth and kiss me,” he demanded. His tongue found hers, and they blended together, each velvet surface stroking the other.

“Eric,” Annah moaned. “Please, I can’t make it. I need your touch.”

“Nena, I—”

She withdrew his hand from around her and brought it under the hem of her dress. “Please.”

Eric trembled when his fingers touched her damp panties. He rubbed the satin fabric, forcing her to cling to him. “Get your purse and your phone. Hurry up.”

Annah ran into her bedroom and darted for the bathroom, where she tossed her thong into the hamper and cleaned herself. She grabbed her purse and a handful of condoms and flew back to the kitchen to see Eric filling Lexy’s food bowl. 

“Your mama will be back, Lexy.” He took hold of Annah’s hand and pulled her from the house. At the truck, he helped her onto the passenger seat. “Text Sam. Tell him we’re going out for ice cream.” 

He climbed in, started the engine, and threw the truck in reverse, the tires screeching as he backed out of the driveway. He shifted into drive without coming to a stop, sped to the end of the street, and pulled onto the main road. After taking an immediate right, then left, they arrived at a dirt road entering the woods. He slowed down and drove the truck until they reached a clearing. 

Annah looked around. At least half a dozen cars sat with idling engines, windows steamed. 

He cut the driving lights and parked in a vacant spot. 

“Where are we?” Annah asked.

“One day, Lexy and I came over when the construction was going on, and I took her for a walk in the woods at the end of your street. We found this clearing. The ground was littered with used condoms. I guess my assumption was right. Seems to be the local make-out spot.” He released his seatbelt and engaged the seat mechanism, moving it toward the back of the truck. “Let’s get back to what you were saying at the house. About needing my touch.”

Annah unbuckled her seat belt and slipped off her sandals. She then knelt on the seat, her back against the door. “Slide toward me.” 

Eric followed her instructions. He reached toward his back pocket when Annah said, “I got this.” 

She removed the condoms from her purse. Then she unzipped his jeans and, with his assistance, lowered them and his underwear down around his calves. 

Before she opened one of the packets, Annah took hold of him and held the hot skin, feeling the pulse of his blood up the shaft. She leaned in and kissed him, her mouth refusing to release him. Eric reached around to her ass, but she pulled his hand away. “I got this too,” she said, in between her rapid breathing. 

She removed the condom and unrolled it into position, afterward looping her leg over his lap and straddling him. 

“Touch me,” she demanded. 

Eric rubbed her swollen tip, ripe for his touch. He led her to the edge, but she stopped at the point of release and lowered herself onto him, driving her hips against his, forcing him deeper. He held behind her neck and demanded her lips. 

“Touch me again,” she instructed. As she moved, she pressed herself against the pads of his fingers. She sped up and brought them both to climax. 

Exhausted and soaked with perspiration, they held each other. 

“I love you,” she whispered into his ear. “And I want to get ice cream again tomorrow night.”




Chapter 27 

SABLE bristles, tipped with cerulean blue paint, hovered over the blank canvas. How long had she been sitting in the same position? It seemed like a lifetime, yet the flat surface staring back at her remained as pristine as ever. Was she uninspired, or had she lost the ability and was incapable of ever painting again? Maybe she needed some inspiration, an aha moment that sparked the talent her fingers had once shown. 

According to the weather, the day promised sunshine, high temps, and, hurray, no humidity. She wiped a piece of paper towel across the back of her neck, removing sweat that had accumulated while she’d remained still. The weather people had almost gotten it right—the humidity wasn’t as low as predicted, although it was a perfect day to spend time getting to know her son. Whatever she and Sam did, it had to include a visit to the beach, where she could fill her lungs with salt air and her stomach with French fries.

“Hi, Mum.” 

Annah turned to see Sam, dressed in a pair of black shorts and a black T-shirt, kneeling just outside the studio doorway. Lexy lay on her back, and Sam ruffled her belly fur. 

“’Morning, Sam. Australia, huh? Is that a team logo?” She pointed at the circular, green-and-yellow symbol on the front of the T-shirt.

“Yeah, it’s the soccer team.”

“You a soccer fan?”

“It’s okay. I like baseball. I wish I had time to go to a game in Boston.” He stood and came up behind her. He hugged her around the neck, his chin resting on her left shoulder. “What’cha working on?”

Annah cocked her head and said, “I call it Blizzard. What do you think?”

He placed his index finger on the center area. “Cool. Is that a snowman?” 

“Ha-ha, you’re a natural. Aunt Pam and Eric might be starting a comedy tour; you should join them.”

“Hey, Eric’s pretty cool. I’m sorry I didn’t feel like talking last night. I was beat.” He stretched and moved toward the side window. 

The brief but telling comment about Eric gave her a flicker of hope. She knew about the outburst over the dancing photo and Sam’s breakdown about her dating Eric. The details were lost to her, but the overall gist wasn’t. Sam had felt threatened. What she didn’t know was his reason. Had he been upset at the prospect of someone replacing his dad—which seemed as likely as her paintbrush springing to life—or had it been Eric’s age? They only had one and a half days to rebuild their relationship. There wouldn’t be enough hours to accomplish that, let alone delve into his emotional dungeon. Besides, he’d said Eric was cool. She would take the morsel he’d offered and move on.

  Sam called out to her from the rear of the studio. He stood by the unit with his finger poised over the air conditioner’s power button. “Hey, Mum, want me to start the AC? It’s hot as fuck in here.” 

“No, thanks and wow! I’ve never heard that word used as a noun. Why don’t you save it for times when you’re really angry and find something else? How about Hades? You could say, it’s hot as Hades in here.”

“Whatever.” He shrugged and stood near the easel again.

“Sorry. I’m… I’m lecturing?” Of course, she’d been lecturing. It was her job to guide him and teach him about appropriate behavior, but lecturing never accomplished a whole lot. She searched his face. For what? Understanding that she was doing her best? His blank expression didn’t tell her anything. 

 “It’s lit, Mum. I’ll try harder.” His eyes grew serious, and he flicked the hummingbird prism with his index finger. He faced her. “Mum, did you forget how to paint too?”

“I don’t know.” 

“What do you mean, you don’t know!” Panic laced his voice. “How could you forget something like that? It’s not like it’s your past, which you dumped.” His tone was harsh as he added the last words.

“I’m sorry, Sam. I don’t know. And, for the record, I didn’t dump my past.”

“How do you know? You don’t remember anything. Maybe you cast one of your stupid spells to forget everything. Even me. Was it because I decided to live with Dad? Were you mad at me?”

“Sam, I’m sure I wasn’t mad at you. I read about your decision, and anger wasn’t mentioned in the journal entry. I loved you and would have wanted the best for you. And I can say with complete confidence that I did not cast a spell to wipe away my memory.”

“You can’t be sure.”

“Well, you tell me. Was I the type of person who would run from life when things got crazy? Or would I have taken the bull by the horns and wrestled it down?”

“I can just see you now, Mum.” He let out a howl of laughter. “You’d be trashed by the bull, but you’d hang on. That’s one of the things that makes you so cool; you never give up.”

“Thank you. As for the painting…” Annah tossed the brush into a glass jar of cleaner. “I just don’t know.”

“You haven’t even tried.” 

“Maybe I’m too afraid. If I can’t paint… I feel like an iceberg and chunks of me are falling into the ocean. If I can’t paint, that’d be a massive piece of me falling away.” 

Sam removed a clean, flat brush from a nearby coffee can and handed it to her. “You always told me if I was afraid of doing something, to give it the best that I had. If it didn’t work out, I’d always know I at least tried.”

“I don’t remember saying that.” Annah’s reply included a shake of her head. “Sounds like good advice, though.”

“So, do it. Paint a tree.”

“Why a tree?”

“I don’t know, Mum. Paint a bird. Jeez, paint something.”

“Fine, hold this.” Annah returned the brush to Sam and began adding fresh paint to her palette: titanium white, chrome, and cadmium yellow, viridian green, cobalt blue, ultramarine, and vermilion.

“You forgot brown,” Sam said.

“I don’t think I use those colors. There aren’t any here. Look.” She waved her hand. Large jars, each holding multiple tubes of one color, lined a shelf on the wall to her right. “No black either. Just these nine colors.” 

“How come you don’t use black?”

“I have no idea.” She took back the brush and inhaled. “Okay, let’s do this.” Her hands flew into action and seemed to follow their own path. Soon an image resembling the split oak tree in the yard took shape. Each reload of the brush brought the tree further to life. 

Sweat pooled around her eyes as she watched her hands work feverishly to keep up with her brain. Paint, dip, paint, dip. Sam now stood to her side, and she could feel his breath. He didn’t say a word. Branches arched, leaves grew, sunlight penetrated, and shadows formed. 

Perspiration poured from her neck and pooled between her breasts when she lowered her exhausted arm to her side. 

“You did it, Mum,” he shouted. “Awesome!” Not one to miss out on the fun, Lexy jumped up and barked. 

Annah wiped her neck with a clean cloth, her laughter mixing with his shouts. “I did it!” She extended her hand for a high-five. He slapped her palm then dropped his hand low, then high again. She tried to catch up but, once again, was left with her hand in the air, by itself.

“Gotta keep up, Mum. Hey, want some breakfast? I can cook now. Or coffee? I’ll go get us some.” He grabbed hold of the mug on the window sill and took off toward the house, Lexy in hot pursuit. 

Annah removed her cell phone from the pocket of the paint-stained shirt she wore, captured a picture of the canvas and texted Eric. Look! I painted!!!

She sent a copy to Pam, then rolled her shoulders and neck. One more section of the puzzle was present and accounted for. Hot damn.

A return text arrived. I’m proud of you, nena. We’ll celebrate when we get ice cream tonight.

He’d read her mind…again.

“Here, Mum.” Sam came back into the studio with two mugs. 

She watched him drink his coffee. When he looked at her and grinned, she asked, “What made you shave your head around the bottom?”

He gave her a shrug, which seemed to be a characteristic gesture for him. “It’s the way my friends wear it.”

“It’s cool.” There, she’d done it. She’d talked in her own language and hadn’t sounded like a ninny.

“Thanks. So, what d’ya want to do today?”

“You choose,” she replied, the mug held tightly in her hands. Would things have been different if she hadn’t lost her memories of him? Would she look at him and think how quickly he’d grown up instead of being in awe of his beauty? Dark-brown eyes framed by thick, long lashes graced his high cheekbones and narrow nose. She liked the way his bottom lip created a perpetual pout, the middle area thicker than the sides. “Anything you want to do, we’ll do it. As long as we swing by the beach and get some fries.”

“Cool. We can drive to Portsmouth and get tattoos, then sit on the wall and feed the birds like we used to.”

“Tattoos?”

“Yeah. We were going to do it when I turned twenty-one, so what’s the big deal if we do it now?”

“You’re not twenty-one.”

“So. If you’re with me, it doesn’t matter.”

“You’re not kidding? I was going to get a tattoo?”

“Yeah. You even have a picture that you drew. It’s in the box with your papers ‘n shit.”

“Do you always talk like that?”

“Aw, jeez, Mum. Lighten up.”

“Fine. Where do I keep this box with my shit?”

 

The tattoo pen felt like a red-hot branding iron. She gripped the metal legs of the table she lay on and tried to keep from moving away each time the pen’s tip made contact. The skin screamed as the artist traced the outline of the temporary tattoo he’d positioned on the back of her shoulder. 

While Sam had flipped through a series of wall boards displaying selections, she’d handed her illustration to Kevin, the young man who’d be doing hers. ‘Can you recreate this?’

He’d looked at her drawing and nodded his approval. ‘Who drew this?’

‘I did.’ She followed his gaze to the illustration. A woman morphed into the shape of a tree: her arms the branches, her body the trunk. She’d drawn the woman’s face in a profile and positioned it raised toward the sky, her lips open, creating a look of joy. 

‘Sure thing. Give me some time to trace it, and we’ll be good to go.’ He grinned at her, flashing three sparkling, gold-tipped teeth. ‘There’s coffee and tea in the next room, or you can sit over on the couch. The ladies’ room is down the hall.’

She’d sat on a cracked leather couch and watched Kevin work. Purple dreadlocks emerged from a thick elastic band and snaked down his back, covering a portion of the picture of the naked, tattooed woman on his T-shirt. 

‘What do ya think, Mum?’ Sam had walked over and lifted the sleeve of his T-shirt. A skull and crossbones symbol graced his right triceps. The words No quarter! arched above the image.

‘Should you choose something less…I don’t know…angry? How about a heart?’ Even though she hadn’t cared what her ex would think, she still asked, ‘What will your father say?’

She received a shrug and a casual, ‘He’ll flip, but that’s okay. He’ll get over it.’

That had been over an hour ago. Sam was in a room with a Def Leopard poster tacked to the door, and she lay in one with the soundtrack from Phantom of the Opera playing from a CD.

She tried to focus on the music instead of the pain, but it wasn’t working. Each buzz of the pen kept her mind anchored in place. 

“You doing okay, Annah?” Kevin wiped at the area, something he did often. “Need a bathroom break?”

“I’m… No, I’m fine. How much longer?” She didn’t want to sound like a crybaby, but damn, it stinking hurt. 

“About ten minutes.”

“I’m catching on, Kevin. You keep saying ten minutes, but you’re not stopping.”

He chuckled and pricked another section of skin. “If I tell you another two hours, will that make you feel better?” 

“Nope. Let’s continue with the ruse. Ten minutes works for me. Can you talk while you work?”

“Sure thing.”

“Tell me about you. You mentioned you’re from Massachusetts. How did you end up in a tattoo parlor in New Hampshire?”

“I came up to see a girl and never left. I dropped out of college, and here I am.”

“What school?”

“MIT. I was going for engineering. My parents were furious when I quit.”

“I’d be too if Sam did something like that. Are you still with the girl, at least?”

“Uh-uh. Broke up a year ago.”

“So how does a young man go from a path to becoming an engineer to being a tattoo artist?”

“It’s not that far a stretch. I always loved to draw. I actually wanted to become a gaming artist, but my dad had other ideas. When I was looking for a job up here, I met the owner of the salon, and he offered me a gig. Super rad guy. Paid for my training and license too. Hey, do you want me to add any red to the image or keep it all black?”

“Do whatever your inner artist tells you. I’m in your hands.”

“What’s your story, Annah? You from New Hampshire?”

“I don’t know. I only have what people tell me, and I think so.”

“What, d’you do some heavy drugs, and now you can’t remember?” He chuckled while spraying something cool over Annah’s skin. 

“Hardly. I was attacked and ended up in the hospital. Blah, blah, infection, coma. Long story short, I’m suffering from retrograde amnesia.”

“You’re going to love this. My ex’s father used to beat up her mother. One day he put her in the hospital. The doctors had to induce a medical coma to save her life. When she came out, she had no idea who she was or anybody else. Her mind was completely blank.”

“Please tell me she recovered.”

“She’s gone.”

Annah pushed back on her hands and angled to face him. “She died!”

“Hey, no moving. If I’d been inking, your tat’s face would be a dark blob. No, she didn’t die, but she never got her memory back. She moved out west. Colorado. She said at least she would be on an even footing with strangers. My ex moved out there to be with her, and that’s why we split up.”

“I’m not sure I’m up for moving. Is it okay if I nap while you finish?”

“Sure thing, but it’s better if you turn your head to the left to level out your shoulders.”

Annah pressed her face against the pillow Kevin had laid on the table. If she concentrated real hard on something other than the bonfire raging on her shoulder, she might be able to last until the tattoo was finished. The information about his ex-girlfriend’s mother was interesting. And disheartening. The woman had run away, turning her back on her life—and people who had loved her. 

Wow! She’d made a judgment about someone she’d never even met. Once again, she had to ask if she’d always been so quick to judge people. Truthfully, what the woman had done must have taken a great deal of strength. It couldn’t have been easy, especially when her foundation had been taken away. 

“One last area, and then I’ll be done, Annah. Keep still.”

She spoke through the side of her mouth, assuring him she would, and then went back to her musings. Maybe she should explore the possibility of moving, picking up her roots, as shallow as they were, and settling down someplace far away.  Would Eric come with her? And Pam? Heck, why not pack up Barney and his husband, too, buy a wagon and a couple of horses, and set out like homesteaders? Or, she could sneak off into the night and leave everyone behind. Sell Helen’s property and live in Australia with Sam. But then she’d see his father. The apprehension she got when she thought about her ex knotted her stomach. Had things been that bad with the guy that she always became physically ill at the thought of him? Maybe she should find out the truth about their relationship and try to repair it. The few times she’d spoken to Sam on the phone, Michael hadn’t been too eager to speak to her, but if she extended the olive branch, he might have a change of heart. What would the other Annah do? 

 

A brazen gull inched up to Annah’s plate. It stretched its neck, snatched a French fry, and ran along the sea wall. “Hey, wait your turn.” She gave the bird a nasty look and placed the plate on her lap. She threw a fry the bird’s way and returned her attention to Sam, to whom she finished relating the lawyer’s news and her parentage. “So, what do you think?”

Sam sucked a clam belly into his mouth. “Does this mean Helen is my grandmother?”

“She was your grandmother, and don’t talk with food in your mouth.”

“Got it, Mum. Chill. So, I’m rich too?” He tossed a fry into the air and a gull swooped low and caught it. “Can I get a new car?”

“Sam, this goes beyond buying things. You said yesterday that you’re not a kid any longer, so I’m talking to you like an adult. What should I do?”

“About what?” 

“The lies, for starters.” Annah coated a fried clam with ketchup. “Everyone lied to me. My father, the woman who I thought was my mother, Helen—they all lied. My whole life was, and is, built on lies. I’m a lie!” She raised the dripping clam and she tossed it to her neighbor, the gutsy gull.

“I think you’re overacting,” Sam said. 

She gave him a skeptical look. “Do you mean, overreacting?”

“Whatever. You know what I mean. You always do this, blow everything out of its portions.”

She bit back correcting him again and said, “Really? Okay, tell me. How am I overreacting?”

“I don’t know, Mum.” Sam flung a fried clam at the sand. “You might get mad. I mean, you sound mad now.”

“Sorry.” She selected a crispy looking French fry and bit half of it. “I promise not to get angry. Please, I want to know what you think. But, hang on. Do I typically talk to you about serious things?”

“Yeah, all the time.” Sam looked her dead in the eyes and grinned. “We’re all we’ve ever had. I would tell you everything, and you did too. Remember when I told you about my first time…? Never mind.”

“No, I don’t remember, but I get the gist.” She liked the sound of the words that they were all they ever had. Although how had she reacted when he’d broken the news about getting laid? Had she run out and gotten him a box of condoms like Pam had done for her? “Did I talk to you about safe sex?”

“Yeah, Mum, you did. Jeez, can we change the subject?”

She leaned and bumped his shoulder with hers. “You brought it up.”

He looked down at the sand along the base of the wall. “And now I wish I hadn’t.”

“Fine, subject dropped. You were about to tell me how I was overreacting.”

He perked up, flipped a fry above his head, and caught it in on his tongue and chewed. When his mouth was empty, he said, “So, this is how I see it, if I found out you weren’t my mother or the lady who…you know.”

She couldn’t hide her amusement at his inability to talk about a woman giving birth. In so many ways, he was still an innocent child. “Yes, I get it, giving birth.”

“Jeez, Mum, gross.”

“Sorry, continue.”

“Okay, If I found out stuff like you found out, I would still think you’re my mother. I mean, I wouldn’t forget everything you did for me, like all the stuff you taught me and shit. You’re my mom, the person I love. Your mum was your mum. Nothing can change that, can it?”

Annah shook her head. “We’re forgetting that I don’t remember all the things I did with my mother, or father, so I don’t have the luxury of falling back on treasured moments like you do.” The wonderful aroma of the fried food began to smell foul, tainted by the reality of what she’d just said. She tossed the remaining clams and fries onto the sand, and a band of gulls converged into a frenzy of wings, beaks, and feathers. It was every gull for itself, except her neighbor who remained by her side. The bird looked at her with its yellow eyes and opened its bill, offering a loud squawk as if she’d betrayed its patience. “What’s your problem? Fine, here.” She took a handful of Sam’s fries and dropped them next to her. “Chow down.”

Returning her attention to Sam, she said, “So, here’s the thing, I would have most likely trusted my parents. How would you feel if you found out your dad and I lied to you?”

“It’d suck, but you’d still be my mum. And you said you’re a lie, but you can’t be a lie. That would make me a lie, Uncle Barney, Aunt Pam, Lexy—even Eric would be a lie. And besides, you don’t even remember anything, so how do you know it’s all lies?” 

“But Sam—”

“No, listen, Mum.” He jumped onto the sand, scattering the gulls. “If I found out you weren’t my mum, I’d still love you because you would still be you. I mean, you did such cool things with me. You splashed in the rain with me, and you took me hiking and to the movies. And we caught fireflies. You gave me advice and helped me when things sucked. You even tried to keep me happy when dad forgot about me.”

“What do you mean?”

“All the time I never heard from him. That’s what I mean: he sucked, but you watched over me. Did you only do that because I came out of…you know…your body?”

“I see where you’re going with this. I would have kept you safe because I loved you, not because I gave birth to you. I’d kill for you.”

“Jeez, Mum, chill. Besides, you know, Helen wasn’t so bad. She was always nice to me.”

Annah dropped to the sand and surrounded his shoulder with her arm and kissed his cheek. 

“Mum, jeez.” He jumped up on the wall and onto the sidewalk. “You can do shit like that at home, but you gotta cut it out when we’re in public. 

“Fine, I will.”

Sam jumped into the air and swatted at a low flying gull, receiving a chastising squawk in return.

“Nice move,” she said. “If it had bitten you—”

“I get it Mum. Do you need help getting over the wall?”

“No thanks, I’ll walk to the opening down there.” She pointed at the gate in the cement wall further down the beach. 

“I’ll walk with you.” Sam vaulted over the wall and, missing his footing, fell flat on the sand. 

“Nice move,” Annah said. “Don’t give up your day job.”

“What day job?”

“Never mind. Tell me, Sam, have you always been this wise?” 

He gave her a shrug and gathered their trash off the wall. “I’m not wise. You always add feelings to everything, and that messes things up. You gotta chill.”

“Chill, huh?” She removed her sandals and walked alongside her son. “I’ll do my best. Now, what do you want to do when we get home? We have a few hours until we have to be at Eric’s.”

“I’m gonna hang out with someone.”

“Who?” 

“No one.” 

“Is it a girl?”

He offered one of his signature shrugs and changed the subject. “You like Eric still, right?”

“Yes, I like Eric,” she said without any hesitation. She liked Eric a whole lot.




Chapter 28

THE white gauze stuck to the dried blood along the edges of the tattoo. Eric eased it away from Annah’s skin and gave an approving whistle. “Are you in pain?”

Annah glanced over her shoulder, craning her neck to get a glimpse. “It hurts like a really bad sunburn, but I want to get another one. Maybe on my hip.”

“Once you get one, you’re hooked. Let me see yours, Sam.” Eric slipped the strap of Annah’s top over her shoulder and waited while Sam lifted his shirt sleeve, revealing the Jolly Roger on his triceps. “Nice work. I especially like the blood on the bones.”

“Yeah, cool. I didn’t expect it to hurt as much as it did. I think I’m done with tattoos for a while.” He lowered his sleeve. “Any chance I can see your bike before I go out?”

“Sure,” Eric said. “Let’s head to the barn.”

Sam walked on ahead with Lexy, and Annah waited for Eric to put his tools away. He locked the studio door, and they walked to the barn. “How was your day with Sam, besides getting the tattoos?” 

“It was fun. I was nervous at first, but things just kind of fell into place. We even talked about the Helen thing. For a young kid, he’s pretty damn smart.”

“Nena, he’s not a young kid. Besides, his mother is damn smart too.” Eric took hold of her arm and drew her behind a tree where he bent forward, closing in for a kiss. She beat him to it, pulled his head close, and parted her lips. They remained locked together until Sam called out, wondering where Eric was.

“Go,” Annah said, wiping lipstick from Eric’s mouth. “Do you need me to do anything for tonight? I could make a salad or something.”

“Pam has it all under control. Go inside and relax.” Eric lowered his hand and cupped her buttocks. He tightened his hold, pressing her against him. “By the way, your ass looks great in these shorts.” He kissed her again and left to join Sam.

Annah called Lexy, clipped her leash in place, and headed for the back porch. She had no intention of suppressing the giggles erupting from her chest. Finding her love for Eric felt like she’d learned she had the ability to fly, and she intended on soaring over the tree tops. 

“Want to go for a walk, girl?” 

Lexy wagged her tail and performed a little circle dance, tangling the leash around her hind legs in the process. 

“That appears to be a yes,” Annah said as she freed Lexy from the strap. They both headed toward the perimeter road that edged along the side of the wildflower field when she stopped. Should she have told Eric she was going for a walk? She would do what he’d instructed; she should stick to the path around the field. And Lexy was on her leash. Not much was going to happen in broad daylight.  

She got a few feet when she had to stop again, this time for Lexy to sniff at what looked like a pile of dog poop. Somebody must be walking their dog on Eric’s property or else Lexy had done it the last time she’d stayed over, although it looked fresh. And it was black with fur sticking out of one of the pieces. She looked around and saw the orange surveying stakes the fencing guys had installed. With the leash looped around her wrist, she pulled the post from the ground and brought it over to the pile of feces where she shoved the pointed end into the dirt. Wiping her hands, she sighed. “Okay, back to walking.”

As she neared the back of the property, Lexy tugged and pulled ahead of Annah, who offered a sad, “Sorry, girl. I get you want to run, but you can’t. When we get home, you can run in the yard.” They continued edging the field, giving Annah a chance to admire the flowers in the field. “I want a wildflower field,” she sighed. “But where would I install it?” 

Lexy lifted her face in Annah’s direction. “Sorry, girl. Just thinking out loud.”

They approached the line of trees marking the beginning of the woods, and Lexy ran ahead with every intent of entering the dark forest. Annah held back, pulling the leash tight. A shadow darted in the corner of her eye, and she swung her head its direction. There wasn’t anything there, but she was certain she’d seen something move. “Must have been a squirrel. Let’s go.” She stepped forward, but Lexy drew back, forcing Annah to hold the leash tightly and pull. Lexy resisted, her eyes and nose more interested in the woods than a walk.

Annah clasped the leash with both hands. “Lexy, come. We’re not going in there. Come this way.” She yanked Lexy away from the trees and faced the path. She could see the tip of the barn’s roof. “Come on, girl. We’ll go see Eric and Sam.” The snapping of a branch called her attention, and she turned in time to steady herself as Lexy lunged behind them. The leash yanked tight, digging into her skin. “Ouch, for fuck sake.” She unwrapped the leash and held it loosely as she shook her hands. “That hurt. What is your—?”

Another stick broke, this time behind the trees directly opposite where she was standing. 

“Lexy, come,” she whispered. She reached out and took hold of Lexy’s collar. As she straightened, she saw a snarling muzzle coming straight for her face, and she raised her arms, releasing her hold on the Lexy. The tan beast arched in the air, its snapping jaws dripping with saliva. There wasn’t time to scream. All she could do was watch in horror as the sharp canines headed her way. A blur of black and white passed in front of her eyes, and Lexy and the coyote crashed to the ground with a sickening thud. 

The coyote backed away and lowered its haunches, froth leaking over the edges of its stretched lips. Annah yelled and waved her arms. “Get out of here. Go!” She bent for the leash and held it tightly when the wild animal lunged. It attached itself to Lexy’s shoulder and sank its teeth into the sheepdog’s flesh. Lexy’s wail split the hot air, creating a frenzy of flying birds from nearby trees. Lexy thrashed and stumbled and fell to the ground, releasing the coyote but bringing Annah with her. Annah called out as she landed on the ground. Stones cut into her knees and hands as she spit dirt from between her lips. Through dusty eyes, she saw the coyote walk away and reenter the woods. She had to hurry and get Lexy to safety. 

She wanted to yell for Eric but that might bring the coyote back, so she crawled to where Lexy was lying and claimed the leash. “It’s okay, girl. Let’s get out of here.” Blood dripped from the wound in Lexy’s shoulder, but she managed to stand. Annah pulled herself up and kept her eyes on the woods as she backed slowly down the path. 

When the coyote appeared again, Lexy had been ready for it and jumped. Annah watched in horror at the coyote prancing and bucking with Lexy on its back, like they were part of some freakish rodeo. 

Noticing the pile of rocks to the side of the path, Annah chose the largest she could lift and heaved it, hitting the jutting ribs under the coyote’s mangy fur.  She may as well have thrown a pebble for the good it did. The coyote didn’t even flinch.  She saw the orange posts and ran for one. If she could connect with the animal’s head, she might be able to disorient it, giving Lexy and her a chance to run away. She pulled, but the post wouldn’t budge. “Come on, you fucking piece of shit,” she screamed and kicked at the wooden stake, knocking it loose. She then ran up to the dogs and swung, connecting with the coyote’s snout. The contact knocked the animal off kilter and it staggered and fell, knocking Lexy off its back. Instead of running free, Lexy remained ready to fight again. She raised her hindquarters and growled, and the coyote did the same. They walked in a slow circle, never losing sight of each other, both growling and gnashing their teeth. 

Annah inched to the side, but kept her eyes on the coyote. It was up to her to kill the thing before it killed her dog. She raised her arms and swung the post, only this time the coyote had been ready for her. It shifted away and backtracked, coming for Annah’s legs. Lexy took the advantage she needed to race forward, driving the coyote to the ground, her teeth plunging deep into the wild animal’s throat. The coyote stretched and arched its neck and, managing to reach the bloody wound, bit Lexy’s shoulder. Both dogs struggled, neither relinquishing its hold while Annah screamed for help.

She saw Lexy weakening. Soon it would be too late, and the coyote, the much smarter fighter, would finish her dog off. She lifted the post and brought it down against the coyote’s spine. It let go of Lexy and released a blood-curdling cry. Lexy lay on her side, and Annah ran to her, but the coyote ran faster and reached Lexy first, biting into her shoulder with bloody teeth. Lexy’s howl of pain cut through the air.

*****

“Hang on, Sam.” Eric ran from the barn and stood outside. He was sure he’d heard someone call out. A faint, chaotic noise carried over the field. Dogs. “Annah!” Was she in the house? Where was Lexy? “Annah!” 

Eric ran to the porch and bolted up the steps. He swung open the French door and called into the house. “Annah!” He spun and faced the field. Annah! “Sam!” he yelled. 

“Eric, what’s wrong?” Sam came running, a frightened look in his eyes. 

“Sam, the keys for the truck are on a hook by the front door. Get in it and take that perimeter road over there and meet me in the back, by those woods. Hurry!”

“What’s wrong?”

“Just do it. Go!” Eric pointed toward the edge of the woods when he heard Annah scream his name. “Hurry!” He left Sam and bolted in the direction of Annah’s voice. Vaulting over a stone wall, he raced through the field, stems whipping him as he stampeded by. His legs couldn’t carry him fast enough. 

Annah saw another rock and, lifting it over her head, brought it down on the coyote’s hind end without releasing it. Ignoring the animal’s cries of pain, she gripped the rock and lifted it again and delivered another blow, silencing the wild creature. She readied for a third strike when Lexy rejoined the battle, taking hold of the coyote’s neck and shaking the limp carcass, treating it like a rag doll. Her eyes rolled back in their sockets and her growls intensified as blood flowed over her jaw. She then collapsed, the yellow fur still in her mouth.

 “Annah!” Eric’s voice carried on the breeze. “Annah!”

Annah tried to respond, but her voice faltered, becoming nothing more than a raspy version of what it had been. “Please,” she whimpered, her legs giving way. She crawled up to Lexy, ignoring the rocks opening the wounds on her knees even wider. She reached out. Lexy growled and tried to drag her prize away. 

“Shh, baby. Shh, it’s okay.” She placed her hand on Lexy’s head and whispered, “Shh, Mama’s here.” 

Lexy let go of the coyote and looked at her. She whined and then dropped flat on her side, releasing a whimper and a long breath. 

“No, no, no, please, no.” Annah threw herself forward and wrapped Lexy in her arms. “No, no, no.” She raised her face to the sky. “You can’t have her. Do you hear me? You’ve taken so much from me, but now you’ve gone too far. You can’t have my dog. You can’t. Leave me the fuck alone.” She raised Lexy’s head and lowered it to her lap. “You can’t have her. You can’t.” 

******

Eric arrived at the scene and froze for a fraction of a second, his stomach seized in fear. The area looked as if a massacre had taken place; blood coated the ground and the three figures in front of him, and the stench of urine permeated the air. 

“Annah, are you hurt. Did it bite you?”

“No, No, Lexy…” She stared at him. “It leapt. Lexy…Lexy…Lexy.”

“Annah, stay with me. Don’t lose your focus. Let me check her.”

Eric knelt by Lexy’s body and inspected her wounds. Some were superficial, but the one by her shoulder was a deep tear, exposing the underlying bone. He pulled off his T-shirt and shoved it into the gash. 

“She’s still alive but barely. Help me.”

Annah remained on the ground and rocked back and forth, forcing him to yell, “Annah! Help me lift her.”

He slid his broken hand under Lexy’s hindquarters, clenching his jaw against the raging fire under the cast and along his arm. He brought his right hand under Lexy’s shoulders and managed to stand. A wave of nausea washed over him, and he wavered, almost sending them both to the ground. 

When he regained his footing, he commanded, “Annah, come on.”

Annah stayed in the same spot, staring at the blood-soaked dirt. 

“Annah!” He had to force his voice between gritted teeth to keep the pain from taking over. 

She looked up at him, her skin ashen. 

“Stand. Now. I can’t carry both of you. Get up!”

Tires skidded to a stop. Sam jumped out and rushed to help Eric. 

“I’ve got it,” Eric said. “Help your mother into the truck.” He managed to get Lexy on the back seat and Sam guided his mother into the opposite side. 

Eric gripped Annah’s hand and pushed it against the shirt. “Keep this pressed right here. Don’t let up on the pressure, understand?”

He didn’t wait for her response but jumped behind the steering wheel. “Sam, get in. Here, take my phone. Call the police. Tell them there’s a dead coyote that might be rabid behind my house. Tell them I’m heading to the vet with your mother’s dog. Shit, where am I going? Where’s the vet? Annah, where’s your vet?” He tore along the dirt path and drove toward the main road. 

“It’s on Portsmouth Ave,” Sam said.

While Sam called the police, Eric steered the truck in the direction of the vet and pushed the engine. A cruiser swerved behind him, its lights flashing.

“Sam, tell them to get this guy off my ass.”

Sam relayed Eric’s messages to the dispatcher and said, “The woman said to pull over and let the cruiser get in front of you.”

“Got it.” 

Eric tailed the speeding police car. He could hear Annah weeping in the back seat. He couldn’t help her now. He winced as he cut the wheel, fully grasping that he’d probably re-broken his already broken bones. 

 

When they arrived at the vet, Eric pulled in front of the door, slamming the truck into park. He yanked open the back door and slid his arms under Lexy. “Annah, come on. Sam, take care of the truck.”

He ran into the lobby, the policeman coming behind, his arms around Annah. People in the waiting area stopped and stared at the bloody, shirtless man carrying what looked like a dead dog and the policeman guiding a dazed woman covered in her own layer of blood. 

A veterinary technician ran over and led them to one of the examining rooms. She began an examination, and the vet entered. He shooed Annah and Eric out. “I’ll take it from here.”

“No, I’m not leaving,” Annah demanded.

Eric put his arm around her and forced her from the room. “Annah, let them do their work. Come on.” He followed another tech into the back of the building where they received clean T-shirts. “There’s an employee shower through the door,” the tech said. “Just throw the towels in the bin. We have a service that comes and takes the soiled laundry. If you need anything, please ask.” 

Eric sat Annah on a bench by the lockers and stripped off her shirt. He washed her face and neck, then her arms. When he finished, he dressed her in one of the clean shirts. She remained still while he tended to himself. 

Sam joined them in the hospital’s waiting room, and they waited. And waited. 

Later, when the adrenaline left their bodies, and the reality of what had happened kicked in, Annah sobbed, Sam trembled, and Eric forced away the pain in his hand. 

“Mum.” Sam sat next to Annah and enfolded her in his arms. “Mum, it’s okay. Please, Mum, it has to be okay.” 

Annah nodded. 

A different policeman arrived. 

“Annah, can you tell me what happened?” 

Annah kept her focus on the floor, and Eric led him outside the room. 

 

Sam slept on the back seat and Annah on the front as Eric pulled into his driveway. The rhythm of the summer continued. The other day, he’d driven Annah home from the hospital, then she’d driven him, and now, once again, he’d been the one to drive. They appeared to be caught in some macabre play that revolved around physical trauma and emotional turmoil. Shakespeare had it right. Men and women were merely players while some twisted hand of fate directed their movements. 

He kept the truck running to keep the interior cool. The outside air couldn’t get any more vacuous. It was as if the universe wanted them to suffocate along with their pain. The clock on the dash switched to midnight. He breathed a sigh of relief. The day was finally over. Hopefully, this new day would bring a little happiness for Annah. Hell, a little for all of them would be a welcome change.

They’d know Lexy’s status in the morning. Annah hadn’t been harmed except for a mild case of shock. The pills the emergency room physician gave her would help her sleep. Sam seemed fine, a little shaken, but otherwise good. He’d come through like a champ. 

As for himself, he hadn’t done as much damage to his hand as he’d thought. The staff in the emergency room reset the bones and give him a new cast, along with additional pain meds. For the moment, he’d take the pain. It was the only thing keeping him awake.

“Eric?”

“Yeah, Sam.”

“Where are we?”

“My house. I hate to do this, but I have to wake your mother.”

“Are we staying here tonight?”

“Yeah, I think that’s best. I have a guest room on the second floor. You can sleep up there.”

“Works for me. I don’t want to go home, not without Lexy.”

“I’m sure your mom will feel the same way.” Eric slid from the driver’s seat, stood, and swayed. He walked around the truck to the passenger side and opened the door. He hated to wake her, but if he carried her, he’d fuck up his hand again.

“Nena, wake up.”

She stared at him. “Eric?”

“Yes, we’re home. Come on, let’s get you to bed.”

“Where’s Sam?”

“I’m right here, Mum. Take my hand.”

Annah allowed them to assist her from the truck and into the house. Once in the bedroom, Eric seated her on the bed. “Sam, in the top bureau drawer are your mother’s clothes. Grab her a pair of pajamas, will you?”

Eric sat Annah on the bed and lifted the vet hospital’s T-shirt over her head. 

“Um, Eric, should I leave?”

Eric stayed focused on Annah. “Only if you want to.” 

“What should I do?”

“Put that top on your mom. I’m going to get her a glass of water and her pills.”

When he returned, Annah was dressed. 

“Great job, Sam,” Eric said. 

Sam pulled back the comforter and assisted his mother underneath. “I’m gonna sleep upstairs, Mum. I love you. Please don’t worry about Lexy. She’s pretty strong. She’ll be okay.”

Annah clung to Sam, her eyes dry and her voice broken. “Please, don’t go.” 

Eric stepped forward. “Shh, nena. Here, drink this.” He placed a pill on her tongue and tipped the glass, allowing the water to dribble into her mouth. “Now lie back and sleep.” 

“But Lexy.” She transferred her hold from Sam to Eric’s wrist. 

He swallowed the pain and said, “We can’t do anything tonight. Sleep, please.”

She nodded and lay back. 

Sam left the room, but Eric took a minute and removed more clothes from the bureau. He then followed but kept the door ajar. 

“Here, Sam. You can use these. There’s a shower upstairs and towels.” He added, “You were a big help today. Thank you.”

“No problem. Good night.”

“’Night.

Sam climbed a few steps. He stopped and stared down at Eric. “Eric, thanks for saving Lexy and my mum.”

Eric nodded. “You’re welcome.” 

He checked on Annah again, returned to the living room, sat on the couch, and dialed Pam.

“Eric, what’s going on? I came by for the cookout, but nobody was there. I’ve been texting you and Annah all night.”

“Pam, a coyote attacked Lexy.” He retold the afternoon’s events and ended with, “Annah’s asleep, and Sam’s upstairs. Can you come over in the morning? She’ll need you.”

“Of course. Do you want me to come now?”

“No, thanks. The morning’s good. If the news from the vet is bad…” He left it at that and hung up.

 

In the predawn light, Eric sat on the porch and watched the edge of the woods. No movement. No shadows. Maybe the pack had moved on now that the leader was dead. 

The sun had yet to make an appearance, giving the early morning mist a chance to remain blanketing the property. It had rained during the night. Nothing spectacular but enough to wash away the humidity and all its grime. The air was cool. One of those great New England days he’d heard so much about. 

“Eric.” Sam walked onto the porch and came up beside Eric. “Mind if I sit with you?”

Eric nodded and scooted his chair to the right. “Not at all. Want something to drink?” He raised a half-full mug. “There’s coffee.”

Sam sat on the edge of the chair, his body tense, leg jiggling. “I’ll get some. Can I ask you something? How’s your hand?”

“It’s okay. Is that what you wanted to ask me?” Eric finished his cold coffee. He knew Sam had something else on his mind.

“Um, it’s just that… Will my mum be okay?”

Eric turned the question over a few times. He didn’t think it had to do with the dog fight, but unless Sam indicated otherwise, that’s what he’d address. “She’ll be fine, Sam. She didn’t get bitten. She’ll be a little shaken but nothing serious.”

“I don’t mean the coyote thing. I’m talking about her…” Sam folded his shoulders over his chest, his leg increasing in speed. “What if she…I don’t know, collapses or something? I mean, it’s got to suck not remembering anything.”

“I’m sure it does. But your mother is a strong woman. She’s not going to collapse. She’s a fighter, and she’ll get through anything that comes her way.”

“Yeah, but what if she’s alone?”

“She won’t be alone, Sam. She’s surrounded by people who love her. We’ll protect her.”

Sam looked down and kicked at the floorboard. “Are you gonna dump her?”

“Never,” Eric said without a moment’s hesitation. “I love her.”

“Yeah, but love doesn’t last. People say I love you all the time, and they still bail. It’s all bullshit.” 

Sam looked up, and Eric met his eyes. “Not always,” Eric offered.

“Yeah, well, nobody’s stuck by my mum.”

 Eric shifted his chair. Leaning his elbows on his knees he stared directly at Sam. “I don’t plan on leaving Annah if that’s what you’re worried about. I don’t have a crystal ball, but I do know the depths of my heart, and when I told your mother I loved her, I meant more than roses and sex. Love isn’t something to be entered into lightly. It takes work, and it hurts like hell sometimes. But there’s no one I’d rather share the journey with than your mom. Unless she tells me otherwise, I’m not going anywhere. Do you understand?”

“Yeah.” Sam bobbed his head. “Cool.” He got up, his mood lifted. “I’ll get us some coffee.” He took Eric’s mug. “Be right back.”

Eric chuckled. His cell phone vibrated against the table’s surface, an unfamiliar number on the screen. He knew who was calling.

“This is Eric,” he said.

“Eric, it’s Doctor Baron. Sorry to call so early, but you mentioned to let you know if something changed.”

He braced himself for what might come next. “It’s okay. I was awake.”

“I have good news. Lexy made it through the night. She’s alert and even wagging her tail.”

Eric held the phone away from his face while he collected himself. He took a few deep breaths and said, “That’s great. Annah will be relieved and very happy. Thank you. When will Lexy be able to come home?”

“Unfortunately, even though her shots are current, she still needs to be quarantined for ten days. State law. She should be able to come home by Labor Day but no exercise for a while. I’ll go over it all when she’s picked up. If Annah wants to come and see her, call us and we’ll arrange a time for a visit.”

Eric squeezed his fingers on the area between his eyes. This wasn’t the time to start slobbering. “Doctor, I…I can’t thank you enough. What you and your staff did for us… I…I’d like to make a contribution to the hospital.”

“I never turn down a donation. Let’s talk when you come in. Have a good morning.”

“Yes, you too.” He dropped the phone back on the table and dipped his head. Annah’s Goddess had come through for them—again. He owed her big time.

“Eric, you okay. Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing’s wrong.” Eric wiped his eyes and grinned. “Everything is right. The vet just called. Lexy’s going to be fine.”

“Holy fuck! That’s awesome.” In his excitement, Sam spilled coffee on himself and the floor. “That’s so cool.” He sat down and started on a new topic. “Can I ask your advice?”

“Sure.” Eric chuckled. Sam certainly was Annah’s child; they both hopped from subject to subject without taking a breath. “What’s up?” 

“I’d like to move back here. Do you think my mum would mind?”

“Why do you think she’d mind?”

“I kind of abandoned her.”

“Sam, your mother knows you have to live your own life. She talked about it with me, and never once has she mentioned that you abandoned her. As for you staying, she’ll be overjoyed with your news.”

“You think so?”

“Definitely. Go in and tell her. She deserves some good news. Fill her in about Lexy too, while you’re at it.”

“Cool.” Sam stood and asked, “You coming?”

“I’ll wait here. This is something you two should share together.”

Eric leaned back and closed his eyes. Sam’s announcement might be just the thing to jog Annah’s memory.

“Hey, Eric…”

Eric turned. Sam stood in the doorway. A coil of steam rose from the mug in his hand. 

“I made my mum some tea.”

“Good.”

“I was thinking. When I tell my dad, he’s gonna freak. I bet he even flies out here.” 

After delivering his thought, Sam closed the door, leaving Eric to decipher what he’d heard. He thought autumn might be the season were Annah finally found some well-deserved peace. Based on what Sam had just said, though, the season might bring a new wave of chaos. He lifted his own mug and nodded. He wasn’t worried. Whatever the Universe tossed Annah’s way, she’d toss it right back. And he’d be here to help her.

The End




Epilogue

HER legs were screaming from fatigue, and her lungs were on fire. Other than those two things, the two-mile run had been a piece of cake. She slowed to a leisurely walking pace. The Seacoast Half-Marathon was on November 10, which only gave her a bit over two months to get ready. If she planned on finishing the race, she needed to step up her training. Either that or forfeit. According to Barney, she’d run the half-marathon every year since it began in 2006, and always for the same cause: the Animal Rescue League of New Hampshire. Maybe this year she should donate a chunk of cash and move on to a more sedate activity. Knitting might be fun. 

Aw, who was she kidding? If she bowed out, she’d break the other Annah’s tradition. That woman had invested seven years in the marathon, and now it was up to her to carry the torch. Besides, Eric was running the race too, and she had every intention of  

It was hard to believe it was already Labor Day. The dedication of the water garden had gone well, and as an added bonus, she’d gotten to watch Barney running around in a tittering dither. The poor guy must have lost twenty pounds from all the sweating he’d done. But he did pull together one heck of a party, which had still been going strong when she’d left to go for her run. 

Would her old self have liked what she’d said about Helen being her mother, or would the original Annah have preferred that part be left out of the dedication speech? It hadn’t made any sense to hide the truth. It was hard to keep a secret in a small town, and besides, this way when people she’d once known said hello, they’d know why she was staring at them like they had two heads.

At first, she’d had no intention of going to the dedication. The painting had been done by the other Annah, not her, but Eric and Sam had insisted. ‘You have to do it, Mum. It’s your painting.’ Eric had been more to the point, with a stoic, ‘If you don’t go, you’ll be running away, and that’s not who you are.’ She’d countered by saying she had no idea who she was, so what did it matter? To this, he’d replied, ‘You’re Annah-Belle Henderson, and she’s one hell of a fighter.’

Well, she was done with fighting: everything from coyotes to inner turmoil. Life from now on was going to be a smooth ride. Sam had moved back to Copedale, which would give them time to get reacquainted; Eric and she were heading to the White Mountains for two weeks; Pam was Pam, and Barney was… Well, Barney was Barney. And Lexy would soon be well enough to join her runs. Yup, thank Goddess, life was perfect. All the craziness was in the past, most of which she couldn’t remember anyway. Maybe there was a silver lining to the whole amnesia thing. 

When she came to her street corner, she picked up speed and sprinted to the house, where she found a man she didn’t know standing at the top of the front stairs.

His tanned arms were folded against a white Henley covering a broad chest. Although he was handsome, his heavy, black brows and thick, jet-black hair gave him a menacing appearance. He stood about the same height as Eric, but where Eric’s eyes were welcoming, the stranger’s blue eyes were cold and hard.  

She stood on the edge of the property and stared at him. Could this be Steven? It had to be; why else would she be shivering as if the hot afternoon air had dropped to twenty below? Reaching to the back of her waist, she unzipped her running pouch and touched her cell phone. She brought her hand in front, the phone fully visible. “Can I help you?” she asked, swiping the screen at the same time. 

“I take it you still don’t have your memory.” 

The stranger’s voice slithered up her spine. With shaking fingers, she placed a call to Eric.

 “Do… Do I know you?” She pressed the phone’s speaker and Eric’s voice joined in the exchange.

“Hey, I’m just leaving—”

Her heart was frantically beating, and her throat felt like it was sealing shut. How on earth had Steven gotten out of prison? “Eric, there’s someone here.”

“Who? Where are you?” 

The man called out, “Is that your boy-toy?” He grinned, revealing a row of blindingly perfect teeth. “Tell him I’m looking forward to meeting him.”

“Annah, who’s with you?” Panic built in Eric’s voice. “Where are you?”

“I’m outside my house. There’s someone here. He’s by my front door. I think he’s Steven.”

Eric yelled, “Annah, get out of there! I’ll call the police. Move!”

The stranger walked down the steps, laughing as he descended. When he was a few feet from Annah, he stopped and said in a loud voice, “Eric, relax. I’m not Steven.” 

Annah gripped the phone and stared into the icy blue eyes. He smelled familiar, his fragrance seeping from a crack in one of the locked doors of her mind. Her stomach twisted, and she blinked. It couldn’t be. “Who…who a…are you?” she stammered

 “My dear Annah-Belle, I’m Michael.”
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“If you’re looking for a wonderful book to pass your time, this is the one.”

 

“I was captivated all the way through.”

 

“This amazing book had a hold of me even after I read those sad, familiar words “THE END”!

 

“After I started reading I was hooked. I couldn’t put it down.”

 

“The Summer of Annah: A Midsummer’s Wish is phenomenal.”

 

“A great love story but so much more.”
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