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Thursday, June 17

Dee


She was running out of time. Only a handful of people stood between Dee and the TSA agents. She couldn’t put it off any longer. She swiped her thumb over the screen of her cell to wake it up, tapped the phone icon, and—



Thwap! Something hit her leg. Thwap! Turning around, she saw a little girl spinning in circles, slamming her with a fluffy toy dog on each rotation. Thwap!



Dee took a step a tiny step forward. Anything bigger, and the guy in front of her would think it was his lucky day. She pressed the green button to make the call. Don’t answer. Don’t answer. Don’t answer. Please, voice mail!


“Hi, sweetheart!”


Shit! “Hi, Mom.”


“What’s up?”

“Me, almost. I’m at the airport.”


“Tell me you’re not going to your grandmother’s funeral.”



“Then I’d be lying to you.” Thwap! She twisted back again, cleared her throat loud enough for the girl’s mother to hear, and nodded toward the child. The woman rolled her eyes like Dee was the pain-in-the-ass but tugged the kid back a step.


“...and, honestly, Dee Dee, it’s not the best idea you’ve ever had,” Mom prattled through her headphones.

“Maybe. But I’m pretty sure I’ve had worse.” The line shifted. Dee took a step. Freaking kid took two. “Anyway, I’m about to go through security, so—”

“Good! There’s time to change your mind.”

“Sorry, Mom, I have to go. I didn’t realize how sick she was.” Dee’s eyes felt wet. “I should have been there before she…you know. I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye.” Her throat tightened. She sniffed. What was wrong with her? She wasn’t going to cry, was she? The line shifted forward again. She needed to pull herself together. She also needed her ID.

In the slash pocket of her shoulder bag, she found a lone broken ink pen, no driver’s license. What the hell? Didn’t she just put it there? Sunglasses in the side pocket. Where was it?

“Did you hear me, Deirdre?”

“Um, what?” And now her nose was running.

“Why do you insist on spending time with those people?”

“You mean my family?”

“Toxic family are still toxic people. Everyone in Georgia is bad news for you. Especially Brett. I’ll never forgive him for getting you arrested.”

“We were arrested because Aunt Alma is an uptight shrew.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Anyway, Mom—”

“Nothing good can come from this, Deirdre.”

“What about closure? Paying respects to Granddad?” Only three groups were before her now. She tucked her cell under a bra strap and tore through her bag with both hands. “Those are good, right?”

“Sweetheart, phone your grandfather. Or send flowers. Frankly, a greeting card will do.”

“Honestly? You know how much she means—meant to me. I owe it to her. I—”

“You don’t owe her anything. Just because you’re related to someone doesn’t mean you have to go to their funeral.”

“Oh my God! I can’t have this conversation with you right now.” Another wipe of her nose. “I’m almost at the TSA security point check person thingy gate, whatever. And I can’t find my fucking ID.”

“Seriously?” The girl’s mom broke through a snowballing buzz of anxiety.

“Huh? Sorry.” As if the kid hadn’t heard an F-bomb before. They were in Philly for Christ’s sake! What did she expect? “What am I gonna do if I can’t find it?”

“Maybe this is a sign you should stay home.”

“I barely obey traffic signs, Mom.” It’d been two years since Dee had seen Gram. Two! How could she let that happen? She fell to her knees and dumped her purse out on the filthy floor. Felt like an elephant was stepping on her back.

Holding up her unruly blond hair with one hand, she rummaged through the crap from her purse with the other. There were enough crumbled-up pieces of paper to throw a ticker tape parade, but no stupid ID. The elephant pressed harder. Her breath came in short. “Anyway, I’m just going for today.”

“Oh?” Mom’s voice changed. “That’s not so bad, then.”

The guy in front of her stepped up to an agent.

“Yeah.” She stared into the mess, tried to take a full breath. Mom couldn’t know she was struggling to hold it together. “So if you try to reach me later or something, and I don’t answer, don’t think I’m mad at you. Check the news. See if there was a plane crash.”

“Mommy? Is our plane gonna crash?”

Dee looked up, found the little girl’s scared brown eyes six inches from her blue ones. “Oh, shit. Honey, no! Nothing’s gonna happen to your plane.”

The child wailed.

“What’s the matter with you?” The mother swooped her away.

“What happened? Is everything all right?” Mom wanted to know.

“Yeah. Just some kid’s crying.” But nothing was all right. And damn it! Static filled her ears. She needed to get control. “I gotta go, Mom. Love you!”

“Call me when you land!”

Dee shoved everything back into her purse and stood. Her lungs were so tight that it didn’t feel like air could get in. A TSA agent waved her forward, seemingly from the end of a long, distorted tunnel. There was too much noise around her, too many things moving. She couldn’t get her brain to make sense of it all. She needed to breathe.

“Excuse me!” the woman, holding her sobbing little girl, once more broke through the anxiety noise.

“Go!” Dee remembered where she was and waved the woman by. What was she doing? Looking for her ID. Where was it? She shoved her hand in the pocket of her slacks. Hit something hard. The license! Thank fucking Christ! Her breath was gasps. Another agent waved her forward. She stepped up to her.

“Can I see your ID, please?”

Her shaking fingers seemed to belong to another body as she watched them hand over the license. Her breath came in faster and even shorter. The static ramped to a roar in her ears and drowned out whatever the agent said. As the panic attack reached its climax, she saw only a glare of light reflecting off the plastic barrier above the security podium.

The world stopped for a nanosecond.

Dee felt the ID back in her hands, sensed it should be in her wallet. Finding that in her purse was almost impossible, getting the ID into a slot....

“Ma’am? You OK?” The agent’s eyes bugged behind her wire-rimmed glasses.

“What? Yeah.” The roar lowered to static.

“Can you step aside, please?”

Dee obeyed and moved through fog, away from a herd of moving arms and legs. The static faded to a buzz. Deep breaths brought the jumbled mess back together. Moving arms and legs became people. People passed by. An annoying sound morphed into semi-intelligible words coming from a loudspeaker. Someone in a uniform by a conveyor belt shouted orders to empty pockets and remove electronics from bags. The static buzz stopped. Dee breathed like a normal human again.


What the hell triggered that? Should have waited until she got to the gate before she made the call, waited until she had nothing else to focus on. Not that she could have expected a lost license and Mom to be so distracting. Well, maybe Mom.


Weird, though. Didn’t seem like enough stress to cause a panic attack. But it was over. She just needed to focus on one thing at a time. And keep breathing.

Maybe stay away from little kids, too.

She joined the herd, dropped her purse and phone into a gray bin, then headed to that sci-fi-looking thing where they blast you with radiation to see the underwires in your bra. The agent on the other side held up her hand like a drama queen saying she didn’t want to hear anymore. “Remove your shoes, please.”

Right! Shoes! She ran back to the conveyor belt, kicked them off.

“Are you freaking kidding me?” In Dee’s hands were two almost identical shoes. They were made by the same designer, in the same style, with twin worn spots on the toes—the only difference: one black, the other brown.

“Ha!” A man screening bags laughed. “Bet you got another pair like that at home.”

“I can’t wear these.” Her aunts were going to have a field day with her at the funeral.

“Honey, you already wore them through the airport.” The man grinned. “Put ‘em in the tray. We gotta keep the line moving.”


Genevieve

Lola’s death was yet more proof that there was no God; no supreme being would ever have allowed social media to exist. Yet, like an unquestioning adherent, Genevieve scrolled through the comments expressing sympathy for her dead dog and clicked hearts on each one.


I’ll miss her sweet face! ♥



I’m devastated. So sad! ♥



I’m crying with you. ♥



I know how you feel. I was such a wreck when my Teddy went over the rainbow bridge.


Rainbow bridge again? Really? She thought she’d misheard the vet when he’d said those words. How was she supposed to take a grown man, a professional, seriously when he spoke like that? Was dressed like that? Over fifty and a hair-bun! Rolled-up chinos showing off My Little Pony socks! He was a middle-aged, educated man. And Genevieve was obviously an adult. He should have respected her enough to tell her the truth: Lola was dead.

A sob escaped.

There was no rainbow bridge.

Another sob.

There was no—

“Mom?!” Livvy’s voice pierced the walls.

Privacy. There was no privacy. Lola’s eyes didn’t meet hers when she glanced at the bathmat. Right. It was no longer the two of them against the world.

“Just a sec!” She flushed the toilet to maintain her charade. A deep breath later, she opened the bathroom door and almost plowed into Livvy standing on the other side.

“What were you doing in there?” Livvy asked.

“You have to ask?”

“You’ve been going to the bathroom, like, every five minutes lately.”

“Oh, I have a UTI.”

“Gross.” Livvy wiped an invisible hair away from her face. “I don’t need details.”

Genevieve plastered on her friendliest smile. “What do you need, honey?”

“Look!” Livvy yanked the neck of her T-shirt over to the side. “Do you see this?” She pointed to the general area below her chin.

“Your collarbone?”

“Ugh! Look higher.”

Squinting didn’t help. “Your neck?”

“I don’t have time for this right now, Mom. Look!” She wrenched her head to her shoulder.

Genevieve clamped a hand over her mouth and scanned her daughter’s neck, admiring the dewy, youthful look she herself spent too much money on unsuccessfully trying to fake. “I need a hint, Liv.”

“God! Don’t go anywhere!” Livvy stormed out.

Genevieve sat on the bench at the end of her bed. Where did Livvy think she could go? Her only option was back to the bathroom, which wasn’t necessarily a bad place to be lately. It had been well over a decade since she’d spent time alone in the bathroom. The past two days in there were sublime…when she wasn’t thinking about Lola.

“Come look!” Livvy barked as she zoomed past, cell phone in hand.

Even though all the lights were on in the bathroom, Livvy shone her phone flashlight on her neck. “Now do you see it?”

“This?” Genevieve touched a scaly patch of skin running down from her daughter’s ear.

“Yes!” Livvy shut off the flashlight and set her phone on the counter. “It itches like hell.”

“Olivia! Do you have to swear like that?”

“I’m an adult!”

Genevieve didn’t understand why being one month into legal adulthood justified using obscenities, but she let it go. Arguing with Livvy never ended well. “Looks like eczema. You used to get it when you were little.”

“Why do I have it now?”

“I don’t know, honey. You must be reacting to something.” Probably to her. Livvy was most likely having a reaction to her mother. The girl had only bristled, sighed, rolled her eyes, and acted annoyed with her since she turned thirteen. Clearly, Genevieve’s existence aggravated her. Though why it would take five years to show up as a rash, Genevieve hadn’t a clue.

“Mom!”

Genevieve realized she’d been staring at Livvy’s reflection in the mirror and shifted her eyes to Olivia-in-the-flesh. “Yes?”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“I’m sure a little anti-itch ointment would work.”

“Will it make it go away by tomorrow?”

“What’s happening tomorrow?”

“I’m going to the shore, remember?” Livvy did that thing with her eyebrows that assured Genevieve her daughter questioned her intellect. “Natalie’s parents rented a house for graduation. I told you this.”

“Yes, honey, you did.” Genevieve tried to screw her eyebrows into a similar expression. “But I thought you weren’t going until Monday.”

“And miss the parties this weekend?”

“But Sunday is Father’s Day.”

“I know. I asked Dad. He said me being happy was the best gift I could give him.”

“Oh…that was…nice.” Genevieve felt the urge to straighten her spine.

“Yeah. So I’ll be back next Friday to help with Aunt Brynn’s wedding and celebrate Remy being alive and whatever.”

So now Genevieve would have only one kid, Remy, to buffer her on Father’s Day. That wasn’t good. Remy wasn’t exactly verbose. She might end up having to have a conversation with her husband. Oh no! What would they talk about?

“Do you have something?” Livvy leaned sideways over the sink, stretching her neck before the mirror.

Genevieve opened the medicine cabinet and shuffled the myriad bottles of ointments and creams, not sure if she knew what she was looking for. Everything just seemed so…hopeless. She’d spent her entire life taking care of people, and now, at just twice Livvy’s age, she wasn’t sure how much longer she could continue. She had to acknowledge to herself, because God knew no one else in the house would listen to her, that, although things had manifested materially better than she’d ever anticipated, being a wife and mother hadn’t turned out to be all that fulfilling. In fact, it was rather draining, as if she was running out of something—what, she wasn’t sure.

“Mom!”

Startled, Genevieve turned back to Livvy. “You have nothing in your bathroom?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t be here.” Somehow, Livvy’s jaw didn’t move when she spoke.

Genevieve faced her cabinet again. Not for the first time, she wanted to get into her car and drive away, just go however far a full tank of gas would get her. She could probably make it to the western edge of Pennsylvania. Maybe even to Ohio. She didn’t know anyone there, but Ohio was in the Midwest. From what she understood, people were nicer there than in Jersey. Maybe she could settle among them, possibly get another dog—

“MOM!”


Dee


Last in, first out. Dee parked her rental at the end of a long line of cars flanking Granddad’s driveway in LaGrange. Looming ahead of her was the enormous beige stucco mansion towering over the landscape. Its columns ran the full height of the façade, like sentries protecting an ancient fortress from outsiders who didn’t know the secret code to enter.


Maybe that’s why she always felt like she didn’t belong here, felt like she was unwelcome by all but Gram and Brett. Maybe, if she knew what to say as she approached the front door, she’d be admitted as a welcomed family member.

Maybe.


Now, without Gram, it would be only Granddad’s place. His estate. Would she come back? Probably not. Why would she? Damn! Why was she here now?


The trip seemed to make sense last night when she talked it over with Cooper. Granted, she’d been drinking. Cooper and Cabernet: probably not the best mix for making good choices. Because now that she thought about it, being here didn’t make sense. How could she say goodbye to Gram, if Gram wasn’t here anymore?

She hated when Mom was right, but she could have sent Granddad a card. What the hell was she supposed to say to him?


She googled how to pay respects on her phone, then clicked on link after useless link until, while reading a macabre article titled 10 Funeral Taboos You Wish You Never Knew a text from Hayleigh came in:


Holy Wow! 100,000!

Dee called her.

“This is when you say, ‘thank you, and yes, you deserve a raise.’” H’s voice boomed through the phone’s speaker.

“I didn’t even know I was paying you.”

“That’s the point. You should be able to afford me now.”

“Because...?”


“Because, thanks to me, you now have over 100,000 followers re-pinning every freaking thing you and Max post on Pinterest, all your live online classes are full for the next two months with waiting lists in case someone bails at the last minute, plus, we have a couple hundred local peeps here in South Jersey waiting for you to start offering in-person classes. And it’s all because your kid sister’s a freaking marketing genius.”


“Holy shit!” There was too much of a disconnect between H’s words and the eighteenth-century view outside Dee’s windshield. “Holy...fucking...shit.”

“So, am I getting paid?”

“Yes! Oh my God. Damn! I gotta do some math. Maybe I’ll need to hire someone else to help. I mean, I don’t know how to run a store. Why didn’t anyone ever point that out to me before? Even if Max joins me, that’s a shit-ton of people we need to handle for those classes. Who will work the store while we teach? Wait! When will I blow glass?” And now there would be things like payroll, paperwork, and more crap for her accountant to complain about when she forgot to do them. This was no longer a “wouldn’t it be cool” thing to do one day. She was actually making a pivotal career change—bohemian artist to business owner. This shit was real.

“Breathe, Dee! You got me and Max. It’s all good!”

“God, I hope so.”

“It is. Let’s celebrate at lunch.”

“Sure...no, wait. I’m in Georgia.”

“What?”

“I’m...” What was she doing? “I’m in La Grange. I came for my grandmother’s funeral.”

“Really? I didn’t know you were going.”

“Yeah, it was a last-minute decision.”

“Well, I know this is gonna be tough on you, but I think you being there is the right thing.”

“Wish Mom agreed.”

“You were brave enough to tell her?”

“Brave or stupid. You pick.”

“Ha! Glad she likes my dad’s family.”

“Kaz doesn’t have any family.”

“Good point.”

Service gonna start soon

The text was from Brett.

“I gotta go. Funeral’s about to begin.” Dee unbuckled her seatbelt. “Crud! I was supposed to call Mom when I landed.”

“I’ll tell her you made it.”

“Thank you. And yes, you get paid. I have no idea how much, so don’t ask yet.” She clicked off, scrolled to the last text from Maxine, and typed.

Can’t do this without you! Please say yes!


As soon as she hit send, another message from Brett


Where u at?

Driveway. Where u at?

Sunporch. Drinkin without u

She set the alarm on her phone to alert her when it was time to leave and grabbed her purse. No. That’d be too easy to lose. Finding it might make her late for her plane. Keys and phone fit in her pants pockets. Was there anything in the purse she’d need? She scrabbled through. Maybe tissues. Tissues would fit in her pockets, too...she’d look bulgy, but given the state of her shoes, that was the least of her worries. Her phone dinged with Max’s reply.

Yasssss! I’m in! I’m in! Telling Dane now.


Dane better not talk her out of it. Dee stared at the phone screen, wondering what to do next. Oh, Brett on the sunporch. She sighed. One thing at a time. One thing at a time.


With her purse locked in the rental, and phone, keys, and tissues in her pockets, she raced up the drive, walking as fast as she could in her not-quite-matching heels. Such a stupid contrast she probably made. Should have at least tried to tame the hair. Probably looked like a wild beast roaming around the perfectly clipped hedges. Maybe an aunt would order her capture and put her where she belonged.

Which wasn’t here.

Inside, disapproving gazes from Granddad’s ancestors looked down on her as she passed by their gilded frames hung in the central hall. Apparently, being greeted by Gram’s ghost floating over the sisal rugs and wooden plank floor was too much to ask for. She was tempted to make a detour through the living and dining rooms so she could press a hand against one of the murals. Perhaps she’d feel Gram’s pulse in the art she’d left behind.

But she didn’t believe in ghosts and shit. What was up with all the sentimentality, anyway?

She slipped into the kitchen, nodded to a caterer as she nabbed an olive off a cocktail tray, and threw it too far into her mouth.


Choking, wheezing, she made it to the sunporch, where Bam! Brett nearly toppled her with a bear hug and a cloud of bourbon fumes.


“Dude!” Coughing, she pushed him away.

“You OK?”

“Olive.” She pointed to her throat. “Went down wrong.” Fully able to breathe, she pulled her cousin into another hug. “So glad you’re here.”

“Where else would I be? Biggest. Show. In town, babe. Here.” Sharp enunciation. Brett was level-one drunk already. They’d invented the system when she was sixteen. They would sneak gin from Granddad’s liquor cabinet and mix it with cherry Kool-Aid. If they stayed at level one, no one seemed to notice. Slurring betrayed level two. That’s when they each hoped the other would hear it and get them both away from the adults. He handed her a full shot glass “It’s. Been. Waiting. For you.”

“Nice!” She held it up. “Here’s to you and me making it through this shit show.”

He clinked, they sucked down the bourbon.

“How you holding up?” she was able to ask despite the burn in her throat.

“Not. Sure. I am. You?” He reached for the bottle and measured out two more drinks.

“I don’t think it really sank in yet. What are we gonna do without her?”

“Carry on. Fucked up. As. We are. Here.” He handed her another shot. “Let’s. Toast. Gram.”

“To the woman who taught us we were artists.” Dee raised her glass again.

“And that we. Have. Gifts. To give the world.” He lifted his higher.

“And that we don’t have to be normal.” She clinked hers against his.

“Hell. She. Better. Be. Right.”

Brett seemed to inhale his shot as Dee sipped hers. “Holy shit!” She noticed the table where he’d set up his makeshift bar. “Did you make this?”

“Yep. Granddad. Commissioned it.”

“Really?”

“I made one for a couple. Gettin’ married. Said he wanted one.”

“I do too. It’s freaking amazing!” Dee ran her hand along the dark wood. Was it walnut? The table was made of two boards: the outside edges were straight and smooth, the interior live-edge and separated, but filled with something blue and clear so it looked like a river passing through the table. “What did you use? Epoxy?”


“Resin, yeah. I’ll...hiccup...make you one. If. You. Really want one.” He took her shot glass and topped it off.


“I can’t bud. That’s it for me today.”

He handed her a full glass back anyway. “Why. Aren’t. You. Drinking with me?”

“I gotta leave right after the funeral. But seriously, make me two tables. One for my place, and the other I’ll sell in my new store.”

“OK. But. Why. Do. You. Have. To. Leave?” Brett ran a hand through his short, sandy-blond hair, making it stand up and curl back on top. He tugged on his tie, as if trying to loosen its grip on his neck. Dee couldn’t remember ever seeing him in a suit before, and wondered if it was really his.

“I have business shit I gotta take care of tomorrow.” She wanted to reach out and loosen the tie but had no idea how they worked. “Trust me, I know you need me here. I’m sorry.”

Outside, Aunt Louise trotted toward the sunporch. “Your mom’s coming.” She tugged Brett’s arm. “We should head out.”

Her aunt pushed the door open.  Dee hoped she had to pee and would pass by, but she stopped just inside. “Hello, Deirdre.” As always, Aunt Louise’s clam-white face reminded Dee of a mask, a really good one, like the kind they used in soap operas that the villain pulled off in a climactic moment. Realistic, but still fake. She was always emotionless, even when she smiled, as she did now, while approaching them on the other side of the table.

Though around the same age as Dee’s mom, Aunt Louise looked much older. A full head of steel-gray hair cut in a blunt bob and reading glasses hanging from a black beaded chain gave her the appearance of a retired school librarian, which, as Dee remembered, is what Brett’s mom was.

Dee tilted her head and did her best to improvise an angelic grin, wishing she had dimples she could point to. There were two versions of Aunt Louise. One was a sweet lady who was charmed by everyone around her, including Dee. The other was a Southern Belle who tolerated everyone with gentility, weaponized by passive aggression. Dee would have to play her out a minute before she’d know which one she got today. “How are you, Aunt Louise?”

“All right under the circumstances.” Louise eyed her son. “Brett.”

“Yesh, Mama.”

Oh shit, slurring!

“They need help setting up more chairs,” Aunt Louise told him. “Can you lend a hand?”

Brett saluted, reached for Dee’s arm.

“I’d like a word with Deirdre, first.” She pulled out a chair and sat at the amazing table.

Dee echoed her movements, sitting directly across from her while Brett left.

“Is that a pink streak in your hair?” Aunt Louise asked with such sweet curiosity that Dee knew she got the bitchy Southern Belle.

“Yeah. My sister did it.”

“Your half-sister.”

“My sister.”

“Well, at least you’re in black.” Aunt Louise lifted her chin as if to study Dee from a slightly different perspective. “While I suppose coming here was the right thing to do, Deirdre, I really wish you hadn’t.”

While refreshing, the directness smacked. “Good thing I didn’t ask for your approval.”


“Deirdre, you of all people, know what I mean. This is nothing personal. Your presence here just makes everything…worse.”


“That’s not supposed to be personal? Wow. Go fuck yourself.” Dee stood and stopped before turning around. If she left, Aunt Louise would win. That wasn’t happening. She deserved to be here as much as everyone else.

“Let’s pause so you can pull yourself together.” Aunt Louise’s voice was gratingly gentle.

“Pull myself together?” Dee pressed her hands against the table and leaned over it as she made eye contact with her aunt. “I have trouble pulling myself together on a good day. You know that. And today is not a good day.” She almost kicked her leg up to show off the shoe she’d covered with a black marker while on the plane, but she was afraid she’d rip the seat of her pants. “Who the hell do you think you are to kick me out of here? I used to think you were one of the few people who had a little empathy down here.”

“Deirdre, I am sympathetic to your condition. And I’m sorry if my comments came off as, well, as unwelcoming.” Aunt Louise’s mask slowly melted into what appeared to be a genuinely sad expression. “My concern…well, I need a favor.”

That could be interesting. Dee returned to her chair.

Louise tilted her head, lowered her voice. “Mimi hadn’t been gone twenty-four hours before the talk started.”

“What talk?”

“The usual.” Louise briefly closed her eyes. “Alma put together a prayer circle for you.”

“Me?”

“She’s going on about you being under Satan’s influence and that we need to be prepared for what you might do when you’re here.”

“Damn. Should have shown up in red leather.” Dee snorted. “I’d look so badass.”

“What?”

“Isn’t that mandatory dress code for Satan worshippers?”

“Can you please be serious?”

“Sometimes.” Dee sat straighter in her seat to prove it. “It’s hard at times like this. My shrink says my humor’s a defense mechanism.” Besides, thinking about all the times Aunt Alma tried to save Dee was just too funny. And Gram! How beautifully she played the diplomat—buffering Dee, while placating her Bible-thumping daughter.

But Aunt Louise had apparently moved on from Alma and was talking about her sister, Aunt Francie. “…Deirdre, I’m trying to tell you I’m not the enemy.”

“Aunt Louise, I’m sorry. And I’m not being sarcastic here, honest, but I think I’m missing part of this conversation.”

“Dee Dee, I love both my sisters-in-law. I will always appreciate how Alma and Francie still accept me as part of their family.”

“Maybe that’s ‘cause you are?”

“You know what I mean.”

No, Dee didn’t know, but before she could say that, Aunt Louise continued.

“I don’t feel right talking about them behind their backs. But, as soon as their mama died, they brought it all back up again. And I want you to know, I don’t agree with them.”

“Agree with what?”

“I’m sure Alma’s sincere. But Francie’s poisoning everyone against you because she thinks you only come around to secure a share of your grandfather’s will.”

“That’s not true!” The bitches!


“Again, I don’t agree. I’m sure the last thing you want anything to do with is your grandfather’s business. Frankly, I don’t even care if they’re right. I’m not your enemy.” She squinted as if against an interrogation light. “I just want them to stop talking. Your Granddad got them to shut up for today, but they’ve already gotten inside of Brett’s head. He’s all tore up about it. So that’s what I’m trying to ask you. Please, stay away from my Brett.”


Her Brett? Dee’s head jerked back as if her aunt’s words hit her like a slap. She always thought they shared Brett, with Gram. “He’s hurting, Aunt Louise. We understand each other like no one else. We—”

“That’s exactly what I mean, Deirdre.” Were there tears in her eyes? “That’s why you have to stay away from him. You do nothing but remind him of what happened.”

Dee looked at her shot glass. Still almost full. That meant she’d only had one drink. “Can you start over? I’m confused.”

“I’m saying, I understand the games Francie and Alma are playing.” Aunt Louise slowed her speech. “But you and I are on the same page. I know who was really at fault. And I’m sorry, I really am, that things turned out the way they did. But that doesn’t mean my Brett has to suffer.”

Dee blinked her eyes a few times. Did she miss something else? She realized she was staring behind Louise at one of the giant elephant tusks standing on its flat end, framing an equally giant window. It was a leftover from the darker side of the antiques and artifacts business her grandfather had inherited from his father, who had inherited it from his. The tusk had been in that house for forever, as far as she knew, but suddenly it seemed so out of character to her that it somehow made the conversation even more confusing. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Now that your grandmother is gone, there’s no need to keep the secrets and pretend something else happened, girl.” The mask was back, and the voice was annoyed. “We don’t have to protect Mimi from the truth anymore; God bless her soul.” Louise pushed her chair back from the table and stood. “But I will always protect Brett. So you don’t need to come back anymore and pretend like, well, like it was all an accident no one could prevent.” She started heading toward the door.

Dee tried to get the words to connect with meaning. “I’m still lost, Aunt Louise. What secrets? What—who was protecting Gram from what?”

Louise stopped mid-step and turned toward Dee, her face almost human. “You really don’t know?”

“What?” Dee stood.

“I’m sorry, Dee Dee.” The mask returned, smiling and frowning at the same time. “I don’t know what I was saying. Probably just rattling foolishness. Mimi’s death has me shaken up.” She ran her hands over her stomach and smoothed out her black dress. “The service will start soon.” She sped out of the sunporch, letting the screen door slam behind her without looking back to see if Dee was following.


Maxine


Relief. Maxine rested her backside against the kitchen sink and relished the relief as it washed the tension out of her body. No other decision had felt so good before. Yes, she was in. She was in.


Never again would she stand, ignored, at the front of an elementary classroom trying to teach a group of six-year-olds while they ate a snack, fell asleep, talked to someone next to them, or picked their noses. Never again would she tolerate being yelled at by some outraged mom for not understanding that her precious fifth grader was gifted in every area and chose not to do an assignment because he was artistically expressing himself and should receive an A. Never again—

“Where you at?” Dane entered the kitchen.

“What?”

“Your face. You were a million miles away.” He nodded toward the phone in her hand as he pulled a glass from the cupboard. “Something up?”

Max sat at the table. “Just texting Dee.” How was she going to tell him?

“Hm.” Dane’s movements through the kitchen traced a methodical path. He handled lunch the way he handled breakfast, which was the way he handled everything in his life: without variation. She watched him, predicting each move before it happened. First, he filled a glass with water, then set out a placemat where he always sat at the table. His glass went into the upper-right-hand corner of the placemat before he got a small plate. He centered a napkin on the plate, topped it with a bowl, then, at the same spot on the counter every day, he ladled out two scoops of soup. Once covered with a paper towel, the bowel was placed in the microwave for two minutes and forty-seven seconds.

Maxine smiled at the precision of his movements, her opposite. He was so stable. She was secure in knowing who he was and how reliable he was. Despite all the negativity lately, that was still something he gave her—security, dependability, reliability—which told her they could get through everything together. Looking at him, he suddenly became filled with swirls of color; a house stood in his solar plexus. Yes. He embodied the feeling of home. She’d have to paint that.

“Dee send a joke?” His voice brought his actual features into focus—the chiseled cheeks, the tawny-brown skin, the full lips and close-cropped curly black hair, the horn-rimmed glasses: her intelligent, logical, linear-thinking Dane. “That’s some smile.”

“Actually, I was thinking about a painting I’m going to make.”

“Cool.” He nodded as he scooped a spoonful of soup into his mouth.

“So…” What were the right words? Were there any? Change was always difficult for Dane, at first. That master bath redo last fall stressed him enormously, but now he was glad they did it. She knew he’d get that way with this. But man! Getting over that hump would take some work. Especially with how rough things had been lately.

“So.” He paused before taking another spoonful. “Are we seriously stuck going to your dad’s place on Sunday?”

“Afraid so.”

He smirked and continued eating.

“On the plus side, we’ll be well fed that day between breakfast with your parents, lunch at his restaurant, then dinner with Lauren and Kaz.”

“We have to do all three?”

“You could go to your parents alone—”

“Fine.” A sip of water. “Like you said, at least we’ll be well fed.”

Why did the kitchen suddenly feel so empty with the two of them in it? She watched him eat, wanting desperately to say something. To bring some laughter into the room, some lightness, some warmth. She never used to have to work for those. They were always there. They always used to be there.

She couldn’t wait, though. He’d return to his office soon, and then she’d have to screw up the courage to have this talk later.

“I’ve decided to go into business with Dee.” The words felt like they escaped by accident.

“Good. I know you didn’t want to teach at a camp again this summer. I’m glad you found something else. But I still don’t understand how she even has a business.”


“She has a business because she’s an amazing artist, and Hayleigh knows how to market on social media to an extent that almost scares me. And, Dee’s business exploded this past spring, in part, because of my contributions. That’s why she asked me to partner with her.” She watched his face. His chewing slowed; a crease formed between his brows. By the time he swallowed, she knew the words had sunk in.


“So, you don’t mean just for the summer?” The lift in his tone on the last syllable felt mocking.

“Right. It’s a permanent thing.”

He stared at her.

After a full minute of silence, she continued. “I told you how she bought that building downtown to set up her own store and studio.”

Dane remained mute.

“We’ll be creating, renovating things, like we’ve been doing, making new pieces out of old. I’ll sell my paintings, and Dee will sell her glasswork. We’ll both continue taking commissions. The store will be a showplace for what we did and can do. And we’ll continue teaching the online classes, but we’ll do some in-person, on the premises, too.”

“I see.” He quickly finished his soup in silence. Equally silent, he stood, rinsed his plate, bowl, and glass the way he always did. Placed everything in the dishwasher in the same spots he always put them, and left the kitchen.

Maxine followed him to the spare bedroom upstairs that had become his office when his job went remote—another change that stressed him at first, but once he got used to it, he realized he much preferred it over going into the office.

“Are you OK with this?” she asked as he settled into his chair.

“Sounds like you already made up your mind, Max. Doesn’t seem like it matters if I’m OK with it.”

“I’d like to know that you support me.”

“I’m not sure what you mean by ‘support.’” He wiggled his mouse and turned to face one of his monitors.

“Our lives won’t change much, Dane. I mean, yes, I’ll work some weekends and evenings, but Dee and I will alternate, so it won’t be every weekend and evening, which is better, right? I mean, look at how often I’d take parent calls or grade projects in the evenings and on weekends, on top of making things to sell. And as soon as we get set up and open, like all the stores downtown, we’ll be closed on Mondays, which means—” She met his eyes when he looked up and realized nothing she said got through to him. She knew she could say, “Look, I love you, we’ll get through this,” and walk away. That’s how they usually fought. He’d say his bit; she’d say hers. They’d do their separate things for a while, and the issue would eventually fade. But a career change, like baby decisions, wouldn’t fade. They were going to have to figure out how to communicate about important things they disagreed on at some point. “Dane, why can’t you tell me you’re OK with this?”

“You can’t just quit teaching to go work with Dee.”


“I didn’t ask for your permission. I asked why you can’t support me in this…this opportunity to have my dream job.”


“I can’t support you quitting a stable career to partner with a woman who gets lost in an elevator.”

“How can you say that? Dee is one of the most talented people I know. And she’s smart as—”

“I’m not saying she’s dumb. I’m sure she’s smart, but only when she can pay attention long enough to finish a sentence.”


“Who are you? When did you get so mean?” Never had he spoken about Dee like that before.


“Look.” Dane pressed his fingertips together over his keyboard. She tried to find the swirling colors in him again, but all she got were crisscrossed steel beams. “When my wife tells me she’s walking away from a secure job with great benefits to take a chance on...on what? A gift shop?”

“Are you kidding me?”


“An art store? Whatever. I’m worried, Max. We have a mortgage. And your secure job helps pay it.”



“My secure job as an elementary art teacher barely pays for anything. The extra income that helped make the mortgage payments while we redid the bathroom came from my art, which I did part-time, that Dee sold on her website. Your job is secure. We can afford for me to—”


“So you think we just risk everything so you can go play ‘business’ with your BFF?”

“Play business?” Maybe working through problems was overrated. Max gave herself time to do some yoga breathing before continuing. “You do realize that Mama’s custom clothing business is very successful, right?”

“Not the same thing, Max.”

“And she started it with Dee’s mom, her ‘BFF,’ when Dee and I were just six years old.”

“Things are different for us. Your mother had a different lifestyle. And she was younger than you then. You’re thirty-two. Now is when we get serious about our future, about baby-making. How are you going to take maternity leave when it’s just you and Dee doing this, this thing?”


“There won’t be a need for maternity leave.” Tears stung Maxine’s eyes. She told him she couldn’t continue putting her body through any more fertility treatments. He knew she wanted to stop. Why did he ignore that?



“Baby.” Dane closed his eyes. “I’m sorry. I...I just don’t know why you’re so willing to walk away from a good job with great benefits to…to do what exactly? Sell lampshades you rubber-stamped flowers on? You think that’s a sustainable business plan?”


“Did you really just go there?”

“Go where?”


“Rubber-stamping lampshades? You think that’s what I do?” Maxine reached over his desk and clamped his hands together. “I’m an artist! Remember me making you go to that gallery celebrating Black female artists? Didn’t you recognize my name on any of the plaques? I make art.” She released him with force.


“I know!” Dane’s eyes were wide. “I saw your work. I was proud of you that night. I still am. But isn’t ‘making art’ what you do all day in the school?”

“I teach little kids how to draw a horse by connecting circles. I bore them stupid, showing them how to mix blue paint with yellow to make green.”

“And you get paid to do it.


“But that’s not art! I’ve made more pieces over the past year than ever. And it sells! People love my work!”


“Of course they do! You make great stuff. That’s not what I’m talking about.” He returned his attention to his monitor and struck a couple of keys. Clearly, he was ready to be done with the argument.


“It’s what I’m talking about. And you’re not listening.” Maxine clenched her fists at her sides.


He looked at her with just his eyes, didn’t turn his head. “Explain. What are you talking about?”

“Yadira.”

“What?”

“Yadira Pacheco. Remember her?”

Dane blinked a few times, then completely faced her. “That music teacher who had cancer?”

Maxine nodded. “We used to laugh together about how one day we’d both quit. She’d perform in some jazz lounge, and I’d have my own gallery shows.”

Dane watched her for a few more heartbeats, then returned his freaking attention to his computer. Maxine saw only grayness in him now, greige to be exact, that sterile, lifeless gray-beige color everyone had painted on every wall in their houses for the last decade. She wanted to pick him up and shake the colors back into him. “Yadira died with her music inside her.”

He remained quiet, eyes glued to his monitor.

“Did you hear me?” He continued to stare at his computer. “I’m not dying with my art inside me.” She straightened, pulled her waist-length braids together behind her head, and waited him out.

Finally, he looked up and met her eyes. “Sounds like you made another decision without me, Max. Go make art.”


Dee

Allies. Dee needed allies…and to stay away from Aunt Louise. She’d have to call Brett later, maybe tomorrow, hopefully he’d be sober enough by then to tell her what his mother was talking about. She crossed the back patio and took a path leading to the crowd by the lake. Felt like she was about to step into a swamp filled with snapping turtles. These people moved slowly, and she knew they had a vicious bite. She didn’t want to set any of them off.

Scanning for faces with the potential to be friendly, not for the first time on that property, she realized there were far too many of the other kind. Louise huddled in a coven with some older women she didn’t recognize. Various cousins and people whose names Dee never remembered cliqued into different groups. Brett set out chairs. If anyone else noticed his tiny stumbles or how he leaned over a little too far at times, no one let on. Then there was Granddad…no. She wasn’t ready for him.

There had to be someone...where was Great Aunt Josie? Didn’t she and her son, Evan, fly down earlier that week?


Oh hell. Somehow, Aunts Alma and Francie were both standing before her in designer black.


“I didn’t imagine you’d have the audacity to show up today.” Francie somehow had a brilliantly kind smile on her face. Unlike Louise, Francie was aging as well as Dee’s mother, with smooth alabaster skin and blond hair pulled back in a low bun.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Dee didn’t try to smile back.

“It’s fine that you did, Dee Dee.” Aunt Alma fingered a cross at her neck. “In fact, it’s right. How long do you intend to stay?”

“I’m leaving right after the service.”

“Good.” Aunt Francie’s perfectly arched brows lifted. “We don’t have to worry about you making any trouble.”

“Seems to me I’m never the one who starts it.” Dee spotted Josie heading toward an easel holding a large photo of Gram. “If you’ll excuse me—”

Francie grabbed her arm in a not-very-gentle way. “You won’t be returning, then, right?” Instead of giving Dee a chance to retort, she gripped tighter. “Things are different now that Mama’s dead. We don’t have to protect her anymore. So after today, you can forget about this place, forget about all of us, and what you caused here. You go home, keep on pretending to be an artist, and leech off your mother.” She let go of her so forcefully that Dee almost stumbled.

They walked away as Dee stabilized on her feet, too stunned to scare up a comeback. Granted, she’d never describe her aunts as welcoming, but this was above and beyond their usual bitchiness. And they didn’t make any sense. Protect Gram from what? The secrets Aunt Louise assumed Dee knew? And what had Dee caused?

What the hell was going on? Sure, there were gaps in her memories, but usually, when people spoke to her, there were enough hints or clues for her to pick up or pieces to puzzle together, so that a clear picture forms. Not today. Today was like opening a bedroom door only to discover, on the other side, a playhouse stage. And she had no idea what the script was about.

At least they helped her make up her mind: she’d never come back. Brett could visit her.

She headed over to someone she knew would be on her side: Great Aunt Josie, who stood gazing at Gram’s photo. On a pedestal next to it was a wooden box. Was that where Gram’s ashes were? How weird it must have been for Josie to think that was all that was left of her sister. How weird to think that was all that was left of Gram: dust in a box. Like powdered charcoal, too sacred to draw with.

In slow motion, Dee approached her great aunt and touched her arm.

“Aunt Josie?” Her air cut off. She couldn’t get any more words out. Josie embraced Dee with surprising strength coming from such a frail-looking body.

“I’m so sorry,” Josie whispered.

“Me, too,” Dee squeaked. She pulled out of the hug to get a tissue from her pocket. In the sunlight, her attempt to create two black shoes was laughable. One had a deep tone and was smooth—with a worn spot on the toe—the other, streaky. Maybe no one noticed. But as she blew her nose, she realized Josie was staring at her feet. “The light was out in my closet this morning.” Dee lifted her formerly brown toe. “I didn’t realize I put on mismatched shoes until I got to the airport. All I could find there to fix it was a Sharpie marker.”

“Ah! Your grandmother turned off your light.” Josie’s face crinkled into a smile.

Dee understood and almost broke out in a laugh. Gram, the first to recognize artistic talent in Dee, had painted everything—the silk drapes in the house, the murals in every room, and several pairs of shoes. Dee’s favorites were the pumps Gram had painted the willow tree across, half on each shoe—the same willow tree where her ashes would be tucked into a hollow that day. Dee decided to honor Gram by painting that tree on her shoes.

“Hello, Deirdre.” Granddad’s voice was soft, still gruff. His face unreadable, his presence, as always, commanding. Kind of like the columns gracing the front of his house.

Dee could touch him. She really could. She was a thirty-two-year-old grown-ass woman, after all, not a scared, confused little girl. She could...She could touch him.

She did. It was hard. Like using your hand to test whether a stove burner was hot, she reached out, touched his jacket sleeve.

He wrapped her in a hug. A real hug. Not the awkward, stiff attempts he usually made with her. This hug held emotion. Enough emotion to rip her apart. Gram was gone. Those weren’t just words. They were a thing. A forever thing. She sobbed into his lapel, probably smeared mascara on his jacket.

What the hell was wrong with her? She never broke down. She pulled herself together enough to step from his embrace, but no words came. She avoided looking in his eyes by searching for another tissue in her pockets.

“It’s time,” a man called. “Please be seated.”


Granddad tapped her arm, then left to sit in the front row of chairs lined up beside the lake. Her aunts took the three chairs to his left. On Granddad’s right were two empty seats, then Brett, and some other men. Dee saw Evan sit behind Granddad and took the chair next to him. Josie paused, looked like she was wondering where to sit. Oh, maybe she wants to be next to her son. Dee moved over a place and patted the seat between her and Evan. Josie smiled and took the chair.


It didn’t take long for the talk to start.

“What’s the matter with that girl?” Aunt Alma loudly whispered to Louise. “Too selfish to sit by her own grandfather and comfort him!”


She was supposed to sit by Granddad? Was Josie, too? Is that why there are two open chairs in the front row? For Gram’s sister and granddaughter? That’s probably why Josie looked like she wasn’t sure where to go. Shit!


“I appreciate you staying by this old woman, Deirdre.” Josie took her hand. “It means so much to me, having you on one side and my son on the other.”


Damm it! Mom was right about two things: she shouldn’t have come, and the people in her father’s family were toxic. Every-freaking-one of them…except Gram and Brett. Maybe Granddad. The jury was still out on him because he seldom spoke.


Had they ever had a real conversation? After the accident that wiped out all the memories of the first five years of her life, Granddad and Gram would come up north every summer, stay with Josie in Philadelphia, and pop over the river to visit Dee in New Jersey. Dee slowly got to know her brilliant and talented grandmother on those visits, while Granddad sat silently, and her mother anxiously hovered nearby. When she turned thirteen, Gram needed chemo and couldn’t travel. She asked if Dee could visit her. Dee’s mother almost called in the Coast Guard to prevent it, but somehow Gram prevailed, and Dee was sent to Georgia for two weeks.

That first summer was the greatest, and the worst. Gram had opened up levels of creativity and skill that Dee didn’t realize she had. And Brett! Although a couple of years older than she, her cousin seemed hellbent on making sure she had the time of her life. But the others—she heard too many family members whispering about the wild children Gram coddled. That Brett who’d “never amount to much,” and that “poor damaged Dee Dee.” Then there was the direct nastiness toward her when no one else was around, followed up by hypocritical smiles over the dinner table. She was an evil girl. She was a no-talent gold digger. Apparently, even as a clueless teen!


But had she ever spoken to Granddad beyond saying hello, and the flight was fine?


She’d always been afraid of him, afraid to set his anger off, which she wasn’t sure he deserved. Had he ever done anything to make her fear him like that? She walked on eggshells during that first visit, never relaxing, never able to sleep, constantly afraid of finding herself alone with an aunt or her grandfather.


When she returned home to Jersey that first year, Mom wigged out over how terrible she looked, how fragile she seemed. Mom was against her going back the following year. But she and Gram had remained in contact, and she wanted to go back for more art lessons, thinking it would be better with everyone else. But it wasn’t. She skipped the year she was fifteen because of the whole breakdown thing she’d had. Mom’s overprotectiveness was actually what Dee needed that summer. Then, when she came back at sixteen, she was stronger. Maybe that’s what almost dying did to people. Ha! Guess that phrase is true: what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.


She’d returned nearly every year since—because of the love for Gram, because of how her art expanded exponentially with each trip, and starting that sixteenth year because of the fun-ass times with Brett. As she grew older, she developed a drive to symbolically say “up yours” with her presence to the rest of them with each visit. Did that include Granddad?

Dee was brought to the present by Josie—still holding her hand, rubbing a gentle thumb over a Sharpie stain from when the plane had turbulence. Josie’s skin had a papery quality, as if it would tear easily. Dee wanted to cover it with a sealant, protect it for eternity.

The reverend’s voice caught her attention, and she realized he’d been doing his thing, driveling on about eternity, God, grace, whatever. She sat up straighter in her chair and tried to focus on his words. But there was Brett, openly drinking from a flask, the willow tree swaying in a breeze she couldn’t feel, and that wooden box on the pedestal.


On the other side of the lake was a small family cemetery, Granddad’s ancestors. She wondered why Gram didn’t want to be buried among them. Her father hadn’t been either. His ashes had been scattered in the lake. Wait. How did she know that?


Who would have told her that? What would have prompted her to ask about it? Or did she ask? Was she even sure that’s what happened to him?

An uncomfortable, bristly feeling rolled up Dee’s spine. Why didn’t she know for sure where her father’s remains were? Could she have forgotten? Yes. But why didn’t someone keep reminding her? Would that have been normal?

Dee felt Aunt Josie squeeze her hand and realized she’d stiffened in her chair.

“We know this life is not the final story,” the reverend said in a voice that was suddenly loud. “And now, Mimi is in her next chapter. She has gone home, to heaven, where her sons welcomed her.”

Meaning Dee’s father. And Brett’s. Were they waiting for Gram? Did people actually sit around in the hereafter and wait for people to die? Didn’t seem like fun.

She looked at her cousin, who’d turned in his chair to face her at the same time. He cheered his flask to her, tipped his head back, and shook the remaining drops into his open mouth. He threw the empty flask to the ground and took off toward the house.

Dee stumbled down her row and ran after him, caught up to him in the kitchen at the set-up bar.

“Dude! You’ve had enough.” She pulled him by the arm into the main hallway. “C’mon. Let’s get you upstairs. Find you a bed somewhere.”

“I wanna...” he fell against her, sending them both into a wall. Thank Christ they missed the table with the Ming vase collection. “I gotsa tell you shometing.”


“Fine. Tell me.” She pushed him upright, wrapped his arm over her shoulders, and began dragging him down the hall. Like moving a fucking trash bag full of Jell-O. “Granddad’s gonna kill you.”


“Nah. He’s too fine, fined, refined for killin’.” At the staircase, Brett heaved himself off her, tripped on the bottom step, and managed to turn around to sit. “Right? Part of Southern royalty since seventeen-fuckin’-eighty-two.”

“Oh my god! You’re wasted.”

“Yep.” His head bounced in a nod.

Dee looked up the stairs. There was no way in hell she could get him up there alone.

“Lishen, Dee.” His head continued to bob. “There’sh a shecret.”

“Everything OK in here?”


Yes! Evan! “Is the service over?” She asked him.


“Just wrapped up.” Evan stood with his hands in the pockets of his slacks and stared at the slumped Brett. “People are paying their respects to your grandfather. They should be in soon.”

“We have to get him upstairs. Get him in bed, propped up on pillows. Can you help me?”

“Think you can walk, buddy?” Apparently, Evan didn’t spend much time with drunk people.

Brett lunged upright and fell into Dee again. She pushed against his Jell-O body and propped him against the wall.

“Ev- Effan. She goin’ home now.” His face crumbled, tears dripped down. “Tell Dee Dee shtay.”


“What am I, a fucking dog?” Please laugh. At least grin. She’d settle for any sign that he was OK.


“You take care of her, Effffn. Gramma ain’t here no more. Gotta protect Dee. Promish me.”

“I’m not some needy pansy!” He knew she could handle her aunts. If he were sober, she’d rip into him. “Evan, you get one side, I’ll get the other.”

Brett pushed past them and wobbled down the hall into Granddad’s study. Once more, Dee peeled off after him with Evan on her mismatched heels. Brett flailed his arms, keeping them away, until he threw himself into Granddad’s giant brown leather chair. He slammed his feet up on the enormous, burled maple desk and crossed them at the ankles.

“Dee! You...” He let out a huge sigh. “You go on home, baby.” His head fell back against the chair. “Maybe dat’s better.”

“Brett, I—”

“And, and, ask your mama ‘bout who killed your daddy.”

“What?”

Hands were on Dee’s shoulders.

“It’s all right, Deirdre.” Granddad’s voice was surprisingly kind. He rotated her around and gently prodded her back into the main hall. “Brett’ll be all right.” Granddad shut the door to the study. “Are you staying for dinner?”

She wanted to. She wanted to stay around until Brett sobered up and told her what he meant. Tell her what the secret was. Maybe tell her why her aunts were so fucking weird. Her father had died shortly before she was born. His death usually hung in the distance—on the other side of the lake—so far away that people couldn’t, or wouldn’t, talk to her about him. Since she had no memories of him, and it only upset everyone she loved when she asked about him, she’d learned not to press the matter much. But sometimes there was something she’d feel in the house, a presence she didn’t know what to do with. Her art with Gram and wild carousing with Brett would distract her from it. With neither of those options handy, it was here now. With Gram nothing more than a box of ashes, and Brett a blathering idiot, it pressed in on her from all sides.

“Deirdre?” Granddad’s hands were on her shoulders again.

There was an answer waiting for her to ask the right question. What was the question?

The alarm sounded on Dee’s phone, startling her. “Oh, um. Yeah, Granddad.” She pulled her cell out to silence it. A few wrinkled tissues fell to the ground. “I, actually, I can’t stay. I have to go now.”


Genevieve

Genevieve was quite pleased with herself. A beautiful salad of mixed spring greens and fresh strawberries chilled in the fridge. On the kitchen island, she had lined up five plates, each with an open burger bun. Below the plates was a cutting board with five neat piles of toppings.

Cross-referencing her notes, she double-checked that everyone would get what they wanted: Bun one had ketchup and corresponded with pile one: pickle slices. Bun two was slathered with Siracha and mayonnaise, and pile two had sauteed onions and avocado slices. Bun three: Dijon mustard. Pile three: tomato and bacon. Bun four: mayo with lettuce, tomato, and raw onion. Bun five was gluten-free and came with only lettuce.

Below the piles of toppings, she placed the preferred cheeses in order: American, Swiss, sharp cheddar, and provolone. Olivia’s friend Jessica was staying for dinner, and not only was the poor girl gluten-free but also dairy-intolerant, so no cheese for her.

Genevieve lit both burners on the right side of her stainless steel, professional-grade range and set the griddle plate over them. While the plate warmed, she squished ground beef to form five patties, which she lined up on parchment paper next to the stove. Remy no longer liked his burgers well done and wanted his medium; Livvy wanted hers burnt, and everyone else medium-rare. She glanced at the clock. Right on schedule!

She set the timer and placed Livvy’s burger on the griddle, salted and peppered it, then sprinkled on a bit of garlic powder.

“Oh, how pretty!” Jessica pointed to the neat rows of buns and toppings as she followed Olivia through the kitchen. “You should post that! It looks like art.”

“Thank you, Jes. I actually wanted to be an artist at one time.” Genevieve glanced at her timer. Two more minutes to go. “In fact, after Remy entered first grade, I attended college—”

She was alone in the kitchen again. The girls were on the back patio.

Maybe she should open that bottle of Merlot.


When the timer dinged, she placed Remy’s patty on the griddle next to Livvy’s. Another round of seasonings, then she reset the timer. After a little sip, she put out placemats. Ding. She flipped both burgers and placed the remaining three on the griddle. When it was time to flip those, she’d add the cheeses and call everyone to dinner exactly at six-thirty, as always. Perfect.


“Here.” Remy materialized, holding a cell phone a few inches from her face.

“What’s this?’

“Dad’s phone. He said to give it to you.”

“Where is he?” Genevieve wiped her hand on a towel and took the phone. “And who—”

“He’s changing. One of his pilots is sick, so he has to fly someone to Chicago. I’m going with him. We’re having a father-son weekend.” Remy jogged away; the sneakers he was not supposed to wear in the house thumped on the hardwood floor as he headed toward the front and up the stairs.

“Oh, hello?” She put the phone to her ear.


“Hey, Gen!” her brother, Archie, laughed. “I should have called you to begin with, of course, you’d know the answer. Brynn sent me this long email about where I need to be next weekend. I was just planning on showing up for the big event, but now it looks like she’s expecting more from her baby brother.”
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