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Prologue—Lyonization
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He walked through the historic neighborhood of Norfolk, Virginia. November had finally arrived. The sticky, oppressive summer had given way to dried, rattling leaves that tumbled off the treetops with each swirling gale. Fall and spring seemed to last forever in Norfolk. The result was a short winter. He appreciated that about the Mid-Atlantic. Most autumn days were pleasant in every way possible. Today, however, was the rare exception. It was gray, cold, and wet. Bone chilling. This man was raised in the frigid winters of the north and would have gladly traded dry and sub-zero for the soggy, wintry air of the Chesapeake Bay, unless he was surfing, of course. Sadly, he was not surfing. He was merely killing time, and what he needed now was a hot cup of coffee.

He had parked his car near an upscale wine bar, leaving himself a bit of a walk through the old neighborhood. He strolled up the road and away from the shining windows of the bustling medical school, a striking contrast to the nearby tired-looking hospital complex. The man looked to be somewhere between twenty or thirty years old but wore an expression of someone with more life experience than his appearance suggested.

On his right, he passed a gastropub, windows dark, trash cans filled with the scraps of high-end versions of a McDonald's menu, brioche buns, and chicken bones. About forty-five seconds later, he walked by the tall stone and stained-glass edifice of a Lutheran church standing proudly and much longer than both the opposing Starbucks and the Chipotle further up the block. Through a speaker mounted high above the street, a bell counted the morning’s hours. He liked communities with working clock towers. He thought everyone deserved an interruption to remind them time was passing.

Jumping over a puddle on Baldwin Avenue, he caught the scent of freshly roasted coffee and his mouth watered. His stomach gave a longing groan. He was hungry. It had been fifteen hours since his last meal. He walked up the wooden steps, counting each stair as he went, and entered the toasty home that used to raise a family, but now served as a temporary refuge from the chaos of life.

This is the locals’ coffee shop. Here, he will savor a scone, feed his caffeine addiction, and finish the last chapter of Bob Dylan’s memoir before starting a new book of poetry.

Can memories like Dylan’s, which have been given so much poetic license, be considered a memoir? he thought to himself as he stepped up to the counter. I guess that’s half the fun of Dylan: The timelines don’t always meet up. He keeps you guessing. 

The man placed his order and left the change on the counter. He turned to find the chair that had served as his morning refuge the previous week and would continue to do so for a few more days until the hurricane hit. He hung his jacket on the back of the chair.

“Large dark roast and scone for Wells,” said the barista with a sincere smile. She had worn that smile since the man’s first visit, but now there was a hint of recognition behind it, an unspoken acknowledgment indicating the man, Wells, had moved closer to becoming a “regular.”

Everything takes time, he thought.

Wells thanked her and headed back to his unoccupied corner. He set aside his bookmark, a worn polaroid of a red-haired girl looking directly into the camera with a thoughtful stare as if she was asking him right then and there what his next move would be. After a few minutes and five pages of Dylan, he felt a familiar, warm pressure curling around his calf. Wells looked down to see the shop-owner’s cat tiptoeing its back hip into his leg, tail raised high as if flagging down a taxi.

“Hey there, Zeeba.”

He reached down and ran his hand over the sleek, soft fur. The cat looked up and answered with a gentle meow. She was mostly black but speckled with several large patches of orange and white on her face and body. She is the first calico the man has known, but he has been considering these particular felines’ genetics for a while now. 

The colored patches of fur are decided by the random inactivation of each skin cell’s extra copy of the X chromosome, where there is not only information related to the sex of the animal, but also hair color. If Zeeba were a male with only one X chromosome, this inactivation wouldn’t need to occur. Zeeba’s cells would be left to express the only sex chromosomes available, just like Wells.

Wells sipped his cappuccino and thought of this genetic minutiae as he scratched the cat behind his ears. His thoughts drifted from his own genetic history and the traits that have skipped down his maternal family tree. He’d been mulling over a question for some time and decided to test it out on the cat.

“Zeeba,” Wells said.

The cat had begun to walk toward the next customer but stopped to look back at Wells. The cat’s expression implied neither interest nor annoyance but something close to the girl’s expression in the photograph. 

“If Adam came before Eve, where did his X chromosome come from?”

The cat flicked its tail and walked away without a second thought of the man, his genetics, or his question.
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Chapter 1: The Funeral
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“Thank you, everyone, for being here today.” 

Charles Monasmith was wearing a black suit that hung loosely from his bony shoulders. The edges of the cuffs were worn-through. He reached into his blazer and pulled out a piece of paper, unfolded it, and smoothed it on the lectern. His hands shook as he fumbled with a pair of cheap reading glasses and balanced them on the tip of his nose. He looked around the room and locked eyes with his wife who gave him a smile and the courage he needed to continue. He had imagined this day many times over the years, but now that it was here, no amount of practice could have prepared him for the task at hand. The sanctuary was big enough to hold nearly four hundred people. Today, it held closer to thirty.

A tall wooden cross hung behind Mr. Monasmith. It was illuminated by the soft golden light peeking through the windows high above the balcony. According to his watch, it was only a little after four o’clock P.M., but the winter sun was already retreating toward the horizon. The days certainly don’t feel like they’re getting longer, he thought. But in spite of everything, they were. It was usually about every two weeks after the equinox that Mr. Monasmith could convince himself there was more sunlight. He caught himself on the verge of a daydream and brought his attention back to his notes, took a deep breath, and continued.

“Wells was our little boy. But he was also a man who lived his own life and had his own stories to tell. I feel truly lucky to have known many of them. You may not know this, but Margaret and I spoke with him a couple times a week this last year. We had a weekly standing date for coffee at his apartment. And believe it or not, he did tell me what he wanted his funeral to be like if we ever found ourselves in this situation.” Mr. Monasmith paused for effect. “He said he wanted us to sneak into the Xcel Energy Center, drill a hole at center ice, and pour his ashes into the rink.”

Some smiles lit up the faces in the pews. Monica Monasmith, the oldest of the Monasmith children, looked up from reading an email on her phone and gave an unintentionally disapproving chuckle that said “Of course he did.” Her cheeks went pink, and she quickly stifled her laughter when no one else made a sound. Her father continued, not noticing his daughter’s reaction.

“I told him there was no way I’d risk getting arrested and breaking a hip just so he could be run over by a Zamboni every day while the Wild crafted another losing season.”

The smiles turned to laughter. The sound fueled the amber sunlight and the room seemed to warm up.

“Among other things, he and I did talk a lot about time.” Mr. Monasmith paused and swallowed hard as if battling with the next sentence. His eyes began to tear, and he decided to abandon the rest of the speech. “I love you, Wells. Thank you for being my son,” he said in a shaky voice.

Mr. Monasmith took off his readers and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. He steadied himself on the lectern then went to sit by his wife. She put her arm around him while he cried. 

The pastor patted Mr. Monasmith’s shoulder as he walked up to the front of the sanctuary. He had kind eyes and a permanently amicable expression, one that said “All are welcome here.” He spoke using his comforting tone reserved for messages of hope and encouragement as well as loss. The pastor thanked everyone for coming. He spoke to the brevity of life, speaking of time on Earth as a mist that evaporates into the ether only to condense to rejoin the Lord where one day is a millennium and a millennium is one day. He shared that life on Earth is a gift from God, and he was sure Wells was able to enjoy the wonders of God’s creation in his own unique way, and, of course, the lives he touched were better because he had been a part of them. 

The attendees sang a song. The pastor said a prayer, and, finally, he announced that there was a private family reception to follow at the Monasmith home. The organist played “Amazing Grace” as Mr. and Mrs. Monasmith walked out of the sanctuary and into the foyer, where they hugged and thanked each of the guests. 

“That was nice, Dad,” Heather said.

“Thanks, sweetie.”

The tall, brown-haired woman looked strikingly like her mother, Margaret Monasmith. The Monasmiths had three daughters in addition to their son. Monica was the oldest, then Heather, and after Wells, the youngest was Leslie. Heather straightened out her black cardigan and hugged her father. Behind her stood a man with dark eyes and a warm smile. He shook Charles’ hand and gave him a one-armed hug. 

“Hey there, Christian,” said Mr. Monasmith.

“Nice job, Charles,” Christian replied and squeezed his father-in-law’s arm. 

“Love you, Mom,” Heather said, embracing her mother. They held each other for several seconds before letting go. 

Hugs continued to be exchanged between the mourners until the pastor looked at his watch a third time and told Mr. and Mrs. Monasmith he would help bring the flowers out to the car.

“Do you want them all in your trunk, or would you like to leave a few here for this Sunday’s service?” he asked.

“Oh, that sounds nice. Keep a vase or two here. And thank you, Pastor, but you don’t have to carry them out; we can do that,” Mrs. Monasmith said. 

“Hey, Leslie,” Monica’s voice cut through the crowd toward her sister. Monica was putting on a coat and stuffing her phone into her purse. “Do you have a minute to grab some beer on the way to Mom and Dad’s? I forgot to pick some up, and I’ve got the kids, so, you know.” Monica said this as if there wasn’t a single thing she could accomplish when the kids were in tow. 

Leslie walked over to her oldest sister.

“Sure, no problem. We’re probably fine, though. Don’t you think?” Leslie said.

“Can you just pick some up, please? I don’t want Mom to have to worry about something as silly as having enough beer.” The irritation rose close to Monica’s surface. Leslie noticed but kept quiet. This was hard on everyone, after all.

“Gotcha. Not a problem. Light beer okay? Or IPA? What does Jack like?”

“I don’t care. Sure. IPA is fine. Thanks.” Monica took her phone back out of her purse and the screen lit up. “Shit,” she murmured. “Four-thirty-five already?”

“It was a pretty quick service,” said Leslie.

“Yeah. Not too bad.” Monica didn’t look up as she spoke and let out a sigh.

Heather walked over from her parents who were now milling about with a few neighbors. “Are you both going straight over?” she asked. 

“Yeah, but I just need to grab some beer,” said Leslie. She put her arm around Heather and smiled at Christian who was standing to the side. “Christian, you like IPAs, right?”

“Sure do,” he said.

“Hey,” said Leslie, looking at Heather and pulling her close. “Do you want to ride with me?”

Heather wiped her nose with a tissue. Her lids were puffy and her eyes red. She tried her best to manage a grin.

“No. No. Thanks though,” Heather said. “I’ll meet you there.” Heather looked at Christian. “You ready?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve got the kids in the car. I’ll pull it around.” He kissed her on the cheek and walked outside.

“How long do you plan on staying?” Monica asked as she looked out the glass doors to the parking lot of the church and saw Jack, her husband, pulling up in a white SUV.

“As long as Mom wants us to, I guess. I don’t have any plans. Do you have something else going on?” Leslie asked.

“No. Just some hospital stuff. It can wait. I was just curious.” Monica walked over and hugged her parents before walking out of the church, leaving Leslie and Heather behind.

“I can’t believe her. ‘How long do you plan on staying?’ Are you kidding me? Our brother just died for Christ’s sake.” Heather wiped her nose again, this time trembling from anger instead of sorrow. 

“Shh. I know. I know,” Leslie said in a comforting tone pulling Heather by the arm. She moved them away from the small cluster of mingling people. “She’s always like that. You know how crazy her work is. It must be super stressful. Plus, I think she is probably just processing this differently.”

“You mean by not giving a shit?”

“It sure looks that way, doesn’t it? Hey, let’s just go and support Mom and Dad.” Leslie squeezed her sister’s shoulder and slid her hand down to rub her back. Heather nodded. “This is just going to be a tough week for everybody. We should be prepared for that. I have a feeling we all are going to need a little grace. And booze.”

“Okay. Yeah. I’m sure you’re right.” Heather chuckled and rubbed her nose again with the tissue. “Ope. Christian is here with the kids. I’ll see you over there.”

“Sounds good,” said Leslie. She waved hello to Christian who was pulling the pale blue minivan up to the door and turned to find her mother who was across the foyer wearing her coat and putting several vases of flowers into a cardboard box. Margaret was just about to slide the overfilled box off the table and into her arms.

“Hey, Mom, let me get that.” Leslie trotted over to her mother and lifted the box easily. She still had the athletic build of a college track athlete even though her time spent running had been replaced these days by shifts at a small bookshop and pondering graduate school duties. Margaret, on the other hand, wore her sixty years like eighty. Her mind was sharp, but Leslie could see that the last summer really aged her. But who wouldn’t look weary after their son’s funeral?

“Thank you, sweetie,” said Margaret. “Would you mind putting these in the trunk of your dad’s car?”

“Sure. Monica asked me to stop and pick up some beer, but then I’ll be right over.” Leslie looked at her mother who carried her exhaustion like a heavy winter jacket. “It’ll be good to spend some time together this week, Mom.”

“I know it will. Thanks for all your help with the service. Your dad and I really appreciate it.” Mrs. Monasmith smiled at her and pulled a stray silver hair off the shoulder of her youngest daughter's coat. Leslie didn’t notice. 

“Of course, Mom. I’ll put these in Dad’s car and see you back home, okay? Gosh, it's hot in here.” Leslie’s cheeks were flushed. “Can you just unzip the top of my coat a bit, Mom?”

“Sure. Is that better?”

“Yes, perfect. Thanks.” She blew a strand of hair out of her eyes and heaved the box upward. The vases clinked like the handbells used on Sunday morning services. “Okay, see you there.”

“Alright. Drive safe.” Margaret watched her youngest daughter turn around and back out through the church doors, moving into the fading light of the winter evening. Against her better judgment, she held onto the moment a little longer and slowed the glow of an icy sky surrounding her daughter for just a few seconds. She sighed, took a picture with her mind, and released Leslie into the night.
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Chapter 2: The Family
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Monica Monasmith and Jack Beha
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Monica walked around the front of the white SUV to the driver’s side. Jack opened the door, jumped out, and walked around the back of the vehicle to hop in the front passenger seat. Jack fastened his seatbelt and looked back at the kids. The two sisters sat buckled up with faces turned down and illuminated by their tablets. They both wore large brightly colored headphones.

“You girls set to go?” He asked.

Neither girl looked up. 

“Helloooo? Everybody ready back there?” Jack snapped his fingers and waved a hand in front of the tablets. The girls batted him away like a mosquito.

“Uh-huh.”

“Yes, daddy.”

Michelle, the older of the two children, didn’t look up. She tapped at the screen of her device, her dark Monasmith hair pushed back behind her ears. Sam’s hair was blonde, like her father’s, and she had it tied up in a ponytail with a large bow clipped to the crown of her head.

Jack rolled his eyes, shook his head, and turned around.

“I’m not so sure about those tablets. I know school says they’re educational, but all they seem to do is turn the kids into zombies.” None of the three girls in the car immediately responded to this. It seemed as though he was talking to himself.

“What?” Monica replied ten seconds later without looking up from her phone. Her response was disinterested at best. “I wish they could just function for one day on their own.” She shook her head from side to side as she scrolled through her messages.

“Never mind,” said Jack. “You just want me to drive?”

“Oh, no. I’ve got it.” She moved the shift lever at her side to the “D” position and pulled out, still reading her email. Jack looked out the passenger window and waved to Charles and the pastor who were chatting in the cold parking lot.

“I hadn’t realized how close your parents had gotten to Wells. I mean, I didn’t realize they talked to him every week. Sometimes I think you and I barely talk that much.” 

Monica crinkled her nose and sighed. “Yeah, I guess I didn’t realize that either.” Jack wasn’t sure if she was envious of this tidbit or distracted. He thought of Monica as the most independent of the Monasmith children but also knew her relationship with her parents leaned more toward formality than friendship. Her feelings toward Wells were tense at best.

“When was the last time you talked to Wells?” Jack asked. “He stopped over a week or so ago to see the girls, but you were at the hospital.”

“Hmm. Must have been Christmas, right? At Mom and Dad’s?”

“No. It was just your sisters there. Wells was feeling under the weather, I think. Right?”

“Well, then I’m not sure when it was.” Monica paused. “Oh, I know. It was last summer. We saw him around July fourth. I remember because he’d been back in town for a few months, and Mom and Dad really wanted us to all be together for lunch.” Jack heard the annoyance in her voice and remembered where the story was going. “Remember? It dragged on so long, by the time we’d gotten back to Madison, we’d missed the introduction to the medical foundation banquet. We had a sitter lined up for that for weeks.” 

“We’ll make it this year, I’m sure.”

“We better.” There was a short clip in her voice. 

Monica left that summer lunch with her brother livid and was in a tirade the entire ride to the gala after speeding away from her parents. Jack listened as she ranted, listing complaint after complaint about how she was supposed to drop everything in her life any time her delinquent brother, who could barely hold a respectable job and likely had a drug problem, strolled back into town. Monica’s words were laced with resentment. Jack knew he was collateral damage in this hell storm and took the stray bullets willingly. 

“Everything is just so easy for him. And it's always been that way. He loafed through school and got straight As. He practically missed his SATs by sleeping in and still pulled off an insanely good score, and then he doesn’t even finish college when the rest of us are cruising around, working our asses off...” This went on and on. Jack cracked the window to lessen the blow of the anger.

Ironically, Jack had thought the lunch at Monica’s parents had gone pretty well. He admitted Wells had a habit of being a bit aloof over the years, and sure, some things came easy to him. But over this last year, Wells really seemed to have changed from the picture-taking surfer he’d known in the past. More recently, Jack was impressed by how present Wells was in each conversation. He was quickly becoming his favorite of the Monasmith children, besides Monica, of course. 

The car jolted and the kids bobbled as Monica bumped a curb. 

“Hey!” the girls said in unison.

“My bad,” Monica said, lifting her eyes from her phone.

“Really, honey. Can’t you just put that down for one second?”

“Don’t even start, Jack.” Monica’s tone went from irritated to furious in a fraction of a second. “When you begin making all the money for this family, and are responsible for the education of half of the residents in the hospital, and have your own set of patients on the verge of dying, then you can ask me to ‘put that down.’”

“Hey. I’m sorry. Just, can you at least try not to answer emails and drive when the kids are in the car? It’ll be a lot harder to take care of those residents and your patients and your children if we careen off the road.”

Monica didn’t respond. She turned the car into her parents' neighborhood. The streetlights were now on, and a light snow was falling softly beneath the glow covering up the gray sidewalks.
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Heather and Christian Belsfield
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“Hey. Are you gonna be okay? You want me to take you home for a bit before heading over? You could just come when you’re ready.” 

Christian leaned across the center console of the minivan and put his arm around Heather. The moment she sat in the passenger seat, she began to cry again. Christian held her and rocked slowly. She hated when she got emotional, but loved that he was always quick to comfort her. 

Her emotions had always been a guide for her actions. If she needed to laugh, she called her best friend Rosie on the phone who was quick to tell a dirty joke. If she needed to cry, she watched the clip of Anne Hathaway singing “I Dreamed a Dream.” If she needed to feel loved, she leaned into Christian or laid on her kids’ beds when they were sleeping. They still were young enough that they rolled into her as opposed to pushing her away. Today, she just needed to be sad. Sad for her brother. Sad for her parents. Sad for her family as this loss tested the strength of their connections by highlighting their differences.

“It’s okay, Mommy,” said Mary from the middle row of the van. Even though she had just turned six years old, her awareness of others’ feelings, especially her mother’s, was second to none. Heather cherished this about her oldest daughter and imagined it could be something that binds them throughout their lives.

“Do you want my juice, Mama?” asked Adrienne. The four-year-old reached her hand forward, offering the magenta sippy cup. 

“Oh, that’s sweet, baby, but I’ll be fine.” Heather tried to look happy. “Mommy’s just a little sad, but I’ll be okay.” The juice offering had cheered her up enough to keep her going for now. Sometimes that’s all you need, she thought. An offering of juice to a four-year-old was akin to a year’s worth of mortgage forgiveness from the bank. 

Maya, the almost two-year-old, was already unconscious in the rear-facing car seat. Heather turned to Christian who was now holding her hand. 

“No. I’ll be okay. Let’s go. The girls will want to play with Sam and Michelle, and I want to be there for Mom.”

“Okay. If you’re sure.” Jack straightened up, brushed his wife's hair out of her face, and put the car in drive. Heather shoved the used Kleenex in her coat pocket and pulled out a fresh one to dry her nose. She turned over her phone to check the time and saw the photo of the girls and Wells playing on the living room floor, taken just two weeks ago. She liked the shot so much she set it as her background. It was so nice to see him, even if it was for such a short visit. 

Seeing her younger brother was always such a relief. To Heather, he was like a son she never had. Always running away. Always consumed with his own projects and adventures. She knew family wasn’t his highest priority. Or, at least, he didn’t hold his family as close as she tried to. He definitely didn’t intentionally carve out time for them, at least not until recently. He was younger though, and seeking adventure. She could understand that even though it hurt when he didn’t always come back for holidays. Still, when he returned, her mothering love for him absolved him of his preference for distance from the family. Losing him so young made it all the worse, especially when it seemed like he finally might be changing. But now it was too late. 

“Your mom seems to be doing alright, don’t you think? It’s your dad who might need more support.”

“I know. She’s always been the collected one. I sure didn’t inherit that,” Heather joked.

“Did it surprise you to hear your dad say they talked to Wells a couple times a week?”

“I mean, I knew they talked every now and then and even went over there a bit. But, yeah, I didn’t think it was that often. Wells has always been so hard to get in touch with.”

“Yeah, not as much as the last couple months, though. He’s been, I mean, he was great at visiting the girls. But yeah, he doesn’t... didn’t call or text much.”

“I miss Uncle Wells, Mommy,” said Mary, reminding her parents the kids were always listening. 

“Is he going to be at Grandma’s?” asked Adrienne.

“He’s with God, Adrienne, remember?” Mary said with an assuredness only children have when speaking about religion. 

“No, sweetie, Uncle Wells won’t be at Grandma’s,” Christian said as he looked at Heather. She had turned to the passenger window, hands held to her face. “I miss him, too, girls. Maybe we can tell funny stories about Uncle Wells when we get there, okay?”

“Like his stinky farts?” giggled Mary.

“Yay! Stinky farts!” shouted Adrienne.

“Yes, that is a perfect story to tell at Grandma’s,” said Christian. He heard his wife laugh and cry as the girls chanted “Stinky farts! Stinky farts!” all the way to Grandma’s house.
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Leslie Monasmith

[image: ]




Leslie Monasmith started the ignition of her faded, blue Toyota Corolla. The ignition turned over and gave its familiar whine. 

“Thatta’ girl.” Leslie patted the dash and then buckled her seatbelt. She clapped her mittens together a few times to warm her fingers. The temperature gauge in her car read eighteen degrees for a split second before falling to seventeen. She always thought falling temperatures were the pessimistic ones, feeling about ten degrees colder than they read. But the cold had its silver linings, too, and she wasn’t about to curse the cold for being what it was meant to be. 

She turned out of the church parking lot onto Main Street and made her way to the river road that led to her parents’ house. At the stoplight, she pressed play on the cd player and saw the words “track three” flash on the screen. A half second in and the piano began to play. Full. Soothing. A single chord. A half second more and Regina Spektor's voice rang as smooth and jarring as vanilla-infused Russian vodka. It was a song about a woman who loved a man with demigod strength and the love that could have been had his hair not been cut.

She sighed. Wells had always given music recommendations to Leslie. He’d send text messages or emails. Once or twice she’d even woken up to a CD on her doorstep. 

“Leslie, check out so-and-so. I think you’ll really like them. Listen to track seven first, then start at the beginning. Love, Wells.” 

He was almost always right, too. His music choices resonated with her, calling out like a lone voice in a tunnel. And if she didn’t connect to the music right away, she often found herself circling back and finding the recommendations grew on her over time. As a matter of fact, this CD was from over a decade ago when she was in grade school. She didn’t start to like it until last summer when she finished college and was trying to decide whether to go to grad school or just keep working at the bookstore. She still hadn’t listened to his most recent gift. He had just stopped by to drop off the album of an up-and-coming Twin Cities musician called Humbird. Leslie liked that name for the way it sounded similar to a noise she made when she felt particularly comfortable. That day, he handed it to her on her doorstep, and she took a selfie with her brother.

That was the last time she saw him. It felt longer than just two weeks. That duality of him feeling closer than he was at any point in time was always true. Even though he was her older brother and their lives never seemed to run at the same pace, she felt a connection to Wells that, even now, lingered after his sudden passing.

Leslie kept driving further south, and Regina’s vocals emptied into the car through the speakers. Her mind slipped into the song’s story.

“Oh crap,” she laughed as she said it. She had almost forgotten the beer. She switched lanes and turned away from her parents’ neighborhood. There was a liquor store not too far down the highway that crossed the river and led back into Wisconsin. Any sign of daylight was quickly fading in the southeast to wake in someone else’s sky. 

Leslie pulled into the liquor store parking lot and put the car in park. She turned the volume up and rolled the window down, feeling the swirling, mixing air currents of the warm car and the biting night, now only fifteen degrees. She leaned her head out of the window and exhaled, blowing plumes of smoke that vanished into the darkness.

“Mist,” she said, recalling the pastor’s message. She wasn’t sure how she felt about religion. Her parents raised her in that very church, but these days, any conversations about God left her with more unanswered than answered questions. She trusted the weather. She trusted the taste of a glass of wine. She even trusted in the inherent good in most people. She didn’t think she could trust a text that had layers of outdated cultural context which often seemed to go so against her morals and instincts. At least, not yet. 

The next song began with a baseline that brought her back from the ether to a solid state, and she remembered the beer. She rolled up the window, shut off the engine, and headed inside. 

Leslie was filling up a green basket with an assortment of beer she thought would satisfy Monica when she felt a tap on her shoulder.

“Leslie? I thought that was you.”

Leslie turned to the tapping hand and saw a familiar face with strawberry cheeks and chocolate hair sneaking out of a floppy stocking cap.

“Oh my gosh, no way!” Leslie leaned in and hugged her old high school friend. “Sara, how are you?” At one time, Sara Hannon had been one of Leslie’s best friends. During the summer between eighth and ninth grade, they had twelve consecutive sleepovers. Records for both of their families. They became experts at making bracelets, playing “would you rather,” and sneaking out at night to ride bikes down the deserted, lamplit streets of their hometown.

“Oh, good, you know. How about you? I almost didn’t recognize you with your hair. It looks great.”

Leslie brushed back some of her silver-streaked dark hair. “Oh, thanks. I can’t stop the gray, I guess, so I’m just letting it fly.” Leslie stared at Sara who looked back at her the way old friends do, but the glance didn’t linger that fraction of a second that indicates there might be something more. Those moments always left Leslie feeling alone in her small hometown, but she had become accustomed to shaking them off in a heartbeat.

“It’s natural? Wow. Well, it looks great. I was so sorry to hear about your brother,” Sara said.

“Oh, thanks. That’s actually why I’m here. At the liquor store, I mean. I’m picking up some stuff for the family.” She lifted up the basket to show her haul.

“Well, I’m really sorry. He was so young.”

“Yeah. Thank you, Sara.”

“Where are you living these days? Weren’t you up in the cities?”

“Yeah. Still am. I’m trying to figure things out, I guess. I’m just working at a bookstore for now. I thought about more school for a bit, but I don’t really know what I’d do with it. I kinda just want to work for a bit, you know? I’m in no rush.”

“Ugh. Yeah, I hear you. I bet the cities are fun though.” Sara had a longing in her voice that Leslie wished was directed at her and not the destination.

Ten minutes later and fully caught up on the recent Hannon family history, Leslie walked out of the liquor store and put four six packs of India Pale Ale into the back seat of her car and drove toward her mother and father’s house, listening to the song “20 Years of Snow” while flurries danced around streetlights like moths. 

The depth of the blue in the sky and the darkness enclosing the town was so numbing it was almost warm. Leslie drove the long way home to swing by her old grade school. She passed the outdoor ice rink where she spent evenings with other teens playing boot hockey. Tonight, a lone figure was skating hard up and down the ice, taking shots into an empty chain link net. She slowed the car to a stop and put it in park to watch as the skater raised their hands after scoring on a breakaway. The empty lot around the rink might as well have been filled with thousands of fans and television crews. Her grin widened at the goal as she imagined the roaring crowd and the goalie slumped on the ice in defeat.

Leslie reached to the back seat and pulled out a can, cracked it open, and took a long sip of the sweet, hoppy beer. She watched the snow sprinkle down on the rink. The player turned sharply around at center ice, pumped toward the net, and scored with another impressive move. Leslie swallowed another mouthful, rolled down the window, and shouted into the night sky.

“Woooo! Nice shot!” 

The player looked up, startled. By the shrug of the skater’s shoulders, Leslie could tell they were a little embarrassed, but they raised an arm in salute anyway. She squinted her eyes and watched the skater’s speed slow to a crawl, moving at a turtle’s pace, impossibly slow, arm frozen in the air. She absorbed the scene just as a sponge soaks up water. Leslie lifted her beer and the skater sped up again. She drained the can in a few long gulps, stashed the empty under the front seat, and shifted the gear to drive, knowing she should get a move on. Monica was likely going nuts about the delayed beverage delivery.
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Margaret and Charles Monasmith
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Margaret and Charles Monasmith drove out of the church parking lot. Neither spoke. The crystal flower vases in the back of the Subaru clinked together as the car clipped the curb. 

“Ope, sorry.” Charles glanced into the rear-view mirror at the white lilies packed tightly in the boxes and thought of his youngest daughter and the few streaks of gray in her hair. Minnesota Public Radio played in the background. The announcer was recapping news from across the world. News that seemed so distant from the funeral they had just attended.

“The World Health Organization states extra measures and precautions need to be taken in Wuhan Province where cases of the novel coronavirus have reached four thousand five hundred and fifty-four deaths.” Charles pressed the search button and it turned to the classical station where Vivaldi’s “The Four Seasons” danced on the airwaves. He cleared his throat and looked over to his side where Margaret sat staring out the window. He couldn’t have known it, but except for the silvery hair, she looked almost exactly like their middle daughter, Heather, in this moment. 

“You did it again, didn’t you? When Leslie was walking out the door?”

Margaret let out a sigh but didn’t turn. “Yes.”

“I know I can’t stop you. But please, could you just...?” He pulled back, choosing not to finish the question. It was no use asking her, once again, to stop. It clearly had never worked before. He knew he was being selfish, but for Pete’s sake, she was his wife. He wanted her to be with him as long as possible. “Was it worth it?” 

“It was, but I am sorry.” She tilted her head as she said it wearing an expression somewhere between apology and happiness. “Did you see her hair?”

“I did. She’s been doing it, too, I suppose.” Charles turned the car down their street in the little town. “Do you think she knows?” 

“Maybe, but I don’t think so. At least, I don’t think she’s put a name to it.” 

“We have to tell them... the kids,” Charles said. “We should have told them a long time ago.”

“Yes.” Margaret turned to look back out the window. She felt tired. She felt guilty and ashamed. But what were they to do in a situation like this? She had meant to talk to the rest of their kids long ago, definitely before the grandchildren came along. But how do you start that conversation? One so unbelievable. So unprovable. 

When Heather got married and Monica got engaged shortly thereafter, she tried to sit down with all of the girls before her oldest started having children of her own. Margaret wanted to give them the opportunity to make the most informed decision about having kids. There were other options of course, adoption or fostering. Margaret had never regretted having children, but she didn’t really understand the implications of everything about her family history until well after all of hers were born. And besides, Wells was not around very much until more recently. She wanted him to be there when she told his sisters. Margaret told herself he was the only one who could really help answer all of the questions. The other children might not even believe her unless he showed them how it worked. But he was hard to nail down and get to commit to anything. He was traveling the country and would only touch base with a phone call every few months. And Leslie was still so young. There were certainly many readily available excuses to choose from. 

In hindsight, she realized one thing was for certain, the longer she waited to have hard conversations, the harder it was to start them and the weaker the excuses needed to be to keep those conversations at bay.
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Chapter 3: The Reveal—Leslie
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Leslie parked in front of her parents’ house. It looked cozy, like a candlelit lantern sitting on the snow-covered lawn. The windows blazed with a warm, yellow glow, and she could see the girls in the living room jumping on the couches. Heather carried a glass of wine to Monica. Jack and Christian were moving toward the kitchen with her father. Leslie walked to the mailbox and brushed the fresh layer of snow off the top with the sleeve of her coat. She grabbed the mail, a few bills and one heavy manilla envelope addressed to her parents, stuffed it in the brown paper bag that carried the beer, and walked into the house.

“Beer here! Get you ice cold beer here!” Leslie shouted as she kicked off her shoes. From the living room at her right, Monica furrowed her brow in annoyance which Leslie interpreted as her sister’s way of saying “Took you long enough.”

Jack came over and took the bag from her. “Right now, you’re my favorite Monasmith.” 

“Aw, thanks, Jack,” Leslie said. “I bet you say that to all the Monasmith women.” 

“Just the important ones.” He nudged her with his elbow and gave her a wink as he walked to the kitchen.

She hung up her coat and followed Jack to the kitchen. Her mind felt fuzzy from the beer at the ice rink. She felt as warm as the house looked. If she hadn’t just been to her brother’s funeral, Leslie would have thought she was coming home for Christmas. The buzz wrapped her up like a soft blanket and she couldn’t help but grin. Yes, it is sad to lose a family member, but glancing around, seeing the children playing, Heather sitting at the table trying to get Maya to eat pulled pork, the dads talking in the kitchen, she felt fortunate that she had family who were able to even be in the same room together on a day like today. Oftentimes, it was tragic events like these that tore families apart.

“Oh, this smells amazing, Mom.” Leslie peered over Margaret’s shoulder who was turning over the meat. 

“Hey. We thought we’d lost you. You didn’t need to stop and get beer. We were fine,” said Margaret.

“Sorry. I ran into Sara Hannon at the store, and we caught up.”

“Oh. How is she doing? You two were so close growing up.” Margaret handed an empty paper plate to Leslie.
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