


As the Tide
Comes In

As the Tide Comes In.indd   1 6/14/18   9:13 AM



Books by Cindy Woodsmall

The Amish of Summer Grove series
Ties That Bind

Fraying at the Edge
Gathering the Threads

Sisters of the Quilt series
When the Heart Cries

When the Morning Comes
When the Soul Mends

Ada’s House series
The Hope of Refuge
The Bridge of Peace

The Harvest of Grace

Amish Vines and Orchards series
A Season for Tending

The Winnowing Season
For Every Season

Seasons of Tomorrow

Novellas
The Sound of Sleigh Bells
The Christmas Singing
The Dawn of Christmas

The Scent of Cherry Blossoms
Amish Christmas at North Star

The Angel of Forest Hill

Nonfiction
Plain Wisdom: An Invitation into an Amish Home  

and the Hearts of Two Women

As the Tide Comes In.indd   2 6/14/18   9:13 AM



CINDY
WOODSMALL

& ERIN WOODSMALL

New York Times and CBA Best-Selling Author

A Novel

As the Tide
Comes In

As the Tide Comes In.indd   3 6/14/18   9:13 AM



As the Tide Comes In

All Scripture quotations or paraphrases are taken from the Holy Bible, English Standard Version, ESV® 
Text Edition® (2016), copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a publishing ministry of Good News 
Publishers. All rights reserved.

The characters and events in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual persons or events  
is coincidental.

Trade Paperback ISBN 978- 0- 7352- 9101- 0
eBook ISBN 978- 0- 7352- 9100- 3

Copyright © 2018 by Cindy Woodsmall

Cover design by Kelly L. Howard; cover photography by Marc Romanelli

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and 
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Published in the United States by WaterBrook, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division  
of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

WaterBrook® and its deer colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Woodsmall, Cindy, author. | Woodsmall, Erin, author.
Title: As the tide comes in : a novel / Cindy Woodsmall, Erin Woodsmall.
Description: Colorado Springs : WaterBrook, 2018.
Identifiers: LCCN 2018007644| ISBN 9780735291010 (softcover) | ISBN 9780735291003 (electronic)
Subjects: LCSH: Female friendship— Fiction. | BISAC: FICTION / Christian / General. | FICTION / 

Christian / Romance. | FICTION / Contemporary Women. | GSAFD: Christian fiction.
Classification: LCC PS3623.O678 A9 2018 | DDC 813/.6— dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018007644

Printed in the United States of America
2018— First Edition

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

As the Tide Comes In.indd   4 6/14/18   9:13 AM



To Chutinun Muelae:
You’ve been a part of our lives for a long time 
although an ocean separates us once again.

I pray we share a home together one day soon. 
I love you beyond words, dear one.

Cindy

X

To my mother, Norma Rainwater: 
Thank you for raising me “wild” in the outdoors, 

from running trails 
and splashing in mountain streams 

to the many summer weeks spent roaming St. Simons Island on bikes. 
Thank you for the gift of an adventurous childhood.

Erin

As the Tide Comes In.indd   5 6/14/18   9:13 AM



 1
X

July 2, 2005

The canvas painting on the wall called to Tara as she walked back into 
the kitchen, this time her arms filled with rock- climbing gear. She set 

everything on the table and went to the painting. Once again her heart beat 
faster, and whispers from a past she didn’t remember haunted her. It was the 
sole remaining object from her childhood. The day social services arrived at 
the trailer to take her away, Tara begged to take the painting with her. After 
all, it had been given to her . . . maybe.

The painting was of a lighthouse, beach, and ocean, as if the artist’s view 
was from the ocean. Deep red and gold reflected off the water as though 
it was depicting sunset, or maybe sunrise, but those colors were usually 
brighter and lighter. That painting and the woman who painted it seemed 
connected to Tara somehow. At the bottom the artist had signed it “To my 
Spunky Boo ~ Love you, Nana.” Tara had no recollection of anyone named 
Nana, but she did recall her mom calling her Spunky Boo at times, so the 
artist either knew that or also called Tara that. As a child abandoned to the 
foster care system by a drug- addicted mother, she liked to daydream that 
someone somewhere loved her. 

A noise from the bedrooms in the small apartment pulled Tara from 
her thoughts. Why was she marinating in old hurts? After months of work-
ing two jobs, she had the entire day off, and she would not spend another 
second thinking about sad things. 

She sat in a kitchen chair and put on her athletic shoes. She’d restocked 
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the grocery store shelves until midnight, so she’d slept late. As good as that 
felt, she knew the best part of the day was still ahead. Her gear was spread 
across the small table: dynamic ropes, various sizes and shapes of carabiners, 
and a climbing pack with power snacks and water. Her TomTom was on the 
table too. It had nothing to do with climbing mountains, but it got her to 
the agreed- upon destinations to gather with other climbers.

“Oh, thank goodness.” Hadley’s voice carried down the short hallway. 
She stepped into the kitchen, wearing a robe, her hair wrapped in a towel. 
“I smell coffee.” 

“Tara,”— Elliott was behind her, already in her hospital uniform— 
“please never quit your job at the grocery store.” Her roommates made a 
beeline for the coffee maker. 

Hadley and Elliott had worked second shift last night and then stayed 
for some overtime hours, so they’d slept in later than Tara. 

“The good news is we have coffee.” Tara picked up the TomTom and 
began entering the address of today’s destination. “The bad news is we only 
had enough money for either coffee or milk, not both.”

“As always, T,”— Hadley put the mug to her lips, closed her eyes, and 
took a sip— “you made the right decision.”

“Yeah,” Tara scoffed, “it’s almost as if I’d spent years under the same 
roof with you two while growing up or something.”

Hadley and Elliott chuckled. The three of them had shared a foster 
home for several years. That’s when the feeling of sisterhood began, and even 
though Hadley and Elliott had quit high school and run off to work and live 
in Georgia until they were legal adults, they had continued the bond with 
Tara through phone calls and emails, so very many calls and emails.

Tara shoved the TomTom into her backpack. “Be sparing with the 
sugar. It doesn’t go on sale until next week.”

Maybe when they had college degrees, they’d make decent money, but 
for now they eked by on minimum wage jobs, sharing the bills and saving 
every penny for their education. Tara had graduated high school a couple of 
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months ago, and with some help from the state, she’d begin college this fall, 
although she was unsure what her major would be. Was there a degree that 
could mix her two favorite things: food and outdoor life? 

Hadley and Elliott knew what they wanted degrees in, but right now 
they were working toward getting their GED.

“Oh, this came for you yesterday.” Elliott pulled a letter out of the 
pocket of her scrubs. 

Tara took it from her. “A real letter?” She glanced at the return address. 
There wasn’t a name on it, and what little Tara could make out, she didn’t 
recognize. But it was to Miss Tara Abbott and had her address. “Who even 
sends these anymore?”

“That’s exactly what I thought.” Elliott opened the fridge and grabbed 
the carton of eggs. “Have you eaten, T?” 

“Yeah.” She glanced at the clock on the stove. “I need to leave in a few.” 
Her climbing buddies would be gathering at a specific parking lot in ninety 
minutes, and it’d take Tara more than an hour to drive there. She and her 
climbing buds had been planning quite a while for today— Saturday, July 2. 
They’d climb the face of a mountain long before sunset, waste time until 
dark, and watch fireworks. Afterward, using flashlights, they would hike 
down a clear trail on the slope of the mountain. 

Tara pulled the letter from its envelope. The notebook paper looked as 
if it’d been jerked from a three- ring binder. She glanced at the signature. “It’s 
from Patricia.” 

“Who?” Elliott asked.
Tara looked up, surprised by the question. On the other hand, Tara had 

met the woman only once, four years ago when she’d brought Sean and Dar-
ryl to the foster family and biological family picnic. It was the first and last 
time Tara had seen any of them. “She’s my half- brothers’ grandmother.” 

“Ah.” Elliott slid her hands into the shirt pockets of her scrubs. “I’m not 
sure I even knew her first name. You say little about her, and when you do, 
you usually call her Mrs. Banks.” 
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The three of them had no real family, so it seemed that the name of 
Tara’s almost relative should be etched in Elliott’s mind, but she had a rea-
sonable point. Tara nodded and turned her attention to the note. 

Hi, Tara. 
I know it’s been years since the boys and I have seen you, but I 

have good memories of that day. I’m hoping you’d be willing to recon-
nect. I have some important matters I need to talk to you about— they 
are rather urgent, but they are also familiar ones. 

Could you come for a visit in the next few days? 
Warmly, 
Patricia

It ended with the woman’s address written in large letters.
Hadley sat in one of the kitchen chairs. “Anything important going on?”
Tara passed her the note. 
“Interesting.” Hadley held up the letter and pointed. “Is that word fa-

miliar or familial?”
“I wondered the same thing, but my guess is it’s familial, as in a family- 

related issue.” Tara shrugged. “My mom probably showed up on her steps, 
looking for shelter— and money— and that very kind, sweet old woman has 
no idea what to do about it. I have good advice for Mrs. Banks. Tell her, 
‘This isn’t your house. Now get out.’ ” She shrugged. “If that doesn’t work, 
she should call the police.” 

“Maybe she needs you to say that for her.” 
“Maybe so.” Tara had no burning desire to see her mom, and maybe 

that wasn’t what was going on, but she was curious. Why was Mrs. Banks 
reaching out? Were the boys okay?

Memories of the day she met Mrs. Banks and her half brothers were 
more like snapshots than a video clip. Tara had been fourteen at the time. 
Sean was the older of the boys, and he’d been five. Despite the awkwardness 
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of having just met and the nine- year age gap, they’d had fun, even won a 
three- legged race and came close to winning the watermelon- eating contest. 
The younger one, Darryl, hadn’t been quite a year old then, and he’d been 
whiny or asleep the whole time.

Hadley studied the envelope. “And there’s no chance that Patricia Banks 
is your nana, right?”

Tara’s attention moved to the eleven- by- fourteen canvas painting. “No.” 
She fidgeted with the rope, uneasy with any talk of unearthing a maternal 
or paternal family member. It was never going to happen, and she didn’t like 
entertaining the false hope that it would. She’d not seen her mom since 
she’d abandoned her ten years ago. Within a day of her mom walking out, 
Child Protective Services showed up and took Tara away, allowing her to 
take the painting with her. After hightailing it elsewhere, had her mom 
called CPS and left an anonymous tip? 

It didn’t matter. For Tara, foster care was definitely the better place to 
grow up. “No way. Mrs. Banks is Sean’s and Darryl’s paternal grandmother. 
My mom met her after we moved to North Carolina and after I entered 
foster case. I’d had that painting for years by then.” 

“Okay.” Hadley rapped her fingers on the table again. “I figured as 
much, but it was worth a shot.”

Tara used to dream of finding the woman who’d painted the picture, 
but how did one search for an unknown place where a “Nana” may or may 
not live?

Elliott cracked an egg into a bowl. “How old are the boys now?” 
“Nine and almost five.” 
Hadley pointed at the letter. “How did Patricia even know where you 

live?”
Tara put the ropes and carabiners into her backpack. “Maybe she got 

our address from Dianna.” 
“Our last foster mom?” Elliott asked. 
“It’s possible.” Tara shrugged. “Mrs. Banks and Dianna talked a good 
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bit the day of the picnic. When Mrs. Banks needed my new address, my 
guess is she called Dianna. She’s made a reasonable request, and I’m pretty 
curious about what’s going on.” Tara opened the short letter. “It says they’re 
in Sylva, North Carolina. Either of you know how far that is from 
Asheville?” 

“Sure.” Hadley opened Tara’s backpack and pulled out the TomTom. 
“It’s about an hour west of us here in Asheville, not far from my dream 
school of Western Carolina University. I think the best way to get there is 
on the Great Smoky Mountains Expressway, but your TomTom should take 
you right to it.”

“Okay. Good to know. I’m not changing my plans today. If it’s that 
urgent, she can call the police.” Besides, if Tara kept her plans in place, she 
could show the note to James and get his opinion. He was close to thirty, a 
bit of an older- brother type, and he’d taught her how to rock climb and rap-
pel. She didn’t see him outside of group gatherings for hiking or rock climb-
ing, but he and his longtime girlfriend were always willing to listen and 
offer some helpful life tips. “And I gotta be in the bakery department at four 
in the morning. I work until noon on the Fourth, but I could go that 
afternoon.” 

X

Tara drove up a long gravel driveway, hoping she was at the right place. 
About two miles back her GPS claimed she was on unverified roads, so it 
was useless at this point. That didn’t stop it from suggesting two dozen 
times that she turn around at her earliest convenience. 

She felt out of sorts about this whole thing, which made her agree with 
the device. She was tempted to make a U- turn and go the other way, but 
after coming this far she’d stay the course. She hoped to be on the road back 
to Asheville within the hour, but it might take a little longer than that to 
send her mom on her way or to sort through the issues with the police. 
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An old cabin on a hill came into view. A short set of rock steps was on 
the far side, and split railing ran across the front of it. The house itself was 
tiny and probably seventy years old. She imagined it’d been built as some-
one’s weekend fishing cabin. 

Did the occupants constantly trip over one another? Or maybe it wasn’t 
as small on the inside as it appeared from the outside. The yard was nicely 
mowed, and the bushes lining the porch were trimmed. 

Tara parked the vehicle and stared at the cabin, her heart pounding. 
The full impact of her awful plan hit her— to reintroduce herself to two half 
brothers, send her mom packing, and leave. 

The front screen door flew open and stayed there, but she saw no one. 
She got out of the car, carrying a container with homemade cookies. Look, 
kids, our mom has to go, but I brought cookies! And there’s a watermelon on 
ice in my trunk.

Just how insensitive and self- absorbed could she be? 
A horizontal silvery, pipe- looking object edged out of the shadow of 

the doorway. Soon an elderly woman appeared. She hardly resembled the 
woman Tara had met four years ago. This woman was skin and bones and 
hunched over a walker as she shuffled onto the porch. 

Tara took a deep breath and closed her car door. “Hi.” She went toward 
the stairs. 

Mrs. Banks stopped walking, raised a shaky arm, and waved. 
Was she managing to take care of the boys, or were they tending to her?
“Hello.” The woman smiled. “Tara?” 
Tara remained at the foot of the steps. A whisper inside her said this visit 

had nothing to do with her mom. Something far more difficult than facing 
a deadbeat parent was happening here. In that moment her mouth went 
dry, and her heart pounded. “Yes.” 

Two shadows peered from behind the woman. The bigger boy seemed 
to be supporting the woman, and the younger appeared curious. 
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“You’ve grown up.” Mrs. Banks motioned. “Come.” 
Tara climbed the steps and held the plastic container out in front of her. 

“Cookies.”
The woman wavered as she released her walker and accepted them. 

“This was very kind of you.”
Sean gently lifted the container from his grandmother before he guided 

her hands back to the walker. He studied Tara with a gentleness in his dark 
brown eyes. 

“Boys,”— Mrs. Banks gestured toward them— “this is Tara. You met 
her a few years ago.”

“Hi.” Tara smiled, but the warnings inside her rumbled like thunder. 
“I don’t know you.” Darryl narrowed his eyes. “But you look familiar.” 

He held out his small hand.
Tara put her hand in the little boy’s and squeezed it gently before letting 

go and turning her attention to Sean. “Win any three- legged races lately?” 
He shook his head, stone- faced as a con man playing poker, and she had 

no idea if he remembered their fun at the picnic. 
Darryl snatched the container of cookies from Sean’s hand and lifted it 

to his nose. He breathed deeply. “Didja make these?”
“I did.” 
“Are they for me too?” Darryl’s eyes were big with hope. 
Why wouldn’t they be for him too? Did he have food allergies? 
Mrs. Banks glanced at the little one. “Yeah, for you too.” She nodded 

toward the front door. “Sean, take your brother inside and get him a glass of 
milk. Two cookies each.” She paused. “How many?” 

“Two each, Granny,” Sean repeated. “Come on.” He cast a wary look 
Tara’s way as he motioned for Darryl. 

Darryl clutched the container close, as if hugging a bear. “Two whole 
cookies each?” 

“Yeah.” Sean opened the screen door and waited for Darryl to go inside 
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first. Sean studied her again, appearing unsure whether she was friend or 
foe. 

Mrs. Banks turned, shifting her walker. “Go. This ain’t for children.” 
Sean lingered another moment. “You look like her.”
Tara nodded, trying to hide her embarrassment. “I do.” Their mother 

was pretty enough, she guessed, but she wished she didn’t favor her. How 
could he remember what their mom looked like? At the picnic Mrs. Banks 
had said that Tara’s mom left the boys right after Darryl was born. Maybe 
he had a picture of her, or maybe she’d come back for a visit. 

“Sean.” Mrs. Banks twitched her head toward the door, a clear signal 
she wanted him to make himself scarce. 

“Sorry, Granny.”
Mrs. Banks gestured toward the only decent chair on the porch, a 

rocker. “Sit, please.” 
“Has she been back?” Tara refused to say the word mom out loud, but 

Mrs. Banks had to know whom she meant. 
Mrs. Banks shook her head. “I’ve not seen or heard from her.” Her eyes 

held sympathy, but she pointed at the rocker again. “Sit.”
Tara started toward the rusty folding chair, wanting to leave the good 

one for Mrs. Banks.
“Nah.” It was more like a squawk from an angry goose than a word. 

“Not there.” She pointed at the rocker. 
Tara went to it and sat. 
Mrs. Banks shuffled, using the walker. “I remind myself of that nursery 

rhyme. ‘There was a crooked man, and he walked a crooked mile,’ but that’s 
not who I was until recently.” She eased into the weathered chair, wincing. 
“I was healthy and strong until a few months ago, but I started hurting deep 
inside, shooting pains that stole my breath.”

Tara could hardly breathe as she pieced together why she was here. 
“You’re sick.” 
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“I am. I thought the pain and tiredness were just part of the normal 
process of aging. Then I fell ten days ago, and while taking an x- ray of my 
ankle and foot, they found tumors. I have bone cancer, spread far and wide 
in my body, and the doctor has no idea how I’m not already dead. He says I 
shoulda been bedridden long ago. That’s what he says, but I say that God’s 
given me the strength to tend to my boys. And now He’s giving me time to 
sort through this mess the boys are in.”

Tara’s head spun from the news. “I . . . I’m sorry.” 
“Death comes to us all.” Mrs. Banks pursed her lips, nodding. “But 

God is good. Still, I got no time to waste, so I’m gonna get right to the point. 
My boys need you, and maybe you need them.” 

Tara’s thoughts twisted into knots. “Wh . . . what?” 
“I know this is a shock, and no girl your age wants to be a guardian, 

but— ”
“How are Sean and Darryl taking this news?” 
“Sean knows I’m sick and getting weaker by the day, but neither one 

knows I’m dying.”
Tara’s world spun with anger and disbelief. “Why? What on earth are 

you waiting for?” 
“A miracle.”
“Wait.” Tara raised her hands, giving herself time to piece together what 

was happening. “Are you suggesting I’m that miracle?” 
“You could be. The three of you have the same mother, and they need 

you.” 
Tara’s heart raced. “Look, I don’t mean to be disrespectful. You’re clearly 

in an awful predicament, but the idea of me being their guardian is crazy. 
And you can’t keep putting off telling them. Imagine the shock they’ll feel 
to lose you without warning.” 

“I was hoping to have a bit of good news to go with the bad. They’ll take 
the news a lot harder if they know they’ve got to go into foster care. They 
could be separated, you know.” 
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“I’m sorry. I really am, but I’m just eighteen.”
“You don’t got to worry about your age. The law says you can’t be a 

foster parent until age twenty- one, but you’re their sister, and if you’d move 
in before I die and make sure they attend school, the state won’t have no 
reason to come poking around here as long as you don’t go to them for fi-
nancial support.” 

Tara wished she could give the woman the comfort she longed for, but 
everything within her was screaming no. “That’s not what I meant. I just 
can’t. I’m sorry. Truly.” 

Mrs. Banks’s eyes filled with tears, but she nodded. 
Tara’s hands trembled. Mrs. Banks and the boys were in a horrid pre-

dicament, but Tara wasn’t the answer. She had dreams of her own, and she 
had no experience, not even of taking care of a kitten or a puppy. “You need 
to tell them what’s going on, Mrs. Banks.”

“Patricia, please.” 
Tara nodded. “Patricia.”
Patricia ran a loose thread over her frail fingers. “Can I count on you to 

come here when I pass, help them through that time? Maybe just a couple 
of days?”

Tara’s boss at the grocery store would let her off for a few days, maybe a 
week, if she explained the situation. “I can do that. I’m sure of it. But they’ll 
be in a home by then, right?” 

“Maybe so.” She sounded resigned. 
“I’m barely out of high school.”
“I know, child.” She tugged on the thread. “But you gotta let me tell 

you everything so I know I did my best.”
Tara could give her that much. “Okay.”
“This cabin is old, but it’s sturdy. My daddy built it in 1939 as his fish-

ing cabin. It has a pond and a little over three acres. Most important, it’s 
paid for, and there’s money in an account to cover property taxes for five 
years, assuming they don’t go up too much. I got a car, six years old, and 
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there’s money set aside for day- to- day living that ain’t for my funeral or 
taxes, about ten grand. I know it’s not much, but it’s yours. All of it if you’ll 
keep them.” 

“It’s not about money.” 
“There’s a community college less than six miles from here. You could 

go there,” Patricia said. “I know the dean, and he’d help you get a scholar-
ship. The town’s nice, real nice. I’ve lived here all my life, and I have friends 
who’ll help you get a job and look in on you and the boys.” 

Tara’s heart ached. “I know what you want, but— ”
“I call them my boys.” Her weathered hands shook as she wiped away a 

tear. “They’re good boys, Tara, and nothing like their dad. He was difficult 
most of his life. Argue with anyone about anything. Not just normal stub-
born, but mean stubborn. By the time he turned eight, I took him to be 
seen. The doc said he had oppositional defiant disorder. His dad and me 
kept trying to work with him, but he got into drugs, swearing there was 
nothing wrong with it. And then he married your mama, and they fed off 
each other’s worst traits. He ran off to who knows where a few months be-
fore Darryl was born, and I ain’t heard a word from him since. But like I 
said, the boys aren’t like their dad. They’re good boys, but it’ll break their 
tender hearts to lose me and then be put with strangers, shuffled from one 
home to another until they break and turn mean. It’ll ruin them.”

Tara had little else to say, and she needed to be on her way. “I’ll return 
in a week or so, after you tell the boys the truth of what’s going on, and I’ll 
help them adjust to the idea of foster care.” She stood. “But I need to go. I’m 
sorry.” 

The door flew open, banging against a nearby chair. “Those cookies was 
so good!” Darryl stumbled to a stop in front of her. “You’re gonna do it 
again sometime, right?” He held out his hand as if wanting to shake her 
hand. 

Sean was behind him, his face blank as he studied her. 
She put her hand in Darryl’s. 
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He shook it, smiling up at her. “Then it’s a deal!” 
Tara made a mental note to bring fresh cookies when she returned after 

Patricia passed. “Sure.” 
Should she call social services and explain the situation? She didn’t want 

Sean and Darryl waking one morning to find Patricia dead. 
“You’re stayin’ for supper, right?” Darryl asked. “Granny has a big roast 

in the oven, and she don’t do that unless someone’s staying. Will ya be here 
for the fireworks?” He made a blasting sound and spewed his hands out. “I 
love fireworks. Could you take us with you? Granny says town is too 
crowded for her on nights like this, but we can’t see them from here. Last 
year I could hear them and see the smoke. That was cool. Oh, and we saw a 
few fireworks.” He made the whispery sound of an explosion again. 

“Darryl, stop,” Sean fussed. “She ain’t staying. Can’t you see how she’s 
standing there, angled toward her car, ready to hurry off?”

Sean was observant and sharp, and he reminded her of herself at his age.
Darryl shook his head. “Tell him he’s wrong. He thinks he knows ev-

erything, and don’t nobody ever tell him he’s wrong.” 
Did anyone correct their grammar? Dianna wouldn’t have put up with 

that poor grammar for two seconds. But that was the least important con-
cern here. “I can’t stay.”

The hurt on Darryl’s face sent a dagger through her heart. She wanted 
to scream, Look, kid, I don’t know you, and you’re not my responsibility! 

“I’m sorry.” Since arriving Tara had apologized enough to last a lifetime. 
Couldn’t she at least take the kids to see the fireworks before hurrying back 
to her own life? 

Sean walked to her. “You were nice at the picnic all those years ago. I 
remember having fun. But we’re nobody to you. I get it. Darryl will too in 
time. But we got Granny.” 

Tara looked at the old woman. In that moment she understood. Patricia 
Banks wasn’t just hoping for some good news to add to the bad. She didn’t 
have it in her to break their hearts. 
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Sympathy for what the coming weeks would bring worked its way into 
Tara’s heart and out of her mouth. “I could stay for a few hours.” 

“And take us to the fireworks?” Darryl sounded so hopeful. 
She nodded. “Why not?” What could it hurt to give them a really nice 

memory to look back on?
“Yes!” Darryl jumped around clapping. “Real fireworks!” He ran to her 

and grabbed her hand. “Come see our pond. I’ll teached you how to throw 
a rock so it skips. I can make a rock skip two times.” He held up two fingers. 
“But Sean, he made one jump twenty times.”

“Six, Darryl,” Sean said. “Just six.” 
Darryl was an enthusiastic ball of energy, and Sean was a reserved real-

ist. It seemed odd, but she saw parts of herself in each boy. Tara had a lot of 
energy, but she was a realist like Sean.

“I’ve never skipped a rock,” Tara said. 
“Never?” Sean sounded appalled. 
“I rock climb,” Tara said, “so remove the shock from your face. I am 

familiar with rocks.” Did he know she was teasing?
“But you could fall off.” Darryl raised one hand high and slammed it 

into a clap. “Granny says so.”
“We wear harnesses, use ropes, and have carabiners to anchor them into 

the rock, keeping us safe.” 
Darryl ran full force from the porch, but since neither Patricia nor Sean 

said anything about it, she didn’t either.
She reached for Sean’s chin. “You favor her too.” She shouldn’t have said 

that. Why had she? Maybe because it was clear they were siblings, no matter 
how much she wanted to use the word half to describe their relationship. 
“Not as much as I do, and you won’t when you’re a man.”

He shrugged. “My plan is to grow a beard and shave my head.” 
The words of a wounded child. “It doesn’t matter what’s here.” Tara 

jiggled his chin. “Or here.” She put her palm on his head. “It only matters 
what’s in your mind and heart.” Where did those thoughts come from? They 
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were freeing as she spoke them, and she gently squeezed his shoulder. “Her 
leaving wasn’t about us. You have to hold on to that truth. She’s broken, 
not us.” 

Sean’s face clouded, and he swiped at his eyes, nodding. His dad left. 
Months later his mom did the same. Soon his granny would die. What 
would it do to him if his sister callously disappeared, leaving him to live 
with strangers, maybe in a separate home from his brother? 

Darryl ran up the steps, tossed a rock near her feet, and jumped on it. 
“I can rock climb too!” He held out his hands. “Look, Granny, no biners or 
ropes.”

Granny laughed, but Tara couldn’t budge as a desire to protect the little 
boy’s sense of humor and innocence captured every thought. She couldn’t 
stand the thought of Darryl’s losing his enthusiasm and it being replaced 
with hurt and anger.

God, just stop it! You stop it right now! Would He listen to her? 
“Boys.” Patricia lifted a shaky hand. “Wash your hands and set the 

table.” 
“You won’t leave, will you?” Darryl’s eyes betrayed his fear that she’d 

drive off and he wouldn’t get to see the fireworks. 
“Not until after the fireworks. I promise.” 
“Yes.” He jumped up and down. “Hear that, Sean! You is wrong. 

Wronger than wrong.” 
Sean pursed his lips and nodded. “Good.” He opened the screen door. 

“Now let’s go inside.”
Darryl skipped toward the door, singing, “I’m gonna see fireworks. I’m 

gonna see fireworks.” 
Tara melted against the rocker, trying to stay in the moment and not 

worry about tomorrow or next week. A cool breeze roused from nowhere, 
and despite the heat a chill ran down her body. A feeling eased over her, as 
if God was more than inside her heart and in all of nature. It was as if He 
were there beside her. And she felt love as she’d never felt it before, and in 
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that moment she had nothing but love to give. No reservations. No dreams 
that mattered beyond sharing His love. 

She turned to Patricia. “I . . . I’ll be here for them. For your boys. And 
raise them.”

Patricia drew a sharp breath, staring at her, and soon tears rolled down 
her cheeks. “Thank you. Oh, dear child, thank you.” 

Tara looked across the yard, seeing a pond at the side and the long gravel 
driveway that led to here. What was she doing? 

Dear God, help me raise them right. Let love and joy mold them, not 
hurt and anger. 
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