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Like Dandelion Dust
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ONE

Once in a while Molly Campbell wondered if other people saw it. When strangers passed by her and Jack and little Joey, maybe they could actually see a golden hue, pixie dust on the tops of their heads or a light emanating from the air around them, telling all the world what the three of them inherently knew.

That life couldn’t possibly be more perfect.

Sometimes when Molly walked through the Palm Beach Mall, hand-in-hand with four-year-old Joey, her purse holding a couple hundred dollars cash, two debit cards and a Visa with five figures open to buy, she’d see a tired-looking, disheveled man or an aging woman with worn-out shoes—hollow-eyed and slack-jawed—and she’d wonder what had happened. How had life placed these people in their separate worlds, and how had she and Jack and Joey found their way to the right side?

The good side.

Molly felt that way now, sitting at the Cricket Preschool parents’ conference, listening to Joey’s teacher rave about his progress in math and spelling. She held the hand of her quick-witted, rugged husband and smiled at Joey. “That’s what we like to hear, buddy.”

“Thanks.” Joey grinned. His first loose tooth—the one in the middle, upper left—hung at a crazy angle. He swung his feet beneath the table as his eyes wandered around the room to the dinosaur poster and the T. rex. Joey loved the T. rex.

The teacher continued, “Your son is charming, a delight to everyone.” Mrs. Erickson was in her sixties, silver-haired with a gentle hand, a teacher who preferred to use colored marbles or M&Ms rather than a stern voice and repetition to teach the alphabet. “He’s reading at a first-grade level, and he won’t be five until fall. Amazing.” She raised her brow. “He’s computing beyond his years, as well. And he’s extremely social.”

Then the teacher shared an anecdote.

One day the week before, Joey came to class a few minutes early, and there sat Mark Allen, a child with learning disabilities. Mark Allen was staring at his empty lunch box, tears streaming down his face. Somehow his mother had sent him to school without any food for snack time.

“I was in the supply closet,” the teacher explained. “I didn’t see what was happening until I returned.”

By then, Joey had taken the seat next to Mark Allen, pulled his Batman lunchbox from his backpack and spread the contents out on the desk. As the teacher walked in, Joey was handing the boy his peanut butter crackers and banana, saying, “Don’t cry. You can have my snack.”

“I can only tell you,” the teacher concluded, her eyes shining at the memory, “Joey is the kindest, most well-adjusted four-year-old I’ve taught in a long time.”

Molly basked in the glow of the teacher’s praise. She let the story play over in her mind, and when the conference was over and they left the classroom, she grinned at her husband. “He gets it from me, you know.” She lifted her chin, all silliness and mock pride. “Sharing his snack with that little boy.”

“Right.” Jack’s eyes danced. “And the social part.” He gave her a look. “He gets that from you, no doubt.”

“Definitely.”

“But the smarts”—he tapped his temple, his voice full of laughter—“that’s my doing.”

“Wait a minute…” She gave him a shove, even if she couldn’t keep the smile from her face. “I’m definitely the brains in this—”

“Let’s go, sport!” Jack took hold of Joey’s hand and the two of them skipped ahead as they reached the parking lot. It was a beautiful South Florida May afternoon, cooler than usual, all sunshine and endless blue skies and swaying palm trees. The kind of day that made a person forget the humidity and unbearable temperatures just a few weeks away. Molly could hear Jack and Joey giggling about recess and playground rules and tetherball. As they reached their blue Acura SUV, Jack gave Joey a few light pokes in his ribs. “So, sport… got a girlfriend?”

“No way.” Joey shook his head. “Us boys have a club. The Boys Are Best Club.” He put his hands on his waist. “No yucky girls.”

“Oh… good. Boys Are Best.” Jack gave a few thoughtful nods. He opened the driver’s door as he pulled Joey close and gently rubbed his knuckles against Joey’s pale blond hair. “You boys are right.” He winked at Molly. “Girls are yucky.”

Joey looked at her and his expression softened. “ ’Cept for Mommy.”

“Really?” They climbed into the car. From the driver’s seat, Jack looped his arm around Molly’s shoulders and kissed her cheek. “Well…” He grinned at her. “I guess Mommy’s not so bad. As long as she stays out of the kitchen.”

“Hey!” Molly laughed. “It’s been a month since I burned anything.”

Jack raised his eyebrow at Joey. “Today made up for it. Flaming cinnamon rolls—that’ll go down in the family record book.”

“They shouldn’t put ‘broil’ and ‘bake’ so close together on the dial.”

Jack chuckled. “We shouldn’t put you in the kitchen. Period.”

“You might be right.” Molly didn’t mind her reputation for foul-ups at mealtime. Cooking bored her. As long as they ate healthy food, she had no interest in creating elaborate recipes. Simple meals worked just fine.

When they were buckled in, Joey bounced a few times on the seat. “Can we get pizza, huh? Please?”

“Great idea. That’ll keep Mom out of the kitchen. Besides”—Jack gave a pronounced tap on the steering wheel—“anyone who gets a perfect report in preschool should be allowed pizza.”

“Pineapple pizza?”

“Definitely pineapple pizza.”

As they drove to Nemo’s Deli a few blocks east of the school, a comfortable silence settled over the car. In the back seat, Joey found his library book, a pictorial on the Great White Shark. He hummed Here We Go ’Round the Mulberry Bush as he turned the pages. Molly reached over and wove her fingers between Jack’s. “So… isn’t it amazing?” She kept her voice low, the conversation meant for just the two of them.

Jack grinned, keeping his eyes on the road. “Our little genius, you mean?”

“Not that.” Sunshine streamed through the windshield, sending warmth and well-being throughout her body. She smiled. “The kindness part. I mean…” There was laughter in her voice. “I know he’s a prodigy in the classroom and a natural on the playground. But how great that the teacher would call him ‘kind.’ ”

“The kindest boy she’s seen in a long time.”

“And well-adjusted.” Molly sat a little straighter.

“Very well-adjusted.”

They were half-teasing, bragging about Joey the way they could do only when no one else was around. Then the smile faded from Jack’s face. “Didn’t you think it’d be harder than this?”

“Harder?” Molly angled herself so she could see him better. “Preschool?”

“No.” Jack gripped the steering wheel with his left hand, more pensive than he’d been all afternoon. He glanced at the rear-view mirror and the fine lines at the corners of his eyes deepened. “Adopting. Didn’t you think it’d be harder? School trouble or social trouble? Something?”

Molly stared out the window. They were passing Fuller Park on their right, a place they’d taken Joey since he came into their lives. Home was only a block away. She squinted against the sunlight. “Maybe. It seems like a lifetime ago.”

“When we brought him home?” Jack kept his eyes on the road.

“No.” She drew a slow breath through her nose. “When we first talked about adoption, I guess.” She shot a quick look at Joey in the backseat, his blond hair and blue eyes, the intent way he sat there looking at shark pictures and humming. She met Jack’s gaze again. “As soon as they put him in my arms, every fear I ever had dissolved.” A smile started in her heart. “I knew he was special.”

Jack nodded slowly. “He is, isn’t he?”

“Yes.” She gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “As my sister would say, he’s a gift from God. Nothing less than a miracle.”

“Your sister…” Jack chuckled. “She and Bill are about as dry as they come.”

“Hey.” Molly felt her defenses come to life. “Give them time. They just moved here a week ago.”

“I know.” Jack frowned. “But can’t they talk about something besides God? ‘God’s will this’ and ‘God’s will that’?”

“Jack… come on.” Molly bristled. Beth was her best friend. The two were eighteen months apart, inseparable as kids: Beth, the younger but somehow more responsible sister, and Molly, the flighty one, always in need of Beth’s ability to keep her grounded. For the past three years Molly had worked on Beth, trying to get her and Bill and their four kids to move to West Palm Beach. “Be fair.” She was careful with her tone. “Give them a chance.”

The lines around Jack’s eyes relaxed. “I’m just saying…” He raised his brow at her. “They’re uptight, Molly. If that’s what church does to you”—he released her hand and brushed at the air—“count me out.”

“The move’s been hard on them.”

“I guess.”

“Hey, Daddy, know what?” Joey tapped both their shoulders and bounced in his booster seat. “The Great White is as long as four daddies. That’s what the picture shows.”

The sparkle instantly returned to Jack’s expression. “Four daddies! Wow… how many little boys would that be?”

“Probly a million-jillion.”

They turned in to the restaurant parking lot. “Here we are!” Jack took the first space available. “Pineapple pizza coming up.”

“Jack…” Molly wasn’t finished. She winced a little. “I forgot to mention—” She already knew the answer, but her sister made her promise to ask. “Beth and Bill want us to come to church with them Sunday. They’re trying out the one down the street from the school.”

Jack leaned over and kissed her cheek. He kept his face a few inches from hers. “When Bill says yes to one of my poker parties, I’ll say yes to church.”

“Okay.” She hid her disappointment. “So that’s a no?”

“That’s a no.” He patted the side of her face. The teasing left his eyes for a moment. “Unless you want me to. If it matters to you, I’ll go.”

Molly loved that about Jack. He had his opinions, but he was willing to do things her way, always ready to compromise. “No.” She gave him a quick kiss. “We’re going out on the boat this Sunday. That’ll put us closer to God than a church service ever could.”

Joey was already out of the car and up on the sidewalk, waiting for them. Jack opened his car door and chuckled. “Well said, my dear. Well said.”

Not until they were inside the restaurant ordering their pizza did a strange ribbon of fear wrap itself around Molly’s throat. Their attitude toward church was okay, wasn’t it? They’d never been church people, even though Beth talked to her about it often.

“You need to take Joey,” Beth would say. “All children need to be in church.”

Molly looked at Joey now, golden-haired, his eyes adoringly on Jack as they considered the options at the pop machine. What they had was fine, wasn’t it? They believed in God, in a distant sort of way. What harm was there in finding Him at a lake instead of in a pew? Besides, they already had everything they needed.

Jack’s recent promotion had placed him in a dream job as vice president of sales for Reylco, one of the top three pharmaceutical companies in the world. He was making a healthy six-figure salary, overseeing top international accounts, and traveling half as often as before. They lived on a corner lot in Ashley Heights, one of West Palm Beach’s finer upscale neighborhoods. The three of them took trips to Disney World and Sanibel Island and the Bahamas, and they fished at Lake Okeechobee once a month.

Every now and then they spent a Saturday afternoon serving lunch at a homeless mission in Miami, and then they’d take in a play in the city’s art district. On weekdays, after dinner, they walked to Fuller Park with Joey and Gus, their friendly lab. There Jack and Molly stole kisses and laughter, watching sunsets while Gus ran circles around the playground and Joey raced to the top of the slide over and over and over again.

They kept an Air Nautique ski boat at Westmont Pier, and on most Sundays they drove to the white sandy seashore and cruised to the bay, where water was smooth and deep blue and warm. They’d take turns skiing, and Joey would sit in the back, watching, pumping his fists in the air when one of them cleared the wake. This spring, for the first time, they’d bought a pair of training skis for Joey. More sunshine and laughter, day after day, year after year.

These thoughts chased away Molly’s strange fear, and she found a window table where she could wait for her men. The uneasy feeling lifted. Why worry? The golden hue, the shining light, the pixie dust—all of it must be real. They were happy and healthy and they had everything they’d ever wanted. Most of all, they had Joey.

What more could God possibly give them?
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TWO


Wendy Porter stared out the windshield and tried to slow her breathing. A cigarette. That’s what she needed—a strong, no-filter cigarette. She reached over and rummaged through her purse, past the Wal-Mart receipts and old tubes of lipstick and the pink cracked mirror. Beneath her wallet and the smashed breakfast bar she’d kept there for the past month. Through the crumbs and loose change that had gathered at the bottom. Where were they? She took her eyes off the road and gave a quick look into the purse. She still had a few Camels, right? The good kind?

Then she remembered, and she put her hand back on the wheel.

The smoke would cling to her pretty pink blouse and black dress slacks. It would linger in her freshly washed hair and ruin her minty breath. Five years had passed since her husband, Rip, had been a free man. She didn’t want to put him in a bad mood.

The news she had to tell him would take care of that.

Wendy tapped one slim fingernail on the steering wheel. So maybe it didn’t matter if she had a cigarette. She tapped some more. No, better not.

“Dirty habit,” Rip used to tell her before his arrest. Sometimes he’d snatch a cigarette from her lips and break it in half. “I hate when you smoke. It isn’t sexy.”

Not that Rip had ever been the picture of sex appeal. Last time they were together, he’d slugged her in the jaw while the two of them yelled at each other in the Kroger parking lot. The reason he was angry? She’d forgotten to clip the fifty-cent coupon for ground round. A police officer a dozen yards away saw everything and hauled Rip in for battery. With a list of priors, Rip was lucky to get six to eight in the Ohio State Penitentiary, out in just five for good behavior.

Wendy turned onto the interstate and pressed her high-heeled shoe hard against the gas pedal. It was four o’clock—almost rush hour. She had to make time while she could. A quick check in her rearview mirror and she switched to the fast lane. With any luck she’d reach the prison in half an hour. She and Rip had a lot to talk about. The last thing she wanted was to get things off to a bad start by being late.

She cracked her window and a burst of fresh air filled the car. Her mama had told her to leave Rip years ago. Way before the Kroger incident. And truth was, there’d been other guys in the past five years. A girl couldn’t sit home year after year waiting for her man to get out of jail. Even a man she was crazy about. She hadn’t been sure he’d even want to see her when he was released. Not until last week. The phone call came as she walked through the back door after church.

“Baby…” His voice was more gravelly than before. “It’s me.”

The call made her breath catch in her throat. She set down her Bible and the church bulletin and pressed the receiver hard against her ear. “Rip?”

“Yeah, baby.” There was a tenderness in his voice, the tenderness that had attracted her so long ago. “Did you miss me?”

“It’s… been a long time, Rip.”

He rarely called, hated having a long-distance relationship. At Wendy’s last visit, fourteen months earlier, he’d told her not to come again until he was released. Seeing her made the time pass too slowly, he said. So how was she supposed to take that? She was not for a minute expecting a call from Rip.

Of course, she’d drop everything if he was interested again. She’d given her heart to Rip a long time ago. He would own it until the day she died. She gathered herself. “You mean… you wanna see me?”

“See you? I’m crazy about you, baby. And get this… I’m out in a week. The thing I want more than anything in life is to walk out these doors and see you there. Waiting for me.” He hesitated, and she could hear the voices of other prisoners in the background. “Be there, baby… please?”

“Oh, Rip.” When she could breathe normally, she grabbed a piece of junk mail and a pen. “When are you getting out?”

He gave her the details, and then he exhaled, slow and tired. “I’m sorry, Wendy.” His tone was broken. Maybe that’s why his voice sounded strange at first. He sniffed hard. “What I did… it was wrong. You don’t have to worry. It ain’t gonna happen again.”

Wendy felt a bubble of anxiety rise within her. He’d been sorry before, right? Why would this be different? Every time Rip Porter walked back into her life, breathing apologies and lies, he left her with a broken heart and a few broken bones. Her mama said she’d be crazy if she took him back again, but that was just it. She was crazy. Crazy for Rip, in a way that didn’t make sense. She loved him, that’s all she knew. No matter his history, no matter the times when she was the target of what felt like a lifetime of rage, she loved him. There would never be anyone for her but Rip.

“I missed you, baby.” His voice grew huskier as he breathed across the line. “I hope you kept my side of the bed open.”

Fear poured into Wendy’s veins. What if Rip found out about the other men? There hadn’t been many, really. Four or five, maybe, and not for the past six months. That’s why she was back at church. Trying to make a new go of things. Still, Rip hated other men. Hated when they looked at her, and hated it more when she looked back. If anyone from the pool hall ever told him about the other men, he’d… well… Wendy was sure whatever happened would make the incident at the Kroger look like horseplay.

But before she could think it all through, trying to imagine what life would be like with Rip back at home, she gave him the answer he wanted. “I’ll be there.”

“Okay, baby.” His relief was tangible over the phone line. “I’ll be counting the days.”

Wendy settled back against the driver’s seat and stared at the road ahead.

Since that phone call, her emotions had been all over the map. Excitement and the thrill of imagining herself in his arms gave way to a very real, very consuming fear. She hadn’t told him about the boy. Now that he was getting out, she had no choice. He’d find out one way or another, and the longer she waited, the angrier he’d be. Rip couldn’t really blame her for not telling him sooner. The two of them barely saw each other over the past five years, and as for her little boy—she tried not to think about him. Only on his birthday in September and a few other times each month when her heart raced ahead of her.

She reached over and rifled through her purse again. A piece of gum, that’s what she needed. When she knew Rip was coming home, she’d hidden her smokes in a box in the garage. But now she was going crazy without them. Her fingers brushed against a sticky ballpoint pen and a wad of tissue paper, and then finally what she was looking for. A broken stick of peppermint Eclipse. She brushed off a layer of lint and popped the gum between her lips.

She hadn’t planned to ever tell Rip about the boy. It wasn’t any of his business. She’d had the baby at the beginning of his prison sentence, after all—a sentence that kept Rip in the slammer for five years. There were reasons why she gave the boy up, why she found a nice family and turned him over. But part of it was a matter of being practical. She had to work two jobs to pay the bills, right? How would she do all that and raise a baby by herself?

She found out about the baby the week after Rip was locked up. Rotten luck, nothing but rotten luck. She didn’t visit Rip after her fifth month of pregnancy, not until she had her shape back and the baby was safe in his new home. Rip never suspected a thing. But the baby was his, that much she was sure about. The other men didn’t come into the picture until the second year of his term.

The traffic grew heavier. She switched lanes again. The truth was, she’d almost done it, almost kept the boy. She didn’t sign the paperwork until after she had him and held him and—

She blinked and the memory stopped short. There was no going back, no such thing as what might’ve been. What she did that day, she did for her baby, her son. He deserved more than round-the-clock day care and a father in prison for domestic violence. She picked the family, after all. They were perfect for her baby, willing to give him the life he could never have had with her and Rip.

But more than that, her decision was ultimately based on one simple fact. She couldn’t tolerate seeing her little boy hurt. And if Rip got out and fell into one of his rages… Wendy shuddered and took tighter hold of the wheel. A man with a temper like Rip’s had a heap of changing to do before he could be any kind of father. It didn’t matter now. She’d signed both their names on the adoption papers and never looked back.

Almost never.

Tears stung her eyes and she cursed herself for being weak. The boy was better off, no question. What she’d done by giving him up made her the best mother in the world. Period. She drew a quick breath and dabbed her fingers along her upper cheeks. “Enough.”

Her focus had to be on Rip now, and whether the two of them had anything left after five years of being apart. Had he gotten help for his temper, or maybe found Jesus? Or had the guys he ran with made him meaner? This was his second time in prison. Last time he came back showering apologies and sweet nothings, and he was hitting her again by the end of the week. Still, she loved him. Loved him and pined for him and wanted him back in the worst way.

So maybe this time would be different. Wendy worked her gum, demanding what was left of the peppermint. Rip had sounded nice enough on the phone. Maybe he really had changed, and this time things would be better between them. He’d come home and give up the anger and shouting and hitting, and turn into the kind gentleman she had always known was buried somewhere inside him. It would happen one day, she knew it. Deep inside he had a heart of gold, Rip Porter. She would give him another chance, same as always, and maybe this time love would win out over all the anger.

She eased her car back into the fast lane and picked up speed again. Yes, maybe everything would work out. Then when Rip’s temper was under control and he had a steady job, they could have another child, maybe two or three. A light rain began to pepper the windshield, and traffic slowed. Great. Rip hated when she was late.

She flipped on the radio, gave each station three seconds to prove itself, and flipped it off again. Silence was better anyway. How was she going to bring up the subject, the idea that, hey, by the way, there was a baby and now he’s living with another family? Before they could move ahead, she had to give him the truth about the boy. No way around it; she had to.

Brent and Bubba down at the pool hall both knew about her pregnancy. Brent lived a few blocks over. He and Bubba were on their way out one afternoon when she was at the curb getting the mail. She was days from delivering, and big as a house.

Brent stopped and rolled down his window. He gestured at her belly. “That Rip’s kid in there?”

Wendy glared at the man and gave no thought to her answer. “Of course it’s Rip’s.”

“Well, I’ll be…” Brent cussed and chuckled all at the same time. “Poor kid. Future’s already written with Rip as a daddy. Him sittin’ in the pen and all.”

In the seat next to him, Bubba slapped his knee and laughed out loud. “Got that right!”

Wendy waved them off, angry. “Ah, go off and get drunk,” she shouted. “And mind your own business!”

Months could go by without seeing the rusty backside of Brent’s beat-up Ford. Wendy didn’t see Brent or Bubba again for almost a year. But just yesterday she was mowing the yard—getting things in order for Rip—when Brent drove up and once more rolled down his window. “Heard Rip was gettin’ out.” He stretched his head through the window, shouting to be heard over the roar of the mower.

“Yeah.” Wendy killed the engine. Sweat dripped down the side of her face, and she dragged her hand across her forehead. “Good news travels fast.”

Brent craned his neck, peering into her side yard. “What happened to the kid?”

Wendy was glad she was holding onto the lawn mower. Otherwise she would’ve fainted dead away, right there on the freshly cut grass. She had no family, no friends other than the people she’d met at church here and there. The baby was her deal, her decision. Not until that moment did it ever occur to her that just maybe the news might get back to Rip.

Brent was waiting for an answer.

“He, uh… we gave him up… to a family in Florida.” She tried to sound matter-of-fact, as if giving the baby up for adoption was common knowledge. “Rip and I didn’t want a baby while he was in prison. You know?”

“Hmmm.” Brent hesitated. “Doesn’t sound like my main man, Rip Porter. Guy always wanted a son.” He shrugged. “Not that it’s any of my business.” After a minute of small talk, he flashed her a grin that showed his silver tooth. “Tell Rip I got first game when he chalks up his cue stick.”

“Yeah.” Wendy rolled her eyes and gave the mower cord a jerk. “Sure thing.”

The man drove away in a cloud of exhaust fumes, but the conversation stuck. Now, twenty-four hours later, she had a knot in her stomach, thinking about the task that lay ahead. She had to tell Rip the truth. Tonight. When she picked him up. If she told him right up front, he wouldn’t have to hear the news from anyone else. That had to be better, right?

The Ohio State Penitentiary was outside the city limits. Over the last few miles she picked up the time she’d lost. She wheeled the car into the parking lot and hurried herself toward the visitor area. The heel of her right shoe got stuck in a warm patch of asphalt. “Come on,” she whispered. Her heart beat so hard she wondered if it would break through her chest and race her to the front door. Once she was inside, her steps clicked out a nervous rhythm. She checked in, found a chair across the room from the prison door, and waited.

At two minutes after five, Rip walked through the door holding a brown paper bag. It took him a few seconds to find her, but when he did, he lit up like a bar sign at sundown. “Wendy!”

Here we go. She stood and smoothed the wrinkles out of her dress slacks. Her knees felt weak at the sight of him. What have I gotten myself into? She found her smile. “Rip!” She mouthed his name. With a roomful of tired-looking visitors watching, this wasn’t the place for dramatic reunions. But she didn’t care. She had missed him more than she knew.

Rip looked at the guard who had accompanied him to the waiting room. The guard nodded. Rip was free; he could do as he pleased. Without another moment’s hesitation, Rip took long strides toward Wendy. His grin took up his whole face. He wore a tight white T-shirt and jeans, his blond hair trimmed neatly to his head. He had filled out, probably from hours spent in the prison weight room.

She held her arms out toward him, and her heart fluttered as he came near. Something was different about Rip—his eyes, maybe. Whatever it was, Wendy felt herself drawn to him, taken by him. “You look great.”

“Hey.” He took gentle hold of her shoulders, drank her in like a man too long in the desert. Then he planted a long kiss smack on her lips. When he pulled back, he searched her eyes. “That’s my line.” His eyes drifted down the length of her and back up again. “You look like a million bucks, baby.” He kissed her again. “I mean it.”

Wendy could feel the eyes on them. She cleared her throat and took a step to the side. She could hardly wait to be alone with him. “Let’s go, okay?”

Rip looked around the room at the dozen people watching them. “That’s right!” he shouted, his tone full of laughter. “Eat your heart out. I’m going home!”

Wendy hung her head, her cheeks hot. Okay, so maybe he hadn’t changed. Rip was always loud this way, the center of attention. He thought he was funny, and when his behavior made people pull away or caused someone to ask him to be quiet, Rip would flip them the bird or snarl at them. “No one tells me what to do,” he’d say. Then he’d go on being loud and obnoxious as ever.

Sometimes Wendy didn’t mind when Rip acted up. He was just having fun, right? But once in a while Rip’s public behavior had caused a private fight between the two of them, the kind that led to blows. That’s why she wasn’t saying anything tonight. Rip could stand on the roof of the car and sing the national anthem off key and she’d go along with it. Anything so she wouldn’t make him mad. Not with the news she still had to tell him.

Rip raised his paper bag to the roomful of visitors, put his arm around Wendy’s shoulders, and led her outside. The moment they were free of the building, he handed her the bag, took a few running steps, stopped, and raised both fists in the air. He let out the loudest whooping victory cry she’d ever heard. “I’m free!” A few more hoots, then he hurried to her and took her hands in his. The bag fell to the ground. “I’m a changed man, Wendy Porter. All my life’s been leading up to this one single minute.”

His excitement was contagious. She felt herself getting lost in his eyes. “Really?” She uttered a soft laugh and eased closer to him. Okay, maybe she was wrong. Something about him was different, definitely different. She was suddenly breathless, and she chided herself for worrying about his behavior. This was Rip Porter, the man she’d fallen for in high school. She was as in love with him now as she’d been the first time she saw him. “What happened to you in there, Rip?”

He spun her in a small circle before stopping and searching her face. “I got help, that’s what.” He caught his breath, and his smile faded. “I’m sorry, Wendy. It was all my fault.”

Her heart was beating hard again. Was he serious? Wasn’t this what she’d always wanted? Her hunky Rip, kind and gentlemanly? A ripple of nervous laughter slipped from her throat. “Really, you mean that?”

“Yes!” He raised one fist in the air and hooted so loud the sound filled the parking lot. “I love you, Wendy.” He took her hand and began running toward the rows of cars. “Let’s go home and celebrate.”

The celebration started in the car and lasted long into the night. At two in the morning, still smiling, Rip finally fell asleep. Wendy hadn’t dared ruin his joy and exhilaration in the hours after his release, but come morning she would have to tell him about the boy. Then she’d know whether Rip Porter had truly changed. Or whether the rage would find him again.

The way it had every other time.
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THREE


The barbecue was Beth’s idea.

Most of their boxes were unpacked, and though they’d been in town only three weeks, Beth knew where to find the can opener, and the ceramic serving platter with the watermelon slices painted around the edge, and the dehydrated onions. That and some hamburger meat and buns, and they were ready for company.

Not that Molly and Jack and Joey were company.

Beth took a handful of ground beef and pressed it between her palms. God… let tonight work out…. Let it be the beginning…. After all, this sort of thing—coming together for a Sunday evening barbecue—was what she and her older sister had dreamed about since they’d left home for college: the idea that one day they’d have families, and live a block from each other, and share meals on the weekend while they raised a passel of kids.

She and Bill had four: Cammie, twelve; Blain, ten; Braden, eight; and Jonah, five.

There had been speed bumps along the way, but here they were. Bill had taken a stable job at Pratt and Whitney, supervising the creative-design division of commercial jet-engine development. The position had more security than the one he left in Seattle, and best of all, she and Molly could be together. The whole move felt like an answer from God, a miracle in the making.

Bill came into the kitchen, dirt smudges on his cheek. “The garage isn’t half done.” He turned on the water, took a pumpful of soap, and rubbed his hands together. “When’ll they be here?”

The clock on the microwave said 3:17 p.m. “Two hours.” Molly rounded the edges of the meat patty and set it on a stack with four others. “They went boating this morning, remember?”

“Right. While we were at church.”

Beth sucked the inside of her cheek. “They invited us.”

“Knowing we wouldn’t say yes because of church.” He gave a sad chuckle. “You can see through that, right?” He leaned his hip against the kitchen counter and picked a piece of masking tape from the bottom of his shoe. “Besides, I’m not sure I’d do well out on the ocean.”

“Bill…” Beth didn’t want trouble—not now. “They’ll invite us again.” She rushed on. “You can keep working in the garage if you want.”

“I wanted to work through the night.” He gave her a wry smile. “Monday morning comes early.”

“I know.” Beth’s tone was sheepish. “I guess I figured the garage could wait.” She hesitated. “Right?”

Bill released a slow breath. The corners of his lips lifted, and the light in his eyes was genuine. “Right.” He kissed the top of her head. “I’m glad they’re coming.”

“Even Jack?”

The smile faded. “Jack doesn’t know me.” He dried his hands on a paper towel. “I guess the more we see each other, that could change.”

Beth bit her lip. “Sorry. About Jack… about the garage.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He kissed her cheek and looked out at the backyard. “I’ll wipe down the patio furniture.”

She watched him go. This was one of the speed bumps.

She and Molly hadn’t attended church as kids. Their parents were nice people, good people. The sort of people who always had an extra plate at dinner, an extra pillow and blanket and spot on the sofa for someone who needed a place to stay. They believed in God, but they didn’t pay Him much heed.

It was Bill who changed all that for Beth.

The two of them met at a jazz club a few blocks from Pike’s Place in downtown Seattle. They snapped their fingers to the same songs and joined up at the coffee bar for espresso shots twice in the first hour. When the second hour started, Bill moved his coffee to her table. “Alone?”

She smiled at him over the edge of her cup. “I can think here.”

“Me, too.”

And that was that. They talked the rest of the evening. She loved bluesy jazz (especially in A-minor), fresh Alaskan salmon, hiking the shoreline at Depoe Bay, and jeans. She was a sophomore at the University of Washington studying nutrition, thousands of miles from her Central Florida home. Bill was a junior engineering major with a minor in accounting, a walk-on for the Husky swim team, and a Christian who was fascinated with the Bible.

On their first date, he showed up fifteen minutes early so they could read together from the New Testament. Bill read aloud from Philippians while Beth rolled her eyes and checked her watch. Once he put away his Bible, Bill was a fascinating date. But after three months of discussing Scripture, their discussions came to a head.

God wasn’t a must-have, was He? She could live a good life without guidance from the Bible, couldn’t she? Never mind that Bill was loyal and funny and that he had a standard of character that Beth hadn’t seen in other guys. She was tired of talking about God. One afternoon when they were standing near Bill’s car, Beth grabbed his leather-bound Bible and threw it on the ground, breaking the binding and scattering sections of the book across the road.

Bill didn’t say anything. He just picked up the pieces, got into his car, and drove away without a fight.

That would’ve been the end of things, but there was a problem. Beth couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t eat or study or think, either. Not when every waking moment she kept replaying the scene in her head. How could she defend a life that was good and right by breaking a Bible? With her world spinning out of control, she went to the local bookstore and bought a Bible and an exhaustive concordance.

Between the reference tool and Scripture, days later Beth was convinced of two things. First, the Bible was full of sound wisdom, and second, the message might amount to more than head smarts. It might hold the difference between life and death.

She apologized to Bill and they never looked back, except when it came to Beth’s family. Her parents were mildly tolerant of her newfound faith, but Molly thought her sister had been swallowed whole. A year went by before the two of them got together for lunch and laughed about the changes in Beth.

“I thought I’d lost you.” Molly wrinkled her nose from across the table. “My little sister, Miss Bohemian Seattle, gobbled up by religion.”

Beth downplayed the issue and the subject easily shifted to Molly and her own social life, mainly the relationship she’d found with Jack Campbell at Florida State University.

After that Molly never brought up Bill and Beth’s faith except in passing—“Be careful what you say; Beth’s in the room.” Other than that kind of comment—usually born out of an attempt at sensitivity—the deep friendship and closeness between the two sisters remained.

The strain came because the men they’d married were so different. Jack was hip, with a winning personality, business savvy, and a light tan no matter what time of year. Jack smiled a lot. He was a walking picture of success and he’d done it all without God. If he were a movie star, Jack would be Brad Pitt. His self-sufficiency pervaded everything about him. Bill was more like Dustin Hoffman, serious and compassionate but with an underdeveloped fun gene. He was better in reports than in person. When the families got together once or twice a year at the home of Molly and Beth’s parents, Jack kept his distance.

Both men were crazy about championship golf and Wimbledon tennis, and NASCAR. They liked Bill Murray comedies and scouring the business page for changes in their stocks. But none of that mattered. If Bill was in the TV room, Jack stayed in the kitchen. When Bill came in for a handful of Doritos or a cheeseburger off the grill, Jack would find his way outside to whatever relatives were smoking on the front porch. The distance between the two never translated to overt tension or trouble. But it was distance all the same.

“Jack can’t get past the religion thing,” Molly would say. Her tone always held the apology that never came. “Don’t take it wrong, Beth. If they saw each other more often, it’d be different.”

This was their chance. Now that their families lived so close they would finally find out if the guys could learn to be friends. Beth took another handful of raw hamburger. Yes, they were about to see. In this next season of their lives, they would certainly spend more time together, enjoy more barbecues like this one. It was the life they’d dreamed about.

She pressed the soft meat with her thumb until the edges were round; then she placed the patty on the platter with the others. Her candle set was still packed; otherwise this would be the time to light them—anything to add to the ambiance, the sense that she and Bill were warm and friendly and unthreatening.

Her cupboards were already full and fairly organized. Beth put her hands on her hips and surveyed her kitchen. Cinnamon sticks. That’s what she needed. She found the spice cupboard, grabbed the cinnamon and filled a pan with water. It was a trick their mother had taught them. Boil cinnamon sticks in a pan of water and the house would smell good for days. When the water came to a boil, she turned down the heat, finished working with the hamburger, and moved on to the vegetable tray.

Everything would work out with their two families. Molly was her best friend, after all. They knew things about each other no one else would ever know. Not ever. And on days when Beth didn’t feel she had a friend in the world, there was Molly. It had been that way since they were little girls.

If only they shared their faith.

Bill was lighting the barbecue and Beth was giving the kitchen counter a final wipe-down when the doorbell rang. A surge of excitement bubbled up inside her. It was really happening. She and Molly, together again. Neighbors, even. As she reached the entryway, she had no doubt. Of course Bill and Jack would find a way around their differences.

Beth opened the door, held out her hands and squealed. “Can you believe it?”

“No.” Molly rushed into her arms and the two of them hugged for a long time. When Molly drew back, they looked at each other. “I feel like our suitcases should be waiting out in the car.”

Beth laughed. “Me, too.”

Jack and Joey sidestepped them and Jack gave Beth a quick smile. “Hey.” He held a tray of fruit with a can of whipped cream balanced on top. “I’ll take this to the kitchen.”

“Hi, Aunt Beth.” Joey looked up at her and grinned. He was tanned, his blond hair lighter than usual. “We brought yummy fruit.”

“I see that.” Beth released her sister and put her hands on Joey’s shoulders. “Mister Joey’s been in the Florida sunshine.”

He giggled. “Mommy bought me a swimming pool.” He did a little jump and raised his fist in the air. “Me and Gus play there every day. Sometimes his tail hits me in the face and it tickles.” His eyes caught Molly’s. “I’m gonna help Daddy.”

Molly smiled as he skipped off. “That child loves his father.”

“Yes.” Beth leaned against the wall and looked at her sister. “You let Joey swim with the dog?”

Molly shut the front door and let loose an exaggerated sigh. “It’s a wading pool, Beth.” She conjured up a mock look of concern. “Don’t tell me! You read something online about dog germs and how they can spread through water.” She raised her brow. “Right?”

Beth chided herself. She hated sounding like their mother, always finding something to correct about Molly. But she couldn’t seem to stop herself. She shrugged one shoulder and led the way to the kitchen. “It’s possible.” Her tone was lighter than before. “All that hair and dirt in the same water as Joey. Yuck!”

“Lighten up.” Molly set her purse down on the counter and rolled her eyes in a silly sort of way. “A little dog hair never hurt a growing boy.”

“I guess.” Beth took a plastic pitcher from a lower cupboard and filled it with water. “It’s just… I wouldn’t let George Brett swim with the kids.”

“You might.” Molly took one of the kitchen stools and leaned her forearms on the counter. “Wait ’til summer hits. Even George Brett will need a way to cool off.” She grinned. “I still can’t believe you named a female golden retriever George Brett.”

Beth smiled. She felt her tension ease. “Not like I had a choice.”

When Jonah was born, she and Bill disagreed over his name. Beth wanted Jonah; Bill wanted George Brett, after his favorite Major League baseball player. They compromised. Beth got to name Jonah, and Bill got naming rights for their next dog. When the dog turned out to be a female golden retriever, Bill didn’t waver. “George Brett is a fine name for any dog,” he still said. “Even a girl.” The name stuck.

Across from Beth and Molly, Jack had Joey in his arms, and for a minute Beth was struck by the picture they made. Nose to nose, lost in a conversation all their own. Molly was right. Jack and Joey shared something very special. And whatever germs Gus carried, they didn’t seem to be slowing Joey down. She reached into the freezer, took out a tray of ice cubes, and popped them into the water pitcher. “The kitchen’s almost unpacked.”

“I see that.” Molly sat up straighter. “You’re amazing, Beth. I’d be living out of boxes for the first month.”

They heard the sound of the patio slider and immediately the shouting voices of Beth’s kids. “Mom!” Cammie raced around the corner with a hula hoop in her hand. Blain and Braden were quick on her heels, with Jonah bringing up the rear. Cammie stomped her foot. “Tell Jonah it’s mine.”

“No!” Jonah caught up to her, his face a twist of anger. “It’s my turn. Daddy said she has to share the hoop-a-hoop.”

“Hula hoop.” Beth caught both kids by the shoulders and stooped down to their level. She looked at Cammie. “And yes, you do have to share. That’s what Jesus wants us to do, and it’s the right thing.” Beth thought she saw Jack shoot a look to Molly. It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t change the way she raised her kids just because Molly and Jack would be around more often. She leveled a smile at Cammie again and then at Jonah. “Besides, look who’s here!”

The kids lifted their eyes and Jonah’s face lit up. “Joey!”

“Why don’t the three of you go out front and play? George Brett’s out there and I think a few kick balls, too. You can take turns.” She glanced at Molly. “I love the fence out front. Makes it so safe.”

Before Beth could add that now would be a good time for Jack to join Bill out back at the barbecue, Jack eased Joey to the floor and took his hand. “I’ll go, too.” He gave the women a lopsided grin. “I was hula-hoop champ in fourth grade.” He pointed at Molly. “Bet you didn’t know that.”

“Wow,” Molly flashed flirty eyes at her husband. “Such a talented man I married.”

“That’s right.” His look back at her was just short of suggestive. “Don’t forget it.”

Beth watched, amazed. Molly and Jack had been married almost ten years. Shouldn’t the teasing and flirting have worn off by now? Maybe that’s what she and Bill needed. More of whatever it was that came so easily to Molly and Jack.

Silence filled the kitchen as the group tromped off, Cammie still clinging to her prized toy. Molly stood, found a plastic tumbler and poured herself some water. “It’s a hot one out there.” She looked out the window at the sky overhead. “Looks like summer’s here.”

“I know.” Beth pulled the vegetable tray from the refrigerator and peeled back the plastic wrap. “It’s okay for the kids to be outside, right? I mean, it’s not too humid?”

Molly laughed and the sound lightened Beth’s mood. “This is nothing. Wait ’til August and we’ll talk about whether it’s safe to play outside.”

“Right.” Beth laughed, too, but it sounded forced. Why was it so hard for her to find that natural sister rhythm with Molly? Come on, she told herself. Molly’s right. Lighten up. She popped a cucumber slice in her mouth and looked out the window. Bill was flipping burgers, not even aware that Molly and Jack and Joey had arrived. She turned back to Molly and crossed her arms. “Bill’s adjusting at work.”

“I figured.” Molly took a baby carrot and dipped it into the ranch dressing at the center of the tray. “The guy’s a brainiac.” She finished the carrot. “Everything else falling into place?”

“Yep.” Beth took another cucumber slice. “Took care of updating our driver’s licenses and applied for new voter’s registration cards.”

Molly shook her head. A thoughtful smile played at the corners of her lips. “You never quit, do you?”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning the licenses and the voter cards.” She waved her hand in the air. “The unpacking thing, the organizing thing.” A chuckle filled her throat. “Aren’t there days you just want to go to the clubhouse and sit by the pool?”

“Well,” Beth poured herself a cup of water and looked at her sister. “I guess I figure there’ll be time for that.” The clubhouse was five doors down, one of the benefits of buying in Ashley Heights. Other than a quick look around, Beth and Bill and the kids hadn’t spent any real time there.

Molly took her place on the barstool again and let her shoulders slump a little. “Sorry we couldn’t make church.”

Beth worked to keep her tone even. “Maybe in a few weeks.” She lifted her chin and met her sister’s eyes, unblinking. “Sorry we couldn’t make boating.”

Molly smiled. “It was nice. This is my favorite time on the water. Maybe you can join us next Saturday.”

“We’d like that.” Beth felt it. Molly was trying. “Bill’s never spent much time on the ocean.” She giggled. “Might be fun to see him get a little green around the edges.”

“Beth…” Molly snickered. “Be nice.”

“I am.” She ran her fingers through her bangs. “I guess we both need to lighten up a little.”

“Right. Maybe.” Molly angled her head. “Hey, what church is it again? Where you went this morning?”

“Bethel Bible. A mile from here.” She hesitated, not sure how much to say. “We tried the Wednesday night group and—”

“Loved it.” Molly reached for another carrot. “Right?”

Beth lowered her chin. “Why do I sense sarcasm?”

“Beth…” Molly was on her feet, her tone apologetic. She came close and slipped her arms around Beth’s neck. “I’m sorry.” She wrinkled her nose in the cutesy way she’d done since she was five. “I could never be you; that’s all.” Her mouth curved up into a sweet smile. “Come on, don’t be mad.”

“I’m not.” Beth removed Molly’s arms from around her neck. “I have to get dinner going.” Even now when things didn’t feel quite right between them, Molly was lighthearted. Like she’d spent the previous four hours at a spa and nothing could possibly ruffle her. It didn’t make sense. Molly was the one who needed God. If anyone should’ve been at ease, it was Beth and Bill and their kids.

Instead, even George Brett was uptight.

Molly returned to the barstool. She sipped her water and peered at Beth over the edge of her cup. After a long drink she set the cup down. “Well? Am I right?”

“About what?”

“The Wednesday night meeting—the church?” She rested her elbows on the counter. “You loved it, right?”

“Fine.” Beth tried to hold it in, but she couldn’t. A quick burst of giggles came from her lips and she blew at a wisp of her bangs. She could never stay mad at Molly. Never. “Yes. It was perfect. All of it.” She exhaled and felt the tension between them lift. “Maybe this Wednesday you and Jack and Joey could—”

Molly held up her hand, though her smile remained. “Stop.”

Beth hung her head for a moment. “I’m sorry.” Her eyes found Molly’s. “It’s just… the Wednesday program is so good for kids and…”

“I have friends there.” Molly took another carrot. “It’s a good church, Beth. I’m just not ready to go.” She popped the carrot into her mouth as if to punctuate her statement. As she chewed, she grinned and when she swallowed she held out both hands, palms up. “I love you. Can’t we agree to disagree on that one area?”

The dream—the one Beth had always nurtured—had the two sisters living in the same city and the same neighborhood, but also taking their kids to the same church, sharing in the same Sunday afternoon potluck suppers. Sharing the same faith, the same purpose for getting up in the morning. If Molly wasn’t ready for that, well then at least they were neighbors, close enough for days like this.

Beth grinned. She parted her lips and pretended to bite her tongue—the sign the two sisters had always used to signal that, whatever the discussion, it wasn’t worth fighting over. They both laughed, and Beth looked past the silliness to the deep layers of Molly’s heart. “Yes. We can agree to disagree.”

They heard the patio door again and Bill came in, both hands covered with oversized oven mitts. He grinned at Molly. “Barely off the moving van and already Beth has me at the barbecue grill.”

“I see that.” Molly slipped off the stool, walked to Bill and gave him a quick hug. “The oven mitts and everything.” She patted Beth on the shoulder. “When I moved here, it was two months before I found my oven mitts.”

Beth opened the refrigerator and pulled out the tray of meat patties. “Okay, so I mark the boxes.” She handed the tray to Bill. “How hard is that?”

“That’s my Beth.” Bill gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t let your sister tease you, honey. I wouldn’t change a thing.” He stopped and looked around the kitchen. “Where’s Jack and Joey?”

Beth jumped in. “Out front.” She kept the concern from her voice. “Jack’s keeping an eye on the kids.”

“Oh.” Bill raised the tray of meat a few inches and gave the two of them a quick shrug. “Guess I’m on my own, then.”

The women watched him go, and Beth let her gaze fall to the floor. When she looked up, Molly was watching her. “Bill sees through it.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” Molly frowned. Her expression held no excuses. “We have to give the guys time.”

It was a thought that hung over the entire evening. Jack kept himself busy with the kids, even leaving the dinner table early to get refills of strawberry Kool-Aid. When it was just Molly and Beth and Bill at the table, Molly tried to cover up for her husband, gushing about how he was such a hands-on dad, and how he rarely took time to sit and listen to anyone, even her.

“He loves that boy, I tell you.” She found a bit of laughter. Then she looked at Bill and folded her hands beneath her chin. “Hey, Beth tells me the two of you like your new church.”

Bill set his burger down and dabbed a blob of ketchup off the corner of his mouth. “Yeah. We do.”

“It’s active, that’s for sure.” Beth didn’t want to push, but since Molly asked…

Bill lifted his hamburger bun and slipped a few potato chips on top of the cooked meat. “I was on their Web site last night. They have a summer adventure program, family activities almost every day for three weeks straight, mission trips and work trips….” He took another bite of his burger and raised his brow.

“Really?” Beth glanced at Molly. She was picking the sesame seeds from the top of her bun. “I’m not so sure about those trips. So much can go wrong.”

“Like what?” Bill was ready to take a bite of his burger, but he froze. “I thought it sounded like fun.”

“Fun? Parasites and malaria and terrorists and violent street gangs?” There was enough to worry about right here in West Palm Beach. Beth shook her head. “No mission trips.”

“Well… maybe you could think about it.” Bill worked his napkin over his mouth again. “They’re taking a work trip to Haiti at the end of summer. It’s for families—even young kids.” Bill set his burger down. “That sort of thing could be life-changing.”

“In more ways than one.” Beth stirred her fork through her fruit salad.

The conversation fell flat for a few seconds. Bill leaned back in his seat and looked at Molly. “Did Jack get enough to eat?”

“I think so. You know Jack.” She gave another nervous laugh. “Can’t sit still for fifteen minutes. Last time we went somewhere with Joey he was up pitching balls before…”

She ran on about Joey and baseball for another minute, but Beth stopped listening. Molly’s excuses for Jack were limitless. No matter how much she tried to explain the situation, the truth was painfully obvious. Jack was uncomfortable around them, uneasy with their faith. Maybe worried that Beth and Bill would try to convert him. Whatever it was, it left a tension denser than the pound cake she served for dessert.

That night before they turned in, Beth had to wonder. The last thing she wanted was a strained relationship with her sister. When Molly lived across the country, the two sisters shared weekly phone calls and got along great. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea that they spend every weekend getting their families together.

The smell of cinnamon floated up to their bedroom, but any ambiance it might’ve created was lost. Bill was already snoring. Beth closed her eyes. God, what about my sister? She needs You, but I don’t know. Maybe I’m not the one to help her. Show me, God… please. Even as her quick prayer came to an end, she had the sinking feeling they were headed for trouble. With the tension that had plagued her sister’s visit that afternoon, not only were weekly visits likely to be a bad idea.

But maybe it would’ve been better if she and her family had never moved to Florida at all.
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