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Chapter 1


Rebecca Macklin


During an anniversary trip to San Diego, I stood on a second-story balcony above a Japanese garden and watched the gardener comb a bed of red gravel and gray stone with a long wooden rake. Shaded from the rising sun by a wide straw hat, his body arched against the tidal breeze, he patiently drew intricate curves and swirls, which the tourists walked by without noticing. From their vantage, his work would go largely unappreciated, but he seemed unfettered by this fact. He kept at his task with a certain determination, a resoluteness – as if he knew each stone, knew where it must go, exactly how it must lie to complete the proper picture. A leaf blew into the garden, and he danced across the gravel on the light, silent feet of an acrobat, removed the leaf, then repaired the damage with his rake.


On three separate days, I stopped to observe the gardener. Each time, the pattern of stones was different. One day a running swirl of ocean waves, one day a sunburst of rays originating from a single center, one day a series of concentric circles, as if God had touched down a fingertip, rippling the crimson sea. A leaf drifted from overhead, landed in the center, and the gardener left it.


How did he know? I wondered. How did he know that this time the leaf was meant to stay?


Taking up his tools, the gardener strolled away, and disappeared down the boulevard, a small man hidden beneath the shadow of his hat, at peace with what remained.


I had always wished to be like the gardener, to see the larger canvas, to know which leaves should go and which should stay, to be at peace with the stones left behind.


Unfortunately, I was not.


They haunted me.


I combed the gravel of my life again, again, again, creating artificial shapes, patterns that became habitual, yet felt incomplete.


Perhaps I was always waiting for the leaf to fall and complete the picture.


But when it did, I didn’t recognize it.


At first.


It drifted downward in the form of a plane that had been circling Dallas for what seemed like an eternity before dropping through a March thunderstorm to find the runway. By then, the pilot had confessed that we’d been burning off fuel on purpose, due to a malfunction in the plane’s braking flaps. He would still be able to land using wheel brakes and ground spoilers, he assured us, but we should assume the crash position, just in case. The flight attendant demonstrated the procedure, then we began our descent, hugging our knees, the guy beside me praying under his breath and me fumbling for the air sickness bag, thinking, I hate flying. If I survive this, I’ll never get on a plane again. I’ll drive. Everywhere.


In the back of my mind, I remembered Bree, the law clerk who’d given me a ride to the airport, saying, ‘You know, Mrs Macklin, statistically flying is much safer than driving.’


‘I don’t care,’ I told her. ‘I’d much rather travel by car, where I can be in the driver’s seat. If they’d let me pilot the plane, then I’d like flying.’


Bree giggled, the sound too light and childlike for her tightly French-twisted hair and trying-to-impress dark suit. ‘Control is an illusion,’ she offered. ‘I’ve been reading Ninety-Nine Principles of Everyday Zen, and that’s the first one. You can’t achieve Zen until you relinquish control of the universe to the universe.’


Glancing at the visor mirror, I tucked a few strands of dark hair behind my ear and met the red-rimmed hazel eyes of a woman who was tempted to say something sharp, world-weary, and cynical. Why were young law clerks always seeking the deeper meaning of life in self-help books? ‘Be careful what you buy into, kid,’ I advised, as Bree pulled up to the curb in the airport drop-off zone. ‘A good lawyer can’t afford to be Zen. You’ll get mugged at the negotiating table.’ By the way, are you sleeping with my husband?


Bree laughed again.


She could be, I thought. She’s beautiful . . .


I closed my eyes as the plane bounced against the runway, then went airborne again, and I saw Bree’s face. Then it faded into the face of the woman lounging at a sidewalk table with a fresh frappe from my favorite Santa Monica coffeehouse. The woman smiled at Kyle, her long blonde hair lifting in the saltwater breeze, her eyes sparkling. She slid a hand across the table and into his, while I sat in the right turn lane, not four miles from our home. Hadn’t it occurred to Kyle that I might pass by, driving Macey to school? Didn’t he wonder what would happen if I saw? If Macey saw? Macey would know exactly what was going on. Southern California kids aren’t stupid. Even nine-year-olds understand what it means when a married man is sitting in a sidewalk café with an ocean view, in broad daylight, holding hands with a client.


Fortunately, Macey was looking out the other window, her head jiving to whatever downloaded song was playing on her iPod.


The light turned green, and I drove away, my hands shaking on the steering wheel, the café scene playing over and over in my mind until it seemed like a bad movie rather than reality. One of the hazards of living within proximity of the movie capital of the world. Everything seems like fiction. Even your own life.


Macey reached for the door handle as I pulled to the curb to let her out. I tapped her on the shoulder, and she turned back to me, tugging out her ear buds. ‘Bye, Mom.’ She leaned across the car and hugged me, her long, honey-brown hair, her father’s hair, tickling my shoulder. ‘Have a good trip.’


‘I will.’ Closing my eyes, I held on to her until finally she wiggled away. ‘Be a good girl, Mace. You’ve got your routine down, right? Isha’s going to pick you up from school every day except Wednesday, because that’s her day off.’ Thank God for the new au pair. ‘Dad’s supposed to come get you on Wednesday.’ What if he’s sleeping with the au pair, too? ‘Kendalyn’s mom will give you a ride to school in the mornings, and to gymnastics Tuesday and Thursday, and –’


‘And on Friday – if you’re not back by then – Grandma and Grandpa Macklin pick me up, so I can stay with them at the beach for the weekend, and on Monday afternoon – if you’re still not back – I’m riding to dance class with Pesha, but Pesha doesn’t do dance on Wednesday, and Wednesday’s Isha’s day off, so this Wednesday, Brooke Strayhorn’s mom is gonna stop by for me – Brooke’s annoying, you know. All she talks about is video games – but anyway, after Dad drops me at home, if he has to go back to work, I’m supposed to lock up and stay in the house until they come to get me for dance class. Don’t answer the phone. Don’t answer the door. Stay inside.’ She swiveled her head, blinked at me over her slim shoulder, then smiled. ‘I’ve got it, Mom. Don’t worry about me, okay? I’m not a baby.’


I touched the side of her face, smoothed a hand over her sun-lightened hair. ‘I know, sweetheart. You’re amazing.’


‘Moh-om,’ she sighed, rolling her gaze toward the window to make sure no one was watching. When the coast was clear, she leaned over and gave me a quick kiss. She hauled her backpack off the floorboard, then stepped onto the curb, turned around, and hip-butted the door shut in one efficient movement. I sat a moment longer, watching her disappear, thinking how wonderful she was, how confidently she moved, her body tightly muscled from gymnastics and dance, preteen gangly and still filled with girlish confidence. Why isn’t she enough? I wondered. Why aren’t she and I, a beautiful home, a thriving law practice, enough for Kyle? How could he put everything at risk? How could he risk destroying her? If he leaves, she’ll blame herself. No matter what we tell her, no matter how many of her friends’ parents she’s seen get divorced, she’ll think he left because she wasn’t good enough.


That reality sank over me like the salty mists of a cold winter day, ached with the dull familiarity of an old injury newly awakened. A part of me knew how it felt to see your father walk out the door and never look back.


Watching Macey bound up the marble stairs, her steps buoyant and light, I had a dawning awareness that, somewhere in the hidden recesses of my consciousness, I’d been waiting for this to happen. I’d been waiting for the day Kyle would leave, and the world would come crashing down around us, and Macey would walk up the courthouse steps one at a time, suddenly a tiny adult . . .


The plane bounced against the runway again, and across the aisle a little Hispanic girl screamed, then tried to unbuckle her seat belt and crawl into her mother’s lap. Macey wouldn’t do that, I thought. Macey would have more sense. She’d handle this like a pro.


Hugging my knees, I hung on as the plane careered down the runway as if in slow motion, the moments stretching and twisting as the mother pulled the screaming girl back into her seat, pinned her daughter’s flailing hands, curled her body protectively over the little girl’s.


Outside, the engines roared and the brakes squealed, the plane fishtailing back and forth. Over the noise, the mother sang close to her daughter’s ear – a lullaby in Spanish.


I would do that for Macey, I thought. I’d fold myself over her and sing to keep her calm. She would probably think I’d lost my mind.


‘Mom,’ she’d say. ‘Chill out. It’s gonna be all right. I saw this on an episode of CSI, and they got the plane stopped right before it fell off the runway. It was so cool . . .’


For a perverse instant, I wished Macey were with me, sitting in the middle seat, where the bald man in the rumpled suit was bent over his knees.


If it weren’t for Macey, I wouldn’t care whether we made the landing or not . . .


It was a startling thought, and as soon as it came, I pushed it away, stomped it down and buried it under piles of more practical mental dialogue. Of course I’d care. Of course I care about my life. It’s just been a strange week. Too many plates spinning off-kilter at once. Even as I thought it, I wanted to close my eyes and never come in for a landing – just glide, and glide.


That’s crazy. If a client said that to you at the office, you’d tell her she needed to go see somebody, maybe consider taking a mild antidepressant. It isn’t normal to want to check out of your own life.


Is it?


Combing back a curtain of tangled hair, I pressed my palms over my ears. Seconds stretched out endlessly, until finally I felt the motion around me slow, the plane lurch up, then down, then turn to the left in what was obviously a controlled maneuver.


I took a deep breath and crawled back into my own skin. A glance out the window told me we were veering toward a taxiway, passing fire trucks and airport emergency vehicles deployed for our landing. The crews waved as we went by. Overhead, the speaker crackled and the pilot came on, his voice calm and self-assured.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, our apologies for the bumpy landing. We’ll be taxiing to the gateway, expecting arrival at the gate in about . . . uhhh . . . six minutes. Sorry for the slight delay, but we welcome you to Dallas–Forth Worth.’


A flight attendant began reading off connecting flight numbers and gates, and passengers glanced at each other with bemused expressions, thinking, no doubt, as I was, Were we huddled, only moments ago, in crash position, or did I dream that? The frantic thoughts of the past half hour seemed ridiculous now. Beside me, the bald businessman cleared his throat and straightened his suit. He glanced at his watch, as if to say, What – you thought this was a real emergency?


Gathering my belongings, I prepared to bolt as soon as we came to a stop at the gate. As the plane shuddered into place, I popped out of my seat and hurried past six rows of seats before the aisle became crowded with passengers taking luggage from the overhead bins and waiting for the door to open. In first class, a male flight attendant was mopping his forehead and assisting an elderly woman who’d boarded with the handicapped passengers during the stopover in Houston. Hands shaking, the woman clung to his arm as he helped her gather her purse and move down the aisle.


I steeled myself for a slow exit. What I wanted to do was run past them, push my way through to someplace that wasn’t vibrating under my feet. Logic whispered that getting off the airplane wouldn’t solve the problem. The whole world was shifting, everything folding and faulting, threatening to crack.


I should call home, I thought, then realized there wasn’t any point. Nobody would be there, except possibly Isha. Macey would be gone to gymnastics, and there wasn’t much chance that Kyle would be home at four fifteen. He probably wouldn’t answer his cell phone, either. This evening, he would stay at work late, checking and double-checking lucrative corporate real estate contracts and preparing for pending mediations – burning the midnight oil. Isha would put Macey to bed, and Kyle would wander in whenever he finished up at the office.


What if all those nights he said he was busy at the office, all those times I surrendered to exhaustion and went to bed alone, Kyle was really burning the midnight oil somewhere else? What if his tendency to let the cell phone roll to voice mail after hours wasn’t because he didn’t want to be interrupted in his work, but because he wasn’t alone? There was a time when I would have been in the office enough to know what Kyle was working on, but the past year of seeing to the Santa Monica boutique left to me in my mother’s will had caused me to do much of my work via dial-up. In some vague way, I knew that the office wasn’t the only place where distance had seeped in, but I’d convinced myself it was part of the cycle all marriages went through. Things got busy, life got in the way, you drifted for a while, then reassessed, decided to work harder, refocus, and come back together . . .


What if Kyle had decided to move on, instead?


The exit line started progressing toward the front of the plane, and I watched passengers ahead of me sag with relief as they stepped onto the jetway. Behind a young mother, the elderly woman traded the attendant’s helping hand for a small three-wheeled walker, then politely shooed the attendant away, insisting she didn’t need a wheelchair. A frustrated businessman squeezed past me, hemming me in beside the woman.


‘Well, that’s it. I shoulda taken the bus up from Houston,’ she said, gazing toward me as we started up the jetway. ‘If God meant human beings to fly, he’d of given them wings.’


‘I’ll second that,’ I replied, and we smiled at each other, briefly linked in the kinship of survivors. I fell into step beside her, the need to hurry seeping out of me as I considered baggage claim, car rental, and what lay beyond – just across town now, rather than safely across the country. Only a short drive away, in the once trendy, then down-and-out, and now rapidly revitalizing area just east of downtown Dallas, was my father’s house. Our house, once upon a time, before everything changed.


For the past thirty-three years, it had been her house, their house. A place where I was supposed to spend a month of my summer vacation each year, according to the custody agreements. The plan met its end before lawyers and judges could ever rehash the wisdom of sending a twelve-year-old girl for summer visits in a house with the other woman and her mentally off son, as my mother put it. I didn’t put words to it at all. I just sat down in the entryway of my mother’s boutique and refused to go. My mother was pleased that I was firmly on her side. My father didn’t fight it. I knew he wouldn’t.


Victory is sometimes painful. In a hidden corner of my heart, I needed him to fight harder, to care more, to prove he loved me more than he loved them. That vague disappointment grew into a bitterness that made it easy to write ‘Return to Sender’ on birthday cards and Christmas gifts I knew the other woman had picked out. It prevented my showing interest in my father’s Alzheimer’s diagnosis at seventy-three. When she wrote to me, I wrote back and told her to do whatever she thought was best. Hanna Beth was his wife, after all. Making appropriate arrangements was her concern. She’d asked me to come several times as the last two years slowly peeled layers from his memory. I declined, not always politely. She urged me to make peace with him while I could. I responded that I felt no animosity about the situation – it simply was what it was. She asked if there was anything she could do to convince me to come before it was too late. I admitted, quite frankly, that I didn’t think so.


I was wrong. When you’re notified by the police that your incapacitated father and your adult, but mentally challenged, stepbrother have been alone in a house for three weeks, and Social Services is one complaint away from taking over, you have no choice but to get involved. Hanna Beth Parker had suffered a stroke and landed herself in a nursing home at the worst imaginable time.


‘That’s the baggage claim there,’ the woman with the walker said, pulling me back to the present. I realized I’d been strolling down the corridor with her – not interacting or offering my name, just matching her slow pace, as if we were together. She must have thought that was strange.


‘Oh, yes, I guess it is,’ I agreed, angling with her toward the exit to the baggage area. ‘Sorry. I was a million miles away.’


Craning sideways, she studied me as I held open the door. ‘I could see that.’ She concentrated on moving her walker across the threshold, then added, ‘But don’t worry. I was watching out for you, just in case one of them international criminal types might come along, or such.’


‘Good thing,’ I said, hiding a smile, not sure whether she was kidding. My mother had always been on guard in busy public places like airports. She’d watched too many TV crime shows and read the plethora of Internet forwards about potential schemes used by muggers, kidnappers, and human predators of all types. She’d always complained that work often took me to downtown LA, where no place was safe. Even in Santa Monica, the homeless problem made her uncomfortable, because you could never tell about those people.


‘Thank ya, sweetie.’ The woman with the walker paused to turn her wheels toward the luggage carousel, then shifted directions with her body.


‘My pleasure,’ I said. The twang in her voice dredged up some old memory I couldn’t quite put a finger on. There was an unhurried cadence to the words, as if she tasted each one carefully before letting it out. My mother would have called it gum chewing. She said people in Texas talked like they had wads of gum in their mouths. After years of living all around the world, following my father’s job in the petroleum industry, she’d been less than thrilled when, the year I turned twelve, we ended up in Dallas, my father’s hometown. As always, my father was a man ahead of his time. He foresaw trouble ahead for oil families living in the Middle East, so he took a position in the corporate office. He was nothing if not a good businessman. Even Mother could never deny that fact.


‘The pilot did a darn good job,’ the woman with the walker said, pausing to grab her dangling purse handle and attempt, with shaking hands, to hook it over the arm of her walker. Her wallet, brimming with credit cards and a thick checkbook, was about to fall out. My mother would have had a heart attack.


‘I’m just glad to be off the plane.’ I hovered for a moment, watching her futilely reach for the purse handle. Would my retrieving it embarrass her? ‘I guess the emergency landing wasn’t such a big deal after all.’


Using an umbrella from the front basket of her walker, she deftly hooked the purse strap and hung it back in place. ‘It’s a bigger deal than people probably think. My brothers flew supply planes back in World War Two, so I know a little bit about such things.’Course, with short runways overseas, you either got the plane stopped or you went in the drink. With these long runways, you got more space, but you got bigger planes, too. Lots heavier. Our pilot today was a crackerjack.’


‘That’s good to know.’ But it really wasn’t. I didn’t want to believe that we’d come close to potential disaster.


Luggage was starting to pop onto the carousel, and my companion gave it a concerned frown.


‘Is someone meeting you here?’ I asked. No matter how good she was with her umbrella handle, she couldn’t lift bags off the conveyor.


She checked her watch. ‘My grandson, but I guess he’s got held up in traffic. He’s a doctor. Busy man. My husband and I raised him after my son died. I come up from Houston to visit him every few months, get my medical tests done, hang around the facility and read to the patients. This time I’m gonna have a little of that orthascotic surgery – that’s why I had to fly in, instead of drive. Got to have a ligament repaired in my knee before I can drive again.’ She looked around the room a second time. I tried to imagine what kind of a grandson would leave his elderly grandmother, in need of arthroscopic knee surgery, at the mercy of strangers and unable to get her luggage off the carousel.


But then, the anonymous concerned citizen who had contacted the city police on my father’s behalf was probably thinking the same thing about me. ‘Can I help you get your luggage? I have a cell phone. We could try to call –’


She cut me off with a quick hand chop. ‘No. No, now I’m fine. I’ll just go over there and get me one of them good-lookin’ skycaps to grab off my bags, and I’ll wait for my grandson. He’ll come. You don’t worry yourself over me, all right?’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘You’re sure?’ I found myself wanting her to say no, wishing she would provide a distraction from my impending trip across town to the nursing home to see Hanna Beth.


‘I’m fine, sweetie, just fine.’ The woman started toward the waiting skycaps. ‘I’m not as helpless as I look. I know judo. Anybody gives me any trouble, I’ll smack ’em in the kazongas with my umbrella.’ I blinked in surprise, and she glanced back over her shoulder, giving a saucy one-sided smile. ‘Soon as I get this darned leg in better shape, it’ll be, Look out, world, here comes Ouita Mae Barnhill.’


I stood for a minute watching Ouita Mae Barnhill disappear into the crowd and wishing I had her certainty about the outcome of the next few days. Finally, I stepped up to the baggage claim, grabbed my suitcases, and faced the fact that, willingly or not, I had arrived in Dallas.


As March went like a lamb into April, I was returning thirty days early, thirty-three years late, for my month of summer.




Chapter 2


Hanna Beth Parker


Every day at noon, Claude passes by my door, his slippered feet shuffling across the linoleum as he pulls his wheelchair along. He stops and tells me about the food in the dining room, as if that might entice me to get out of bed and walk down the hall. On rainy days, when the world outside the window is melancholy and dim, he talks about trains.


Claude drove lumber trains down in the Piney Woods of East Texas. He has the cloudy eyes of a poet when he describes the scent of steam rising off the engine, casting a gossamer mist over everything for just a moment until the train reaches speed. He tells me this story over and over because he can’t remember that he recounted it yesterday, the day before, the day before that. Life, he says, if he stays long enough to become philosophical, is a journey by train. Outside the window, the scenery is rushing by. If you look away for even an instant, something passes uncaptured. Far in the future, when you leaf through the photo album of memory, your finger, aged and crooked, will rub lightly over that empty space, and you’ll wonder, What might have been there?


In your daydreams, you’ll return again and again, try to open your eyes for that single moment, but you can’t. This is the science of regret, according to Claude.


Life is a journey by train, and the engine’s always at speed.


Don’t close your eyes, even for a moment.


After World War Two, Claude drove the trains that took the Jewish people home from the concentration camps. He should have known that sometimes the scenery outside is so ugly there’s nothing to do but close your eyes for as long as you can, and pray for traveling mercies.


I wanted to tell him that, but I couldn’t. Each time he repeated the story, all I could do was lie there and listen, until finally the young nurse’s aide, who wore her hair in a bun and dressed in long skirts and tennis shoes, found him. ‘Is he bothering you?’ she’d ask sweetly, then adjust my ­pillows and smooth my hair while my eyes followed her movements. She’d smile sadly as she turned away, took Claude’s wheelchair handles, and said, ‘Come on, Mr Fisher. Let’s go find you something to do. She needs her rest so she can get better.’


Had the doctors really told her I would get better, or were those nervous words only filling empty space during that uncomfortable moment when she pictured herself in my place? Occasionally, even the young look at these aging, crippled bodies and see the weathered wrappings of once-vibrant human beings – people who lived and loved, worked and dreamed. They see that you can be standing at the clothes dryer folding laundry one minute, planning a trip to the grocery store, thinking about what to cook for supper, and considering what sort of flowers you might plant in the beds this spring. And the next minute, you can be sprawled awkwardly on the floor, unable to move, realizing that a flower bed may have been an impossible presumption.


No one wants to imagine a moment like that. To imagine it is to realize the fragile nature of life. I know this, of course. I should know it better than most, but sometimes, I have been guilty of oversight.


Lying in the nursing center, I had time to consider the truths of my existence. The train had slowed to a crawl, a limp, if you will, like the Little Engine That Could, chugging up a long, steep hill, puffing out the mantra, I can, I must, I will, I can, I must, I will.


I can get better.


I must get better.


I will go home.


On my very first night here, after transferring from the hospital to the nursing center, I made up my mind that I would not die in this place. I must not. And that was that. I’d decided about the issue, and I have always been a determined woman. Some might call me stubborn, but I prefer to think of myself as resolute.


I would have told those things to Mary, the young nurse’s aide, if I could have, but my mouth wouldn’t form the words, and besides, Mary was always in a hurry. With a demanding job and two little boys, the oldest barely school age, and their father bringing them to the nursing center parking lot promptly at four thirty, on his way to work, she didn’t have time to dally. Her young husband was always unhappy if Mary wasn’t finished with her shift and waiting out front for the boys, but generally, she was.


I watched them out the window, when I could get my head turned far enough to see. The boys were cute little things. The younger one, a towhead with a quick, stocky body, reminded me of my Teddy at that age. I often wished Mary would bring the little fellow inside for a minute. There’s no tonic for sadness like a child’s smiling face.


The day Mary stopped by my room after four thirty, even though her family was waiting in the parking lot, I knew something had happened. The nagging fear that had been inside me since I came to consciousness in the hospital rose to the surface. Something was wrong at home. I’d known, as my days in the hospital and then the nursing center ticked by with painfully slow progress, that this moment might come. Even the most trusted hired help cannot be expected to forever manage the care of a dear man who remembers the history of every significant World War Two battle but cannot recall how to write a check; and a boy who knows the names of each flower in the garden and every stray cat in the neighborhood, who lives in the body of a man, but does not always remember to look both ways before crossing the street.


Mary hesitated in the doorway. ‘I wasn’t sure if they told you that the administrator had a call from your daughter . . . uhhh . . . Rebecca, I think she said.’


No! I cried, but only a faint gurgle, a senseless sound, came from my lips.


Mary seemed to guess the meaning. There was no telling how much the staff knew about our family situation. ‘She should be here soon. I just didn’t want you to be . . .’ She searched for a word, then finished with, ‘Surprised.’


My hopes, which had kept me chugging uphill hour upon hour, sank, and the fire went out of me. I’d hoped for many things these past weeks, but Rebecca’s arrival wasn’t one of them. My problem was not so much a lack of faith that peace could be made with Rebecca one day. Over the years, and particularly since Edward’s illness, I’d sent letters to her, urging her to visit her father while there was still time – while a bit of that strong, silent man remained.


My pleas went unheeded. Now, I wanted them to remain so, at least for the time being. I couldn’t let our lives fall to the mercy of this stranger, this angry young woman with Edward’s dark hair and hazel eyes, but her mother’s fine, aristocratic features and her mother’s view of past events. I couldn’t continue to lie here, unable to defend Edward and Teddy, unable to explain the truths of our family history.


Mary appeared to recognize my desperation. She crossed the room and squeezed my hand. ‘The physical therapist should be here in a bit, Mrs Parker. You’re the last one on her list today. You work real hard and do everything she tells you to do, so you can get better, all right?’


Don’t cry, I thought. It’s useless to cry. But like everything else in my body, my tear ducts no longer listened to my wishes. My eyes welled up, and my vision swam behind a wall of water. Mary reached for a tissue. ‘Don’t worry. It’ll be all right.’ Mary always spoke in such pleasant ways. She never rolled her eyes, or huffed, or grumbled under her breath. She never shared in the gossip and complaining that took place among staff members when they thought we couldn’t hear. She just came and went in her white sneakers, her long denim skirt swishing heavily around her ankles. She was an island of quiet goodness in a sea of frustration and uncertainty.


After checking her watch, and then the window, she dried my cheeks, then slipped a hand under my legs, lifted my knees, and fluffed the pillows there. As she threw away the tissue, she noticed the romance novel a young volunteer with the book cart had left after reading to me the day before. Her brows drew together, then she frowned and reached for the half-empty soda the volunteer had left on the table. ‘Looks like this needs to be thrown out.’ Picking up the bottle, she discreetly turned Pirate’s Promise facedown.


‘I’ll see you in the morning.’ She angled her head so that she could look at me eye to eye, but her gaze wandered back to the book, taking in the miniaturized picture of the pirate and his lady in a wild embrace. Sometimes, when I gazed at that picture, I thought of Edward years ago. I was never as buxom as Marcella, the countess with the long red hair, but Edward was every bit as handsome as Gavin, the pirate captain. Gavin was a striking figure – the type to set a young woman’s heart aflutter . . .


Flushing, Mary turned away from the picture. ‘Better?’ she asked.


Yes, I said, and attempted to nod, but my head jerked ­sideways, and the sound came out as a distorted moan, ‘Eh-eeeh-ehhhsh.’


Mary smiled at the pathetic attempt. ‘That was good. You’ve been practicing.’


‘Eh-eeeh-esh.’


‘Did you show your physical therapist?’


I willed my head to one side, then let it fall back to center as the answer rushed out harshly, ‘Ohh-ohh-ooo-oh.’


Mary sighed. ‘You should. She’d be so happy. It’s progress.’


‘Pffff,’ I blew out, then turned my face away as the door clicked open and the PT came into the room in the squeaky nurse’s shoes that always announced the beginning of our daily torture sessions. As far as I could tell, Gretchen was never happy about anything.


‘Good afternoon, Mrs Parker.’ In Gretchen’s deep, gruff voice, even the greeting sounded like a command. Have a good afternoon, or else. ‘Any changes?’ she asked, looming at the foot of the bed and taking in Mary from head to toe, then frowning.


‘Nothing,’ Mary replied, and squeezed my hand as Gretchen cracked her knuckles and lowered the window blind, shrouding the room in the necessary dungeon-like darkness. Mary gave my arm a last reassuring pat, then skittered out the door like a kitten ducking under the fence to escape a scrappy, pug-nosed mutt.


Gretchen pulled her cart around to the bed and pushed up her sleeves, then reached for the blanket. As usual, I cringed when she drew it back. Even after weeks in the nursing center, being helped with the most basic of functions, these small losses of dignity were still hard to accept. I understood now why Edward sometimes became angry and resentful about his disease. It was humiliating, incredibly frustrating, being unable to do things you once took for granted.


I reminded myself, as always, that pride would not make me well. Turning toward the window, I tried to focus on something else, something far from here, as Gretchen went to work, bending and stretching, lifting and turning parts of my body I couldn’t feel anymore.


Through the broken slats in the middle of the blind, I could see Mary arguing with her husband on the curb. He pulled out his wallet, showed her it was empty, then threw up his hands. Perhaps he had a short fuse today because she’d been late coming out to get the boys. I hoped that was not the case, being as she’d stayed to comfort me. Her husband was young, like an overgrown teenager in his unkempt, overly long hair, sloppy jeans, and loose-fitting T-shirts. He made a strange picture next to little Mary, with her modest skirts and her chestnut hair pinned in a bun. I wondered how the two of them had come to be together.


Then I reminded myself that love sometimes has a mind of its own. I should know that, if I knew anything . . .


Something wrenched in my leg, and I heard myself moan. The sound surprised me.


‘Starting to feel that,’ Gretchen observed matter-of-factly; then I watched her lower my left leg to the bed and take up my right. I focused outside the window again. Mary’s husband was gone. Mary had scooped up the littler boy, and they were waving good-bye to him. I guessed the argument was over.


Mary paused by the row of neatly trimmed forsythia bushes, and together she and the boys studied something on one of the branches. A caterpillar, perhaps, or birds building a nest. I closed my eyes and thought of all the times I’d done those things with Teddy. The most perfect moments of my life were those simple, quiet ones spent watching butterflies comb the flowers, or observing ants parading in a line across the driveway, or capturing fireflies and laughing as the cage of Teddy’s tiny fingers lit up.


I tried to picture Teddy’s hands, tried to draw closer to him, to Edward and home – away from this place, away from Gretchen’s grunts and heavy breaths, away from the scents of antiseptic and perspiration, away from my own body.


I’d almost achieved it, almost left the nursing center behind by the time Gretchen finished poking and prodding, moving and stretching. As she gathered her things and finally walked out the door, every part of me ached – the parts I could feel, and the parts I couldn’t, which made no sense. How could there be pain in useless limbs I couldn’t control? Was it only a figment of my imagination? Was my mind making me feel the way it seemed I should, after being twisted like a pretzel? Then I wondered if I was getting better. I needed to heal, to miraculously recover before Rebecca arrived. Perhaps this new pain was a sign of returning function. Perhaps I could will it to happen, just because these were desperate times.


Gazing through the broken place in the window blind, I imagined a sudden healing, and wished I could see the rest of the parking lot and the lawn beyond. Gretchen always closed the blind. She was probably afraid that if anyone passed by, they’d call the police, or the investigative reporter on News 9, and she would be turned in for torturing helpless, infirm people.


I pictured Gretchen in handcuffs, trying to avoid TV cameras, pursued by a hoard of reporters with microphones, as the police dragged her out the doors.


I heard myself laughing, an odd, chugging sound like an old car sputtering on a cold morning.


I was instantly sad. That wasn’t my laugh. That wasn’t anyone’s laugh. It was only a strange, uneven, embarrassing tangle of noise. I wanted my laugh back. Edward always loved it. I suppose I did, too, but I’d never thought about it. You never imagine that you’ll wake up one day, unable to do such a simple thing as laugh, missing such a basic part of who you are.


Claude passed by in his wheelchair and noticed that the window blind was down. ‘Well, hey there, Birdie. Who come along and closed the drape?’ He always called me Birdie. I wasn’t sure why, because my name was there on the door.


Claude went on talking as he scooted himself across the room, his feet shuffling, then slapping with each step, like the flippers of a seal, pulling its body along behind. ‘Why’d they close yer window blind, Birdie? That’s no good. You won’t be able to see if someone drives up.’ Bracing a hand on his chair, he stretched upward, his legs folding under his weight like wet toothpicks, the chair teetering dangerously on one wheel as he tried to reach the little plastic pole that would swivel the blinds open.


If the nurses came by and saw him doing that, they would have a fit.


‘Ooh-oh-o-o,’ I forced out, watching the wheelchair tilt further to one side. I could picture him collapsed on my floor.


‘Don’t worry. I can get it.’ He extended his thin fingers as far as he could, still six inches from the plastic pole.


‘Nnnooo-o-o,’ I said again, the word so clear it shocked me. Claude glanced over his shoulder, still teetering above his chair. Hope soared in a part of me that had been hopeless, and I felt momentarily triumphant. You’ll fall, I added, but the words were just gibberish. It sounded like ‘Ooogllall.’


I closed my eyes and started to cry.


‘Don’t cry, Birdie,’ Claude soothed, and I heard him sink back into his chair. ‘We’ll just pull this cord and raise up the whole thing. That’ll work.’ I heard the slats slapping together. Sunlight flooded the room and blanketed the bed, turning my eyelids yellow and soft pink. I imagined that I could feel the sun, warm and soothing on my legs. I imagined the sunlight melting away the lingering twinges from Gretchen’s ministrations, strengthening muscles, repairing nerves.


For a moment, I thought I could feel it.


‘Well, blame it!’ The light faded, and I opened my eyes. Claude was struggling to raise the blind again. ‘Darned thing’s broke. It won’t lock in up there.’ He sat holding the cord. ‘Guess I could tie it to my chair, but then I’d probably forget and take the whole shebang with me when I go.’ He grinned at me, his faded blue eyes twinkling. ‘Back in the day, I’da hopped right up there and fixed it, but I guess for now I can just sit here and hold it awhile. Reckon that’d be all right, Birdie? Say, did I ever tell you I was over fifty years with the Angelina and Neches Railroad? Drove them lumber trains back and forth to Chireno in Nacogdoches County, down in the Piney Woods . . .’


A tickle began in my stomach, and I couldn’t help it, I started to laugh. For a fraction of a second, it sounded like my laugh, then it turned back to the chugging sound. I let myself keep laughing anyway.


Claude glanced over his shoulder, bemused. ‘You see something out . . .’ He paused to check outside the window. ‘Well, would ya look at that? Ole Gret’s got a flat tire, way down to the other end of the lot. Reckon that’s good cause for a laugh.’


From where I was lying, I couldn’t see the end of the parking lot because of the forsythia bushes, but I laughed anyway.


‘Looks like she’s gonna change that thing herself,’ Claude went on. ‘Probably won’t have any trouble. She’ll just haul that car up with one hand and slap the tire on with the other. You ever wonder if she’s always been a woman?’


I coughed and gasped, then choked on a swallow of air.


‘Well, she’s got the jack, and she’s a-lookin’ for a place to put it. I could give her some ideas about that.’


My body convulsed with laughter, until somewhere in the melee of strange sounds I heard an occasional fragment of my own giggle. A sense of joy, and hope, and possibility spun around me.


The blind zinged downward suddenly, banging the windowsill with a thunderous smack. ‘Oh, darn, I think she seen me watching,’ Claude gasped. ‘Come tomorrow, she’ll fold me like a paper wad, chew me up, and spit me out.’


Peeking carefully through the broken slats, he continued the play-by-play of the activity outside. When Gretchen finally drove off, he began the train story again. ‘Did I ever tell you I was over fifty years with the Angelina and Neches Railroad? Drove them trains down in the Piney Woods . . .’


Somewhere far into the forests of deep East Texas, where the smell of pine, coal smoke, and fresh-cut lumber was thick in the air, I fell asleep. I dreamed I was on the train, the windows open, the breeze caressing my cheeks, the sun high and hot. At the front of the car, Teddy was just a little boy, pretending to drive. Teddy loved mechanical things of all kinds. Clinging to the window frame, he stood on his tiptoes, trying to see out.


‘Be careful,’ I said, but he couldn’t hear me. Stretching my arms, I tried to move closer, but I was trapped in my seat, pinned by something heavy and solid I couldn’t see. ‘Come sit with Mommy,’ I pleaded, but the engine and the wind were too loud. The train rushed faster. Teddy inched higher, pulling himself up on the window frame.


‘No, Teddy. Don’t do that. Get down,’ I called, careful not to startle him, remembering the time I’d hollered at him for climbing impossibly high in a tree at the playground. When he saw me below, he let go and fell all the way to the ground. It was the first time I’d ever allowed myself to fully comprehend that Teddy might never be able to see to his own safety. How could a child almost eight years old not understand that a fall so far would be dangerous?


My dream moved suddenly to the playground. I was running toward the tree, watching Teddy’s body smack the branches, falling, and falling, and falling, while I remained powerless to stop it. My legs were leaden, refusing to move normally. ‘Teddy, no!’ I cried. ‘No!’


‘Mrs Parker . . . Mrs Parker . . .’ A voice came from somewhere in the distance, luring me away from my struggle to reach Teddy. ‘Mrs Parker . . . It is all right.’Tis all right. You are having a dream, missus. Wake up.’


I can’t, I thought, fighting to get back to the park, but it was slipping away as Teddy fell. I have to reach Teddy. I have to help him. Can’t you see he’s in trouble?


The voice called to me. ‘Wake up.’Tis only a dream, missus.’


Dragging my eyes open, I saw the second-shift nurse, Ifeoma, standing above me, checking my chart. ‘You cried out in your sleep just now. Do you feel pain?’ she inquired in the thickly accented English of her home country, Ghana.


‘Noh-oh-o-o,’ I answered, trying to make the sound emphatic, even though a part of me wished she would bring a sedative, so that I wouldn’t hear the moaning of the patient down the hall, the nurses clanging by with their carts, the clock softly ticking away the hours.


Ifeoma paused to reposition my body, then straightened the coverlet, something she didn’t normally do. ‘Your daughter is here, missus. She is in the administrator’s office just now.’


The muscles in my legs tensed, or maybe it was only my imagination. A soft groan passed my throat. Ifeoma raised a brow, then efficiently smoothed a last wrinkle from the cover before turning to leave the room. ‘I am certain she will come to you soon.’ She left the door partially open, in anticipation of a visitor.


I wanted to rise from the bed, go over and close the door, tell Rebecca that she wasn’t welcome, wasn’t needed. Why, after all these years, did she have to come now, when I was like this? I couldn’t possibly face her in this condition.




Chapter 3


Rebecca Macklin


All the self-assurances that I was ready to face Hanna Beth Parker couldn’t stop my heart from hammering as I prepared to enter her room. Despite the fact that I was an adult now, and she was elderly and powerless, my fingers froze on the door frame, and I stood unable to move forward. I was the twelve-year-old girl waiting beside my mother’s car on the curb of what had been my front yard, our front yard. My life lay scattered in pieces on the lawn – bicycle, antique French-white desk and chair, the frame to the four-poster that had once made me feel like a princess but now seemed ridiculous. Boxes of clothes and dolls, various paintings, vases, carvings, and dishes from our time in Iran and Saudi. My mother had claimed those exotic treasures in the divorce, and my father hadn’t argued. He felt guilty, no doubt. He deserved to feel guilty. A forty-two-year-old man who suddenly ditches his family for a woman ten years younger should feel guilty.


Hanna Beth came onto the porch unexpectedly. My mother stiffened, swiveled toward Hanna Beth with her mouth slightly agape. She hadn’t imagined that we’d drive up and find the woman already there, already settling into our house before the transport company had even finished removing our things. But it figured that she would be there, on the porch gloating. She’d won, after all. She had my father, our house, our life. She had everything. It figured that she would be the one supervising the movers. My father was probably at work, safely detached.


My mother swept past Hanna Beth, went into the house without a word. Hanna Beth didn’t follow, just stood out of the way by the railing. She was smaller than I’d anticipated, not the formidable enemy I’d pictured. Her slender, willowy body was clothed in a lightweight sundress too summery for the early March day. She was beautiful, with large brown eyes and auburn hair that hung in ringlets down her back. The dress swirled around her long, slim legs as she walked. The workers took note, passing by with their boxes. She stood uncertainly at the top of the stairs, the sunlight glinting on her hair, outlining her form beneath the fabric.


At any other time, in any other place, I would have liked her, admired her beauty, the way she moved, her steps silent and graceful, like those of a dancer, unassuming, as if she wasn’t aware of the picture she made standing there in the yellow dress. She held a flowerpot in her hands, and there was dirt on her hem.


She was planting flowers in our garden. I hated her like I’d never hated anyone. I wanted to dash across the yard, throw open the back gate, and rip the flowers from the ground one by one. I wanted to shred them into tiny pieces, destroy the roots, poison the ground, so that nothing could ever grow here, so that Hanna Beth could never make a beautiful life in this big house, while my mother and I were moving to an apartment in Santa Monica, California, a place I’d only visited on occasional vacations to see my mother’s family.


Teddy came out the front door, pushing one of the moving dollies, making the men laugh, because, even at fourteen, he was clumsy with it. Spotting me by the curb, he let the dolly fall upright, then waved and hollered with a big, stupid smile, like he was trying to catch someone’s attention from a half mile away. I was glad my friends were in school, the street quiet. Before his mother could stop him, Teddy dashed down the steps and started across the lawn in a ­gangly, lumbering run, still waving. ‘Hi, Bek-ty, hi, Bek-ty. Bek-teee, hi-i!’


Hanna Beth bolted after him, catching up as he reached the car. I’d backed away, grabbed the door handle, uncertain, afraid.


Hanna Beth took his flailing hand, encircled it with hers, calming his frenzied movements. Patting his fingers, she smoothed tangled blond hair from his forehead. He tipped his chin toward her, and for just an instant he looked normal, like the boys I went to school with. But if Teddy had been in my school, he would have been in the special class – the one they kept hidden off the end of the gym, where they taught things like making ham sandwiches and buttoning your own shirt.


‘Rebecca, this is Teddy,’ his mother said, and smiled at me like she was making a presentation. ‘Teddy’s been very eager to meet you. We both have. We’re very much looking forward to your coming this summer.’ The words were proper, crisp. She sounded like a teacher, which she was. She worked as a live-in at the special school a few miles away, where brick buildings from another era crouched behind a rusty iron fence. The kids I hung around with made jokes and told Frankensteinian stories about deformed children locked in the basements when we passed by that place. My father frequented the coffee shop across from the gates, which was how he’d run into Hanna Beth, a little over six months ago, now. By unfortunate happenstance, they’d renewed an old acquaintance, initially formed in childhood when Hanna Beth’s father worked for the oil companies. He wasn’t an engineer like my father and grandfather, just a rig manager. Her family lived off Blue Sky Hill, in the neighborhoods of small three-bedroom bungalows the residents of Blue Sky Hill thumbed their noses at during dinner-party conversations. Hanna Beth and my father had always known each other, and when they crossed paths in the coffee shop, they knew each other again, and our lives were ruined.


‘I got f-owas,’ Teddy said, his face contorting as he worked out the words. ‘Plant in f-owas deep.’ He nodded earnestly, making the motion of digging a hole, and putting in a ­seedling, then flailing his free hand toward the backyard. ‘Wanna see?’


I yanked the door handle so hard it ripped through my fingers, bending the nails backward. I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was get away, get into the car and lock the door, lock them on the other side of the glass.


Hanna Beth didn’t protest, but just stood there holding Teddy’s hand, looking sad. Turning him away, she started toward the house. He smiled and waved cheerfully over his shoulder, too stupid to understand what was happening. ‘Bye, Beck-tee, bye-eee! Have fun!’


I hated him.


I made up my mind that he and Hanna Beth might have everything else, but they wouldn’t have me. The courts could do their worst – lock me in jail, throw me in juvenile hall, line up custody orders from here to California – but I wasn’t coming back to Dallas this summer, or any summer. It wasn’t as if my presence in his house, in their lives, would be missed. My father and I had become strangers who passed in the hall. I doubted he would fight to enforce the custody agreement. He proved me right, of course.


Now Hanna Beth’s stroke had accomplished what thirty-three years and a court order could not. I’d come back.


Unfortunately, the pain had traveled with me across the country, across the years, and as I stood outside her door, it was as fresh and as much a part of me as it had been that twelfth summer. It stabbed as sharply now as then – like a chronic injury, reawakened by a careless movement, a sudden strain caused by the burden of picking up something too heavy. Its intensity surprised me. I’d expected, in this adult body, safely entrenched in a life that was completely separate from that of Hanna Beth and my father, to be able to maintain a comfortable detachment, a reasonable objectivity. Instead, I wanted to lock myself away someplace quiet, and nurse the raw spot until it stopped burning.


In the midst of that realization came a new one. Was this what lay ahead for Macey? Would she stand outside a door someday, halfway through her life, a grown woman with a damaged little girl inside? Would she feel for Kyle what I felt for my father? Would her confident smile, her openness, her self-worth slowly diminish until she found trust a struggle, faith a chore? Would she always feel vaguely inadequate, unworthy, as if she had to prove something, to be more than she was, because no one could love her just for herself?


I didn’t want Macey to feel those things. I didn’t want to feel them. You’re forty-five years old, Rebecca, it’s time to grow up, I told myself. Some part of me sensed that, as much as I didn’t want to admit it, closure of a sort might lie beyond the door, in Hanna Beth’s room.


Taking a deep breath, I steeled myself and stepped through the opening.


The room was quiet, with a stale, medicinal smell. I moved into the alcove between the bathroom and the wall, let go of the door. It creaked partway closed behind me, then hung ajar. I paused at the sound, waiting to see if she would say something, ask who was there. It occurred to me that she probably couldn’t. The nursing center administrator had referred to her as having suffered a stroke in the brain stem, resulting in a coma of short duration. She was making progress since being transferred from the hospital to the nursing center, but she would require ongoing rehabilitation in a supportive and low-stress environment. The administrator looked pointedly at me when she said the words ‘supportive’ and ‘low-stress,’ letting me know she suspected that our family situation wasn’t conducive to either of those things. The remainder of our discussion was clinical, to the point, yet I walked into Hanna Beth’s room expecting to find a formidable enemy – the beautiful woman in the yellow sundress. In my mind, Hanna Beth was unchanged by the passage of time. She was still that ethereal, but devastating vision.


When I turned the corner, the woman in the bed was small – a pale, white form, wrinkled and twisted, bleached out like a paper doll wadded up and left in the sun. She seemed as much a part of the bed as the sheet and coverlet themselves, as if she’d been there long enough to have been absorbed by those inanimate objects, to have taken on their characteristics.


Her face was turned toward the window. I moved to the foot of the bed to see her, to allow her to see me, to take her in and satisfy a morbid curiosity as to whether anything remained of the person I remembered. Perhaps if the answer was no, I could look at her objectively, consider her predicament, my father’s, and Teddy’s as if they were strangers, caught up in a tragic circumstance for which there seemed to be no easy answer.


Her eyes were closed. She didn’t react as my toe bumped the wheel of the bed, rattling the frame. Apparently, she was sleeping.


A disproportionate sense of relief washed through me. Resting my hands on the railing, I stood observing her, trying to see Hanna Beth Parker, but I couldn’t. This was merely an old woman, her silver hair in a disarray of tangled curls against the pillow, her skin nearly translucent, her face hanging slack. Her arm, bent and curled, dangled off the bed, pinched between the mattress and the security rail in a way that looked uncomfortable. I should have moved it, picked it up and tucked it in with her, but instead I stood frozen, maintaining a safe distance.


She’s just an old woman, I told myself. She’s harmless, powerless. Helpless. Stepping around the end of the bed, I leaned closer, hesitated, afraid that if I touched her, if I bridged the space between us, repositioned her hand, something unexpected, unwanted, might happen. Jerking away from the bed, I stepped back, then turned, started toward the door. An old man passing by in a wheelchair stopped to peer into the room.


He smiled at me. ‘Hey, there. Looks like we got a visitor here. You Birdie’s daughter?’ He nodded toward Hanna Beth.


I shook my head, stepping aside as he struggled to move through the doorway. The metal rim of his chair collided with the frame in a resounding clang. I was aware that the noise might wake up Hanna Beth, and then I would be trapped here with her, this stranger blocking the escape route.


‘I was just on my way out,’ I said, pushing the door fully open so that it caught on the rubber stopper.


The man nodded, craning to look at me as I fidgeted, un­able to slip between his chair and the wall. ‘You Birdie’s daughter?’ he repeated, with an amiable smile.


‘No, I . . .’ Suddenly the air in the room, Hanna Beth’s presence, the scent of stale linens, bedfast bodies, and antiseptic was too much. I couldn’t think. ‘Stepdaughter,’ I said finally. I’d never in my life, not even in my mind, used that word to describe my relation to Hanna Beth. In my mind, there was no relationship between us. ‘She’s my father’s wife.’


The man nodded. ‘Oh, well, ain’t that nice? She don’t get many visitors. Used to be a gal stopped by – her housekeeper, I think – but I never did get to talk to her, really. She ain’t been here in a while, though. I’ll bet Birdie’s real glad you come.’


A hot, uncomfortable flush pushed into my cheeks. ‘She’s sleeping, I think.’


He peered past me. ‘Hmmm? Well, that could be. Them physical therapy sessions can sure wear a body out. They got a big German gal does the work here. Got arms like a scullery cook and looks like some of them nurses the Luftwaffe had in their secret hospitals, back in the big war. I was in the army at the end of it – drove them trains after VE Day. I ever tell you about that? I started out runnin’ them trains after the war, and when I come home, I got on with the A & NR Railroad, down in the Piney Woods. Drove them lumber trains for fifty years. Good life back then, bein’ a company man. Not like it is for young folks now.’ He paused as a woman in a long denim skirt and a flowered scrub top passed by, leading two little boys by the hands. Rolling the chair backward slightly, he turned to intercept her. ‘Well, how-do, Mary-not-contrary. Why are you still here this evenin’?’


The young nurse’s aide – Mary, her nametag read – glanced at me apologetically. ‘Waiting on a ride home with Dottie, Mr Fisher. She doesn’t get off until seven.’


Mr Fisher scratched his chin, frowning at the two boys who were eyeing him and the chair with interest. ‘Thought I saw your husband come by a while ago. Don’t he usually take the bus from here and leave you the van?’


Mary shifted self-consciously, her gaze darting toward the window, then back. ‘We had a little mix-up with the van, that’s all.’ She jostled the boys’ hands, as if she were trying to bolster them. ‘It’s okay, though, we got to eat in the cafeteria, didn’t we, guys?’


The older boy nodded shyly, and the younger one yawned, rubbing his eyes. He looked like a child who ought to be home slipping into a warm bath, putting on a fluffy sleeper with feet in it, and snuggling into bed.


Mr Fisher ruffled the boys’ blond hair, then pointed at Mary. ‘Those are fine young fellas. I bet you’re mighty proud, havin’ a pair of handsome boys like these.’


They looked up at their mother, and she smiled down adoringly. ‘I sure am, Mr Fisher.’


‘They got names?’ Mr Fisher rolled his chair back a bit more, allowing me an exit path. I took advantage of the opportunity to step into the hall.


‘Brandon and Brady,’ Mary answered, indicating first the older boy and then the younger one.


‘Guess I should shake your hands, then.’ Lifting his arm from the wheelchair, Mr Fisher greeted Brandon, then Brady. The conversation seemed to run out temporarily, then Mr Fisher waved a thumb toward Hanna Beth’s room. ‘Y’all ought to go on in and say hi to Birdie. Bet she’d like to see these fine-lookin’ boys. I opened her blind in there for a while, earlier on. Nurses shouldn’t shut them things where a body can’t even see the sun. Sunshine is a healin’ force. Kills germs, too. Back in the army, if we didn’t have any other way to get the vermin out of our bedrolls, we’d air ’em out. Works pretty good.’


Mary glanced at me, clearly wondering who I was. ‘Rebecca Macklin,’ I said, extending my hand.


Mr Fisher seemed to recall my presence. ‘Well, land’s sakes, pardon me. This is Birdie’s daughter. She just come to see her mama.’ He turned from me to Mary. ‘This is Mary. She’s your mama’s nurse aide during the day.’ He held a hand beside his mouth. ‘Best one here, but don’t tell the rest I said so.’


Mary and I exchanged greetings.


‘Excuse me for not standin’ up.’ Mr Fisher patted the wheelchair, and I blanched. Swatting my arm, he laughed. ‘That was a joke, hon. One thing essential around here is a sense of humor. Ain’t that so, Mary?’


Mary nodded indulgently, recapturing the boys’ hands as Brady wandered toward the door to Hanna Beth’s room. ‘We all need to have your attitude, Mr Fisher.’


He gave a throaty chuckle, squinting down the hallway. ‘You know, when I was a young chap, my pap told me no matter where you are, keep your face to the light and the shadow’s gonna fall behind you. I always remembered that. There’s light somewhere in every situation.’ Rubbing a hand across his five o’clock shadow, he pointed at Mary. ‘I ever tell you I drove them old steam trains after the war? I bet these boys would like to hear about that.’


Brady perked up. ‘Ohhh, I wike twain,’ he breathed. ‘I got Thomas twain.’


Mr Fisher turned his attention to Brady. ‘I seen that show down in the TV room just the other day. They was some kids visitin’ their grandma, and they watched it. Reckon if we could go check? Maybe we could find it on TV.’ Mr Fisher and both boys turned to Mary expectantly.


I took advantage of the chance to exit the conversation. ‘I was just on my way out,’ I said to Mary. ‘But I’d like to talk with you about Hanna Beth’s condition, when we have the chance.’
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