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   Prologue
 
                 The small courtroom was mostly empty.  Anne and Franklin Stafford each sat next to their respective lawyers.  Today the divorce was to be finalized.  Anne was angry and hurt.  She watched Franklin in her peripheral vision, still unable to believe that after twenty-two years of marriage he wanted a divorce.  The last several years had been difficult, but she never would have believed that he’d actually leave her.  Trisha was still to home, Jason was just in college and the two older children didn’t seem to know what to think about the divorce.  Anne still expected Franklin to take it back; to change his mind about discarding her and their marriage.  She could still see Trisha’s tear-stained face as Anne left the house that morning.  Trisha had asked to come to the proceedings, but Anne refused to allow her to watch this, one of the worst moments in Anne’s life.  She was a complete and total failure.  So was Franklin.  In truth, it was all his fault.  If he hadn’t pushed her and caused the accident, things would never have gotten so horrible for them.  
 
                 Anne looked at Franklin with all the hatred she felt.  He’d found someone else to satisfy his lust and now he wanted to be rid of her.  She’d show him.  She wanted the house, the car, the farming implements. She wanted everything in the house, the kids: she wanted it all.  It was his infidelity that led to the divorce.  If he’d been faithful to her it never would have happened.  They would have both continued in misery unaware that anything could be better.  Franklin sat back in his chair looking resigned to her demands.  He didn’t care.  He didn’t want anything because he didn’t want to be reminded of the fact that he had ruined everything.  He destroyed their family.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   It was a cold, dreary day.  The kind of day where the moisture from the rain seeps into old bones and makes the entire body ache with a dull throbbing pain.  Anne felt old today: as she had yesterday, and the day before, and even the day before that.  She’d felt old since the day her divorce was finalized, maybe even prior to that.  Never mind that Franklin had been cheating on her the last five years of their marriage.  She’d known.  Of course she’d known.  He came home smelling freshly showered twice a week; sometimes his hair was still damp.  At least he hadn’t smelled of her perfume.  He’d had the decency to cleanse himself of his infidelity before entering their home.  
 
   Their home, the home that now, six years after the divorce, was in shambles.  The roof needed fixing, the basement stairs needed to be replaced, the porch was missing a step, the floor of the barn was practically falling through, and the pond was overgrown with cattails.  The home she was driving to, where no one would be waiting for her, and where she would spend a sleepless night in misery in the bed he had bought for their twelfth wedding anniversary.  Anne sighed and shook her head as she stopped the car in the garage.  This wasn’t the way things were supposed to be.  She shouldn’t be driving home from a thankless job to an empty house.
 
   Anne climbed out of the car and went inside.  At first it had been difficult for her to go in the house, knowing she’d be alone.  The kids were all grown up now, with lives of their own, uninterested, for the most part, in her plight.  Oh, they’d been supportive at first.  It seemed that they hated their father for initiating a divorce, and then for going through with it.  When he got remarried a year later, none of the children supported his decision.  Anne had been grateful for the show of utter disdain and even cruelty with which the kids had treated Donna, Franklin’s new wife.  It was wrong to feel that way, but she couldn’t help it.  Donna was living Anne’s life.  
 
   Franklin hadn’t married someone half his age.  No, he married a woman the same age as Anne.  It would have been easier for Anne if he’d married a younger woman; someone in the prime of her life, but he hadn’t.  He’d married a menopausal woman that Anne had known for at least ten years.  They hadn’t been friends per se, but neighbors in a sense.  Donna and her husband were invited to any large barbeques at the Stafford residence during the summer, and they in turn invited Franklin and Anne to any large get-togethers at the Robert’s home.  It was more a matter of cordiality.  But when Donna’s husband left, Anne befriended her.  She would send Franklin to plow Donna’s driveway, shovel her stoop, and work on her car.  In a twisted way, it was Anne’s fault then that Franklin and Donna ended up together.
 
   Donna wasn’t beautiful.  Indeed, Franklin never even noticed her until Anne pushed him to help her time and again.  Her hair was straight and flat, gray strands standing out starkly against her dark brown coloring.  She kept her hair cut short, and occasionally added a little wave with a curling iron.  Her eyes were a plain brown, and she had large hands for a woman.  Her voice seemed deeper than most women’s and rough, like she spent a lot of time crying or yelling.  Her face was squarish compared to the smoothly rounded face of Anne.  There was something large and masculine about Donna.  Most women could be called pretty or beautiful, but Donna would be described as handsome.  There was nothing delicate about her; neither her features or her personality held any semblance of sweetness or warmth.
 
   Anne didn’t bother eating; she wasn’t hungry after thinking about Donna and Franklin.  Instead, she poured herself a glass of milk and stood, drinking, at the counter.  When they had been a family she would never have allowed the kids to stand and drink or eat.  She always cooked and they ate as a family at the table: a table which now sat unused except to hold a variety of bills and other clutter.  Since she’d been alone the last three years, the ‘baby’ away at college now, she often ate standing at the counter.  She didn’t eat because she wanted to, or because she was hungry, but because it was what one did.  It was habitual to eat or drink something, so she did, though she had neither desire nor an intense need to do so.  It was as if she stood to get it over with more quickly.  Sitting down required more effort, more time, than she wanted to expend.  She rinsed her glass and sat it in the sink, glancing, momentarily, out the window.  
 
   The view had been lovely to her once.  Even on days like today, where the wind whipped the trees in angry bursts and the darkness and rain turned the sky gray; the beauty of the place hadn’t been lost to her.  Today it was just another late October day.  Halloween was just around the corner, and then the snow would fall.  Oh how she hated the snow now.  In earlier years, the snow was a joy.  She and Franklin had snowball fights with the kids, and then she’d make hot cocoa on the stove and they’d all come inside to warm up by the fire.  She’d sit in Franklin’s lap or next to him on the couch, and they’d watch as the kids played charades or some other such game.  Now the kids were having children of their own, and she was alone.  
 
   The kids never came to visit anymore.  Not that she blamed them.  The house wasn’t really a home anymore.  It still had rooms and furniture, but the entire atmosphere had changed the day the divorce was finalized.  It was no longer a warm and cozy place that helped her to relax.  She didn’t walk in the door feeling comforted and safe.  No, she felt cold and unwanted.  Trisha, the baby of the family, had felt the change the most.  She was the only one still living at home when the divorce happened.  Her high school years had been hell.  After the divorce Anne hadn’t been able to afford much, and Trisha had to work to be able to have a car.  Money just didn’t go as far without Franklin around.  Alimony and child support was only a portion of what she was used to having in a month, and finding a job she was qualified for took the better part of two years.  The older kids never had to work, and Anne couldn’t help feeling a bit ashamed that Trisha didn’t get the same opportunities that the older kids had.  She was a trooper though, and Anne was, perhaps, more proud of Trisha than of her other children for her strength.
 
                 Anne looked away from the somber scene outside the window.  The kitchen was dark.  She went into the living room to rest her weary bones and relax as best she could.  She turned on the floor lamp as she entered the room and sat on the worn leather couch before she noticed the red light blinking furiously on the answering machine.  One of the kids must have called.  Anne played the message, and was surprised to hear Jason’s voice.  “Hey Mom, just me, I was calling…well, I had a question.  Can you call me when you get home? Or I’ll try again…yeah, so, love you, bye.”  Anne smiled slightly.  Jason hadn’t called much recently.  His weekly calls had dwindled down to bi-weekly, then monthly, and now bi-monthly.  He’d just started college when Franklin filed for divorce and he’d had a hard time adjusting when he came home for breaks.  Trisha had been home during it all, but Jason, he came intermittently and the gaps made the changes seem more rapid than they really were.  Anne picked up the phone, holding number two down, Jason’s number on speed dial.
 
                 The phone rang.  Once, twice, on the third ring a young woman’s voice answered, slightly high in pitch and sounding unsure of herself.  “Hello?” 
 
                 “Hi,” Anne said, a bit surprised when Jason didn’t answer the phone, “I’m trying to reach my son, Jason.”
 
                 “Oh, hello.  He’s in the shower right now.  Do you want me to go get him or something?” the girl asked, evidently slightly bewildered as to what she should do.
 
                 “No, no.  That’s quite alright.  Just umm, tell him his mother called, will you?” Anne asked, slightly miffed.  “When he gets out of the shower, I mean,” she added for good measure.  Who was this girl at Jason’s apartment, answering his phone?  She didn’t even have the courtesy to introduce herself.  Anne knew Jason wasn’t a boy anymore, and she had to admit, at least to herself, that he wasn’t as innocent as he used to be, but a girl answering his phone?  That just didn’t make sense.  He was dating someone, she knew, because Trisha had told her a little about his girlfriend, but Anne had never really imagined that the girl would actually be at his apartment, spending time with him there. Didn’t people still go out on dates to the cinema?  Certainly there were other, more appropriate places to spend time together than his apartment; especially while he showered for heaven’s sake.  Anne counted her blessings that he was at least showering alone.
 
                 For some reason it bothered Anne immensely that Jason had a girl in his apartment.  She didn’t understand why it upset her so much, but it did.  He was a grown man, yet she couldn’t stifle the pang of jealousy at the thought that this girl was probably the reason Jason hadn’t called much in the last few months.  Here she was alone, her children slowly pulling further and further away, and this girl was taking Jason from her even faster.  Anne struggled to control the tears blossoming in her eyes.  She’d never been much for crying, but in the last few years it seemed she cried more often than not.  She knew she was being silly, ridiculous even, but she couldn’t help it.  She was losing Jason.  Soon it would be Trisha, too.  The tears started running down her face, and she sniffed as she wiped them away with an irritated brush of her hands.  She would not cry again.  
 
                 Anne stood up, resolved to keep herself busy rather than think about her situation.  She opened the cleaning closet and pulled out the vacuum, determined to put her mind on something else.  Cleaning had always been a good distraction for her, though in recent years her house was long overdue.  Sometimes she’d stop right in the middle of cleaning and the house would be left a disaster for days until she finally managed to push everything back in its place or stow it away in random closets out of the way.  She plugged in the vacuum and went to work, sucking up every piece of dirt in the house.  She vacuumed the bedrooms, the living room, the family room; she even vacuumed the bathroom rugs, for good measure.  When that was finished she started sweeping and mopping the wood floors.  She was preparing to attack the cluttered table when the phone rang.  Anne looked at the phone a moment before answering.  Taking a deep breath she picked it up.  “Hello?”
 
                 “Hey Mom,” 
 
                 “Hi Jason.  What’s up?” she asked in a falsely cheerful voice.
 
                 “Oh not too much,” Jason answered, immediately put on alert at the sound in his mother’s voice.  She had always been a calm, happy person while he was growing up, but in the last six years things had changed drastically.  Once Trisha had gone to college it got even worse.  There were times when none of the kids wanted to call her because it was so depressing to talk to her on the phone.  She didn’t always complain, though that was frustrating too, but there was just something in her voice and manner that was completely and utterly disheartening.  When he first started college it was a relief to call home and listen to Mom’s cheerful voice reassuring him that he could pass this test, or that class.  But that hadn’t lasted long.  Once the divorce was in full swing, things had gone downhill fast and Jason had learned not to expect the warm, comforting voice that had raised him.  Instead, it was replaced with this new voice; the one with that wretched quality of misery and anger that he loathed to hear.  
 
                 “You said you had a question for me?” Anne asked when Jason didn’t continue talking, completely oblivious to his distress.  Anne’s relationship with the kids was strained at best.  They wanted very little to do with her.  If she offered her opinion on anything they became offended, and when she tried talking about their Father and how painful it was for her to be alone they became frustrated and unwilling to listen to her.  It was the often callous disregard for her feelings that distressed Anne the most.  None of the kids wanted to hear of her heartbreak or her financial problems.  In a way Anne resented their behavior; after all, she’d spent the entirety of their lives listening to every problem, quibble, fear, and joy they experienced.  It seemed ungrateful for them to refuse to listen to her difficulties.  
 
                 “Yeah.  Well, I was thinking of coming there for Halloween,” Jason said, hesitantly.  
 
                 “Really?  That’d be fantastic.  I can take the day off maybe and we can go to town; do some shopping or something,” Anne said, happily surprised.  Jason had only been home once since he finished college, and that was only so he could move his things to his apartment.  None of the kids came home much.  It seemed to annoy them to stay in the same room with Anne; a feeling that didn’t go unnoticed.
 
                 “Well, you don’t have to take the day off, Mom.  We’re staying the weekend,” Jason said, not terribly excited about spending more time with his mother than necessary.  He just wanted to tell her the news and leave while the getting was good.  If only Alex would agree.
 
                 “Oh? Who is coming with you?” Anne asked with bated breath, hoping it wouldn’t be the girl who answered the phone.  She didn’t want or need proof that Jason was drawing away from her.
 
                 “Alex.  We’re coming in on Friday.  I thought we could help hand out candy Friday night.  Maybe we could do something in town on Saturday, if you want.  We have to come back on Sunday.  We both work early Monday morning.”  Jason didn’t really want to take Alex home to meet his mother, but she was adamant about wanting to meet Anne: to see where he’d come from and get to know a little more about his family.  She’d met all of his sisters and his father.  It seemed the girls all liked Alex and approved of her.  Trisha didn’t seem to care one way or another, but she was young yet, and didn’t really have an opinion on the matter.  Rose and Kelly adored Alex.  They’d often call just to chat with her.  His brothers seemed to like her too.  After all, who wouldn’t?  Alex was a sweet girl.  She had a fantastic, patient personality.  
 
                 “Alright, then,” Anne said, suppressing her sigh of relief.  Alex must be a buddy from work or something.  “Well, maybe I’ll just leave work early so I can be here when you get in.  What time are you leaving?”
 
                 “I’m not sure yet, it depends on when Alex and I get out of work.  We probably won’t leave until around three, but maybe a little later.  We won’t be able to get there until at least five or six.”
 
                 “Oh, well, just in time for trick or treating, then.  I’ll have to get some candy,” Anne said.  In the last few years she hadn’t done much for Halloween.  Even passing out candy had been a chore.  When Trisha went to college, she’d quit celebrating it altogether, like most of the other holidays.  “Is there something special you want for dinner?”
 
                 “umm…sure I guess,” Jason said hesitantly.  He knew she didn’t cook much anymore, and while her food had always been delicious when he was growing up, he was sure she was a bit rusty.  Besides, the girls always joked about the food being way past the expiration date on the packaging.  It was considered a sin to throw away food at her house.  She stored cans of food in the basement; most of it five years past its expiration date or more, and she used it without a second thought.  It amazed Jason that she never became ill from eating expired food.
 
                 “Well, I can make the enchiladas you like,” Anne offered, not sure what to make Jason.  He’d changed a lot since he went off to college, and his tastes had matured a bit.  Hot dogs were no longer part of the daily menu, and she imagined that he didn’t like much of the same things.  
 
                 “That sounds good,” Jason said, surprised.  She hadn’t made enchiladas for him in a very long time, and it was one of his favorite foods.  She normally didn’t offer to make food.  She barely ate herself most of the time, and he could tell she didn’t cook much anymore.  He was a bit worried that Alex would get sick eating his mother’s outdated cooking.  He’d probably have to warn her about his mother’s penchant for preserving her resources.  He doubted there was anything except milk and bread that wasn’t expired.  Maybe he’d pack some snacks, just to be on the safe side.
 
                 “Okay.  Well, that’s settled,” Anne said, a little uncomfortably.  She wanted to ask about the girl that had answered his phone earlier, but she didn’t want to irritate him before his visit; he might just decide not to come if she pushed the issue.  “So, how are things?” she asked when he was silent.
 
                 “Good.  Busy.  I’ve been working a lot of extra hours at the office.  We’re changing over our system and we have to manually input the information from the old system to the new, so I’m looking from one computer screen to another all day long.  It’s tedious work.”  Jason looked at the clock.  Alex would be back shortly; she’d run to the store craving something with strawberries and fresh fruit.  He should probably get off the phone before his mother heard someone in the background and started asking questions.  It was surprising in its own right that she hadn’t already starting asking questions about the girl who answered the phone.
 
                 “I bet.  Why are you changing systems?”
 
                 “The one we have is outdated.  It doesn’t work as well.”
 
                 “Why can’t your secretary just transfer the files?”
 
                 “She is, but I’m working on some of the larger, more important projects.”
 
                 “Oh, I see” Anne said, not really understanding at all, but keenly aware that Jason’s answers were getting shorter and more clipped.  He was ready to end the conversation.
 
                 “Yeah, well I should probably get going…” Jason began, unsure what to say.  Ending the conversation was one of the bigger reasons why he didn’t like calling his mother.  She never seemed to want to hang up, yet she never really had anything to say.  If he didn’t end the conversation quickly, she’d start talking about his Dad and how alone she is because no one comes to visit her.  It was sad when he thought about how often his mother complained about his Dad and how the kids liked him better than her.  True, but sad just the same.  It was always hard for Jason to stop himself from saying something like, ‘well, at least Dad is happy with his life’ or some such biting remark.
 
                 “Okay, well, I’ll talk to you soon, or, if not, then I’ll see you on Friday.”  Anne said, slowly.
 
                 “Sounds good.  See you on Friday, Mom.” Jason said, trying to end the conversation before it went downhill; Alex had just walked in the door and he motioned for her to stay quiet while he finished his conversation with his mother.  The urge to snap at her was getting stronger, even if she hadn’t said anything expressly offending.
 
                 “Okay.  I love you honey,” Anne’s voice was desperate, begging for some sign of affection from her son.
 
                 “Love you too Mom, bye.”  Jason hung up the phone, sighing.  “Well, she knows we’re coming on Friday,” he said, looking at Alex, as she sat next to him on the couch.  She smiled softly before kissing his cheek.  “I still don’t think it’s a good idea to tell her while we’re there,” he said, resisting the urge to kiss her back.  Alex didn’t know his mother, and he couldn’t convince her that announcing their engagement would be an unwelcome surprise.  His mother had never accepted change gracefully, especially when the change was a surprise to her.  Jason doubted his mother knew he’d been dating Alex for over a year, and he was certain she didn’t know he’d been living with Alex for six months.  She would not be pleased.  He didn’t blame Alex for wanting to share the news; he was excited about telling everyone, too.  Everyone, that is, except his mother.
 
   
  
 
Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Anne spent the rest of the week readying the house for Jason’s visit.  She dusted and re-organized the clutter, scoured the bathrooms and washed dishes.  No matter how often she cleaned, it seemed like there was always more to do.  She wanted everything to be perfect for his visit.  She even left work early on Friday so the enchiladas would be ready when Jason and his friend arrived.  Jason’s room had fresh sheets, as did the guest room next to it, and the house was as friendly and warm as it could get; she even turned the heat up an extra five degrees.  There were three large bags of candy on the counter by the sink, which Anne anxiously opened and poured into the witch cauldron as she paced, looking out the front window.  Where are they? she wondered, suddenly worried.  Anne wandered around the house, feeling silly.  Maybe he decided not come, she thought in dismay.  It would have been nice of him to call and let her know.  The kids never cared if she was left waiting for them, worrying, never calling to tell her that they decided not to come.  They’d tease her with thoughts of coming home for Christmas or Easter and then never show up.  She’d buy presents and get things around just to be disappointed a week before the holiday.  She was an afterthought and they rarely took her feelings into account when they cancelled an excursion to visit and instead went to see Franklin.  Jason had probably changed his mind this morning and hadn’t bothered calling to let her know.
 
                 The doorbell rang, and Anne found herself racing to the front door.  She took a deep breath and opened the door.  Batman stared back at her, followed by a small dinosaur, and further down the driveway a pumpkin was toddling in a half run/half walk towards the door.  Anne smiled.  “Well, hi,” she said, reaching behind her and grabbing the candy dish she’d left by the door.  She gave batman a handful of candy, then the dinosaur.  She waited patiently as the pumpkin hurried down the driveway, clearly trying to keep up with her older brothers.  She was probably two, maybe three years old, and had the most adorable little smile and pink cheeks.  She could hear the little girls’ mother yelling at the other boys from the end of the driveway to wait for their sister, but they hurried on anyway.
 
   Anne was so intent upon the little girl when she finally managed to make it to the front door that she hardly noticed the small sedan that pulled into the second driveway and stopped next to the garage, parking just out of sight.  The little girl was smiling profusely at the candy bowl as Anne reached in for a handful to put in her little pink princess bucket.  Anne saw Jason out of the corner of her eye coming from the side of the house as the little girl said a timid “thank you,” before hurrying back down the driveway to her waiting family.  
 
   “Hey, Mom,” Jason said, smiling as he watched the pumpkin bob back down the driveway.  
 
   “Hey,” Anne said, finally turning her full attention to her son. She stared, stunned, when she saw the girl next to him, holding his hand.  Anne wasn’t sure what to do.  The girl next to Jason was about her height, thinner than Anne had ever been, and somewhat plain, with medium brown hair and eyes.  There was nothing extremely distinctive about her.  She stood quiet next to Jason, hardly moving and offering Anne a nervous, polite smile.
 
   “Sorry we’re late.  Mom, this is Alex.  Alex, this is my mom, Anne” Jason said, gesturing from one to the other.  He didn’t release Alex’s hand, but held it firmly within his own.  He didn’t want his mother to think he was embarrassed of his relationship with Alex.  If he released her hand now his mother would think that he wasn’t that serious about Alex.  He did not want to have to correct that particular misunderstanding.
 
   “Hi.  How was the drive?” Anne asked, ignoring Alex for the moment as she gave Jason a hug.  Frustrated by the clasped hands, she pulled away quickly, looking at Alex for the moment.  “It’s nice to meet you.  I thought Jason was bringing a buddy from work when he said ‘Alex’” Anne said, trying to disguise the irritation in her voice but failing, miserably.  It was clear she was not pleased.
 
   “Alex, short for Alexia” Alex said, politely.  Jason had been uptight the entire drive.  If the sound in this woman’s voice was any indication, his anxiety was well founded.  She clearly wasn’t pleased to meet Alex, no matter what she said.  Her posture was stiff and her friendly eyes had turned hard as stone when she looked at Alex and Jason’s clasped hands.  Alex tried to ease her hand away from Jason, but he held on relentlessly; not wanting to make Anne think they were arguing Alex stilled her protests.  Jason knew his mother better than she did, after all.
 
   “Well, that’s nice.”  Anne tried to control the venom in her voice, but wasn’t sure she succeeded from the look on Jason’s face.  He looked wary and frustrated.  Great, he’d brought his lovers’ tiff home with him, too.  Anne could already see how the weekend would go.  It wouldn’t be pretty, that’s for sure.
 
   “Here come some more trick-or-treaters,” Jason said into the silence.  He knew his mother was irritated.  She didn’t like unexpected surprises, and Alex was definitely unexpected.  
 
   “Great.  Well, here you go,” Anne said, roughly handing Jason the candy.  “I’ll go check on dinner.  It should be done soon.”
 
   Jason took the bucket of candy and waited for the squadron of Monsters traipsing up the driveway.  When he heard the door close he glanced at Alex.  She looked confused.  “I told you…” he began, but Alex gave him a look that stopped him short.  “Don’t pay attention to her,” he said instead, having no desire to spend the weekend with two angry women.  His mother would be bad enough, and boy was she angry.  She hadn’t just walked away to check on dinner, she stalked away.  Jason shook his head.  This was not going to be a fun weekend.  He wished he could convince Alex that they should just leave and call her to tell her about the engagement.  It would make things so much easier.  
 
   “Did I do something wrong?” Alex asked, afraid that she had made some serious mistake without realizing.  She couldn’t understand Anne’s anger being directed at her.  She couldn’t think of anything she’d done wrong.  Obviously Anne didn’t like Jason holding her hand, but Jason was unwilling to let go, and Alex wasn’t going to make a scene in front of Anne.  
 
   “Nope, that’s just my mother,” Jason said, matter-of-factly.  “You could be the virgin mother and she still wouldn’t like you because I brought you home with me and, heaven forbid, held your hand.”  Jason didn’t know how else to explain it.  His mother was a bitter, jealous woman.  She couldn’t stand the thought of anyone being happy in a relationship because she wasn’t happy.  Maybe if her relationship with his father had worked out she wouldn’t be so terrible, but it was too late now.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Alex said, still confused.  She tried to understand why Anne would be so disgruntled.  Logically she knew that it was possible that Anne resented her for taking Jason away, but she still couldn’t understand it.  Her mother didn’t resent Jason.  Actually, she quite adored him.
 
   “Neither do I,” Jason said, sighing.  He passed out the candy while Alex stood next to him, chatting pleasantly with the kids.  He grinned at her, thinking about what a good mother she’d make.  She was always patient and smiling with her students.  He’d stopped by the school one day and was surprised at how the kids responded to her.
 
   “What?” Alex asked, suspiciously.  Jason had the oddest grin on his face as he looked at her.  
 
   “Nothing, just thinking about you,” Jason gave her a one armed hug. “I guess we should go inside and face the gauntlet.”  He wasn’t excited about spending the evening with his mother.  He would have preferred to stay at home and relax, but he didn’t blame Alex for wanting to meet his mother before the wedding.  He respected her all the more because she insisted that they tell her about the wedding in person.  He just wasn’t sure it was a good idea.
 
   Alex took a deep breath, nodded, and followed his lead into the house.  
 
    
 
   Dinner was an uncomfortable experience to say the least.  Anne wasn’t impressed with Alexia.  She was distant and quiet and reserved.  She hardly said a word to either Anne or Jason.  She ate slowly, as if the food were foreign to her, which made Anne wonder about her upbringing.  Her hair was a little on the frizzy side, and she was pale, almost sickly looking. Jason, on the other hand, seemed happy.  He was unusually attentive to the girl’s needs, getting her a drink and filling her plate himself.  He seemed reluctant to let go of her hand, even to eat, and he constantly seemed to be reassuring her with a soft squeeze of her hand, as though she were some delicate flower he needed to protect.  Anne knew better.  She could tell he was taken with the girl, and she couldn’t help the stab of resentment that seemed to be needling at her eyes.  A piercing pain shot through her head as an invisible ice-pick jabbed at her temple.  Anne took a deep breath trying to calm her nerves.  How dare that little hussy try to take Jason away!  
 
   “So, Alexia, what do you do?” Anne asked suddenly, her voice overly loud.
 
   “I’m a substitute teacher,” replied Alex, after taking a moment to swallow.  “I’m going to school to get my teaching degree, but in the meantime, I sub when I can.”  Alex was not ashamed of her job at all.  It paid well and it provided the convenience of her being able to pick when she worked.  If she had too much homework or a class she needed to attend, she could simply refuse. 
 
   “She’s one of the best subs in the district.  She works constantly,” Jason told his mother proudly, afraid she’d say something rude or demeaning in response.  She had a way of saying something extremely cruel, yet making it sound like naïveté on her part.  It was infuriating because it was hard to tell whether she was honestly that ignorant about things or if she was being that rude.  Either way, Alex didn’t need his mother picking at her.  Even if Alex would tolerate it, Jason wouldn’t.
 
   “That’s good,” Anne said slowly.  There was a soft, hesitant, knock on the door, no doubt more trick-or-treaters.  Anne wasn’t in a friendly mood as she listened to the insistent knocking.
 
   “I’ll get it,” Alex was grateful for the diversion.  She stood quickly and went to the door.  There were five kids, all dressed like one of the seven dwarfs, smiling at her expectantly.  Alex took her time talking with the kids, enjoying their excitement.  It helped to relieve the tension that had filled her body since the moment she met Anne.  She couldn’t help smiling when she looked at the small replicas of Sleepy, Grumpy, Doc, Dopey, and Bashful.  They were just too cute.  She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to go trick-or-treating with kids.  Rose and Kelly had invited them to go this year, but it was the best weekend to visit Jason’s mother, so they’d canceled.  Alex was starting to regret the decision.  
 
   Jason listened to the muffled sounds from the coatroom as Alex talked with the kids.  He couldn’t tell exactly what they were saying, but he could discern giggles and energetic responses.  He loved watching Alex interact with kids.  She just had a way about her that brought even the most shy child right into her arms.  She was so excited about finishing her teaching degree and having her own classroom.  She was constantly buying supplies she thought would be fun or useful in the future.  He would swear her closet was full of coloring and craft supplies she was saving.  He was so distracted with his thoughts he didn’t hear his mother talking at first.
 
   “Jason, why didn’t you tell me Alex was a girl?” Anne asked once Alex had answered the door.  “Jason,” she said, demanding his attention with a stern tone of voice that she had used when he was a boy.
 
   “I didn’t think about it Mom.  I guess I assumed Trisha told you,” Jason said dismissively.  Truth be told, he hadn’t been honest with his mother because he knew she would have been revved up had she known that he was bringing a girl home.  He figured it would be better to catch her off guard.
 
   “You should have told me, Jason,” Anne said irritably.  “I could have been more prepared…” Anne began.
 
   “How, Mom?  Have the bedroom in the basement cleared out? Or maybe the one on the other side of the house?  What difference does it make, really?”  Jason knew his mother too well.  She was angry because he’d brought a girl home and she wasn’t given time to take what she considered the appropriate measures to separate them.  Precautions, she would have said.
 
   “Jason, stop.  I know you’re a grown man.  It just would have been nice to get a heads up.  I don’t think it’s unreasonable to think I deserved one,” Anne said defensively.  Would she have prepared a different bedroom?  Probably, she thought impatiently.  The one right next to Jason’s room would have been totally unacceptable.  But that was entirely beside the point.  He should have told her Alex was a girl, and his girlfriend to boot; given her time to digest the information before throwing it in her face.
 
   “Fine.  Mom, Alex is a girl. We’ve been dating over a year.” Jason was angry.  He couldn’t believe his mother.  It would be understandable, perhaps, if he was sixteen or even eighteen years old and still relied on her for support, but he wasn’t and he didn’t.  He hadn’t in years.  When he left for college, he left.  He grew up and moved on.  She was trying to treat him like some teenager and Jason wouldn’t hear of it.  She treated Trisha like a child, but Trisha accepted the abuse, Jason would not.
 
   “Thank you.  Was it really that difficult to offer me some consideration?  You’re bringing a strange person into my home, and you never even told me it was a girl.” 
 
   “You know what?” Jason began, but stopped when Alex appeared in the doorway.  She must have heard his tone because she froze for a second, watching him in some surprise, before walking into the room, the smile fading from her face.
 
   Anne and Jason were silent as Alex sat down; Alex, who had never been comfortable in tense situations, tried to break the silence.  “It’s too bad you missed it, Jason, Ms. Stafford, there were five of the seven dwarfs outside.  It was really cute.  They were all in second grade and it was some kind of extra credit for school...”Alex stopped short when she noticed the look of complete hatred in Ms. Stafford’s eyes.  Jason looked at his mother for a moment, reveling in her anger at the use of his father’s name.  It still hurt his pride that she’d changed her name.  Forget that she didn’t love their father anymore; they were all Staffords and by changing her name Jason felt she was distancing herself from her children as well as their father.
 
   “Alex, I forgot to tell you that my mother doesn’t use my father’s name anymore.  She uses her maiden name, Davis.”  While Jason said this in a frighteningly calm and even, almost smug tone, Alex had a feeling that there was more to it than he let on.  If looks could kill, she’d have been dead, and Jason seemed rather pleased with his mother’s discomfiture.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alex began, looking bewilderedly at Jason’s mother.  “I didn’t mean…”
 
   “It’s fine,” Anne interrupted crossly, “you didn’t know.”  Anne rose from the table, taking her plate to the dishwasher.  She returned, grabbing Alex and Jason’s unfinished food.  She’d be damned if she’d sit there being polite and cordial.  Alex started to offer to help, but Jason squeezed her hand in a silent signal that she shouldn’t bother.  Offering to help would probably just make things worse anyway.
 
   “We’re going to go see a movie, Mom,” Jason said after a minute.  
 
   Anne didn’t respond right away.  “Fine,” she said through clenched teeth.  “I’m going to bed, it’s been a long day.”  Anne couldn’t believe how Jason was treating her.  She hadn’t done anything wrong.  If she seemed a little surprised and taken aback because he’d brought a girl home, it was only because he didn’t tell her he was bringing a girl home.  In all the years, even throughout high school, he’d never brought a girl home.  Oh, he had girls that were friends that came over, but there was something different about the way he treated Alexia; something that worried Anne deeply.
 
   “Okay. We’ll see you in the morning then,” Jason said, standing up and leading Alex with him.  He was getting out while the getting was good.
 
   “What did you want to do tomorrow?” Anne asked, interrupting their escape before they made it through the kitchen. 
 
   “Relax.  See a few sights.  Go to the mall maybe,” 
 
   Anne nodded once.  “I’ll see you in the morning.  Your room and Rose’s room are both ready for company.”  Anne wanted to insist that Alexia sleep in Rose’s room, but after the little fight she’d had with Jason it didn’t seem like a good idea to push him.  Jason had his father’s temper and she knew he’d just as soon walk out the door than give in to her wishes.  As if he knew what she was thinking he took Alexia’s hand more firmly in his grasp.  Anne had noticed that Jason left their luggage in the car; he would leave without a second thought if she demanded something of him.  Anne looked at the clasped hands for a moment, noticing, for the first time, that Alexia wore a small golden ring on her left ring finger.  It looked plain, but Anne really couldn’t tell while they held hands.  
 
   “We’ll see you in the morning, Mom,” Jason said, pulling Alex behind him as he walked towards the door.  Alex followed obediently, unsure of what was really happening.  Anne looked ready to both throttle Jason and burst into tears, whichever one crossed her mind first, while Jason looked blatantly irate.  He didn’t stop walking until they’d reached the car, at which point he opened Alex’s door for her.  Alex had no idea what to do.  She knew Jason was upset, but she didn’t really know why or what would make it better.  Instead of climbing into the car, she wrapped her arms around Jason’s neck and hugged him tightly.  He hesitated a moment before hugging her back and she could feel the anger, which had welled up into a tight ball inside him, begin to disintegrate and fade.  He pulled away, kissing her softly on the lips.  “Thanks, you always know what I need.”  Alex smiled softly as she climbed into the car.
 
    
 
   Alex sat quietly while Jason drove into town.  His mother lived in a small farming community, so it was a bit of a ride.  She was burning with curiosity and anxiety.  What had set Jason off?  He was always so very patient and kind.  She’d never really seen his temper flare, except once, and it hadn’t lasted but a few seconds.  Yet he was sitting next to her, practically seething with rage.  The only time she’d seem him truly, violently angry had been at a bar when some drunken idiot sat down next to her and randomly started groping her.  It was actually how she’d met Jason.  He’d heard her yelling at the guy and stepped in to help.  Jason left with a sore fist.  She wasn’t sure if the other guy could even walk.  Funny, because Jason was normally so dignified that the idea of a bar brawl was ridiculous.  She waited a few more minutes before finally giving in to her curiosity.  “Jason, what happened?” she asked gently.
 
   “My mother happened,” Jason said quickly.  He took a deep breath.  “She’s mad because I didn’t tell her you were a girl, and my girlfriend to boot, so she could have put your bedroom on the other side of the house,” he explained, though he didn’t entirely understand it himself.  He couldn’t believe his mother had gone so far downhill.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Alex began, but Jason cut her off.
 
   “She’s mad because I basically told her that we’re sleeping in the same room, whether she likes it or not.”
 
   “Oh.  But, it’s her house, Jason,” Alex said.  She understood where Jason was coming from.  They’d been together for a year.  They were engaged, planning on getting married soon.  They even lived together.  She certainly didn’t prefer to sleep alone in an unfamiliar house, but at the same time, they were staying under his mother’s roof.  She’d been raised that you followed the house rules.
 
   “Alex, I’m not giving in,” Jason said, warning her to let it be.  
 
   “Okay.” Alex didn’t want to upset him further.  His mother had done a good enough job.  “What movie do you want to see?” she asked, trying to change the topic.
 
   “I don’t even know what’s playing.  We can just go to the mall or something, if you prefer.”
 
   “Well, can we go get something to eat?  I didn’t really get a chance to finish…” Alex had been aghast when Anne took their plates.  She couldn’t believe someone would do such a thing.  Her mother would never have done something so rude.  Then again, her mother wasn’t divorced and alone.  It seemed unfair to compare Anne to her own mother.  There were things her mother had been through that made Anne’s life seem easy, but then again, her mother was never divorced.  She’d been married to Dad since she was 16 years old.  After nearly thirty years they were still going strong
 
   Jason laughed.  Even he couldn’t believe his mother had taken their unfinished plates.  That was rough even for her.  “Yeah, that one surprised me,” he said, chuckling.  “What are you hungry for?”  
 
   “I don’t even care.  Just not a hamburger,” Alex said, smiling.
 
   “Well, it’s good to see you’re finally getting an appetite back.  Feeling better now?” Jason asked, glancing at her.
 
   “Yeah, a little.  Traveling has never agreed with me, though.”  Alex looked out the window.  “It’s getting dark so early now.”  Alex loved the snow, but the darkness of the northern winters bothered her more than anything else.  The cold was difficult, and sometimes the snow seemed unyielding, but it was the grayness of the sky that caused her to despair living up here.  It felt as though there was never enough light.
 
   “Winter is nearly upon us,” Jason said, pulling into KFC.  “Is Chicken okay?” he asked before shutting off the car.
 
   “Yeah,” Alex said, sounding excited.  Jason smiled.  Alex was never a big eater, so when she lost her appetite it was a big deal because she would go days without eating; but she always seemed to have room for KFC.  Alex and Jason hurried inside.  “Let’s get a bucket!” she said excitedly.  Jason laughed, but he ordered the seven-piece bucket with mashed potatoes, gravy, pepsi, and biscuits. They took their time eating, Alex savoring every bite with relish.  “I swear I was starving,” she exclaimed as she finished her second plate of food.  Jason had never seen her eat quite so much.  In the last year she’d rarely had more than one serving of anything.  Only Chinese buffets encouraged her to eat more than one plateful.
 
   “Do you eat when you’re nervous?” he asked, slightly surprised.  It wasn’t that she’d eaten quickly.  In fact, she ate very slowly, but she still finished the same amount of food he’d eaten.
 
   “Sometimes, but right now I think I’m just hungry,” Alex smiled.  “What are we going to do?” she asked suddenly, disparity clear in her voice.  
 
   “Finish eating I imagine,” Jason said evasively.
 
   “About your mother,” Alex said, her tone clearly evincing that she wasn’t falling for his charm, “don’t try to change the topic.  This is a big problem.”
 
   “Alex, I honestly don’t know what to do.  I know you want to tell her about the engagement and everything, and I understand, really I do, but I don’t think you’re going to like her response.  You’ve met her now;  she isn’t an easy woman to deal with.”
 
   “Maybe not, but doesn’t it seem wrong to be here and not tell her?  I mean, she’ll be even angrier if we tell her later, over the phone.”  Alex knew it would be easier to just leave town and have Jason call Anne in the morning to tell her the news, but it was wrong.  No parent should have to hear about their child’s upcoming marriage thru a phone call when it was completely unnecessary.  
 
   “True, but if it’s over the phone I won’t have to deal with her…” 
 
   “Jason, that’s mean.”
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   “It’s mean,” Alex said shaking her head.  “She’s your mother.  There must be something good about her.  You turned out well.”
 
   “She used to be different, before the divorce,” he said slowly as he considered his childhood.  “Now she’s miserable and bitter.”
 
   “Well, maybe that will get better.  Maybe she’ll meet someone and fall in love and be the happiest woman in the world.”  Alex’s voice was wistful and Jason had to look at her in some curiosity.
 
   “Maybe,” he said, doubtfully.  “I think you’re just a romantic, but let’s not worry about it.  We’ll see what happens in the morning and go from there, okay?  I’m tired; you look exhausted, let’s just go get some sleep, by the time we get there she’ll be in bed.” Jason looked at Alex closely.  She was pale, and her eyes had dark circles around them, a clear indication of her fatigue.  “You’ve been working too much.  You should slow down, at least a little.”  Alex started putting the food away, not commenting.  Jason touched her hand gently.  “Lexi, please, tell me you’ll slow down.”  He pleaded with his eyes and the gentle stroke of his thumb along the top of her hand.
 
   Alex looked at Jason.  He’d spoken so tenderly, so gently, so full of concern.  The look in his eyes, that mixture of pleading and concern, stole her heart.  “I’ll slow down,” she said, giving in.  She rarely denied him when he called her ‘Lexi’.  She loved his pet name for her; so different from anything her family or friends ever called her.  
 
   “Thank you,” he said, kissing her cheek.  “Let’s go.”  Alex carried the leftovers out to the car.  “I love you,” Jason said, opening the door for her. 
 
   “Love you too.”  Alex planned on talking to Jason about the next morning on the drive home, but she was so tired she couldn’t seem to keep her eyes open.  She tried to fight the fatigue, but resting with a full stomach wore away her resistance and she was asleep before they were out of town.  Jason smiled at her sleeping form.  She was such a trooper, and had an intense sense of honor and morality.  She wasn’t like his sister Trisha, always concerned about her looks; she was always pretty and presentable, but she refused to spend more than a few minutes on her hair.  She rarely bothered with make-up, and she absolutely refused to spend a lot of money on her wardrobe.  
 
   “Honey, we’re here,” Jason whispered.  He smiled when Alex didn’t even stir.  He climbed out of the car, grabbed the bags from the back seat and carried them to his room.  Alex was still asleep when he got back, so he opened the car door, unbuckled her seat belt and tried to lift her from the car.  It was harder than he first expected, but he managed to get her out of the car without waking her.  Getting her through the house was easy enough; though carrying her upstairs without waking either her or his mother was tricky.  
 
   When he got her in bed she sighed sweetly and rolled onto her side.  He pulled off her shoes, closed and locked the bedroom door, stripped off his shirt and pants, and stood next to the bed looking down at her.  “Alex, we should really get under the blankets,” he said, struggling to remove them from underneath her.  She moved ever so slightly and he managed to get her under the blankets.  He unbuttoned her pants, knowing the clasp would be painful by morning.  She snuggled against him as he climbed into bed and he fell asleep, tired and exhausted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Anne heard Jason and Alexia come back later in the night.  She knew they were sleeping in the same room from the sounds of Jason’s footfalls, but what really pissed her off was that he had the gall to lock the door.  The doors were never locked in the house when the kids were growing up: she hadn’t allowed it.  There were only locks on the doors because Franklin had insisted that the kids have some form of security in case an intruder broke into the house while they were away.  Anne didn’t approve of Jason and Alexia sleeping in the same room, let alone the same bed, but locking the door was completely irresponsible and totally disrespectful.  The sound of the lock slamming into place caused Anne to sleep fitfully throughout the night, unable to relax. She could almost imagine that wanton temptress taking advantage of Jason. Indeed, she wouldn’t have been a bit surprised if it was Alexia locking the door so she could take advantage of Jason.
 
   Morning came early for Anne.  She was out of bed by five, unable to be still any longer.  She had heard nothing from Jason’s room all night, which surprised her and filled her with a thread of hope that perhaps she’d been mistaken and they had slept in separate rooms.  When she saw the open door to Rose’s room, the bed untouched, she knew she’d been correct the night before.  They’d slept together.  Rose lived with Brandon for a year before they were married, claiming that she wanted to be sure before she made such a life altering decision.  Anne and Franklin had only been divorced about a year at the time.  It was quite a scandal within the family, and Brandon was still low on Anne’s list for corrupting her daughter.  Anne felt that Brandon pushed Rose to make a decision and that living together was the compromise.  Never mind that they were married now, they weren’t married at first.  Now this little tramp was corrupting her son, in her own home nonetheless. 
 
   Anne went down to the kitchen, not bothering to be quiet.  She started a pot of coffee, needing the caffeine for a pick up.  She sat at the table reminiscing, waiting for the coffee to finish.  When Michael brought his girlfriend Kelly home, Franklin and Anne had been impressed.  Kelly was in college at the time, enrolled to be a nurse.  She was bright and friendly and open.  She spoke with them easily, clearly comfortable being in their home.  Michael brought her home for Thanksgiving, and went to meet her family that Christmas.  Kelly slept dutifully in the basement guest room, never questioning her placement.  Michael hadn’t complained or objected to the separation at all.    
 
   Kelly was a wonderful young woman.  They’d gotten married when they were still in college, but waited four years before they had children.  Kelly worked until the baby was born, and then decided to stay at home with him.  Then they were blessed with twins a few years later.  She was a good little mother, and so pleasant and amiable too.  Anne couldn’t imagine a better match for her son Michael.  They’d been married eight years now.  Micah was four years old and the twins, Hannah and Haven, were eighteen months.  They had the perfect little family.  
 
   Anne remembered how she and Franklin had lain in bed that night, talking about Kelly and how sweet she’d been.  They waited, almost expectantly, to hear Michael’s door open as he snuck downstairs to Kelly’s room in an attempt to sleep with her against their wishes; but he didn’t sneak downstairs.  Franklin had been impressed with his son, but Anne insisted that it was Kelly.  She was too ladylike to allow Michael to sneak down to see her.  She would never have slept in the same room with him unmarried.  
 
   Anne and Franklin managed to forget their problems while Kelly and Michael were close.  They’d remembered what it was like to be in love for the first time and things had improved, slightly.  But it never lasted long.  They tried to keep it together until all the kids were in college, but it was just too much.  Franklin didn’t want to wait, and Anne couldn’t fight him.  She was disappointed in herself for allowing his affair to continue; she should have put a stop to it years before, but she tried to ignore the evidence.  Then it just seemed wrong to hold onto something that was so far gone she couldn’t even see it anymore.
 
   Franklin waited until Trisha was at a slumber party with a few girlfriends for the weekend.  He came home earlier than usual, looked her directly in the eyes and said, “Anne, I want a divorce.”  Anne thought he was drunk and ignored him while she watched television.  But Franklin persisted:  he turned off the TV and stood in front of her to say, “You hate me, Anne.  You don’t want me to touch you, to be near you even.  You don’t even want to sleep in the same bed with me.”  She could almost see the firm set of his mouth as he demanded she show him some kind of affection as he stood in the doorway, his eyes pleading with her.
 
   Anne argued with him for hours; blaming him for never being there for her, and for causing the miscarriage. She accused him of sleeping around and having an affair.  He never denied it.  Never even pretended it was false.  She’d looked at him self-righteously saying, “what do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   “What was I supposed to do Anne?  You haven’t wanted to be intimate with me for years.  I’m not a monk.  I waited for you, but you just never came around.  At first I thought, well, with the kids and the house, maybe she’s feeling overwhelmed.  I tried to help, but to no avail.  Everything I did was wrong.”  The pain was evident in his voice.
 
   “All you ever wanted from me was sex and someone to raise the kids.  You stopped talking to me.  You only held me when you wanted sex.”  Anne had shot back.
 
   “That’s not true Anne,” he’d said, angrily.  “Ever since you lost the baby you didn’t want anything to do with me.  I’m sorry you miscarried, honest I am, but we didn’t do anything wrong.  It just wasn’t meant to be.  We can’t go back and re-do it.  The baby is gone.  I’m here, but you don’t care.”  Franklin’s shoulders were hunched in defeat as he leaned against the doorframe dejectedly.
 
   Anne had looked at Franklin with pure hatred.  “We shouldn’t have had sex.  We both knew it wasn’t healthy for me or the baby, but you insisted.  You just couldn’t go without.  You killed our child,” Anne had screeched at him.  It was true.  He’d pushed her to have sex.  The doctor recommended they abstain until the baby was born, but she was almost five months along and had four healthy children.  She hadn’t even realized at first, that she was losing the baby, or perhaps they could have stopped the labor.  She went to sleep, unaware of the trauma they’d caused.  Her back hurt immensely, but she knew pregnancy would cause discomfort.  She chased kids all day long, and while Franklin had been gentle, it was still strenuous.  Hours later she woke screaming as the first hard pains took over.  
 
   Anne stood, dumping her coffee in the sink.  She didn’t want to remember this.  The precious child she’d lost.  It wasn’t that this baby had been more important than her other children, certainly not.  But this baby was just as special, and she would always feel guilty about his loss.  The kids hadn’t known she was pregnant.  She and Franklin were preparing to tell them, but she’d had a few complications and they were waiting just a little longer.  Franklin woke a neighbor to sit with the sleeping children while he rushed her to the hospital, but it was too late.  Anne knew it was too late when she saw the blood on the mattress.  Franklin stayed with her throughout the night, holding her.  They told the kids she’d gotten sick and had to stay in the hospital a few days.  When she came home from the hospital, no baby, she’d fallen into a deep depression.  Few things were able to make her smile and the kids spent most of their free time at friends’ homes because she just wasn’t there for them.
 
   Anne took a deep breath.  It wouldn’t do any good to think about these things more.  They’d been married just over eleven years when she lost the baby.  She slept on the couch, unable to sleep in the bed where, she imagined, she’d help murder her child.  The blood was gone.  Franklin had managed to get it out before she came home from the hospital; but she could still see the stains in her mind.  Before their twelfth anniversary he bought the new bedroom set she slept on now.  It was lovely.  It was made of a sturdy, dark wood, and had four-posters; it was heavier than imaginable.  She’d loved it.  For a time things had improved.  They tried to have another baby, but Anne couldn’t get pregnant.  The doctor believed it was psychosomatic.  She couldn’t really argue.  She didn’t believe she should be allowed to get pregnant again after being so careless.  They struggled to keep the love alive, but deep down she blamed Franklin, and to a lesser extent, sex for the loss.  
 
   She tried to remain a dutiful wife.  To be there and see to his needs.  She cleaned his house, raised his kids, cooked his meals, and washed his laundry, but she couldn’t respond to his touch.  Sex became evil and dangerous; it began to embody everything she hated.  Franklin’s needs, his desires, transformed from something wonderful for her to share with him, into something dark and sinister.  She suffered silently for a time, but Franklin knew.  He detected her reluctance to share a bed with him, and he started to withdraw from her.  Within seven years, he was going to someone else for the physical solace he could no longer find at home.  At first Anne had been relieved.  She didn’t have to feel guilty for denying him any longer.  It was too late when she realized that he was gone.  He’d found someone new; who could provide for him both physically and emotionally all those things she withheld.
 
   Oh, they tried couples therapy, but he didn’t like the therapists she picked, and she didn’t like the therapists he picked.  They even tried individual therapy, which Anne believed might have helped if they’d tried it sooner, but as always, it was too late.  She knew it was over, but she’d never imagined he’d actually divorce her.  She thought they’d continue in misery, waiting perhaps until Trisha left home and then either start sleeping in separate rooms, or separate and eventually get a divorce; but they hadn’t been able to stick it out any longer.  Twelve years of silent pain and hidden agonies had torn them completely apart, and no amount of talking or yelling would put them back together.
 
   Anne jumped when she heard the door to Jason’s room open.  She was still standing at the sink, her coffee cup in hand.  She watched Jason as he came down the stairs, so like his father.  Maybe it was because the memory of the lost baby was so recent, but her anger at Jason ebbed.  “Good morning,” she said, her voice cracking ever so slightly.  He was home, and he would spend some time with her this morning without that wretched girl.
 
   “Morning,” Jason said, looking at her curiously.  She seemed to have deflated since last night, her anger diminished.
 
   “How’d you sleep?” Anne asked, trying to make small talk.  She knew how he’d slept; with that whore.
 
   “Alright I guess.  I’m used to my bed at home.  It’s always hard to switch,” Jason answered reservedly.  He didn’t want her to think that he had forgotten how rude she was last night, but he didn’t want to be mean either.  “You?”
 
   “Okay.  Did you want some coffee?  I made a pot at about five.”  Anne started to hand Jason a cup.
 
   “Thanks, but I don’t drink coffee, Mom.”  Jason watched his mother warily.  There was always calm before the storm.  
 
   “Oh.  Well there’s orange juice in the fridge, and milk, and water.”  Anne started to open the refrigerator door but Jason’s voice stopped her.
 
   “Mom, I’m not thirsty, really.”  Jason watched her for a minute.  She wasn’t acting normal, but then again it was hard to say what was normal anymore.  She’d changed so much in the last six years.  He almost wished he was ten years old again, and his real mother was back.  She’d had her moments, and it seemed like there was a solid year or two when she hadn’t been quite as perfect, but overall she’d been a good mother to the four of them.
 
   “So, is Alexia awake?” Anne asked, trying to get Jason talking.  Maybe if she talked about Alexia he would open up about his relationship with her.
 
   “No, I let her sleep.  She hasn’t been feeling well.  Traveling gets to her.”  Jason wasn’t sure why his mother kept calling Alex by her given name, but it was irritating, as if she couldn’t even accept her nickname.  “Mom, she goes by Alex,” he said slowly.  He didn’t want to fight with her again, but he didn’t want to just let her have her own way either.  Sometimes it seemed like he had to fight every small battle that arose to prevent a war.  
 
   “I just have a hard time picturing a girl as an Alex, Jason.” Anne opened the fridge.  “What would you like for breakfast?”
 
   “I’m not extremely hungry Mom.  I’m not much of a breakfast person anymore.”  Jason tried to ignore her jibe about Alex being a male name.  She was behaving herself for the most part.  In some relief, he heard Alex get up and go into the bathroom.  At least they could leave soon.  “I thought I’d take Alex to the mall, and maybe the museum,” Jason told her offhandedly. 
 
   “Oh.  Well that’s nice.”  Anne wasn’t sure what to say.  She thought Jason was coming home to visit her, not to take that tramp for a tour of the city; like she would appreciate the museum anyway.
 
   “I thought you might join us in town for lunch, though.”  Jason thought about things on the drive back last night, and it made more sense to tell his mother the news about his engagement in a public place.  She wouldn’t be as likely to make a scene or anything.  He didn’t want to fight with her, and he certainly didn’t want to subject Alex to her theatrics.  
 
   “Oh.  Well, I hadn’t planned on driving into town today, but I guess I can meet you for lunch.  What did you have in mind?”  Anne didn’t really want to spend more time with Alexia, but she knew Jason would take it as an affront if she refused his invitation to eat with them.  He’d been so sensitive to anything she said about Alexia last night, Anne didn’t dare deny him.
 
   “Whatever really, we’re not usually picky eaters.  Big Boy, Country Kitchen, Applebee’s; it doesn’t matter to us.”  Jason tried to be accommodating as he listed off the restaurants he knew were in town.
 
   “Well, I’ve never been to Applebee’s.”
 
   “Okay, then we’ll take you to Applebee’s,” Jason said firmly.  “What time do you want to meet there?” 
 
   “I was just going to ask you that.  I don’t work today, so it’s really up to you two.  I don’t have anything planned.”
 
   “Well, when you’re ready to come into town you can call my cell, or I can call you when we start getting hungry.  Either way,” Jason looked up as Alex came down the stairs, giving her his full attention.  She wore jeans and a loose sweater, her hair pulled back into a ponytail.  “Good morning,” he said, smiling.
 
   “Good morning.”  Alex looked from Jason to his mother, not entirely sure what to say.  She stepped into the kitchen and stood at Jason’s side, quietly.
 
   “Are you hungry?  I can make some pancakes,” Anne offered half-heartedly, watching Alexia move close to Jason with some disdain.  Anne noted the casual manner in which the girl was dressed, taking a quick perusal of her attire.  Her clothing was nothing extraordinary, but rather plain and simple.  Teachers can dress like that now?  No wonder the quality of education was dropping, Anne thought.  She didn’t really want to cook for the little tramp, but Jason was really touchy; she had to be polite and offer.
 
   “Oh, I doubt I could finish any,” Alex answered quickly.  Even the sound of food made her queasy.  “Thank you, though.”  Alex’s voice was full of sincerity.  She knew she wouldn’t be able to eat, but it had been kind of Anne to offer to make her anything, and she didn’t want Anne to think she wasn’t appreciative of the gesture.
 
   Anne, on the other hand, was angry. She felt she had every right to take their plates last night, but just because she didn’t like the girl didn’t mean she’d make her go hungry.  “I wouldn’t take your plate…” Anne started, but Jason interrupted her.
 
   “Mom, I told you, traveling makes Alex sick.  She just meant that food wouldn’t agree with her this morning.”  Jason had seen the look in his mother’s eyes.  He knew Alex hadn’t meant anything by her comment, she’d just been honest, but his mother had taken it the wrong way, as usual.  She deserved to be hackled about her behavior in Jason’s opinion, but he was certain that Alex wasn’t trying to be mean or vindictive.  “Do you want to get going?” he asked Alex.
 
   “Sure.”  Alex was ready to leave.  The tension in the room was thick enough to choke her.  Anne was glaring at her as though she could cause great agony with her stare.  Suddenly, Alex wasn’t at all sure if they should even take the chance of telling his mother about the engagement.  Maybe Jason had been right when he said they should just send her an invitation.  The woman was downright rude and spiteful.  
 
   “Okay, well we’ll see you around lunchtime at Applebee’s, Mom.” Jason said, leading Alex out to the car, his mother following them to the front door.  Jason ran back in the house under the guise that he’d forgotten his wallet and some traveling snacks.  Quickly, he grabbed their luggage and ran back out without saying a word to his mother, who sat in the living room staring blankly at the television.  He was hoping she didn’t notice he’d taken the luggage, but he doubted anything went past her.
 
   Jason told Alex his plan for breaking the news to his mother in public.  Alex wasn’t sure a restaurant would be the best place to tell her, but he had a point about it being somewhere public, where Anne wasn’t as likely to make a scene.  “It still seems a little backhanded,” she said after a few minutes, “but I guess it’s the easiest, and possibly the best, way.”
 
   “I think so,” Jason answered.  “Come on, I want to show you something.”  Jason took Alex to the museum, and then they went to his old high school to see a couple of his old teachers.  Alex enjoyed meeting the pleasant, up-beat people Jason knew.  She even met some of his high school buddies while they wandered around town.  By noon they were starting to get fairly hungry so Jason called his mother.  “Hey, Mom. We’re almost ready to eat if you are,” he said when she answered.
 
   “Oh, I forgot.  You can go ahead and eat without me if you want,” Anne offered, trying to get out of spending time near Alexia.  “I wouldn’t want you to go hungry because of me.”
 
   “Mom, we’ll be at Applebee’s waiting to order until you get there,” Jason said irritably.  He didn’t give her a chance to argue before saying ‘goodbye’ and hanging up the phone.  “Well, she’s coming.  We might as well go prepare.”  Jason and Alex walked back to the car, tense and uncomfortable.  Lunch would almost certainly be even worse than dinner last night.  Jason looked at Alex, her face pale, her hands moving around nervously.  “It’ll be okay,” he told her before unlocking her door.  She nodded and climbed in the car.  Jason stood outside the car for a moment taking deep breaths.  He knew without a doubt that his mother would not be happy with their announcement; he was even certain she would have some rather rude and disparaging comments to make.  Jason rubbed his eyes.  There were times when he hated his mother.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
                 Applebee’s was extremely busy.  Jason and Alex waited fifteen minutes for a table to open up.  Every table and booth surrounding them had people eating and laughing gaily.  The wait staff was extremely pleasant, if a little out of breath, and Alex couldn’t help but feel at ease in the carefree atmosphere of the place.  When they were seated they started to go over every possible reaction Anne might have that they could think of.  Jason thought his mother might just storm off in anger, leaving the restaurant in a huff.  In which case, he figured they should rent a hotel room and call her later that night or in the morning to see if she’d calmed down enough to see reason.  Alex, not knowing his mother very well, didn’t know what to expect, but she doubted it’d be as easy as her walking out.  “She’s bound to say something,” Alex told him, but when he asked what she’d say, Alex could only shrug in uncertainty.   
 
                 While Jason and Alex were waiting for her, Anne was taking her time and trying not to think about how frustrating it would be to have to share Jason’s attention.  She resented Alexia’s presence, and she wasn’t entirely sure she could maintain a civil mien throughout lunch.  It took her forty-five minutes to reach the restaurant.  She frowned as the waitress showed her to the table and she noticed that Jason and Alex sat hand in hand, talking softly as she walked up.  “It’s really busy in here,” she said, taking the seat across from Jason.
 
                 “Yeah,” he agreed.  He waited for his mother to look through the menu.  When she was ready, they ordered.  Jason decided to wait until the food arrived before he breached the subject of the engagement with his mother, thinking that if her food was already on the table she’d be less likely to just get up and leave.  She hated it when people wasted food, especially at restaurants.  Jason let her make small talk for a good twenty minutes.  She talked about the weather, her plans for the winter, and all the things that needed to be fixed at the house, which, she hinted, Jason could fix before he left.   When she was halfway through her meal, he finally decided it was time to spill the beans.  “Mom,” he said, clearing his throat, “I’ve asked Alex to marry me.”
 
                 “What?” she asked, nearly choking on a chip, “you did what?”  Anne couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  It had to be a mistake.  “You mean that as a joke, don’t you?”  Anne looked at Jason in confusion.  He couldn’t marry this girl.  
 
                 “No Mom, it’s no joke.  I’ve asked her to marry me,” Jason said calmly.  He knew he had to control his temper; he didn’t want to make a scene, especially in such a busy restaurant.  Houghton was a small town.  Everyone and their neighbor would know what happened if things got out of hand here.  No matter who was at fault, his mother would blame him for any stain on her reputation.
 
                 “But you barely know her,” Anne argued, looking at the silent girl who sat rigidly next to Jason in obvious distress.  How dare he tell her this in a public place?  He knew she wouldn’t approve of such a thing.  Alexia wasn’t good enough for Jason.  Not by half.  She was a tiny, sniveling, little mousy haired tramp. 
 
                 “Mom, we’ve been dating over a year,” he reasoned.  I won’t let her make me angry, he thought to himself, taking a deep breath.
 
                 “That’s nothing,” she exclaimed, a bit more loudly than necessary.  It was fortunate that the restaurant was so busy.  Only a few people sitting at the neighboring tables could have heard her surprise.  She’d dated Franklin for three years before they became engaged, and look how that had turned out.  She couldn’t let Jason ruin his life by marrying someone that wasn’t good enough for him.  Anne knew firsthand what happened when you married someone that was your inferior.  
 
                 “We’ve been engaged almost six months, Mom.  We were going to wait another six months before we got married, but we’ve changed our minds.  We’re moving the date up.  We’ll be married the first week of December,” Jason said, wincing at the look on her face.  She looked outraged, anguished, surprised, and disappointed all at once.  He didn’t want to cause her so much distress, but he wasn’t going to change his plans to please her, either.  He wanted to marry Alex and nothing his mother said was going to stop him.  
 
                 “You’re joking,” she said slowly.  Hoping and praying that he wasn’t really telling her this.  Married in December?  How could he be so stupid?  He was still too young, too naïve.  He couldn’t possibly know what he really wanted, or what he was getting himself into.  “Marriage isn’t just a few words, Jason.  This is a serious commitment.  You can’t really mean all this.”
 
                 “Yes I do, Mom.  We’re getting married in December.”
 
                 “Why so soon?” she asked, looking from one to the other before a thought entered her mind, coiling around her like a snake.  She looked at Alex coldly, “are you trapping him?”  she accused with such malice that the girl actually seemed to wince.  “You’re lying to him, telling him he got you pregnant so you can push him into marriage.”  Anne looked at her reproachfully.
 
                 “What?” Alex asked, finally beginning to get angry.  She’d been patient and calm while Anne berated Jason, insisting that their engagement must be some kind of joke, but this was the last straw.  “You are the rudest individual I have ever met,” Alex said, breathing quickly.  “I can’t believe Jason could be related to someone so cruel.  How dare you?”  Alex was finally pissed.  She would never dream of trapping Jason.  They’d been engaged six months, it’s not like they didn’t plan on getting married.  When she found out she was pregnant, she recommended moving the wedding back, not wanting to be extremely far along on her wedding day.  Jason was enormously excited about the baby, and he insisted on moving the wedding up.  He didn’t want to wait until after the baby was born to get married.  She was only six weeks along.  They’d be married before she reached twelve weeks.  She told Jason it wasn’t necessary, but he wanted to marry her.  
 
                 “You slut!  You have trapped him, haven’t you?”  Anne said, going off the deep end.  Her mind was wheeling.  How could this be happening to Jason?
 
                 “That is enough!” Jason said loudly, looking at his mother in deepening rage.  “I love Alex, mother.  If you don’t like that, too damn bad.  She is everything I’ve ever wanted in a woman.  She’s sweet, and kind, and we have some pretty amazing conversations.  She loves me and I love her.  Yes, she’s pregnant, but I asked her to marry me long before she ever conceived.  Nobody else has a problem with this.  Dad and Donna are excited; Alex’s parents are ecstatic, Rose and Michael are thrilled, and I’m beside myself with happiness about it all.  What is your problem?  Why can’t you be happy about this?”  Jason spoke louder than he’d intended, but ignored the quieting of the restaurant.
 
                 “Everyone else knows?” Anne said slowly, feeling betrayed.  Someone could have warned her that Jason had asked his unknown girlfriend to marry him.  “Happy?” she said finally, her voice a mixture of anger and pain.  “How could I be happy that she’s destroying your life; taking away your freedom?  Of course Franklin and Donna are pleased; they want to get on your good side.  Her parents are happy?  No surprise, they’re probably poor white trash: glad she found a sugar daddy to provide for them all.  Your brother and sister don’t know what they’re talking about, they’re too young to know, and you’re completely deluded if you think she’s as innocent and wonderful as she pretends to be with you.  How do you know the baby is even yours?” Anne asked derisively.  
 
                 Alex wasn’t sure if she should scream or cry.  “You evil, bitter woman.  No wonder Franklin left you.  It’s amazing he lasted as long as he did.  I pity you.  It’s tragic that you can’t work up any excitement about your coming grandchild.  My parents wouldn’t prefer that I got pregnant before the wedding, but they’re excited about the baby.  Everyone is.  Why can’t you be?  What is so very wrong with you that you can’t appreciate this blessing?” Alex pushed against Jason.  “Please, let me out,” she said choking back sobs.  Her parents were white trash?  Her father was retired military, her mother was a stay at home Mom.  How dare she?  Alex had never been so insulted and humiliated in her entire life.  She’d met some pretty rotten people, but this woman took the cake.  Jason moved out of her way, anger radiating from him, but Alex gave him little thought as she rushed past the tables of staring people to find the restroom.
 
                 Anne sat stunned, momentarily frozen by the force of the girl’s accusations.  “How could you let her speak to me like that?” she whispered finally.  She couldn’t believe Jason hadn’t defended her against the girls’ claims.
 
                 “Speak to you like what?  Tell you the truth?  We all know that you’ve become a mean, bitter, woman that no one wants anything to do with.  How dare you talk to my fiancée like that?  How dare you?  How do you live with yourself?  You have no right to criticize my decisions.  Destroying my life?  She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.  She taught me to live for myself and to slow down enough to enjoy my life.  How do I know the baby is mine?  She was a virgin, Mom, that’s how I know, not that it’s any of your business.  She’s honest, and pure, and more perfect than you could ever imagine.  I know it’s my baby because she’s been living with me for nearly six months, and because she told me it’s mine.  Maybe you doubt everyone in your life, but I don’t.”  Jason tossed money on the table.  “I can’t believe you.”  
 
                 “Where are you going?” Anne asked weakly.
 
                 “The hell away from you.  I’m going to find my fiancée and make sure she’s okay.  Then I’m going to find a hotel where I can sleep in the same bed with my fiancée without being treated like I’m some kind of rotter, and tomorrow I’m taking Alex home, as far away from you as possible.”
 
                 “When is the wedding?” Anne asked slowly.  She remembered Jason saying something about December, but she wasn’t sure if he’d actually told her the date or the weekend.
 
                 “Don’t worry about it, Mom.  You’re not invited.  Not anymore.”  Jason turned to walk away.
 
                 “Jason, please,” Anne said softly, almost pleadingly.
 
                 “No, Mom.  You’re not welcome around me, Alex, or the baby,” his voice was cold and empty.
 
                 “Jason, I didn’t mean…” Anne stuttered.  She never meant to make Jason so angry.  She’d only been trying to help him see reason.  He didn’t know anything about Alex.  He couldn’t really be certain of her in so short a time.
 
                 “Yes, you did.  I’m not changing my mind.  Maybe Alex will take pity on you, but I won’t.” Jason walked away, looking worriedly for Alex.  He was nearly to the bathrooms when he heard her crying.  He knocked on the door softly.  “Alex?” he said gently.  “Are you okay?”
 
                 “Yeah,” she coughed, “I’m fine, just angry and hurt.”  Alex didn’t bother standing up.  She sat on the floor in the bathroom stall where she’d run for refuge.  She knew Jason would find her.  He was always there for her.
 
                 Jason looked at the waitress by the front door, as if asking for permission to enter the women’s restroom.  She nodded sympathetically.  Apparently the entire restaurant had heard their discussion.  No big surprise there, since his mother was yelling.  He went inside and knelt by Alex on the tile.  Her cheeks were stained with the tears that were still falling, her eyes red and puffy.  She sobbed as he took her into his arms, cuddling her against his chest.  “It’s okay, honey.  Don’t listen to her, she’s crazy and miserable,” he said, rubbing her back.  
 
                 “Why couldn’t she have been happy about the baby?  I don’t understand.  Even if she didn’t like me at all, how could she be so uncaring about her grandchild?” Alex sniffled and wiped her eyes.
 
                 “I don’t know, Lexi.  I really don’t,” Jason said gently.  “Come on, let’s get you off this cold floor.  I grabbed our bags from the house before we left.  We’ll stay at a hotel tonight for some R&R, and in the morning we’ll go home,” he said, urging her to stand.  She was shaking, her hands ice-cold from the bathroom floor as he pulled her to her feet and into his embrace.
 
                 Anne walked through the bathroom door in time to see Jason pull Alex in close.  She looked at Jason, holding Alex ever so tenderly in his large hands.  She didn’t know what to say.  She didn’t want to admit that Alex had described her accurately, but she couldn’t deny it either.  As she sat alone in their booth, everyone casting discreet glances at her, clearly horrified by the things she’d said, Anne knew she’d been wrong to make such a scene.  She might not like Alex, but that was no excuse, not really.  Anne cleared her throat.  “I know you can’t or won’t forgive me right now, but I shouldn’t have said those things here, in public.  I’m sorry.”  Anne turned on her heel and walked out the door without another word, Jason and Alex staring after her in surprise and confusion.  Jason knew his mother wasn’t asking him to forgive what she said, just where she said it.  She believed every word she uttered.  It almost made it worse that she apologized for saying it in public.  
 
    
 
   Jason and Alex stayed in a beautiful hotel; Alex relaxed in an extra large bathtub while Jason rubbed her back, calming her.  She’d never met someone quite so mean in her life.  The ‘apology’ aside, Jason’s mother was rotten to the core.  In the morning they went home, both unwilling to forgive Anne for her behavior.  
 
                 Anne went home to the empty house, cold and devoid of emotion.  She wasn’t sure why she’d made such a scene and said all those horrible things.  She didn’t expect Jason to come home that night, or call her in the morning.  She doubted he’d ever forgive her.  He wasn’t prone to forgiveness.  Anne cried, alone, with no one to comfort her, because she didn’t deserve anyone.  She fell asleep in a heap on the living room floor, too dejected to climb upstairs and get in bed.  She was only trying to protect Jason from himself.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
                 Anne spent what was left of the weekend alternating from anger to regret.  She couldn’t believe that Jason would let his girlfriend say such terrible things to her, but deep down she knew that she’d been awful to make a scene as well.  She called Michael and Rose, looking for sympathy, but neither would answer their phones.  Maybe they were just busy, but Anne had a feeling that everyone was upset with her behavior.  The kids always seemed to side against her whenever there was some sort of disagreement.  
 
                 She went to work on Monday, but had no patience for her secretarial duties.  She didn’t like her job that much on a good day, bad days made it nearly unbearable.  She filed paperwork with a vengeance, each paper slamming into the folder more firmly than the previous.  She worked late, ignoring her coworkers as they slowly trickled out of the office.  It was the beginning of November, and everyone was starting to prepare for Christmas.  One of the office workers had even brought in little Frosty and Santa window clings to decorate around the front windows.  Anne felt like scrooge because the urge to tear down the cheery little faces and put them in the paper shredder was almost too great to ignore.
 
                 Anne didn’t realize that it was nearly seven until her boss came back in the office, grabbing her forgotten purse.  She looked at Anne in surprise as she walked into the office, insisting that Anne go home for the night.  Anne, exhausted, walked to her car in mind numbing fatigue.  She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep when she got home, she had too much on her mind, but there wasn’t much else for her to do; she literally had nowhere else to go.  She didn’t have friends anymore.  There were a few women she knew and met up with on occasion, but she wasn’t close to them.  She’d driven her good friends off sometime around the second or third year after the divorce.  She could go to the mall or WalMart, but it was always embarrassing for her to go to the store late in the evening and wander through the aisles for an hour or two alone; the clerks all knew her and gave her questioning looks.  She’d even tried going to a bar alone last year, but she’d barely walked in the door before realizing that she didn’t really fit in with the bar hopping crowd.  Anne finally climbed in the car and started home, depressed and lonely.
 
                 She was halfway home when the deer hit the side of her car.  She hadn’t even seen its eyes glare from the side of the road.  Her senses, dulled from fatigue and stress, failed her momentarily, while the impact sent pain shooting through her left side.  She screamed as her car careened, doing a 180.  She tried to control the spin, but the roads were slick and she couldn’t slow down.  It seemed like she spun forever before landing in the ditch on the right side of the road. Anne sat, stunned.  She wasn’t entirely sure what to do at first.  She’d never hit a deer in her life.  She turned off the engine, though it seemed to be running fine.  Anne pulled on the door handle, but the door refused to budge.  She pushed harder, but she couldn’t break it free.  She had a moment of panic before unhooking her seat belt to crawl to the passenger side door.  She squeezed past the steering wheel and pushed at the door.  It didn’t open.  No surprise; she’d forgotten to use the handle in her panic.  Anne made herself breathe more slowly.  Calm down she told herself.  She pulled on the handle and pushed at the door.  It opened with ease.  She climbed from her car, stepping down into the watery ditch. 
 
                 Anne’s head ached and it was difficult for her to move the left side of her body.  She barely noticed as icy water seeped through her shoes and slacks, soaking her legs up to her knees as she climbed out of the ditch to the road.  She groaned morosely when she realized that it was too dark for anyone to see her or the car.  She stumbled back down to the car, slipping and sliding the entire way to turn on the four ways.  She tried to reach the flares in the trunk, but she wasn’t able to get around the car without practically climbing a tree.  Since she was already wet and injured, she wasn’t willing to attempt the feat if it wasn’t absolutely necessary; she was hoping someone would drive by soon.
 
                 Anne scurried back up the ditch to the road when she heard the sound of a vehicle coming closer.  She couldn’t tell what direction the car was coming from and in her haste to receive help; she bounded onto the road in a rush.  The truck, it turned out, was heading directly for her.  She actually stepped into the road, waving her arms frantically until the driver slowed down, pulling over about ten feet behind her.  When she saw the driver climb down from the cab she almost regretted hailing him down for he was a formidable man indeed.  He stood at least six feet tall, broad shouldered, and burly.  He had a gnarled beard covering his face.  The only feature she could discern from his visage was his faded dark eyes.  She couldn’t make out the color, dark brown or black maybe.  He looked gruff in his heavy flannel jacket, unzipped to show a filthy work shirt of some kind.  His pants were caked with an unusual muddy substance that seemed clumped and dried onto the legs, and thick black leather gloves covered his immense hands.  
 
                 “Thank you for stopping,” Anne said nervously.  “I hit a deer,” Anne indicated her car in the ditch, as if the man couldn’t see it from where he stood, about five feet away from her.  She was shivering from cold and fear as she said, “do you think you could pull me out, or call the police for me?”  It occurred to her that she was completely at his mercy.  He could choose to help her or hurt her and no one would ever know.  At this particular point in her life she doubted any of the kids would notice she was missing, and her work would probably assume she was flexing her time in the morning to make up for working late.  She would be missing for hours or days before anyone called the authorities.
 
                 The man looked from her to the car.  He hadn’t said a word since he’d stopped.  Anne jumped when he finally spoke, his voice deep and gravelly.  “Get in my truck.  You’ll catch yer death standing out here, soaking wet, in this cold.”  He didn’t bother watching to see that she did as he bid, but started looking over her car.
 
                 Anne didn’t see where she had much choice but to obey the man.  She was freezing.  Her side hurt, she couldn’t feel her feet, and there wasn’t another car in sight.  She knew the closest house was probably a mile away, and she doubted she’d be able to walk that far in her present condition.  Anne limped past the man as he surveyed her car.  He seemed to be judging the best way to pull her out.  Anne didn’t think it should be that difficult, he had a big truck; all he had to do was wrap a cable from her car to his truck and go.  Anne struggled to climb into the cab.  She’d twisted her ankle on her trip back down the ditch, and putting weight on it was difficult.  Maybe it’ll stay this way and I’ll lose weight, Anne thought wryly, heaving herself into the truck.
 
                 Merle started hooking tow cables to the woman’s car, careful that he wouldn’t pull on anything that might come loose or break.  He wasn’t going to stop when he saw her flashers from a mile or so back, but when she’d practically jumped in front of the truck he didn’t figure he had a choice.  The damned woman was soaking wet.  He knew she’d catch pneumonia if he didn’t help her.  It was late, and this particular road seemed empty in the evenings; there would be no other cars.  He knew he looked frightening.  The look on her face when he walked towards her told him that; like she wasn’t entirely sure he was there to help.  He’d had a rough day at work.  The rain had turned the cement into mud, and he’d taken a bit of a spill on the front stoop.  Merle finished hooking up the car and connected the cables to his truck.  He climbed in next to the woman.
 
                 “Thank you,” she said, her teeth chattering, “I’m Anne.”
 
                 “Merle,” he growled.  He started the truck.  “I need your keys,” he told her.  She seemed to jump.
 
                 “I think I left them in the ignition,” Anne said, reaching into her pockets, clearly disorientated.
 
                 Merle didn’t say a word.  He climbed out of his truck and made his way carefully back down the gully, using the tow cable to help balance himself.  He climbed in the car from the passenger side and threw it in neutral.  He didn’t even bother trying the driver’s side.  He’d noticed that the door was caved in while he attached the tow cables.  He closed his eyes for a second, resting in her car before heading back up the ditch.  He was tired.  He didn’t want to help some random, disheveled woman.  She was overweight, her hair was totally disarrayed, and she had mud and gunk covering her clothes, which were obviously not appropriate for the present weather.  He sighed.  Once he got her car out of the gully he could be on his way.  Merle climbed back up the ditch carefully, and pulled himself into the truck.  He slowly worked the car out of its position, trying to make certain he didn’t damage it any further.  When the car was fully on the road he stopped and looked at Anne.
 
                 “I really appreciate this,” Anne said, taken aback by his silence.  She wasn’t used to people not talking with her.
 
                 “No problem,” Merle said before climbing out and unhooking the two vehicles.  Anne nearly fell as she jumped down from the truck, her ankle swollen and sore.  “Are you okay?” Merle asked, watching her struggle to remain standing.  He could tell she was gripping the door handle with all her might to keep herself upright.  He wrapped up his tow cables as he waited for her answer.
 
                 “I think so.  I just fell on my way out of the ditch and twisted my ankle pretty good,” Anne answered, leaning against the truck.
 
                 He watched Anne in some bemusement, not entirely sure what to do.  He didn’t want to look at her injury, but he needed some assurance that she could drive herself home before he’d feel comfortable leaving the scene.  “Let me see,” Merle said finally, resigning himself to the task. He didn’t really want to look at her ankle, but he’d stopped to help her, and it was obvious he wasn’t done yet.  Merle opened the truck door and turned on the overhead light before he bent down, painfully aware of the ache in his own back.  He’d offloaded the truck today because some of his workers didn’t make it in; he could already feel the strain; at least a pulled muscle.  He carefully pulled up her pant leg.  Her ankle was swollen and badly bruised.  “You need to put some ice on this,” he said, touching it gently.  He didn’t think anything was broken, but he wasn’t a doctor.  “I don’t know if it’s broken or not,” he told her, pressing on it a bit more firmly.  The color returned quickly.  “Can you make it home?” he asked, beginning to prepare himself for the possibility of driving the woman home.
 
                 “I think so.  It’s the left one.  I can manage with my right one just fine,” Anne assured him.  She thanked him again before hobbling to her car.  “What about the deer?” she asked suddenly, turning back to him. 
 
                 “What about it?” 
 
                 “Is it dead?”
 
                 “Probably.”
 
                 “Is there anything we can do for it?”
 
                 “Eat it, maybe.  How long ago did you hit it?”
 
                 “Not long.  Maybe five to ten minutes before you came.”
 
                 “I’ll see what I can do. You get home and put some ice on that ankle and drink something hot,” Merle said, eager for the woman to leave.  He’d make certain the deer was dead, and maybe, if the meat was good, he’d take it home.
 
                 “Can I pay you or anything?” Anne asked, almost to the car door.
 
                 “No, just don’t hit anything else tonight.”  Merle waited for Anne to leave before he started looking for the deer.   He was grateful for the quiet night as he scanned the darkness.
 
                 
 
                 Anne drove home slowly, afraid to hit anything else.  The car seemed to be running fine, just dented.  She’d have to get it in the shop tomorrow.  She struggled out of the car, her swollen ankle making it even more difficult to move.  She made it in the house, sore and exhausted.  She didn’t feel like icing her ankle, but Merle thought it was necessary.  She always made the kids ice anything that swelled.  She pulled an ice pack from the freezer, reluctant to place it on her body.  She didn’t want to get cold again.  She still wasn’t completely warmed up, but she hobbled into the living room, cuddled under a blanket and put the ice on her leg.  
 
                 Anne dozed as the ice settled on her leg.  She took a couple Motrin for the pain and swelling, hoping to ease both.  Merle, she thought, had been a rather frightening individual.  He was brusque looking and stern.  He barely said anything the entire time he helped her, yet there had been tenderness in him when he looked at her ankle.  He’d been extremely careful not to hurt her as he pressed on her sore limb.  She wondered what his story was.  She hadn’t recognized him, which was unusual for such a small town.  Even if she hadn’t met him, the fact that she’d never even run into him somewhere in town before was odd.  She could still see his dark eyes looking at her.  She knew she must have looked awful, not that he’d been any prince charming she mused.  Anne stood, determined to shower and clean the dirt and mud off her body before going to bed.  When she was finally out of the shower she could barely keep her eyes open.  She climbed into bed, falling asleep almost instantly.  For the first time in years, she slept soundly and dreamt.
 
                 Anne dreamt that the family was back together.  That the kids were all home for Christmas, and everyone was laughing and smiling.  The grandkids all played on the floor while the kids joked together.  Anne watched and smiled contentedly until she realized, somewhat belatedly, that Jason was missing.  She called his name, but he didn’t answer.  Rose, Michael, and Trisha didn’t know where he’d gone, and the grandkids suddenly seemed to disappear, one by one.  Anne searched the house for Jason, but she couldn’t find him.  She was panicking, searching everywhere for him.  She knew it was imperative that she find him.  He had to be part of the gathering.  She was crying, looking for him in desperation as sobs shook her when the door opened and a shadowy figure entered.  She reached out to Jason, but he didn’t respond.  His shadow hovered in the doorway, neither in nor out, and nothing she tried brought him into the house.  She woke, calling his name.  
 
                 Anne was sore and stiff in the morning.  She felt relatively well rested for the first time in years, but her body definitely felt the effects of the accident.  She struggled to sit up.  Her sides ached and her ankle felt like a mass of pain.  Maybe she should have gone to the hospital after all, she thought.  She stood slowly, reluctant to put any weight on her ankle.  It started to give immediately.  Anne hobbled to the bathroom, holding onto the wall.  A hot shower might help, she thought.  She closed her eyes, trying to control the pain.  She took a long shower, but it didn’t seem to ease her aching body.  She dressed infuriatingly slowly, each step done with painstaking care.  Pulling her socks over her swollen ankle proved the most difficult feat, and she resisted the urge cry out as elastic tightened around the swollen appendage.
 
                 When she finally made it downstairs, Anne couldn’t get the unusual dream out of her head.  She rarely dreamt.  The entire episode played in her mind’s eye over and over, leaving her uncertain and afraid.  A cold lump of fear climbed up her throat and she fought the urge to gag; if she didn’t do something, she knew she’d lose Jason forever.  The urge to call him and apologize was so intense she couldn’t help herself.  She picked up the phone, unaware of the time, and dialed Jason’s number.  
 
                 One ring. Two rings. On the third ring a woman’s voice answered.  She sounded half asleep, her voice cracking slightly.  Anne listened to the voice for a moment.  She wanted to ask to speak with Jason.  She wanted to make things better, to apologize or something, work things out, but that voice froze her.  She couldn’t bring herself to respond to the repeated “hello” so she hung up, her good intentions washed away.  She hadn’t expected Alexia to answer.  Jason said she lived with him, but it hadn’t clicked, it hadn’t been real.  Anne didn’t want it to be real.  She didn’t want to see that her son was an adult and didn’t need her anymore; in fact, he had already replaced her.  Anne shook her head.  She needed to get going for work, anyway, but first, one more call.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
                 
 
                 Merle watched, relieved, as the woman drove off.  She pulled away slowly, looking left and right several times as she passed him.  At least she’ll be extra careful now, he thought to himself as he started to search for the deer.  He didn’t really need the meat, but there was no reason to waste it if it was still good.  Venison was always a special treat to him; especially in stew.  
 
                 The deer wasn’t in the road, so she’d either knocked it off the road, or it had lived long enough to get out of traffic.  He glanced around, the darkness making it difficult to see.  Work smarter, not harder, Merle, he thought to himself, climbing in the cab of his truck.  He drove up the road a short way and then turned around to drive back down the road, spotting a trail of blood about thirty feet adjacent to where her car had been.  Merle got out of the truck and followed the tracks down the steep slope of the ditch and into the trees about five yards before he found the deer, unconscious, but alive.  It wouldn’t survive the night, he knew.  If it didn’t die naturally, the wolves would take after it.  He grabbed his knife from his truck.  He’d have preferred to shoot the thing; safer and quicker, but he didn’t have a gun on him, so he came around behind it, slitting its throat cleanly in one deft motion.  He waited while it bled in the trees before he hauled it up the ditch to his truck.  He would rather clean it at home, where he could take his time and dispose of the waste properly.  It took some effort, but eventually he managed to load the carcass into the bed of the truck.
 
                 The cab of his truck was warm compared to the bitter wind of the open road.  Merle had taken a chill while he searched for the deer.   His pants were wet from hooking the tow cables up to the woman’s car, and his legs ached, his pant legs frosted over ever so slightly, making them stiff.  He was getting too old for this.  Traipsing about at all hours of the night, helping strange women on the side of the road at his age was ridiculous.  It was a young man’s job.  He shook his head at himself.  He should retire and move back to Virginia.  He’d left this town the day he turned eighteen, and he never planned on returning.  He only came back because Martha insisted.  They’d gone to college together, not even friends, but united in their insecurity.  They both grew up in this small northern town, and Virginia was alien to them.  Before long, they fell so deeply in love that it consumed them.  
 
   They married, had two beautiful children, and then, after the kids were grown and he was nearly ready to retire, Martha was diagnosed with cancer. She wanted to come home, where she was raised, to die in peace.  She wanted to be buried in Holy Mary Catholic cemetery and to spend what was left of her life visiting old haunts and sitting on the porch looking out at the laurel trees.  Merle couldn’t deny her.  She’d followed him across the country and back, supporting him when he started his first construction company, and then again when he started his second.  She had been more than just his wife, and the mother of his children.  She’d acted as his secretary when he couldn’t afford to pay one, his friend when he needed someone to talk to, his confidant when he thought he was a failure, and his strength when he was weak. He moved without complaint, because it was the first thing Martha had ever really asked of him, and he knew it would probably be the last. He couldn’t deny her when she’d devoted her entire life to helping him achieve his goals and aspirations.
 
   He didn’t want to be back in this small town with all the memories of his childhood.  His father’s drinking and wasting all the money.  His mother, desperate to provide for them, did whatever she could to put food on the table.  She worked at the grocery store, sold clothes at the JC Penny’s, and even walked the streets begging when she couldn’t make due.  Merle had been mortified, not that his family was poor, but that his family was poor because his father was such a dead beat.  His beautiful mother, aged much more than her years, died a year after he left.  His sister, also away at college, never came back, not even for the funeral, and Merle, though he returned to see his mother laid to rest, would never have come back again without Martha’s request. 
 
   It wasn’t long after they came back that he realized that he couldn’t just sit at home and watch Martha die.  He started his third construction company to keep him busy a couple days a week when it was too difficult for him to see Martha suffer.  The company had his name and his money, but he had a local man run it, only stopping in here and there for a short breather.  He couldn’t bear to watch Martha waste away, but knowing she was suffering alone while he was at work was hard for him too, and he’d find himself going home two hours after leaving just to be near her.  Sometimes he’d drive back and forth from the office to the house, struggling with his desire to be with her and the pain he suffered from watching her fade away.  She’d refused chemo; she refused any life-saving measures.  It wasn’t that she didn’t want to live, but the cancer was far too advanced.  The most any of the doctors could give her were months.  She didn’t think it was worth it.  
 
    In the last weeks of her life, Merle believed it would have been worth it, but she told him he was being selfish.  That keeping her alive in such misery and pain was cruel.  It wasn’t for her or the children, but for him.  Merle couldn’t deny her accusations, and as she turned comatose, he spent every moment at her bedside, holding her frail, diminished hand.  He read to her.  She’d always meant to read the bible, so he started there.  He read page after page until his throat was raw and sore and his eyes refused to focus any longer.  He slept with his head resting on her pillow, and when he woke he started reading again.  He finished the bible, more of a believer than he had ever been.  He called the priest, who had offered to speak with Merle several times, even after Merle rudely dismissed the man from his home.  
 
   He read her Little Women, another book she had always planned on reading.  When Beth died in the book, he wept, holding his wife close against his chest.  He knew that their love rivaled that of Jane and Mr. Rochester in Jane Eyre, and that he was Mr. Darcy and she was Elizabeth Bennett from Pride and Prejudice.  He read her love stories, and true-life stories.  Anything he thought she might enjoy or appreciate.   
 
   In his heart he believed she knew he was there, and he wouldn’t leave her side.  The kids and grandkids came to say their goodbyes when it was clear her time was near.  He found strength in supporting them as they cried for her loss: in the knowledge that he wasn’t alone in his grief.  The funeral was beautiful.  The sun shone brightly upon her grave, covered with roses, her favorite flower.  The music had been touching and the kind words that their dear friends uttered were full of praise to her wonderful character.  This year would mark the second holiday season without her.  The kids were after him to come to Virginia for the holidays, convinced that he needed a change of scene, but he wasn’t quite ready.  He didn’t want to ruin their holidays because he was still grieving.  No, he’d rather be alone, remembering Martha. 
 
   Merle stopped in the driveway of the dark house.  He could see the silhouette of Sherlock, his German shepherd, through the window.  His daughter brought Sherlock to the house on the one-year anniversary of Martha’s death.  She insisted he keep him for a week, despite his objections.  Of course he couldn’t get rid of the puppy that helped him through one of the worst weeks of his life.  He was a smart pup, and Merle had trained him to control himself at construction sites, but he’d left him home today.  Merle climbed from the truck and opened his front door.  Sherlock bolted from the house to relieve himself.  Merle went inside, turning on the kitchen light as he searched for his butchering kit.  He pressed a button, turning on the gas fireplace.  The flames flickered eerily as he opened cupboards.  
 
   Merle thought about the woman.  What was her name? Amanda? No, it was something simple.  Anne?  Yes, her name had been Anne.  Martha was always so prim and proper.  Anne had seemed almost vulgar in her appearance.  She was overweight.  Not grossly, but enough that he noticed.  She held the weight well, though.  It didn’t slow her down, or detract from her person, and her face was lovely.  It was rounded, and he discerned few wrinkles in the dim light. Her cheeks were rosy and her lips were a luscious red.  She was quite disarrayed, but after talking to her, he thought it was more the accident than a general state of being.  She had a pleasant voice, he thought off-handedly as he prepared to slaughter the deer.
 
   Merle spent half an hour cleaning and gutting the deer before stringing it up and hopping in the shower.  Sherlock was extremely curious about the deer’s carcass, so he called the dog inside.  He didn’t need the dog getting a taste for blood.  Merle forced his eyes closed.  He needed to get some sleep.  Five a.m. would arrive in no time, and he wanted to be well rested.  They had a lot of catching up to do tomorrow if they wanted to keep the project on schedule.  There was mason work to complete and drywall to put up.  Then they could start painting and sealing.  He’d never finished a project late; he wasn’t about to start now.  The weather was enough to slow the team down, but then the flu had gone through the ranks, and a good portion of his crew was out sick.  He hoped they’d all be back tomorrow.  Merle fell asleep wondering if Anne had iced her ankle.  He wanted to know if she was okay.  Tomorrow, maybe, he’d look for her car.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
                 Anne drove to work carefully.  She didn’t want to do any more damage to her car than she had already.  The shop agreed to fit it in early in the morning, so she’d have to walk to work, but at least her car would be done by the time she finished work.  She pulled into the parking lot of the shop, realizing that her planned walk to work would be much more daunting than she had previously supposed.  Her ankle was still quite sore and she was dressed extremely poorly for the walk to her office considering the weather had taken a turn for the worst.  The wind whipped at the tress brutally, and there was a bite to the air that promised snow.  It was only a mile or two walk from the shop, but her dress shoes and slacks wouldn’t do anything to protect her against the chilly wind.  Nothing for it, though.  She gave the clerk her key almost reluctantly and turned to leave.
 
                 “Anne,” the young man said after a moment, “do you have someone picking you up?”
 
                 “No, I don’t.  I didn’t even think about it.  I’ll have to walk to work,” she said, surprised Thomas had even thought to ask.  He looked relaxed sitting behind the counter, his fingers stained with grease as he watched her.
 
                 “Well, wait a minute and I’ll give you a ride,” Thomas said, gesturing to the chairs.  “I’ll have someone come up to watch the desk.”
 
                 “You don’t have to do that,” Anne assured him.
 
                 “Don’t be silly.  You bring your car here for everything; the least we can do is give you a ride to work while we have your car in the back.  I’ll be right out.”  Thomas left without another word.  Anne sat down, waiting for him to return in the quiet shop. She wondered fleetingly what exactly Thomas did at the shop.  The men seemed to take turns working at the desk, so he must be certified in some manner to work in the back.  She didn’t have long to dwell on it however, when he stepped from the back with his jacket on and a set of keys.  “Where do you work?”
 
                 “The Red Cross.  It’s on Fourth,” Anne answered.  
 
                 “I don’t know where that is, you’ll have to give me directions.”  He said over his shoulder as he led Anne to his car.  It was an older cavalier, but clean, Anne noted, climbing inside.
 
                 “Okay.  Well, take a right out of the shop,” Anne told him as she buckled her seat belt.  Anne directed Thomas to the Red Cross without much trouble.  She wasn’t used to giving directions, and he nearly missed the left turn onto fourth, but he saved it at the last second.  
 
   “If you don’t have a ride back to the shop, just call,” Thomas told her as she climbed out.  Thomas liked Anne.  She brought her car to the shop for oil changes, new brakes, whatever she needed.  She refused to take her car anywhere else.  Besides, she was always polite and referred them to a lot of customers.  
 
   “I’ll try to remember that,” Anne said, closing the door.  Anne walked into the building, setting her purse down on her desk.  Well, that was unusual, she thought, sitting down.  Today was appointment day.  She had about five hundred calls to make to offer, invite, and entice people to come donate blood for the next blood drive.  She’d been making the calls for the last few years, and her goal was always to get one more person to donate.  So far she’d been doing a good job.  She was convincing a record number of community members to stop in and donate blood.  Anne grabbed her ‘cheat sheet’ with the dialogue she used to interest people in donating blood, stopped by the break room to get a strong cup of coffee, and then sat down at her desk with the appointment schedule, her ledger of names and phone numbers, and the phone.  She took a long drink of coffee before picking up the phone and dialing.
 
    
 
   By lunch Anne had half the schedule filled.  She always started the day by calling the people who consistently donated, then those who generally donated, then the ones who donated occasionally.  After lunch she would start on the people who rarely donated and those who would be first-time donors.  It always seemed a bit more tedious and daunting calling people who didn’t donate often.  Lately it seemed that for every five calls she’d make, only one person would agree to donate, whereas throughout the morning she had nearly a 95% success rate in scheduling a donor.  She didn’t relish the thought of making more calls after lunch, knowing that at least half of them would be unsuccessful.  Anne sighed.  Maybe today would be different.  She stood, deciding to walk to subway for lunch since she’d forgotten to bring one of her own and it was the closest restaurant.  It was just down the street, a block away.  Her ankle could hold up that long, surely.  
 
   The ground was littered with leaves of yellow, red, orange, and brown.  It was beautiful to watch them blowing lazily across the street in the gentle breeze.  Anne walked slowly, gingerly.  Her ankle hurt, and already she could feel that the swelling was returning.  By the time she reached the restaurant she was limping painfully.  She hobbled inside and sat down at the nearest bench to catch her breath.  It wasn’t busy yet, and the workers looked at her curiously from the back.  When she’d caught her breath she stood up and walked to the counter to order.  She was just preparing to pay for her sub when she heard a strangely familiar and decidedly gruff voice behind her.
 
   “Jim, I want to be caught up by the end of this week.  Hire a couple more guys if you have to, but we promised Anderson the mortar would be finished and the drywall would be up, if not painted.”  Merle never took his eyes off his construction manager; missing the rather speculative glance Anne cast his way upon his entrance, he stopped halfway to the counter, waiting as Jim answered.
 
   “Merle, the mortar won’t set.  It’s too damn cold.”
 
   “Well, then warm it up.  Put some space heaters around the hearth.  I’m sure the crew would appreciate a little extra heat in that place.  It’s colder than a witch’s titty in…” Merle stopped abruptly as he turned his head and recognized the woman looking at him curiously.  Anne was standing at the counter paying for her food, apparently.  Merle nodded at her gruffly, taking little notice of her before he turned back to Jim.  “I want the mortar done by thursday, the drywall with the wiring by the end of the week.  It’s only Tuesday Jim, you can do it.”
 
   “Merle, it’s not me I’m worried about,” Jim started.  He knew Merle was just trying to keep himself busy since his wife’s death, but it was getting ridiculous.  Yesterday he caught Merle off-loading and loading trucks alone.  He was too old to haul supplies like that.  He was nearly sixty.  He owned the company for Christ sakes; he didn’t need to do the manual labor like one of the untrained grunts.
 
   “Jim,” Merle said, the warning clear in his voice.  Undoubtedly, Merle couldn’t have asked for a better man to help run the company.  Jim was hard working, devoted, and intelligent.  He had a way of getting the men to work for him that was impressive.  He started before they did and didn’t quit until everyone was gone.  But more to the point, he was dedicated to Merle for having given him his big chance, which made him a little less like an employee and a little more like a harping son than Merle would have preferred.  Merle’s own son hadn’t wanted to go into construction; a decision Merle supported one hundred percent.  It could be a hard life, and while Merle had no regrets about his choice of career, he was proud of his son for making his own way.  His son was a lawyer for a large company in Richmond, Virginia.  His daughter was a doctor near Hampton.  They were both successful, married, and had children.  
 
   Merle turned his thoughts back to his construction manager, Jim, who was also married and expecting his first child any day.  Merle wanted the important work done before Jim’s wife had the baby.  He knew Jim would take at least a week or two off, Merle had insisted on it, but he’d rather have Jim around to oversee the finer details of the project.  Painting, Merle could easily oversee, but the fine detail, well he could admit that he was getting a little too bleary-eyed for that.
 
   “Merle, I just don’t want you to get hurt,” Jim said, undaunted by Merle’s tone.  In the last three or four years he’d gotten close to Merle.  He knew he was a good, reasonable, man.  His wife Jennifer invited Merle to the house at least once every couple weeks, treating him like the father she never knew.  They both appreciated everything Merle had done for them.  Taking a chance on Jim, when he had no degree or any experience to speak of had only been the beginning.  When he and Jenn were married, Merle co-signed their loan so they could buy a nice home in a good neighborhood.  Within months Jim broke his leg and had to be out of work for six weeks.  Merle gave them extra money to make due, a bonus, he had told them nonchalantly, singlehandedly managing to keep them afloat while Jim healed.
 
   Merle pointedly ignored Jim.  He ordered his sandwich and paid.  Without waiting for Jim to follow, though he knew he would, he walked to Anne’s booth.  “I take it you made it home safely, then?” he asked her roughly.  Merle didn’t enjoy small talk, but something about Anne called to him.
 
   “Yes, thank you,” Anne said, smiling.  
 
   “Your ankle?”
 
   “Sore, but I think I’ll live,” she said lightly.
 
   “One would hope,” Merle said before turning back to see Jim, paying for his food.  
 
   “Would you like to join me?” Anne asked after an awkward pause.  She didn’t know how to react to Merle’s sudden silences.  Clearly he wasn’t a sociable man.
 
   Merle looked at her for a solid thirty seconds before answering.  “I’m afraid I have to get back to work.  Thank you, no.”  Merle didn’t want to join the woman for lunch.  He didn’t want to have to keep a conversation going, to make small talk.  He just wasn’t good at small talk.  He liked peace and quiet.  Anne nodded stiffly; feeling a bit affronted, but said nothing more.  
 
   “We’d love to join you,” Jim said from behind Merle with an ease and grace that made Merle groan.  “I’m Jim,” he said amiably offering his free hand.
 
   “Hi, I’m Anne.”
 
                 “It’s nice to meet you, Anne.  I hope your invitation is still open.  Merle may not need to sit down to eat, but I prefer it.”  Jim smiled broadly at Merle, who seemed to be growling under his breath.  “How do you know Anne, Merle?” Jim asked unabashedly.  
 
                 “I pulled her out of the ditch last night,” Merle told him bluntly, sitting down opposite Anne in resignation.  He knew Jim wasn’t going to leave, and since Jim had driven, Merle didn’t have much choice but to sit down and eat.  At least Jim was good at polite conversation Merle thought pensively.
 
                 “I hope you weren’t hurt and your car wasn’t damaged,” 
 
                 “Well, the driver’s side door was dented in pretty badly by the deer’s head.  It’s in the shop as we speak, though.  I’m okay, just a sore ankle.”  Anne looked at Jim for a moment, wondering if he was somehow related to Merle.  They didn’t look particularly alike, but they didn’t look dissimilar either.  It was entirely possible that they were related in some way or another.  Then again, Jim was referring to him as Merle, so they probably weren’t father and son.
 
                 “How’d you get here if your car is in the shop?” this was from Merle.
 
                 “Oh, one of the kids from the garage gave me a ride to work.”  Anne started unwrapping her sandwich; Merle and Jim followed suit.  “I walked here.”
 
                 “Where do you work?” Jim asked after a few bites.
 
                 “The Red Cross.”
 
                 “That’s nice.  My wife donates regularly.  My job is too strenuous; I can’t afford to lose the blood.”  Jim shrugged, thinking of the many times Jenn had come home and taken a nap after donating blood because it tired her so much.
 
                 “Do you work on Saturdays?” Anne asked casually.
 
                 “Some.  This one apparently,” Jim said, smiling at Merle.
 
                 “Don’t whine,” Merle rumbled, though he had to fight to keep a grin from spreading.  Jim had a way of reminding Merle to stop and smell the roses.  Impressive for a man who worked as hard as Jim did.  
 
                 “I’m not whining, I’m informing,” Jim corrected with a sardonic grin.  
 
                 Anne laughed.  
 
                 It didn’t take the three of them long to eat.  Anne stood carefully, wanting to be certain her ankle would hold her weight.  “Well, thank you for keeping me company, gentleman” she said, looking at the men.  “It was nice meeting you.”
 
                 “Nice meeting you,” Jim said shaking her hand briefly.  Merle nodded to her politely.
 
                 Whatever possessed him to ask her if she wanted a ride, he’d never know.  Maybe it was her obvious limp, or the pain she tried to hide when she stepped on her injured ankle, but Merle instantly offered her a ride in Jim’s truck.  Jim raised his eyebrows in surprise, but said nothing.  Merle wasn’t a mean guy, but he didn’t generally offer small services to strangers.  Merle ignored Jim’s look as they walked out to the truck.  Anne climbed in the middle, trying to give Jim and Merle as much room as possible.  She wasn’t thin, so it wasn’t much space, but she felt better for having tried.
 
                 By the time they reached her office, she almost had Merle convinced to come donate blood.  He wasn’t quite ready, but she was pretty sure that given a little more time he’d try it, at least once.  Anne went back to making her calls when she got in the office.  It took her the rest of the day to finish the calls, and there were still two pages of names and numbers she’d have to try to reach tomorrow because there were no answering machines.  Anne sighed.  She was exhausted, and she still had to walk to pick up her car.  When her boss offered her a ride, Anne couldn’t refuse.  It would have been too painful to walk more.  
 
                 Anne drove home in silence, not bothering to turn on the radio.  She’d called the insurance company this morning, so most of the bill was covered.  She paid a hundred, knowing the insurance wouldn’t cover the entire cost.  The garage would bill her later, they always did.  
 
                 The house was just as empty as when she left.  No messages.  No letters: just bills and a small white envelope addressed delicately to Ms. Anne Stafford.  She shook her head.  Who would have sent her a card?  Anne opened the envelope curiously.  She withdrew the invitation, looking at the subtle wedding bells decorating the top.  The invitation read:
 
    
 
   You are invited to join us for the wedding shower of
 
   Alexia Charity Loyd
 
   On Saturday November 15th
 
   From 11a.m. – 2p.m.
 
   at
 
   Michael and Kelly’s house
 
   4859 West State Street
 
   Please call Kelly to RSVP by Wednesday November 12th
 
    
 
   Anne didn’t know what to think.  Were they offering her the olive branch?  She found it hard to believe that they were trying to fix things so soon after the little tiff at the restaurant.  Then again, it could just be an accident.  It wasn’t like Jason to be so forgiving.  He held a grudge with the best of them.  She seriously doubted that they really wanted her to come; but if she refused to come when they went out of their way to invite her, it would cause friction.  It was just too pitiful. Anne didn’t know what do.  She didn’t like Alexia, and she didn’t want to celebrate her son’s imminent marriage to her.  Should she call Jason?  Of course, if she tried to call Jason there was a chance Alexia would answer again.  Alexia was the last person in the world she wanted to talk to.  Anne debated her options.  Maybe it would be better to wait and see what happened.  If Jason called to apologize then she’d go for his sake.  If he didn’t call her to apologize then she wouldn’t go.  She shook her head; she didn’t want to think about Jason and Alexia right now, she wanted to relax and pretend none of it had ever happened. 
 
   Anne decided to take a hot bubble bath, something she hadn’t done in quite some time.  She grabbed a book, one she’d been trying to read for months, and started running the water.  It would be a nice change to sit at home and read in the bathtub.  It might even help her ankle.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
                 Rose refused to answer the phone.  It was her mother.  Rose didn’t want to talk to her mother, didn’t want to see her, in fact.  She couldn’t believe how her mother had treated Alex and Jason.  It was ridiculous.  Alex was pregnant, and clearly delicate.  She was normally a pretty sturdy girl, but the pregnancy was difficult on her, and her hormones were everywhere.  When Jason and Alex showed up on her door step a couple days after Halloween, Rose was flabbergasted.  It was clear that Alex had been crying, and as Rose led her inside to the dining room table, she started crying anew; completely devastated by Anne’s behavior towards her.  Bishop and Robyn were playing on the floor, looking at Alex in surprise.  They liked Alex and couldn’t figure out why she was so upset.  Rose spent the better part of the day trying to get Alex to relax and convince Jason to calm down, for Alex’s sake if nothing else.  It was hours before she felt as if she’d made any progress, and even then she knew the damage her Mother had caused would last for quite a while. 
 
                 Three days later, her phone was still ringing.  But this time it was Kelly calling and Rose picked up the phone without hesitation.  Everyone was trying to make Alex feel better, like she was welcome in the family.  After their Mom’s behavior Rose wasn’t sure it was possible, but they were all trying.  Rose was throwing her a baby shower when she was further along, and Michael’s wife, Kelly, was planning the wedding shower.  She’d already sent out invitations.  The shower would be two weeks before the wedding, so they didn’t really have a lot of time to get everything around, but they would manage.  
 
                 “Hello?”
 
                 “Rose, it’s Kelly, I think I know the answer, but I wasn’t supposed to send an invitation to your Mom, was I?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Uh oh.  Well, I’ve been planning this since they announced it, before the whole catastrophe with your mother, and I think Michael mailed out her invitation.”
 
                 “Oh my God.” Rose couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  It would be horrible if her mother showed up for the shower.  She doubted Alex would be able to handle it.  She was already stressed, feeling like she was forcing Jason to marry her.  They’d tried to tell her that Jason had been planning on marrying her for months, but she wasn’t convinced.  The seed of doubt that their mother had planted in Alex’s mind was firmly taking root, and they were having a hard time getting it out of her head.  “Are you sure?”
 
                 “Pretty sure; almost positive, really.  What do I do?”  Kelly asked, afraid to hear the answer.
 
                 “I don’t know, Kelly.”  Rose looked upstairs.  The kids were playing in the hallway, throwing a ball around and being silly.  “You could call Mom and tell her she’s not invited,” she suggested, half serious, half joking.
 
                 “I hope you’re kidding,” Kelly said, sounding horrified.  “I know I made a mistake, but does it really warrant torture?”  Kelly could already hear Anne screeching at her in that high pitched maniacal voice she used whenever she felt betrayed and overwrought.
 
                 “Well, that’s up to Alex.” Rose teased.  Alex was laid back, and she would understand the mistake.  It would still be difficult for her, though.  “I think we should be certain Mom isn’t coming, one way or another.”
 
                 “How do you suggest we do that?”
 
                 “No idea, really.  Good luck with that.”  Rose wasn’t entirely sure they could find out if Mom was coming or not.  She always waited until the last minute to share her plans as it was.  Something like this would give her great pleasure.  She’d know everyone would be on edge about her attendance, and she’d leave them all thus.
 
                 “Thanks, so much,” Kelly said, irritably.  “What am I going to tell Alex?  She doesn’t need the stress.”
 
                 “Tell her the truth, she’ll understand.  Even with her preggers hormones she’s not as bad as Mom,” Rose reasoned.  “Besides, maybe she’ll have an idea.  When should the invitations come in?”
 
                 “It should be there today or tomorrow at the latest. I don’t know; it might be there already!”  
 
                 “I think you should warn Alex.  Mom might even try calling there, and the last thing she needs is to talk to Mom on the phone.”
 
                 “Yeah.  It’s not Alex I’m afraid to tell.  It’s Jason.  He’s going to be irate.  You know he will.  He doesn’t want anything to do with her, and he’s convinced she doesn’t need to see the baby, either.”
 
                 “Oh, good point.  Well, Alex will probably volunteer to tell him.  She’s good about that stuff, right?  I mean, there’s a reason we all like her.”  Alex knew Jason wouldn’t be as angry with her, so she would generally volunteer to tell him bad news for the girls.
 
                 “I guess, but I hate doing that.” 
 
                 “I don’t. I love it.  Jason is constantly telling Brandon bad news so I don’t get the chance to yell at him,” Rose forced a laugh. 
 
                 “Alright, well I better call Alex.  Jason will probably call you to complain, because I’m not answering the phone. I never meant for this to happen.”
 
                 “Okay,” Rose said, “let me know how it goes with Alex.  I’ll talk to you later.”
 
                 “Talk to you later,” Kelly said, hanging up.
 
   Rose watched the kids playing for a while, thinking about Alex.  It must be horrible for her, to have someone that was so cruel unintentionally invited to her wedding shower.  She hoped they could figure out what to do with Mom.  Rose didn’t want to be mean to her, but she didn’t know what else to do.  Mom would make the entire affair completely miserable for everyone.  She wasn’t particularly surprised when the phone rang again thirty minutes later; she resigned herself to a lengthy conversation as she sat down on the couch and answered the phone.
 
     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
                 Jason walked in the door to hear Alex crying.  “Alex?” he called, worriedly.  Alex didn’t cry.  She was more emotional than usual, granted, but he’d rarely seen her cry.  “Honey, where are you?  What’s wrong?” He said, walking through the house, looking for her in the kitchen, living room, and dining room.  Her crying didn’t cease, and Jason was terrified that something was going wrong with the baby when he saw her lying in bed, curled into a tight ball.  “Alex, what’s wrong?” he asked, afraid, as he climbed into bed beside her, rubbing her back gently.  “Did the doctor say something was wrong?” he asked, hesitantly.  He prayed nothing was wrong with Alex or the baby.  
 
                 Alex shook her head.
 
                 Jason continued rubbing her back, both relieved and even more worried.  If there was nothing wrong with the baby, then what was going on?  “Alex, tell me what happened,” he said, easing her into his arms so he could hold her while she cried.
 
                 “There was an accident,” she sobbed, trying to regain control of herself.  She was being a ninny, she thought fleetingly as she attempted to wipe her eyes.
 
                 Jason thought of Alex’s parents.  “Is everyone okay?” he asked, trying to decipher what was going on.  Alex was speaking, but it was so high-pitched and weepy he couldn’t understand a word she was saying.  “Lexi, I know it’s difficult, but I can’t understand you.  What’s happened?” he asked, pulling her away from him enough to see her face.  Her eyes were red and swollen from crying.
 
                 “Michael…he sent out the shower invitations,” Alex said, forcing herself to slow down and breathe evenly.
 
                 Jason’s heart skipped a beat when he heard his brother’s name, but then slowed again as Alex finished her sentence.  Wow, her hormones were really out of whack if it bothered her this much that the invitations went out early.  He choked back a laugh.  “Okay…I’m sure he didn’t mean any harm.  But, it’s okay.  The invitations have the date of the shower on them; it doesn’t matter if they went out a few days early.  It’ll just give everyone more time to prepare.”
 
                 “No.  One went to your mother.  We planned on inviting her, but after what happened on Halloween, we weren’t going to.  But Kelly, she forgot to take the invitation out, and Michael, he didn’t know, and he mailed them, and she’s probably gotten it already,” Alex cried harder.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “She was invited to the wedding shower, Jason,” Alex said, tears streaming down her face.  “Kelly is really sorry, and Rose is too, but there’s nothing they can do.”
 
                 “What?” Jason asked, this time the depth of the situation dawning on him.
 
                 “I was planning on inviting your Mom to the shower, but then she was so mean and horrible that I decided not to.  Kelly was supposed to take the invitation out of the pile, but she forgot, and when Michael took the pile of invitations to the post office to mail them he didn’t notice.  He mailed all the invitations, including your mother’s.” Alex started crying with renewed vigor as she leaned against Jason’s hard chest.
 
                 The true horror of the situation finally settled in on Jason as he held his weeping fiancée.  His mother was sent an invitation.  Now she would think he’d rescinded his decision to distance himself from her.  She’d think he was groveling, admitting he was wrong.  Jason was irate.  He would not subject Alex to his mother, especially not without him present.  The men were all supposed to go hunting while the women stayed at the house for the shower.  Jason wasn’t supposed to be there.  Alex wept against his chest, mumbling, “I don’t think I can do it, I can’t handle it, Jason.”
 
                 “Alex, it’s okay.  Calm down, everything will be fine.  We’ll figure this out.  I’ll take care of it.  Shhh, Lexi.  It’s okay.  Don’t worry about it anymore,” Jason said, rubbing her back gently.  “Relax, sweetheart,” Jason told her, calming her down by degrees.  He stayed with her, rubbing her back and stroking her hair until she fell asleep, a broken sob here and a hiccup there interrupting her slumber.  
 
                 Jason wasn’t entirely sure what to do.  Alex had been so distraught and upset he could barely understand a word she said.  He eased her onto the bed and covered her up.  He’d just have to call Kelly to find out what had happened.  He couldn’t think of anything else to do.
 
                 The answering machine picked up.  “Kelly, it’s Jason.  Give me a call back when you get this,” he said, and hung up.  He’d have to try Rose.  To his surprise, Rose actually answered her phone.  “Hey, Rose, it’s Jason.”
 
                 “Hi Jason, how is Alex?”
 
                 “Asleep.  What happened?”  He asked, more than a little irritated that his sister would have let Alex cry, alone. He knew the kids were a handful, but she could have at least stayed on the phone with Alex until he got home, or even called him at work and told him how upset Alex was.  He didn’t expect her to drop everything and drag the kids over to his place to comfort Alex, but some kind of consideration would have been nice.
 
                 “Well, Kelly accidentally sent Mom an invitation to the wedding shower.”
 
                 “Why?  I don’t understand how she even got invited after what happened last weekend,” Jason said, letting the frustration seep into his voice.  With Alex he had been careful, unwilling to upset her more, but Rose could handle his anger at the moment.  He couldn’t fathom why his mother would have even been on the guest list, all things considered.
 
                 “Jason, we prepared the invitations before Alex ever met Mom.  Alex wrote them out and addressed them with Kelly two weeks ago, the day you guys told us about the baby.  She wanted us to invite Mom.  Then she met Mom, and it was obvious that we weren’t going to invite her.  Kelly meant to pull the invitation from the pile, but with the kids and everything else going on, somehow she forgot.  Michael didn’t catch it when he took them to the post office, so they all got mailed out.  Mom probably got the invitation today, otherwise I’d offer to go slip it out of her mailbox tomorrow.”
 
                 “Okay.  So, can’t you guys just uninvite her?” Jason asked, slowly.  It made sense to him.  The mistake was Kelly’s.  She could just call his mother and tell her that there was a mistake with the invitations and she wasn’t actually invited because Alex and Jason didn’t want her there.  It sounded simple enough.  His mother would be angry; irate even, but at least she wouldn’t show up unexpectedly.
 
                 “Jason, you’re asking us to get involved in your fight with Mom.  We don’t like what she did, but jumping in the middle will really put us in an awkward position.  It’s bad enough I can’t invite Mom out for Thanksgiving.  I already invited you and Alex, and I don’t want to put Alex under any more stress.  I mean, I can cover by inviting Dad and Donna, but that doesn’t mean she won’t be angry with me,” Rose reasoned.  She fully understood Jason’s irritation.  She was mad about the mix-up herself, but there really wasn’t much she could do without making things worse.  “Jason, think about it.  If Kelly or I call Mom and tell her she can’t come Mom will hate Alex even more because she’s taking us away from Mom as well as you.”  Rose and Kelly spent a long time on the phone after they talked to Alex, and they both agreed that if one of them were to get involved it would just inspire even more hatred and jealousy.
 
                 Jason didn’t want to admit it, but Rose had a valid point.  His mother wasn’t one to take things as they were.  He couldn’t be mad at his mother because she’d behaved badly, it was because Alex had said something; Rose and Kelly wouldn’t be uninviting her because they didn’t want her to come and complicate things, but because Alex didn’t want her there.  Jason sighed; it would be something else he would have to deal with.  He hadn’t planned on talking to his mother anytime soon, maybe not until he called to tell her the baby had been born, but apparently those plans were about to change.  “Call Kelly, tell her she can answer her phone now.  I’m not angry with her, I guess.  But why did you and Kelly let Alex get so hysterical?  Why wouldn’t you have talked with her instead of letting her cry her eyes out until I got home?” he asked.
 
                 “Jason, she wasn’t hysterical.  She was upset, but she wasn’t hysterical or crying.  Kelly called her and told her about the mistake, and she wanted to talk to me. So, Kelly called me and we had one of those conference calls for about thirty minutes.  She was fine when we hung up with her an hour or two ago.  She was uptight, but we thought we could fix it, figure out some way to prevent Mom from coming.  Kelly offered to call and tell you, even, but Alex told her not to worry about it.  That she would tell you when you got home from work.”  Rose said, surprised.  Poor Alex!  If they had known she was bawling her eyes out one of them would have dropped everything to go over there and sit with her. “Jason, if we’d known, one of us would have stopped by.  You know that.” 
 
                 “Yeah.  Well, she’s asleep now.  She was crying nonstop when I got home.  I could hardly understand a word she said.  Anyway, tell Kelly I won’t yell at her,” Jason said, resignation in his voice.  “I don’t know what to do.  My first inclination is to call Mom and tell her not to come.  She doesn’t want me to be with Alex, and I refuse to allow her to run my life or influence my decisions like that.”
 
                 “If that’s what you feel you need to do, Jason.  I don’t want to tell you to yell at Mom, but if you honestly don’t want her to be involved, you need to tell her.  She’s obnoxious unless you put her in her place.  That doesn’t even help all the time.”
 
                 “I know, Rose.  I’ll give it a few days.  See how I feel on Saturday.  But I should get going.  I’ll talk to you later.”   Jason didn’t want to talk to his sister anymore.  He just wanted to sit back and think about what he was going to do.  He didn’t want to hurt his mother, but he couldn’t let her walk all over Alex, either.
 
                 “Okay, talk to you later.  Good luck.” Rose said, hanging up.
 
                 Jason hung up the phone.  He was sitting on the couch, looking into the bedroom at Alex, sleeping on the bed.  He didn’t know what to do.  He knew Alex wouldn’t force him to choose between her or his mother.  She’d take whatever Mom could dish out if she thought it would make him happy.  His mom, on the other hand, would want Jason to split up with Alex.  She wouldn’t be happy unless they broke off the wedding and went separate ways.  She didn’t even seem to think about the fact that her grandchild would be put in the middle.  She hadn’t even congratulated him on becoming a father.  She actually seemed to abhor the idea.  
 
                 It galled him to think of how differently his mother was behaving.  He knew she wouldn’t approve of his marriage, but the baby, he hadn’t expected her to be so cruel about the child.  When Kelly had Micah, his mother had been ecstatic: the first grandchild.  Micah was spoiled rotten; at least until Robyn was born, two years later.  Then there was a boy and a girl and the entire family was excited.  Then the twins came six months later, Hannah and Haven, and finally baby Bishop, who was only nine months old now.  Each baby was considered a blessing.  His Mom was crazy about the grandchildren.  When Kelly and Rose were pregnant, she refused to let anyone upset them.  She stopped in to help them clean, she cooked meals for them occasionally, and she sent them care packages to make them feel special.  It was like the divorce had never happened.  
 
                 Now, with Alex, she went so far as to question the baby’s paternity?  He didn’t get it.  He knew his mother was a devout Catholic, but could she really turn her back on her own grandchild just because Jason wasn’t married to the baby’s mother?  Rose had lived with Brandon for a while before they were married.  Everyone knew they slept together, so why was it so different with Alex?  Jason shook his head.  It was impossible to know what his mother was thinking.  He’d have to call her and tell her it was a mistake.  He couldn’t put Alex through her nagging and misery.  It’d be one thing if she could just be happy with her life, but she couldn’t.  Hell, even if she couldn’t be happy, at least she could allow that others were happy with their lives, but no, she had to make everybody as miserable as she was.  It was unreasonable and unhealthy.
 
                 What should he say to her when he called?  ‘Mom, we’ve changed our minds, you’re not invited to the shower,’ just seemed wrong.  ‘Mom, the invitations were sent out before our fight, and, things being what they are, perhaps it’s best if you don’t come.  Alex doesn’t need the strain, and I don’t really want to see you…’ Jason wasn’t sure if that was any better.  She might take it easily or she might go off the deep end and start yelling and screaming at him about how Alex was taking him away or something likewise ridiculous.  He just never knew what to expect.  He knew before ever going to visit her that she wouldn’t take the news well on Halloween, but he would never have guessed just how badly she would react.  After all, a baby was a blessing, no matter what.  
 
                 He couldn’t believe she’d been so callous about the baby, either.  A new life and she obviously didn’t even care; she actually seemed to disdain the idea.  Jason would be devastated if anything happened to the baby.  She made no sense.  At this precise moment Jason didn’t believe she had any right to be near his baby or Alex.  Clearly they weren’t important to her.  She didn’t deserve to be around them.  She’d lost any privileges she had when she was so mean and cruel to Alex. He’d call her early Saturday morning, while Alex slept, maybe, and tell her how he felt.  It wouldn’t be a fun conversation, but it would be necessary one.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
                 Alex woke a few hours later to find Jason was in the kitchen, cooking.  Her eyes burned, and she could tell they were still swollen.  She went into the bathroom, rinsing her face with cool water to ease her stinging, irritated eyes, before walking into the sunny kitchen.  Jason stood at the stove making something in the large frying pan she’d just picked up.  “Hey,” he said, gently, looking at her closely.  He seemed to take in her entire appearance with just a glance, from her wild brown hair and red swollen eyes to her bare toes.
 
                 “Hey.”  Alex looked at him anxiously.  He was smiling at her, but she could see the shadows of concern around his eyes.  She hated to be the cause of those shadows.  “I’m sorry I was such a mess when you got home.  These hormones…” Alex sat at the small table in the middle of the kitchen floor as she shrugged her shoulders.  It had been a rough day.  She’d managed to hold it together while she talked to Rose and Kelly on the phone, but as soon as they hung up she’d starting crying.  She tried everything she could think of to stop the flow of tears but nothing had worked.  Even her anger wasn’t enough to stem the flow.
 
                 “Don’t worry about it.  I know it’s not just the hormones, either, so please don’t try to defend my mother by placing blame on something so trivial.”  Jason looked at her hard, willing her to understand that he didn’t blame her a bit.  It had nothing to do with her; truthfully, it had started years before Jason had even met Alex.
 
                 “But Kelly and Rose,” Alex said, “it was just an accident.”  Alex knew Jason had a temper.  He wasn’t an unreasonable man, by any means, but when he was angry he could be downright difficult.  He’d apologize later, when he calmed down enough to see that he was overreacting, but for a few minutes he could be totally infuriating.  She’d only seen him really angry a few times, usually dealing with mistakes at work, and more recently with Anne’s behavior.  It was never a pretty picture and she hoped to avoid seeing it again.  Even if it wasn’t directed towards her it was still not fun to witness.
 
                 “I know.  I’m not upset with them. But my mom is not invited.” 
 
                 “Did they find her invitation, then?” Alex asked, instantly relieved.
 
                 “No.  I’m going to call and tell her that I don’t want her to come.”
 
                 “What?” Alex was aghast.
 
                 “I’m calling her and telling her it was a mistake; she’s not invited.”
 
                 “Jason, you can’t do that.”
 
                 “Yes, I can.”  Jason looked at Alex in defiance.  He would not have his mother show up at the shower and that was final. It would be totally unacceptable to have her present.  
 
                 “But Jason, she’s your mother!” Alex looked at him, horrified.  The situation wasn’t the best, but she couldn’t imagine what would happen if he called Anne and told her she wasn’t invited to the shower.  What would she think?  Alex was certain that Anne would blame her for Jason’s decision.
 
                 “Lexi, you’re my fiancé, soon to be my wife and the mother of my child, hopefully children.  I will not let her treat you like this.”  Jason had spent the last hour thinking about his options, and as much as he didn’t want to hurt his mother, he wouldn’t allow her to continue on her present course.  He wouldn’t let Alex suffer because of his mother, and he certainly wasn’t going to change his plans merely because Mom didn’t like them.  He was a grown man, and it was his life to live.
 
                 “Jason, then tell her she can’t behave like this, but don’t tell her she can’t come.  How will that make things better?” Alex grabbed his hand, pleading with him.
 
                 “She won’t listen if I tell her she can’t act that way.  She’ll tell me I have no right to tell her how to behave.  The only thing I can do is to punish her.  The only way to punish her is to ban her and refuse to speak to her.”  Jason hadn’t come to this conclusion lightly, and he understood Alex’s concern, but in his mind it was the only plausible solution.
 
                 “Honey, listen to me.  She’s just going to blame me anyway, for forcing you to do this.  It’s the holiday season.  Forgive and forget, right?  Let it go.  I can handle it.”  Alex could tell her voice was becoming frantic.  It killed her to think that Jason might cut himself off from his mother because of something so asinine.  She could tolerate Anne’s cruelty and jibes if it meant that Jason could retain his relationship with his mother.
 
                 “Lexi, no.  I will not forgive and forget.  If she were asking for my forgiveness, then maybe I’d take it under consideration, but she isn’t and won’t.  I am not letting it go so you can suffer for the next ten years while she puts you down in every way possible.”  Jason knew Anne would never give Alex a break.  She’d always be ‘tainted’ to Anne, impure, because they’d had sex before marriage.  Brandon, Rose’s husband, still couldn’t be in the same room alone with Anne.  She would belittle him and criticize him whenever she had a chance.  He wouldn’t tolerate similar treatment of Alex.  So what if they’d had sex before their marriage?  So what if Alex was pregnant?  She was a virgin before he came into her life, his mind screamed.  Didn’t that count for something?
 
                 “She apologized, Jason.  At the restaurant, she apologized.”
 
                 “Only for making a scene, honey.  Not for what she said, but where she said it,” Jason said in exasperation.  
 
                 “You can’t know that for sure,” Alex told him, trying to defend Anne, though she wasn’t sure why she bothered.  Anne was mean and cruel, and Alex never wanted to see her again.  But, Alex was a good person, and it bothered her to think that Jason wanted nothing to do with his mother all because Anne’s reception of her hadn’t been friendly.
 
                 “I can know it for sure, Alex.  I do know it for sure.”  Jason looked at Alex.  She was pale and looked exhausted.  Her eyes were still red and puffy, her lips were chapped and her hair was everywhere.  “Honey, why don’t you take a shower or a bath and relax while I finish dinner,” he said, changing the topic abruptly.  He refused to continue discussing his mother.  Alex was too tenderhearted to understand his resolve and he didn’t want to cause her more distress.
 
                 Alex looked at him in surprise.  One minute he looked ready to do battle, and the next, immense tenderness filled his voice and eyes as he looked at her.  He touched her jaw line more softly than she’d ever experienced before.  She shivered under his caress.  “Jason, I don’t want you to ruin your relationship with your mother because of me,” she whispered, distracted as he bent down and kissed her, silencing her protests.
 
                 “Alex, I don’t want to talk about this more right now.  Take a shower or bath and relax.  I’ll come and get you when dinner is almost done.”  Jason spoke softly, coaxing her to leave it alone for awhile.
 
                 “Will you promise that you’ll talk with me before you fight with her?” Alex asked, hugging Jason to her.
 
                 “I promise that I will tell you before I call her,” Jason answered, urging her from the kitchen with a gentle push.  
 
    
 
                 Alex sat in the tub unable to relax.  Jason was going to ruin his relationship with his mother, and it was all because of her.  He was only doing this because he felt he had to defend her.  It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate his devotion, but the thought of coming between Jason and Anne was devastating.  She couldn’t help but wish there was another way.  If she could only convince Jason that Anne wasn’t so bad, or that she didn’t mind or care how Anne treated her.  But truth was truth, and Anne’s treatment wounded Alex deeply.  When Jason knocked on the door half an hour later, Alex was no better off than she had been.  She couldn’t think of a single argument that might sway his decision.
 
                 “Dinner is almost done,” Jason said, opening the door slightly and peeking his head in to see Alex reclining in the tub.  
 
                 “I’ll be right out,” Alex said, standing up and grabbing a towel.
 
                 Jason waited in the living room for Alex.  “I thought we’d watch a movie while we eat for a change,” he said, hoping to avoid another discussion.  Alex sat on the black suede couch, and took the plate Jason offered her.  The flat screen television was already on, and Jason had put in one of her favorite vampire movies.  She wanted to smile at his ingenuity.
 
                 “Okay, but I’d still like to talk.”              
 
                 “There’s nothing to talk about Lexi.  Mom is wrong.”  Jason knew his voice was cold and hard, but he refused to let Alex change his mind.
 
                 “Jason, if you could only give her another chance.  It can’t be easy being divorced and alone.  Maybe she just has a hard time with weddings and marriages.”
 
                 “Nice try, but that’s not her problem.”
 
                 “How do you know that isn’t her problem?”
 
                 “Because, Alex, I know my mother.  She likes weddings; it gives her a chance to get sympathy.  She cries discreetly in the bathroom, and all of a sudden she has an entourage of people looking after her, empathetic of her grief,” Jason said derisively.
 
                 “Jason, don’t be so harsh,” Alex admonished.
 
                 “It’s not harsh if it’s true, honey.  I don’t want to deal with her.  I’m waiting until Saturday before calling her, anyway.  I figure that should be enough time for me to cool down.  Hopefully my mother will have seen the error of her ways by then, also, and all this worry will be for nothing.  If not, I’ll have to take more extreme measures.”
 
                 “I don’t understand,” 
 
                 “If she apologizes, then fine, maybe we can work something out.  I doubt it would be very companionable for a while, but it would be better.  If not, well, I’ll explain to her just how I feel and what I expect.” Jason looked at Alex pleadingly, “can we talk about this later?  Dinner is done.  I don’t want to fight with you, especially when you know I’m right but can’t find it in that sweet little heart of yours to punish someone.  Let’s forget about it for now and we can talk more on Friday evening.  Okay?”
 
                 Alex knew Jason wasn’t going to listen to her.  He didn’t want to hear what she had to say.  He was bound and determined to be angry with his mother.  He was intent on fighting with her and forcing her to see it his way, and if she didn’t, well, he was washing his hands of the matter.  It made Alex want to cry, again.  It was so sad.  Jason waited for her nod before he started the movie.
 
   Alex couldn’t just sit back and let Jason ruin his relationship with his mother.  She refused to feel like the one guilty for the separation.  She had to take matters into her own hands.  But what could she do?  Her parents would applaud Jason’s decision to stand by her.  His sisters had already made it clear that they would support Jason.  Alex sat through the movie, paying little attention to the characters on the screen as she contemplated her options.  Waiting until the movie was over, Alex picked up the phone and called Franklin while Jason was in the shower.  She was desperate.  She didn’t want Jason to call his mother in anger, and Franklin knew Anne better than anyone.  Maybe he could reason with her.
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
                 Anne went to work Wednesday morning in a relatively good mood.  Her car was running perfectly, she hadn’t hit any more animals in the road, and her ankle was feeling much better.  She made calls for the blood drive for the first hour or two before she started filing paperwork and preparing supplies for the various classes the Red Cross offered.  The CPR class would be tonight at 7pm, so she had to sterilize the masks.  It was a tedious process, but easy.  First she would use alcohol around the nose and mouth of the masks, then she’d soak them for several minutes in a strong bleach solution and 110 degree water; from the bleach solution she’d move them to another sink and let tepid water run over the masks for five minutes to rinse off the bleach residue.  Once she was confident the bleach residue was properly rinsed from the masks, she’d set them out to dry; after the masks were dry she would wipe the nose and mouth with another alcohol wipe just to be thorough, and then store them in equipment bags.  It wasn’t a difficult process, but slow and monotonous.  Plus, the bleach solution was strong enough to ruin clothes, so she always brought something to change into while she sterilized.  Today, Anne wore the stained white smock and drawstring sweat pants comfortably while she scrubbed the masks.  Claire covered the front desk while she was busy in the back, so Anne never worried about her appearance.  
 
                 It was today, of all days, that Franklin stopped in to talk to her about Alex.  Claire sent him to the back cleaning area, having recognized him as Anne’s ex-husband.  Anne looked up to see Franklin standing less than five feet away.  He was looking at her with an odd expression on his face; one that she couldn’t exactly read, but she thought she saw pity in his familiar brown eyes and it instantly incited her irritation.  “What do you need?” she asked, crossly.  It hadn’t escaped her notice that he was dressed in expensive suit pants, a lovely midnight blue dress shirt and a silver tie.  Even his leather belt looked new and little used.  His streaked gray hair was freshly trimmed, and his mustache was well groomed.  He had gained a few pounds since the divorce, but he carried it well and it made his face seem younger somehow.  It galled Anne to know that he had come upon her while she looked her worst; especially while he looked so distinguished and reserved.
 
                 “Well, I need to know why Trisha is calling me about paying for her books.  I paid last semester, it’s your turn to pay for her books.”  Franklin wasn’t angry with Anne anymore.  He was overwhelmed.  When they were happily married she’d been a fantastic wife and mother; so wonderful and giving.  The kids never wanted for love and affection. Though he was gone much of the time, Anne made a home for them and sheltered them with her caring generosity.  He’d considered her the perfect wife.  Even after the miscarriage the only thing she withheld from him at first was sex.  Now she was more than difficult.  She refused to pay for random things that Trisha needed, she gave Franklin a hard time whenever he asked her to pay for something, and she was downright vindictive.  She snipped at him every time he saw her, and he knew she despised his presence.  
 
                 “Because, Franklin, this semester Trisha’s books are twice as much as last semester.  I’ve paid four hundred seventy-five already.  I can’t afford the full six hundred and fifty dollars right now.  You paid three hundred last semester; if you pay one seventy-five then we’ll have paid equally for the entire year, which is what we agreed to do for the kids,” Anne told him matter-of-factly.  It was a reasonable compromise as far as Anne was concerned.  She looked at Franklin suspiciously, “is that really why you drove all the way down here?”
 
                 “It’s only forty-five minutes, Anne.” Franklin said irritably, not wishing to give away his true purpose so soon.
 
                 “It was forty-five minutes too long for you to come to Trisha’s basketball games, her honor roll ceremony, her awards ceremony, or even to see her before the prom.  The only thing you managed to make it to was her graduation, come to think of it,” Anne said harshly.  If Franklin wanted a fight she’d give him one.  She was in no mood for his attitude.  Standing was making her ankle stiff and her hands burned from the constant contact with the bleach solution.
 
                 There was no escaping it, Franklin thought; he might as well come clean.  “I’m actually here because I was going to try to convince you to be reasonable about Jason and Alex; but I see there’s no use,” Franklin said with a sigh.  Trisha had explained the situation about her books to him over the phone, and he knew that Anne’s compromise was exceptionally reasonable, especially for her; but it was an excuse to try to talk to her to make things better.  Alex had called him, crying, twice in the last week.  She was heartbroken over what Anne had said, but even more so over Jason’s determination to cut his mother out of his life.  Franklin had tried to explain to Alex that Anne was bitter, but that was no excuse, not really.  He knew Jason was being stubborn, but in retrospect, if Franklin had the foresight to defend Anne against his own mother, many of the problems they’d encountered early in their marriage could have been avoided.  Indeed, even some of the problems leading up to the divorce might have been negated.
 
                 “I am being reasonable,” Anne said hotly.  Of course Franklin would defend the slut, it was just like him.  Donna was proof that he had a weakness for an easy lay.  “That little hussy is trapping my son.  I’m not about to stand by and watch without speaking up.”  Anne looked at Franklin in distaste, “you may pretend that you like her just to stay on Jason’s good side, but I won’t!”
 
                 “Alex is not a hussy, Anne.  She’s a very sweet, intelligent girl.  If you’d only give her a chance; get to know her a little,” Franklin began.  He hadn’t really thought much of Alex when Jason first introduced them some eight months ago.  She hadn’t said much and she was rather shy and withdrawn, but over time he’d come to appreciate her sarcasm and quick wit.  She was a genuinely considerate, tender soul.  
 
                 “She’s unmarried and pregnant, how could she be anything but a hussy?  How are you so sure it’s even Jason’s baby? No sweet, good girl would be unmarried, living with a man and pregnant.”  Anne let the scorn fill her voice.  She would not allow Franklin to change her opinion of the girl.  She was a worthless piece of trash and Anne wanted to see her tossed out of her son’s home before the marriage became a reality.
 
                 “Oh Anne, come on.  Your values might mean something if your own daughter hadn’t lived with a man for a year before they were married.  You can’t be foolish enough to believe they never had sex.  It was a one bedroom apartment for God’s sake, and they didn’t have a couch for the first six months!”  Franklin hadn’t been particularly proud of his daughter, Rose, when she moved in with Brandon, but she’d told him point blank that she wanted to be certain they were meant to be together, because she never wanted to put herself or any children she might have through a grueling divorce as Franklin and Anne had done.  He wasn’t able to argue with her, though he doubted that living with Anne for a year before their marriage would have prevented the divorce.  Before the miscarriage, the little discrepancies or their personalities hadn’t really been a problem.  They were both willing to forgive each other’s faults.
 
                 “Get out, Franklin,” Anne said, refusing to look at him or acknowledge that he’d spoken.  She didn’t like to think about Rose’s indiscretion, but at least it was in the past and things had worked out relatively well.  Alexia and Jason was happening now, and it was not going to end well, Anne was certain.
 
                 “Anne, whether you like it or not Jason is marrying Alex.  You should try to make amends before the wedding.  Alex is really hurt and Jason is irate.”  Franklin didn’t bother mentioning that Jason wanted nothing to do with her; it probably wouldn’t help anyway.  Anne seemed determined to believe what she wanted to believe and nothing he said was making a difference.
 
                 “I don’t care Franklin; I’m not taking it back.  I will not stand by complacently while she takes advantage of my son.”
 
                 “It’s not even like that, Anne,” Franklin started, knowing it was in vain.  If he told Anne how much he liked Alex it would only make Anne despise her more.  The more he defended Alex, the worse Anne’s opinion would be.  Franklin looked at her, exasperated.  He had no excuse for what came out of his mouth next, except that perhaps he’d had enough of Anne’s hardheartedness, “Anne, she’s pregnant for Christ sakes.  You’re making her miserable.  Do you want to cause her to miscarry?” The anger seemed to radiate from him in waves.  For some reason he was angrier at Anne than he’d ever been in his life, and it struck him forcefully that he’d come to believe Anne wanted Alex to lose this baby, to somehow feel the pain and suffering that Anne had gone through, hoping it would tear Jason and Alex apart as it had Anne and Franklin.  Maybe it was retribution; maybe it was her own insecurity about how she handled the miscarriage, but somewhere deep down she wanted someone else to feel her pain and loss.
 
                 “Get the hell out!” Anne screamed at him.  “How dare you?”  Anne was advancing on Franklin in pure outrage, her hatred of him at the moment reaching its zenith.  She couldn’t believe he would bring up a miscarriage to her.  He had absolutely no right.  “I would leave it to you anyway.  You have more experience,” she snapped at him before turning and stalking out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
 
                 Franklin was stunned.  He couldn’t believe how far Anne had fallen.  She was behaving terribly.  He knew she was alone.  He even knew she hadn’t dated anyone in the six years since the divorce, but this was worse than he’d ever imagined.  She didn’t care at all anymore.  She was dressed terribly, her hair thrown on top of her head.  She’d gained at least forty or fifty pounds since the divorce, and there was no make-up on her face.  She used to care about her appearance.  Her hair was always fixed, one way or another, and her make-up was impeccable.  She’d never been thin, but her weight hadn’t deterred from her appeal.  Indeed, there had been times when he found her more attractive for her soft, round, curvaceous figure.  Was he to blame for her current disarray?  The kids mentioned how frustrating Anne had become, but Franklin shook it off as her being bitter, but maybe that wasn’t all it was.  She wasn’t just bitter, she was miserable and maybe even depressed.
 
    
 
                 Franklin left the Red Cross, ignoring the receptionist and the man who waited patiently at the desk to make an appointment to donate blood.  He didn’t know what to do.  He was no longer in love with Anne, but he didn’t want to see her this way either.  She was the mother of his children, the woman he spent twenty-two years of his life with, most of those years happy and contented.  He’d only been unfaithful to her when it was clear she wouldn’t or couldn’t be intimate with him.  He needed companionship, someone to hold and that would hold him.  Anne had denied him for years and he was tired of being alone.  He hated feeling as though his urges were wrong.  Every time he tried to seduce Anne she would push him away as though he was a disgusting plate of vegetables.  If he even brushed up against her in bed she would squirm away, evading him.  There were times when she would even leave the bed to sleep on the couch in her desire to prevent the chance of intimacy.
 
                 Donna had been warm and welcoming.  Her house was always open to him.  She made cookies for him, and he’d often join her for dinner after clearing her driveway on winter evenings.  She was always gracious and friendly; willing to listen to whatever he had to say.  They would spend hours talking.  She was lonely and wanted a friend and he’d been desperate for intimacy for years.  Not just sex, though that was part of it, but for someone to speak with.  Anne rarely held a conversation with him, and it was at Donna’s house he found solace from Anne’s animosity.  He could still remember the first time he kissed Donna.  She’d slapped him so hard he thought his eye would pop from the socket.  She was sitting on the couch, listening to him talk about work, and she was so attentive to him that Franklin found it hard to resist kissing her.  He’d been quite contrite after she slapped him.
 
                 Donna was Anne’s friend, and refused to get romantically involved with Franklin.  It took him months to explain his marriage to her.  How they never touched and barely spoke.  How Anne refused his every caress and embrace.  He knew Donna longed for the closeness and affection that Anne scorned.  He even went so far as to explain his part in the miscarriage, something he never spoke of with anyone.  He explained how he’d killed the baby by accident, and that he could never forgive himself.  He didn’t even blame Anne for hating him.  Donna was sympathetic.  She comforted him, soothed him, but continued to refuse his advances.  It wasn’t until she saw how Anne treated him, like a second rate handyman, that she was willing to become involved.  As much as she wanted love, she thought Franklin was exaggerating things, or at least making Anne’s behavior seem worse than it really was.  
 
                 Franklin looked down the street.  Donna was waiting in the car for him, reading.  He watched her for a moment, her eyes flitting about the page, a slight smile on her face as she read.  Must be a good part in the book, he mused.  He had planned on coming alone, but when he told Donna what he wanted to do, she’d insisted on sitting in the car.  Anne had a tendency of making a scene, but if Donna was present she wouldn’t; possibly because Donna would defend Franklin, or maybe just because Anne was always too upset when she saw him with Donna to continue her tirade.
 
                 “How did it go?” Donna asked as Franklin climbed into the car.
 
                 “Terrible.  I think I made it worse,” he said, resting his head against the steering wheel.  He took a deep breath before looking at his wife.  He couldn’t believe he’d accused Anne of such a horrendous thing.
 
                 “I doubt it, honey.  What could you have possibly said that might make things worse?”  Donna smiled encouragingly. 
 
                 “Well, I basically accused her of trying to cause Alex to miscarry,” Franklin said, not moving, just watching as Donna’s eyes grew large in surprise and disbelief.
 
                 Donna was silent, taken aback.  Franklin didn’t like to talk about the baby they lost.  They both blamed the miscarriage for the divorce.  It was an intensely sore spot for Anne, and Donna was aghast that Franklin would make such an accusation.  It seemed almost cruel to accuse Anne of something that she believed ruined her life and marriage.  “What did she say?” she asked, nearly whispering, thinking that there might be something of truth behind his remark, but not wanting to believe that Anne could be so malicious, either consciously or subconsciously.
 
                 “She yelled.  Told me to get the hell out, and that I had more experience in causing miscarriages.  She knows I like Alex; I defended her.  I know it will only make matters worse.  Anne will have even more reason to hate her.”  Franklin shook his head sadly.  He definitely hadn’t planned on making things worse.
 
                 Donna didn’t know what to say.  He knew Anne better than anyone.  “I’m sorry,” she said, not really certain what would help.
 
                 “I appreciate it, but I’m not the one that will suffer.  I shouldn’t have bothered; now Alex will have even more trouble with her.”  Franklin started the car.  He’d have to call Jason and tell him what happened.  When Jason called on Sunday, distraught, and then Alex called, crying, he’d felt like he had to help.  He couldn’t stand hearing the pain and frustration in their voices, and it had been nice to feel needed again.  With the kids all being adults, for the most part, he wasn’t needed as much anymore.  They were able to take care of themselves and their families, something he was immensely proud of, even if it did sometimes hurt when they no longer needed his help or guidance.  He flipped open his cell and pressed number five.
 
                 “Hello?”
 
                 “Hey Jason,” Franklin said.
 
                 “Dad, can you hold on a minute?” Jason said, putting him on hold for a few minutes.  Franklin looked at Donna, shrugging and miming that he was on hold.  When Jason came back on the line, he sounded relieved.  “Sorry, I just had to talk to a client.  What’s up?”
 
                 “I’m calling to apologize,” Franklin said instantly.  He might as well get it over with.  Jason would be a little upset, but he was taking things very well recently, maybe for Alex’s sake.
 
                 “What for?” Jason asked, confused.
 
                 “I went to see your mother today.  I was trying to get her to be reasonable about you and Alex, but I think I made it worse,” Franklin told him.
 
                 Jason wasn’t entirely sure how much worse the situation could get.  Not that Dad going to see Mom would make things better, but it was worth a try.  He wasn’t sure what to say.  He took a deep breath. “Dad, you probably should have stayed out of it,” Jason told him carefully. 
 
                 “I just wanted to help, Jason.” 
 
                 “I know, Dad.  But I’ll deal with it in my own way, on my own time.” Jason’s voice was hard and firm.
 
                 “She’s your mother, Jason.” Franklin said, slowly.  “You have every right to be angry and upset, but I hope you remember that she raised you.  She wasn’t always like this.  That’s my fault.”
 
                 “Dad, please don’t,” Jason said, almost in warning.  The last thing he needed was to fight with his father too.  It was bad enough his mother was being so difficult; he really didn’t want to add his Dad to the list.  Alex was upset with him because he planned on writing his mother off permanently.  She thought it was a bad idea, and that Anne would snap out of it eventually; they only had to wait.  Jason tried to explain to Alex that his mother wouldn’t just ‘snap out of it,’ but Alex maintained that they could hope. 
 
                 “Alright, I won’t get involved any more.  I only tried to help because Alex called me, crying.  She’s worried about you, Jason.  She loves you and she doesn’t want you to ruin your relationship with your mother because of her.”
 
                 “It’s not because of Alex that my relationship with Mom is strained, Alex knows that.”  Jason didn’t like that Alex was upset enough that she called his father instead of talking to him about it.  She generally told him exactly what was on her mind and why.  Then again, he hadn’t really given her much of a chance to talk to him where his mother was concerned recently.  He didn’t want her to sway his decision, something he was sure he would regret doing later.  He was determined to be angry with his mother.  He doubted she was going to change, and he refused to allow her to be around his child unless she apologized, at the very least.   “Dad, I’m sorry but I’ve got to go.  I have someone waiting,” Jason said, peeking out the window of his office to the sitting room.  “Thanks for trying, I guess.”
 
                 “Okay.  Well, just let me know if there’s anything I can do,” Franklin offered before hanging up.  
 
                 Franklin looked at Donna.  “Should I have even bothered coming out here?” he asked, disappointed.  He’d hoped talking to Anne would have made some kind of difference.  In truth, he should have known better, but he couldn’t bring himself to believe that Anne was completely lost.
 
                 “Well, it was worth a try I guess, but I was pretty sure that you wouldn’t be able to get through to Anne.  She really needs to meet someone who will support her and encourage her and make her happy,” Donna told him reassuringly, patting his hand.
 
                 “Maybe.  But she’s so hard to get to know.”
 
                 “Franklin, it’s not your problem anymore.  I know it’s hard for you, because you think that you’re the one that caused her to act like this, but the fact is she was treating you this way for a long time before the divorce.  It would have seeped into her other relationships anyway.”  Donna had seen many changes in Anne in the years before and after the divorce.  Someone she had come to consider a good friend, Anne was a kind, giving person and Donna was grateful for her friendship and support.  When Franklin first started making passes at her, Donna was deeply offended for her friends’ sake, but as she watched Anne withdraw from her husband and friends more and more, she realized that Anne was changing into an angry, bitter person, and Franklin was overwhelmed with his inability to help her.
 
                 “I guess.  I just feel bad for the kids and grandkids.  They’re suffering.  Rose and Kelly never know what to expect from her.  Michael and Jason want nothing to do with her.  Brandon, well, he stays out of it and lets Rose handle it.  Alex is devastated, and Trisha, I don’t think she knows what to do with it all.”
 
                 “Well, we could try setting Anne up with someone, but I doubt it would go well.” Donna offered, none too excited.
 
                 “That’ll be the day,” Franklin snorted, starting the car before looking at Donna mischievously.  “She should just become a nun.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
                 Anne left work early on Wednesday.  She was so upset after Franklin left that she couldn’t concentrate on her job.  She finished cleaning the masks, but she kept making mistakes while filing.  After an hour or two, she gave up completely.  She drove home, frustrated and hurt.  Franklin had no right to talk to her that way.  She was certain that Alexia was just after Jason’s money.  He was an architect/designer and made a very good living.  He was also a rather handsome young man, Anne admitted to herself.  That had to be what the hussy wanted.  She slammed into the house, throwing the mail on the table without a second glance.  She ignored the blinking light on her answering machine as she sat in front of the television. The idea that the two could actually be in love never even crossed Anne’s mind.  It just wasn’t a viable option.  She wasn’t even sure she believed in love anymore.  She thought Franklin loved her, and he’d left her for Donna.  It wouldn’t surprise Anne if Alex was just saying she loved Jason to give her brat a name.
 
                 Anne flipped through the channels.  She didn’t want to watch another sappy love story.  Curly Top was on, so she left it there while she fumed.  She couldn’t believe Franklin would be so insufferable; accusing her of wanting to cause Alexia to miscarry: that was low, even for him.  She picked up the phone.
 
                 “Hello, this is Dr. Martz’s office.  How can I help you?”
 
                 “Yeah, hi.  This is Anne Davis.  Is there a chance I can see Dr. Martz today?”
 
                 “Well, let me see,” Anne could hear paper shuffling over the phone.  
 
                 “If you can’t fit me in, that’s fine,” Anne said, slightly embarrassed.  She rarely went to see her counselor on short notice.  She kept her weekly appointment because her doctor and priest were strongly encouraging her to talk with someone about her problems, but she didn’t relish the thought of going more than expected.
 
                 “No, no.  There was a cancellation today.  I’m just looking for the time,” the woman paused.  “Here it is.  Can you come in for three-thirty?” 
 
                 “Sure,” Anne said, looking at her watch.  She still had two and a half hours to kill before the cancellation, not an exciting prospect.
 
                 “Okay, I’ll write you in then,”
 
                 “Thanks,”
 
                 “No problem, Anne.  We’ll see you at three-thirty.”
 
                 “Yep, bye.”
 
                 “Goodbye,” the woman said cheerfully.
 
    
 
                 Anne walked into Dr. Lisa Martz’s office fifteen minutes early.  She’d been waiting in the parking lot, her car running, for the twenty minutes, before finally giving in to her urge to go inside.  She needed someone to talk to.  Dr. Martz was reasonable and listened to her.  The happy receptionist smiled at her as she sat down.  “It’ll be just a few minutes, Anne.”
 
                 “Okay,” Anne told her, picking up a magazine.  It was about the history of civilizations.  Anne didn’t bother reading the articles.  She flipped through the pictures, gazing at the Roman architecture.  Jason liked Roman architecture.  He was going to Europe to see the buildings first hand in another year or so.  At least he had planned on it.  Maybe that had changed.  Anne shook her head.  How could all this have happened without her realizing it?  How could so much have changed in such a short time?
 
                 The article sat unheeded in Anne’s lap as she looked around.  The waiting room was small, a few toys for children that came to see one of the other psychologists in Dr. Martz’s office, but mostly simply elegant.  The Victorian style chairs and dark auburn walls looked regal.  A well lit fish tank with brightly colored fish sat against one wall, bubbling endlessly.  A painting, a Van Gogh reprint that Anne couldn’t name, hung on the wall adjacent to the aquarium.  Dr. Martz’s office matched the waiting room, except the walls were a deep blue instead of auburn.  The furniture was equally expensive and tastefully elegant.  It was a room for adults, to make adults feel less childlike by confessing their problems.
 
                 “Dr. Martz will see you now, Anne.” The receptionist smiled politely and opened the door for her.  
 
                 “Thank you,” Anne said quietly as she walked past her down the hall to Dr. Martz’s office.  Anne always found it humiliating to come into the office.  She enjoyed talking with Dr. Martz, but the stigma of a counselor was still strong in Anne’s psyche.  She had old beliefs, despite her ‘new age’ lifestyle.  It was a thorn in her side that she was divorced.  If Franklin were dead it wouldn’t be so difficult for her, but he divorced her, and that was awful.  Being divorced was worse than being widowed.  Franklin left her willingly.  She was a failure as a wife.  She had always looked down on women who were divorced.  Unless they’d been in an abusive marriage, Anne felt they just didn’t bother trying.  She associated divorce so intensely with failure that when her divorce was finalized she nearly went mad.  If Trisha hadn’t needed her, she probably would have let herself die.
 
                 “Hello, Anne.” Dr. Lisa Martz was a tall, slender, blonde.  She had long hair, pulled back in a tight bun and searching blue eyes.  She smiled as she stood to greet Anne, gesturing to the settee opposite her chair.
 
                 “Hi,” Anne said, feeling foolish, as always.  It felt wrong going to a complete stranger to talk about things.  It would make more sense to talk to the people who were involved, but nobody seemed to want to hear her perspective on the situation.  She was tired of it herself.  
 
                 “It sounded urgent,”
 
                 “I just wanted to talk to someone,” Anne said, sitting down, nervously.  It always took her a few minutes to calm down and relax before she could open-up.  Something about walking through the doors to come into the back always unsettled her.
 
                 “What do you want to talk about?  What is going on in your life right now?”  Dr. Martz’s soothing voice took some of the ebb off Anne’s disquiet and anger.
 
                 “My son and my ex-husband.”
 
                 “Okay.  Well, we spend a great deal of time discussing Franklin, why don’t start by talking about your son?  Which son?” Dr. Martz asked gently, soothingly.  She could tell Anne was on edge.  Franklin was one of her worst topics.  
 
                 “Jason.  He’s the architect.  He wants to marry this girl.  She’s pregnant.”  Anne shook her head, “at least so they tell me.  I asked him how he knew it was his,” Anne told her.
 
                 “It seems to bother you that he plans on marrying this person.  Why is that?”
 
                 “She’s a hussy.  She isn’t even pretty.  Pregnant!  I think she’s just trying to trap my son.  She’s too skinny to be pregnant.”
 
                 “Why are you so upset about this girl?  Why does she bother you so much?”
 
                 “Jason deserves better than she can offer.  She looks like the girl next door, who occasionally works on the corner,” Anne said harshly, picturing Alexia in her mind, her slightly frizzy hair and unkempt appearance.
 
                 “Did she wear skimpy clothing?”
 
                 “Well, no.”
 
                 “Did she make sexual innuendos in your presence?”
 
                 “No,” Anne said, unsure she liked this particular line of questioning.  “But they wouldn’t stop holding hands.”
 
                 “What makes you believe she is promiscuous?”
 
                 “She’s pregnant.  They’re not married, and they’re living together.  What more proof do I need to know that she’s promiscuous?”
 
                 “Anne, it’s not the nineteen fifties.  Many people live together before marriage.”
 
                 “It’s not proper.”   Anne was stubbornly avoiding the truth of her counselor’s words.  It didn’t matter how many people did it now, it was still inappropriate.
 
                 “Does your son seem unhappy?”
 
                 Anne was slightly surprised by this question, and she took a minute to consider it before she answered.  “I guess he seems happy.  He wasn’t complaining, and he didn’t look like he was put out by having to take care of her, but he doesn’t know what he’s in for.”
 
                 “Isn’t that up to him?  He has the right to make the decisions he believes are best for him, as do you or I,” Dr. Martz pointed out patiently.
 
                 “Well, someone needs to tell him what’s really going on,” Anne told her.
 
                 “And what is that?”
 
                 “She’s using him.  If she is pregnant, it probably isn’t his.  She wants to trap him and force him into a marriage so she can have his money.  Not to mention, he’s a handsome young man, she probably just wants to have some kind of control over him.  He would never leave her, you know, if he married her.”
 
                 Dr. Martz looked at Anne.  It was entirely possible that Anne was right, but highly unlikely.  She always seemed to jump to conclusions about people who were intimately involved with her children.  No one was good enough.  “Anne, is it possible that you’re judging this person too quickly?”  She had encouraged Anne to work on her snap judgments
 
   “She’s a hussy. Franklin even came to the office to talk to me about her.  He insisted that she was sweet and innocent.  She’s probably sleeping with him, too.  Who knows, maybe he’s the father.”  Anne could almost see it.  He gave the little hussy the baby he couldn’t give her.  Figures.  
 
   “Anne, I’d like you to take a deep breath.  I know Franklin was unfaithful, but that doesn’t mean that this girl is sleeping with him.”  She looked at Anne calmly.  “Is it possible that you don’t dislike this girl as much as you dislike her taking center stage in Jason’s life?”
 
   “No.  That’s ridiculous.  I’ve never been the center of Jason’s life.  I haven’t heard from him much since he went to college.  He’s only been with this girl for a short while.  He can’t possibly know enough about her to consider marrying her.  He’s only doing it because she told him she was pregnant.”
 
   “So you don’t feel as though this girl is taking Jason away from you?”
 
   “No.  She’s using him,” Anne insisted impatiently.  “Oh, the way she manipulated him at the house and the restaurant this weekend.  Playing the innocent and chatting politely with the trick-or-treaters.  Then she was so rotten at Applebee’s.  I’ll never be able to go back there.  I was forced to say some pretty harsh things in retaliation.”
 
   “What happened at Applebee’s?”
 
   “They told me about the wedding and the baby while we had lunch.  I was so surprised I couldn’t believe it.  I asked Jason if he even knew the baby was his, and he claimed she was a virgin.  Right there, loud as can be, in front of everyone!  I was completely mortified.  Who says things like that in public?  It was awful.  Then Alexia accused me of not caring about my own grandchild.  The very nerve of that girl.  I told Jason she was just trying to trap him.  She took off, running to the bathroom, alligator tears in her eyes.  He basically told me he didn’t want me to have anything to do with him and left me there, everyone in the place looking at me.  It was simply dreadful, all because of that little hussy.”
 
   “You asked him if the baby was his?” Dr. Martz asked, surprised.  Anne was difficult, harsh even, but this was a bit much even for her.
 
   “Of course I did, Lisa.  In this day and age?  I watch Maury, I know what happens.”  Anne didn’t generally call her doctor by first name, but she was getting more comfortable with it recently.
 
   Lisa choked off a laugh.  “Anne, I highly doubt that this would be a case for Maury.  At least in the manner you’re suggesting.  Is it possible that Jason is the father of this baby?”
 
   “Maybe, but I seriously doubt it.  He says he’s been living with her for six months or something.  He claims she was a virgin, but he might not know how to tell.”
 
   “Anne, Jason isn’t a child.  I’m sure he knows how to tell if a woman is a virgin or not.  He probably learned it in health class or sex education, if nothing else.”  Lisa could tell Anne wasn’t going to change her mind at this junction so she decided to switch topics.  “Franklin came to your office, today?”  Lisa knew that the only time Franklin approached Anne was when she was at work.
 
   “Yes.  He was terrible.  He accused me of trying to cause Alexia to miscarry.  He was singing her praises the entire time he was there.”
 
   “Are you trying to cause Alexia to miscarry?” Lisa asked, almost curious.
 
   “Of course not.  I may not like her, but I know how awful that is.  I’ve lived through it, and I actually wanted the baby.”
 
   
“It sounds like Jason and Alexia want this baby, too,” Lisa conjectured softly.
 
   “Jason does.  He’d make a great father.  He’s so strong, yet tender.  His temper can be a little severe, but he’d love a baby.”
 
   “You say Jason wants this baby, but what about Alexia.  She has choices, you know.  If she didn’t want the baby she could give it up for adoption, or even abort.”
 
   Anne drew in her breath sharply.  She’d never thought about Alexia killing Jason’s baby.  He’d be so heartbroken.  He honestly wanted this baby, Anne could tell from how protective he’d been of Alexia the entire time they were at her house; how he’d encouraged her to eat and drink.  “She wouldn’t dare.  Jason would never agree to it.  He has rights, too.”
 
   Lisa watched Anne, wondering if she’d realize just how hypocritical she sounded.  This was one of the most frustrating parts of her job.  “Anne, you don’t believe the baby is Jason’s, why would it matter if Alexia aborted?”
 
   “Jason believes it’s his.  I believe Jason.  Jason has a right to see his baby.  Alexia doesn’t have the right to just destroy the fetus when Jason wants it,” Anne said hotly.
 
   Lisa looked at Anne.  “If the baby is Jason’s, would you be excited about being a grandmother?”
 
   “Of course.  I love my grandchildren.  I’m a little disappointed that his mother doesn’t want him, but Jason has enough love for the baby that I’m sure things would work out.  He’s a wonderful man, and I’m sure he’d find someone to marry that would love him and the baby.”
 
   “How do you feel about Jason and Alexia getting married?  You said Jason was angry with you?”
 
   “I don’t think she’s good enough for Jason.  She’s just after his money.  Jason basically told me he didn’t want anything to do with me.  I doubt I’m invited to the wedding, but that’s fine because I doubt I’d bother going anyway.  I did get an invitation in the mail to her wedding shower.  I’m definitely not going to that.”
 
   “They sent you an invitation even though the three of you argued?”
 
   “Yes.  I imagine it was sent out the day we argued, so they didn’t have a choice to take it back.  I’ve half a mind to call them and tell them what I think of their sinful marriage.” 
 
   “I see.  Well, I would recommend giving Alexia another chance.  Remember, we’re trying not to make such immediate judgments, right?  Maybe it was just a bad day for you both, and you just didn’t click.”
 
   “I doubt it,” Anne said, looking at the clock.  It never felt like she’d been talking with Dr. Martz for half an hour.
 
   “I would also recommend that you talk to Jason.  It sounds like your relationship is changing, and you may want to discuss your fight.  Share your feelings with each other, but don’t be too aggressive.  I see you in less than a week; try to talk with Jason before then, please”
 
   Anne didn’t really know how to respond.  Talk to Jason?  Give Alexia another chance?  She wasn’t sure she was willing.  Jason would come around, eventually, perhaps.  He was a smart man.  He’d see through Alexia before too much longer, and then she’d be able to talk to him, comfort him even.  After all, she knew what it was like to be betrayed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
                  Merle went home Tuesday evening after another long grueling day at work.  He was determined to stay on schedule with the Anderson project.  Jim and the mortar workers were pulling overtime to finish the fireplace, and he made the electricians pick up the pace so the drywall could be put in place.  If they could keep up this speed, they’d be caught up by Friday, if not sooner.  Anderson wanted to move in before Christmas, and Merle couldn’t blame him, but it was making things damned difficult.  Tomorrow would be another full day, but he had one stop he planned on making that had nothing to do with work.  
 
                 Anne had managed to convince Merle that he needed to donate blood.  She didn’t know it, but she had.  She reminded him of all the generous things Martha used to do to help the community, and he realized that in this way he could help in Martha’s memory.  He would donate blood to help save a life.  He was a healthy man, especially for his age, and there was no reason why he couldn’t donate on occasion.  Tomorrow he would go in and tell Anne he wanted to sign up to donate.  He could almost picture the smile of surprise on her sweet face when she saw him.
 
                 She was so convincing in the truck on the way back to her office, that Merle was almost ready to have every willing and able construction worker take a few hours off to donate blood.  She highlighted the health benefits for the donor, and she really impressed Merle by describing all the ways the blood could be used.  She told him stories of children whose lives had been saved because they were able to receive blood from a Red Cross donor.  In less than five minutes she’d had him convinced hook, line, and sinker that he needed to donate blood, often.  
 
    
 
                 Merle wasn’t able to make it to the Red Cross in the morning, so he took a late lunch hoping he’d be able to run by the office and catch Anne after lunch.  When he walked in, he looked around, curiously, but couldn’t find her.  The nice receptionist was more than willing to help him, however, and Merle signed up to donate at the next blood drive.  He was waiting for the receptionist to input his name and address into the database when he heard muffled yelling from somewhere within the building.  He recognized the sound of a door slamming, before a man walked out, shaking his head in disgust.  
 
                 “I don’t know why he bothers,” the receptionist mumbled under her breath, gaining Merle’s interest.
 
                 “What’s that?”
 
                 “Oh, nothing.  What did you say your name was again?”
 
                 “Merle Johnson,”
 
                 “Okay, and what was your address?”
 
                 “29653 West Corington”
 
                 “Oh.  Anne lives on that road,” Claire said, surprised.  “She’s the secretary here.  I’m covering the desk while she’s in back.”
 
                 Well that explains why she was on the road Monday night.  She was going home, Merle thought to himself.  “Can I talk to Anne for a moment?”  He wondered what she was doing in the back that would take her away from her receptionist duties, but he wasn’t familiar with the Red Cross, and couldn’t even wager a guess.
 
                 “Normally I’d say sure, but I’m guessing she’s not in the mood to see anyone, Merle.  That was her ex-husband that just left,” Claire told him, assuming that since he lived near Anne he knew at least some of the situation.  “They fight every time he stops in.  I don’t know why he still comes here.”
 
                 “I see.”  Merle would never have guessed Anne was divorced.  Widowed maybe, but divorced seemed surprising.  She was pleasant to talk to the other night; he hoped she hadn’t been in an abusive relationship.  That would be too bad.  Merle felt a sudden stab of sympathy for her.  His mother had been in an abusive relationship with his father, and Merle had seen firsthand just how tormented and traumatized she’d been.  He didn’t like the idea of Anne suffering such abuse.
 
                 “Okay, well you’re in the system now.  I imagine Anne will be calling you every six weeks or so asking you to donate again.  She’s quite convincing.”
 
                 “I’ve noticed that.  She convinced me yesterday in less than five minutes.”
 
                 “Yeah, that’s our Anne.”
 
                 “Well, I better get back to work.  You have a nice day now,” he said, nodding to her before leaving.  He returned to the construction site to see a miracle.  The space heaters Jim was using to heat the hearth and chimney were working better than Merle would have imagined.  The mortar and stones were going up beautifully.  He stood back to look at the fireplace in pride.  It would be done by tomorrow.  A day early, even.  Jim had a way with setting the stones that made the most unique designs Merle had ever seen.  It was truly a gift, though Jim didn’t agree, and Merle loved to stand back and look at Jim’s work.  Jim had actually set the stones on Merle’s fireplace at home, too.  
 
                 Jim hopped down from the ladder when Merle came in.  “You are a piece of work,” he hollered.  “Why didn’t you mention using heaters before?”  For the last week, Jim had struggled to get the mortar to set around the stones as he worked on the fireplace.  He had a picture in his mind of exactly what he wanted it to look like, but every time he tried to put the pieces into place they slid down.  Miraculously, the space heaters were making an immense difference.
 
                 “Didn’t think about it,” Merle replied, ignoring Jim’s eyes as he looked at the chimney.  “It’s looking good.”
 
                 “Thanks.”  Jim was always a little embarrassed when Merle mentioned his designs.  He did it without thinking, and it seemed like Merle was giving him credit for work and talent he didn’t really possess.
 
                 “How are the electricians coming?”  Merle asked quietly.  It was a matter of contention among the construction crew that the electricians didn’t seem to want to finish their jobs.
 
                 “They should finish today, actually.  The drywall should be finished tomorrow, and you can oversee the painting by Friday, I would think.”
 
                 “Wonderful.  I knew you could do it.”
 
                 “Yeah, okay.  It’s you who did it.”
 
                 “Get back to work.  I bet I could set the stones faster than you at this rate,” Merle harassed.  Jim didn’t waste time debating with him; he just climbed back up the ladder.
 
                 Merle watched Jim for a few more minutes before going downstairs to check on the electricians.  He wasn’t surprised to see that Jim had forced them to finish one floor at a time rather than jump back and forth between floors.  The work could have been finished two weeks ago, but they weren’t in any rush.  They were getting paid to be on site.  Anderson contracted the electricians out because he wanted the wiring done a certain way, so Merle had to oversee a group of men that were in no particular rush to finish.  The longer they worked, the more they were paid.  Merle finally threatened to call Anderson before he could get the guys to move their asses.  Now they were nearly finished and Merle could call in the drywall crew.   It would be a relief having most of the work done.  
 
                 
 
                 Merle went home content.  Jim managed to finish setting the stones in the fireplace, though the finishing touches would have to be completed Thursday and Friday.  A small portion of the drywall was in place, and the rest would be up tomorrow.  By Friday the stucco and plastering would be complete, and painting could begin.  Anderson would be happy to hear that everything was back on schedule.  
 
                 Merle looked carefully as he drove home, wondering exactly where Anne lived on his road.  There were a few small cottages that she could live in, but he didn’t see her car.  Then again, her car could still be in the shop.  Several large farmhouses sat back from the road further down, but he doubted Anne owned any of those.  He had a feeling she lived alone.  It wouldn’t make sense for her to live in a large place.  He didn’t look for long, eager to get home and get some rest.  Sherlock would be waiting for him, desperate to be put outside, and he had to finish with the deer before it went bad.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
                 Saturday came much too soon for Jason and Alex.  Jason was determined to talk to his mother.  Alex tried to reason with him, but Jason refused to listen.  He would not let his mother treat Alex so poorly.  Jason lay in bed, watching Alex sleep for a few minutes before slipping out from under the covers as quietly as possible.  He didn’t want to wake her—she’d just try to convince him to let things be with his mother.  She was so uptight about everything that was going on that she was spotting, and the doctor said she needed to take it easy and rest.  Too much stress could cause problems with the fetus, resulting in a variety of issues, not the least of which was miscarriage.  Jason wouldn’t allow Alex to miscarry because of his mother.  If it wasn’t meant to be, they would trust God’s judgment; but if his mother caused it, Jason doubted he could ever speak to her again.  
 
                 He didn’t waste time getting dressed or showering.  Closing the bedroom door quietly behind him, he walked down the dark hallway to the living room.  He sat down on the couch and dialed his mother’s number.  The sun was starting to rise, and the thin rays snuck through the picture window in the kitchen.  It was only six in the morning, but his mother was an early riser.  He was fairly certain she’d be awake.  The phone rang; once, twice, on the third ring his mother answered, sounding slightly groggy.
 
                 “Hello?”
 
                 “Mom, it’s Jason.”
 
                 Anne was a little surprised that Jason was calling her back already.  She thought it would take a week or two for him to calm down and look at the situation rationally.  Maybe he was growing up.  “What’s up?” she asked nonchalantly.  She didn’t want him to know just how uptight she’d been about their confrontation.
 
                 Jason wasn’t sure what to say.  He thought his mother would defend herself at the very least; instead she was acting like nothing had happened.  It infuriated Jason that she didn’t realize just how cruel she’d been.  “I’m calling to tell you that you were accidentally invited to the wedding shower.  I don’t want you there.”  It wasn’t what Jason had rehearsed, or anything close to what he’d planned on saying, but just hearing her voice, not at all remorseful or apologetic irked him.  He wanted to hurt her, to be petty and mean.
 
                 “Excuse me?”  Anne’s voice was a whisper.  How dare he call her and act so disrespectfully.
 
                 “The girls sent out your invitation by mistake.  You’re not actually invited.”  Jason didn’t know what else to say.  As far as he was concerned, the conversation was over.  She had no right or reason to come to the wedding shower when she’d been so malicious to his fiancé.  She made it no secret how she felt about Alex, and he wouldn’t tolerate her being rude or mean for the entirety of his marriage.
 
                 “I can’t believe you.  I didn’t mean to make a scene.  Alexia was being very rude and demeaning.  I couldn’t just sit there and let her talk to me like that.  You didn’t even defend me!” Anne was nearly crying by the time she finished talking.  She was appalled by Jason’s spitefulness.  She was only trying to protect him from a rather painful and embarrassing divorce.  
 
                 “Oh can it, Mom.  Her name is Alex, and she didn’t say anything I don’t agree with one hundred and ten percent.  I can’t believe you care so little about me and your unborn grandchild that you would behave that way.”  Jason’s temper was flaring.  “You called MY child a bastard!”  Jason couldn’t believe that she was actually arguing with him.  It was so obvious that she was wrong.  How she didn’t see it was completely beyond his comprehension.  Alex had begged him to be patient and understanding with her, but he couldn’t find it in himself to treat her with such consideration when she obviously didn’t care to treat others thus.
 
                 “Jason, I can’t believe you’re talking to me like this.  It breaks my heart to hear you say such things to me.”  Anne was crying wholeheartedly now.  When she’d heard Jason’s voice on the phone she thought he was going to apologize and tell her she’d been correct; Alexia wasn’t the girl for him.  Instead, he was being horrible and treating her like some kind of disease-ridden garbage.  It was almost too much to bear.  She’d given everything to make him happy and raise him as well as she was able.
 
                 “Of course it breaks your heart, because it has to be about you, right?  It doesn’t matter that you hurt me the other night, too.  Or that Alex is so distraught over the situation and how terribly you behaved that she’s having complications.  Nope, all that matters is what you want and how you feel.  I forgot.”  Jason’s anger was getting the best of him.  He usually had impeccable control over his temper, except when dealing with his mother.  Somehow she brought out the worst in him.  “You’re the only one that ever matters.”
 
                 “Jason, you know that isn’t true.  I would never intentionally hurt you.  I was surprised. You didn’t give me any kind of warning.”  Anne soothed.
 
                 “Mom, I don’t want you at the shower, end of story.  If you can’t treat Alex with even a shred of respect, you don’t deserve to be near her.”
 
                 “She didn’t treat me with respect!” Anne practically screeched into the phone.  How dare Jason accuse her of being at fault.  She didn’t do anything to Alex.  The witch did it to herself.  She was turning Jason against her already.
 
                 “Do you think I wasn’t there?  Have you forgotten that I was sitting next to Alex? Maybe you’re just hoping I didn’t hear what happened.  You accused her of trapping me, Mom.”  Jason was trying to control himself, but it was a struggle not to let his tongue fly.
 
                 “Well she did, didn’t she?” Anne accused.
 
                 “No, she didn’t.  She wanted to wait until after the baby was born to get married.  I was the one that insisted we get married sooner.”  Jason took a deep breath.  “You were wrong, Mom, and if you can’t see that, I don’t want to be around you; and I certainly don’t want Alex or my child around you either.  I’m sorry.”  Jason looked at the receiver in his hand for a second, hesitating, before saying, “Good bye,” and hanging up.  He felt like a complete ass.  It was a rotten thing for a man to do to his own mother, but what else was there?  If he stayed on the phone he’d be tempted to say even more.  It would be better if he didn’t talk to his mother for a while; a long while.  He turned the ringer off and sat the phone in the charger on the table.  Well, that didn’t go as well as planned, he thought.
 
   Jason was so angry with his mother he didn’t really care if he spoke to her again for the next few years.  He knew he’d have to talk to her sometime, but he was determined to wait until she could be more respectful.  He wanted her to have a chance to think about what she was doing and just how poorly she’d treated Alex.  He wouldn’t let her treat Alex the way she treated Brandon.  Rose and Brandon might have the patience for it, but he didn’t.  He wouldn’t live that way; always wondering if it was safe to leave Alex alone in the same room with his mother, second guessing every comment and gesture.  He didn’t want to live his life in constant confrontation.  He and Alex were quite happy with each other; he refused to let his mother ruin their contentment.
 
                 She really needed to get over the divorce already and meet a nice older man, or woman, for that matter.  Jason wasn’t picky.  He just wanted her to be happy for a change.  It would make life so much easier, for all of them, if she could be happy.  Jason remembered what it was like growing up.  His Mom had been great.  She was happy and friendly.  His friends all loved her.  She was the coolest Mom ever.  Oh how quickly things changed.  Jason looked up to see Alex standing in the doorway, her face a mixture of pain and confusion.
 
                 “Sweetheart, you’re supposed to be resting.”  Jason said quickly, hurrying to her side and ushering her back down the hall to bed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
                 Anne couldn’t believe how terribly Jason was treating her.  She hadn’t done anything wrong.  She slammed the kitchen cupboards closed as she made coffee and a bagel.  She had to get ready for work.  Today was the blood drive and there would be way too much for her to do; she couldn’t afford to be late.  Anne climbed the stairs angrily.  How dare he? her mind yelled.  She climbed in the shower, fuming.  She was so irritated she broke the showerhead when she pulled it out of the bracket, a little too roughly, to wash her hair.  Water sprayed the entire bathroom, and Anne had to finish washing her hair in the sink just to get the conditioner out.  
 
                 Her clothes were soaked, and she was forced to find a different outfit for the day.  When she went into her bedroom and slammed the closet door open she broke the knob off, and had to squeeze her fingers inside the hole to pull the slider out.  Then she couldn’t find anything that fit correctly.  She finally settled on a pair of tan dress slacks and a black sweater.  It was a bit more casual than her normal wardrobe, but she couldn’t seem to find her other slacks. Clearly, it wasn’t going to be a good day for her.
 
                 Anne went back downstairs and picked up the phone.  She couldn’t just leave things as they were.  It would be too much on her mind if she didn’t at least try to call him back.  She pushed Jason’s number on the phone.  She waited; impatiently listening while the phone rang.  When it finally went to the machine, Anne was livid.  Who did he think he was, not answering her calls?
 
                 “Jason, I’m very disappointed in you.  The things you said were cruel and untrue.  I’m sorry you were upset by what I said at the restaurant, but I don’t see how that warrants your nastiness.  I am your mother; I love you and I want what is best for you.  I have to work today, but I’ll expect to hear from you when I get home.”  Anne hung up the phone.  Maybe that would help him come to his senses.  
 
                 Frost had come during the night, and the driveway was covered with a thin layer of ice.  Anne drove slowly to work, noting several cars in the ditch.  If people hadn’t been there helping, Anne would have felt compelled to stop, but everyone seemed to have assistance of some kind nearby, so she didn’t bother.  She was already running late for work as it was.  She still had cookies and snacks to set out before the drive started, not to mention juice boxes and a few other goodies to offer the donors before they were allowed to leave.  She had to prepare the tables and put the lists out…she would be behind all day if she weren’t careful.
 
                 Anne pulled into the office.  She tried to ignore the thoughts running through her head, but she just couldn’t shake off the things Jason had said to her.  He was just being cruel, and spiteful, but still, it was hard to bear.  Children weren’t supposed to treat their parents so dreadfully.  She’d always given him her love and affection.  She didn’t deserve such harsh treatment.  She’d only told him the truth.  It was almost as bad as Rose when she was a teenager.  Anne climbed out of her car and hurried inside, intent on catching up.  Only Claire had arrived.  The nurses and the other office girls would wait until nine a.m. to come in.  Claire had already started putting the food and snacks out.  Anne looked at her gratefully before grabbing the lists and organizing the rest of the supplies.  
 
                 The drive would start at ten.  Anne and Claire dragged the donor chairs into the large, general purpose, meeting room.  Everything happened in this room: staff meetings, blood drives, classes, exercises; it was one large, open space.  Cots were even brought in during large disasters for people to sleep on.  It was a chore to haul furniture in and out of the room, but it was better than putting it into a truck and driving across town to the high school gymnasium; they did that every other blood drive. 
 
                 Anne and Claire were just finishing up when the nurses and other support staff arrived.  They could finish preparing their individual stations, so Anne and Claire sat at the reception table and started organizing the lists and schedule.  Anne didn’t bother mentioning her fight with Jason to Claire.  That woman had enough going on in her own life.  Her daughter was graduating high school and heading off to college halfway across the country.  Her son was starting high school this year, and her mother or father, Anne couldn’t remember which, was terminally ill.  So Anne fumed in silence, looking over the lists in agitation. She somehow greeted the first few donors with a polite cordiality and consideration she felt incapable of, though the day seemed to linger on, slowly dwindling at her patience.
 
                 Anne and Claire waited for the nurses to come ask for help, taking turns assisting the weakened donors to the snack tables where they could sit and eat until they weren’t quite so lightheaded.  They signed in donors, registered the walk-ins, and refilled the juice and snack tables.  Anne looked at the large windows in the front of the room.  It was obviously a cold day, everyone was bundled up against the chilly, bitter, wind, but the sun shone brightly into the room.  Anne had to resist the urge to close the blinds.  She didn’t feel like sunshine.  
 
                 “Why don’t you go take your break?”  Claire could tell something was bothering Anne.  Franklin’s visit put a damper on the entire week, but things seemed even worse this morning.  Claire didn’t want to ask Anne what was wrong, however.  Anne could be a sweet person, and she’d do nearly anything to help at the office, but when it came to her home life, she was rough.  Initially, Claire had felt sorry for her.  Her kids abandoned her, her husband divorced her, and she was virtually alone in the world.  But as time wore on, Claire began to wonder just how much of the situation was Anne’s fault.  Her kids called the office looking for her occasionally and Claire knew they came to visit and check on her.  They constantly sent cards and photos of the grandkids, because Anne had the pictures all over her desk, and she always had someplace to go for the holidays, consistently turning down Claire’s invitation to join her family.
 
                 “Thanks,” Anne said appreciatively.  She wanted to scream.  Generally she enjoyed blood drives.  It was relaxing and gave her a break from the typical office duties, but today it seemed tedious and frustrating.  Anne left the meeting room and made her way to the kitchenette area in the office.  A nice, hot, cup of coffee and her turkey sandwich might make her feel better.  She poured the steaming black liquid into her mug and added cream and sugar before sitting down.  Anne tried not to think of Jason, but she couldn’t get him out of her mind.  He’d been so cruel and mean this morning.  She didn’t know what hold Alexia had over him, but it was strong.  
 
                 Anne looked around the dimly lit room.  The coffee maker hummed quietly along with the refrigerator.  There wasn’t much room for the small round table in the corner, where Anne sat deliberating.  The carpet was flattened from years of use, and stains covered its navy blue design.  The wallpaper above the sink was peeling slightly, and the microwave was at least eight to ten years old.  It was a dismal place, worn from use and abuse.  
 
   What exactly was she supposed to do? she thought.  Jason didn’t want to see Alexia for what she was; a manipulative, self-involved, money grubbing, whore.  Anne didn’t know when she started crying, but tears streamed down her face.  She wiped them away roughly.  Now was not the time, she told herself sternly, but the tears didn’t stop or slow.  “Anne, sorry to interrupt, but we’re getting backed up out here,” she heard Claire call from the front of the office.  Anne forced herself to calm down and dab at her eyes.  She had work to do, and crying in front of the donors would just not suit.  She stopped for a moment in the bathroom to check her make-up before making her way back out to the blood drive.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
                 Merle signed in with the receptionist shortly after One p.m.  He was a little early for his appointment, but he had to make the drive to town to show Anderson the progress on the house for eleven, and didn’t have anything else to do for the day.  The chimney was set, the electric lines were completed, and the drywall was up.  The upstairs was painted, and he’d managed to get the guys to start on the in-laid flooring Friday.  The place was really starting to look nice, and Anderson was quite pleased with the new developments.  Merle was finally able to relax a little.  The house could be done by Thanksgiving if necessary, but definitely well before Christmas.
 
                 Merle didn’t see Anne, but it was a pretty busy place.  There were at least fifty to sixty people milling about: eating, drinking, sitting around, and donating blood.  When the nurse called his name, Merle followed her to the chair, sitting down carefully.  He wasn’t sure what to do.  He’d never donated blood.  He wasn’t terribly nervous of needles, but he didn’t particularly like them either.  
 
                 Merle answered the questions that the nurse, Tammy, asked.  She was a brunette, her hair in a ponytail at the back of her head.  Her eyes were a deep brown, and she smiled at him pleasantly as she helped him to sit more comfortably in the chair.  She explained the procedure to Merle as she washed his arm and located his vein before she unwrapped a large, metal needle.  Merle sat patiently as the nurse inserted the needle, almost afraid to startle her.  He ignored the pain as the point broke the skin, looking away when he saw his blood flow through the tube.  Anne hadn’t mentioned that it was a rather painful process.
 
                 Merle sat squeezing the stress reliever while his blood filled the bag.  Tammy made small talk with Merle while they waited.  She asked him what he did for a living, where he was from, and if he had any family.  She was young and sweet and it made him think of his daughter.  He found himself telling the woman about his wife, Martha, and how he was donating because it seemed like something she would have done.  Tammy was sympathetic, and Merle was surprised by how relaxed he felt talking with her.  Telling her about his wife made some of the emptiness inside fade away.  
 
                 Tammy could tell Merle was getting a little lightheaded from the loss of blood.  His speech was slowing and he seemed to struggle to concentrate.  It was hard to tell if he struggled because talking about his wife was difficult for him or if it was the blood loss.  She smiled at him softly, reminding him to squeeze the stress reliever a few more times before the bag was full.  She warned him before she pulled out the needle, noting his quick intake of breath as she slid it out of his skin.  
 
                 “There might be some bruising.”  Tammy held gauze over the puncture for a few moments before covering it with a bandaide.  She didn’t bother mentioning the irony of the Handy Manny bandaide to Merle.  When he tried to stand up, he nearly fell back over, and Tammy steadied him as she called for Anne to come assist him to the snack tables and a place to sit.  “You need to eat at least one cookie and a sandwich, drink two full cups of water or juice and sit for at least ten or fifteen minutes.”  Tammy said sternly, seeing Anne come through the crowd.  “Anne will sit with you for a little while, and then I’ll come check on you” she assured him before relinquishing him into Anne’s care.
 
    
 
                 Merle put as little weight on Anne as possible as she helped him to a table.  “Isn’t your ankle still injured?” he asked, once he was sitting down.  
 
                 “It’s a little sore, but not too bad.  The ice helped.”  Anne looked at Merle slightly surprised.  “I didn’t think I had you convinced.”
 
                 “You did.”  Merle groaned as he tried to bend his arm.  It was definitely a painful process.  “Then again, you didn’t tell me how much it hurt.”
 
                 “Well, we don’t like to spread that rumor.”  Anne made Merle a plate of goodies.  Merle looked at his lunch: a candy bar, two cookies, an apple juice, water, and a small ham sandwich.  He would have preferred something with a little more protein, but he wouldn’t complain.  Sugar was probably what his body needed.  Anne sat next to him quietly, not really looking at anything.  Merle knew she wasn’t a quiet person by nature.  In his few brief encounters with her, he’d found that she was a pleasant, sociable woman, uncomfortable with silence.  It was oddly unsettling sitting next to her while she remained so quiet and withdrawn.
 
                 “So, how are you doing?”  Merle asked, noting Anne’s red, puffy eyes.  Maybe it had something to do with the man he’d seen leave the other day.  He couldn’t imagine how something that happened on Wednesday would still be bothering her so much today, but there was no telling exactly what had happened.  Maybe something else had happened with her ex-husband.  Merle watched as Anne’s eyes welled with tears.  He flinched as he tried to pat her back casually.  He hated to see a woman cry.  He never really knew what to do or how to react.  His mother, as strong as she’d been, rarely cried, and Merle remembered the few times he’d come home to find her crying.  It had been devastating to him.  “Come on now, don’t cry.  Won’t make a difference now, will it?”  He cajoled, trying to get her to smile.  “What’s got you so upset?”  Merle wasn’t at all certain he really wanted to know why Anne was upset, but for some reason he couldn’t sit next to her and remain unconcerned.  
 
                 Anne was nearly overwhelmed.  No one had asked her how she was doing in such a kind, gentle, sincere manner in a long time.  She could see the concern in Merle’s face.  “I had a fight with my son.”  Anne said finally.  Merle was a client, and technically she wasn’t supposed to talk to him about her personal life, but he’d been so sweet, and she really needed someone to talk to.  The kids were always so judgmental.  She knew they all blamed her for every crisis or fissure in the family.
 
                 “Ah.  What happened?”  Merle asked, hoping to avoid the tears that looked inevitable.  He had a headache, his stomach was growling, and here he was talking with Anne about a fight she had with her son, eating a fraction of what he’d normally have for lunch.  He wasn’t exactly in the mood to listen to an emotional woman, especially one he hardly knew, but he couldn’t find it in himself to be rude or mean to her.
 
                 Anne found herself telling Merle everything that had happened since Halloween: about Jason’s unexpected female companion and his insistence on sleeping in the same room as Alexia.  She told him how disrespectful Jason had been, and the jibe Alexia made the next morning about not being able to finish, and how Jason tried to cover for her by saying she didn’t travel well.  She described the fight in the restaurant in detail, gaining confidence by the look of disdain on Merle’s face.  Her pain and confusion when Jason said he was marrying this girl she’d never even met, and her surprise and disbelief at the news of a baby.  She told him of her accusation that the baby wasn’t even Jason’s and how Alexia tried to hurt her by bringing up her divorce.  She finished with Jason’s phone call this morning, and how terrible he’d been to her.  How he’d said Alexia was having complications because of Anne.  She was relieved when she finished, looking at the stern set of Merle’s jaw.  It seemed, finally, she had someone who would listen and understand her plight. He would be sympathetic to her problems.
 
                 Merle stared at Anne stonily.  He couldn’t believe the things she was telling him.  Forget that he was a virtual stranger; her conduct was downright ghastly.  No wonder she was alone and divorced.  She was an awful person.  He couldn’t believe she was able to justify her behavior so easily.  Merle couldn’t find a bit of disdain for her son—he quite agreed with the boy.  Any woman who would treat a pregnant girl with such blatant disregard for her welfare was a waste of space in Merle’s opinion.  He couldn’t believe a mother of four would act so inappropriately.  She told her story with something close to pride, and Merle found himself becoming irate with her.  Here this woman sat, bitter and unyielding: she was perfectly healthy and had a large family, yet God had taken his sweet happy, Martha away.  
 
                 Anne looked at Merle expectantly.  He had listened to her tell her story patiently, a look of mild alarm and disappointment on his face.  Anne expected Merle to agree with her, because, of course, she was in the right.  Jason’s treatment of her was uncalled for and she’d only been telling him the truth about Alexia.  When Merle finally spoke Anne looked at him as though he’d grown a second head.  She was so surprised by the words that spouted from his mouth; she didn’t know what to say.  
 
                 “You selfish woman!  How could a mother treat her son and his fiancé so terribly?  Life is too short to behave so pettily.  You should be grateful for every moment you have in this life to spend with your children and grandchildren—including the one you have so crudely discarded by your careless and insensitive behavior.  No wonder you’re divorced and alone.  There are people who live every moment for someone else, and yet here you are, expecting everyone to sway to you and strive to please you.  How sad you are.”  Merle was disgusted with her, and for some reason he felt saddened and disappointed.  He’d actually thought she would be someone with whom he could enjoy a deep friendship.
 
   “Live for someone else?  I was married twenty-two years; just to have my husband tell me he wanted a divorce!”  Anne’s voice was raw with pain and humiliation.
 
   Merle shook his head in disgust.  “It takes two, you know; to make it, and break it.”  He stood, feeling a little wobbly, and left without a backward glance.  Merle drove to subway and ordered a foot long roast beef sandwich.  He hadn’t been able to eat any of the food Anne had offered him, so disturbed by her story, and he was woozy from donating blood.  The nerve of that woman, Merle thought.  He couldn’t believe she actually thought he’d agree with her. Sitting there, acting so self-righteous.  He barely tasted his sandwich as he gulped it down in his agitation.  His disappointment in her was profound.  Damn him for thinking he’d be able to start over.
 
   Anne watched Merle leave the Red Cross filled with resentment.  Tammy found Anne sitting at the table, alone.  “Is Merle still here?  He wasn’t supposed to leave before seeing me.”  
 
   “He walked out.”  Anne’s voice was completely devoid of emotion.  She was too shocked to feel much of anything.
 
   “What?  He shouldn’t have left.  I needed to check him to see if he was okay.”
 
   “He’s well enough to storm out of here.”  Anne mumbled, standing and walking to the receptionist table.  Tammy watched after her, curious and confused.  She shook her head.  There were a lot of donors waiting.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
                 Anne tried to ignore the things Merle had said to her, but his words kept echoing through her mind.  She was selfish and cruel?  Her kids had told her that on occasion, but she thought they’d only been trying to hurt her.  Usually they said it when she refused to give them something they wanted from the house.  But Merle was a virtual stranger.  He had no reason to want to hurt her.  Anne tried to think about her behavior in the last few years.  Life had been difficult since the divorce, and she was certain she’d changed a great deal in the last six years.  She knew she hadn’t always been the easiest person to get along with, but was she really so terrible?  She thought of Franklin’s mother, Tessa; a woman she completely abhorred, and of how she would say some rather rude things to Anne.  It had always felt terrible.  Even though Tessa was of no direct relation to Anne, somehow when she criticized her it hurt so much worse than when her own mother or family members criticized her.  When she was pregnant for Michael, Tessa told her she was bigger than a barn and that she ate too much.  It wouldn’t have been a big deal, but Anne was so emotional from the pregnancy that she took it way too seriously.  She’d almost stopped eating.
 
                 Anne remembered how it had felt when Tessa expressed her disappointment over Anne’s first pregnancy.  She felt that Anne and Franklin should have waited at least a year or two before they had children; taken time to enjoy being just the two of them. Thinking back, Anne wondered what it would have been like if they had waited, but she would never regret not waiting.  She loved her children.  But at the time Anne had felt totally depleted and miserable.  Tessa wasn’t the best grandmother, but she’d been good to the kids.  Anne remembered watching Michael help in the garden.  She’d been so jealous because Tessa could get the kids to do anything she asked, while for Anne it felt like pulling teeth to get them to help.  Tessa would just smile that smug little smile of hers as if to say, “they like me better,” and Anne would want to slap her.
 
                 What was Anne supposed to do?  Take it all back?  It seemed a bit late for that, besides, her pride didn’t want her to take it back.  She’d gotten over the things Tessa said to her, why couldn’t Alexia get over the things Anne said.  For the thousandth time Anne wondered if Alexia was really having complications or if Jason was just trying to make her feel bad.  Anne didn’t wish for any woman to miscarry.  It was a horrible experience and truly heartbreaking.  Anne continued working in a sort of stupor for the rest of the day.  Everything seemed to be in a haze.  She helped donors to the snack tables or to a nurse.  She kept the trays filled with goodies and refreshments, but none of it seemed to be real.  She couldn’t stop hearing the words Merle had said to her.  No wonder you’re divorced and alone. Was it truly Anne’s fault that Franklin left her?  Not entirely, she knew that for sure, but as Merle had so eloquently said, it takes two.  If she’d been more attentive to Franklin and less bitter, she might have managed to save her marriage.  Was she really discarding Jason’s baby?  Anne didn’t want to think about it anymore.   It made her head hurt and her heart ache.  Maybe she had made a terrible mistake.
 
                 Anne drove home slowly, still intent on the things Merle had said.  Tammy was worried about Merle; telling Anne about his deceased wife and all he’d been through in the last few years.  Anne felt rotten for trying to get his sympathy.  Here she was, complaining about her lot in life, and his wife died young from an incurable disease.  At least Anne had some kind of control over the things in her life.  She shook her head.  He wasn’t necessarily right.  Maybe she’d been a little harsh, but that didn’t mean she was entirely wrong.  She didn’t think Alexia was perfect for Jason or that she would make him a good wife.  She’d been so quiet and reserved and Jason loved being a part of a crowd.  
 
                 Anne pulled into the garage and climbed out of her car.  She went into the empty house, looking at her answering machine.  No messages.  Damn.  She’d thought for sure Jason would have called by now.  He had the entire day off.  Anne picked up the phone and listened as it rang.  Again there was no answer.  “Jason, this is Mom, I want to talk to you.  Give me a call.”  Anne hung up irritably.  He could at least answer the stupid phone when she called.  She knew he was screening her calls and it irked her beyond measure.  
 
                 Anne paced the living room but to no avail.  Nothing was making her feel better.  She needed a release of some kind.  The basement! she thought suddenly.  She’d clean the basement.  She hadn’t done that in forever, and it could certainly use the attention.
 
    
 
                 It took Anne five hours working non-stop to clean the basement.  It was a complete disaster.  There were dishes to be washed and put away, toys everywhere, garbage, empty bottles, and the floor hadn’t been vacuumed in months, if not longer.  Anne was embarrassed that she’d let anyone sleep down there in the last year.  There was at least an inch of dust covering everything, and the bathroom was disgusting.  No wonder the kids didn’t want to stay with her much—it probably wasn’t safe for the grandkids to be in such a mess.  Anne sat down on the old sofa.  The roses were faded and worn, the cushions dented from years of use.  What was happening to her?  How could she have let herself fall so far?  She knew she couldn’t blame Franklin for all of it.  His leaving was only part of the problem.  Was she really so self-involved that she thought her loss was greater than his?  She knew he blamed himself for the baby as much as she did.  He even visited the grave occasionally, because she’d find flowers on the tombstone they’d placed in the small ‘babyland’ area of the cemetery.  It was meant to help them get over their loss, but it hadn’t helped Anne.  All she felt when she went to the cemetery was her sadness and pain.  Maybe if she’d managed to get pregnant again and have another baby things would have been better; she might not be quite so bitter, but it wasn’t meant to be.
 
                 Anne looked around her at the cedar-paneled room.  It was much cleaner than it had been in years.  She smiled.  She had a lot more work ahead of her if she wanted to clean the entire house as well, but she was determined.  Then she had one extremely long and awkward phone call to make.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
                 “Hello?” a woman’s voice answered groggily.  
 
                 “Donna?  Is Franklin there?”
 
                 “Who is this?”  
 
                 “It’s Anne.  Could I please talk with Franklin?”
 
                 “Yeah, just a second.”  Anne heard Donna moving around, probably climbing out of bed.  It was late Sunday night.  There were soft whispers, and Anne could tell Donna was trying to cover the mouthpiece as she spoke with Franklin.
 
                 “Anne?  Is Trisha okay?”  Franklin’s voice was full of concern when he came on the line.  He didn’t sound particularly groggy, but then again, he’d never been one to go to bed early.
 
                 “Trisha is fine, Franklin.  I’m sorry to call you so late.” Anne paused, her pulse speeding as she tried to gain courage.  “I need someone to talk to who will be totally honest with me.  Whatever we are now, we were friends once, very much in love, and I need you.”  Anne was afraid he’d flat out refuse to talk to her, but she was praying that he still cared enough about her that he’d give her a chance.  She wasn’t sure he could give her what she asked, or if he’d be able to answer her honestly, but she was hoping that he’d find it in his heart to help her.
 
                 “Anne…” Franklin wasn’t sure what to say.  Did she want him back?  She was six years too late.  He was happily married to Donna.  He would always love Anne; she was the mother of his children, but he would never go back to her.  There were many times in the last six years that he’d regretted his decision, but he would never take it back.  As much as he still cared for Anne, he was married to Donna, and he loved her.  
 
                 “Please, Franklin.  I need help.”  Anne didn’t want to beg, but if she had to, she’d drive to his house and talk to him face to face to see if he could turn her away when he saw her sincerity.
 
                 “What do you want me to do?”  Franklin sighed.  He shrugged when Donna looked at him in alarm.  “Just a minute, Anne.”  Franklin pulled the receiver away from his mouth.  “Honey, why don’t you go back up to bed?  I’ll be up shortly,” he assured her, kissing her softly.  One of the things he loved most about Donna was that she never questioned him.  She’d go upstairs and go to sleep and trust that he’d tell her what was going on later.  She never doubted him or thought he was doing something he shouldn’t be.  He waited until he heard her enter the bedroom upstairs before he held the phone up to his lips.  “What is it, Anne?”
 
    
 
                 Anne kept Franklin on the phone until well after three in the morning.  They both cried several times.  She explained how awful she felt for never realizing just how hurt he’d been at the loss of their child, and how she understood that he’d only been trying to be the strong one, for her sake.  It felt as though he hadn’t cared because the loss never truly seemed to have touched him.  He was ready to try again within a month, and she hadn’t been ready for almost a year.  He thought that having another baby would help her to heal, he explained, and he’d wanted her to get better.  They talked of the good times, before the lost baby, and how the kids grew up way too fast.  Anne told him about her counselor, and her job, and how very lonely she was most of the time.  She described how the house was practically in shambles, but she was finally trying to fix it; or at least the things she could fix.  Because they’d spent so many years being intimate, it was easy to open up to each other again.  Anne felt no reservations when she asked Franklin, “Just how bad have I gotten?” and she didn’t even resent his honest reply, rather she was grateful for his candor.
 
                 Franklin was hesitant to answer her questions at first, but she seemed to be making a breakthrough and he didn’t want to discourage her progress.  He told her that she’d become worse than his mother had ever been.  He described how the kids were afraid to talk to her on the phone because she always seemed unhappy and they complained that she was too needy and demanding.  He told her that the kids hated the woman she was becoming, and how they often reminisced about the way she was when they were growing up.  They tried to understand how and why she was becoming someone so different, but they couldn’t fathom the changes in her personality.  He explained how disappointed he was by her lack of concern in her physical appearance, and how he blamed himself for some of the problems she encountered.  “You were a beautiful woman Anne, and you still would be if you spent a few minutes on yourself,” he told her at one point.  
 
                 Anne told him just how devastated she’d been over the divorce, and how much it still hurt.  She’d hated him for a while before realizing that she still loved him, though she was finally no longer in love with him.  She apologized for neglecting him and pushing him away, and for treating him like a handyman.  She’d never meant for him to think she didn’t love him, she just wasn’t able to show him how she felt.  She asked him how Jason and Alex were, telling him that Jason wouldn’t answer her calls.  When Franklin asked what had caused her breakthrough, she described Merle and the brutally honest things he’d said to her at the blood drive.  Franklin was impressed with any man that could get Anne to see the light, especially so suddenly and quickly.  He was tempted to tell Anne that she should start seeing the man, but he knew that would be pushing it.  He doubted Anne would ever date, let alone remarry.  
 
                 When they finally ended their conversation, Anne didn’t hesitate before saying, “Franklin, thank you so much for listening to me.  I miss you, and I’ll always love you deep down.  How could I not?  You gave me four beautiful children, and some wonderful years together.  I’m still so sorry.”  
 
                 “Anne, I’ll listen to you anytime if you want to really talk.  I love you too, but I think you knew that.”  They both knew that they were no longer in love with each other, but after nearly twelve years of suffering through loss and hate, and six years of being divorced; they’d finally become friends again, able to accept that they could still appreciate what they’d once been to each other.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
                 Jason spent the weekend with Alex, forcing her to stay in bed and rest.  He rented movies and cooked her favorite foods, trying to keep her calm and relaxed.  He stayed in bed next to her, ignoring his mother’s phone calls.  Alex stopped spotting, but Jason wasn’t taking any chances.  She was taking at least a few days or more off work, and her professors were willing to let her work online for the time being, sending her the notes and assignments through her email.  Jason was leaving his laptop with her so she wouldn’t need to sit at a desk, and he was tempted to ask his sisters to take turns sitting with her while he was at work, but he knew the kids would get irritable at his place.  He didn’t have toys or anything for them to play with.  He settled for her promise that she wouldn’t get out of bed unless she had to for at least a few more days.  
 
                 Monday morning Jason’s secretary, Stacy, announced that an Anne Stafford-Davis was on hold on line one.  Jason told her to inform Anne that he was unavailable for consultation.  After lunch Stacy told him she was on the line again.  Jason was preparing to have Stacy tell his mother that he wasn’t available, when it occurred to him that she would just start calling the house and upset Alex.  Reluctant to take the chance that she might wake Alex or upset her somehow, he told Stacy to patch the call through.
 
                 “Hello?” 
 
                 “Jason, it’s Mom.”
 
                 “Mom, stop calling.  I don’t want to hear from you right now.  Don’t call my house, either.  Alex is on bed rest and the last thing she needs is to rush to the phone just to hear your voice on the other end.”  Jason wasn’t going to give her a chance to start ranting and raving.  He didn’t have the patience for it anymore.  He had nothing to say to her right now.  He was still too angry with her to be civil and he didn’t want to make things worse.
 
                 “But Jason,” Anne pleaded, desperately.  She wanted to tell him how she’d realized that she was wrong.  She’d behaved terribly and she wanted to make it up to him and to Alex.  The poor girl was on bed rest so soon? Franklin hadn’t mentioned that.  Anne prayed she’d be all right; she’d blame herself if something happened to the baby.  
 
                 “Bye Mom.” Jason said, hanging up abruptly.  He couldn’t stand to hear his mother’s voice.  Not while Alex was in bed, the baby’s life in the balance.  True, the doctor thought that rest would solve the problem, and didn’t seem overly concerned, but to Jason it was a big deal.  This was his child, not just some random kid.  His baby and the love of his life were on the line.  He refused to put them more at risk.  His mother wasn’t worth it to him right now.  If she called and upset Alex things would go very badly.  
 
                 Alex was so delicate and fragile.  He shuddered to think what might happen if his mother were to call and start venting on Lexi.  He could almost see her doubling over in pain.  They’d been walking at the mall, talking about his mother when the spotting started.  She’d turned ghostly white and whispered frantically that she was bleeding.  Jason had taken her right to the hospital.  Even with the assurances of the doctor and nursing staff, Jason was still reluctant to let Alex stress herself unduly.
 
                 Anne stared at the receiver in her hand.  He’d hung up on her without even giving her a chance to apologize.  Anne wept.  Jason wasn’t going to listen to a thing she had to say, and she wouldn’t dare call Alex.  She couldn’t take the chance that Alex might get too emotional.  Oh the poor child!  It was all Anne’s fault.  Anne forced herself to calm down.  She was at work; she couldn’t afford to start crying now.  She’d spent all day Sunday cleaning the house.  It wasn’t finished, but it looked fantastic compared to how it had looked the last five years.  It amazed her how much filth she’d missed in the last five years.  Her cleaning had left much to be desired.  She never threw anything in the garbage, the closets were so full the doors didn’t want to close, and she could barely step into the office.  
 
   Now the clutter in the closets was gone.  She’d thrown out everything she didn’t use.  She separated all the pictures from the kids’ childhood, even the ones with Franklin in them, and set them aside for each child to take home.  She emptied the pantry and the freezers, and cleaned all the garbage out of the office.  She’d even started pulling out the Christmas decorations.  She was bound and determined to have a Christmas celebration at her house this year.  
 
                 Anne very carefully unwrapped the precious decorations, stored for the last six years.  Each one had a special memory.  The precious moments decorations were gifts from Franklin; he’d gotten her one every year since their marriage.  She found the kids’ homemade decorations and the little first Christmas decoration they had for each child.  She remembered how Franklin would take the kids traipsing through the woods behind the house to find the perfect Christmas Tree and bring it home.  Then the kids would ever so carefully unwrap the decorations on Thanksgiving and put them on the tree while she and Franklin sat on the couch holding hands and drinking eggnog.  For once Anne’s memories weren’t tinged with anger and regret, just a bit of sadness and wonderment at how wonderful it used to be.  Maybe someday she could find that solace and happiness again in the arms of another. 
 
                 
 
                 Anne worked later than usual, finishing up some filing before heading home.  She stopped by the store to pick up a loaf of bread and some other groceries to replenish her recently emptied pantry before turning down the backcountry road that led to her house.  Corington was a dangerous road at night, especially in the fall and winter when snow and ice covered the road.  Anne was dead on her feet from staying up so late talking to Franklin, so she drove even more slowly than usual.  The last thing she needed was to have another accident.  The roads were slick, and the darkness seemed to envelop the area around Anne’s headlights.  Suddenly, snow started to fall, and Anne was tempted to pull over, just to take a few minutes to enjoy watching the flakes float gracefully to the earth.  She hadn’t enjoyed such simple pleasures in years and it seemed appropriate to do so now, when she felt as though she was finally starting over; but fear of getting rear ended prevented her from stopping and she continued on slowly, content to watch the flakes fall on her windshield.  
 
                 Anne scanned the road ahead of her carefully.  She could have sworn she’d seen taillights a few minutes ago, but they were gone now.  There weren’t many houses on this road, and Anne doubted that the person ahead of her lived in any of them.  They’d been driving relatively quickly.  Not speeding, but faster than Anne, and she watched as they pulled further and further ahead of her until they seemingly disappeared.  Anne shook her head.  She shouldn’t be driving.  She was obviously too tired to be on the road.  If it weren’t for the fact that she would probably freeze, she’d pull over and take a short nap on the side of the road.
 
                 Suddenly, lights flashed brightly in front of Anne.  She could tell they were at least two to three miles ahead of her.  It was either a plow of some kind, or emergency flashers, she couldn’t tell which.  She drove cautiously forward, afraid of hitting someone or something.  If it was a plow, it looked to be awfully far off the side of the road.  As she neared the lights she realized it was a relatively large pickup truck that must have slid into the ditch.  The driver had put on the four-ways.  She didn’t see anyone outside the vehicle until she was passing it.  She gasped and pressed firmly on her brake, causing her car to fishtail.  She released the brake and brought the car back under control, turning around in the empty road and driving back to the truck.  She passed it again, doing another U-turn in the road before pulling over just behind where the truck had slid off the road.  Anne took a deep breath and climbed from her car.  “Can I help you?” she yelled down to the driver, almost afraid he’d say yes.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
                 Merle was pissed.  He’d left work and gone to Jim and Jennifer’s for dinner.  Jennifer begged him to stay and visit for a while and he couldn’t refuse her.  She was such a dear heart.  So he’d stayed in town later than usual.  He was a few miles from home when a deer ran out in front of him, and he hit his brakes.  He managed to miss the deer, but before he knew what was happening, his truck started to fishtail uncontrollably.  He was able to keep her on the road for a good thirty feet before his front tire went over the lip of the shoulder and he lost control.  He landed in the ditch, and no manner of rocking was getting him out.  His front bumper was badly dented, and one tire hung in midair over a pile of mud and muck.  He was in the process of shoveling himself out when some idiot in a small car nearly went into the ditch in front of him. Then another car passed on the opposite side of the road.  Merle couldn’t believe no one had pulled over to offer assistance.  Not that he needed any, but still, he usually offered.
 
                 The sound of her voice startled Merle, causing him to jump, and he fell flat on his back in the muck.  Snow was falling all around him as he lay on his back, his clothes soaking up the coldness, as he watched his breath make clouds in the air in front of his face.  Surely she wouldn’t have pulled over.  His luck couldn’t be that bad, could it?  He hadn’t seen her since he’d walked out of the Red Cross on Saturday.  He heard her call down to him again, this time her voice nearly frantic with concern.  Great, just great, Merle groaned inwardly before calling, “I’m fine, thanks.”  He tried to sit up but the mud sucked at his coat and no matter how hard he pulled, he couldn’t seem to budge.  His legs were working just fine.  He’d have to wiggle out of his coat.  Damn.  He’d freeze his ass off getting the truck out without his coat.  Even the walk home might put him in the hospital.  He was starting to work his arm out of his coat sleeve when he saw her above him.  She looked lovely in the dim light.  Her hair was up in some sort of weird braid that looked woven and she must have been wearing make-up because her eyes were vivid, even in the relative darkness.  She reached down her hand to help him up.  “I can’t move my hands,” Merle said gruffly, irritated by the woman’s presence and his reaction to her.  What was he doing noticing that she looked particularly lovely?  She was a witch.
 
                 “Are you injured?” Anne was worried.  He’d fallen all of a sudden and didn’t get back up right away.  She could tell he was squirming and she’d hurried down to his side, afraid he was hurt somehow.  If he was having a heart attack she didn’t know what to do, but she would try to help him.  Mostly he just seemed to be in a foul mood.
 
                 “No.  The mud has some kind of suction on my coat.  I just need to slip out of it.”  Merle pulled his arms free of his coat and slowly stood in front of the woman.  She was standing back from him now, looking less worried for his safety and more afraid of him.  Merle peeled his coat out of the mud.  It was fully saturated, so he threw it in the bed of his truck and picked his shovel back up.  If he hurried he might be able to get the truck loose before he was too cold.  “I thank you for the offer of help, but I can get it from here.”  Merle didn’t even look at Anne as he shoveled.  When he didn’t hear her speak, he assumed she’d left.  He shoveled for a good ten to fifteen minutes before realizing that his attempts were futile.  He’d have to call someone for a tow.  Shit.  He was already shivering from cold.  “Well old man, you should have just hit the deer.  Now you get to walk home freezing your balls off.”  Merle muttered to himself, angry that he’d bothered swerving.  
 
                 “I’ll give you a ride,” Anne said softly.  She’d been waiting for him to acknowledge her for the last fifteen minutes or more.  Her toes felt frozen and she was shivering, but she refused to leave him out here alone.  He’d done so much more than just pull her car out of a ditch last week.  He’d pulled her out of a ditch.  She almost groaned when he jumped again, nearly falling on his back in the mud for the second time.  
 
                 “Jesus H. Chri…You’re still here?”  Merle looked at Anne.  She was obviously cold.  Her nice boots were covered in mud and muck. He could tell he’d splashed her a few times when he was shoveling, because there were spatters on her slacks, and yet she stood there patiently waiting for him.  She’d offered him a ride?  After the things he’d said to her she was actually willing to give him a ride?  Maybe she was planning on running him over.  “I can walk,” Merle started, but stopped at the hurt look in her eyes.  Damn.  He didn’t want to make her cry.  She’d been nice enough to wait for him, to make sure he would make it home.  “But I’d appreciate a ride if you’re so inclined.”
 
                 Anne smiled and started back to her car.  She nearly fell as she climbed up the slippery slope, but Merle’s gentle hold on her elbow steadied her as she made her way up the incline.  “Where do you live?” She asked when they reached the road.  
 
                 “About six miles or so down the road.”  Merle looked down at himself and mentally felt his body, grimacing as he realized he was soaking wet from the back of his neck to his boots.  “Just wait here a minute.”  Merle climbed back down to his truck and pulled out an old, sturdy blanket.  He didn’t want to get mud all over the interior of Anne’s car. The floorboards were one thing, but the seats were quite another.  He put the blanket on her seat before sitting down wearily.  He was cold, tired, and sitting next to a woman he’d rudely scorned.  Not a good situation.  He didn’t know what to say to her.  The fact that she was even helping him was a testament of a kinder, softer nature than he would have given her credit for.  After leaving her in such a huff on Saturday, he’d come to the conclusion that his first impressions of her had been completely wrong.  She wasn’t a sweet woman, but a witch.  Her treatment of her son and his fiancé was utterly despicable, and Merle couldn’t fathom any reason for her behavior except that it was merely her true nature.  She was a mean, cruel, heartless woman.
 
                 “I wasn’t always like this, you know.”  Anne said suddenly into the silence of the car, driving slowly down the road.  Merle didn’t say a word, just continued looking ahead.  “I had an accident, and I just never got over it.  Then I got divorced, and I…well…I became bitter and miserable.”  Anne didn’t need Merle to say anything.  He was her prisoner and she could say her peace.  “Anyway, I’ve been pretty awful for the last six years.  My kids don’t want anything to do with me, and I don’t blame them,” Anne paused, girding her loins for what she wanted to say next.  “I want to thank you, Merle.”  That got his attention.  He looked at her for a moment as she drove.  “You made me realize just how far I’d fallen.  I appreciate that.”  Anne sat in the silent car holding her breath, wondering what he’d think of her appreciation.  More than anything she wanted a friend, and something told her that Merle would make a wonderful friend.
 
                 Merle didn’t know what to say.  She was thanking him for being cruel and vicious to her.  Hmmm.  What was he supposed to do with that?  “You’re welcome,” he said finally, not sure what else there was to say.
 
                 “I’m sorry to hear about your wife.  Tammy told me a little about it.”
 
                 Merle didn’t look at Anne this time.  He refused to acknowledge her comment.  After he’d criticized Anne and went to subway, he realized that he was angry for more than just one reason.  He was angry with himself for thinking, even for a split second, that Anne might become a friend to him and maybe a companion to help him heal after Martha.  He’d been so disappointed to find that Anne had none of the qualities of his late wife that his temper got the best of him and he took it out on her.  He’d made the mistake of letting himself imagine Anne being in his life, only to find that she was nothing like what he’d imagined and wanted her to be.  “This is my driveway.”
 
                 Anne didn’t get upset with Merle for his short, clipped answers.  Tammy hinted that Merle hadn’t recovered from the loss of his first wife.  Besides, she rather appreciated his short answers and his willingness to listen without interrupting.  “How are you going to get your truck out?”
 
                 “I’ll call Jim.”  Merle didn’t bother explaining who Jim was; she’d met him.
 
                 “Well, do you want me to give you a ride back after you call him.  My house is in that direction.”
 
                 Merle was going to tell Anne not to bother, but he didn’t want to take Jim any further out of his way than necessary.  The doctor was starting to think that Jennifer might have to be induced and they were considering doing it tomorrow or the next day.  He certainly didn’t want to keep the man up any longer than necessary.  “If you’re up for it, I don’t want to impose.” Merle led the way into his home.  Taking his boots off on the porch, he let Sherlock out to sniff Anne’s hand.  Anne took her boots off and followed Merle into the large kitchen.  “Make yourself comfortable,” Merle motioned to the couch in front of the fireplace.  
 
                 “What a lovely home,” Anne said admiringly as she glanced at the fireplace and the cozy country kitchen.  It was quite large, but somehow it had a homely feel to it.
 
                 Merle smiled as he dialed a number.  He walked deeper into the house as he spoke on the phone, and Anne, exhausted from a long day and little sleep, sank onto the comfortable beige sofa gratefully.
 
   Merle walked into the living room several minutes later to find Anne asleep on his couch.  She was curled up in one corner, her legs drawn up underneath her.  Her face rested on the palm of her hand.  A few stray wisps of hair fell about her temples.  She looked at ease in her sleep, younger, almost angelic.  Well, I guess I have time for a shower after all, he thought as he covered her with a thick wool blanket.  Jim would take at least thirty to forty five minutes to get out to Merle’s truck.  If he didn’t have to entertain Anne or wait in his cold truck, he’d take a shower and warm up his old bones.  It didn’t look like Anne would wake up right away.  His back did not appreciate the fall.  He could already feel the muscles pulling against him; he was hoping a hot shower would loosen the muscles enough to last through the chore of hooking his truck up to tow cables at the very least.
 
     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
                 “Anne,” Merle said softly from across the room.  She didn’t budge.  He nudged her gently, but she still didn’t respond.  She was obviously exhausted.  He’d have to call Jim’s cell.  She couldn’t very well drive when he couldn’t wake her up, and he certainly wasn’t carrying her to her car and driving her home.  His back was already killing him.  There was no way he’d be able to lift more than fifty pounds.  Besides, he didn’t even know where she lived.
 
    
 
                 Merle waited on the porch for Jim, not wanting to take a chance of waking Anne.  For some reason he couldn’t bring himself to force her awake.  She looked so peaceful on his couch, almost like she belonged there.  He’d get his truck out of the ditch and wake her when he got home.  Besides, this way he wouldn’t have to worry about her getting hurt if she felt obligated to help.
 
                 “Whose car?”  Jim asked nodding in the direction of Anne’s small car when Merle hopped in the truck.  “I thought you had a ride back.”
 
                 “It’s Anne’s car.  She was going to give me a ride, but she fell asleep.”  Merle didn’t see any point in trying to lie to Jim.  He’d find out one way or another.  Jim gave him a curious look and Merle relented, explaining a shortened, abbreviated version of everything that had happened from the moment he donated blood at the Red Cross to the point where he couldn’t wake Anne.  He softened Anne’s story a bit and his chastisement wasn’t nearly as crude, but he’d given Jim the basics.
 
                 “Wow.”  Jim looked at Merle.  He couldn’t help the surge of relief that flowed through him.  He hoped Merle would start seeing Anne.  He needed to see someone.  He was going to hurt himself if he didn’t slow down and find a reason to be careful.  Jim didn’t really know anything about Anne, but Jennifer said that she was always rather nice during the blood drives.  It sounded like Anne had some problems, and Jim could tell that Merle had left out a lot of details, but the fact that Merle was taking any kind of interest in her was nothing short of a miracle.  He was anxious to see how things would play out.
 
                 It took Jim and Merle a solid half hour to get the truck out of the ditch, between connecting the cables and working her onto the road.  She was badly dented in the front, and a little on the passenger side, but started right up; much to Merle’s relief, and he and Jim went separate ways.  
 
                 Anne was still asleep when Merle got home.  As much as he wanted to let her rest, he had to work early in the morning, and he just wasn’t comfortable leaving a stranger in his house alone all day while he was at work.  He shook her softly and her eyes opened slowly.  Fear registered on her face for a split second before she recognized him.  “I’m sorry, are you ready to go?”  Anne asked, noticing that he’d changed clothes.
 
                 “No, no.  Don’t be sorry,” Merle insisted.  “I thank you for your help.  Jim picked me up; I’ve already gotten the truck out of the ditch.” 
 
                 “You’re welcome, I’m sorry I fell asleep on you.”  Anne took a deep breath before continuing. “You helped me more than you could imagine.  I just wish Jason could see it.”  
 
                 Merle sighed and sat down.  He was tired, but he owed the woman a few minutes of his time.  She’d helped him when he didn’t deserve it at all.  After the way he’d treated her, he would never have expected such kindness and willingness to help.  The least he could do was listen to her for a moment.  He could tell she had no one else to talk to from the look in her eyes.
 
                 Anne told him about her revelation after they’d spoken at the Red Cross.  She described her frantic cleaning and the long conversation with Franklin, her ex-husband.  She explained how she’d been trying to talk to her son, but he wouldn’t give her a chance.  He wouldn’t listen to a thing she had to say, and he kept ending the conversation before she had a chance to apologize.  Merle felt sorry for her.  She was at least trying to make things better, though she wasn’t sure how.  “I don’t dare call Alex,” she said finally.
 
                 “Why not?” 
 
                 “She’s on bed rest.  I don’t want to upset her more than she is already and cause her to miscarry.  I don’t know her well enough to say that just hearing my voice won’t distress her.  I know what it’s like to lose a child; I couldn’t live with myself if I did it to her.”  Anne was nearly hysterical, and Merle looked at her in some confusion.  She’d miscarried?  His wife miscarried once, between the two children.  She’d been devastated, but managed to try again a few months later.  Anne mistook his confusion for curiosity, and in some embarrassment told him about the baby she’d lost.  After her discussion with Franklin, most of her bitterness was gone, but the regret and self-blame was still clear in her voice and Merle felt for her.  Martha lost the baby very early on, within weeks, but nearly five months in?  He couldn’t even imagine.  “I just wish I knew what to do to make things right.”  
 
                 Merle searched his mind for an idea, anything that might ease Anne’s plight.  The pain he saw mirrored in her eyes urged him to come up with some kind of a solution.  “Send an anonymous gift to the wedding shower and inside have a heartfelt apology.  Alex will read it with friends close by and maybe it’ll be touching to her.”  Merle suggested offhandedly.  Surely the couple would receive many packages in the mail, one extra would go unnoticed.  He told Anne to put Jason’s address as the return address and the address for the shower as the main address; that way it would get to them no matter what.  
 
                 Anne’s heart soared at the idea.  It was the best suggestion she’d heard.  She had no idea what to buy Alex and Jason, or even what to say in her apology, but at least it was somewhere to go, something constructive she could do to make the situation better.  If Jason wouldn’t talk to her, maybe she could get through to Alex without the risk of causing her more complications.  It was a dicey plan, but one she was definitely willing to try.  She wouldn’t consider the alternative; never being able to see her grandchild and son or Alex again.  This absolutely had to work.
 
                 Anne left Merle’s feeling uplifted.  As he walked her to her car she gave him a quick hug.  She declined his offer to follow her home, but promised to call if she had any trouble.  Merle watched her drive away, regretfully.  He’d been so callous on Saturday; tonight wasn’t the first time he’d regretted being so vicious to her.  Granted, it looked as though that was what she needed, but generally he didn’t say anything mean to a woman.  He always tried to control his temper with them.  Martha had been delicate.  His temper frightened her and she’d been utterly devastated the few times he’d spoken his mind in his anger.  Yet Anne responded to it well; taking it in stride, and fixing the things she could.  Merle shook his head, don’t go there buddy, you’re not ready to go through this again.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
                 Anne called into work on Tuesday, letting her boss know she’d be late.  She had some shopping to do and a letter to write.  Alex and Jason were registered at WalMart and Target.  Anne looked at the items on their lists.  There were things in every department, price range, and selection.  She had no idea what to buy.  Anne picked up her cell phone.  It never worked near her house, so it was worthless the other night when she’d gone into the ditch, but in town she had perfect signal everywhere.  Rose didn’t answer her phone.  Kelly didn’t answer.  Anne sighed.  It was sad that she’d given the kids such a reason to avoid her.  Trisha would be in class, and Anne doubted she’d want to answer the phone either.  Franklin might answer, though.
 
                 Franklin wasn’t home, big surprise, but Donna answered on the second ring.  At first Anne was going to hang up, but Franklin probably told Donna everything she’d discussed with him anyway.  He’d always told Anne everything; at least until she stopped listening.  Donna listened in surprise as Anne told her the plan to make amends with Alex and Jason. Donna couldn’t believe Anne was actually speaking to her to begin with, but that she was asking her advice was such a novelty that Donna was speechless for some minutes.  If Anne only knew how angry Jason really was.  When Anne asked Donna what she should buy for the shower, Donna was silent.  What could make the situation better?  As much as Donna disliked some of Anne’s choices, she couldn’t fault her entirely and she wanted to help fix the rift if for nothing else than to ease Franklin’s worry.  It took Donna a few minutes before she remembered the one thing that Alex wanted more than anything on the registry.  It was the also one she doubted anyone would get them because it was extremely expensive in Alex’s opinion.  
 
                 “Alex really wants the comforter set from target.  It’s reversible.  Every piece comes separate I think.  She really wanted to redecorate the bedroom at Jason’s, and I think that would be your best bet.”  Donna went on to explain how Alex had fallen in love with the set while they were shopping one day.  It was the kind of set she would have for years to come.  Anne was a little reluctant to spend well over three hundred dollars to decorate her unmarried sons’ bedroom, but then again, maybe that was Donna’s point.  It wasn’t the amount of money, but what it was being used for.  If Alex thought Anne disapproved of her because she was sleeping with Jason, buying her something for the bedroom might just be the best gift she could find.  Anne would be paying on her credit card for a few months, but it would be worth it to make things up to Jason and Alex.  “Anne, if you want, I haven’t gotten a gift for the shower yet.  Whatever you don’t buy or can’t afford, Franklin and I can pick up.”  Donna wasn’t naturally inclined to be so generous towards Anne, but she blamed herself for taking Franklin away, though Anne had already pushed him away for the most part, and she wanted to see Alex and Jason happy.  
 
                 Anne looked at the entire set for several minutes before answering.  “Well, do you and Franklin want to buy the throw pillows?”  It would be easier to ship the comforter, sheets, curtains, thermal blanket, and the like, which were packed in relatively small and condensed packages.  The pillows would take up a lot of space.  From what Anne could see there were at least seven or eight different ones.  Donna readily agreed, surprised that Anne was suggesting some of the cheaper items in the set.  “Alex wears a small, right?”  Anne asked suddenly, thinking of something she’d have to buy downtown.  Donna thought for a moment before agreeing.  It was hard to guess Alex’s exact size, but she definitely wasn’t a large person.  “Oh, Donna!  Can you pick up this cute little lamp and wastebasket?  I don’t want to ship them and take a chance they’ll break—I’ll pay you if you want though.”
 
                 Donna assured Anne she’d pick everything up with Franklin when he was out of work, and if Anne wanted to pay them back she could.  If not, they’d just consider it part of their gift to the kids.  Anne looked at the pile of bed linens filling the shopping cart and fleetingly considered ordering everything online so the company would package and ship it, but then she wouldn’t be able to wrap the gifts or include a special card, which was the most important part.  Anne made one last stop at a boutique downtown for an extra special gift before driving to work.  She’d use some of the boxes at the office to ship the gifts.
 
    
 
                 It took Anne until eleven to wrap the gifts and put them in boxes.  She would spend her lunch hour writing the card and running to the post office: so much for eating.  She was working on her fourth attempt at the letter when the door tinkled, indicating the entrance of someone.  Anne didn’t look up right away.  The girls from the office took varying lunches.  It was probably Claire coming in.  
 
                 “I brought you some lunch.”  The voice was gruff and stern, one she recognized instantly.  Anne looked up, surprised to see Merle standing at her desk with two subs.  He was wearing his tan work clothes, covered in some sort of dust this time, even his hair had a light coating.  
 
                 “Thank you!”  Anne was startled.  She jumped and offered Merle a chair.  The floor was littered with the boxes she was preparing to ship to the wedding shower.  Merle looked at the gaily-wrapped packages in some surprise.  Anne explained how she thought buying Alex a bedroom set might be the best way to show her approval.  Merle couldn’t deny the plausibility of such an idea.  It was quite a bit more than he’d expected, perhaps, but it might work.  “I’m just struggling with this darn card.”  Anne indicated the three bunched attempts in the garbage basket and the most recent attempt on the desk.
 
                 “Take a break, woman.  Have lunch with me and I’ll help you.”  Merle put the food on Anne’s desk.  He found Anne easy to talk with, and soon he was telling her his life story.  He explained how he’d gone to college in Virginia with Martha.  He started working construction during college, refusing to marry Martha until he could afford a reasonably nice place to live.  They struggled.  He worked construction during the day, taking college courses in the evening.  He managed to get his Master’s degree before the first baby arrived, and his PhD shortly after their daughter was born.  Architectural Engineering and Business, he told her proudly.  He’d fought tooth and nail to get through school.  Martha worked when she could to help support their family, and when he opened his first construction company, she was right there alongside him.  
 
                 Anne listened to Merle describe his life in some amazement.  He truly was the ‘American dream’ in real life; he’d gone from a pauper to the owner of three successful construction companies.   Anne explained how she’d worked before and shortly after she married Franklin, but once the second baby came it was too much.  She wanted to be home with the kids, raising them.  Sending them to daycare and babysitters was just too much, and it had felt as though her entire paycheck was being wasted on childcare.  When the kids were in school, she took a part-time job here and there so she could still be home with the kids when they got off the bus, but she could also help support the family.  Franklin had switched jobs several times over the years, always working with the government in one way or another, and Anne had to keep up appearances.  It was tedious to be expected to go to each fair, board meeting, fundraiser, and the like, but she did it.  When they were finished eating, Anne looked back at her letter.  “Read it to me,” Merle said finally, collecting the garbage.
 
                 Anne shifted nervously in her seat before simply handing the note to Merle.  She was too embarrassed to read it out loud.  Merle admired the neat, flowing handwriting as he put his reading glasses on.
 
    
 
                 Dear Alex and Jason,
 
   Last week, a kindly gentleman had the heart to tell me what a terrible, rotten, bitter, individual I’ve become.  He listened patiently as I complained and berated you and Jason.  When I’d finished he told me, quite bluntly, that I was to blame for many of my problems.  He said, “You selfish woman.  How could a mother treat her son and his fiancé so terribly?”  I was hurt and angry at first, but after thinking about the things he said to me, I realized just how correct his statements were, and trust me, there were plenty more.  Life is too short to be so cruel and inconsiderate of those you love and care about.
 
   I’m so very sorry for the things I said to you at Applebees.  I don’t know what got into me.  I should have been happy for you both, and excited about the baby.  When I think of the horrible things I accused you of, Alex, I’m so ashamed.  I want you to know that if you’ll have me, I’d love to consider you my daughter, and I hope and pray that you’ll find it in your heart to let me get to know you and the baby.  I know you’re hurt and angry.  I don’t blame you at all.  My behavior has been nothing less than appalling.  I can only hope that you’re a stronger, more forgiving person than I have been.  I wish you happiness and good fortune as you begin your new life together.  
 
                                                           Sincerely,
 
                                                      Anne Stafford
 
    
 
   Merle looked up from the letter in some surprise. He knew he’d helped Anne with his crude outburst, but he would never have imagined that he’d made such a large impact in her life.  He was both extremely embarrassed and pleased.  “It’s well-done of you, Anne.” 
 
                 Anne blushed as she put the card in the envelope and sealed it, writing Alex’s name on the top.  She put it in the top box, marked number one.  It held the curtains and sheets.  The second box held the comforter.  Anne hesitated with the third, smallest box.  She’d gone to a nice boutique downtown and picked out a lovely white satin nightgown for Alex.  It wasn’t a piece of lingerie or something sexy and filmy.  It was elegant in a nineteen twenties or thirties fashion.  It had a v-neck with lace trim and it would be close to floor-length on Alex.  There were small slits on the sides to make walking easier, also trimmed by lace.  It was a brides’ nightgown.  At least, that was how the clerk had described the beautiful confection.  It reminded Anne of a dress she’d seen a woman wear in the movie, The Shadow; so long and graceful.  It was something she could imagine Alex appreciating because it wasn’t vulgar.  Despite Anne’s comments, she’d noticed that Alex wore loose, comfortable clothing that covered her well.  Merle looked at Anne in question and she opened the box to show him the nightgown.  She hadn’t wrapped it, but left it in the box the clerk had put it in for her.  
 
                 Merle looked at the nightgown for a moment in surprise.  It wasn’t sexy in a traditional way.  “Is it too much?” she asked.  Merle looked at Anne.  He had no idea.  He shrugged.
 
                 Anne pulled a second note from her desk and gave it to Merle to read:
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Dear Alex,
 
                 This is the kind of thing I would have loved to have as a new bride.  I know it isn’t a traditional gift, and you’ll probably think I’m crazy for sending it to you, but I bought Kelly and Rose both one, or something similar, for their wedding showers. It just looked so elegant.  I hope you like it and I haven’t offended you.
 
                                                                         Sincerely,
 
                                                                   Anne Stafford
 
    
 
   Anne gently put the nightgown back in the box as Merle read the card.  She wanted Alex to have this.  It was something she would have loved, but could never have bought herself.  It was meant to be a gift, and there had been no one to give her such a gift when she married Franklin.  She wouldn’t have known what to do with it anyway; she was so naïve then.  She’d made it a point to buy Rose and Kelly one when they were getting married.  There was no reason to treat Alex any differently.  Merle nodded his approval as Anne taped the note to the box.  She only hoped Alex read the card first.
 
                 Merle drove Anne to the post office to mail her packages.  She smiled brightly as they walked from the building and Merle was struck by how lovely her face looked when she smiled.  She was radiant.  She’d been so animated while Merle helped her carry the packages inside that Merle was unable to subdue a grin.  She was actually being cute.
 
                 It had been expensive to ship the three packages, but Anne was excited for Alex to open them.  It would be hard not to be there when Alex saw the gifts.  She’d have to rely on Donna to tell her the details.  The girls still weren’t talking to her.  Merle offered Anne his arm and walked with her down the street.  He wasn’t quite ready for their lunch to end.  Anne looked at her watch.  “I’d better get back, Merle.” Disappointment was clear in her voice, she didn’t want to go back to work, but she didn’t have much choice.  She’d spent most of the day avoiding work; it would take her quite a while to catch up.  
 
                 “I do too.  Maybe we can do this again sometime?” 
 
                 “I’d love to.”  Anne smiled.  Merle dropped Anne off at the Red Cross before driving back to the Anderson site.  It was looking more and more like a house now.  Jim came out to harp on him about taking such a long lunch, but stopped when he saw the happy gleam in Merle’s eyes.  He was just preparing to ask Merle where he’d been when his phone rang.  When he looked at Merle his face was so full of excitement Merle grinned and pointed him towards his truck.  Jennifer was in labor, finally.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
                 By Saturday Alex was so anxious to get out of bed she thought she’d go crazy.  The doctor assured her everything was fine on Thursday, it had only been a false period, but Jason was so nervous and uptight that he’d begged her to stay in bed until she got ready to go to the wedding shower.  She’d finally conceded when he offered to take Friday off work just to keep her company.  How could she refuse?
 
                 Jason drove out to Michael and Kelly’s slowly.  He wasn’t in any particular rush to get in.  It was opening day.  Most of the guys were out at the hunting cabin at five a.m.  Jason would have joined them if he hadn’t been nervous of leaving Alex alone, but he didn’t really mind starting late.  Hunting was a hobby for him, not something he loved doing, but something he enjoyed on occasion.  Besides, he was planning on staying at the house a few minutes after the shower began to make sure his mother didn’t show up.  Alex’s giggling guests, including his sisters, received her so warmly that most of Jason’s anxiety left him as he watched them lead her into the living room.  Gifts covered the floor around the place of honor: a glider meant especially for Alex.  He watched her for a moment, chatting happily with the other women.  Her eyes were bright, a slight flush on her cheeks, she looked healthier than she had in a couple weeks.  She’d even put her hair up in some sort of twist or knot.  She urged him to go hunting, the other women pushing him out the door.  Apparently it was an all-woman party, and he wasn’t invited.  
 
    
 
   Alex took her time talking with her guests.  Most of the ones from Jason’s family, she’d never met before, and she enjoyed getting to know his grandmother, aunts, and cousins.  No one mentioned Anne or her absence, a fact that relieved much of Alex’s stress.  She listened to the older women offer suggestions on keeping a marriage alive and healthy.  She was surprised at the audacity of some of the older women; apparently sex was a topic open for conversation to them.  Alex found herself becoming exceedingly embarrassed and uncomfortable.  She’d been sheltered.  Sex was not a topic of conversation in her family, and as she glanced at her mother’s surprised face she could tell that the comments weren’t just embarrassing her.  Everything she knew about sex Jason had taught her.  She liked it that way, and he seemed to as well.  The women laughed at her reddened cheeks, patting her hand politely and thankfully changing the subject.  It was Donna that urged Alex to open gifts when a particularly open woman began sharing stories of her sexual explorations with her second husband.  Alex was more than happy to oblige.
 
   Alex’s parent’s bought them a very nice stainless steel cooking set for the kitchen, and her sister bought the hanging rack to match and utensils.  It was a lovely set, and Alex was excited to take the burnt, mixed matched pans that filled Jason’s cupboards to the goodwill.  Jason’s grandmother bought them a beautiful set of china for four.  There were cooking implements, gift cards, a set of casual dishes, a nice mantle clock, statues of a bride and groom, a digital camera, three sets of towels, a robe and slipper set for the bride and groom, jewelry of various kinds, cookbooks, a set of encyclopedias, and more things than Alex was able to keep track of.  Kelly wrote a list describing each gift and the person who gave it to the couple for Alex to keep as a guide when she sent out ‘thank you’ notes.  When Alex started to open Donna and Franklin’s gift, Donna stopped her, handing her the three large boxes that had been delivered to Kelly’s house the day before instead.
 
   Alex opened the box numbered one.  A card with her name scrawled on top caught her attention, and as she’d done with every other gift, she opened the card first.  Tears welled in her eyes as she looked at Kelly and Rose is some astonishment.  They’d assured her that Anne hadn’t sent a gift, yet here one was.  Rose rushed to her side afraid something was wrong.  She scanned the note quickly, then read it again more slowly.  She couldn’t believe it.  Her mother, apologizing?  Rose read the card out loud to the waiting company, skipping the part about the baby. Alex and Jason hadn’t told the extended family about the pregnancy, but everyone knew about the fight.  If Anne hadn’t told them someone else did, and the guests were advised not to mention Anne’s name during the shower for Alex’s sake.  Alex looked at the box of brightly wrapped packages.  It was clear that Anne was sorry, but would Jason forgive her?  Alex was almost afraid to open the gifts without talking to Jason first; she excused herself and went to the kitchen.  
 
    
 
   Jason answered his cell phone on the third ring.  He could hear the strain in Alex’s voice.  She showed up when I specifically asked her not to he thought angrily.  The guys groaned as he left the euchre game.  He wasn’t listening to a word Alex said as he rushed to his car.  She kept saying something about an apology, and Jason was determined to force one from his mother for whatever it was that had set Alex on edge.  He was back at the house within twenty minutes, hurrying inside to check on Alex.  She waited for him by the front door, a small card in her hand.  Jason brushed the card aside to hug her to him, not caring what his vicious mother had said for the moment.  She squeezed him quickly and then pushed him aside.  “Read this,” she ordered, putting the card in front of his face.
 
   Jason stopped short at the first line.  A man told her she was a terrible, rotten, individual?  Jason almost wanted to defend his mother, then again, he also wanted to shake the man’s hand.  He read the short note several times before looking at Alex.  “This is her handwriting,” he just couldn’t believe they were her words.  He’d never heard her apologize.  “What did she send?”  Alex looked at Jason suspiciously.  
 
   “I haven’t opened it.  I thought you’d be angry if you decided not to forgive her.” Alex smiled.  “Are you forgiving her?  You said you just wanted a heartfelt apology.  I think this one counts.”  Alex was excited that Anne was apologizing.  It would be a relief to know that things were doing better, and Alex wouldn’t have to feel guilty for Jason writing off his mother.  Jason smiled.  He’d forgive her, at least for the time being.  If she started being unreasonable again, well then it would be another fight.  He didn’t want to fight with her, and he could see the relief in Alex’s face when he nodded his assent.  
 
                 “Go open your presents.”  Jason listened from the kitchen as Alex gasped in surprise.  Well, at least the shower would be over soon and he could go home with Alex and relax, he thought, if they were already opening presents.  He waited a few minutes to be certain Alex didn’t need him before he went back out to the hunting camp.
 
                 Alex opened the various presents from Anne in surprise.  It was the coveted bedroom set.  She’d planned on buying it piece by piece, but it didn’t look like she’d have to.  Jason had plenty of money, but she refused to spend so much at once.  She would have spent fifty dollars every couple weeks until she had the entire set.  Anne even bought both sets of sheets, so Alex wouldn’t have to rush to wash them if she wanted to keep the set together.  There were tears in her eyes as she came to the last box.  Kelly and Rose gave surprised little gasps when they saw the small white box.  Alex looked at them in concern, but they smiled slightly and encouraged her to open the gift.  
 
                 Somewhat afraid to open the small box, Alex read the card three times.  What would she send that might offend me, but she bought for Rose and Kelly? Alex asked herself, gingerly opening the box and folding back the tissue paper.  The nightgown was absolutely beautiful.  “Oh my,” she whispered, easing it out of the wrapping to hold it up and examine it more closely.  Alex had never seen something quite so lovely.  It wasn’t extremely expensive, or exceptionally sexy, it was just as Anne described it, elegant.   
 
                 Alex finished opening the rest of her gifts slowly.  Still shocked by Anne’s apology.  She glanced at Donna in surprise when she opened a sack of throw pillows and the other coordinating items for the bedroom set.  Donna and Franklin had worked with Anne to get her the entire set?  That was a surprise.  After the rather disastrous conversation Franklin had with Donna on Alex’s behalf, she’d doubted that Franklin and Anne would ever speak again.  
 
                 By the time the shower was over, Alex was completely exhausted.  She’d wanted to call Anne, but Jason asked her to wait, at least until they got home.  It took him several trips to load the car with all the gifts.  Alex hid the nightgown from Anne in one of the other boxes.  Something told her she wanted to save it for their wedding night.  It wasn’t exactly lingerie, but it was beautiful and just the thought of wearing it made her feel special.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
                 Merle brought Anne lunch for the rest of the week.  She was so busy catching up she never noticed it was lunchtime.  On Friday he asked her if she’d heard from her son yet.  She told him no, but she doubted any of the gifts would be opened before the shower, so she wasn’t holding her breath.  They talked about their children and grandchildren.  Merle told her how much progress the crew was making at the Anderson house.  He described the layout and design of the home, the ins and outs of its construction, everything he could think of.  Anne listened pleasantly.  It was nice to hear someone talk so passionately.  
 
                 On Saturday Anne spent the morning cleaning and re-organizing the house, again.  There wasn’t much to be done, but she found it hard to sit still.  She was anxious to hear from someone at the shower.  She didn’t really expect to hear from Jason, or Alex even.  Donna promised she’d call when the shower was over, and she half expected to hear from one of the girls.  By three in the afternoon Anne was going crazy.  The shower was supposed to be over at two pm.  At three thirty the phone rang.  Anne answered on the first ring.  Donna told Anne how Alex had refused to open the presents until Jason read the note, and that she nearly cried as she opened each gift.  Donna said she was surprised that Anne hadn’t heard from Jason or Alex, but they had a lot of unpacking to do before they could relax.  Anne wanted to ask questions but she couldn’t bring herself to keep Donna on the phone any longer.  Things were better, but it was still a sore spot to speak with her so called ‘friend’ that was now married to her ex-husband.
 
                 Anne could hardly contain herself, so she decided to go for a drive.  Donna seemed to think that Jason and Alex had forgiven her, or they were at least willing to try.  It was the best news Anne could have gotten.  Before she realized what she was doing, Anne pulled into Merle’s driveway.  She didn’t even consider it unusual when she climbed out of her car and walked to Merle’s front door, knocking softly.  Merle opened the door wearing a pair of worn blue jeans, a red t-shirt, and a flannel.  His beard was freshly trimmed and his dark eyes were sparkling.  He didn’t seem at all surprised to see her, greeting her warmly and ushering her into his home.
 
                 Merle took Anne’s coat as she stepped inside.  He was glad she’d stopped by, he’d hoped she would.  Her hair was in some kind of braid again, he thought his daughter called it a French braid, but he wasn’t certain.  A few stray wisps curled around her face and down her neck.  She wore snug blue jeans and a beige knit sweater.  Her face seemed fixed with a permanent smile, her eyes bright and expressive.  “I take it they liked the gift?” he asked gesturing for Anne to have a seat on his couch.  
 
                 “I don’t know exactly.  Donna, Franklin’s new wife, seemed to think they loved it.  Apparently Alex was almost in tears.  I haven’t heard from them yet.”  Suddenly Anne wasn’t concerned with Jason and Alex.  Merle was cooking something in a large pot on the stove and it smelled quite delectable.  She watched him as he walked into the kitchen, admiring his broad back and slim waist as he turned the burner down slightly.  
 
                 “I hope you’ll stay for dinner.”  Merle smiled at Anne from the kitchen.  He wasn’t a great cook, but he’d learned a few things in the last four years.  Martha made him learn when she got sick.  Merle turned on the gas fireplace.  It seemed silly, but he wanted to sit in front of the fire with Anne.  He sat on the opposite side of the couch, not sure what to do.  He wanted to hold her in his arms and watch the fire as dinner simmered for the next thirty minutes or so, but he didn’t know how.  He hadn’t dated in years.
 
                  Anne touched Merle’s hand.  She looked at him closely, her eyes showing her appreciation and Merle couldn’t help himself.  He pulled her into his arms without a second thought.  For once he didn’t think about Martha.  He thought only of Anne.  He held her close against him, her head resting on his chest.  When she started to ask him a question Merle put his finger on her lips, “shhh,” he murmured before kissing her, gently.  He didn’t deepen the kiss immediately, as a younger man might have.  He simply enjoyed the feel of her lips against his.  When she finally relaxed against his chest he deepened the kiss, taking control of her mouth by slow degrees.  He wasn’t a man to rush things.  He wouldn’t rush this.  He knew enough about the woman in his arms to be aware that she hadn’t been with a man in a long time.  Much more than just six years, if he’d understood her correctly.  He’d take his time with her, the way she deserved.
 
    
 
                 Anne awoke as if from a dream.  She was still on Merle’s couch, the fireplace flickering merrily in front of her.  Wow she thought.  She hadn’t felt like this in a long time.  Merle only kissed her and her senses had been set on fire.  He didn’t try to push her into anything, or pull her into his bedroom.  He kissed her until she felt woozy, nibbling on her lip, making love to her throat and hands with his mouth before turning her away from him and giving her a massage.  She must have fallen asleep on him during his ministrations.  She felt a little guilty.  She hadn’t been really kissed in at least ten or eleven years and it had scared her.  Before the divorce Franklin would touch her lips if the kids were present, but that was about it.  Merle’s kisses were so much more than that.  She felt giddy and like a young woman again.
 
                 Anne stretched lazily.  She stepped up into the kitchen.  A small note caught her eye on the counter.  
 
    
 
                 Sweet Anne,
 
                 I had to run to town for a bit.  Jim and Jennifer had their baby last week and I offered to take their dog for a few days while they were at the hospital.  Jim asked if I could bring the pooch back and meet their little boy.  I’ll be back soon.
 
                                                                                       Merle
 
    
 
   Anne smiled.  Jim had a baby now?  She wished she’d known so she could have gotten them a gift.  Oh well, he’d need clothes for the next few months; she’d have plenty of opportunities to pick something up.  Sweet Anne she read, smiling.  Anne looked at the clock above the stove.  It was six pm.  Jason and Alex!  Anne had to get home and check her messages.  What if they called and she hadn’t answered?  Anne took the pen Merle left next to his note, scribbled a quick message in response, and hurried out the door.
 
                 The light on Anne’s answering machine blinked merrily as she hurried into the living room.  “Mom, it’s Rose, just calling to chat.  Nothing important.  Call me when you get a few.”  Rose hadn’t sounded so happy in a while.  Anne really had brought everyone down with her, she thought.  The next message was from Kelly saying the shower went well and to give her a call when she got the chance.  The next message was from Franklin, commending her on the card and gifts; apparently Donna told him everything, too.  Jason’s message was the last one.  “Hey Mom, it’s Jason.  We got your card at the shower.  I was hoping to actually talk to you…umm…yeah.  Give me a call when you get this, please.”
 
                 Anne called Jason’s number first.  It rang three times before Alex answered with a rather breathless, “hello?”  
 
                 “Alex?  It’s Anne.”
 
                 “Hi.”  Alex paused to catch her breath.  “Sorry, I was making the bed, but I keep running out of oxygen.”
 
                 “Oh.  Are you alright? You should make Jason help you.”  Anne thought she was on bed rest.
 
                 “I’m fine, just weak.  Jason made me stay in bed the entire last week and now my body doesn’t think it should work.  I need to regain my strength.”  Alex sat down on the bed.  “Thank you for the bedroom set; I know it was expensive.  Your apology meant more to us than any gift could have, though.”  Alex smiled into the phone.  She described Jason’s surprise at the apology and how he didn’t seem to believe it at first.  He didn’t know what Anne’s gift was until Alex showed him after they got home.  “He really likes the bedroom set too.”
 
                 “I’m glad.  How are you doing?  I heard you were on bed rest.”
 
                 “I was, but the doctor seems to think I was just doing too much and overly stressed.  The bleeding stopped on Monday, but Jason was still uptight and worried so I took a few days off and stayed in bed.”
 
                 “Well, he’s right.  You can’t be too careful.”  Anne scolded gently.  She didn’t want anything to happen to Alex or the baby.  “Where is Jason?”
 
                 “He wanted pizza.”  Alex said, as if that explained everything.  Alex laughed at herself.  Anne probably didn’t realize that Jason was crazy about the pizza place three blocks away.  She explained that Jason went to the pizza parlor to order pizza and watch the guys cook it.  He’d be gone until it was done.  He loved talking to the guys at the shop as they worked.  Anne smiled.  That sounded like Jason.
 
                 Anne stayed on the phone with Alex for a good twenty minutes until Jason arrived.  There was no denying that Alex was a sweet girl.  Anne enjoyed talking to her.  She was bright and intelligent.  She wanted to keep working and going to school as long as she could.  She might even be able to graduate before the baby was born if she worked really hard and took an extra class.  She’d be able to start teaching at the beginning of the next school year.  The baby would be four or five months old by that time.  Rose and Kelly had even offered to take turns watching the baby, so he or she wouldn’t have to be in daycare.  Anne was surprised that Jason and Alex were both going to work.  Jason made plenty of money for them to live comfortably.  It occurred to her that Alex wasn’t lazy, and she didn’t want to sit at home doing nothing.  Even if she stayed at home with the baby, she’d go to work once the child went to school. Anne asked her all sorts of questions about her family and her future plans, wanting to get to know something about the girl Jason was going to marry.  Alex answered all her questions willingly, touched that Anne was taking time to get to know more about her.
 
                 Jason was surprised to find Alex on the phone, pacing from room to room as she talked.  He’d only seen her pace when she was terribly upset or extremely happy.  Alex mouthed the words ‘your mother’ as she handed him the phone.  She gave him a reassuring smile as she took the pizza box from him and put it on the counter, starting to separate the slices.  
 
                 Jason didn’t stay on the phone long.  He wasn’t exactly sure what to say.  He thanked her for the gifts, and told her how much he appreciated the apology.  He didn’t know what else to tell her.  It occurred to him that he should probably ask about the gentleman she mentioned in the card, and he was surprised when his mother became quiet.  She didn’t have too much to say about the man except that he’d helped her to see just how terrible her behavior had been.  She never said his name or how she’d met him, though she let it slip that she’d been having lunch with him for the last week, but that was all.  The more questions he asked the quieter she became, and it was actually his mother who ended the conversation, seemingly wanting it to be over with.  As Jason hung up the phone he wondered if the gentleman was more than just a friend, but he still couldn’t see his mother with anyone but his father. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
                 Merle was disappointed to see that Anne’s car was gone as he pulled into his driveway.  He’d left the house at five, expecting to be back in less than an hour, but here it was, almost seven thirty, and he was just pulling into the driveway.  Merle sighed.  He’d scared Anne earlier with his kisses, though he wasn’t sure how.  She was a mature woman with children, but he could feel her trembling the more he kissed her, so he’d started to give her a back massage, hoping to relax her and help her calm down.  But she’d fled.  Oh well, it was probably better this way.   He couldn’t start over again.  Martha would only be gone two years in January.  She’d lived through the holiday season for him.  He’d begged her not to go before Christmas.  Merle let Sherlock outside.  He’d put him in the basement while Anne was sleeping, afraid the dog would hop on her while she slept.  It looked as though he’d scared Anne away.  The range was off; his stew was cool.  He’d warm it for a bit, but it would be good soon.  He was turning away when he noticed a short note sitting next to the stove.
 
    
 
                 Merle,
 
                  I have to run home to check messages and call Jason.  I’ll try to hurry back if I can.  Thank you so much for everything.
 
                                                           Anne
 
    
 
   He couldn’t explain why his heart soared at the thought that she’d be back soon.  If he’d had her phone number he would have called her and insisted she hurry back to his house to have dinner with him.  Merle took a deep breath.  That was crazy talk.  Merle sat down on the couch.  Was he falling for Anne?  It was starting to feel that way.  He didn’t know how or why, but he couldn’t imagine not talking to her, not seeing her.  He heard a car in the driveway before he was able to give it much thought.  He smiled as he heard Anne’s footfalls on the porch and her soft knock on his door.  He opened the door, smiling as she scurried inside.  He took her jacket as she stepped out of her boots.  She faced him, smiling, telling him about her phone conversation with Alex and Jason.  Merle listened to her with relish.  Her every word was a melody to him.  Happiness and life radiated from her.  Yep, he was falling in love.  He was in deep shit.
 
                 Anne wanted Merle to kiss her again, to hold her in his arms, but he stood by the door watching her intently.  She had an irresistible urge to put her arms around his neck and pull him close.  Before she realized what she was doing, she was in his arms, kissing him with an intensity she hadn’t known she was capable of.  His arms wrapped around her, squeezing her against him as kissed her.  Merle pulled back, looking into her eyes in question.  He wouldn’t force her to follow him to his bedroom, but he hoped she’d come with him.  “Is this what you want?” his voice was rough, like sandpaper against her skin.  Anne nodded, kissing his hand gently before letting him lead her to his bedroom.
 
                 Merle’s bedroom was dark.  The carpet was a deep green, the walls a light shade of sage.  His bed was a huge rustic pine log bed.  Anne thought it must be at least a King size.  It suited Merle.  He was a large man, it only made sense he’d have a big bed.  His dresser and nightstand matched the bed, also in the light pine.  Merle led her to the bed, easing her onto the firm mattress carefully, almost as though she might break.  He kissed her slowly, lingeringly.  He was determined to take his time with her, to let her enjoy his every touch and caress until she was calling out his name.  He wasn’t new to the art of love, just a little rusty.  
 
                 
 
   Anne was glad Merle’s room was darkened.  She felt huge lying in his arms.  He was firm and strong, while she was all plump and soft.  Merle didn’t say a word as he kissed her slowly until she moaned for him.  He pulled her sweater over her head, following its ascent with soft kisses on her bare flesh.  Anne squirmed slightly, surprised by how good his hands felt, kneading her waist.  “I’ve never done this with anyone else.  I don’t know what to do,” she whispered.  After a few years with Franklin, she’d learned what he liked and didn’t like.  She never thought she’d have to start over again, and it both frightened and excited her.  
 
   “Just relax and enjoy, sweet,” Merle murmured against her lips as he continued touching and kissing her.  Her skin felt wonderful, so smooth and soft against his work roughened fingertips.  He stripped his shirt off quickly, wanting to feel her skin against his.  They both gasped when their bodies touched, surprised by the sensations overcoming them. Anne tried to pull him against her, but he refused, holding her wrists above her head as he unbuttoned her pants with his free hand.  She wriggled and squirmed for him as he finished undressing her, kissing her ingratiatingly slowly.  “You’re beautiful,” he whispered, his voice breaking with need, as he looked down at her, nude on his bed.  She was plump and curvy in just the right places.  He kissed her tenderly, swallowing her moan of pleasure as he thrust himself deep inside her.
 
    
 
                 Merle watched Anne sleep.  What in the hell was he thinking, bringing her to his bedroom and making love to her?  He barely knew her!  He hadn’t let himself release until he felt her spasm over and over again around him.  It felt so wonderful to touch her and kiss her; and then to be inside her, he thought he was losing his mind.  It felt delicious.  He hadn’t made love to a woman in over three years and he’d forgotten just how wonderful it could be.  Anne snuggled against him, sighing in her sleep.  It had taken him a good thirty minutes to calm her down after they’d made love.  She’d been close to tears.  He should have known better.  She still had way too much healing to do from her divorce.  He hadn’t even used protection.  Merle shook his head.  Well, he doubted she could get pregnant anymore, and he knew she’d never slept with anyone except her husband.  He was still surprised at himself, though.  It was a good thing he’d thought to turn off the burner on the stovetop before leading her to his bedroom.  His house may well have set on fire for all he cared while he had his way with her.  
 
                 By midnight Merle could no longer ignore the naked body snuggled so closely against his own.  It was as though his body wanted to make up for the years of abstinence.  As he kissed Anne awake beside him, nuzzling her neck and suckling on her breasts, he felt her breath quicken in his hair.  She was amazingly responsive to his every kiss and caress.  When she touched him, timidly at first, then with more purpose, Merle nearly lost control.  It was awhile before they fell asleep, cuddled together under the blankets.  
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
                 Merle was alone when he finally woke at eight.  Anne’s clothes were no longer strewn across his floor, and he had a sinking sensation that he’d either dreamt the entire night, or he’d scared Anne off.  Either way he wouldn’t be pleased with the results.  He had a hard time believing he imagined making love to her.  He could still feel her skin under his fingertips.  Merle pulled on fresh underwear and pants, grabbing a white shirt from his drawer before walking down the hall.  Anne sat on the couch, staring into space.  She didn’t look particularly upset or happy, more contemplative.  She’s going to want to talk, Merle thought, stifling a groan.  He didn’t relish conversations of the heart.
 
                 Anne smiled as he sat next to her.  “How’d you sleep?” she asked softly, watching him closely.  She was embarrassed.  She’d behaved like some wanton woman last night, moaning and sighing, unable to resist his merest touch and caress.  He probably thought she was some kind of whore.
 
                 “Good.  I’m glad you stayed,” Merle didn’t know what to say to Anne.  He didn’t want her to feel bad about having sex with him.  It wasn’t like he’d meant to sleep with her, exactly.  “You?” He touched her hand awkwardly at first, before gripping it firmly within his own.  She was his and he didn’t want to let her go.
 
                 “Fine.”  Anne bit her lip nervously.  He was the first man to take notice of her since before her divorce and she’d slept with him in less than two weeks.  She couldn’t believe herself.  She was ashamed of herself.
 
                 “Anne,” Merle began, watching her lip tremble in silent trepidation.  Oh he hoped she wouldn’t cry.  He didn’t want a great night ruined by crying.  That just didn’t make any sense.  They were both consenting adults.  It wasn’t like they were young kids having their first fling.  Her lip quivered and Merle broke.  “Sweetheart, don’t cry, please.  Don’t ruin something special by crying,” Merle said softly, disheartened when she looked away from him.  He turned her face towards him, kissing the tears from her eyes.  “No more tears, please.  I don’t want to see you cry.”  Merle stroked her hair and back as he held her.  He wasn’t sure why she was crying.  It wasn’t like they’d had an affair.  Neither one of them was married or committed in any way.  He mumbled soothing words in her ear as he held her close, calming her.  
 
                 When she calmed down a bit, Anne explained to Merle how she’d started to believe that her body had become some sort of shrine, no longer desirable.  She didn’t think any man would want her.  She wasn’t young and beautiful.  She was old and overweight.  Merle smiled down at her.  “You know you’re at least ten years younger than I am, right?”  She sniffed.  He couldn’t be going on sixty could he?  “Sixty this year. You’re only forty-eight?” Merle waited until she nodded.  “I’m twelve years older than you, Sweet.”
 
                 “You don’t look it, or act it.” Anne said softly, remembering last night all too vividly.  She tried to hide her face, but Merle caught her hands, holding them snuggly in his grasp.
 
                 “None of that now.  Nothing we did was wrong, love.  I’m sorry if I rushed you.  I didn’t mean to.  It’s been over three years for me, and I found myself a bit overcome.”  Merle thought he was beginning to understand why she was so embarrassed by his making love to her.  She seemed to think that because she was divorced she was no longer attractive.  Besides that, they weren’t married.  They’d grown up in a time where sex existed primarily in the marriage bed.  Merle looked at Anne, imagined having her as his mistress, and he knew without a doubt she’d never be happy that way.  For her to be comfortable with him he’d have to marry her, not something he really wanted to do at this junction.  Then again, he didn’t want to lose her either.  Merle pulled Anne into his arms, kissing the top of her head.  “Let’s start over, sweet.
 
                 Anne looked at Merle confused.  What was he talking about?  “Anne, don’t look at me so suspiciously.  I didn’t hurt you, did I?”  Anne shook her head.  Of course he hadn’t hurt her.  He’d been so gentle it drove her crazy.  “Have I given you reason to think I’m not actually interested in you as a woman?”  Again she gave a negative shake of her head, thinking about the last week.  He brought her lunch daily from different places around town and spent an hour talking with her each day. “Then it seems to me, that I’m likely falling in love with you.”  Merle didn’t smile or stutter.  He watched Anne’s face carefully; afraid he might see rejection in her eyes.
 
                 Anne looked at Merle in surprise and alarm.  He was falling in love with her?  She was falling for him, but she just assumed that was her way of being silly because he’d brought her out of such a deep depression.  She thought about last night, and the way he’d touched her.  Granted, she’d only ever been with Franklin, but there was a difference when you were in love and when you were just having sex.  Her marriage had gone up and down for years.  Merle had touched her and held her like he was a drowning man and she was air.  Anne shivered slightly just thinking about his touch.  She looked in his eyes, so vulnerable now, and she smiled.  She kissed him softly.  “I think I’m falling in love with you, too.” 
 
                 Merle smiled at her, pulling her even closer.  They sat on the couch, holding each other for a while.  Merle played with her hair as it fell in brown and silvery waves down her back.  “Well, little girl, should we get our day started?”  Anne laughed, walking into the kitchen to make breakfast.  She hadn’t been a little girl in a long time.  Merle watched her as she moved about his kitchen comfortably.  She’d fit in well here, he thought.  His kids would like her.  She chattered nervously as she made breakfast, aware of his constant gaze on her.  They spent the day talking, watching television, and sitting in front of the fireplace quietly.  Anne made dinner regretfully; she really would have to go home soon.  She was clearing the small table when Merle hugged her from behind and told her to take a break.  He’d clean the kitchen.  She argued with him, but he insisted she stop cleaning his kitchen.  She sat at the table and watched as he hurriedly tossed dishes into the dishwasher and wiped down the counter tops.  His body was well muscled for a man his age, and she was again surprised he was nearly sixty.  It seemed unbelievable.  
 
                 “I should get going soon, Merle.”  He was so intent on his work he barely heard Anne’s soft voice.  She seemed to think she needed to leave him.  He tried to convince her to stay with him, but he knew she was right.  They both had to work early in the morning and neither was truly prepared for a relationship just yet.  It was probably better they parted ways for the night, though Merle hated to think about sleeping in his bed alone after such a feast last night.  He smiled, not like he could keep up with such a rigorous schedule for long anyway.  He walked Anne to her car, throwing Sherlock’s ball for him a few times.  “Thanks a lot,” Anne said, kissing Merle quickly before climbing into her car.  She promised to call him when she got home, just to let him know she was in the house and safe, before she drove away into the darkness.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
                 Anne was surprised at the legion of phone calls she had to return over the next week.  The girls, Rose, Kelly, and Alex, seemed to need her opinion on everything.  It was nice to be needed again, and Anne had no reason to complain.  Things were looking up.  Merle took her to lunch, or brought lunch to her, every day of the week and called her each evening before bed.  He was a sweetheart, and the women in the office soon started to envy Anne her luck.  On Friday morning he brought them all donuts, to sweeten the office, he said grinning before hurrying out to work.  
 
                 Anne spent the morning filing and answering phones, only taking a break when she heard Merle’s voice calling her from the front desk.  He was sitting in his usual chair, having cleared a place on her desk for the food, Chinese this time.  He had paint splattered in his hair and all over his clothes.  “A minor accident,” he said smiling, pretending to brush the paint off his clothes.  “One of the new guys has a tendency to drip.”  They ate peacefully, recounting their days.  
 
                 “You’re coming to my place for dinner, woman.  It’s the least you can do.” Merle insisted after listening to Anne talk for a good forty minutes.  “I’ve hardly seen you all week.”  Anne shook her head.  He’d seen her plenty during the week, but she couldn’t resist his charm for long.  It wouldn’t hurt anything for her to go out to his place for dinner.  Besides, she had something she really wanted to ask him, but she hadn’t wanted to bring it up while she was at work.  It would be a relief to be alone with him again.  The girls at the office were starting to make guesses as to the seriousness of her relationship with Merle, and Anne really didn’t have any answers.  Oddly, she didn’t need or want any either.
 
                 Merle was cooking when she knocked on the door.  He let her in, taking her coat and hanging it up quickly.  She was like a breath of fresh air as she walked into the house.  Sherlock jumped on her excitedly, happy to see her.  “Down Sherlock,” he said sternly, afraid the pup might inadvertently knock Anne over.  She looked lovely today.  Her hair was loose; the shoulder length curls flowing down her back.  Her red high neck sweater brought out the color in her cheeks and contrasted starkly against her black slacks.  Merle looked at Anne expectantly.  “Come on, sweet, don’t I get a kiss?”  He cajoled.  She seemed uncomfortable yet in public, so he hadn’t tried to kiss her since she left on Sunday, but he was hoping she wouldn’t be so distant in private. 
 
                 “Oh!” Anne looked at him surprised.  “Sorry.”  She kissed him dutifully, and Merle sighed in such exaggerated pleasure that Anne slapped him softly on the chest.  Merle pulled her against him on the ruse of protecting himself and kissed her firmly on the lips.  Anne melted against him and Merle squeezed her tightly before turning her towards the living room, telling her to pick a movie because dinner would take a while to cook.  She’d just put Big Jake in the DVD player when Merle came around the corner.  She sat next to him on the couch, content to be with him as they watched John Wayne search for his kidnapped grandson.  A buzzer went off in the kitchen and Merle left her for a few minutes.  Anne looked around the room.  Merle obviously loved windows.  The front room, with the couch and fireplace had a large window opposite the fire.  The living room, as Merle called it, had large picture windows on two sides.  A large, flat screen television was mounted on the only full wall of the room.  “Merle, how many rooms are in this house?” she called.  It had never occurred to her to ask him for a tour of his home.  Anne looked up as he walked into the living room.  “Can I have a tour?”
 
                 “Of course you can, I’m sorry I didn’t offer sooner.”  Merle was proud of his home.  He’d designed it and it was the first project he allowed his new construction crew to build.  It was important that one project was under their belt before he put them in the field seriously, and since he needed a place to live, he had them build his house.  Merle started with the basement.  The guys had finished it for him.  The walls were a soft baby blue, accented by gray-blue carpeting.  The basement was separated into three bedrooms, a bathroom, and a living room.  One bedroom was furnished with two sets of bunk beds, for those occasions when his grandkids visited at the same time for Christmas.  The other two bedrooms had simple full-sized beds with a modest headboard.  Merle’s kids liked their space, so he’d made the downstairs a mini efficiency, without the kitchen, so they could have some privacy.  The living room was small with a tube television on a sturdy TV stand tucked in the far corner.  The couch was an old blue and silver tweed with a matching loveseat and chair.  On the floor were two bean bags.  Anne smiled as she looked around.  She knew what it was like to travel with kids.  She’d always hated visiting family because the kids would leave stuff sitting out in the host’s home, causing grandma to trip and stumble.  It would have been nice to have something like this.  
 
                 Merle took Anne back upstairs.  There was only one bedroom on the main floor, which Anne had seen.  He bypassed his kitchen, living room, and sitting room since she’d spent time in each.  He paused outside the office door for a second, warning her that this particular room was a mess.  Anne looked around in some surprise at a room full of blueprints, outlines, books on everything she could imagine, and two computers.  Despite his age, Merle stayed on top of the game for his construction companies.  She hadn’t realized he still owned and operated all three, two from a distance.  He was trying to sell the first two, but it would take a while to find a buyer, he explained, as he pointed at the various projects each company was undertaking.  The company in Virginia was building a three-bedroom home in an expensive subdivision, one of about fifty they would be continually working on.  The other company was in Colorado building some kind of ranch house and outbuildings.  It sounded like a rather large undertaking.  
 
                 Merle led Anne up a flight of stairs.  She was surprised to find three more bedrooms upstairs.  Merle hesitated outside the door to the master suite.  He’d designed it for his wife, but by the time they were able to move into the house, she couldn’t use the stairs, so they slept in the downstairs bedroom. 
 
                 Anne gasped as she stepped into the room.  The window was showcased with a large window seat with inlet reading lamps that could be positioned however the reader wanted.  The bed was a large mahogany sleigh bed with intricate flowers carved into the wood.  Merle seemed to have a habit of buying King sized beds, Anne thought wryly.  The matching armoire, dresser, and vanity were immaculate, each seemingly untouched.  The connecting bathroom was amazing.  Two sinks with large mirrors grabbed her eye as she walked in; a little alcove showcased a frosted glass modesty screen and toilet, and then a beautiful Jacuzzi/bath glistened from the corner.  She looked at Merle in surprise.  Why didn’t he use this room?  As if he saw the question in her eyes he explained that he’d designed it to a woman’s taste, and since he was alone, it seemed a waste to stay upstairs and heat the entire house.  He led the way through the two other bedrooms and the upstairs bathroom before taking her back down to the kitchen.  
 
                 “Merle?” Anne asked, hesitantly, while he cooked on the stove.  
 
                 “Hmm?”
 
                 “Why don’t you have any pictures of your wife?”  Anne had noticed that other than a few knickknacks here and there, he had nothing from his first wife just sitting out.
 
                 “She asked me not to.  I keep a few photos in the office on my desk; blueprints are covering them right now.  She wanted me to give the kids whatever they wanted within the first year, and then she wanted me to take the rest to charity over the second year.  I still have one closet to go through, but otherwise, I’ve followed her requests.”  Merle didn’t look at Anne while he spoke.  His wife had wanted him to move on.  She didn’t want him to dwell on her death.  She’d always insisted that he needed to remarry quickly.  He wasn’t the kind of man that would do well alone.  She was right.  Until he’d met Anne he’d been in a steady downward spiral into miser-hood.  Martha had known him better than he knew himself.  
 
                 Anne could tell Merle didn’t want to talk about his first wife.  He’d told her enough over the past few weeks that she knew he’d loved Martha dearly and her death had nearly taken him to his grave.  Anne hugged him quickly and started talking about dinner and how her day had gone.  Merle accepted the change of conversation gratefully.
 
   After dinner, Anne cleaned the kitchen as Merle sat at the table, chatting with one of his construction foremen from Colorado over the phone.  He hung up smiling.  The projects were all right on track.  Merle watched Anne milling about in his kitchen.  She seemed nervous, almost jittery this evening.  Maybe she was thinking about the first time they’d had dinner here; of course, they’d never actually eaten, but that didn’t matter.  It occurred to Merle that she didn’t know if he was serious about her or not.  “Come sit down a minute, Anne.”   Merle motioned to the chair next to his.  He wanted to talk to her.
 
                 Anne sat in the chair and listened as Merle talked about his plans for the next few years.  He wanted to continue running the company in town for at least another five years, slowly cutting back on his hours.  After five years, he figured Jim would be able to take over for him, with Merle coming in occasionally as support.  He was considering having Jim take over his other two companies if he couldn’t sell them, but he wasn’t decided on that yet.  Next year he would travel back down to Virginia to spend the holidays with his children and grandchildren.  He’d been away too long.  Merle outlined the next five years to Anne before taking her hand in his.  “Anne, I’m hoping you’ll be there with me, you know.”
 
                 Anne looked at Merle in some astonishment.  Well, that made what she was going to ask him seem easier.  “Merle, I was just going to ask if you wanted or would be willing to come to my daughter and son-in-laws’ for Thanksgiving.”  Anne didn’t bother telling Merle he was being too serious or moving too quickly.  At their ages, they didn’t really have a lot of time to waste.  Besides, being with Merle just felt right, but she didn’t want to put the cart before the horse.  She wanted Merle to meet her children and grandchildren; but she also wanted him there for moral support.  Franklin and Donna would be at Rose’s, too.
 
                 Merle laughed.  Anne never skipped a beat.  He was practically asking her to marry him, and she just invited him to Thanksgiving dinner.  Well, he’d show her.  “Yes, Anne, I’ll have Thanksgiving with your family.  I’d really enjoy that.”  Merle refused to let Anne leave.  He practically begged her to stay with him for the weekend.  He even offered to let her sleep in one of the guest rooms if she preferred.  Anne laughed at him.  She was beginning to think she should just give the kids Merle’s number for emergencies.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
                 Anne was nervous Thursday morning as she dressed.  Merle had convinced her to spend Friday and Saturday night with him.  She wondered if the kids would be able to tell that she was sleeping with him.  She hoped not.  That would be too embarrassing for words.  For the thousandth time she reconsidered going to Rose’s.  Franklin and Donna would be there, but so would the rest of the kids and grandkids, and she really didn’t want to miss out.  She hadn’t seen Jason and Alex yet, and she wanted to be certain everything was cleared up.  This would be the only chance she might get before the wedding; and Christmas was just around the corner.  Anne dabbed her neck with perfume.  Merle would be there soon.  It was only nine in the morning, but Rose lived a good four hours away.  Even with Merle’s driving it would be one before they arrived.  Anne wanted to be able to help cook the food.  She’d warned Merle that Franklin would be there, but he assured her it wasn’t a big deal, and not to worry about it.
 
                 There was a soft knock on the front door and Anne scrambled down the stairs, her heels slowing her progress.  She took a deep breath before opening the door and letting Merle inside.  He’d never been in her house, and Anne was relieved that she’d spent so much time in the last few weeks cleaning.  Merle looked at Anne in surprise.  She was absolutely beautiful.  Her hair was artfully piled atop her head, and her eyes, lips, and cheeks were brushed with just enough make-up to bring out their natural beauty.  She wore a deep red, long-sleeve velvet blouse over a matching tank with a v-neck.  A lovely Christmas tree pin sparkled at the crevice between her breasts.  Her black skirt was shorter than he expected, just brushing her knees, and flaring out from her hips and thighs in a rather appealing manner.  Black calf-high boots with heels that made her at least two inches taller completed the outfit.  She didn’t look like a grandmother, exactly, and Merle appreciated the effect.
 
                 Merle, for his own part, was wearing a dark red dress shirt, something he’d bought after asking Anne what she was wearing.  His charcoal gray suit brought out the darker strands of his hair without hiding the gray and his Christmas tie, a gift from his grandkids that was covered in brightly colored Christmas tree bulbs, highlighted the outfit.  Merle grinned as Anne invited him in.  There were already three inches of fresh snow outside.  They’d be lucky if it stopped within the next few hours.  
 
                 Anne gave Merle a quick tour.  She was a little embarrassed that everything in her home was so well used in comparison to Merle’s, but he didn’t seem to notice.  He was quite taken with the layout of the house, open and airy: not something common when the house was built, nearly thirty years before.  Anne explained that she’d wanted open spaces so she could see the kids from wherever she was on the main floor.  She showed him through the house somewhat nervous as she came to her bedroom.  It seemed odd showing Merle the bed her ex-husband had gotten her.  She opened her bedroom door, letting Merle walk in front of her into the large room.  He looked around in curiosity, but said nothing and Anne sighed in relief when they finally climbed in the car to leave.
 
                 The drive to Rose’s house was even slower than usual.  The roads were slick, the snow falling in blinding bursts.  Merle was a careful driver, and Anne had to admire his patience as he weaved his way down the road through the snowdrifts.  She would have given up and gone home or pulled over until the storm cleared up a bit, but Merle just kept driving through the storm.  Anne chattered nervously, afraid of an accident, and Merle listened half-heartedly as he concentrated on the road.  Anne told him which turnoff to take and Merle followed her lead as she directed him down the deserted city streets to Rose’s house.  
 
                 Rose opened the door and was surprised to see her mother on the arm of an older man, being escorted to the door.  When the storm hit, Rose had figured her mother and her guest wouldn’t even be coming.  Her ‘guest’.  Rose had assumed it would be one of the single women from work.  She greeted the couple warmly, Mr. Johnson seemed like a nice man, she thought, as she ushered them inside and out of the snow.  They were an hour and a half late, no big surprise with such a storm.  
 
                 Anne took pleasure in introducing Merle to her family.  She stuttered momentarily as she introduced Franklin and Donna, but Merle was undaunted.  He shook Franklin’s hand warmly and nodded politely at Donna as Anne made the introductions.  Anne hugged her kids warmly as she introduced them, beginning with the oldest, Michael and his wife Kelly, then Rose and her husband Brandon, then Jason and Alex, who Merle knew the most about, and lastly her daughter Trisha.  The grandkids rushed in for hugs and Anne introduced Michael and Kelly’s three children: Micah, Hannah, and Haven; and then Rose and Brandon’s two children, Bishop and Robyn.  Merle insisted that Anne’s kids call him by his given name instead of Mr. Johnson if they were willing.  He wanted them to feel comfortable with him.  
 
                 Anne hugged Alex again, relieved that the girl held no hard feelings.  She asked about the pregnancy and the baby and took delight in Alex’s varied questions about Anne’s pregnancies.  
 
                 The women finished dinner while the men watched football and supervised the children.  Anne was surprised that Merle fit in so well with her family.  He immediately attached himself to Jason, who was his rival in architectural knowledge, though not experience, and Anne laughed as she heard them debating the proper way to design a cornice.  Merle even seemed able to accept Franklin without any discomfort, something Anne was grateful for.  
 
                 Dinner was hectic, each dish passing from left to right.  Anne sat between Merle and Alex, who sat next to Jason.  Jason and Merle continued debating good-naturedly over Anne and Alex’s heads until Anne offered to move so the two designers could sit next to each other.  Everyone chattered contentedly throughout the meal.  Anne and Alex took turns feeding the twins, who sat in high chairs just behind them while Rose and Brandon fed Bishop and Robyn from their laps.  The kids cleared the table for dessert once the babies were finished, and Anne found herself holding Merle’s hand as she watched her sons and daughters and ‘in laws’ make trips to and from the kitchen, refusing to let the “grandparents” help, as Rose had coined Anne, Merle, Franklin, and Donna.  It was awkward sitting at the table with just Franklin and Donna, but Anne ignored it as best she could.  
 
                 When at least six pies were sitting on the table, Merle stopped the chattering by lightly tapping his knife against his glass.  The room went quiet as everyone looked at Merle expectantly.  Merle cleared his throat, nervously, before beginning.  “Before we finish this feast, and partake in these delectable looking desserts, I have something I would like to ask you, Anne.”  Merle looked at Anne’s surprised and reddening face, wondering, for a moment, if he should wait to ask her in a more private place.  Jason uttered a loud ‘here, here,’ giving Merle the courage to continue.  He’d asked Michael and Jason while they watched football together in the living room what they would think if he asked their mother to marry him.  He didn’t want to upset either of them, and after talking to them for a while, he’d come to the conclusion that they were both level-headed and reasonable.  Both young men were surprised at his question, but neither had any complaints or reservations.  “Will you marry me?” Merle asked, pulling a ring from his pocket as he knelt by her chair.  
 
                 “Oh my God,” Anne whispered looking at Merle and then the beautiful diamond ring he held out to her.  It occurred to Anne that he’d been asking her to marry him before, talking about his plans for the next few years, and she’d missed it entirely.  She knew he’d been talking about making a future with her, but she hadn’t realized he’d meant so quickly.  Well, she certainly couldn’t miss it this time.  No one could, she thought, glancing around at her family, watching her with interest.  Franklin’s eyes were gleaming in delight, as were Donna’s and everyone else’s at the table.  
 
                 “Anne?”  Merle asked, his voice deep and gravelly, his eyes full of sincerity.  He prayed she’d say yes.  He couldn’t imagine losing her.
 
                 “Yes, I’ll marry you.”  Anne looked at Merle, smiling.  She couldn’t believe her good fortune as she hugged him quickly.  Merle kissed her head, hiding the tears that welled in his eyes.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
                 Anne and Merle talked nearly the entire way home that evening.  The snow hadn’t slowed down a bit, and Anne doubted they’d be able to get into her driveway until it was plowed clear.  Merle took her cell phone as she prepared to call her neighbor.  He’d already talked to Jim about plowing his drive.  Jim planned on doing it sometime around eight at night, whenever the baby went to sleep for a bit.  Merle wanted to take Anne back to his house; it was starting to feel horribly empty whenever she left, and he didn’t want to be alone tonight.
 
   It was late when Merle finally pulled into his driveway, his eyes burning from the strain of driving in the snow and darkness.  They hadn’t left Rose’s house until well after six, and the weather added a good hour and a half to the drive. It was nearly midnight before Merle turned off Anne’s car and looked at her sleeping form next to him.  She’d finally dozed off at about eleven.  Merle smiled, “Anne, we’re home, wake up.”  Anne opened her eyes, slowly.  She let Merle lead her into the house; they’d talked a lot on the drive home.  It wouldn’t be long before they were married.  Neither saw much reason for waiting.  Anne sank onto Merle’s bed gratefully, barely even bothering to take out her earrings before snuggling under the covers against him.
 
    
 
   Just over a week later, Anne and Merle arrived at the church thirty minutes before the wedding.  People Anne had never met filled the rows of the small Catholic Church as she snuck a peak into the chapel from the vestibule.  The rows were decorated with white ribbons.  Merle left Anne to be seated second to last, as he followed Michael, who was acting as an usher, down the aisle.  Merle waited for Anne patiently.  Her daughters sat behind him, whispering to each other.  Franklin sat next to him.  Since neither man knew what to say to the other, they sat in an easy, companionable silence.  Merle knelt and prayed for a bit before Anne was led down the aisle on Brandon’s arm, followed by Alex’s mother, escorted by Michael.  Anne was radiant.  Her hair was piled cleverly on top of her head and she wore a simple lavender dress.  
 
   Anne smiled and held Merle’s hand throughout the ceremony.  Alex was stunning as she walked down the aisle in her white, lacy gown.  Jason had eyes only for his bride, and Anne couldn’t help the tears that welled in her eyes.  She’d very nearly missed this.  Merle pulled her against his side as she sniffled. If it hadn’t been for Merle she wouldn’t be at the wedding.  The ceremony was short. Jason and Alex didn’t want a long ordeal, especially since Alex was still exhausted much of the time.  The reception was full of well-wishers to the young couple.  Anne watched the guests mill about while Merle went in search of punch.  Christmas was just around the corner, and then New Years would be upon them.  Christmas.  Anne wanted to have Christmas at the house.  It would be the last year.  She was already starting to move a few things here and there to Merle’s at his request.  He was getting tired of her running home to change every morning.  The morning after Thanksgiving he’d had to come shovel her car out because she’d gotten stuck in her driveway.  They’d been talking about selling her house.  There was no reason for them to own two homes, and Anne was finally ready to say ‘goodbye’ to her past.
 
   Anne took the punch Merle offered her, smiling.  He made her so happy; just sitting on the couch in front of the fire or having dinner with him made her day brighter. “What?”  Merle asked.  Anne was giving him the most adoring look he’d ever seen.
 
   “I was just thinking about how I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for you.” Anne hugged Merle close.  Before he could answer, music started softly, and Jason led Alex onto the dance floor.  They watched the couple dance for a few minutes before the DJ requested that the parents of the bride and groom join them on the dance floor.  At first Anne thought she’d be dancing with Franklin, but Merle surprised her by ushering her onto the floor.  Franklin appeared with Donna, and Alex’s parents followed shortly after.  It was the first time Anne had danced in years.  It was only fitting that it was with Merle.  
 
    
 
   Merle and Anne drove home in silence.  Anne was frustrated because Merle had insisted on giving Jason and Alex a check for five hundred dollars from both of them.  Anne wouldn’t have cared if Merle wanted to give them a gift from him, but including her name on the gift wasn’t right.  She didn’t want Alex and Jason to thank her, when it was really Merle’s gift to them.  After about thirty minutes of strained silence, Merle gave up.  “Anne, come on now.  We’re getting married.  What’s mine is yours.”
 
                 “Merle…”
 
                 “Anne, don’t be angry, please.”  Merle looked at her pleadingly.  He hadn’t even thought about the gift.  He’d put a check for five hundred dollars in the card and signed it Merle and Anne.  He didn’t think of Anne as a separate person anymore.  
 
                 Anne sighed.  “I’m not angry, Merle.  It’s just…you gave them the money, not me.  It should be you that they thank.”  Anne didn’t know how else to explain it.  Of course, maybe the kids would thank Merle anyway.  Alex seemed fond of him.  In fact, Anne had been surprised when Alex insisted on having Merle included in the wedding photos, saying he was part of the family.  Oh well, Merle wasn’t going to ask for a personal ‘thank you’ anyway; he wasn’t the kind of man who needed one.  
 
   “I’d rather have you thank me anyway, sweet,” Merle cajoled.  Anne groaned to hide her laugh.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
                 The weeks before Christmas were hectic.  Anne worked late most evenings, trying to catch everything up in the office.  She planned on taking at least two or three weeks off after the wedding.   Merle would finish the Anderson project soon, so they’d both be able to slow down, and Merle had convinced Anne that they should go to Europe.  Neither of them had ever been, and Merle was determined to take Anne, no matter how she argued over the expense.  Besides preparing for her up-coming marriage, Anne was decorating the house for Christmas.  The kids were all coming for one last holiday ‘on the farm’ as they had coined the house.  She wanted it to be perfect.  She’d been debating on inviting Franklin and Donna, but much to her relief, they were spending the holidays with one of Donna’s kids out of state, so Anne’s decision was made for her.
 
                 As Christmas neared, Anne spent more and more time with Merle.  He picked her up for lunch, or brought something to the office almost every day.  On the rare occasion he couldn’t leave the construction site, Anne would run by with something for him to eat.  She never stayed.  It was too busy, and though Merle never said anything, she felt as though she was in the way.  Jim would be back in a few more days, and then Merle could slow down a bit.  The house would be finished the week before Christmas.  
 
    
 
                 Anne was surprised to come home to a house full of people the Friday before Christmas.  Her boss had asked her to finish filing before she left the office, so Anne was slow getting home.  Now she noticed her boss’s car, Claire’s truck, and a variety of other vehicles waiting for her.  Poor Merle.  He was expecting her for dinner.  She’d only stopped to grab her phone charger. Her cell battery died while she was at work and she couldn’t even get her phone to turn back on.  Anne had a moment of irritation before she forced herself to calm down.  There was no reason for her to get upset; obviously they were trying to surprise her.
 
                 Anne opened the front door to find at least fifteen to twenty women chatting pleasantly in her living room/kitchen.  Rose, Alex, Kelly, and Trisha greeted her at the door, smiling.  They’d managed to plan a surprise wedding shower for her.  Anne didn’t know what to say.  She really didn’t need anything.  It wasn’t like she was a young bride, just starting out.  Between the two of them, she and Merle had everything they needed for the next ten years.  It was a nice gesture, Anne couldn’t argue that, but she had no idea what sort of gifts her guests could possibly give her.  Anne smiled at the girls.  Oh well.  It was the thought that counted anyway.
 
                 Anne forgot to call Merle.  Thirty minutes later, when her phone rang and she heard his concerned voice on the other end, she felt awful.  She excused herself from her company and hurried to her bedroom to explain.  Merle didn’t care that she was late, he was just glad she was okay.  Apparently he’d tried her cell, assuming she was working late, but when she never returned his call, he’d started to worry.  He was getting ready to go out looking for her, afraid she’d hit another deer, when he thought he might want to try her house on the off chance that she stopped there first.  Anne promised she’d call when the party was over, and depending on whether or not her daughters were staying, she’d see him later in the evening or tomorrow.  The girls were calling her from downstairs, and Anne rushed to say goodbye before rejoining the party.  
 
                 Anne looked at the large pile of gifts in some surprise.  What on earth?  The girls just smiled, insisting she sit down.  Anne looked at her company.  Most of the women were her age or older, with the exception of her daughters and a few of the women she worked with.  Anne opened her first gift.  It was a set of relaxing oils and bath salts; something Anne rarely used, but loved dearly.  Her boss gave her a book about sex after forty.  Anne was slightly embarrassed, but her curiosity got the best of her, and she flipped through the pages in some wonderment.  The women at the party were all her friends.  They all knew she hadn’t had sex in years, and as Anne opened more gifts, she was bombarded by the fact that they knew she hadn’t had sex.  Massage oils she’d never heard of, lubricants, and a few other gifts Anne had a feeling she’d never figure out how to use or what to do with.  
 
   Anne was relieved to open Alex’s gift, a framed photo of her first ultrasound.  A little message around the frame said, ‘Hi Grandma, I can’t wait to meet you!’ and small handprints and footprints of every color surrounded it.  Kelly gave her a lovely travel guide for European museums and Rose gave her a guide for European restaurants.  Trisha gave her a small pocketbook of important words and phrases in seven European languages, so she wouldn’t have to buy individual ones for each country.  Anne was almost relieved to have finished opening her gifts, and she nearly groaned when Rose grabbed one last gift from the kitchen.  It was a small, white box with a simple ribbon tied around it, a card taped beneath the simple bow.  The card said, 
 
    
 
   Mom,
 
   We know you’d never buy this for yourself, but we thought every bride should have one.  It’s fast becoming a tradition.  We love you.  Congratulations to you and Merle.  
 
                                                           Your Loving Daughters
 
    
 
   Anne looked at the girls in surprise.  Did they really get her a nightgown?  She could hardly believe it as she opened the box.  She gazed down at the most amazing white silk nightgown.  Real silk, Anne thought as she lifted it from the box, almost reverently.  The neckline was a modest v, trimmed with the most intricate lace pattern Anne had ever seen.  Tears glistened in Anne’s eyes as she looked at the nightgown.  It could have been the cheapest one in the store and she would have loved it all the same.  She’d always wanted one of these.  It had long bell sleeves, trimmed with the intricate lace, and instead of slits up the sides, the skirt flared out past the empire waist, something Anne especially appreciated because it would hide her stomach a bit.  She hugged the girls tightly.  It was quite possibly the best gift she’d ever gotten.  
 
                 Anne called Merle a few hours later.  The girls weren’t driving home in the dark, but they had plans early Saturday, so they were leaving by around eight am.  She’d waited until they went to bed before getting on the phone.  Anne told Merle all about the party and the variety of gifts.  She intentionally forgot to tell him about the nightgown, but other than that, she described the gifts with relish and some confusion.  Merle laughed as she explained some of the more risqué gifts, her embarrassment obvious.  Anne could barely keep her eyes open when she finally said goodnight, hanging up the phone before she fell into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
                 The next week passed quickly, and Anne was hardly prepared for Christmas.  She started the turkey at five in the morning, carefully climbing out of bed so she didn’t wake Merle.  It was the first time he’d spent the night at her house, and she’d been extremely uncomfortable.  It seemed wrong to sleep with him on the bed Franklin had gotten her, but he knew which bedroom was hers, and when she’d suggested sleeping in one of the spare rooms he’d given her an odd look. As usual he seemed to know what she needed and he hadn’t tried to touch her throughout the night.  Now as she put the stuffed turkey in the oven she wondered if she was being silly.  Franklin had divorced her, the bed had been a mercy present, and she’d bought a new mattress two years ago.  In all actuality, the bed didn’t have nearly the same connection to Franklin as it once had, and she was marrying Merle very soon.  
 
                 Anne finished in the kitchen and tiptoed up the stairs to her bedroom.  Merle was sleeping on his back now, having rolled over when she left the bed.  She eased herself onto the bed, trying not to wake him.  When she was nearly on top of him, she kissed him softly on the lips.  His eyes opened, drowsily at first, and then gained heat as she kissed him more deeply.  
 
    
 
                 Anne and Merle didn’t emerge from the bedroom until after eight, having taken a nap after their morning love play.  Anne had a few more dishes to prepare; but for once there were no kids around to slow her down with their questions and needs.  Merle made pancakes while Anne prepared the side dishes—everything was ready for Christmas dinner.  Jim had plowed the driveway for her the night before, making sure there would be plenty of parking.  Merle had asked if he could invite Jim and Jennifer, since they were practically family and Anne agreed readily, so the party of fifteen was up to eighteen, but Anne didn’t mind.  
 
                 Merle watched Anne as she made the various side dishes for the feast.  She’d lost weight since he’d met her.  She looked healthier, and much happier.  She hadn’t gotten dressed yet, but she covered her pajamas with a plaid Christmas apron that had a snowman on the front.  After they’d eaten, Anne sent Merle to the shower while she finished with last minute details.  The kids would be arriving in about an hour and she still needed to get ready. She hurriedly showered and dressed while Merle kindly wrapped a few presents that Anne hadn’t finished the night before.  
 
                 It seemed like everyone arrived at the same time.  The girls chatted like a gaggle of geese.  Alex looked tired and a little pale, but she kept reassuring everyone that she was fine.  Trisha showed up with her new boyfriend, Todd, an odd-looking young man studying political science.  His eyes seemed a bit too large for his face, but he seemed kind and he had eyes only for Trisha.  Anne laughed and teased the kids, feeling at home for the first time in years in the old house.  It was warm and cozy.  She smiled as the kids teased and harassed each other.  Jim and Jennifer fit right in, finding a niche with Anne’s family.  
 
                 To Anne, it seemed like dinner was done too soon.  There weren’t enough chairs, so the grandkids sat on the floor or laps while half the adults sat at the table and the rest sat on the couch and loveseat.  Mashed potatoes, broccoli, stuffing, sweet potatoes, cranberry sauce, gravy, turkey, cherry cobbler, corn, homemade rolls, and a host of other dishes covered the table and kitchen counters.  Everyone was spending the night at the farm, with the exception of Jim and Jennifer.  Anne and Merle sat up late talking with the kids.  
 
                 Merle took the time to get to know a little about each of Anne’s children and in-laws.  He wanted them to know that he didn’t have to be some kind of stranger to them if they didn’t want him to be.  He and Jason had a lot in common, and Merle could easily see Jason being a son to him; much like Jim.  Michael and Brandon were a little more like his own son, not terribly interested in construction or architecture.  The girls were sweet and never seemed to stop talking, and he truly enjoyed watching the grandkids toddle about.  It made him yearn to see his own children and grandchildren.  He was excited for Anne to meet his kids: and for her kids to meet his.  It would be interesting to see what would happen.  
 
                 Anne was surprised when Trisha asked which couch Todd should sleep on.  Since Anne had assumed he’d be sleeping with Trisha, she hadn’t even bothered getting blankets or sheets out for him. When Trisha looked at Anne in complete surprise, all Anne could think of to say was, “well, Merle is sleeping with me, so if you want, Todd can sleep on either couch or with you.  If you need sheets and blankets, I’ll leave some out for you.”  Since Trisha didn’t answer, Anne climbed the stairs to bed, Merle following close behind.  The kids might be used to staying up until three in the morning, but Anne and Merle were not.  They were exhausted.
 
    
 
                 Anne awoke to the sounds of the grandkids playing downstairs and someone bustling around in the kitchen.  Merle was gone, and she heard his voice floating up to her from downstairs.  He was cooking again; this time it smelled like French toast, bacon, scrambled eggs, and maybe sausage.  She smiled as she climbed out of bed, dressing quickly before hurrying to help Merle.  None of the kids were awake, just the grandkids, and Anne laughed at Merle as he tried to cook and stop the little ones from hurting themselves at the same time.  She blocked the stairs with a child gate before taking a spatula from Merle.  “They’ve been going non-stop since seven,” Merle said, pointing at the children.  “The twins keep trying to climb the stairs, but they don’t know how to get down just yet, and little Robyn thinks she’s invincible.”  Anne laughed.
 
                 By the time the kids woke up, Anne and Merle had finished making breakfast and had the grandchildren eating heartily.  It didn’t take long for everyone to reassemble once the smell of food wafted through the air.  After breakfast the kids loaded up their cars for the drive home.  They’d have to make the trip again in just a few more days, but for now everyone wanted to be back home in their beds.  Anne and Merle washed the dishes before leaving.  Anne didn’t feel the need to stay at the farm.  She’d have to clear it out and put it on the market when they got back from Europe.  Or maybe she’d have the kids do their rooms while she was gone.  Then she wouldn’t have nearly as much to go through.
 
                 Anne looked around the large empty house.  It would be nice to leave all the old ghosts behind.  The kids didn’t even seem to mind the idea that she would be selling the house.  Of course, they all had lives of their own now.  Even Trisha was growing up.  Anne sighed as she locked the door.  Something told her she would never spend the night here again.  All her clothes and everything she needed were at Merle’s.  Everything she planned on taking to Europe with her was there as well.  
 
                 “Are you alright, Anne?” Merle asked softly when she climbed in the car.  She had a faraway look in her eyes as she gazed at the house.  He imagined that she was reluctant to leave a home she’d lived in for nearly thirty years.  
 
                 Anne looked at Merle, the concern in his face.  His work-roughened hand rested on the gearshift between them.  Anne patted his hand gently, entwining her fingers within his.  “I’m wonderful,” she said, smiling.  Tears welled in her eyes as he kissed her hand tenderly.  She hadn’t been this happy in a very long time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
                 December thirty-first was a bright sunny day.  Snow covered the treetops and fell in soft flurries around them as they drove to the church.  Anne watched Merle as he drove, winding his way down the roads carefully.  He looked comfortable in his jeans and sweater.  Anne smiled as she held his hand.  She was nervous, though she really didn’t have a reason to be.  She’d contemplated sleeping at the farm last night just to keep in the tradition of not seeing the groom until the wedding, but she settled for waiting to get dressed until they were at the church.  Merle’s kids had flown in on the twenty-ninth and she’d spent some time getting to know them.  
 
                 Last night they had a large dinner at Merle’s so her family and his family would have an opportunity to get to know each other a bit.  The grandchildren played merrily in the living room while the adults spent a good deal of time chatting and drinking.  Anne still doubted her sobriety.  She’d had a bit more to drink than she should have and Merle had to help her to bed.  He, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have been affected by the alcohol.  Then again, he hadn’t drunk as much as she had either.  He kept refilling her glass, but she doubted he refilled his quite as often.  She’d finally started covering her drink so he couldn’t add more wine.  
 
                 They were at least an hour early.  Merle looked at Anne a moment before turning off the car.  “You’re sure this is what you want?” he asked, giving her just one more chance to back out.  He knew he was ready for this, but he also knew that things had been moving extremely fast for Anne, and he didn’t want her to regret marrying him.  Anne just smiled and nodded.  “Good.  I have a couple errands to run first.  You go on in and get dressed.  I’ll be back soon.”  Merle leaned over and kissed her quickly before she climbed from the car.  He opened the trunk so she could grab her clothes and watched as she hurried into the church.  
 
                 Merle waited until she was in the church before he started the car and pulled out of the parking lot.  He had three stops to make.  His first stop was to pick up a beautiful diamond necklace he’d ordered from the jewelry store.  It hadn’t come in until yesterday.  He wanted Anne to wear it for the wedding.  She wasn’t much for jewelry, and it was tastefully simple; something he thought she’d feel comfortable wearing often.  After he left the jeweler’s he went to the florist to buy Anne a lovely bouquet of roses that would be waiting for her at the reception hall.  
 
   Merle’s last stop was at the cemetery down the street from the church.  He trudged through the snow to Martha’s tombstone.  He knew he had to make peace before he married Anne.  Merle stopped at the base of the large angel.  “Martha, I’m getting married today to a wonderful woman.  I know you’d like her.  She’s smart and kind and generous.  Everything you would have wanted me to find.  She reminds me of you in a lot of ways, and yet, she’s completely different.  I miss you, but somehow she’s filling the void you left when you died.”  Merle fought the tears that welled in his eyes.  He knew he was lucky to have fallen in love twice in his life.  The wind blew coldly over his face, making his eyes water with the bitterness.  He didn’t have much longer before he had to get back to the church to change.  Merle took his wedding ring from his pants pocket.  Martha had gotten it for him when they’d been married five years.  Before that, they hadn’t been able to afford one for him, and Marth’s had been a very simple band of gold.  Merle put the ring on the stone angel, making certain it wouldn’t be able to blow away.  In the spring he’d put it in the small chamber carved into the top of the stone on the ground.  He doubted he’d be able to get to it right now, with snow covering everything.  Merle smiled softly and walked away.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
                 Merle waited breathlessly for Anne to emerge from the vestibule.  He hardly noticed her bridesmaids walking down the aisle in his anticipation to see his bride.  When she finally emerged from the back of the church Merle thought he would collapse from his anticipation.  She looked lovely in an ivory concoction of silk and lace.  It flowed delicately down her body in several layers.  The neckline was showcased by the diamond necklace he’d managed to sneak to Rose, lace bordering the edges.  The long sleeves belled at the elbow in an elaborate selection of lacey layers.  The majority of her hair was piled on top her head in a coiffure, leaving a few stray pieces to curl around her face and down her neck.  Her veil was held on by a small tiara, half flowing down her back, the other half over her face.  Micah walked her down the aisle so proudly it was impossible not to smile.  Anne smiled beautifully as she directed Micah to his seat before taking Merle’s proffered hand.  
 
                 Anne glanced at her daughters.  Rose was her maid of honor, while Kelly, Alex, and Trisha were her bridesmaids.  They all wore pastel replicas of Anne’s dress.  Rose wore sage, Kelly wore lavender, Alex was in pink, and Trisha was in blue.  They were lovely, wearing matching jewelry Anne had gotten them for Christmas.  Merle looked dashing in his black pinstripe suit with an ivory shirt and black with ivory swirled tie.  The gray of his hair shone in stark contrast to the darkness of his suit and his eyes were lit with joy.  His son, Adam, was his best man, while his son-in -law, William, Jim, and oddly, Jason, acted as his groomsmen, each wearing suits to match Merle’s with undershirts to match the bridesmaids.  
 
   The ceremony was over quickly.  Neither Anne nor Merle wanted to sit through an entire mass, or kneel for an extended period of time. When the service was over the girls rushed to the reception hall to finish the last minute decorating while the men followed Merle and Anne through town honking their horns noisily to inform everyone in the area of the happy union before slowly dropping off to head to the reception hall before Anne and Merle arrived.  
 
   The reception was charming.  Rather than catering, Anne asked everyone to bring some kind of snack tray to the reception.  The cake was a lovely four-tier masterpiece of roses in all the colors of the wedding decorating the tops of the layers.  Little cherub pedestals of clear plastic held up each layer and the bride and groom on top were crystal lovers dancing on ice.  A small fountain of spumante sat on one side of the cake, another of punch on the opposite side.  
 
   Merle and Anne danced over and over, though Michael and Jason both cut in once.  When the guests finally started to leave, Anne was almost relieved.  She and Merle had a three-hour drive to their hotel.  A beautiful suite awaited them, and in the morning they would leave for Europe, the hotel located just a few miles from the airport.  Everything was packed in preparation for their departure, and Merle had loaded everything in the car this morning.  His children would be flying home from the local airport in a day or two, having only come for the wedding.  Anne’s children would spend one last night at the farm before driving back to their homes.  
 
   When the last of the guests left, Merle, Jim and Jason loaded a truck with the wedding gifts to take to the house while the girls helped Anne change and pick up.  The bride and groom were ready to leave within an hour, and set off on their way in the early afternoon.  Merle held the car door for Anne, kissing her gently before closing the door and walking to his side of the car.  Today would be the first day of the rest of his life, and it was a wonderful day indeed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
                 Merle and Anne returned from three weeks in Europe happy, tanned, and healthy.  Anne lost more weight while in Europe; finally able to wear those size twelves she’d grown out of so long ago.  Merle came back with a piece of mind he’d doubted possible after the loss of his first wife.  It would be a wonderful spring for them.  
 
                 When Anne walked in the house she sighed.  Europe was wonderful, but it felt fantastic to be back home again.  She started to take her suitcase to the bedroom, and was surprised to find it empty of both hers and Merle’s things.  “Merle?” she called cautiously, afraid that perhaps he’d been robbed while they were away.  “Merle?  Everything is missing,” she said, making her way back to the kitchen when she heard him come in the door with another load from the car.
 
                 “No it isn’t, sweet.  I had the kids put everything upstairs in our bedroom.  I’d be a poor husband indeed if I didn’t allow my wife to sleep in the master bedroom of her own home.”  Merle had seen the look on Anne’s face when she’d walked into the upstairs bedroom; admiring how truly amazing and luxurious it was.  He knew she’d never ask him to let her sleep in the room, or even enter it, knowing he’d designed it for his first wife, but Merle had made peace with Martha’s death; it was time to open doors he’d closed.  If Anne could sleep with him in her old bedroom, he could share his new one with her.  
 
                 Anne looked ready to cry as she walked into the bedroom upstairs behind Merle.  Her clothes, shoes, everything had been moved upstairs with tender care.  She knew her daughters were responsible; everything was exactly where she would have wanted it.  Merle’s clothes too, were arranged in the second closet.  On the nightstand was a wedding photo of Anne and Merle holding hands, smiling at each other.  “Well Mrs. Johnson, welcome home.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “If we listened to our intellect, we'd never have a love affair. We'd never have a friendship. We'd never go into business, because we'd be cynical. Well, that's nonsense. You've got to jump off cliffs all the time and build your wings on the way down.”
 
   
~Ray Bradbury
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