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A MATTER OF Wife & Death






CHAPTER 1

Lulu’s Café

Tuesday, January 16


12:01 p.m.




Mimi Plaisance groaned as she pulled her green Freestar minivan into a parking spot in front of the friendly but divey Lulu’s Café in Southwest Ohio’s Cheeksville. The other women’s cars were already there. She hated to be late, especially for these get-togethers—the one point of sanity in an otherwise chaotic existence. Mimi prided herself on being punctual. Even while rearing three children—now five, eight, and ten—she had succeeded at keeping it “all together.” Well, almost. Last year had been a bust. And this year looked to be more of the same. Worse, actually.

All because of baby Milo. The child who refused to cooperate.

Well, she wasn’t about to miss her lunch date with her three best friends, Jennifer, Felicia, and Lisa—all pastors’ wives, like her, from churches in her hometown of Red River, forty miles from where they secretly noshed every other Tuesday. It was their only chance to get away from their nosy, busybody town.

Because Mimi gave birth to Milo on December 22—the day of her church’s live nativity and Christmas sing-along—the four women had discussed canceling their biweekly gathering at Lulu’s, at least until things settled down for Mimi. But they’d all quickly agreed: Their time together was worth juggling holiday schedules and maneuvering snow-covered back roads. Mimi was grateful; she desperately needed to get away and spend some time with adults. Being alone all day with a screaming, colicky baby and a whiny, ornery five-year-old in the afternoons was enough to make her pull out strands of her blond hair and tie their mouths shut.

But packing up Megan and her newborn brother and getting them settled at the baby-sitter’s was a real trick. Not to mention trying to avoid the snoopy comments and questions from Gladys, the nearly-seventy-year-old who watched the kids for her.

Gladys had never before asked where Mimi dashed off to every other Tuesday. But now that Mimi had Milo, who was less than a month old, the upraised eyebrow and less-than-subtle judgments began. “It’s not good for you to drive in this kind of weather—especially since you have another baby…Is Pastor okay with you runnin’ off like this?…It must be somethin’ mighty important for you to leave these babies every other week…” And on and on.

Mimi tried to be as noncommittal as possible without being rude. Where she went was nobody’s business—even though the members at her church, Trinity United Methodist, tended to think otherwise. The one good thing about Gladys was that she didn’t blab. Mimi’s secret was safe. At least she hoped so.

Mimi glanced at the dashboard clock. 12:02.

Well, technically, I’m on time. She pulled her red angora scarf tight about her neck, just in time to see one of her “favorite” people come out the door of Lulu’s.

“Oh, great.” She groaned and ducked to the side, hoping Katherine Katt, the notorious Kitty, wouldn’t see her.

Tap, tap, tap.

Maybe if I ignore her, she’ll go away, Mimi thought, even though she knew there was no escaping Kitty.

Tap, tap, tap, tap.

Mimi inhaled deeply, pasted her best pastor’s wife smile on, and turned toward the window. There stood Kitty in her trademark bright yellow coat and gloves, both with black fur trim. With her black bouffant hairdo, Kitty resembled a giant bumblebee more than the pastor’s wife of First Presbyterian, the oldest and largest church in the county.

“Oh, hi, Kitty!” Mimi said as she opened the door to get out, acting as if she’d just noticed Kitty standing there.

Kitty smiled her big, toothy grin. “If I didn’t know you better, Mimi, I’d think you were trying to avoid me.” She laughed and pulled her faux fur collar closer around her.

“Not at all, Kitty.” Mimi reached over, grabbed her purse, and held it up. “I was just getting this. It’s nice to see you.” God, forgive me, she thought as she uttered this obvious lie.

“Ah, yes. Well, I was just having a little chat with your girlfriends.” She pursed her lips, as if just saying the words left a bad taste in her mouth, like sucking on a lemon.

Well, it would match her outfit, Mimi thought.

Mimi knew Kitty hated that the four pastors’ wives got together routinely without involving—or inviting—Kitty. It gave Mimi a silent thrill to know that it must be eating Kitty alive not to have her hand in all things PW. The thought made her smile brightly—genuinely, this time.

“Speaking of, I should probably get in there. I don’t want to keep them waiting.” Mimi shut the car door and stepped toward the curb as Kitty’s hand reached out and grabbed her sleeve.

“You may want to talk to them about the pastors’ wives’ retreat coming up. I mentioned it, but coming from you…”

Was that a slight sign of defeat? Mimi wondered.

“Well, it’s never too early to plan,” Kitty continued. “I know you’ll all want to be there. It will mean so much to your churches and husbands, I’m sure.”

Leave it to Kitty to cop a superior attitude with a raw comment. Mimi knew where Kitty’s line was going and mentally finished it. After all, you and the others have so much you can learn from me, since I am the pastor’s wife of the largest and most respected church in the area, and your churches are, well, significantly smaller and less known. Kitty never could pass up a chance to remind the other pastors’ wives how unimportant they were in comparison to her.

The snow was now falling in large flakes, covering Mimi’s blond bob and dark-colored peacoat. “I’m sure we’ll all be there. We wouldn’t want to miss it.”

“I have exciting things planned for this year’s retreat.”

“Something to look forward to,” Mimi said, working her way toward Lulu’s.

“I’m almost dying to tell you, but I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

“Definitely. We wouldn’t want that. ’Bye now.” Mimi slipped through the door into the brightly lit café before Kitty could say anything else. The warm air rushed from the vents above the door and swooshed around Mimi. It felt wonderful, even if she did feel flushed from her Kitty encounter. She shook her head and brushed off her coat, which appeared to be covered with dandruff.

In their typical booth toward the back right-hand corner of the café sat Mimi’s three friends: the PWs, they called themselves. They’d first received that honorary title from their waitress, Gracie, who discovered that they were all pastors’ wives. The name stuck.

“Ha!” Jennifer said, pointing and laughing. “She got you, too.”

Mimi shook her head slyly.

“I liked your little football tackle move to avoid her,” Jennifer continued. She ducked first one way, then another. “Whoo! Haah!”

“You know that never works with Kitty,” Felicia said. “I’ve tried that move several times. Always backfires.”

“Well, I saved it by grabbing my purse as my excuse,” Mimi defended as she tossed her coat into the next booth and scooted in next to Felicia.

Felicia was, as usual, dressed in a business suit—dark mauve this time—since she’d joined them from her public relations firm in Cincinnati.

“Yes, I’ve even used that as an excuse,” Felicia continued. “It’s like hope springs eternal, you know? I keep thinking, This time it will work. This time I’ll be able to avoid her.”

“Who are you avoiding this time?” Gracie, their waitress, said as she came from behind Mimi and plopped a large glass of milk in front of her.

“You, if you keep pushing that homemade apple pie at me.” Felicia laughed.

Gracie snorted and eyed Mimi appreciatively. “Look at you, girlie. How’d you get the pregnancy weight off so quickly? It’s only been a month.”

“With you taking off work, nobody’s been here to feed me properly,” Mimi joked. Mimi knew Gracie took off a month to visit her sister in Florida who’d recently been diagnosed with breast cancer. She hoped that Gracie’s brush with mortality had made her more open to the spiritual side of things. Mimi and the other pastors’ wives had been working on Gracie since they first started meeting together for lunch here nearly two years earlier. Gracie had always told them she had no interest in anything spiritual, but a few times had mentioned that knowing the PWs had made her appreciate their faith. “Keep working, ladies,” she’d told them. “Maybe one of these days…”

“Gracie,” Mimi now said, “how’s your sister?”

“She’s okay. They took both her buddies, so she’s mourning that. But they gave her a good prognosis.”

“Buddies?” Lisa asked, seemingly bewildered.

“Breasts,” Jennifer whispered.

“Oh!” Lisa nodded.

“We’ve been praying for her,” Felicia told Gracie. “And for you.”

“Keep it up, girls. Keep it up. Your food will be up soon. I went ahead and ordered your usual.” Gracie tapped the table and winked at Mimi before she plodded off to her other customers.

“Am I that predictable?” Mimi said to her friends.

“Naw,” Jennifer replied. “Only every other Tuesday. You look great, by the way.”

Felicia and Lisa chimed in immediately with their agreement.

Mimi held up her hands. “Thanks, but I don’t feel great. Obviously you aren’t noticing the huge black rings around my eyes. Nor have you noticed the large, baggy clothes to hide the pooches. See?” She pinched her oversized cranberry sweater.

“Well, you still look great,” Lisa said. “After having my two kids, it took me forever to lose the weight. Actually, twelve years later and I’m still trying!” She laughed.

“I’ll loan you my four monsters,” Mimi replied. “That should do the trick.”

“I don’t get it,” Jennifer cut in. “You said four monsters. How can a sweet little baby be a monster already? I mean, with your other three I get the connection. But Milo?”

“Girlfriend, sweet little babies can be the worst!” Felicia said.

“Oh, Milo’s sweet when he sleeps, which is never. The kid eats and poops and cries and cries. And that’s it. I’ve never experienced a baby like him. My other kids were great. They were sleeping through the night within weeks. Not this one. The kid’s got the lungs of an opera singer.”

“Or a pastor!” Felicia joked.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Mimi continued. “I’m going deaf. I haven’t slept since we brought him home from the hospital, and my breasts feel like I have a twenty-four-hour udder pump attached to them. I swear that kid’s going to be the death of me.” She lifted her glass of milk in a cheer.

“I remember those days,” Lisa said. She touched just above her breasts. “I was so tender!”

“I guess the one good thing is that Mark’s also so exhausted he hasn’t had any energy to mess around. After this baby, though, I think I’d shoot him if he tried to!” Mimi remembered how they’d ended up with Milo. She’d been too exhausted to say no when her husband, Mark, gave her The Look. It was more like she’d simply asked him, “Do I have to do anything other than just be there?”

“Just keep reminding yourself,” Lisa said, “this is only for a season.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve got a name for this season: PK chaos.” Mimi watched the girls nod in sympathetic agreement.

“Okay, now stop,” Jennifer whined good-naturedly. “You’re going to make me stop wanting kids.”

“Any news on that front?” Felicia asked.

Jennifer shrugged and ran her fingers through her wavy strawberry-blond hair.

“Come on!” Mimi said, knowing instinctively that Jennifer was up to something. Jennifer had wanted a baby so badly that when Mimi had announced her pregnancy with Milo, there had been some tension between the two friends.

Jennifer sighed. “Okay, well, we have an appointment with Dr. O’Boyle on Friday afternoon. I’m getting tired of these fertility drugs, so I’m hoping he has another idea for us.”

“So Sam’s going with you then?” Felicia asked.

Mimi could tell that Felicia was trying hard to be compassionate, but she knew it was as difficult for her as it was for the rest of them. They loved Jennifer dearly, but her infertility struggles wore thin on them.

“What kind of idea do you think he might have?” Mimi asked hopefully.

“I really don’t know.” Jennifer hung her head. “I think all that’s left is IVF.”

Lisa crinkled her forehead. “Why am I so out of it today? Now what is IVF?”

Jennifer glanced up. “In vitro fertilization. You know, test-tube babies.”

Silence covered the table. Mimi suddenly felt Jennifer’s desperation for a baby, and she felt horrible for ever complaining about Milo.

Lisa smiled brightly. “Well, Jennifer, this just means we’ll double up our prayers for you. God will clearly show you the direction he wants you to go. And he’ll make it work out.”

Coming from somebody else, those words would have sounded like platitudes. But not from Lisa. Mimi knew Lisa would double up her prayers for Jennifer. And Mimi knew Lisa really did believe that God causes all things to work for good.

“Lisa’s right. God has something planned for you,” said Mimi. “We just can’t see the big picture yet. But he’s putting it together.”

Jennifer smiled softly. “Thanks, guys. I know that’s true. Sometimes I just need to be reminded—and not from church members full of unsolicited advice.”

The women laughed easily at that.

“Speaking of children and church members,” Felicia said. “You know, I thought it was bad enough to have hassles from the church family. I figured my home family should behave. But my own pastor’s kid can be a real challenge.”

“Ah, yes.” Lisa nodded knowingly. “And how is Nicholas’s biting coming along?”

“Thank God today was our day to get together, that’s all I’ve got to say,” Felicia answered. “With yesterday being Martin Luther King Day and Nicholas home all day, he had nothing better to do than practice his biting skills.”

“Is he still doing that?” Jennifer said. “I thought you and Dave had controlled it.”

Felicia shook her head. “Yeah, well, apparently not. He’s at it with gusto.”

Mimi joined Lisa and Jennifer as they tsked at the recurrent problem and settled into the booth a little deeper. She sighed contentedly as she surveyed her friends. It felt good to be there—even though making the trip was difficult. The PWs had been meeting together now for almost two years and Mimi knew they all felt those lunches were a lifesaver. Of course, they had to sneak out of town to meet, but it was well worth the risk of discovery.

These friends had talked at length about how difficult being a pastor’s wife was. They each loved the ministry and felt passionate about what God was doing through their families. But still, even with the feeling of being an instrument of God, it didn’t make dealing with other Christians in their churches any easier. And even the other pastors’ wives in the region had been difficult to connect with. Mimi wasn’t sure if it was because of some sense of competition or just a fear of becoming too vulnerable, but the other pastors’ wives would go only so far in their relationships. Everything was always “fine” when she’d talk to one of them.

That’s what made their foursome so special. Lisa, Jennifer, Felicia, and Mimi, all in their thirties, had each taken a chance to truly open up to each other. To speak honestly about how difficult being in their position was. In the “Lord’s business,” you never knew whom you could trust. You always had to fight against other people’s expectations of what you should be and do—as well as fighting against your own. At times the pressure could become overwhelming. Then the one thing you wanted to do most—other than tell somebody off—was to run away.

She thought sadly about the pastor’s wife who’d been in the news for shooting her husband. She didn’t know what the situation was but felt terrible that this woman had had no one to turn to. No other pastor’s wife. No one in the congregation. That was typical, Mimi knew. Church members wanted perfect people in their pastors’ families. And it was a pastor’s duty to make sure his family fit the bill. It didn’t matter that that wasn’t real life. It just made life’s messiness even more messy and difficult. It’s no wonder pastors and their families were leaving churches in droves. She’d considered it on many occasions. If it just wasn’t for that whole “feeling God’s call on their lives” thing…

But when things at the church were good, they were very, very good. The world was sunny and bright, and God was in control. Evil was being conquered, lives were being changed, and they felt the smile of God on them. Most of the time that seemed to happen, too, on every other Tuesday at Lulu’s Café.

Mimi shook her head to clear her thoughts—and to wake herself up. It felt so comfortable and warm in the back of the café.

Felicia was in the middle of telling a story about Nicholas biting her ankle when she told him he couldn’t watch any more TV.

“What did you do?” Lisa asked, holding her iced tea glass in mid-sip.

“I yelped and was about ready to read him his last rites when I thought, WWSND.”

Mimi blinked. “Huh?”

Felicia broke into a bright smile. “‘What Would the Supernanny Do?’ Supernanny would send him to his naughty corner and say, ‘That is unacceptable.’” These last words were spoken in a rather bad British accent that got the women giggling. “So that’s exactly what I did. I sent him to his naughty corner. Oh, did he have a fit.”

“I’ll bet,” said Mimi, who thought of her kids—especially her second child, Mark Jr., or MJ, as the family called him. If she instituted a naughty corner, he’d basically end up living there. She could set up a small cot and etch the words MJ’s Naughty Corner right into the wall.

“If we could only have a naughty corner for ornery church members…” Jennifer said conspiratorially, with a mischievous smile.

The women sighed in agreement.

“Speaking of ornery, was Kitty on her way to her son’s?” Mimi felt odd saying son. It was only a few months ago that the women had discovered Kitty’s secret: She’d had a son when she was a teenager and had given him up for adoption. She’d reconnected with him recently and visited him regularly in his apartment across the street from Lulu’s. But her husband, Norm, still didn’t know about Kitty’s son’s existence.

Jennifer nodded. “She picked up a carry-out order and was on her way there. You know, she now comes precisely at the time we’re here so she can insert her way into our company.”

“She almost had me pitying her, until she pulled that little stunt,” Felicia said.

Mimi remembered that day well. The women had confronted Kitty, thinking she was having an affair, until they got her to confess to having a son. Lisa had done a great job showing compassion and understanding and mercy with Kitty. Like a true pastor’s wife, Mimi had thought at the time. It was love in action and it had worked. That is, until Kitty regained her nasty composure and turned on the women. Her last words had been that she didn’t have a problem, and they’d do well to remember that.

Lisa’s eyes grew sad. “Really, we should still pity her. Imagine what it’s like being her, living with the insecurity. I mean, she’s living under grace, yet living so far from it. Every time I think of her or see her, I pray that God would make himself real in her life.”

Mimi and the others grew silent. Lisa was right, Mimi knew. And Lisa was the one who always brought a sense of mercy and balance to everything. Besides Mark, Lisa was the one Mimi knew she could always count on to pray for her.

“What would Supernanny do for teenagers?” Lisa asked, seeming to want to change the subject.

“Take away their video games and cell phones!” Jennifer laughed. “Don’t tell me your two angels are flirting with the dark side.”

Lisa shook her head, then moved her mouth back and forth as if unsure about whether to open up. Finally she said, “Ricky’s fine. He’s a good kid. But Callie concerns me. I’m starting to see a bit of attitude toward God and the church. And toward her dad and me.”

“That’s normal,” Jennifer said. “Kids that age all go through some form of rebellion. It’s worse for pastors’ kids.”

“Maybe,” Lisa said. “Callie’s always been strong-willed and opinionated—but in a good way. But we’ve been having some trouble brewing at the church. It’s affecting Callie, I think.”

Trouble brewing. The words sank in deep with Mimi, and she knew instinctively it was hitting Lisa and Joel hard, too.

“What kind of trouble?” Felicia asked quietly. “Trouble like, ‘We don’t want to change the color of the carpeting because it’s always been rust-colored shag’ trouble?”

Lisa fidgeted in her seat.

“Here you go, ladies,” Gracie interrupted, setting down a large round tray filled with plates of hot food.

Lisa grabbed her napkin and spread it over her lap, as if glad for the interruption.

They got their plates and prayers squared away, and immediately the conversation went back to Lisa.

“What kind of trouble, Lis?” Jennifer asked.

Mimi was afraid to hear—almost like it was a bad omen…not that she really believed in those things. But she and her husband had been in the ministry long enough to know that when one church was struggling, other churches would feel the tremors, too. And when a church was struggling, inevitably the worst hit was the pastor and his family.

“Several people in our church—two in particular—have started a campaign to commit mutiny.” Lisa pushed back her shoulder-length brown hair, still with the red highlights the girls had made her keep up after they took her for a makeover last year, then she stabbed a fry with her fork.

“Lord, have mercy,” Felicia whispered.

The table grew quiet as the women focused on their food and allowed Lisa’s words to sink in. There was definitely trouble brewing.









CHAPTER 2

Jennifer

Friday, January 19


1:22 p.m.




Jennifer jumped a little as Dr. O’Boyle burst into the exam room. Even though she was comfortable around her ob-gyn, it always startled her when a doctor came through the door.

This time, though, she didn’t need to worry about keeping the paper gown wrapped around her because she was in her regular clothes as she sat on the examining table. Across from her in the small room was her husband, Sam, his eyes glued to the floor.

“Posters bothering you?” Jennifer had just asked him. She was used to the medical illustrations of women’s genitalia and breast tissue in a gynecologist’s office, but knew it probably would be uncomfortable for a man to be surrounded by them.

Sam had shrugged and just started to speak when Dr. O’Boyle whooshed into the room. “Hello again,” the doctor said cheerfully. He set Jennifer’s chart on the counter and shook Sam’s hand, then stood in front of Jennifer with his hands lightly on her knees. “Well, love, what do we do now?” he asked rhetorically.

Jennifer felt tears coming to her eyes until she glanced at Sam. She knew he was mentally repeating what Dr. O’Boyle said, and his fascination with the doctor’s Irish accent made Jennifer smile. She knew she’d be hearing his words later from Sam in a makeshift Irish brogue.

“Well, now, I’m glad to see you’re keeping up a good spirit,” said Dr. O’Boyle, easing himself onto a rolling stool and reaching for the chart.

Jennifer stole a glance at Sam, who was mouthing the doctor’s words in what she knew in Sam’s mind was a Bono sound-alike. She flashed big eyes and a hand wave at Sam in an effort to make him stop, but she really was glad he was there to bring some levity to an otherwise grim situation.

“I think we’ve pretty much come to the end of the road, haven’t we?” Jennifer asked while the doctor paged through the top of her chart. “We’ve done the IUI and the meds and everything. Well, everything but—”

Dr. O’Boyle raised his head. “But in vitro.”

Sam’s ruddy face turned serious. “Doctor, is that really our only option at this point? There aren’t any other procedures we can try before we get to that? I’m just not sure I’m ready for a petri dish baby.” He pushed his glasses back on the bridge of his nose, a nervous habit.

Jennifer was glad to hear Sam express himself—he rarely did to her—even though she was concerned about his reticence to do anything and everything to have a baby.

The doctor cleared his throat. “Sam, we can keep trying the meds and the assisted impregnations, but to be straight with you, I don’t think it’s fair to continue pumping Jennifer’s body with those medications.”

Both men eyed Jennifer. Even though her heart was broken over her failure to become pregnant, Dr. O’Boyle was right about her spirit. Rediscovering the Lord last year had buoyed her through all the testing and the injections and the numerous times she’d had to present herself in a most undesirable way on Dr. O’Boyle’s procedure table.

“Whaaat?” she responded playfully to the two sets of eyes searching hers. “Just because I’m a loony-tune half the month because my body is about to explode from hormones? What excuse will I use for being crazy if I go off the meds?”

They appeared relieved at her answer, but a second glance between Jennifer and Sam told her Sam knew she was putting on a good front.

The doctor closed her file. “My recommendation is to go off everything for now and keep trying naturally. I had one patient who went through the same stuff you’ve done and then gave up. She was only twenty-four then and her husband was thirty-four, so they adopted a boy and a girl—brother and sister. Then, would you believe, nineteen years later she became pregnant at forty-three years old? You want to talk about out of the blue.”

Jennifer gasped quietly. Sam shook his head in astonishment. Although the doctor’s story was inspirational, she knew she didn’t have anywhere near nineteen years of fertility left—if she had any at all.

“Doctor, what about the in vitro?” she asked, curious as to why he hadn’t been more proactive about explaining it.

“Jennifer, in vitro is expensive and—” He stopped and turned to Sam, then back to Jennifer. “As a Christian, I have some moral and ethical problems with it. I’ll give you the name and number of the place we send people who want to pursue IVF, but as a fellow Christian I suggest you two spend some time researching it. And some prayer time, of course.”

Jennifer took the paper on which Dr. O’Boyle had written the IVF clinic’s name and phone number. She glanced at Sam, who appeared to have a head full of questions.

The doctor stood, causing Sam to rise, too. “Doctor, I appreciate your caution, but can’t you just tell us what about this in vitro you’ve found to be inconsistent with Christian teaching?”

Dr. O’Boyle reached for Jennifer’s hand to help her slide off the exam table. “Sam, I would really rather you discuss this with…” He chuckled. “Well, I started to say with your pastor, but since you are the pastor, that might be difficult.”

Sam put an arm around Jennifer. “That’s okay…we have people we trust for counsel.”

Yeah, right. And who would that be? Jennifer thought glumly. She wasn’t too eager to share their infertility questions with anyone, except the PWs of course.

After they said their good-byes to Dr. O’Boyle, Jennifer and Sam made their way silently to the elevator—through the gauntlet of hugely pregnant women in the waiting room—and then down to their car. Jennifer reasoned that Sam might wish he had people he could “trust for counsel,” but she knew he would never discuss such an intimate matter with their church members or another pastor for fear of causing dissension over their decision.

Even though Sam didn’t say it, Jennifer knew he would depend on her to find out what about this procedure was wrong or right. And besides informing him, she knew he would expect her to keep the whole thing to herself.









CHAPTER 3

Lisa

Sunday, January 21


8:33 a.m.




“Callie!” Lisa Barton yelled upstairs toward her teenage daughter’s room. “Let’s go. We’re leaving in five minutes.”

“Hey, Mom,” a voice called from the kitchen. “Where’s the Cheerios? I thought you bought some more.”

Lisa turned her attention toward her thirteen-year-old son, now standing in the hallway, dressed for church in a beige sweater and khaki pants, holding a gallon of milk and an empty bowl. “It’s next to the Grape-Nuts.”

“Nuh-uh.” Ricky turned back toward the kitchen, as if beckoning his mother to follow so he could prove her wrong.

Lisa was used to her son not being able to find things. He takes after his father, she often thought. For some reason, neither Ricky nor Joel, her husband, could ever find anything—unless, of course, it was the remote control. They seemed to have a homing device on that thing.

She could picture exactly where that box of cereal was. And she also could envision Ricky standing in front of the cabinet, holding the door wide open, and staring blankly at the boxes of food without seeing any of it.

“Callie, let’s get a move on!” Lisa called upstairs once more before heading down the hall.

She stepped into their eighties-style kitchen with its dark wood cabinets and beige linoleum floor. The morning sun, reflecting off the newly fallen snow, gleamed through the window over the sink. Lisa peered into the open cabinet and reached to the top shelf to grab the box of Cheerios sitting next to the Grape-Nuts and an assortment of pastas and crackers. “Here. And eat fast. We’re leaving in five minutes.” She wasn’t really sure why she told him to eat fast. The kid didn’t eat; he inhaled. If she could plug his eating habits into his cleaning habits, her house would be spotless all the time. She glanced toward the digital clock on the microwave: 8:35. “And don’t forget to brush your teeth when you’re done.”

“Mom!”

Lisa pointed at him accusingly. “Don’t ‘Mom!’ me. I know you’d rather chug mud than do your teeth. They’re going to all rot out if you don’t take care of them.” She glanced again at the clock. “What’s your sister doing? I haven’t heard a peep out of her room.”

Ricky shrugged. “Maybe she was abducted by aliens or something. Or”—he seemed to brighten—“maybe she tripped and fell and is in a coma.”

“Would you be nice, please? That’s a horrible thing to say.”

“Well, I didn’t say she died or anything,” he said defensively, as if that made it so much better.

“What’s a horrible thing to say?” Joel pushed through the back door, stamping his boots on the rug to clean off the excess snow caked on them.

“Your son is wishing ill on his sister again.”

“Huh.” Joel half smirked. “Well, that’s a first. Could you try to can it, at least for this morning? We’re on our way to church, you know.” He glanced appreciatively at Lisa in her long-sleeved green-and-white fitted dress. She had recently lost five pounds and was able to get back into the dress that had been relegated for several years to the back of the closet. Even with those extra pounds gone, she could feel herself flush by his look, and she sucked in her stomach. “Nice” was all he said. But it was enough. That Joel had noticed at all made her feel wonderful. The last several years had been difficult on their marriage and only recently had they made amends and rekindled the flames of their relationship.

“It’s cold out there this morning,” he said as he pulled off his black gloves. “I’ve got the car warming up, but it barely started. I hope it holds up through this winter.”

Lisa nodded and turned toward the coffeemaker. They had to get to church for him to unlock the doors. Hopefully Gus, one of the church trustees, was already there plowing the parking lot. “Are you finished with this so I can turn it off?” She held her hand near the electric outlet where the coffeemaker was plugged in.

“No, let me get a quick cup.”

She grabbed a nearby mug she’d set out earlier for him, poured his coffee, then unplugged the Mr. Coffee and pushed it toward the back of the counter.

True to form, Ricky, who’d inhaled his cereal as if his mouth were a vacuum, tipped the bowl up to his lips to suck down the leftover milk, then dropped the bowl into the sink. “Okay, I’m ready to go,” he said, wiping his mouth.

“Are we forgetting something?” Lisa crossed her arms, half frustrated that Ricky constantly pushed the envelope where dental hygiene was concerned.

“I don’t know. Are we?” Ricky broke into a wide smile and nodded happily, obviously enjoying the pleasure of driving his mother crazy. “Oh, yeah. My coat!”

Lisa pulled her lips over her teeth and smiled wide, like a crazy woman with no teeth. “This is you in twenty years.”

Ricky furrowed his brow. “I get the toothless part. But I become a woman, too?”

“You stinker,” Lisa said, laughing. “Get upstairs!” She shook her head in mock exasperation. “He’s your son,” she said to Joel. “On your way up,” Lisa told Ricky as he was walking toward the stairs, “check on your sister. She should be ready by now.”

“Right. Like Miss High Maintenance would be ready on time for anything.”

Lisa ignored Ricky’s comment and walked to the hall closet to get her and the kids’ coats. What is up with that girl? she thought. Is she sick? But Callie hadn’t been ill the night before. She’d stayed up late talking on the phone to her best friend, Theresa. The two of them could chitchat more than anybody Lisa had ever known. She had no idea what they could talk about for so long, but apparently, it was “life-or-death” kind of stuff, because Callie was totally absorbed in it.

When she didn’t get any response from Ricky on what Callie was doing, she said to Joel, who was sipping his black coffee, “I’m going to check on Callie.”

At the top of the stairs, Lisa passed Ricky’s bedroom. Disaster zone was more like it. She could barely stand to peek inside. He’d left the overhead light on. Again. That boy thinks we’re made of money, she thought as she reached in and switched off the light. We should start charging him part of the electricity bill.

Next she walked across the hallway to her fourteen-year-old’s room and knocked on the door. It was covered with signs that read, Keep Out, Callie Avenue, and Girl Power.

Silence.

Lisa knocked again. Still nothing. She quietly turned the doorknob and pushed the door slightly ajar. It was dark and still inside. A knot tightened in her stomach. Callie must not be feeling well. A large lump was curled up under the blankets. She crept to the side and leaned over to touch Callie’s shoulder.

“You all right?” she asked gently.

Callie didn’t answer, except to turn away.

“Can I get you something? You want me to stay home with you?”

Callie shook her head, her straight brown hair flying off the pillow with static.

“Okay, sweetie. Get some rest. You sure you don’t want me to get you anything?”

“No.” Her daughter’s voice was bland and quiet.

Lisa placed her hand on her daughter’s forehead. It didn’t feel warm or feverish. Maybe it was a headache or cramps. She knew Callie could get horrible cramps during that time of the month. She bent down and kissed Callie softly on the forehead, then headed for the door. “Is it cramps?”

Callie shook her head.

Ricky banged on Callie’s door with a quick, “Move it, Princess,” then Lisa could hear him plod down the hallway and downstairs.

“A headache?” Lisa asked.

Callie took after Lisa in that department. They both could get terrible migraines that could wipe them out for days.

“No.” She wasn’t sure why, but Lisa felt as if Callie’s one-word answer held a twinge of exasperation in it. She decided not to push the matter. If Callie wasn’t feeling well, she wasn’t feeling well.

“Okay, well,” said Lisa. “Love you, baby girl. Feel better.”

As Lisa closed the door to her daughter’s room, she had a sinking feeling about going to church. Maybe I should just stay home. But she knew Joel had been dealing with some touchy church members and she wanted to be there to support him. I’m sure she’ll be fine, she tried to convince herself. But her motherly instincts tugged at her.

As Lisa walked down the hall, she knew Ricky and Joel were probably now already in the car or at least headed that way. Joel was Mr. Punctual where church was concerned. She threw on her coat, grabbed her Bible and purse sitting on the kitchen counter near the back door, and raced out toward the waiting Taurus.

Lisa still wasn’t convinced she shouldn’t stay home. At least if Callie needed something, she wouldn’t be alone. “Callie’s not feeling well. Poor thing,” Lisa said, clasping the top of her coat to keep warm and shifting into the car seat, trying to get comfortable as she pulled on her seat belt. Joel nodded and started to back out of the drive.

“So she’s still alive,” Ricky mumbled from the backseat.

“Ricky, that’s not nice.” Lisa glanced back at her son, who was smiling widely. “Did you even brush your hair?” she asked, noticing his dishwater blond locks were ruffled in a mop shape.

“Hey, be glad I brushed my teeth.”

“Yes, I know,” she said, rolling her eyes. “We’ll have a medal waiting for you after church. Do you have a quota on how many things you’re allowed to brush?”

“Yeah, I do.”

Lisa shook her head and chuckled, in spite of herself. “He’s your son.”

“Yeah, you keep saying that,” Joel said good-naturedly.

As they pulled away, she glanced up once more with concern toward the second floor, where Callie’s room was. Lisa narrowed her eyes. Callie’s bedroom light was on.









CHAPTER 4

Felicia

Monday, January 22


6:30 p.m.




“Here, eat this.” Dave tossed a red apple from the kitchen counter to where four-year-old Nicholas was sitting on the family room floor playing with Legos.

“Dad, you have to cut it first. That’s what Mom does,” Nicholas said breathlessly as he chased after the apple, which he had failed to catch and was now rolling under the big-screen TV stand.

Without looking up from the laptop balanced on her knees as she perched on the edge of the family room couch, Felicia pleaded, “Can you two hold it down? I just have a few more minutes here and—”

“Why don’t you try biting into that apple instead of into your mother and me?” Dave told his son. Clearly he hadn’t heard Felicia’s plea for quiet.

Nicholas reached his stubby arm beneath the oak TV cabinet. Felicia saw the TV sway in her peripheral vision. “Nicholas, watch th—”

Like they were on springs, Felicia and Dave flew to rescue their son. Dave grabbed Nicholas from behind and lifted him away as if he had just recovered a fumble from his UCLA football-playing days while Felicia spread out her arms to balance the TV on the stand.

“Ow!” Dave dropped Nicholas, who landed like a cat on his feet and took off running.

Felicia let go of the now-steady TV and checked on Dave, whose intense blue eyes were pinched in a wince, then returned to the couch to pack up her laptop for the night. “Did he get ya again?” she asked as she bent down and noticed a run on the left leg of her hose, a casualty of brushing up against the TV cabinet too sharply.

“Yeah. Man, he almost drew blood this time.”

Felicia walked over to Dave with her laptop case in one hand and her other outstretched. “Let me see the boo-boo,” she said in a mock mommy tone.

Dave, a fake pout on his face, presented his reddened forearm.

“Ew, that is a pretty nasty one,” she said in her normal voice.

Dave sighed. “What are we going to do with this kid? He’s going to get kicked out of day care again. And I’m guessing there’s some sort of reporting system between the other day cares in Red River.”

Felicia laughed. “You mean like a kiddy blacklist?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, I know we were able to make it work last fall with baby-sitters and all, but it was a hassle. If he bites and gets kicked out again…”

Felicia set her laptop case by the back door. “Well, the good news is Melinda said he hasn’t been biting at Happy Times since she let him back in. And that’s been almost three weeks.”

Dave pulled Felicia close as she tried to pass by. “That is good news, as long as it lasts.” He kissed her, then glanced over her shoulder at the clock. “Okay, give me another kiss, mi amor. I’m off to Brew-Ha-Ha for comedy night. Think you can hold down the fort with our little beaver boy?”

The “beaver boy” comment made Felicia laugh as they kissed, which resulted in a funny snort sound that made her laugh again.

“I think we can manage,” she said as they pulled away. “Maybe I’ll order a pizza so he can have something to sink his teeth into.”

Dave pulled his winter coat off the peg by the door, put it on, and tossed his cell phone into his pocket as he unlatched the door’s lock. “If he doesn’t watch it, he’s going to be the only kid in kindergarten next year who has to gum his lunch!”

“Ha, not funny,” said Felicia, playfully pushing him out the door into the cold Ohio night. “Be careful driving,” she called after him. “They said there could be ice on the roads tonight.”

Felicia closed the door and locked it, but not before the cold air whipped its way around her, causing her to shiver. She pulled a melon-colored velour throw off the back of the couch and wrapped it around her petite frame.

Even though the frigid Midwestern winters would never be to her liking, Felicia did feel a sense of satisfaction when she thought about how far her life had come in the last several months. She and Dave still had their spats, but they seemed to have come to terms in their expectations for each other. She figured that was helped by the fact that church attendance had been steadily increasing, in part because of the new singles’ ministry started at Brew-Ha-Ha Pub. And as she’d gotten more involved with Tonya’s working women’s Bible study group—and made herself more visible at the church—she’d sensed a new respect among the eyebrow-archers who had questioned her viability as a pastor’s wife with an outside career.

Felicia hunkered down on the couch, still cozily wrapped, and closed her eyes. Thank you, Lord, she prayed, for giving me such a full, fulfilling life. I praise you for all you have done to make this family—

“Mom!”

Felicia jerked her head up. She was so absorbed in her prayer, she hadn’t heard Nicholas come into the room.

“Why are you sleeping? We haven’t even eaten dinner yet. And I’m starved!”

Felicia slid the throw off her shoulders and hopped up. She started to explain to Nicholas that she was praying, not sleeping, but instead she just plucked the cordless phone off its holder and hit speed dial 4.

She heard a click on the other end. “Domino’s Pizza. Can you hold?”

“Mmm-hmmm,” she answered, but deeper inside she felt a flutter. Oh, help us hold, Lord. I want to hold right here, where life is easy and good.









CHAPTER 5

Mimi

Thursday, January 25


8:57 a.m.




Milo was in an uncooperative mood.

Mimi’s five-week-old baby had been crying nonstop for the past two weeks. The pediatrician called it colic. Mimi called it annoying, disrespectful, and cranky. She couldn’t remember any of her other children being this way. And she didn’t like that she couldn’t control the situation. Not one bit.

She had tried everything she could think of to get Milo to calm down. This morning she’d started by rubbing his back, then by feeding him. He seemed to like the feeding. But as soon as he was finished, he went back to crying. His little face had turned almost purple as he worked himself into a fit, wailing and hiccupping. And so loud.

How can a baby have such lungs? she wondered as she tried bouncing him and pacing around her living room. If I cried and screamed myself into a tizzy like this, I’d lose my voice. Why doesn’t he lose his voice? Or I lose my hearing?

She continued to bounce him in her arms as she sashayed widely into the kitchen, where she glanced at the rooster clock hanging above the sink. Nine o’clock. Five hours of Milo’s aria. Five long, painful, angst-filled hours.

It was bad enough that Milo was keeping her up all night long—he was making the rest of the family cranky, too. Mimi’s husband, Mark, had complained that he couldn’t work on his Sunday message. And her other three children, Michaela, MJ, and Megan, had whined that they couldn’t hear themselves think. Eight-year-old MJ had taken great advantage of the situation and had claimed he was unable to do his homework. Mimi realized they all had to deal with Milo.

But she wasn’t really in the mood to give them sympathy. Especially since they could leave. Mark could go to the church, and Michaela and MJ to school. Even five-year-old Megan could escape to kindergarten every day or hop over to her friend Ethan’s house down the street. But not Mimi. Nope, she was Mother. She got to deal with Colicky Baby. She got to go Sleepless in Red River.

Mimi cringed to think that this may be a sign of things to come and was tempted to ask God what she had done to deserve Milo’s temperament.

Holding this soft, pink-bodied, brown-fuzzyheaded child who had been given eternal lung capacity, she could sympathize with stressed mothers who finally out of desperation shook their babies to quiet them. She knew she wouldn’t do that, but she also knew she was going to have to do something. Soon.

Megan had taken their cockapoo, Buster, and holed up in her room, with the door shut, listening to The Little Mermaid on the small CD player one of the church members had given her for Christmas last year. Mixed with Milo’s cries and Buster’s howls, the sounds of Megan’s voice singing “Under the Sea” caged Mimi in a cacophony of noise.

Tremors began to shake her body as she walked upstairs past Megan’s closed door to the nursery, where she laid still-bawling baby Milo in his crib. She lifted her chin and, marching in tune to his wails, left the room like a rat abandoning a sinking ship. On the other side of his door, she breathed in deeply, trying to get ahold of herself. Then, as calmly as she possibly could, Mimi returned downstairs to the living room, where she carefully closed all the blinds, straightened one of her beige and mauve lampshades, and, inhaling deeply, proceeded to scream at the top of her lungs.

She’d read somewhere once about the importance of giving oneself permission to let loose with a primal yell when stress seems overwhelming. Well, the Geiger counter was making a lot of racket, and it was telling her she was overwhelmed.

When she ran out of breath, she bent over, closed her eyes hard, and then stood again to let loose once more. She yelled. She stamped her feet. She flailed her arms. She balled her fists and released them. If only I had something to punch. One of those Yogi Bear children’s punching bags. Spying the couch throw pillows, she strode to the middle of the room, knelt beside the couch, and thumped the pillows with blows that would rival Oscar de la Hoya’s.

“Mommy?” came a small voice from upstairs. Mimi stopped mid-blow, puffed a tousle of blond hair from her eyes, and popped up.

“Coming, sweetie,” she said as she strode to the stairs. There, at the top, stood wide-eyed Megan, gripping the rails, her face poking through the banister. Her towheaded locks were chopped short, most of it standing straight up from the static electricity, as if she’d just placed her finger in a light socket. She was wearing her favorite Tweety Bird shirt, which was faded, stained, and had a hole near the collar from continual wear. Beside her sat Buster, whose black snout and puffy dark face were sticking through the banister beside her. They were almost the same height.

Immediately Mimi stood and pulled down her red cable-knit sweater, straightening it, and smiled brightly. In her tantrum, she hadn’t noticed that Megan’s music had stopped.

“Hi, swee—” She broke into a coughing spell. “Uuuh,” she said as she rubbed her aching, raw throat.

Motioning for Megan to join her, Mimi walked into the kitchen in the hope that a glass of water would ease her throat. She could hear Milo’s wails emanating from the second floor as Megan and Buster raced down the stairs.

Thank God it’s winter and the windows are closed, or the neighbors might think we’re beating him.

“He’s still crying,” Megan stated matter-of-factly and grabbed Mimi’s hand.

Mimi sighed. “Yep.”

“Can we put a plug in his mouth? My glue stick will make it stay.”

Mimi squinted slightly. She really wanted to say, “Okay, let me consider that.” Instead, she grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and sipped quietly, trying to think of what to do next.

“Go grab your coat,” Mimi said determinedly. “We’re going for a ride.”

“Are we taking Milo?”

“Yes, we’re taking Milo.”

Megan cringed. “Do we have to?”

“Yes, we have to,” Mimi said, turning Megan toward the living room and patting her bottom to push her out of the kitchen. “Go get your coat and boots.”

There was only one more thing she could think of to help Milo and to keep her sanity. She only prayed it would work.

10:52 a.m.

The sounds of Baby Einstein floated through the Freestar as Mimi slowed to a stop at the red light at the corner of Main and Hope Streets. She had spent the past hour and a half driving around, hoping the gentle sway of the vehicle and the calming classical music would finally lull Milo to sleep. A silent, deep slumber that would last, oh, a week.

Finally, after about an hour of driving through Red River and out past snow-covered cornfields, Milo had settled into sleep, giving Mimi her first moments of peace. Even Megan and Buster had dozed off. Exhausted, Mimi headed home.

She pulled up to the red light and, to celebrate the silence, closed her eyes. The music was soothing her. Just for a minute, she thought.

She inhaled deeply and licked her lips. It felt so wonderful to have her eyes closed and to absorb the serenity of silent children. Her head slowly dropped toward her chest, which jerked her awake in time to get a glimpse at the light. Still red. She closed her eyes again and leaned back against the headrest.

She thought she heard what sounded like a horn blaring but simply responded by yawning.

A siren blared in the background. Mimi blinked her eyes quickly to focus on the light. Red. She glanced into the backseat to check on Milo and Megan. Still asleep. Seeing the light hadn’t changed, she settled into her seat and let her heavy eyelids close. If Milo would only sleep for the next twelve hours, life would be so good. Then I could sleep. That would be so—

Tap, tap, tap.

She shook her head slightly. If he were only like the other ki—

Tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap.

Eyes still closed, Mimi furrowed her brow, annoyed.

From a distance, she heard a muffled, “Ma’am. Ma’am! Hello?”

I thought Milo had knocked out my hearing, and now I can even pick up conversations on the street, through the closed window.

Mimi let her left eye pop open to check the signal light. Red. This is quite the long light.

Her eyes had just returned to their restful state when a violent tap at her driver’s side window caused her to spring up, nearly choking herself on her seat belt. Turning, Mimi caught sight of a slim black club. She followed the club up to who was holding it. There stood a displeased thirty-something police officer. His face and neck were beet red, as though he’d been out in the cold too long. She wasn’t sure if that was just his natural reddish complexion, frostbite, or an angry flush, and she sure wasn’t going to ask.

Her stomach doing flip-flops, she opened her eyes wide and tried to give her best innocent smile as she rolled down the window.

“Have a nice nap?”

The officer stood straight and close to the van, causing Mimi to have to lean slightly out the window and crane her head to see him. She noticed a small muscle in his jaw twitching.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, hoping her small voice would put him in a better, or at least merciful, mood. “I was driving around, trying to—”

“What?” he barked.

She exhaled slightly and pointed toward the backseat, then leaned over and again whispered, “I was driving around, trying to—”

“No.” He cut her off. “You weren’t driving. You were sleeping.”

“I can expla—”

“You can do all your explaining over there,” he said, pointing across the street to the 7-Eleven parking lot.

Mimi felt the panic rising, making her whispers come out more strained. “But every time I looked, it’s been red!”

“Lady, you didn’t even budge when I finally used the siren. Now pull through the intersection. That is”—a sneer crossed his face—“if you can stay awake that long.”

Mimi gritted her teeth. What was she going to do? she wondered. Her hands had gone clammy and were shaking. She wasn’t sure which she was more afraid of—getting a ticket or waking Milo. But besides the fear, a tiny surge of anger welled inside her chest. He didn’t have to be so snotty. He has no idea what I’ve been going through.

Mimi pulled into a space at the far end of the parking lot and waited for the officer to approach the van. “Please, God, don’t let this guy give me a ticket,” she breathed. “And please, please don’t let Milo wake up.” She glanced in the rearview mirror to see if Megan was still asleep and how Milo was doing. His face seemed crunched, uncomfortable, but at least his eyes were closed and his little rosebud lips were pursed with tiny bubbles gurgling out.

He is beautiful, she thought, momentarily forgetting what a pain he could be when he was awake.

She noticed then that the officer had gotten out of his squad car—lights still flashing—and was approaching her side of the minivan. In order to make sure the officer didn’t wake Milo, Mimi opened her door and threw her arms in the air to show she didn’t have a gun. Unfortunately, she’d forgotten her seat belt was buckled, so instead of stepping free from the van as she’d planned, she flailed aimlessly, all of her extremities hanging out of the van while her torso remained put.

“What are you doing?”

She pulled her legs back in and dropped her arms. “I don’t have a gun or anything,” she said meekly.

Mimi’s response seemed to lighten his mood a little, for she noticed a slight twitch to his lips.

“Cop shows, right?”

She smiled slightly and shrugged.

“Just give me your license and vehicle registration,” he said, moving closer.

“Oh!” she responded, her hands shaking. Nerves. She mentally berated herself for being weak. Quickly and quietly she grabbed the registration from the glove compartment and picked up her large purse (which was really a disguised tote bag—she couldn’t fit everything she needed in a purse these days). She decided to riffle through it outside. This time she unfastened the seat belt and hopped out of the van, gently closing the door—Please don’t wake up; this is bad enough—and trying to appear somewhat normal.

Calm down, she told herself as she picked through pacifiers, notepads, tissues, and packs of gum, trying to find her license, or he’s going to think you’re on drugs or something and take away your children. She knew her fears were probably unfounded, based on all those cop shows she’d seen recently—what else was there to watch in the middle of the night when Milo wouldn’t go down? But what would they do to someone who fell asleep at the wheel? Would she be charged with neglect? Would they take her to jail? She could see the headlines now:

PASTOR’S WIFE ARRESTED FOR SNOOZING ON THE ROAD

With half the contents of her purse now splayed out on the van’s hood like goods at a yard sale, Mimi noticed to her relief that the officer was no longer holding his club but a clipboard, with what she assumed was the paperwork for her ticket—or, maybe, a warning? Do they still do that? Never on TV! Please, please, please? Her hands kept shaking, trying to find her wallet.

“I only closed my eyes for just a minute,” she tried to explain, hoping he wouldn’t notice her hands. Or hoping he would notice her hands and feel sorry enough for her not to issue her a ticket. “I checked the light. It was red.”

The officer pushed up his standard-issue cap and scratched his forehead. Tendrils of caramel-colored hair peeked out from underneath. “You timed it perfectly, then. I was sitting behind you, tapping my horn every time the light turned green. Four times.”

She ignored that revelation. “You see, I’ve been driving around, trying to get my baby to fall asleep.”

He glanced into the minivan. “Well, he seems to be asleep now. But he wasn’t driving. You were.”

As if on cue, Mimi saw Milo start to stir. Wide-eyed, she froze. “No,” she mouthed, as much to Milo as to the officer.

She peered at the officer’s nametag. Officer McCarthy. Then she glanced down at his left hand to see if he was married. No ring. Maybe he just doesn’t wear one. Or maybe he’s an uncle, she rationalized, hoping that he would understand about children, particularly colicky ones.

She tried to smile but knew it was a poor attempt. To cover her discomfort, she tucked her blond hair behind her left ear. “This kid is driving me crazy.”

The law-and-order man just stared at her blankly.

“I haven’t slept in days.”

No compassion registered on his face.

“He has colic.” Mimi pushed the word, hoping that would get her off the hook. Still nothing. “It’s a condition that—”

“Yes, ma’am, I know what colic is.”

“Oh!” She giggled nervously. “I just…well, I…” And she was off and running. Shockingly, appallingly, she dumped her story on him. It was as if she had swallowed the Energizer bunny. She just kept going and going and going, chattering on about everything—she even told him how her pregnancy with Milo had been a surprise because “I was just too tired to say no, you know?” and how ill she’d been during those early months, vomiting all over the place, including on Kitty Katt’s shoes at the annual Red River July Fourth picnic.

Mimi watched Officer McCarthy’s eyes glaze over as he listened to her babble, but she felt powerless to stop.

“Ma’am.” He raised his hand. “I appreciate the background story, but really, I’m just interested in your license and registration.” He held out his hand for the two things she’d been holding during her confession.

“Right. Right. Sorry about that.” You dope! What’d you do that for? She felt like duct-taping her mouth. Recovering, she started to hand the driver’s license to him, then noticed it was smeared with some unknown substance from inside her purse—Cereal? Lipstick? No, I haven’t worn that in weeks—so she wiped it off on her dark peacoat and handed it to him along with the registration slip. She watched him move back to his squad car with its red-and-blue lights flashing like a Kmart special.

Slightly hopping from one foot to the other, Mimi wanted to keep waiting outside the van to avoid opening that door again and rousing the kids, but she was feeling the cold seep into her bones. She considered joining Officer McCarthy in his car—Should I get in the front or the back? No, I can’t do that. It was a dilemma: freeze or wake the monster-mouthed child. Finally, she opted for the squad car.

Slowly she walked to the back of the van, lifting her hands again to show, See? Still no gun. Then she dropped them quickly, feeling silly after that first exchange. She tapped politely on his window to get his attention.

“What?” he said, attempting to cover the paperwork.

“I’m so cold, and I don’t want to wake my kids. Would it be all right if I just sat in the back while you finish what you’re doing?”

His face went blank. Slowly he smirked, then chuckled. “If that’s what you want.”

“I’d really appreciate it.” Not to mention it’s a moment of respite from my children.

She had just settled into the backseat, uncomfortably noticing the bars placed between the back and front seats, when she saw Martha and Bud Magruder pass by and spot her. The Magruders attended Trinity, the church where her husband was pastor.

Great. I love small towns, she thought as she ducked down. She figured the news would travel through Red River, and everybody would be chattering on about Mimi’s “police record.” If the news hasn’t already gotten around…

She could just envision the chairman for the Sunday service getting up and announcing, “We have a convict in our midst this morning. Ha, ha, ha.” She hated people knowing her business—not exactly something a pastor’s wife has much control over, she knew. She hated the fact that she’d been stopped at all!

Mimi prided herself on being a law-abiding citizen. Especially since her father was a convict. Not really, but he had spent a few nights in the county jail. Mimi knew her father hadn’t meant to shoot his next-door neighbor in the tush with a BB gun when Mimi was eight years old. But when her father would start drinking, which was most of the time, he would do, well, things. Like the time he got into an argument with their neighbor over whether the fence in their backyard was on their property or his. Her father, to settle the matter, had walked inside their house, dusted off the BB gun from the basement, walked outside, and shot their neighbor square in the left buttock. It had mortified Mimi and the town. And their church.

Fortunately their neighbor, who was squatting over his prized rosebushes, thought it was a bee sting. Until his wife saw it and called the police, that is. When the police arrived at Mimi’s house, they’d scared her with their brisk tones and harsh faces, guns holstered to their hips. She remembered hearing them converse with her father, who argued with them, telling them the neighbor made it up, but he would be more than glad to pop them one, too. Mimi had been hiding behind the door to the basement, peering through the crack, and watching the policemen’s faces squint in anger before they turned her father around and handcuffed him.

From that point on, Mimi didn’t want anything to do with the police. She barely wanted anything to do with her father, even though she loved him and prayed for him daily to find God’s grace and forgiveness.

Now here Mimi sat in the warm interior of the squad car, with a policeman who had it in his power to lock her up if he chose to. He was taking so long finishing, she began to wonder if he was going to handcuff her and take her off to the Red River police station. She knew it was absurd to think that, but she couldn’t help it. Officer McCarthy would run a background check, see her connection with her father, and then bam! Away she’d be carted. She bit her lip in angst. Just then Milo’s vocal cords started to awaken. Amazingly enough, she could hear him that far away. Well, she thought trying to calm herself, if I do get arrested, I might get a full night’s sleep.

“I should probably get back to the van and check on Milo.”

“Yup” was all the officer said.

Mimi opened the side door to the van to try to calm Milo when Megan started to cry. “Why are you crying?” Mimi asked her sleepy-eyed daughter in a statement more than a question. Mimi’s eye caught Officer McCarthy as he stepped out of his squad car and walked toward the van. And then she spotted the Magruders’ car pass by again, with Martha and Bud both craning their necks to get a better view.

11:13 a.m.

Mimi’s husband, Mark, was standing in the driveway when Mimi pulled in. She’d called him on her cell phone as soon as Officer McCarthy had left her. Don’t cry, she told herself silently. Just don’t cry. She sucked in her lips, pressing firmly on them, hoping that would keep her eyes from leaking like a garden hose on a hot summer day. Then she blinked hard. Crying will not help the situation.

She watched her tall, dark-haired husband walk around her side of the minivan and open the door for her.

“Hey, how ya doing?” he said gently. He sounded so sympathetic and kind, so pastorly. And that was all it took. She started to sob in gasps and hiccups, making her sound almost like Milo. Trying to form words, she couldn’t capture enough breath for anything other than a whelp, as from an injured animal.

“It’s okay,” Mark told her, helping her out of the car. “It’s not the end of the world.”

“I ca-can’t believe he ga-gave me a ticket!” she bawled. She mentally kicked herself for letting her tears gush.

Mimi had never gotten a ticket, not even for speeding. Not even in college when all her friends were getting parking tickets for not paying for campus parking passes. Mimi always went by the book. She couldn’t believe the police officer wouldn’t even consider just writing her a warning. No, Mr. Law-and-Order had to go straight for the ticket. Even after he heard Milo and Megan’s cries. No compassion. He’d offered no sympathy. Just passed her the ticket for impeding traffic, returned her license and registration, and said, rather snarkily she thought, “Maybe you should invest in a good pair of earplugs.”
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