

[image: cover]





The Edge of Grace





Christa Allan's sophomore book, The Edge of Grace, is a powerful work of art, delving into waters not often stirred in fiction. It made me squirm and it challenged me to consider how I offered grace. The only thing it did not do was leave me unchanged.

—ANE MULLIGAN, editor Novel Journey



Edge of Grace needs to be required reading for every church book club out there. Once again Christa Allan tackles a difficult subject, this time homosexuality, with grace, laughter, love, and intelligence. With sometimes chuckle-out-loud humor annd heart-breaking pathos, Allan walks the reader through a horrific hate crime against her lead character, Caryn's gay brother. With winsome words and honesty, Allan brings the reader into a world of prejudice and pain as Caryn must confront her own misconceptions. In the end, Caryn is able to "woman up" and dig deep down where she finds love and God waiting. Allan reminds us that love does indeed conquer all and we all live lives on the edge of grace.

—JOYCE MAGNIN, Award-winning author of the Bright's Pond novels
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The last two words I said to my brother David that Saturday were "oh" and "no," and not in the same sentence—though they should have been.

On an otherwise ordinary, cartoon-filled morning, my son Ben sat at the kitchen table spiraling a limp bacon slice around his finger. His last ditch effort to forestall doing his chores. I was having a domestic bonding experience with the vacuum cleaner. My last ditch effort to forestall the house being overtaken by microscopic bugs, dead skin, and petrified crumbs. I'd just summoned the courage to attempt a pre-emptive strike on the intruders under the sofa cushions when the phone rang.

I walked into the kitchen, gave Ben the "don't you dare touch that phone with your greasy bacon hands" stare, and grabbed the handset.

It was David. "I wanted you to hear this from me," he said.

An all-too familiar sensation—that breath-sucking, plummeting roller-coaster feeling—I'm thinking he's been fired, in a car wreck, diagnosed with cancer, six months to live, but, no, it wasn't as simple as that.

He told me he was leaving in a few days for a vacation. With a man. Leaving with a man. Crossing state lines from Louisiana to Mexico to share sun, sand, and sheets with a person of the same sex.

My universe shifted.

He came out of the closet, and I went into it. For perhaps only the second time in my life, I was mute. Not even sputtering, not even spewing senseless syllables. Speechless.

"Caryn, are you still there?" 

No. I'm not still here. I'm miles away and I'm stomping my feet and holding my breath in front of the God Who Makes All Monsters Disappear.

I think I hear God. He's telling me I'm the monster.

Wisps of sounds. They belonged to David. "Did you hear what I said? That I'm going away?" 

I hung up. I didn't ask "Why?" because he'd tell me the truth my heart already knew.

"What did Uncle David want?" Ben asked.

I spun around and made eye contact with my unsuspecting innocent. "Get that bacon off your finger right now, mister. Wash your hands, and go do whatever it is you're supposed to be doing."

He shoved the bacon in his mouth, his face the solemn reflection of my emotional slap. From the den television, the Nickelodeon Gummy Bears filled the stillness with their ". . . bouncing here, there, and everrrrrywherre . . ." song.

"And turn that television off on the way back to your room."

"Okay, Mom," said Ben, his words a white flag of surrender as he left the room.

Now what? I decided to abandon the vacuuming. Really, was I supposed to fret about Multi-Grain Wheat Thin crumbs and popcorn seeds when my only sibling was leaving for Mexico with a man? 

The phone rang. Again.

"You hung up on me," David said.

"I don't know what to say." I opened the refrigerator. The burp of stale air cooled my face as I stalked the shelves of meals past and future. I'd find solace in one of those containers. Maybe more than one. I'd solace myself until the voice on the phone went away.

David reminded me there were alternatives to hanging up.

Alternatives? You want to talk alternatives? How about I'm hung up on your alternative lifestyle? 

Between the sour cream and a stalk of tired celery, I found an abandoned crusty cinnamon roll in a ball of crinkled foil. I unwrapped it and plowed my finger through the glop of shiny, pasty icing smeared inside and said, "But you and Lori just finished wallpapering your bathroom. You remember her, right? Your fiancée?" 

"Lori knows," he said.

I grabbed the two fudge brownies with cavities where Ben already had picked out the walnuts.

"Uh huh." I fought the urge to hang up again.

"Is that all you're going to say?"

No, that wasn't all I could say. I was going to say I was ever so sorry for answering the phone. I wanted to say that I hate you. I wanted to say that of all that things you could have been, gay was not what I would've chosen. I wanted to say that I didn't want to imagine you in bed with a man. I didn't want to know that what we had in common was that we both slept with men. I wanted to say that if our mother hadn't already died of cancer, she would've keeled over with this news.

"Lori and I are working this out," he said.

I fumbled for words like keys in the black hole of my purse. My brain rummaged for syllables and sounds, buried under a clever adage, a witty phrase. But all I could choke out was an "Oh."

"Don't you even want to know who I'm going with?" He sounded small, like he was the one being left behind.

"No."

Then, with a level of intimacy I reserved for nighttime marketers of exterior siding, I told him good-bye.

I walked to where I'd left the vacuum handle propped against the den wall, flipped the switch, and pushed the vacuum back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. I pictured the unwary bugs caught in the vortex. I knew just how they felt. I'd been in this wind tunnel before, when Harrison died and without my permission.

Sometimes husbands could be so maddening.

And, once again, Harrison, where are you when I need you? Who am I supposed to talk to about this? Not Ben. Not my father. Don't give me that condescending "life isn't fair" mantra. You're right. It's not.

I yanked the cord out of the wall, pressed the button that zipped it into the belly of the beast and steered the machine toward Ben's room.

My almost seven-year-old sat on the floor of his bedroom tying his navy Sketchers when he saw me at the door. "Hey, Mom. I washed my hands." He held them up, wiggled them in front of his face as proof. "See?" 

"Where are your socks, Ben?" 

Harrison again. Caryn, the world's not going to stop spinning because the kid's not wearing socks.

Ben doubled the knot, pulled the laces, and looked up at me. His sprinkle of freckles and his cleft chin, totally stolen from his dad, weakened me. How could there be anything wrong in the universe when his precious face slips into that soft spot in my heart? 

"I couldn't find two socks that matched. Besides," he stood and stomped his sneakers on the floor, "these are almost too small. My feet get all squinchy when I'm wearing socks." He pulled the elastic band on his basketball shorts up past his waist. We both knew the shorts would slide right back down in minutes. A battle he always lost. "So, can I go play Wii with Nick now?" 

My only child wore shoes that crushed his toes. How did I miss that? "Why didn't you tell me your shoes were too small?" 

"No big deal, Mom. Anyway, remember you said we'd go shopping with Uncle David before school started." Ben grabbed his frayed purple L.S.U. cap off his desk lamp. "Can I go now?" 

"Sure. Just be home for lunch." I hugged him, and when I felt his arms lock around my waist, I wondered how I still deserved him.

I must have latched on a bit too long because he started to squirm away. "Mom. You okay?" Ben stepped out of my arms, turned his baseball cap backward over his sand-colored hair, raised his arms, plopped his hands on the top of his cap, and waited.

"Of course," I said, tweaking his nose, hoping he heard the lie in my voice and didn't see the truth in my eyes. "Plug that cord in for me on your way out, okay?" 

"Got it. See ya." The front door slammed. It opened again. "Oops, sorry about that," he called out, and then the door closed solidly.

Well, Harrison. Door closing. That's one lesson learned.

I moved Ben's lamp to the back of his desk and straightened the framed picture that the lamp had slid into when he'd grabbed his hat. Bacchus, his first Mardi Gras parade captured in the photograph. I'd always called it the "man" picture. Ben's crescent moon smile as Harrison hoisted him on his shoulders, my father and David flanking Harrison, both grinning at Ben and not the camera.

One man already gone. Now David. At least the David I thought I knew. Wasn't that the David that just last week sat next to me in church? The church he'd invited me to for the first time a month ago? How could he have done that? He's certifiably crazy if he thinks I'm going to church tomorrow. That's not going to happen.

I mashed the vacuum cleaner switch on and returned to the sucking up of dirt. It seemed all too appropriate for my life.
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Ben told Nick you looked sad. And you didn't ask if he'd brushed his teeth after breakfast, and he warned me not to ask about his Uncle David." Julie stepped in the foyer and closed the front door. "Figured code orange. I zipped right over."

Neighbors for years, Julie and I color-coded our traumas; Julie called it our Homeland Sanity Advisory. Below yellow, phone calls would be sufficient. Yellow or above, always a face-to-face.

Standing in the den, the bug-sucking beast still at my side, I must have looked like Martha Stewart, the prison months. But Julie looked me over and didn't say anything about my stupor or my morning bed-hair, which probably poked out from my scalp like clusters of brown twigs.

"Drop the handle," she said and marched right past me, looking all the more stern with her copper hair pulled into a neat ponytail at the nape of her long neck. A woman on a mission. I plodded behind her and hoped her trail of lemony-rose fragrance would settle itself on me and maybe compensate for the shower I needed.

Julie grabbed two glasses from the dish rack by the sink, filled them with iced tea, handed me one and walked over to the sofa with hers.

"Come. Sit." Julie patted the suede sofa cushion next to her. Its original pewter shade had been softened by the patina of lazy weekend movie watching, shuffling visits of family and friends, and the bouncing of a round-faced toddler.

I sunk into the sofa as she wedged an over-sized throw pillow behind her back. Julie kicked off her beaded flip-flops and plopped her toenail-polished feet on the glass coffee table between a chipped stoneware vase and a wicker basket holding an assortment of pine cones.

"Okay. Give it up. And don't give me the microwave version," Julie demanded. "You're still wandering around in your jammies, so I know it's gotta be big."

Julie and I gave up boundaries years ago. She was the sister my parents never gave me, and the only person allowed in the dressing room when I shopped for bathing suits. Once someone charted every dimple in your thighs, it wasn't a long way to knowing every dimple in your life.

"It's . . ." Deep breath . . . "Well, it's David." I set my glass on the July issue of Good Housekeeping, right over the picture of the Year's Best Banana Pudding. The room felt as steamy as asphalt after a hard August rain. I leaned against the back cushions, closed my eyes, and flipped through the memories of my life that'd unfolded on this sofa, in this room, with Julie by my side. Gain seemed outscored by loss. But, no matter what, we'd always depended on faith and friendship to buoy us as we navigated life's rivers. Like today, when an undertow threatened to yank me away.

She leaned toward me. "What happened? Is he okay?"

I opened my eyes. Gazed out the den window. Fingerprint smudges and splattered lovebugs almost blocked the view of the weeds that had overtaken what was supposed to have been a vegetable garden. I waited for the tidal wave of sorrow that would deplete itself in my sobs. Nothing. Maybe empty's the new full. Like orange is the new pink or something.

The words tumbled out of my mouth like marbles dropped from a jar. "David called this morning. He's gay. He called to tell me he's gay. Well, not that he said he's gay. No, I guess he didn't have to say that because he said he was going to Mexico with a man, by himself, and why would he being doing that if he wasn't, right?" I rubbed my temples with my fingertips. Was I massaging reality in or out? "My brother's gay."

I waited for Julie to react. I stared. I waited.

Whatever anxious concern she'd carried, she must have flushed it out with the tea she'd just finished.

"Uh-huh. Go on." Julie shifted, recrossed her legs on the table, and looked at me.

Her expression was, well, expressionless.

A sour bubble of anxiety popped in my stomach. "Uh-huh? Go on? Go on to what? To where? What do you mean? You did hear me, didn't you?" My voice stretched so thin it grated leaving my throat.

"I heard you. I'm just not all that shocked," she said with a tender weariness—like when I tell Ben for the umpteenth time to stop digging snot out of his nose when we're in the grocery store—and patted my hand. "Caryn, click your heels together. It's time to leave Oz. Your brother's gay. He's still your brother. The same brother you loved seconds before the phone call."

"Seriously? You're telling me this is okay?" She couldn't be. Of all people, Julie would share my outrage, not intensify it.

"He's your brother. Want to ignore him? Sure. Who's left? Your father married the step-monster after your mom died. That's all you've got. You're going to adopt her?"

She was on the verge of endangering her best-friend status. "Don't be ridiculous."

"There are some advantages here. Maybe we could think about those."

"No, let's not," I said. "And why are you smiling? This isn't funny. At. All." I didn't need a mirror to know I wore my injured-morose expression.

"I'm not laughing at you or your brother. I'm still surprised you didn't suspect this. In fact, I'm a bit shocked—"

The dryer signal blared from the laundry room and startled me. It reminded me today was still an ordinary Saturday. "Julie, I'm stunned. Horrified. The thing is, this is my brother. My only brother. My only sibling. It's different somehow when it happens in your own family. I mean, how would you feel if we were talking about your brother?"

She shrugged her shoulders, raked her bangs off her forehead with her fingers, and looked at me as if seeing me for the first time. "How would I feel? I wish my brother was gay. Instead, he's unemployed, he drinks too much, and he's an idiot."

"You don't understand. You can't understand." I rolled up the short sleeves of my cotton T-shirt. If only I could sweat out the pain and frustration. "It's not that simple. If he was your brother—alcoholic idiot or not—you'd be afraid to close your eyes because when you do, there's a snapshot of him and his other holding hands on the beach." I gulped my tea hoping it would lower my body's thermostat.

"Okay. So in that snapshot, my brother's throwing up on the beach."

The annoying, insistent dryer blared again. "I'm going to turn off that obnoxious buzzer of yours and get us a refill. Don't go anywhere." Julie smiled, kicked her shoes out of her way, and headed for the laundry room.

Because I am a mother and doomed to guilt, I wondered if his gayness is my fault. If I hadn't been such a nerd in high school, I could have saved him. If I hadn't devoted my college years to Harrison, I could've spent more time with David.

Julie returned, and my train of thought ran off the tracks. "Here you go." She placed my glass on the coffee table and sat on the sofa facing me. "Look, I suppose I haven't sounded sympathetic, but I'm sorry this is so painful for you. Thing is, Caryn, I don't feel sorry for you because you have a gay brother. Maybe it's all semantics, but I do feel sorry for your having to struggle through this. Without Harrison. Without your mom. But you don't have to do this alone." She reached over and hugged me. "Would it help you to talk to Vince? I could go with you."

"As in Pastor Vince? No. Definitely no. It's hard enough to talk to you about this." As if I'm going to tell the pastor I barely know that my brother, who's been going to services there for years, is gay.

"Okay," she said, but with a voice that made it sound not okay. "But that's what he's there for you know. And for all you know, Vince might already know that."

"I know, but he and I just met last week to talk about catering his daughter's wedding. One issue at a time. Besides," I twisted my watch around my wrist to check the time, "that catering contract could be big."

She swallowed the ice she'd been crunching. "Like the boys say, ‘Get cereal.' Get serious Caryn. Like David being gay has anything to do with your catering business." She grabbed her flip-flops and slipped them on her feet. "And don't worry about Ben. Trey wanted to take the boys to the real bowling alley. He's probably tired of them beating him on Wii."

Julie stood and tugged the hem of her blue plaid Bermuda shorts. "Ten pounds ago, these shorts wouldn't have crawled up my legs every time I sat. It's all your fault. The white chocolate bread pudding and seafood lasagna you've been forcing me to taste test. It's all settling right here." She poked her thighs. "See?"

"Well, when Caryn's Canapes is self-sustaining, I'll ask our accountant if I can write off a liposuction for you. In the meantime, I've got my own lumpy thigh issues to contend with." I hadn't squeezed into pant sizes under two digits since Harrison died. And lately the sizes were moving in the direction closer to my age. Not so good. But it was collateral damage in the catering business. I had to sample what I intended to serve.

"Speaking of your accountant, he asked me to let him know if you were okay with the bowling plan." Julie tapped out a text to Trey on her cell phone. "It's not a problem, right?"

"Not at all. Maybe he can hand out some of my cards while he's there. Could get us both closer to plastic surgery."
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Julie left not too long after giving Trey the bowling goahead. She invited Ben to spend the night at their house, so I'd have time, as she said, "to wallow in a bubble bath of self-pity and move on."

She knew, of course, I'd back up more than move on, at least for a while. We'd been through too much together for her to think I'd wake up in "I'm all over it now" land. But even Julie didn't know how much of a foreigner I was there. Even after all these years.

Ten years ago, the Pierces moved across the street about a month after we'd thrown away our last moving box. Trey and Julie, we discovered when we'd strolled over with a welcome-to-suburbia bottle of generic red wine, had sacrificed the ambiance of a rented shotgun home near MidCity for a residential starter home for the couple ready to "go forth and multiply." Harrison and I were still newlyweds, trying to figure out what to do with three toasters, a crystal punch bowl, and five place settings of our china pattern.

Eventually, Harrison and Trey did their male-bonding-getting-acquainted thing, then started spending Saturdays on the golf course. Julie and I brought books to the clubhouse pool, stretched out on lounge chairs, and pretended to read. Mostly we critiqued body shapes and gave thanks we weren't the ones hustling a three-year-old out of the water screeching, "I gotta pee-pee in the baff-woom."

On Sundays, Trey and Julie headed to Mary Queen of Peace Church and lunch with one of their parents. Meanwhile, at the Beckers' house, Harrison kept the sheets warm while I attended Grace Memorial, praying for enough rain to ruin the chances of his playing golf and sufficient forgiveness for being so petty.

The past few years were almost equally unkind to Julie and me. My mother Lily died of cancer the year after Julie's father had a massive heart attack driving home from a New Orleans Saints football game. Julie's still trying to explain to her mother why she can't sue the team.

I learned to gauge the depth of Julie's grief by the spike of her humor. After her dad's funeral Mass, she passed me a note she'd scribbled on an old church bulletin. "Your dad. My mom. It could happen." I blew my nose and coughed my way through a laugh.

My reaction to grief, however, headed in the opposite direction. Plummeted to pathos. So, even as she left that morning after hearing about David, Julie knew she couldn't cushion me from the fall. No. I had to hunker down in it, like an animal rolling around in a decomposing carcass, until I gagged from the stench of self-pity. Then I'd bolt out of the putrid mess I'd made and gasp for small breaths of acceptance.

After Harrison died, I felt as if I'd been shoved from a plane without a parachute. Five years later, I still wonder if maybe I've just landed on a ledge and the real bottom, the one that's a well of crud, was still waiting for me.
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Lori. Should I call Lori? I should call her. Maybe. Why didn't I think to ask Julie? She's the self-declared queen of Google for what to do when you don't know what to do. But can you really do a web search on "what to say to your almost sister-in-law when your brother announces he is going to play for the other team"? 

I carried the glasses to the sink and finished picking up what was left of Ben's breakfast. Two crispy blistered shells of the biscuits that he'd excavated the soft doughy insides out of. I tossed them out the backdoor to feed the sparrows.

I wouldn't endure one more phone call until I showered and changed out of my mismatched pajamas. Better yet. The bubble bath Julie suggested. A bubble bath so hot I'd have to ease into it one body part at a time. With Ben away, I could soak at leisure, let my fingertips wrinkle like raisins. Maybe some inspiration would soak in as well, and I'd know what to say to Lori when I called her later.

My cell phone vibrated, skittering across the enamel topped kitchen table like rocks in a tumbler. David's number flashed in the display. I let it go to voice mail and headed to the bathroom.

Vanilla Birthday Cake, Pink Grapefruit, and Apple Pomegranate. I couldn't escape food even in bathing. Julie had given me a basket of what she termed "guilty pleasures" for my birthday that seemed more fit for my pantry than my body. "The closest you'll get to buying bubble bath is that new strawberry-scented dish cleaning liquid," she'd told me after I'd unwrapped the gift. After months of caring for Harrison, the idea of a bath that didn't require sheet changing, a sponge, and a basin of lukewarm water seemed not only foreign, but extravagant.

I eased into the spacious garden tub, the heat of the water singeing my skin as I inched down and submerged myself up to my neck. When I reached up to hold on to the sides, bubbles splished over the top. My body felt in the tub like my foot in my father's shoe when I was a little girl. I remembered Harrison asking the agent when we looked at the house if the garden tub could accommodate two people and could we see if it was comfortable. My elbow in his side and her stare happened simultaneously. He'd looked from me to her and back to me. "I meant with my clothes on, of course," he said. The day after we'd moved in, we discovered two people fit quite well if one of them didn't mind leaning against the faucet.

Tonight, the blanket of bubbles on the water's surface crackled like leaves in a fire. I closed my eyes, breathed in the fragrance, and soaked in the promise. I willed the swirl of anxious questions—what will I tell my son about his uncle? what will happen to David's reputation in the community? what am I supposed to tell people now?—out of my muscles. I waited for them to seep through my pores, pushed out like toxins to dissolve in the heat that surrounded me.

Maybe Dad could be the role model for Ben now. I opened my eyes and blew tunnels through the bubbles. But that didn't work out too well for David.
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I called Lori's land line and not her cell phone because I hoped she wouldn't be home. Then I could leave a message, feeling quite proud of myself for having made the effort to contact her. And I could finish blow drying my hair.

Wow. Bet the God I used to believe in heard that and "Tsk, Tsked" me in disappointment.

Could I be any more of a wimp? Probably. But, since her machine didn't pick up the call, I wasn't going to find out now.

"Hi, Caryn." Lori's voice sounded as if it'd been rolled over by a tractor.

A jolt of surprise when I heard my name. Of course . . . caller ID.

"Hi. Did I catch you at a bad time?" Great, Caryn. Nice leadin to a disaster.

Quiet.

"Lori?" Did she hang up on me already? 

"I'm here."

"David called me this morning. He told me about Mexico." I leaned against the antique enamel table we used as an island in the kitchen and traced the wispy cherry red curlicue design on its stark white top with my finger. "I'm overwhelmed. I didn't know. I don't understand."

"Wait just a minute," she said, and I heard what sounded like a door shut. "My parents are here. I walked outside so I could talk. They're trying to help, but . . . they're furious, and I just don't have that kind of energy right now."

Six months pre-wedding, Lori's parents deserved to be a little combustible, especially since they turned down the wedding cancellation insurance. Months ago, David had told me the company, Change of Heart, covered everything except if the bride or groom had a change of heart. At the time, we all laughed at the irony.

I stopped my invisible tracing and eyed the empty coffeepot. "Did he tell you this morning?" I found a bag of Community Dark Roast in the pantry, propped the phone between my ear and shoulder, and measured six full scoops into the filter.

"No. Last night. We were supposed to meet my sister Nita and her husband for dinner. But David called me at work yesterday afternoon and asked if we could meet them another night. He just said he needed to talk. I should've known it was a disaster waiting to happen. Nobody says ‘we need to talk' when it involves something good." Her words were laced with tears.

"Lori, I know what a struggle this is for you. I can talk to you later or tomorrow . . ."

"It's okay," she said. I heard her sniffle against a backdrop of muffled voices, then silence before she asked, "Can you hold on?" It was a question tinged with impatience.

"Sure. Of course." I poured water into the coffeemaker's reservoir, flipped the on switch, and sat on one of the cane bar stools to wait for Lori and the coffee. I heard a barrage of one word replies, "Fine. Sure. Whatever. Okay. Yes. Thanks." Like drumbeats between smatterings of untuned instruments.

"I'm back. My parents couldn't decide if they should order Chinese for lunch or go to the grocery. I think they're doing both. Thank God." Relief echoed in her voice.

Two cups of coffee later, I learned how Lori lost her fiancé. Her friend. Her future.

Lori said she and David talked until after midnight. He told her he loved her, he cared for her, but he couldn't marry her. Make that, wouldn't marry her.

"Another woman. Of course that's what I thought first. You know, somebody blonder or taller or thinner or smarter or richer. One of those '-ers,' " she told me. Lori said she was prepared to fight, to do whatever it took to win him back. Until he dropped the "G-bomb," as she referred to it.

David told her he'd fought himself because he wanted the dream package: a wife, kids, the white picket fence and the happily ever after. But something never seemed right. He said he hoped making a commitment, the engagement, planning a wedding would make a difference. And it did. But not in the way he thought. It just proved none of those things actually made a difference in what he'd known to be the truth about himself.

I listened, ping-ponging between anger and sadness, wishing I could press a "pause" button to ready myself to ride the next wave of revelations.

"And then he said he was gay. I can't fight gay. I don't have the right equipment." Her words landed with the force of sandbags.

She told the story in that "he said, then I said" narrative, draped with all those totally unrelated details we tend to summon when immersed in our own epic tragedies. Each word a brushstroke painting the scene in our brains, so we can't convince ourselves later that none of it happened. I knew the color of David's polo shirt ("that lime one I bought him at Neiman's for his birthday"), and what they were drinking ("I didn't have any wine in the house; I sipped Earl Grey tea. How pathetic."), and even the temperature of her den ("my teeth were chattering, the room was so cold; I don't know why I didn't make it warmer . . .").

After David left, Lori told me she'd called Nita. She said her sister and Jeff must have rolled out of bed and into their car because they made the twenty-mile trip in half the time. "They slept here, then called my parents in the morning. They thought since they had to leave, Mom and Dad should be here with me." She sighed. "You'd think I was on suicide watch."

Lori must have caught my strangled "Oh" because she snapped back quickly. "No, I've not gone there. I won't. But if my mother and father don't leave soon, I might be on murder watch." Her voice dropped to a whisper, so I figured they must have returned from their food buying frenzy.

"It sounds like you have company again. Call me after they leave . . . or whenever." I walked over and turned off the coffeemaker and carried the empty carafe to the sink. "I'm as blown away by this as you are. It's like suddenly I have a new brother. I don't even understand who this David is or why."

"Guess I didn't either. And that scares me. All these years thinking I knew how I'd spend my life, then it disappears. Who would have thought . . ."

"I understand. I really do," I said, reminded of the familiar knot of loss laced so tightly I doubted it would ever unwind.

"Yes, I suppose you do understand more than anyone in my family. But I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring back memories of Harrison."

I couldn't tell her it wasn't just remembering Harrison. The life I thought I knew as David's sister was disappearing too.
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After talking to Lori, I regretted sending Ben away for twenty-four hours. This was a time I could use a distraction or at least a legitimate reason to stand in line to buy tickets for a Disney animated film.

I cleaned the glass carafe, then dumped the wet coffee grounds in the garbage. Not very eco-friendly of me, as David once reminded me. One weekend when he stayed to help take care of Harrison, David told me I could use the grounds as an organic flea dip rub or mix them with egg whites to make facial mud packs. "If this is the helpful info you're including in those real estate e-newsletters you're sending out, don't be surprised to find your client list dwindling," I told him. Not long after that, he bought one of those snazzy single-cup brewing systems. Guess convenience trumped being green.

The coffeemaker reassembled, the dishwasher started, and the emptiness of the house reverberated. I looked around, seeing not furniture or flooring or keepsakes, but an emotional assault. I didn't need to be held hostage by memories on a combat mission, lying around my house, waiting in picture frames and used bottles of Aramis cologne, and notes on birthday cards, all of them ready to ambush me.

"Well," I said to the pantry, "this soldier isn't going into battle on an empty stomach." I found a box of granola cereal, poured some in a coffee cup and spooned vanilla yogurt over it. I leaned against the island and considered my options as I ate.

I could wander around Whole Foods Market. Usually on Saturdays there was something to sample on every aisle. I could taste-test myself through the store and consider it research for my catering business. Or I could go to the bookstore and hunt for a cookbook I didn't already own. Or I could call Julie and meet them all at the bowling alley. Or I could defer to my standard coping mechanism when faced with an overdose of reality. I could take a nap.

Naps became my drug of choice after Harrison died. How else could I forget those days potty training my son and diapering my husband? Days I wanted to call Ms. Easterling, my ninth grade teacher, and tell her I'd grasped the definition of situational irony and could pass the test now. Remembering the medical supply company replacing the bed that made me a wife with the one that sentenced me to being a caretaker. Some days I'd stumble to Julie's with Ben in my arms. She'd take him from me, and I'd succumb to exhaustion in their guest room.

There were days I'd hear Ben's sweet lilting almost two-year-old voice as he toddled from room to room, accompanied by the waddling wooden duck he pulled behind. "Where Daddy? Where Daddy go?" Only when I slept could I escape the echoes of his forlorn confusion.

But like most addictions, the solution for making the pain disappear became the problem. Unless I entered eternal sleep—and there were certainly those days I'd considered it— I'd still be doomed to face life without Harrison.

I scraped the last bite of cereal out of the cup. Now I'm doomed to life without a straight brother. No nap was going to change that either.

I called Julie and told her the pity party had ended early.

"The guys just started their second game. If you're desperate for entertainment—I know I am—head on over," she said.

I tossed my cell phone in my purse without checking for missed calls, turned on the house alarm, and left. Driving to the bowling alley, I reminded myself to apologize to Ben for snapping at him this morning after David called. My poor child's toes curled in on themselves inside his shoes, and I fussed at him for his innocent question. He physically lost his father; he didn't need to emotionally lose his mother.

And Harrison witnessed it all now. And more.

Blindfolded, I'd know if I landed in a bowling alley. Stale cigarette smoke and sweat swirled between layers of spilled beer and soft drinks, marinated in French fried grease, and topped with a sharp chemical spritz. Clearly, recipes were overtaking my life.

The smell settling on my shoulders, I searched for a tall woman with hair the color of a new penny. Even Julie's voice wouldn't break the rumbling thuds of bowling balls exploding into thundering crescendos of pins.

A few lanes from where I stood, Ben darted in my direction. "Mom! Mom! You came. Cool!" He high-fived me and showed off his clunky black and silver bowling shoes. "Mr. Trey rented these, so I gotta give 'em back when we leave."

I followed him, stepped into the pit and tossed my car keys into one of the empty chairs. I sat next to Julie who manned the scores. "Surprise. I made it."

She smiled. "I knew you loved me more than you loved Rachel Ray."

"Actually, you barely edged out John Besh and his recipe for Strawberry Ravioli." I patted the top of her head. "Where are your boys?" 

"After Nick's ball landed two lanes over, Trey thought the kid might need a break. They're at the snack bar," she said. "So, you get to watch Ben solo."

Ben finished tying his right shoe and gave me a thumbs up.

"Okay, Ben, show your mom how the pros do it," Julie said.

Ben grabbed a green speckled ball from the rack and shuffled to the foul line.

He swung his spindly arm back, forward, then flung the ball toward the pins. It landed like a meteor hitting concrete, slid into the head pin and then spun into the gutter. I watched his thin shoulders sag, and I wanted to knock the other pins down with the sheer force of my will. How dare they disappoint my child.

Ben turned around, shrugged his shoulders, and grinned. "I got one!" 

Julie patted my hand. "See. It's all a matter of perspective. Maybe it's time to follow your son's lead."

A kernel of annoyance dug itself under my thin skin. "Not now, okay? I get it. You're not talking about bowling." I smiled at Ben as he waited for the return to burp up his ball. When he stepped up to the lane, I returned Julie's hand pat. "And I'm not going to talk about David."

"And that's exactly the problem—" 

"Problem? What problem?" I heard Trey before he appeared from behind me juggling three fountain drinks, his shirt pocket lumpy with bags of candy. "Hey, Caryn, glad you made it," he said, not seeming at all surprised that I did.

Julie reached for a drink. "Just girl talk," she answered. I knew that tone. She used it when Trey asked the price of her new shoes. "Not much," always meant "Don't ask, you really don't want to know." Trey rolled his eyes in my direction. He probably figured he was shut out of a girl conspiracy. But I felt shut out of a Julie conspiracy. It was quite un-Julie-like to not divulge code-orange information to her husband. Though neither of us had moved, the space between us widened.

Somewhere between my confusion and curiosity, Nick materialized from behind Trey. He handed me one of the two drinks he held. "I saw you come in when Dad was ordering our stuff. We got an extra for you."
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Baking the Cranberry Walnut Biscotti to bring to Julie and Trey's house the next morning, I redefined hell: every appliance that bings, buzzes, and burps will be there. Without off buttons. Maybe my baking therapy had burned itself out. The year after Harrison died, I gave away cakes, pies, muffins, cookies, bread. No one ever worried I'd end it all like Sylvia Plath kneeling in front of the oven. I had too many other things to put in there.

When friends of friends started asking for my pumpkin bread during the holidays, my catering business began. Actually, David suggested it. He and Lori had taken Ben to the park after David asked, "When's the last time your son breathed air that wasn't controlled by a thermostat?" My blank stare answered for me.

They returned about two dozen loaves of bread later, lined up on the counters like bloated bricks. The scent of cinnamon soaked the kitchen. That's when David, using his official big brother voice, nestled the words "allocation of resources" among a slew of others, and, next thing I knew, I owned a catering business.

David always had big picture brain. I'd look at a pile of manure and think, "shovel." My brother would see the same pile and look for a horse.

"Where'd that brother go?" I shot back at my reflection in the glass oven door. The timer screamed, took a breath, and screamed again. "Okay, okay. Gimme some time to put on the mitts." I opened the door and pulled out the baking stone, the citrusy scent making itself at home in the kitchen. Once I slid the stone on a cooling rack, I took off the mitts, and reset the timer for ten minutes. "The tyranny of the timer," I said to the speechless biscotti and laughed at myself. But the laughter soured with the memory of years when time was my enemy. Never enough or too much of it.

My phone rang while I searched the cabinets for a cookie tin. I reached over the counter to grab the phone where I'd plugged it to recharge overnight. Something I forgot to do more times than I remembered. If Ben hadn't been at Julie's, I would've silenced the thing. David left five messages in two hours. Every flash of his number tormented me. Silent pleas I forced myself to ignore so I'd not be taken hostage by loss and pain. How many times could there be a ransom? 

This time, it was Julie who called. "Didn't you tell us you were bringing over breakfast?" She already knew the answer, but it was her way of telling me I should've already been at her house.

"Hey, on my way soon. I promise," I answered and tried not to slam cabinet doors as I hunted and wished I'd invested in that label maker Harrison used to bug me about buying.

"In fact . . ." I reached over my head and grabbed a tin on the top shelf of the cabinet. As I pulled it off the shelf, I realized—too late—it actually supported three smaller ones I couldn't spot from my vantage point. I managed an, "Uh oh," and scooted to the left before they hit my head instead of the floor. They crashed against the Mexican tiled floor like cymbals.

Instead of a screech from Julie, I heard a sigh and then, "Let me guess. You didn't use the step stool. Was that your head they landed on?" 

If Julie couldn't distinguish between the floor and my head, being late was the least of my troubles. "Step stool. No. Head. No. I'll be there in a few. Bye."

I found a pair of jeans on my bedroom floor and a sleeveless tee that passed the sniff test, clipped a barrette around my cranky curls, arranged the biscotti in the newly dented tin and headed out of the house.

The street was so deserted it could have been a stage set for one of those cowboy showdowns. Not a surprise considering the three-digit heat index. In late spring, the lawns of St. Augustine grass stretched down the street, monster-sized emerald patches made square by the bands of concrete dividing one from another. But a few weeks into June, the fringes of the grass that met the street had already been scorched black. Just crossing the street felt like fighting my way from under a wet blanket.

Julie opened the door before I knocked. The plus side of having glass doors is being able to see company before it knocks. "Come on in, fast." She left a space wide enough for me to squeeze through, then shut the door as if the humidity morphed into a stranger who tried to sneak in with me. "I don't know why you bothered with the oven. With the temperature outside, you could've baked those on the sidewalk on your way over," she said as she followed me into the kitchen.

"If it's this blistering now, we're going to need ice baths by August." I handed her the biscotti, then peeled the front of my T- shirt away from my neck. White may not have been the best choice. "It's scary quiet. What did you do with the boys?"

"Well," she said, arranging the biscotti on the plate like wagon spokes, "the biggest boy is on the golf course. I sent him out with a frozen Gatorade, and told him not to blame me if he died out—" She looked at me, the arch of her chestnut eyebrows lifted over her round hazel eyes. An "oops" washed over her face.

Julie's face softened, her cheekbones more pronounced by the wisp of color that floated underneath the surface of her skin. "And the other two boys were still sleeping when I last checked. They stayed awake late, I'm sure. I found Nick asleep on his bedspread with his Wii control still in his hands, and Ben curled up on the other end of the bed instead of on the top bunk." She pushed the Sunday paper aside and set the plate on her distressed oak kitchen table. Distressed, she'd told me when they bought it, because it already knew it'd be holding frozen meals.

I pulled two coffee mugs from an overhead cabinet. "Guess maybe the trick is taking the controls away before bedtime," I said, and cringed as soon as the last syllable of the ghost of my Mother spilled out of my mouth.

"I'll remember that next time." Julie's sarcasm confirmed what I heard in my voice.

"Okay, my oops this time," I said, filled the mugs with coffee and brought them to the table.

She smiled, glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner, and said, "I'll wake up the boys. Trey's going to be home in time for us to make the noon service."

I watched her walk down the hall while I waved away the lingering steam rising from the coffee. She took a few steps, then turned to face me. "You know, you and Ben are welcome to come with us."

Julie's frequent invitations had dulled the razor of guilt-tinged anxiety that once sliced my spirit. She didn't sense the sharpness any more either, but like an actress in a never-ending play, she continued to rehearse the line. But my response was equally scripted, "No, not today. Maybe another time."

I never revealed that some Sundays, while I rinsed leftover breakfast dishes, I'd watch as their SUV eased out of their driveway on their way to church. When it pulled away from their house, it was as if my unfulfilled dreams left with them, crashing against the concrete like empty cans tied to the bumper. Sometimes I wondered if God could ever fill that emptiness. An emptiness not even my sweet son sliding his way down the wood floors into the kitchen could fill.
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When Nick said, "Ben, look. Your mom made those stick things," Julie headed straight for the pantry and emerged with three different cereal options.

The boys amused themselves swiveling around on the kitchen counter stools between cereal bites. I refilled my coffee mug while Julie rummaged through the kitchen junk drawer for a needle and thread so she could sew a button on Nick's khakis. "Why are buttons sewn on like the kid's only going to wear the pants once?" She shuffled and reshuffled clutter and produced what looked like a designer matchbook, holding it like a mirror in front of her face. "There you are."

"I know you didn't start smoking. What is that?" 

Julie plopped into the chair across from mine. "This is a sewing kit from the Grand Hotel. Remember?" she said and lifted the cover to reveal a needle and six different colored threads.

She turned to the boys. "Nick, stop picking the raisins out of your cereal and bring me your pants." Nick spooned his outcast raisins into Ben's bowl, slid off the stool, and headed to his bedroom.

"That was a fun place." Ben's words sounded as if they'd traveled for a year to arrive in this moment.

We vacationed in Gulf Shores last summer. Our two families plus David and Lori. Trey wanted someone to play golf with. Told Julie and me he needed male bonding. Guess that didn't work out so well for either one of them.

"It was fun, wasn't it?" Julie licked her thumb and forefinger and slid one end of the beige thread between them. "Ben, do you remember when your Uncle David tried to get your mom to parasail?" 

Ben looked at me, his shy grin so much like Harrison's. "He kept telling her he'd catch her if she fell. She didn't think he was funny."

He was right. Later that night, I'd told David that Ben had already lost a father, he didn't need to lose a mother too. What I didn't tell him was the truth. That the idea of being 500 feet in the air hanging from a parachute terrified me. I'd faced enough fears by then. I didn't want to wrestle another one.

Nick zoomed in, tossed his pants in his mother's lap, and challenged Ben to one more game before he left. Ben hopped off his stool, dashed after Nick, then put on his foot brakes right in front of me as if he'd hit a wall. "Mom, when are we going to see Uncle David?" 

I glanced at Julie. She jabbed the needle through the button without so much as a peek in my direction. Strange. Julie more often pounced into conversations, not engaged in stealth approach.

Ben scratched the top of his head and waited, his eyes wide, as if they could tug the answer from me.

Ice clattered into the bin in the freezer. I finished my coffee and leaned against the cross-back chair. "I'm not sure, Ben," I said and hoped being subdued meant the words would land softly. "He's—"

"Okay," he said, his voice echoed the dullness in his eyes. He pulled his shorts up from his hips where they'd settled and walked off, leaving a trail of quiet.

My heart followed him, but it couldn't stretch across the void my words had caused.

"So, what are you going to do about David?" Julie snipped the thread, folded Nick's pants, and set them on the table. "More coffee?" 

I shook my head. She emptied the carafe into her mug, then set the microwave timer. "To remind myself to tell Nick to take a bath before church," she said and sat down at the table.

"Why do I have to do anything? Shouldn't David do something?" Like go back to the one I knew. I reached for a biscotti, but drew my hand back as if it'd been slapped. If food would anchor these emotional waves, I'd need more than an Italian cookie. I'd hold out for the pecan pie cupcakes with caramel cream cheese icing I planned to bake this afternoon.

"He did. He told you the truth." She dunked what was left of her biscotti in her coffee. "And you're punishing him for that."

"Well, now we're even."
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