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  BETSY'S FORGOTTEN HER WAY HOME.




  When her mother is dying, Betsy Kramer makes the uncharacteristic decision to return to her home at Windy Hill to work on her tattered relationships and spend time gathering driftwood with her mother Margaret. Before she dies, Margaret admits to Betsy that she knows about the treehouse, but she doesn’t reveal anything about who Betsy’s father is. At her mother’s funeral, Tom, the only man Betsy ever loved, returns and reminds her that daffodils were once her favorite flower, but she avoids him. Lingering at Windy Hill, Betsy finds letters from her estranged father hidden in a hatbox and realizes the enormity of the lie perpetrated by her mother. Her mother could have saved her from sexual harassment, from being fatherless, and from making the worst choice of her life, if she’d not kept secrets. As Betsy and Tom start spending time together, picking peaches and antiquing, Betsy faces her biggest demon, and even the fireflies hovering over the Magical Pond can’t help her. With vivid imagery and deep feeling, Daffodils and Fireflies chronicles one woman’s journey home again.




  “Daffodils and Fireflies is written with style, power and grace...An emotional voyage that hurts and enlightens.”—Les Roberts, author of the Milan Jacovich Mysteries.




  “...a thoughtful and moving novel...vivid detail and emotional depth...”—Trudy Brandenburg, author of the Emma Haines Kayak Mystery Series.




  “Claudia is a superb writer with an authentic voice...”—Betsy Muller, Artist's Way study group leader, author of Energy Makeover.




  “Compelling characters drive this well-written novel. Clever. Vivid. Claudia pulls you right into the story.” —Christine Benedict, author of the mystery thriller Anonymous.




  “...tragedies as well as the triumphs. You'll be moved by this touching book of women's fiction."—Deanna Adams, author of Peggy Sue Got Pregnant.
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  DAFFODILS AND
FIREFLIES




  WATER’S EBB AND FLOW




  At Willow Beach




  



  My mother died a year ago during daffodil days.




  Now, as the bright yellow and white flowers brighten the hillside above Willow Beach, I think about how the daffodils drooped near the back stoop of Windy Hill, our family’s farm, right after Mom died. Maybe those daffodils had been a sign that things were going to change, a reminder that life would go on, and I had some decisions to make. Windy Hill had just become mine.




  The rippling waves of Lake Erie wash over the sandy shore and claim it with the sigh of letting go, here at the beach. Moments after it succumbs to the land, the water pulls back and under, rolling out again, collecting energy and vigor, like a long intake of breath. The water falls into the depths then reaches for the far horizon, a falling and rising that is incessant and urgent, not to be ignored. The ancient rhythm of water calms and rejuvenates me.




  On the day my mother died, I walked those miles from Windy Hill to Willow Beach without thinking about my feet. I needed to be by the water.




  My mother liked to touch her forehead against mine as I rested my face on her lilac-scented pillow. On the night before she died, she playfully brushed my cheeks with butterfly kisses. She wanted me home again, away from the clanging life that kept me from sleep. The memory of that moment floats in and out of dreams and through my daylight hours, yet its true meaning eludes me. There is much to know about Mom, her love affair with my father, and what she knew and didn’t know about Jerry and me. I linger in the familiar childhood places of Willow Beach and Windy Hill not quite knowing why.




  The voices of the men on the other park bench rise over the roar of the surf. “Yeah, I’ve lived in these parts nigh sixty years. You cain’t always see the horizon,” the shriveled old man sits with his legs crossed, revealing white socks tucked into black shoes. His smoky voice reminds me of my mother’s husband Ben.




  The fit but not young cyclist’s bicycle leans against the clock tower wall. “You can almost believe Lake Erie’s an ocean. I’m cycling around the state trying to figure out what to do next.” He raises his hands in supplication like he’s letting the world decide his fate. “Got laid off, my wife divorced me, the kids are gone.”




  “Well, it’s a new time for you then,” says the old man, nodding. “Yep. You’ve a life ahead, but what’s it going to be, you wonder.”




  That was the question I started with after Mom died. Death has a way of helping you know life’s short. And forcing choices.




  “I’m 44 years old and I’m starting over,” the younger man said.




  “The way it was meant to be, God’s will.”




  The menacing call of the gulls and the squawking of the migrating geese fill the stillness of a conversation ended. I close my eyes. I started over in mid-life too. Was it God’s will or the result of mistakes made along the way? I’m not sure that they were my mistakes and I’m not sure how much God’s hand has been in it.




  Before I found out Mom was sick, I was in the middle of living the life of an editor living in a downtown Cleveland warehouse apartment. Every month, I escaped to exotic jungle-tangled and God-infused places as I put together Leisure Travel magazine. Sometimes, I went to Alaska or Paris or Australia on assignment. But mostly, I was an armchair traveler.




  And then I got the phone call from Cassie. If you knew me then, you would have been surprised that I went home at all. My story begins a few months before Mom died. I’ll find some answers in the retelling of it.




  

  CHAPTER ONE – HOUSE OF GOD




  December’s “Home for the Holidays” issue wasn’t done yet. Even though I had the feeling that this was the year I would win the International Magazine Association’s editorial prize, nothing was guaranteed. I’d been tense with worry for weeks, waiting. And my staff moved like prehistoric tortoises.




  I hit the intercom on my office telephone and yelled, “Jamie, where’s the cover spread? I haven’t seen it yet. I don’t care what your excuse is, get me the mock-up as soon as you can. Like, yesterday.”




  “But Elizabeth, I’m still waiting for the designer to get it to me.”




  “I don’t care. It needs to be done. And it better be impressive.”




  She sighed audibly. “I’ll see what I can do.”




  I shook my head and stood up to walk over to the glass windows thirty floors above street level. Against the background of the steel-gray waters of Lake Erie, a petite woman with dark shoulder-length hair came into focus and stared back at me. I exhaled slowly, trying to gain composure. The more I worked, the stronger the tug of wanting something new pulled on me. I expected an answer for my restlessness from my reflection in the glass, but I had none.




  Mo startled me. She must have walked in without knocking. “Hey, I need you to sign these reimbursement forms.”




  “Didn’t I tell you to knock before you enter my office? What’s wrong with you? Can’t you follow simple instructions?” I plopped down into my chair.




  “I did knock.” Mo sat down on the other side of my desk.




  “No, you didn’t.”




  She shook her head with an almost imperceptible roll of her eyes.




  “Attitude will get you nowhere.” I shook my head. “You’re impertinent.”




  Her eyes opened wide. “I didn’t mean anything.” Her chestnut hair cascaded onto the shoulders of her immaculate black suit as she laid the papers in front of me. She made me feel ancient and untidy.




  “You need to stay late. I haven’t gotten to any of my correspondence yet.”




  “How late do you think it will be?” Her voice belied her compliance.




  “Could be seven, eight, not as late as nine.”




  “My parents want to take me to dinner at six.”




  “That can be changed. I’m sure your job is important to you.”




  She sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.” Her lips pursed in consternation. She held back, posed her pen over her notebook. “What about Greece? Do you want to avoid Thanksgiving and go the following week? Anthony’s schedule works with that.”




  “I’m not sure I want to work with Anthony. I didn’t like his images of Russia last month.”




  “Who do you want then?”




  The photos had been so blurred, they were almost unusable. I wondered how we could have such a bad photographer on our staff. “Do you think I should fire his ass?”




  She pulled back and sat up straight. “No.”




  “I guess we can let him prove himself in Greece. I’ll try to look at the pictures as we go along. Let’s do it the week of Thanksgiving.”




  “But . . .”




  I’m not suggesting travel on Wednesday. I’m suggesting we leave next Saturday and return to the States on Thursday. We should be home in time for dinner.”




  Mo’s pen was gliding across her notepad. “Where do you plan to go?”




  “I have an itinerary right here.” I turned to my computer. “Yes, it’s all here. I’ll send it to you. Sending it . . . now. Get on it.”




  She scurried out, shoulders back, not looking at me. Two minutes later, I received an e-mail from her that read, “It won’t make any difference if we do the letters tonight or tomorrow. They’ll go in the mail the same day.”




  She had a point. Because she did, I relented even though I was anxious to get some documents out. “Have a nice dinner,” I typed back.




  I looked up when small, olive-skinned Jamie, flustered by the rush, walked through the doorway. “I have what he gave me. I think you can get a feel for it, but it’s not done yet. Just so you know.”




  The cover was beautiful. Jerusalem’s Holy Trinity Cathedral turrets glowed against a star-filled sky. A bevy of parishioners waited to get inside. What could be better than Jerusalem at Christmas time, Christianity in the heart of the land of Judaism and Islam?




  Jamie was smiling. “You like it, don’t you?”




  My shoulders relaxed. Thank God it was done. “I do. Do you think I can win the award?”




  She nodded. I could tell she didn’t really want me to win. There wasn’t any reason for her to care. She didn’t like me.




  “Tell what’s-his-face to complete it. I have no changes.”




  “Will do.” She walked out the door fast, as if she had to leave before I changed my mind.




  They don’t get me. They don’t know it takes absolute perfection at every step to get it right.




  I had two weeks to make sure all the articles, photos, and ads flowed well. I was going to Greece in the middle of it. Mom would flip out, again, that I was arriving on Thanksgiving Day.




  The phone rang. I stared at the number, almost let it go into voicemail, but the number looked familiar. “Elizabeth Kramer.”




  “Betsy?”




  I didn’t recognize the voice. “Yes?”




  “I’m in town. How about meeting me for dinner?”




  Robert. He wasn’t wealthy or connected but he was beautiful in every way. His brown hair was always a bit rumpled and a little too long, his dark eyes were warm under thick lashes, and he carried himself with light confidence. He thought about the problems of war, the state of Catholicism, and the way African women were mutilated. He was a photographer with a heart and lots of talent. He believed in perfection as much as I did. “I can. What are you doing here, in Cleveland?”




  “Hoping you’ll have dinner with me.”




  My heart sank. “That’s not good.”




  “Why not?”




  “I’m not really available.”




  There it was, his marvelous loose laugh. “Yes, you are. You’re very available. You’re all grown up and you have no ties and you’ve been divorced forever.”




  I loved his voice. It was like chocolate laced with brandy, smooth and deep. “I guess you remember me.”




  There was an uncomfortable silence until he said, “Of course I remember you. We had a fabulous time together last month. Did I misinterpret how it was?”




  “No. It’s just . . . I don’t expect things to go anywhere.”




  “Why not?”




  “I don’t know.”




  A moment later, he said, “Your address—5690 W. 9th—is that right?”




  “Yes.”




  “I’ll pick you up at seven.”




  Then I felt sorry for myself, working so hard, pushing, always pushing, and all I really wanted was to have dinner with Robert. Why couldn’t I just have fun?




  I thought I loved my work with all my heart. Right then, I knew I didn’t.




  I walked the nine blocks to my condo. I liked Robert, but I couldn’t imagine why we were doing this thing, this going-out-on-a-date thing. He didn’t know the real me, the person who failed at baking cookies with my daughter, who didn’t stay married to a man that only needed to be loved, who didn’t respect her mother. I was a disaster in relationships.




  I took the elevator to the third floor and walked the wooden floors to the end unit. After living my life on a dairy farm, the converted warehouse felt like a cavern. Winifred wrapped around my legs when I opened the door, and I reached down to pick her up before walking down the hallway to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Cuyahoga River. The cavern opened up to a view of a timeless world.




  Down from where I stood, Moses Cleaveland found the mouth of the Cuyahoga and landed on Settler’s Landing. Warehouses and small manufacturing facilities dotted the winding river, and railroad tracks crossed on iron lift bridges. The mounds of salt from the mines rose beyond the boats docked near the riverfront. Further south, new condos sat high above the riverbank. On the valley floor, the tracks and roadways striated the land. The gathering darkness was pierced with points of light from surrounding buildings. The river was glimmering, a meandering luminous pink ribbon colored by the lingering sunset.




  My city was beautiful. Looking out at my view, I thought back to the feeling I had earlier, that my job wasn’t enough. I almost felt like I didn’t LIKE my job.




  It wasn’t enough. What was enough? How does anyone know that their one small life, their little world in their head, their daily routines, their projects and accomplishments are the best that one can do?




  Why ask these questions now? Why had Robert’s invitation to dinner taken me in this direction?




  I was middle-aged. My life was half gone. The sole goal had been to win an editorial prize, and I was on the brink of that accomplishment. Then what? The feeling that I would cry rested on my chest and bubbled up as gasping dry heaves. For the first time in many years, I was crying. Why am I crying? I angrily brushed away the tears and went into the bathroom, dropping my tabby cat to the floor. Naked, standing in the shower, I gave into the tears, astonished that I was crying and not knowing what was wrong.




  I was wrung out, emptied, and somehow restored to equilibrium when toweling off. I felt calmer than I had in a long time.




  Robert kissed me lightly, his hand on the small of my back. He looked down at the slim black dress, the long strand of pearls, and the neat high heels, and said, “You look lovely.” I took his hand and lead him into my space, showing it off.




  “How wonderful,” he said, as I knew he would when he took in my space of floor-to-ceiling windows and book shelves and travel memorabilia. He lingered by the windows until he sensed I was anxious to leave. “I’ll have to come back and get pictures of the Cuyahoga from here some time. You must love this view.”




  “It’s the best thing about this place. That, and that it’s all mine.”




  We walked to the Blue Point Grille and once seated in the dim light, Robert ordered fresh grilled salmon with risotto and corn confetti. I sipped my wine, still wondering at my crying earlier. Am I having a breakdown?




  “Tell me about the current issue of the magazine.” He sat back with his gin and tonic.




  “The cover is a cathedral in Jerusalem. I like the idea of Jerusalem being the centerpiece for going home for the holidays. It cuts right through the nativity, champagne toasts, and gifts to get to just plain old religion.”




  “I’m surprised you didn’t choose Bethlehem.”




  “Bethlehem’s too Christian.”




  He nodded.




  “Is it trite?”




  “No. It might be too serious though.”




  I pulled my wheat roll apart. ”That’s what I’m afraid of. I go back and forth between thinking it’s too trite and thinking it’s too deep.”




  “Jerusalem’s war ravaged.”




  “It’s holy. The cover article starts by describing holiday rituals in the Russian Orthodox Church, at the nearby mosque, and the old Jewish synagogue.”




  “Well done. Did you write it?”




  “No. I wish I had.”




  “Last month’s magazine turned out well,” he said. “All that blue in Bermuda splashed across the cover was eye-catching. You liked my photos, then?”




  “Loved them.”




  “I think of you every time I see it on my coffee table.”




  “We had a good time.” In Bermuda, we’d laughed. The constant deep blue of sea and sky brought us together on the beach when our work was done. We delayed coming home for three days.




  “A great time,” he said. “What’s this about not being available? You felt available to me in Bermuda.”




  “I’ve done the marriage thing.”




  “I’m not asking you to marry me.”




  “I know, but if we don’t end up married, don’t we end up breaking up?”




  He shook his head. “You think too much.”




  As we ate, we talked about his upcoming gallery showing, his son in California, and my daughter Cassie’s pregnancy. The risotto was rich, the salmon crispy on the outside.




  “I forgot how worry-free your face looks in low light,” he said while we were taking our first bites of crème brulee after dinner.




  I didn’t know how to answer that. “So, during the day it’s a mask of worry?”




  “Concern. I’d call it concern. There’s a saying I like, ‘You don’t have to spend another day wondering and worrying.’ I’ll have to get it framed for you.”




  My spoon dipped into more of the caramel-crusted pudding. I hadn’t spent any time wondering and worrying while I was in Bermuda with him. “I wish I could embrace that,” I said as I lifted my eyes to his.




  “Hike with me.” He lived near the Cuyahoga Valley National Park, which he hiked every moment he could.




  “I’m too busy.”




  “You can’t spend every moment working.”




  “I don’t.” I wanted to hike with him. I could feel my legs working the hills as we followed the bridle paths into the woods.




  “What do you do when you’re not working?”




  “Drink wine, walk, read, sleep.” It was sad.




  He shook his head, paid the bill, took my hand. “I wish you’d lighten up.”




  “Come back to my place with me,” I suggested on an impulse.




  “That’s a good start to lightening up. Let’s go.”




  I lost myself in his arms, in his lips. I craved human contact, and he gave it to me. I felt him give up who he was and merge into me. When I fell asleep, I felt I’d been turned inside out. I loved him in that moment when sleep pulled me under.




  We were sound asleep when the phone rang. The clock read 6:30. When I picked up the phone, Cassie said, “Hey, Mom . . .”




  “Cassie?”




  “Grandma’s dying.” She was choking back tears.




  I sat up, not sure I’d heard. “Dying?”




  “Yeah, you heard it right.” Her voice was tense, terse, clipped.




  “Are you sure?”




  Robert stirred beside me. His skin was brown against the sheets.




  “Would I call you to tell you this first thing in the morning if it wasn’t true? I wanted to tell you as soon as I could.”




  “Okay.” I tried to ignore her tone and the sudden cliff-hanging dread that welled up in my body and traveled to my heart’s center. Mom was dying. “What’s wrong?”




  “Cancer. It’s already advanced. She found out yesterday afternoon. She’s taking it like a trooper. You’d think they told her she has a broken ankle that will heal in six weeks. But Ben’s a basket case. Twice he said, in front of her, ‘We’ve only had five years together.’”




  I hated to hear that. Ben was too kind to feel this loss. “Is there no cure?”




  “Apparently not.” Cassie’s voice broke. I knew she was having a hard time saying the words she had to say. She was close to Mom.




  My mother the artist, the survivor, the balanced woman who raised me, was leaving, and I barely knew her any more. Knowing I couldn’t, since it wasn’t Sunday, I said, “I’ll call Grandma later today.” I hesitated, then asked, “How are you?”




  “Oh . . . devastated,” she said, as if that was enough. I knew it was more than that, could hear it in her voice. “I’m sure you’ll leave us to deal with this on our own.”




  I took a deep breath and sighed. I had to keep myself from becoming defensive. “Take care of yourself.” It was lame.




  “You too.” Her voice was empty of emotion, as if she’d smoothed over a disturbed surface, like footprints in the sand washed over by waves. The call to me had been obligatory.




  I clicked the phone off and laid down flat on my back.




  “What’s going on?” Robert was propped up on his elbow.




  “My mother’s dying of cancer.”




  He pulled me to him and held me close. “That’s deep.”




  Robert holding me made me want to cry. He was too caring, too loving, too possessive, too strong. I couldn’t stop the tears from coming. I cried for Mom, for Cassie, for me. Robert didn’t ask why I was crying.




  When the tears were spent, I said, “I need to go.”




  We dressed in silence until he said, “Call me after you get out to the farm. I’m here for you.”




  I watched him walk down the hall. He reminded me of Tom, walking down the hallway of my dorm. I hadn’t thought of Tom in a long while, and now I was watching him walk away and not doing anything about it, again.




  I closed the door, leaned up against it, and sighed. Back to the grind. It was Friday. I had work to do.




  “I made plane reservations for next Friday afternoon. A car and driver are set up to meet the two of you at the airport. You leave Athens on Thursday morning and arrive in Cleveland on Thanksgiving afternoon.”




  I scarcely heard what she said.




  “Here’s a printed copy.” Mo paused at the door. She frowned and walked out.




  All through getting dressed, the walk to work, listening to messages, and checking e-mails, I was thinking about cancer. And my Mom. Mom and I only spoke with each other on Sundays after she got home from church. It wouldn’t be enough to ask How are you, Mom? I wanted to ask Cassie what to do, but I wasn’t willing to admit I didn’t know.




  The story on Jerusalem included a photo of the temple where Christ argued with the elders. People living a Hasidic life were shown shopping for food for the holidays. Me, a proclaimed Agnostic, had chosen Jerusalem because Jerusalem wasn’t commercial and false. It was a place where religions met, collided, and intertwined, a place I could relate to because it didn’t tell me what to think or feel about God. It gave me choices.




  My religion began in a white-steepled 1840 clapboard church in Conneaut. I sang “Kum Ba Yah” during Vacation Bible School and shared potluck dinners after services, my plate piled high with scalloped corn, meatloaf, green Jell-O salads, and cherry cobbler. On my wedding day, as we stood near the altar crowded with vases of calla lilies, my husband Rick’s eyes tried to help me believe it was the right thing to do.




  God’s not there for me. This truth came at me these days, evocative and hard to avoid. This was not just about winning a contest, I realized. I was looking for answers for me.




  Rochelle’s article about the ancient Middle Eastern city told stories. The rabbi priests maintained the temple and said Hanukkah was a nonreligious holiday. The Catholic priest struggled to keep art safe in a city where tourists disrespected the House of God. Prayers were unceasing at the Moslem mosque. The writer captured the lives of believers.




  I wanted to believe in something, anything.




  I didn’t change a thing in the article, a rarity. They didn’t call me “Dragon Lady” for laughs. I called Rochelle. “Great job on the story. I don’t have any changes.”




  “Really?”




  “I was drawn into it and the voice was compelling. If I stop thinking about the writing, you’ve done what was needed.”




  “Thank you,” she said with great excitement. “I can’t believe this.”




  “Don’t expect a call like this every issue,” I said coldly and hung up. I sighed. Why do I have to be a bitch? How does that jive with perfection?




  I pulled my walking shoes from under the counter, put them on and turned out the light in my office. After pulling my collar up around my neck, I headed down East Fourth Street and out towards the baseball park on Ontario, away from the cold wind off the lake. At Carnegie, where empty parking lots seemed a symbol of life in Cleveland on a wintery night, I turned left and walked east towards the university district. Gradually, as I walked, I felt the tension subside.




  I turned up E. 18th Street and then up Euclid. On my right, Trinity Cathedral, which had survived the downfall of the wealthy families who once lived on the grand avenue, was lit up. I was drawn to it, as I’d been drawn to the holy places in the story of Jerusalem—the supplicant prayer, the incense, the art and architecture meant to bring people closer to God.




  I entered the sanctuary of light and shadow. The three-story timbered ceiling, great stone columns, and ornate stained glass created a place of beauty, and peace. People sat in the pews. The grand organ’s brass pipes trembled with chamber music. I sat and felt the music flow through me. My face warmed up.




  I bowed my head in prayer as I struggled to believe God would listen. Dear God, help me. It was all I could come up with. I listened with my eyes closed. The minutes multiplied. The organ trilled louder, coming to a crescendo. The musical denouement was soft and lovely. I lost patience.




  Outside again, I walked past the bright lights of the theaters and people dressed up, chatty and excited about an evening on the town. I walked past E. 9th Street, through Public Square and its spooky street people asking for money, and down Superior to W. 9th Street.




  Walking was what I did when I was trying to work things out, a lifelong habit picked up when I was a child. My mother sometimes walked into town even though the truck was sitting in the driveway. My grandmother used to say walking slowed down life and that was what we needed.




  I watched a movie, drank some wine, fell asleep. I was wide awake at two in the morning. This waking-up-in-the-middle-of-the-night thing was getting old.




  When my left hip hurt, I switched to my right until that hip hurt. I finally laid flat on my back and counted backwards from 100. I wouldn’t be able to get my work done in the morning, I’d be so tired. Winifred walked across my chest, and I pushed her away. I finally got up and poured another half glass of wine, noticing I’d already had half a bottle that evening. I read James Joyce’s The Dubliners, which made me sleepy enough to creep back to bed.




  Saturday at the office went by in a fog. I was tired. Bits and pieces of Mom came back to me throughout the day, and some of her sayings as if she was with me. No one said life was about having fun. God is there; it’s you who moved away. And the best one, the one that I’d clung to, Follow your dreams. I wasn’t ready to lose Mom. When was the last time I saw her? Easter, no Mother’s Day. I spent time with my mother like some people went to church, on the obligatory days.




  Waiting until Sunday’s call, I fidgeted. After work, I went on another walk, drank some more wine, and read.




  On Sunday morning, I waited patiently for church to be over, and then I dialed Mom’s phone number.




  She answered the phone with cheer in her voice. “Hi, daughter.”




  “How was church?”




  “Oh, it was wonderful, as it always is. You should come sometime.”




  I sighed. “I don’t like church.”




  “Of course you do. You used to love everything about it, especially the shaking hands during Sharing the Peace. People ask about you all the time.”




  “They’re asking because they care about you.” I hesitated before I continued. “Cassie called me.”




  “Oh.” Her voice lowered.




  “How do you feel?”




  “I’m tired. That’s why I went to the doctor. That and there’s blood in the toilet.”




  “Sounds scary.”




  “I feel okay. Really. I’m not in pain.” I heard Ben’s muffled voice. “He wants to talk to you.”




  “Hi, Betsy.” He sounded old. “The doctors can’t do anything. They say your mother will live only a few months. The cancer’s bad.”




  “Geez. Cassie didn’t tell me that.” Months. I needed more time than that.




  “Cassie’s upset. It’s not good for the baby.”




  Mom had only a few months and might not meet her great-grandchild. My mother who was dying said she was fine. Ben sounded afraid. My back ached, my eyes were scratchy. “You need me.” I surprised myself the way I’d blurted that out. “We need each other.”




  “Don’t you worry about us,” Ben said.




  They always said things like that to appease me. Or to keep me away. “How bad is she?”




  “You know how she is. She’ll go to work tomorrow. She was there yesterday. She smiles at everyone and doesn’t tell them she’s sick.”




  “I’m coming out there.” The decision was final, coming from the place inside me that knew the right thing to do. There was religion in that moment.




  “Today?” It almost sounded like he didn’t want me to visit. “Well, all right. We’ll see you in a bit.”




  Stunned, I hung up the phone. I’d decided to drive out to Windy Hill even though I had a week to create the most beautiful magazine of the year.




  Mom was in the kitchen when I came through the back door. We held onto each other for a long time. Her usual robust body felt bony, frail. When we came apart, she said, “I love you, honey.” I brushed her soft white hair away from her face. Her blue eyes were a reassurance that nothing that mattered had changed.




  “I love you too, Mom.” Overwhelmed, I covered my face, moved my hands up to my scalp, and pulled my hair up in fistfuls.




  “You used to do that when you were fifteen. I didn’t know you still did.”




  Hair still in my hands, I said, “Neither did I.”




  “Sit. Have some tea.” She poured iced tea into tall elegant glasses, and I felt better as soon as I sipped it.




  “I wanted to call as soon as I heard, but we don’t do that.”




  “What?”




  “Call each other. Unless it’s Sunday.”




  She reached for my hand and sat down at the table with me. “How did we get there?”




  “I don’t know.” My voice broke. “All that work, leaving Cassie with you, not coming back enough.”




  “You don’t owe me any apologies.”




  “Yes, I do.”




  “I forgive you.” She looked at me hard, eyes narrowed. “Now go on and forgive yourself.”




  I didn’t understand. “What do you mean?”




  “Your problem is not forgiving yourself. I should have said it a long time ago.”




  “For what?”




  “For everything. For all the things you just said, and for the rest.”




  “Some of what I’ve done can’t be forgiven.” I took another sip of farmhouse-style sweet tea. “You don’t know what I’ve done.”




  We were so close, I could smell her breath. “I wouldn’t bet on that one, if I were you.”




  “But I don’t deserve to be forgiven.”




  “You were hurting, and I didn’t want you to hurt more, so we didn’t talk about it.”




  We sat in the kitchen, not talking or moving, until I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Need any driftwood?”




  “No, not really. You want to go to the beach, though?”




  I nodded.




  “I’ll get my jacket.” She stood up with all the energy I had at my age.




  We spent two hours at Willow Beach. We didn’t say much. We walked, picked up driftwood, talked about the magazine and her latest painting. It felt good to just be together. When we were back in my car, I said, “I thought I was happy. But I drink too much and I don’t sleep at night.”




  “You’ve been as happy as you know how to be. You’ll figure it out.” She stroked my back.




  “I admire your faith.”




  “That’s a good start.”




  Later, on my way home, I felt the wound of my mother’s illness and the odd possibility that all would be well.




  I put a lot of energy into the magazine over the next week, and at the end of it, when it was at the printer and done, I asked Rochelle if she wanted to go to Greece. Her eyes widened with anticipation. “You deserve it.”




  She stood up and came over to give me a hug. I looked up at her, surprised.




  “Was that too forward?”




  “I don’t think anyone’s ever hugged me in the office.”




  Her eyes told me that I was usually too unapproachable.




  “You guys don’t like me much.”




  “It’s not that. You don’t look like you want to be hugged.”




  I took that in. Then I said, “My mother is dying. I haven’t spent enough time with her. I only have now.”




  She was quiet as she searched for the words and then said, “I’m sorry. I hope you find it to be healing.”




  I was left wondering why she thought I needed healing. Healing? Me? What was it a young woman like Rochelle knew that I didn’t know?




  Mom had no reason to complain about how I spent my Thanksgiving. Time just stopped. “I didn’t know you had devotion in you,” she commented.




  I caught my willowy Cassie glancing our way. I was using the baster, trying not to get juice all over the stove, Mom was glazing sweet potatoes. I reached out to touch my daughter’s belly, let my hand linger, felt the alien movement and remembered like it was yesterday what it felt like to have a child inside me. “I guess we were wrong.”




  Thanksgiving weekend, I peeled carrots in the kitchen while Mom napped in the living room. She had The Beatles on the CD player, and I had been thinking about her sudden nostalgic bent. It had been a quiet celebration, all of us knowing this would be Mom’s last Thanksgiving with us, and Ben, Mom, and I holed up in the sitting room to watch old movies all weekend. Popcorn could be found in between the couch cushions and smashed into the rug.




  My cell phone rang just as I was wiping off my hands, and I answered without looking at it. “Hey there.” Robert’s soft bedroom voice came through the receiver. I felt the shiver run through me. I felt his hands on me, caressing me, molding me into something new. I no longer felt like the Dragon Lady, and love had everything to do with it.




  “Hi.”




  “Are you all right?”




  “I’m missing you.” I hadn’t known it until I said it out loud.




  “Really?”




  “Yes, but I can’t do anything about it right now.”




  The pause dragged out long. “The holiday issue is really nice. I saw a proof. Lots of heart and soul. I think you inspired your staff too.”




  I smiled. “Really?” Wow.




  “Certainly seems like it. When can I see you?”




  “I—”




  “What? You’re not available?”




  I sighed. “Robert, I like you. A lot. But I’m here in Conneaut trying to find “me” again. I lost her along the way, and now I don’t even know who she is.”




  “She’s there. I see her once in a while.” He was teasing me.




  “I love that you notice.” The Beatles was turned off. Mom walked into the room. “I have to get going.” Mom shook her head vigorously. “I’m trying to get dinner in the oven. Pot roast.” Mom made a face, screwing up her face and looking up at the ceiling, like “Oh lord.”




  “I’ll call you. Promise.”




  He sighed. “Okay, I give. You didn’t even ask how I am.” He hung up.




  Mom took the phone from me, looked at the name on it. “A man. And you’re too busy for him? I’ll never understand you.”




  “I don’t understand either.”




  I was there every weekend. Wine and long walks and books before sleep were part of my routine, but sleeping through the night was a nice change. Mom and I talked and walked and caught up with an ease that took me back to childhood and Mom making me dandelion necklaces while we sat in the grass in our backyard, before the divorce.




  And then it was Christmas. Mom twinkled at Dazzles, her art gallery, where she threw a holiday gala complete with party favors she hand painted. Cassie and her husband Mike brought a big Frazier fir into the living room at Windy Hill and Mom clapped from her winged back chair. Cassie’s belly protruded into the tree as she reached up to hang ornaments.




  Bittersweet. I watched Mom’s face, saw her joy, knew she also knew this was the last time. That ability to look fear in the face, to live each day to its fullest, to know God would provide eluded me, but Mom had it in aces.




  Cassie looked at me strangely when I went to church on New Year’s Eve. I worried Mom thought I was a convert.




  The day the email came out announcing the International Magazine Association Best Editing Award, I’d just come in from an errand in the cold. The lake had just frozen. From my building, past the Mall, out past the stadium and Shoreway, and out into the lake before the breakwall, the world was white.




  “IMA announces the annual international awards for magazine writing, editing, photography, and layout. Although we found much talent out there, we had to choose.” I scanned down the page until I found my name: “Elizabeth Kramer, best travel magazine editor, for her innovative monthly columns, hot “in every issue” clips, and well-thought features.” I walked out into the hallway. “Did you see this?” I asked Mo, pointing toward the laptop in my hands.




  She was genuinely happy. “Hey, everyone, guess who won the travel magazine editor of the year award.” She caught everyone’s attention with her speaker’s voice, and then she turned to show me off to the world. “Betsy!”




  I basked in the handshakes and pats on the back and a week of people mentioning it in the hallway and through e-mails, and then it was over, forgotten. It was a temporary recognition, in a way. The joy it gave lasted only a short week.




  When the weather warmed in late February, Mom and I started going to the beach every Saturday, collecting driftwood like she had all the time in the world to make it into the art she sold at her gallery. “I’m living in the moment without trying,” I said.




  Mom smiled. “It’s not something one tries to do, honey.”




  She was moving slower all the time and getting thinner every week. On our fourth Saturday, she stumbled and couldn’t get up. I put my hands under her armpits and lifted her dead weight. We struggled to get to the car.




  The next weekend, I found her in her bedroom when I arrived. “It’s gorgeous out there, Mom. It’s spring. Wanna go to the beach?”




  “You go without me.” She waved me off. “I’m too tired.”




  Ben shook his head from the doorway.




  “Okay. If you’re too tired, it can wait. There will be other beautiful days. Can I read to you?” I picked up the John Irving novel we’d been reading and opened it to the page where we left off.




  She was asleep. I listened to her labored breathing. Her hand on top of the blanket looked like the hand of an eighty-year-old. She was lying on her back; she never laid on her back.




  Outside her room, Ben had a stricken look in his eyes. “I called the doctor and he came out yesterday because I couldn’t get her out of bed. She admitted she hurts. All over. The doctor said it’s normal.”




  Despite witnessing it, I didn’t believe it. But I could still feel how hard it had been to lift her to her feet, how weak she’d been the week before. ”Can’t she fight it?”




  “She doesn’t want to. Let her be, okay?”




  Later, Mom opened her eyes while I sat near her. I’d been thinking about how she thought my return to Windy Hill meant my priorities had changed. I thought I’d only been seeing my mother through her final days. After she died, life would get back to normalcy again. But maybe Mom knew, as I was discovering, that I no longer knew what normal was.




  “Hi, Mom.”




  She brushed my cheek with her finger. Mom would die, and I still had a father somewhere out there in the world. It was a great love story until he went back to Italy.




  “Can I ask you something?”




  She nodded weakly.




  “Where’s my father?”




  Startled, she turned her head towards the window. There was a long pause before she said, “I don’t want you to know.”




  Was this stubbornness to continue even though she was dying? “You know then?”




  She didn’t look at me. “Yes.”




  “Don’t you think I should have a father?”




  “Not that man. Ben can be your father.”




  “Mom . . . come on.” My voice rose. I felt desperate. The words came out mean. I could be mean now—time was running out. “You’re being selfish.”




  She closed her eyes and turned away.




  “Please tell me.”




  No answer.




  I was exasperated. “I’ll never understand why you would keep him from me.”




  The rift was still there, between us. Mom wouldn’t tell me the truth. She didn’t really forgive me. If she forgave me, she wouldn’t be able to withhold the truth.




  Mom only woke for short periods of time as spring brought longer days. She got round-the-clock care at the hospital and improved with intravenous feeding. Mom slept, hooked up to monitors. I sat and held her hand. Ben came in and held her hand. When we left the hospital, we asked the nurses to sit there with her, even though we knew they wouldn’t.




  “Hey, guess what?” Mike practically jumped into the room. Mom startled, I stood up.




  “What?” He was acting very weird.




  “You’re going to be a grandmother, very soon.”




  Mom laughed. I hugged Mike. “Is she here?”




  “Yep. She’s in labor and delivery.”




  “Go,” Mom said.




  And I did. I visited Cassie, her face clenched in effort as she breathed through the contractions, and she let me hold her hand as her eyes held onto her husband’s. Mike was a good labor coach, and as the contractions came faster and stronger, I spent more time with Cassie than with Mom. My granddaughter was a pink, curled up being who was trying to open her eyes. It was too bright in the world. I loved her instantly. I held the newborn and stroked my worn daughter’s hair. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around much. Can I be your mother, this baby’s grandmother?”




  Her eyes were still wet with tears of joy and relief. “I named her after you and grandma. Elizabeth Margaret. We’ll call her Beth.”




  I must have been doing something right. It was the first kindness or acknowledgment from my daughter in years. “I’ll be here for you guys, whatever you need.”




  “I just wish . . .” Cassie said.




  I knew she wished things hadn’t been the way they’d been, that we didn’t have the coldness and disappointment between us. “We can’t undo the past, but we can start over.” I handed the baby back to her.




  Back in my mother’s room, I said, “Mom, it’s incredible. She’s perfect.”




  “Of course she is,” Mom said. “I can’t wait to see her little toes and teeny face.”




  “I remember when Cassie was born, how in love I was with the baby. I haven’t been in love . . .”




  “I know, darling.”




  “Mom?” We weren’t talking about babies any more.




  “You can pretend whatever you want to pretend, but I know you loved that man fiercely. You were so strange that summer. I couldn’t figure out why you broke up with him. He called so many times . . .” Mom dismissed me with her hand and turned her head. “It was a bunch of ridiculousness.”




  I didn’t know what to say. She’d never said anything like that to me, not even that summer when I was inconsolable over losing Tom. “I wasn’t good enough for him.”




  She raised her voice and pointed a finger at me. “Jesus H Christ, and you know I don’t swear. He thought you were his soul mate. You were soul mates, far as I could see. How could you not be good enough for him? Who made you the judge of that anyway?”




  Me and my sins. Me and my inability to believe in love.




  “Fuck, Jerry,” she said as she laid back down. “I should be apologizing to you.”




  “Jerry?”




  “You know what I mean.” She drifted off to sleep again.




  I was stunned. Mom knew about Jerry?




  I remembered how his hands claimed my body. He used it how he needed to. He left me spent, almost unconscious, with no will of my own. No will to fight. I remembered how much I needed him, how obsessed I was about when I’d get my next fix.




  A nurse came in to check on Mom’s vitals, so I left to go to Cassie’s room. As I stared into the eyes of my granddaughter, I knew God was part of the miracle.




  Why wasn’t God there to save me from Jerry?




  We went into top-care mode in April when Mom came home and hospice got involved. I arrived at the house around five every afternoon to relieve the nurse, care for Mom, and make dinner. Ben ate dinner and went to bed. I kept watch until he got up at one in the morning. Then it was my turn to go to bed. I slept until seven, and Ben and I ate breakfast together before we headed off to work when the visiting nurse came. The days became one long unhappy fog.




  We were united in our desire for Mom not to die alone.




  During that time, Mom had wonderfully lucid moments. She would say to me, out of the blue, “Remember our trip to Niagara Falls when you were twelve and how beautiful the tulips were in the gardens near the falls? How about Niagara-on-the-Lake? They had such a nice Christmas shop on that street.”




  One tired evening, Ben told me Mom had awakened repeatedly the previous night. She said the fairies wouldn’t let her sleep. She said the wood fairies were covered in green fern velvet with skin the color of acorns and the river fairies wore shapeless flowing gowns the color of the sun’s reflection in water. He’d bought a fairy music box on his way home.




  We put it next to Mom’s bed. It played Tchaikovsky’s “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy.” Mom watched with contentment as the fairies danced. “It’s like my dream, only they seem happy.”




  “I hope you dream happy dreams tonight,” I said. Since when were Mom’s dreams unhappy?




  A week later, Mom was propped up in bed on a pile of pillows when I arrived.




  “It’s almost time,” she said.




  “Time?” I was confused until I saw her resigned face.




  “Can you go get the teacup?”




  I patted her arm, nodded, and followed the path of the Oriental rugs down the wooden stairs. “Almost time, almost time,” my feet beat out. My hand shook as I reached around wine glasses in the gloomy light of the dining room to pick up the teacup Grandpa brought home from Japan. I steadied the cup in its saucer as I walked back up the steps.




  Mom’s eyes were closed. For a moment, I worried that she was gone, but she opened her eyes and said, “It’s yours now.” I wiped at the tears on my cheeks with the back of my hand but didn’t try to hide them. “You’re still a young woman. Live well. Notice the beauty. The roses have thorns, but they won’t kill you. Have hope. Do what you need to do to move on to a better life.”




  “But . . .”




  “Oh, I know what you do. You hook up with strangers in ship cabins, on the beach, in gondolas for all I know.”




  “It’s not as bad as all that. It’s not as though I sleep with them.”




  “No, I don’t think you sleep with all of them, but you sleep with some. I know men and how they are with women they’ve slept with. I catch the clues, things like expensive jewelry bought in Bermuda where I know jewelry costs three times as much as it should. You tell me Robert, a friend, bought it for you while over there to write a story on spas. When the magazine came out, I read your romantic article and saw that the photographer’s name was Robert. Out of sight, out of mind, and you move on.”




  I felt anger flare. My defensive instinct kicked in, but I banished it. I put my head down on the bed next to her shoulder. She stroked my hair, like when I was a girl. My mother was right, and I knew it.




  When she was asleep again, I put the teacup back where it belonged. It might be mine, but it would stay in my grandparents’ home. I went out the back door to sit on the stoop. The sun was an orange orb above the horizon leaving pink sky in its wake. I hugged my knees in close as I looked out at the farmland and thought about the seventy-acre farm with its frame farmhouse, Amish-built barn and silo, dairy processing plant, and keeper’s cottage. The house Grandpa built when he came home from the war was going to be half mine.




  The daffodils were closed up for the night. Their long slender stalks curled toward the moon. They grew in clumps all along the back of the house on either side of where I sat. Why does she have to die during daffodil days?




  I don’t know how long I sat there on the stoop. I eventually picked myself up and went back to her room. When she woke, her face was filled with concern and urgency as if she had something to tell me that she didn’t know how to say. “I’ll hold on to the teacup,” I said. “But it will stay in this house.”




  She smiled blissfully. I’d said what she wanted to hear.




  CHAPTER TWO – THE TREE HOUSE




  Ben’s urgent cry woke me from a light sleep in the middle of the night. My clock read two in the morning. By the time I reached their room, he was on his knees, withered and crumpled in the semi-darkness, holding her hand, and crying. The moon lit her smooth lank features to grayness, and her wispy hair fanned the pillow that cradled her head. I knelt on the other side of the bed and listened to her faint breath. I said her name and stroked her cheek.




  My mother’s husband and I waited. I tried not to think about what was happening and became part of the breathing, the darkness, the consuming moment. The slow rise and fall of her chest was reassuring even though the breaths were too far apart. Like God’s voice whispering on the wind, she sighed, took a final brave inhale, then failed to exhale. Ben and I sat immobile, waiting. It was as if we were waiting for God to say, “It is done.”




  A slight movement, and then Ben and I felt more than heard a sigh like the wings of a dragonfly. Our eyes met over her body. Her spirit had flown away. Everything that had come between Mom and me flew away as well. It was an awesome moment.




  I felt the old Christian resignation that “it was meant to be” in the way he gathered up his shoulders and rose onto the chair on the other side of the bed. I was afraid to see the despair on his face because it matched my own. We had no words. We were miserable, black-mooded, and melancholy. A life was over and the finality of it was incomprehensible. Now I was an orphan and all I had was my daughter and her family. I had little else in the way of relationships. Being with Mom had shown me how to care again, but it was too late.




  We sat by her bedside until dawn lit the room and I looked out the window to see Pedro ambling towards the cow barn. It was time to make some coffee.




  The grandfather clock struck six times as I creaked down the stairs past the oak door as I headed to the kitchen. I pulled the can of coffee from the refrigerator, filled a filter, added water. The coffee pot brewed fitfully. I leaned against the wall next to the telephone to gather my thoughts before I dialed Cassie’s number.




  Mike answered in a sleep-crusted voice, but perked up when I said his name. “She’s gone,” was all I could muster. He said he’d let Cassie know. I was thankful no other words were needed.




  Half an hour later, long, dark hair wet from a shower, my tall, slim daughter came through the kitchen door, briefly looked at me, and said, “I should have been here.”




  “You didn’t know.”




  “She said good-bye to me yesterday. She knew. I should have stayed last night.”




  I reached out to her, but she brushed past and left me sitting at the kitchen table with my tepid cup of coffee. Her footsteps on the stairs sounded too loud and urgent for something that was already done. When she came back into the room a few minutes later she went directly to the telephone.




  “I don’t want them to take her yet.”




  She looked at me in disbelief and shook her head. Her mouth was pinched. “They have to.”




  “She’s not theirs.” I wanted her to be with us longer. I thought that if she stayed in that room, she was still with us.




  “Mom, they’ll take her to the funeral home. She’s not there in that body anyway. You show up here at the end and think you know the way, the right things to do?”




  I looked down at the cup in my hands and started crying. Uncharacteristically, she stroked my shoulder, hesitation in her touch. Her muffled sobs surfaced as ugly cough-like hiccups louder than my moans. We wailed like Old Testament women. We sounded inhuman, or maybe too human. We were overwhelmed by Death’s finality. I felt physically ill.




  Mom, I thought, how could you leave me when we scarcely began again?




  When the wailing stopped, Cassie moved over to the window above the sink. In the morning light, her drying hair shone with red highlights. We heard Ben’s drumbeat sobs of loss streaming through the ceiling.




  The flashing red lights of the ambulance disturbed the fragrant moist morning. I swept past Cassie, opened the back screen door, and walked out. Despite my expressed desire to leave her longer, the ambulance came to take her away from the only true home she’d ever known. I didn’t want to witness that.




  Anger mixed with grief, a heady concoction. I walked past the barn with the Ohio Bicentennial painting on its side and out through the greening pasture. I continued into the woods along the creek, and found the long country road into town. Walking hard took away the anger.




  I slowed to a stroll on the sidewalk. The storefronts may as well have been empty for what I saw of them. I already knew that Mimi’s Bakery had a couple of tiered wedding cakes in her window and Hardy’s Hardware sported a small riding mower and a fistful of seed packs spread against bags of topsoil. I turned off Main onto Maple to avoid Dazzles and almost ran into Rick who was coming out of his townhouse.




  “I’m sorry, Betsy,” my ex-husband said when he read the expression on my face.




  He wore jeans and a long-sleeved cotton shirt. The lines on his face and the longish gray hair surprised me. If I broke down here, I’d be in his alcoholic life again. I felt his eyes taking in the cropped pants and baggy sweater over a body that had become thin with stress. Our eyes met. “I need to go,” I said.




  He nodded and let me pass.




  I walked blindly until I came to Willow Beach. As I strolled along the shoreline, the beach disappeared and my feet were in the water. Wild rambling vines scratched my legs as I walked through the brambles at water’s edge. The sun was high and warmed me beneath my loose-knit cotton sweater. I kept walking, my sandals held high above the roiling surf that seemed angry that my mother had been taken away. I couldn’t decide with whom I was most angry, God, Mom, or me.




  Searching the horizon from the sandy cove, I sought Mom’s presence, but all I found was emptiness. I stood in the spot where Rick and I used to meet almost thirty years ago. Mom, with her mocha-brown hair piled up high on her head flirted with the 21-year-old man who knew all the right things to say to a lady.




  Memories of Mom came back to me. I thought about how happy she’d been when Rick and I were married, how much she cooed over the baby when Cassie was born, how she’d cried at night, and how she stubbornly refused to tell me anything about my father.




  When the wave of anger came over me, I was angry with her, not me, and not God. She told me very little about my father. She pretended he didn’t exist. She didn’t care that the children at school felt sorry that I didn’t have a father and that they taunted me with “bastard child” on the playground. She ignored my questions about what he looked like, what he meant to her, did she miss him, what was it that she loved most about him—truthfully, I’d never gotten around to asking some of those questions because she wouldn’t even tell me how tall he was.




  He was a mystery and her dirty secret. I screamed into the wind, “Mom! Where’s my father? Did he try to find me? How can you leave me and not tell me where he is?”




  Defeated, I sat down on the damp sand and stared out at the lake. I missed her even in her stubbornness. The waves crashed against the rocks angrily, then the water quieted until another slammed the shore. I was tired. I was drained. I was empty. I didn’t know how to feel. I felt everything and nothing at once. I was hollowed out. My head and stomach ached, my knees twitched. I started shaking and couldn’t get warm. I stood up and walked the shore. The sand stuck to the bottom of my feet. The water was cold, but I didn’t care. My mother was gone.




  Who’s going to teach me to live now?




  No answer came back to me. I felt more alone than I ever had in my life. I’d never had a father, but there had always been Mom. Now I wanted the father more than I ever had. I had to have at least one parent.




  Where are you, the man who made me, the man who left my mother alone and pregnant when she was all of twenty? Where are you, you lousy Dago?




  “Shit,” I said out loud. “Why should I have a father?” My grandfather, even though he was angry with that lousy Dago, had been a good father, a faithful husband, despite his faults. Mom had at least had that.




  I headed back home. In the shallow valley near our woods, I stopped at the Magical Pond. When Mom was a girl, she believed wood nymphs and pond fairies came out at night to sit on toad stools, climb the cattails, and ride on the backs of dragonflies. During the day, the woods, tall grasses, and clouds hovered over the smooth mirrored surface of the pond that was sheltered from the strong winds startled up by Lake Erie’s shallow depth. I sat on the edge, in the shadow of a row of evergreens, my feet close to the mud at water’s edge.




  A balmy wind caressed my cheek. I felt my breath slow as the breeze calmed me and seemed to tell me I’d done my best in my mother’s final days. My life no longer writhed but felt as still as the water of the pond. I was at peace. I sat and waited until I felt her presence. I looked for her in last year’s tall brown grasses. “Mom,” I said. “I’m sorry I was so caught up in my work. But I’m glad we had our time together these last six months. Did it make up for not being there when you were raising my daughter, when your parents died, and when you decided to live your dreams at sixty?”




  I doubted it. Like the dying man asking for forgiveness and swearing he loves Jesus, I worried I had no right into heaven for owning up to my sins in the final moments. If I remembered the parable, the prodigal son came home to a warm greeting while his faithful brother faded into the walls. Neither the prodigal son nor the newly-saved deserved their rewards any more than I did. God was near.
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