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Chapter One 
 

 “But Mom, why not?!” whines April as she stamps her foot, clenched fists held 
close to her side. She stands in the doorway of the kitchen as I begin to pull ingredients 
out of the refrigerator to make dinner. We are having what feels like the millionth 
conversation about where she can and cannot go at the age of sixteen. 
 Sighing, I look her calmly in the eyes. I’ve learned in my parenting experience 
that if I keep myself calm, it doesn’t necessarily calm April down (does anything?), but it 
keeps our disagreements from becoming the Strauss family version of World War Three.  

“April, honey. You are only sixteen-years-old. Sixteen-year-old girls do not 
belong in a club. I don’t care how many of your friends are going, you are not.” Good 
grief. I hate having these conversations.  

“Why don’t you ever let me go anywhere?!” she whines, stomping out of the 
room. The stomping continues up the stairs ending with a final slam of her bedroom door.  

I groan and cover my eyes with one hand in exasperation, while the other reaches 
for a handful of dark chocolate M&Ms from the bowl I keep filled in my kitchen. 
Marilyn Monroe had it wrong; diamonds aren’t a girl’s best friend, chocolate is. Sarah 
clucks her tongue.  

As usual, she is reading a book. I drop my hand from my eyes and look at her. My 
middle child has her left leg tucked under her at the kitchen table. Her light brown hair, 
the same color as mine, is pulled back in a simple pony tail and she’s wearing her usual 
sweat pants/T shirt combo.  
 Even though she is only twelve, she has an old soul and is thankfully not prone to 
emotional outbursts. God had been merciful to me; I couldn’t handle two of them. She 
meets my gaze. 

“Sorry, Mom. I think April is over reacting. But that’s just how she is,” she says 
matter-of-factly and shrugs her shoulders. Her attention returns to her book. As I regard 
my middle child and munch my M&Ms, I silently pray she’ll stay that way. If I survive 
April’s teen years (key word being if), I hope to get a break with Sarah. Only time will 
tell. 

I return to the refrigerator to finish pulling things out to make dinner. Busying 
myself at the stove, I mull over this most recent conversation with April.  

She’s only sixteen and so dramatic about everything. April has always erred on 
the side of drama. When she was a toddler, if another child took a toy she wanted, she 
would throw herself down and roll around, crying hysterically.  

But going to a club? At sixteen? What kind of mother would I be if I allow that? 
So many things can happen at a club…I shudder considering the possibilities. She could 
be mugged, drugged, or kidnapped. 

What kind of mothers are allowing their sixteen-year-old daughters to go to clubs 
anyway? April said her friends Heather and Beth were going. I like those girls; they’ve 
always been courteous and respectful to me. I always thought their parents were good, 
honest people, too. I’ve only met them a few times, but they didn’t seem like the kind of 
parents that would let a sixteen-year-old go to a club. Maybe I should call them…  

The humming sound of the garage door opening interrupts my musing. Michael’s 
home. I put the chicken in the oven just as the mud room door opens. The muted thuds of 
a book bag and sports gear being dropped quickly follow. Andrew, my youngest child, 



flies into the kitchen looking filthy and disheveled in his soccer practice clothes. He’s 
grinning from ear to ear, cheeks flushed with excitement. His light brown hair is sticking 
up in all directions, and his mahogany eyes are shining. We share the same physical 
characteristics and coloring; I imagine I would’ve looked just like he does if I’d been 
born a boy.  

“Mom! You’ll never guess what! Coach said I could be goalie at our next game!” 
he blurts, his hands jabbing the air as he talks. 

“Oh, honey! That’s wonderful news. Congratulations! I’m so proud of you.” I 
smile and hug him fiercely. He smells of earth and little boy.  “Now go wash up and put 
your dirty clothes in the laundry. I’ve got dinner going.” He nods quickly, wriggles out of 
my arms and runs to tell Sarah the news, even though she heard him the first time. She 
hasn’t moved from her perch at the kitchen table.  

Smiling, Michael enters the kitchen from the mud room and strides over to give 
me a kiss. He always looks so dapper in his suit. I do love a sharp dressed man. I’m glad 
that Michael’s job requires him to dress up; otherwise, he’d wear jeans all the time. He 
pulls that look off well, too. 

“How was your day?” I smile up at him and return the kiss. Michael is six feet 
two inches tall with clean cut dark hair and ocean blue eyes. From the moment I met him, 
I was attracted. Although I was terrified of any relationship at the time, I could not deny 
the immediate physical reaction.  

“Busy. You smell like chocolate. Been into the bowl already? You’ll ruin your 
dinner, you know.” He casts a sideways glance at the ubiquitous bowl of M&Ms, now 
half empty.  

“Yeah, so?” I respond, jutting my chin out in mock defiance. “I’m a grown up. I 
can ruin my dinner if I want to.”  

I can’t help my chocolate addiction.  
“I may need to buy you a three-pound bag after you hear what I have to say,” he 

says quietly. 
“A three-pound bag, huh?” This can’t be good. “Why’s that?” I ask, not sure I 

want to hear the answer.  
He eyes me carefully. “I have to go to Cleveland for another couple of weeks. 

There have been some issues with one of the drug trials.” 
My smile disappears. “What? Again?! But you were just there last month!” Panic 

rises in me. Michael has to travel. Not again.  
School has just started, Sarah has basketball, Andrew has soccer, and April is 

involved with cheerleading and gymnastics. I press my fingertips to my temple as my 
head swims. 

“I’m sorry, honey. But one of the experimental drugs the company developed has 
some issues. You know how strict the process is and it’s already about halfway through 
the human trials. There’s nothing I can do about it. It’s not that I want to go, I don’t have 
a choice.” He shrugs. 

I sigh, release him from my hug, and turn toward the stove. I stir the potatoes a 
little too roughly and the water splashes onto the stove with a sizzle. “I know,” I mumble 
half heartedly. “But school just started and with all the kids’ activities, it’s really hard 
when you’re not here.” Plus he’ll have to travel. 



Michael hugs my waist and rests his chin on my shoulder. He tilts his head and 
kisses my neck in the way that always gives me goose bumps. “I know. I’m sorry, honey. 
But I really can’t help it. Besides, the kids are a bit older and are very capable of helping 
you out around the house. April is sixteen and has her license. She can drive Sarah or 
Andrew to practices if you can’t. She already takes them to and from school.” 

I stiffen at the thought of April driving. I still haven’t gotten used to that. Michael 
talked me into letting her get her license. She loves to drive (what sixteen-year-old 
doesn’t?), but being young, enthusiastic, and behind the wheel aren’t always a good 
combination. This reminds me of my conversation with April. I steer the conversation in 
that direction. It’s a safer line of thought for me, too. Much safer than knowing Michael 
will be travelling. At least I can do something about April. 

“Yeah, that sounds soooo easy, doesn’t it?” My tone is slightly sarcastic. “The 
problem is your oldest daughter is upstairs in her room right now bemoaning the fact that 
her mother never lets her go anywhere.”  

“What happened this time?” Michael asks with a weary been-there-and-done-that 
tone.  

“Well, apparently, some of her friends are going to a club this Friday night and 
she wants to go. I told her she’s too young and is most certainly not going to a club. You 
know how well that went over.”   

He and I agree on most parenting approaches, which makes it easier for all 
involved. Rarely could our children ever pull the wool over our eyes because we present 
a fairly united front. That was a lesson we learned early – children are smarter than we 
give them credit for and they’ll play us against each other if given the chance.  

The only disparity in our parenting styles is in the minor things, like what 
constitutes a proper dinner for the kids if I’m not home. I don’t feel it’s appropriate to 
have peanut butter and jelly sandwiches followed by ice cream and popcorn with a movie 
all washed down with soda. Michael doesn’t see the harm in it, occasionally. But 
“occasionally” to him means every time I go out. Fortunately, I don’t go out that often. I 
know I’m hypocritical, what with my M&M addiction. 

Michael pinches the bridge of his nose between his brows and closes his eyes. 
“When does this get easier?” he mumbles. 

“I don’t know. Maybe when Andrew is twenty-five? But I’m sure something else 
will pop up then. In the mean time, do you want to go and talk to her?” 

“How long has she been in her room? I’d like to know if I should get a trash can 
lid for a shield or something before I enter the queen’s royal chambers,” he smirks. 

“Well, she went up there just a few minutes before you got home, so I don’t know 
if it’s safe just yet. You’ll have to call her down for dinner in about fifteen minutes 
anyway. That is if she’ll come down. Perhaps she’ll just send for a tray.”  

Sarah snickers.  
I forgot she was there; she’s so quiet. That’s the thing with having a child like 

Sarah; I have to watch what I say and where. She could be lurking around the corner 
reading a book, but her ears are always perked to conversations within ear shot.  

Something I’ve said in the privacy of my home might be repeated with perfect 
clarity at the most inopportune moments.  

Like with my in-laws. 



Michael’s parents had visited for a week when Sarah was about four-years-old. I 
made a comment the week before that my husband resembled his mother rather 
remarkably. More specifically, I said she looks just like him with a tight perm on top and 
some lipstick. Michael’s mother is tall and rather…solidly built. She isn’t overweight, but 
she reminds me of an East German athlete, rather manly in build and with very short hair. 

It’s the truth, but it isn’t flattering and definitely not something I would ever share 
with her. 

That night as we all settled in for dinner, the conversation was going well. We 
started talking about home fashions which segued into personal fashion. Betty (my 
mother-in-law) stated she was thinking about changing her hairstyle to something more 
modern when Sarah blurted out, “But then you won’t look just like daddy! Mommy said 
you look just like daddy with a perm and lipstick.”  

Oh, dear God. Thanks, child. Thank you very much.  
Betty looked at me, blinked and muttered something I don’t recall. I couldn’t 

remember how to breathe. My father-in-law Frank cleared his throat and made mention 
of a recent sports victory to Michael. The conversation effectively ended.  

That was an awkward dinner. Truth be told, it was an awkward visit. 
My in-laws are gracious people, and they’ve never brought it up since. Neither 

have I, but I still blush every time I remember it. 
I did have a conversation with Sarah after they left, however, about things that can 

and cannot be repeated. I also had a conversation with myself about what I should and 
should not say aloud…ever. Sarah’s brain/mouth filter is getting better, but I don’t take 
chances.  

Deep embarrassment has a tendency to do that. 
 “I’m going to change and check on Andrew. He’s probably sitting on his bed in 

his dirty clothes right now forgetting why he’s there. Then I’ll tell April to wash up and 
come down,” Michael says then smiles and ducks out of the kitchen.  

Stealing a quick glance around, I pop a few more M&Ms in my mouth and note 
the bowl is getting low. 

I finish preparing dinner and tell Sarah to set the table. She closes her book and 
does as she is told.  

“Dinner’s ready!” I call up the stairs. A muffled acknowledgement from Michael 
wafts down.  

Having traditional family dinners together around the table most nights is 
important to me because I never had it growing up. My parents were definitely children 
of the 1960’s “free love/no consequence” culture, which meant I was an unfortunate child 
of the 1970’s. With no dad around (he left the house one day and never came back), my 
mother was reliant on government hand outs and the Salvation Army to feed and clothe 
me. Mom was always working just to keep us afloat. Growing up, dinner consisted of 
tuna casserole, Hamburger Helper (sometimes without hamburger), or boxed macaroni 
and cheese. The latter was more likely because I had to make it and I was very young. 
Mom worked long hours as a housekeeper at the local hospital. Since she was a high 
school drop out, it was the best job she could get. She didn’t get home until seven or eight 
at night and was exhausted when she did.  

There’s an old saying – “What the son wants to forget, the grandson wants to 
remember.” I don’t remember where I heard that, but it stuck with me. I grew up in a 



broken home. I know from personal experience why they are labeled broken; everything 
and everyone involved is broken when the dad leaves. I swore I wouldn’t end up like that 
when I grew up. I was going to do things differently.  

I’d find a way out.  
Then I met Paul. A shiver runs down my spine and a familiar pain pierces my 

heart. I swallow hard and shove the forbidden thought away.  
Dinner. My family and dinner are waiting. Focus! 
April refuses to come to dinner. Halfway through the meal hunger gets the better 

of her, and she sulks downstairs and plops into her chair, eyes downcast and arms 
crossed. Michael and I look at each other knowingly, and he hands me her plate to fill. 
She takes the plate and eats without a word.  

Whatever April may be feeling, she always has a good appetite. She’d never make 
it on a hunger strike, which isn’t bad. She’s always been a stick figure, healthy appetite 
notwithstanding. Her point has been made.  

She’s still not going to the club on Friday. 
Once the dishes are done and the kids in bed, Michael and I head upstairs. I sit 

down at my vanity to begin my nightly facial cleansing routine while Michael changes.  
“How did the talk with April go?” I ask. 
He chuckles, joining me in the bathroom. “About as expected. She doesn’t think 

we’re being fair. I told her there will be plenty of time for clubs when she’s older if she 
still wants to go. I hope she grows up and doesn’t want to go to clubs. Nothing good 
comes from it.” He begins brushing his teeth. 

“I swear that girl wears me out. I love her to death, but she’s a challenge. I never 
know what to expect.” I rinse off my face and neck and move onto the moisturizer.  

“Sure you do. Emotions, that’s what,” he mouths around his foamy toothbrush.  
“When do you have to leave for Cleveland?” I ask, abruptly changing the subject. 

The question is whinier than I intend.  
The subject of his business travel is never pleasant. Even though it’s necessary, 

it’s never easy. His job pays well and I’m thankful; it provides for our needs handsomely 
and allows me the freedom to raise our children.  

He holds up one finger, rinses his mouth and throws back a shot of mouthwash. 
He swishes it back and forth, his gaze lingering on my face. He spits into the sink and 
dries off his face and hands before  answering. “This Monday.” 

My jaw drops. “Monday? This Monday?! But that’s only five days away!” A 
fresh wave of anxiety tangles with familiar fear. There’s no time for me to mentally 
prepare. It’s irrational, I know, but it’s real.  

Michael is going to miss April’s first gymnastics meet as well as Andrew’s debut 
as soccer goalie. This never does get easy, does it?  

The fear of losing Michael, especially in a horrible accident, is always at the 
forefront of my thoughts. I’ve been through it once. I can’t survive it again. The piercing 
pain swells. You’d think it would diminish after more than twenty years. It hasn’t.  

The force of it hits me as hard as it did when…the accident happened.  
I vividly remember the Highway Patrolman knocking on my door at nine o’clock 

on a Thursday evening… “Mrs. Peterson? Mrs. Faith Peterson? I’m Officer Daly with 
the Colorado State Patrol. May I come in for a few minutes, please? There’s been an 
accident….” 



I brace myself on the bathroom counter and close my eyes, shaking my head.  
Get a grip, Faith! It’s only to Cleveland and it’s a short trip. 
What are the chances that I would have to go through another experience like I 

did with Paul? I know the odds are in my favor, but still… I press my hand to my 
stomach and suck in a deep breath. 

I open my eyes and find Michael leaning against the bathroom door frame, arms 
crossed, regarding me. He’s frowning.  

Michael doesn’t understand. How can he?  
I’ve never told him about Paul. I’ve never told anyone about Paul. 
“Faith, I know this is difficult for you, but I promise I’ll be fine. And so will you. 

We go through this a lot and it’s only for a couple of weeks. I don’t know why you get so 
worked up. I always come home.” 

His last words stab my heart, causing me to swallow hard. “Well, so far you 
have.” I cross the room and wrap my arms around his waist and bury my face in his chest. 
He hugs me back, tracing circles on my back with his hand. He tilts my chin up and 
kisses me tenderly. I return the kiss, my heart still gripped by fear.  

God, please don’t take him. I can’t do that again. Please. 


