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“Reichert captures the food, relationships, and unique settings of the Midwest at their best. I was absolutely charmed by The Simplicity of Cider.”

—J. Ryan Stradal, New York Times bestselling author of Kitchens of the Great Midwest

“Deep family secrets and undeniable attraction collide in this wonderfully atmospheric and heartwarming tale. . . . As deliciously satisfying as a crisp glass of the cider Amy E. Reichert so masterfully describes.”

—Kristin Harmel, international bestselling author of The Sweetness of Forgetting

“A lot charming and a little bit magical, Reichert’s latest is warm and poignant and romantic . . . between the humor and the heart lies a subplot of family and setting yourself free—framed beautifully by a story that won’t let go.”

—RT Book Reviews (four-star review)

“The Simplicity of Cider is a novel as delicious as cider and as enchanting as magic—both of which are found in measured doses throughout the book. . . . A lovely book, meant to be savored.”

—Karen White, New York Times bestselling author of The Guests on South Battery

“Brimming with hilarity, magic, and heartwarming unexpected relationships, The Simplicity of Cider is the ultimate ode to celebrating the dazzling splendor in small things. This will give you more fuzzy feelings than you can count.”

—Redbook

“Another terrific read . . . if you haven’t read Amy Reichert yet, I highly recommend you check her out.”

—Bobbi Dumas, Kirkus Reviews
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“Laugh-out-loud, hold-on-to-your-panties women’s fiction. The characters are game for anything when it comes to getting back what they think they have lost. Reichert is a talented author.”

—RT Book Reviews (four-star review)

“Luck, Love & Lemon Pie is touching, clever, and a hell of a lot of fun. Amy E. Reichert somehow manages to not only tell a stirring story about modern marriage, but also transport you poolside in Vegas. Simply put, Luck, Love & Lemon Pie is a great bet.”

—Taylor Jenkins Reid, author of Maybe in Another Life and After I Do

“With relatable characters and a lot of heart, Reichert delivers a story that is both entertaining and wise, and leaves you believing that, when it comes to true happiness, you can create your own luck.”

—Karma Brown, bestselling author of Come Away with Me

“Reichert’s second novel, after the popular The Coincidence of Coconut Cake (2015), will appeal to readers who enjoy a lighter look at self-discovery, family, and friendship.”

—Booklist

“An enjoyable and thought-provoking exploration of a modern-day marriage in midlife crisis.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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“A delectable novel.”

—Bookreporter

“Deliciously entertaining! Amy E. Reichert’s voice is warm and funny in this delightful ode to second chances and the healing power of a meal cooked with love.”

—Meg Donohue, USA Today bestselling author of All the Summer Girls and How to Eat a Cupcake

“Amy E. Reichert writes like your best friend and reading her words is like having that friend whisper them into your ear. The Coincidence of Coconut Cake is a delicious story of food, love, and a wink at what people will do to have their cake and eat it, too.”

—Ann Garvin, author of The Dog Year and Maggie’s Watch

“Highly recommended that you eat before reading this book . . . a light, fun read that feels a bit like eating dessert for dinner.”

—RT Book Reviews

“Well-developed secondary characters and detailed descriptions of the Milwaukee food scene will leave readers hungry for more. Fans of Stacey Ballis and Erica Bauermeister will find lots to love.”

—Booklist

“Amy Reichert brings sweetness and substance to her delicious debut. Sign me up for second helpings!”

—Lisa Patton, bestselling author of Whistlin’ Dixie in a Nor’Easter

“Amy E. Reichert takes the cake with this charming tale of food, friendship, and fate.”

—Beth Harbison, New York Times bestselling author of If I Could Turn Back Time

“Reichert’s quirky and endearing debut skillfully and slyly examines identity and community while its characters find love in surprising places. Clever, creative, and sweetly delicious.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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To Ainsley, you are the best of us. To Unc, we miss you every day.


The more a daughter knows about the details of her mother’s life—without flinching or whining—the stronger the daughter.

—Anita Diamant, The Red Tent
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WHAT IS ONE FACT YOU KNOW TO BE TRUE?
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1. Throw away Xmas cards.

2. Shower.

3. Put May’s clean clothes outside her door.

4. Shred extra cheese.

5. Lunch prep.

6. Call Mom.

Gina Zoberski crossed out number five, then turned to her first customer, muscle memory curving her lips into a smile. In minutes, her griddle sizzled with grilled cheese sandwiches as she lined up waxed paper and cardboard boats, cold air fluttering the paper as it mingled with the warm air inside Grilled G’s, her gourmet grilled cheese food truck. She checked the sandwiches as they browned, pausing long enough to look at the text message from her food truck neighbor Monica, who ran On a Roll—serving an ever-changing menu of food on rolls, from sausages to grilled veggies.

C’S MAKING THE ROUNDS.

Gina smiled as she looked out her own truck’s window, above the heads of her waiting customers. Sure enough, Charlotte was headed her way, shuffling carefully across the icy sidewalk as she pulled her hand from the aged red plastic Sendik’s bag looped on her arm. She wore an oversize black coat with large bulging pockets that fell past her knees. A spotted knit scarf hid half her face, and a dark hat with ear flaps covered her normally wild pale reddish curls. Though she wasn’t old, she looked drawn thin from the lack of sleep, the skin hanging from her bones, as if lacking the substance to fill her out properly.

Gina finished up the sandwiches, handed them off to people who’d been waiting, and immediately started three of her Classic grilled cheeses, a combination of Colby-Jack, American, and provolone on fresh Italian bread with a lot of butter, crisp and golden. She’d learned long ago to grill both slices of bread for each sandwich at the same time, topping them with shredded cheese, and bringing them together at the end to complete it. It took half the time and was just as delicious.

“Hi, Charlotte. That’s a pretty scarf. Staying warm?” Charlotte said nothing in response. “The usual?”

“Yes. I’m in a rush.” The words were muffled by her scarf. She slid three crumpled and torn dollar bills and six quarters across the counter—the cost of one grilled cheese with chips.

“Be ready in a moment.”

Gina slid the money into her cash drawer as Charlotte peered over her shoulder and clutched her bag closer. It looked heavy. She must have already visited most of the stands today. She finished the Classic, making sure to singe one corner. Gina then wrapped it carefully in aluminum foil and handed it to her with a bag of potato chips. As Charlotte stepped to the side of the line and greedily unwrapped the food, Gina took three more orders and finished grilling the other two sandwiches she had started, wrapping them like the first. Charlotte’s “ahem” sounded like clockwork.

An ear-flapped head poked around the window.

“Yes, Charlotte?” Gina knew what was coming.

“You burned the bread. I’m not paying for this.” She held the slightly darkened corner up to the window.

“Of course not.” Seamlessly, she handed Charlotte the waiting sandwiches. “Here’s a replacement and an extra to make up for the inconvenience. I’m so sorry for the trouble.”

Charlotte humphed and stuffed the new sandwiches into her bag and scuttled off toward the edge of the park, where she handed one of the aluminum foil packets to the bedraggled man sitting on the bench before heading down the street out of sight. Gina smiled in her direction before returning her focus to the growing line, settling into the lunch rush routine.

She was grateful for the familiar bustle. Being busy kept her mind focused—off the past, the present, and—most worrisome—the future. Once the lunch crowd swarmed, she couldn’t think about the reason she could afford her shiny, custom-built food truck, or why she needn’t worry about giving extra grilled cheese sandwiches to Charlotte on a regular basis. When her financial adviser had told her how much money she would receive, she had gasped, but the sum hadn’t made her any less angry.

Take the order, butter the bread, add the cheese, grill, assemble the sandwich, cut, wrap. Repeat. One to-do list she had completed so often, she no longer needed to write it down.

Her little sister Vicky regularly suggested a therapist might be a healthier route, but Grilled G’s had gotten her through just fine. In Gina’s experience, cheese made everything better—Parmesan on popcorn, crispy fried goat cheese in a salad, a swipe of cream cheese on a toasted bagel, or melted gouda on an egg sandwich. She even liked a dollop of sweetened mascarpone on a slice of warm cherry pie instead of ice cream. But grilled cheese, gooey from the griddle, crisp on the outside, melty on the inside, that was the pinnacle of dairy possibility.

No matter how it was dressed up, with balsamic reductions or micro greens, a grilled cheese was still luscious goodness between carbs. Simple, wholesome comfort food at its finest. Handheld happiness everyone could enjoy. And Gina loved to make people happy, especially on a cold day like today. Her vibrant orange and yellow food truck gleamed in her regular spot at Red Arrow Park in downtown Milwaukee, a colorful beacon in gray, late December, drawing office workers and city employees like bees to a flower. She’d been running her truck for a little over a year, and she already had a loyal following. The other trucks, a homogenous line of white and silver, offered tacos, soup, and even fresh doughnuts. But no one could walk past Grilled G’s without smiling.

In the small, stainless steel room, everything had a use, every item an assigned home, and it could all be scrubbed clean with bleach and a hose when a day became extra messy. Black cushioned rubber mats covered the floor so her footing was always sure, and a large window allowed her to stay in the warm portable kitchen and take orders from the customers lined up outside. One end led to the cab containing the driver’s seat, a second seat that folded down for a passenger, and a few steps to get out the door, like a school bus. The other end held an emergency exit that doubled as shelving space. Lining the sides of her galley kitchen were the griddle, burners, a refrigerator, ample workspace, and the requisite number of sinks to pass a health inspection. Every inch had a purpose and had been custom designed just for her with love, including the slightly shorter-than-normal counter and movable shelves she could pull down rather than reaching up.

Clearheaded, Gina handed another sandwich to a waiting customer and looked up to take another order but was greeted with an empty window. Next door, Monica pulled down her awning, sending a wave before climbing back into On a Roll.

Gina’s heart clenched and the blood thundered through her body. Another lunch rush over. Everything she’d been ignoring rushed in, like a wave filling a sandcastle’s moat, pulling at the castle walls as it swirled. As she braced for the next wave, her phone rang. The tide receded.

Seeing it was Vicky, she pulled out the earbuds from her pocket, plugged them into her phone, and took the call.

Before she could even say “Hey,” Vicky started into her tirade.

“Did you read the e-mail yet?” her sister began. While starting to clean up the counters, Gina mumbled something noncommittal, her body on autopilot.

Vicky must have interpreted her grunt as a negative response because she kept talking. “I need to read it to you so you get the full impact: ‘Gifts this year were not good.’ Can you believe her? I gave her perfume that cost more than my last epidural. You’d think that would count for something. Our mother actually put her judgment into writing and e-mailed it to us. It hasn’t even been two days since Christmas. She couldn’t even wait a week. I’m going to print this out and frame it. When she dies, it’s going in her coffin.”

Gina could hear the clank of silverware against a dish in the background. She pictured her sister, earbuds also connected to the phone that was tucked into her back jeans pocket, scrubbing the breakfast dishes while her two three-year-old twins, Maggie and Nathan, smashed Play-Doh together, noshing on freshly cut fruit while the eldest two, Greta and Jake, rolled snow across the backyard to build a snowman. She’d be wearing subtle makeup with her long shiny (faux) blond hair in a sleek ponytail precisely perched on the back of her head, just in case someone stopped by. She worked hard to insulate her kids from the expectations and pretensions of other families from the private school they attended on her husband’s insistence. It was different from their own childhood of tennis lessons at the club and afternoons at the pool while their mom gossiped with the other country club women, who were content to let their children run free as they sipped their chilled white wine under striped umbrellas.

With her sister still talking, Gina closed up her truck, slid into the driver’s seat, and eased her large truck into west-bound traffic, waiting for a break in the conversation. Her sister paused to take a breath.

“I’m sure she wasn’t referring to your Christmas gift, the perfume is gorgeous. But you know Mom, she has very specific tastes,” Gina said. They both knew well enough that their mother’s criticism was directed at Gina, not at Vicky. Gina was the problem daughter and always had been, even though Vicky was the one who never edited her thoughts before speaking them. It was Gina who hadn’t married well. Gina who ate too much bread. Gina who didn’t wear the right clothes, or makeup, or dye her grays regularly enough. She’d been hearing the same criticisms her entire life—the worst being “why can’t you be more like Victoria?” A disappointing Christmas gift didn’t even register on the insult scale anymore.

“Don’t try to spin her royal bitchiness—she knows what she’s doing. Is that how we’re going to be at her age? Crazy and bitter? I’m rooting for a fast-acting cancer or a falling meteor rather than waiting for menopause to do its worst.”

Gina stilled, shoving the uncomfortable cloud of fear away, focusing on the silver lining. “Don’t think like that. We’re going to live long lives full of grandbabies to spoil. And we’ll always have each other.” She pulled into her own driveway, the drapes still shut tight, no sign that anyone was home. She set her forehead on the wheel, hoping to keep the panic from spreading. It wasn’t working.

The dead air stretched.

“You know what I mean,” Vicky said at last, the sound of running water starting and stopping through the phone. She must be done with the dishes. “Where are you? Are you in the food truck?”

Gina leaned her head back against the steel wall, drawing from its reliable sturdiness the strength to stand and step outside. It didn’t come.

Reaching over to the glove compartment, she pulled a plastic bag containing a T-shirt she usually kept hidden in her closet but she occasionally brought with her like a security blanket. She pulled open the bag, her hands twisting the worn jersey fabric between her fingers. She held it to her nose. After two years, most of the scent came from her memory rather than the ragged material, and even that was fading. The thought seized in her chest, kicking her heart into a frantic pace and trapping the air in her lungs. She couldn’t get a breath. The slushy sounds of neighborhood traffic pulled away, and she could only hear her struggling body trying to cope. The cold stainless steel walls poked at Gina with memories.

Drew’s smile.

Drew’s laugh.

Drew’s kiss.

Ignoring her sister’s questions, she breathed in the fabric, drawing on all the good things around her to get her through this moment.

Her bright orange and yellow truck stood out in the cold, white Wauwatosa neighborhood made of brick and tan bungalows, the bare trees waiting for spring. She ran her left hand along the wall, the double-stacked wedding bands on her ring finger clinking against the metal—Drew’s had been resized to fit her much smaller finger. Grilled G’s was her husband’s last gift to her before he left. He created it to stand out in a line of food trucks, drawing customers to the popular menu of gourmet grilled cheeses—ranging from a classic American cheese on crisp, buttery Italian bread to a rustic combo of creamy Brie, arugula, and prosciutto on a seed-studded multigrain. She even served a grilled peanut butter and jelly (made with coconut oil instead of butter) for dairy-intolerant customers.

Grilled G’s was comfort on four wheels, not just for the patrons, but for her as well. Being in it was the closest sensation she had to still being in his arms.

“Gina, are you there?” Vicky said.

“I like the way the truck smells like him.” She finally answered Vicky’s question. She could hear her sister’s sigh.

“Like melted cheese and butter?”

“Like leather and motor oil.” She held the smudged T-shirt to her nose one more time before tucking it back into the plastic bag and into her purse.

“Should I come up?” She couldn’t miss her sister’s resigned tone—clear that she hoped Gina would turn her down, not really wanting to talk her through another panic attack, especially with the two-hour drive north from Illinois it would take to get there and the scrambling to find someone to watch her children. Stepping out, Gina gave the truck a little pat and slid the door closed behind her. She didn’t want to burden her sister anymore. Vicky had enough to deal with, raising her four littles while her husband worked insane hours in downtown Chicago. She had no time for a sister who should be moving on.

Focus on what’s next. Just on what’s next.

1. Put the T-shirt back in the closet.

2. Talk to May.

3. Call Mom.

“Of course not. I was just pulling up, I’m going inside now.”

The icy wind cut through her thin fleece. Up and down her street, neighbors walked dogs on the salt-speckled sidewalks. Snow-covered yards hosted deflated Santas and reindeer and one plastic nativity scene that had been used for so many years all the figures were faded to a sad, smudged beige. Her own house looked no different than it had two years ago, or how it would look in another month. For the past two Christmases, she hadn’t had the energy to decorate—save for one wreath she would hang on the door. It was simply too much effort and pain to decorate, when it only reminded her of the good years she and Drew had together. Now she and May went to Illinois to spend the holiday at her sister’s with their mom. They’d drive down early in the morning and leave after Christmas dinner, dropping her mom off at her apartment. It was a long fourteen-hour day, but then it was over and they could spend the rest of the holiday season without having to put on a brave face.

Patty, the new mom from across the street, power-walked past with her baby bundled into a jogging stroller. She waved and paused, as if to chat with Gina. Gina pointed at the earbuds in her ears and waved at her. Patty nodded and moved along. Gina closed her eyes, relieved to have delayed Patty’s blow-by-blow recap of her first Christmas with a baby.

“If you’re sure. I could be there in two hours. The kids would love to see May again.” Vicky clearly felt comfortable offering the second time, now that she knew Gina wouldn’t take her up on it.

“No. And I’ll check in on Mom, too. If she doesn’t answer her phone, I’ll stop by before dinner. She won’t hold back on how much she hated my present. It’ll make her feel better to get it off her chest, and then you don’t have to hear it, too.”

“You don’t need to be her whipping post, Gina.”

“It makes her feel better. I don’t mind. I know she doesn’t really mean it.”

“Do you? What has Mother ever done to make you believe that?”

Gina shrugged, watching Patty disappear around the corner.

“I gotta go. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

She hung up and stared at her house. May would still be in her room, listening to music or watching videos on YouTube. She inhaled, steeling herself for today’s battle, and climbed the porch steps to open the old wooden door with a creak. She scowled at the hinges—she’d known the coconut oil her mom had put on them wouldn’t work. There should be some WD-40 in the garage that would do the trick. WD-40, another domain that used to be Drew’s, but now was added to Gina’s list.

She wiped her feet on the thick blue rug protecting the battered wood floors inside the front door. Dust dulled the surfaces, but Gina couldn’t be bothered to remedy the problem. They never used the family room anymore, so why clean it? Straight through the hallway in front of her was the kitchen—small and functional, with a table where she and May ate their meals, usually at different times to keep the peace.

She wanted to go about her day, but that’s not what a good mother would do, and she wanted more than anything to be a good mother. She wanted to be a mommy, or a ma, or a mama. Not the cold “Regina” May had taken to using the last year . . . when she deigned to address her at all.

After a quick trip upstairs to her room to change clothes and return Drew’s shirt to its hiding spot, Gina backtracked to May’s door. The door was dark, six-paneled oak, only two inches thick, yet it seemed like an impenetrable wall. Friends had warned her about the teen years since the day May had been born. “Just wait until the teens, it’s like a monster takes over your perfect child for seven years, then miraculously gives her back when she turns twenty.” If Drew were here, he could talk to May, make her see the logical side. Without him around every day, Gina was on her own.

She knocked on the door, waited five seconds for a response she wouldn’t get, and then opened it. It took her eyes a few seconds to find May among the scattered clothes—including the clean clothes she’d set outside the door that morning—schoolwork, and books, like a Where’s Waldo? puzzle of her sulky child. May lay on her bed, blue headphones covering her ears with her iPad propped on her bent legs. She didn’t even look up to acknowledge Gina’s arrival.

“May, can you take off your headphones, please?”

Gina waited ten seconds, then carefully stepped through the piles and plucked the headphones off May’s head, revealing an orangey-yellow streak in her brown hair that hadn’t been there yesterday. Should she yell at her? Compliment her? Ignore it completely?

“Hey!” May reached for the headphones, but Gina lifted them higher. She’d go with ignoring the hair streak for now. She hated that parenting had come to a game of keep-away and constantly second-guessing herself.

“I need to talk to you and I want to know you can hear me.” May glared as only a disgruntled teen can, so Gina took that as a sign that she could continue. “I’m heading over to Grandma’s. Did you want to join me? I’ll make your favorite bacon and cheddar grilled cheese.”

“I don’t eat meat anymore, Regina.” She moved her eyes to look at Gina, then returned to staring at her paused YouTube channel. Ah, the dreaded “Regina.”

“Since when do you not . . . actually, never mind. I’ll make you a bacon-free one.”

“No.”

“You can bring your iPad.”

“No.”

“I don’t like the idea of you being home all on your own for all of break. Do you want me to drop you off at one of your friends’ houses? What’s Olivia up to?”

“No.” She held her hand out for the headphones. Knowing she had lost, Gina handed them back and leaned in to kiss May’s forehead. May blocked it with her arm as she reinstalled her Beats. Gina wanted to yank them off her ungrateful ears again—after all, Gina had purchased those headphones—but counted to ten instead.

“Call me if you need me. I love you,” Gina said, knowing that May had not heard her. She exited the room, leaving the door open behind her. If May wanted it closed, she’d at least have to get off her bed to do it. All the parenting books Gina had read told her that May’s emotions and behaviors were normal, but she missed the little girl she laughed with, and snuggled and tickled, and made smile with her grilled cheese sandwiches.

With another parental failure under her belt, she shut the front door behind her and started toward her golden Mini Cooper, which was barely visible in the shadow of the truck.

“Gina! I was hoping I’d catch you on my way back.”

Gina cringed, immediately twisting her lips into a smile and turning to face the woman attached to the cheerful voice. Patty and her husband were new to the neighborhood, new enough to not have been among the many who had dropped off casseroles and coffee cakes by the ton at Gina’s house, as though noodles and ground beef could fill up the space a husband left behind. Drew had been the rock that kept their family strong. Without him, she and May tumbled through each day, flailing in the rushing waters, occasionally bumping into each other. Alone, they didn’t pretend. But out in her driveway, she had to pretend to float, to swim, to glide on the pristine waters of life, when she was just barely keeping herself out of the turbulent undertow pulling at her legs.

“Hi, Patty. Good walk?” She looked down at the baby, soundly asleep in the cozy blankets, a blue elephant hat sliding over one closed eye. Such peace and innocence. Gina missed the unconditional love of a baby. Her eyes lifted to Patty’s, whose normal smiling face was crunched into sad eyes, like she had to tell a third grade class they’d lost the school spirit competition and wouldn’t get a pizza party. What had Gina done to warrant that look? And then it hit her, even before the words were out of Patty’s mouth. She had seen that expression on the faces of everyone who’d known Drew.

“I am so sorry. The Greebles told me at the Christmas Round Robin about your husband. I’d just assumed you were divorced. You’re too young to be a widow. I can’t imagine how hard that loss has been for you and May.”

There it was. Two years later, and the sting was as fresh as yesterday. Patty reached for her hand, and Gina let her grab it. The gesture wasn’t meant to bring her comfort. The hand-grab was to make Patty feel better, so she could walk away believing she’d reached out and done the neighborly thing. So she could return to her perfect baby and loving, alive husband, comforted by her own sensitivity and the belief that she would never be on the receiving end of a horribly sympathetic hand grab.

Gina silently counted to three, then squeezed Patty’s hand back. She’d learned through way too much practice that this made the squeezer feel more comfortable, the pause let them think their gesture was successful. Gina took a step toward her car—something she’d also learned was important. Insert some distance, so they knew it was okay to leave.

“Thank you for saying so,” Gina said, the often-used phrase coming to her lips naturally, even though she hadn’t needed to use it recently. It was rare anymore to meet someone who didn’t already know her history. All her earlier determination felt like rapidly cracking ice beneath her feet. “It’s been a little under two years.” She slid on her sunglasses to hide the welling water and grabbed the door handle to the car for support—and to hint that she really needed to get going. “And we’re all okay.”
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May just wanted everything to go back to the way it was. She knew that wasn’t possible, but it didn’t make her stop wanting her dad to come back.

The video had ended, so she could hear her mom scuffling out the front door. Why did she keep pretending like nothing had changed, like nothing was different? Everything was different. She didn’t even notice May’s hair. How could anyone miss a giant stripe of yellow? Was she really that determined to ignore her?

She pulled off her headphones and rubbed her ears where they were sore from being crushed by the padded speakers—she really only wore them when her mom was home so she could pretend not to hear her. The car rumbled to life outside, and May waited until it faded, enjoying the solitude and knowing she’d have the entire empty house to herself for the rest of the day. She kicked some clothes out of the way to make a path from her bed to the door, keeping the clean clothes on the left and dirty on the right.

She could have gone to Olivia’s today to get her mom out of her hair, but she didn’t want to be around anyone, not even her best friend. She rarely did. None of her friends even got why she was so angry at her mom. She didn’t really get it either, but she knew she was mad.

Pulling out the ingredients for brownies from the cupboard and fridge, May grabbed the bacon on a whim. Mom’s face when she said she didn’t eat meat anymore was classic. Would she become a vegetarian to try and “connect” with her? Would she forget, like she forgot most things on most days? If her mom didn’t put it on one of her stupid lists, her mom didn’t remember it. Bacon, chocolate, and caramel—those were all things May liked. Maybe after she fried the bacon, she could crumble it into caramel and drizzle that on top of her favorite brownie recipe. She set to baking.

Once the brownies were done and glazed with the bacon caramel, she cut a huge slab out of the corner and slid it onto a plate, burning herself on the gooey, piping-hot concoction. The plate in one hand, she took the stairs two at a time to her mom’s bedroom. She set the plate on the nightstand and beelined for the closet, going to the farthest corner, where her mom always hid the bag. She found the Ziploc and pulled it out, opening the sealed edge and inhaling. Inside was her dead dad’s favorite T-shirt, soft gray material smudged with motor oil stains. On the front it said BIKER DAD. LIKE A NORMAL DAD, BUT COOLER. On the back was the Harley-Davidson logo. She crawled onto the middle of her parents’ bed with the bag in hand, balancing the plate on one knee and the Ziploc on the other. She took a bite of her brownie and chewed, using her free hand to clutch the soft fabric, not removing it from the bag. The salty bacon and sweet caramel gave her gooey brownie a nice salty/sweet kick, and she wished she could bake them for her dad. He would have loved how she’d improved on her brownie recipe. When she finished the treat, she returned the plate to the nightstand next to the jar of coconut oil Grandma’d given her mom, careful to lick all the sticky sauce from her fingers.

Pulling the comforter over her and rubbing the soft T-shirt material between her fingers, she curled into a ball and pretended her dad was just downstairs. She could only do this when her mom was gone. Regina never wanted to discuss her dad or his death. It was like May was the only one who wanted to keep him alive.

She had only seen her mom cry once, at her dad’s funeral. The cemetery had been gray and dull green and flat brown. Clumps of dirty melted snow lined the curving roads. She and her mom wore black dresses under their colorful parkas— it was confusing to be somewhere so sad and wearing purple and pink. May couldn’t wait to take her jacket off. The large crowd of people still hovered around the open grave where her dad’s ashes had been lowered, all except his biker friends, the group of twenty that would cruise together before her dad stopped riding, and used to come over for cookouts. They were mounted on their bikes, lined up two by two near the crowd with a single rider at the start and a single rider at the end.

The lead rider started his bike, revving the engine three times, then the rest of the riders joined in. The rumble of all the engines revving together shook the ground. Her mom clutched May to her side as she closed her eyes. May worried the sound would break them apart, sending their shattered pieces to join her dad. A baby across from her started to cry, but she couldn’t hear the wails. All she could hear was the bike thunder, like a special kind of deafness that only allowed engine thunder in. Would she ever hear another sound again?

On the leader’s signal, they all stopped at once, then the last bike revved three more times. With barely a sound, especially for Harleys, the riders drove out of the cemetery. Her body still vibrated from the noise as her mom pulled her in tight, her face scrunching as she wept into May’s hair. They clung to each other in the overwhelming silence as the crowd dispersed to the church hall for a lunch of cold cuts, potato salad, and lemon bars.

Life had returned to normal after that. Or as normal as it could, May guessed. Her mom stopped talking about Dad, and May’s friends sort of faded away. They had all listened to her as she cried, which was nice, until they stopped asking her over. They had comforted her and didn’t want to do it anymore, which was okay, except that May wasn’t done. They only wanted to talk about cute boys and which girls in their class were bitches, and which teacher was the most unfair. The only one who had wanted to talk to May about her dad was the school counselor, and who wanted to share their personal life with Mr. Matycheck? Everyone knew he put what you said in your file.

May smelled the T-shirt one last time, detecting a lingering motor oil scent, reminding her of all the times he’d brought her to his motorcycle shop. Saturdays when she was little were always “family days,” all of them doing chores, watching a movie or playing board games, and Mom always made delicious snacks. May’s favorite part of those days, though, was when they’d pack a lunch and spend the afternoon at her dad’s motorcycle shop. The first time he’d shown her how to take apart an engine, she was hooked.

He’d spread a quilted blue blanket onto the shiny cement floor. Her mom sat in the front office entering information on the computer, leaving the two of them alone. As he took each part off the engine, he lined it up in a straight line on the blanket.

“It’s important to keep the parts in order so you don’t lose any. It will also help you when you put it back together.” Her dad handed her a rag. “I’m going to hand each part to you, and you need to clean all the grime off. Can you do that?”

She nodded and took the job very seriously, using her fingernails to get into the crevices, wiping until she’d gotten it as clean as possible, then moving on to the next part. They worked in silence. As she got older, he started explaining each part, showing her how to make each part like new or the tricks needed to remove stubborn parts.

When she was ten, he had surprised her with a rusty, battered v-twin engine, hers to take apart and put back together until she could do it without any help. He said that if she was going to drive one day, she had to learn how to take an engine apart and rebuild it herself. It had taken her six months to get it apart and another year to rebuild it, only needing his help twice—and he hadn’t butted in like her mom did, he waited until she asked him to help her. Then she took it apart again and put it back together, even faster. Then he died. The engine now sat in the back of their garage collecting dead spiders and dust under a dirty bedsheet.

Now every time she saw it, she thought of him. And cried. So she didn’t look.

May wiped her eyes and carefully sealed the bag, extracting as much air as possible. She returned it to Regina’s hiding place in the closet, then carefully straightened out the bedding, fluffing up the material to remove her body’s imprint. She tugged at each corner, making sure the wrinkles were gone and that it looked exactly like it had when she came upstairs. She picked up the plate and gave the room one last look to make sure Regina wouldn’t know she had been there.

She didn’t know what it meant or anything, that she snuck into her own mom’s room to feel better. All she knew was that they were definitely not okay.
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The phone kept ringing, but Lorraine refused to answer it. She knew Regina and Victoria wanted to tell her what they thought of her e-mail, but they simply didn’t have the right. She was their mother, and it was her job to coach them through life so they wouldn’t make fools of themselves. So far her job was 50 percent complete—Victoria had always been the better child. The idea of perfume for Christmas wasn’t awful, but Lorraine didn’t care for gardenias, and her own daughter ought to know that.

She sat in her spacious condo overlooking a small flower garden in the courtyard. Right now it was layered in small, white lumps marking where existing plants hid. In the summer it was quite lovely with roses, day lilies, and no gardenias—not that they would grow this far north. She rocked in her chair and rubbed her hands. Dry skin caught her up short. She held them up to her face, giving her eyes time to focus. The skin looked rough, like she’d been carrying stone. Lorraine Price didn’t labor. She’d already complained to the property manager twice this winter about the dry air. She opened a tub of coconut oil, one of the many she had tucked around her apartment. Taking a fingerful, she rolled it between her hands until it started to melt, then rubbed it into her dry hands, using the excess on her elbows and smoothing the rest onto her ash-blond bob. She didn’t look her nearly seventy years, and she attributed it to frequent coconut oil use. She enjoyed the envious compliments she often received from the other residents when they discovered her age. One gentleman had even asked who she was visiting when she’d gone to get her mail last week.

The phone started ringing again. The sound made her light-headed. She stood, pausing a moment before taking her first step to make sure her balance was sound, then walked to where the phone hung on the wall between the kitchen and living room, her right foot tingling with each step like it had fallen asleep. She reached for the phone cord with her right hand, but for some reason she couldn’t get a good grip on the cable leading from the wall to the cordless phone’s charging station. Odd. No matter, she simply used her left hand instead and yanked the cord out of the wall.

Silence.

Lorraine shifted her weight to her left foot to give her right a little shake, trying to return the feeling back into it. She hadn’t been sitting any differently than usual—it must be a sign she should be moving more. Perhaps she’d join one of the walking clubs whose flyers she’d seen posted in the condo building’s lobby. She shifted her weight back and forth, but the feeling did not return. She shuffled to the bathroom, expecting the pinpricks of regaining feeling to start any moment, but the numbness continued to spread up her leg. Finally reaching the bathroom, she looked in the mirror above the sink to check her hair and saw that her right eye sagged a bit. That wasn’t how it should look. She opened her eyes wide, the left opening much wider than the right. She opened and closed each eye, alternating the winks. When she shut her left eye, everything became blurry. But when she switched, her vision cleared. This wouldn’t do. She had never needed glasses before—she didn’t want to start now.

Her right hand tingled. She used it to poke at her face, but couldn’t really feel it—like when the dentist numbed to fill a cavity. She knew her skin was moving around, but she didn’t feel it. Suddenly, a sharp spike of pain shot through her head, and she sucked in her breath. She’d felt that. Her heart skipped a few beats, then raced to make up for the missing ones. Something was happening. Something very bad. Lorraine didn’t like circumstances she could not control.

I’ll call Roza. She stumbled out of the bathroom, bumping against the wall as her right leg struggled to keep her upright. Lorraine took two more steps toward the phone, and her leg crumbled beneath her until her right hip, arm, and the side of her face collided with the hickory floors. At least she was numb so she couldn’t feel the unsightly bruises she was sure were forming. A jar of coconut oil—that would help the bruises heal and ease the discomfort—sat next to the phone, but both were out of reach.

Pushing with her left hand, she tried to sit up, but half her body felt like wet sand, impossible for her age-weakened muscles to move—loath though she was to admit it. She focused on her target with her nonblurry eye and filled her lungs with air, ignoring the fear bubbling inside of her. She’d always found a way to survive. Whatever was happening now would be no different. She had done harder things in her life—she could get what she needed even if her body resisted. Using her left foot, she slid her body closer to the small table where the phone and coconut oil waited. The elastic on her pants was too loose and they slipped down her hips as she scooched, leaving her foundations-covered bottom exposed. Spanx, her girls referred to them, but at least they were full coverage to spare her the indignity of an uncovered behind. She would have expected slithering across the floor to hurt, but other than the throbbing still in her head, she surprisingly felt nothing. One more push and she reached the leg of the table. She grasped it, pulling it to her, shaking it until the phone and jar of oil toppled off—onto her head. Insult to injury.

Her hand reached and grabbed the phone, through sheer force of will. She pressed speed dial number one, the button to call Roza—Roza would help her. In the forty years they’d known each other, her old friend had never let her down. But this time there was no dial tone. She tried again, then remembered she had yanked it from the wall just a few moments ago. Can that have only been minutes? Or was it hours?

Her muscles refused to cooperate further. She really wished she had relieved herself before falling, before losing control of her muscles. She regretted that decision now as warmth—along with her remaining dignity—spread down her legs. She lay in her own urine, realizing her greatest fear had come true. She was going to die alone, mortified, without even a cat to curl next to her.

While she lay there, her husband improbably appeared from her bedroom, looking as handsome as ever. Where had he been this whole time? He wore his army uniform, crisp and freshly pressed. She could smell the lavender starch she had used on his collars, the polish he’d used to shine his boots. His brown hair was clipped short to his scalp, but she remembered how soft it felt when he grew it out, like a rabbit’s fur. His large, soft eyes took her in. Her fear and self-consciousness evaporated.

“Oh, lovely Lorraine, what are you doing down there?” he said. His shiny shoes flashed in front of her before he tucked them under his legs as he sat crisscross next to her. She tried to say something, anything, to tell him how glad she was to see him after all this time, but he touched her lips. She couldn’t feel anything through the numbness. “Now, I’m here. Don’t you worry how. I’ll keep you company until someone arrives. It won’t be long.”

He brushed her out-of-place locks off her forehead and ran a finger down her cheek that must look so old to his young eyes. She wanted to lean into his touch.

“It’s been so long, and you look exactly the same,” he said.

Flatterer. He’d always had a way with words. How she missed this, his flirtation that never felt insincere. A tear trickled over the bridge of her nose and fell to the floor. He was so beautiful and young. Was it finally time to be with him? Finally their time?

“Not yet, my lovely. You have some things to sort out before that. Our girls need to know.”

She tried to shake her head, but couldn’t. She didn’t care if anyone came, and she had no plans to tell anyone anything. She wanted to go with him, be with him. But if she couldn’t go with him now, then she was going to memorize everything about this moment. His hands rested on hers, the nails perfectly square and neat, his skin tanned from working in the sun. Dark hairs dotted his knuckles, hints at the dark hair dusting his covered chest. His lips were the exact shade of pink champagne she remembered. He must have just shaved, because his ordinary stubble was absent.

A key slid in the lock, and he looked toward the door at the sound, a smile on his face.

“She’s here.”

Faced away from the door as she was, she couldn’t see who entered—she could only watch his smile spread wider as he saw who had come. Lorraine blinked at the tears, trying to clear them up before whoever had arrived could see them. When she finished blinking, he was gone. And her heart broke again, just like it had so long ago.

“Mom,” Regina said. Her feet clomped across the floor. She hadn’t taken off her shoes, forgetful girl. “Mom. Mom!”

Regina slid a hand under her, moving her body so they could see each other. “Why aren’t you saying anything?” Her voice rose in panic. “Mom?”

Finally she was catching on. Why couldn’t Victoria have been the one to find her? Regina always was the slow one. At last, Regina pulled out her cellular and called 911.

“Hi. My name is G-Gina. My . . . my mom is on the floor.”

Tsk. Hardly any relevant information at all. Her daughter’s chest expanded and deflated.

“Sh-she’s not talking.” Regina looked her in the face. “Her eyes are open, but she’s not talking. Help me.”

This verbal stumbling was hard to watch. Lorraine shut her eyes.

“Now her eyes are closed. Please, please come quickly.” Regina’s hand, warm and surprisingly comforting, held her own. Her voice dulled to a buzz, and Lorraine let the darkness come. Maybe when she woke, he would be back. And then they’d both be okay.
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