
  
    
      
    
  


  
    ABOUT EMANCIPATING ALICE


    


    Now that her husband George is dead, middle-aged homemaker Alice Owens thinks his oppressive reign over her life has ended--but she is wrong. George thwarts her attempts at freedom, mentally and physically, from beyond the grave.


    


    Homemaker Alice Owens returns from a routine grocery-shopping trip to find her husband George slumped over their kitchen table, as dead as her love for him. Hoping it's the beginning of bringing her strangled life to an end, she starts preparing for the arrival of her adult children--a daughter who hates her and a needy son--who will inevitably show up for the funeral. But while cleaning out George's belongings, Alice stumbles across enigmatic documents linking him to an African-American charity and a heinous crime committed over thirty years prior. Alice finds herself grappling not only with memories of her marriage's turbulent past, but with murder and infidelity from George's secret double life pushing themselves into her present. Will Alice finally gain the freedom she's always desired? Or will George's secrets take her over the edge?
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    Praise for Emancipating Alice from the 2013 Amazon Breakthrough Novel Award:


    


    From Publisher's Weekly:


    “...calls to mind the wild satires of Fay Weldon...recalls the work of Alix Kates Shulman.”


    


    From Amazon Vine reviewers:


    “This is written with very good imagery and descriptiveness. I love the writing style, the author gets your attention right from the beginning.”


    


    “A very well written piece of work...A very good story indeed.”


    


    “Compelling, sparse prose.”


  


  
    “There are two kinds of light—the glow that illuminates, and the glare that obscures.”


    —James Thurber


    


    “He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster…when you gaze too long into the abyss, the abyss also gazes back.”


    —Friedrich Nietzsche


  


  
    For my husband.


  


  
    PART ONE: ALICE


    


    


    “You have become like oxygen to me. I wish I could be your amniotic sac—to protect you, keep you safe from the world.”


    


    —George (birthday note to Alice—01/13/1972)


  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    


    Tuesday, June 27, 2006


    Bloomington, Illinois


    


    Alice knew the moment her husband’s heart stopped beating.


    She was in the cereal aisle of the grocery store, reaching for a container of oatmeal, when she felt the energy change within her, felt him slipping away.


    By the time the oatmeal dropped into her cart, he was dead; she felt it.


    She stared at the Quaker fellow on the oatmeal container for a few seconds, wondering what to do next, half expecting him to tell her.


    She didn’t want to betray her secret knowledge in any way, couldn’t risk someone recalling the old lady with the auburn and gray-streaked hair and frightened hazel eyes acting strangely. So she kept her eyes down, switching between looking at the other groceries in her cart and the list in her left hand, deciding to mentally check off the items she’d gotten in order to calm herself with the task.


    She felt as if the life and energy that had left him had jumped into her, making her feel overexcited, almost ready to jump out of her skin.


    Brown sugar. Brown rice.


    She thought for a moment that perhaps she should leave the cart right there and rush straight home. That was the best thing to do, wasn’t it? In order to at least make it seem like she had tried to save him, that her “woman’s intuition” had led her to it?


    Yogurt, milk.


    But did intuition hold up in court? As his wife, and probably the initial prime suspect, wouldn’t rushing home on a whim make her even more suspect? Plus, she was almost finished shopping. And if she remembered correctly, there was just one more item to go and it would take only a minute to get it and perhaps a few more to hurry out of the store.


    Whole-wheat bread, whole-wheat flour.


    That last item was just one aisle over too; she could easily grab it and cash out.


    Chicken breasts, turkey slices.


    Besides, suppose she was imagining things after all? What good would it do to rush out of the store, leaving her cart behind only to find out that it wasn’t time? That he was fine and wondering why she looked so anxious and had come home empty-handed?


    Eggs, tuna.


    She would have wasted a perfectly good shopping trip.


    Pasta, tomato sauce.


    Not to mention gas.


    Ketchup.


    She put one hand to her chest as she felt her heart push rhythmically against it, the second-to-last words of her list swirling around her mind, dancing to its steady beat:


    Blue cheese. Blue cheese. Blue cheese.


    She thought about Amber then, how her granddaughter had tried to convince her of the usefulness of cell phones. Alice realized one would have come in handy at that moment; a single phone call could have cleared everything up and she would have been able to continue shopping without worry. Or been able to leave right away. But she always felt that cell phones were for the young, the social: people who had friends, family members, perhaps even coworkers clamoring for their attention. As far as she was concerned, there was no one who would be in dire need of reaching her, nor her them. No one except, perhaps, her husband, a few moments ago as he was dying. And even then his first call would have been to 911.


    Once her heartbeat returned to normal, she headed over to the prune section. She felt calmer—thinking about her grandchildren always made her feel serene, happy. She felt no guilt about continuing her shopping now; in fact, she felt almost silly for her moment of panic—she was never going to rush out of the store. Deliberation was an illusion anyway, wasn’t it? She examined the prune package before dropping it into the cart.


    Would you like to taste it? she had asked Amber once, holding the aubergine-colored, wrinkled fruit down to her. Amber had scrunched up her little face in disgust. Only old people eat those, she said. This tickled Alice, and through her laughter, she told Amber: But I have always liked these, and I wasn’t always old!


    Amber had looked at her skeptically, one eyebrow raised as she studied her face.


    Alice made her way to the front of the store where the cashiers awaited. At this day and time the lines were not so bad, but she decided to go into the express lane anyway, even though she had a little more than ten items. She smiled at the express-lane cashier, a young woman with a blond bang cut straight across her forehead and several silver earrings lining one ear. Perhaps she was a teen—Alice could no longer tell the difference between the teenagers and the twenty-somethings. The cashier reminded Alice of her own daughter a little—Amber’s mother, Elaine—although she did not know why exactly; they did not share the same hair color or facial features. Perhaps it was the cold blue eyes.


    “Thank you,” she said to the cashier after her groceries had been bagged up. Everything fit neatly into two bags, just the way she liked it. She walked through the automatic doors toward her Volkswagen.


    ***


    She knew he was dead when she saw him—bent over the dining table, blue eyes staring at nothing, a trail of saliva leading from his mouth to a small pool on the table. His right arm was stretched out across the table, as if reaching out for the glass of water just at his fingertips; his other arm hung over the edge of the table, limp.


    She knew he was dead, but she called to him anyway, her voice escaping in a thin, shaky line. She didn’t know if she had screamed when she first walked in, but her vocal cords indicated that she had not; she felt no strain when she forced her voice out.


    “George?”


    She stepped forward, past the grocery bags she had dropped when she first walked in to get closer. He did not move.


    Alice dropped her keys on the table softly, then felt silly for trying not to wake him. After studying him for a few more seconds, she tore her eyes away and ran to use the nearest telephone, just outside of the kitchen. She heard a tone similar to a busy tone, but knew it meant another phone in the household was off its hook. She ran upstairs to their bedroom telephone, replacing the handset to get a dial tone, then picked it up again to dial 911.


    The answering 911 operator sounded a little bored.


    Alice’s own words came out frantic, panicked.


    “Hello? Yes, it’s my husband I...I think he’s dead!...Well he’s not moving, he’s not breathing, his face is...yes...no, I have no idea, he’s just slumped over the table, no blood or anything!...Yes, yes of course: 1242 Mockingbird Avenue. Brown and beige split level. Beautiful flowers on the sides. Yes, please hurry! Please help!”


    Alice hung the receiver back up, ignoring the operator’s request for her to stay on the line.


    She made her way back downstairs to the dining room.


    With her back against the wall, she slid down it until her hands reached her knees, her bones protesting only a little. She tried to keep herself together, but her thoughts assaulted her, memories finding their way to the front of her mind, already tickling her into reminiscence. She put her hands over her face, partially to block out the image of George sitting there, slumped over the table, his back to her now. She noticed he was wearing his favorite light blue shirt. It had a few sweat marks on it. Some of his grey hair was sticking up in the air, away from his slight bald spot.


    She almost laughed then—not only did George have the misfortune to go bald early, he also went grey early. Alice had known a girl who had one or two grey strands at age nineteen, but George, his whole head was grey by twenty-five.


    She wondered how long he’d been dead. It certainly was not long enough for rigor mortis to set in; not even George could bring that on early.


    She then wondered if he had thought about her in his final moments, then realized she was being silly—of course he had, and most likely, for more reasons than one.


    Then she thought about how the kids would take it, Elaine and Drew. His funeral would bring them all together once again at last, after all these years.


    She heard the ambulance draw near, its sirens blazing. She would think about funeral preparations and her children later. Right now she had to deal with the medics, the police.


    She stood up.


    ***


    She stood up as he came toward her, his friends tying off their conversation and banter with him with goodbyes or one last verbal jab, knowing looks on their faces.


    George’s face lit up the moment he saw her and she imagined her face mirrored his, her smile wide.


    “Aren’t you glad we exchanged schedules? Now we can find each other pretty much anytime!” he said. He was so handsome like that, his face alight with affection. She shifted her backpack on her shoulders as they headed for the cafeteria.


    “So, how was your business class?” she asked him.


    “Oh, the usual. You know, this is really what I want to do. My dad’s friend said I could work in his company as soon as I’m done.”


    “That’s the one in Illinois right?”


    “Yeah.”


    He looked so excited. Alice did not know what to say next; her plans were so very different from his.


    “You’re coming with me right?” he said as they joined the cafeteria line.


    ***


    George entered the ambulance covered in a black sheet. The paramedics pronounced him dead at the scene, and from what she overheard, their current guess was a heart attack. They questioned her, and she had told them and the law enforcement officers who had shown up what she could—that when she left home, all was well. George had been reading the news. That she had gone out to visit with some friends, then went shopping. That she had come home from the grocery store to a dead body. She also told them about his mild heart attack just two months ago; that his doctor had ordered a change in diet. She retrieved the oatmeal and showed it to them as an example.


    Had he been depressed? they asked. Could he have committed suicide? they didn’t ask.


    No, he loved life; just had a bad heart—a good one emotionally, but physically bad, she’d said.


    As far as she could tell from the manner of all those present, the initial ruling would not change—his death would ultimately be chalked up to natural causes; it was an easy way out—he was rather old—culturally at least—and had already suffered a heart attack before. She almost had to stop a smile from forming at the thought. All deaths were of natural causes as far as she saw it. The heart stopping? That was as natural as it got no matter what brought it on.


    She wondered when the autopsy would be complete if required, how quickly he’d get worked on and when they’d know for sure what happened and how. When she could have him sent to the funeral home for preparation. But she did not have to wait to tell their children: she could tell them when to come. The funeral would most likely take place within a week—a few days, in fact. Then her daughter would have to talk to her. Maybe this was the time they could work things out. Maybe she could make things up to her. Maybe it all led up to this.


    As the officers were getting ready to leave she thought about what to do next. Should she call the children right away? Suppose they came down before she and the house were ready? She wanted to clear everything up, go through George’s belongings, put things in their proper places. But she was being silly again—of course they wouldn’t come early; they needed to prepare their own children and other aspects of their lives first. While she doubted Elaine would be able to get there immediately, she knew there was a large possibility Drew might. He would think she would need support, and he would be right. He would want to be there for her. Still, she decided to wait a little—just one day to get herself together, get everything together. She needed to be strong.


    ***


    George bench-pressed three-hundred pounds. He was athletic; played rugby and football. He was even a good dancer—so she’d heard. How could she not be attracted to him? His skills plus his somewhat handsome face with those beautiful baby blue eyes, dirty blond hair that always seemed messy yet sexy, and his strong, muscular body made him magnetic. It was all shallow, but who wasn’t? She would make no apologies for that. Besides, she did not go after him for those reasons alone; in fact, he had come after her.


    She was hesitant to get involved with him because she’d heard he had a girlfriend but he must have recently broken up with her. Alice wanted to think he did it for her.


    Word on campus was that his eyes were set on her and from the way she’d caught him looking at her a few times, it had to be true; after all, she wasn’t exactly the most beautiful creature on campus, so stunning that he had to look at her that way. He definitely wanted something, and whatever it was, that something was encompassed in her.


    She wasn’t sure she wanted to get involved with him however; although intrigued, she was also a little afraid of his intensity, his intentions. Besides, she had a slight interest in someone else and she wanted to see how that relationship could go. But she barely had time to express her interest before George came along. He stepped in in a way that made it clear he was not fond of competition, and even if such a thing existed for him, he would annihilate his competitors. He meant to get her, and he meant to keep her.


    ***


    Alice attempted once more to shake the memories away while trying not to look at the saliva on the table nearby. She looked around the kitchen. She had managed to pack away all of her groceries while the strangers were there. Everyone had allowed her to do it—she could feel their eyes on her. When she had declared her intentions, a few of them looked at her in confusion, while others looked at each other, then at her in pity. They all decided to leave the poor old lady alone, letting her do whatever she felt she needed to do. She is losing it, they must have been thinking. A little mad with grief; trying to restore a sense of normality in the midst of shock, chaos.


    She did not fancy herself poor, nor old, nor crazy, but they could think what they wanted. She was fine, although a little shaken. His death was not a surprise—she had expected it. How could she not have?


  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    


    


    October 12th, 1970


    Indianapolis, Indiana


    Never judge a book by its cover, people liked to say, yet Alice knew it happened all the time, this judging by appearances, first impressions. The cover was the first thing one saw, sight generally the first sense to provide information. One could not help making an initial judgment based on the physical, especially if the other person’s aura wasn’t particularly strong. Like the first time she noticed Betty in her first year of college. She thought Betty a gluttonous, greedy girl for a long time because, well, Betty had to be at least two hundred pounds and about five feet four inches tall. But as Alice got to know her through a shared class, then observation, Alice realized that Betty did not actually eat everything in sight—she tried to be very careful with her diet, ate with great caution. Alice eventually learned Betty had diabetes.


    When Alice noticed George for the first time, she thought he was good-looking. His looks plus the cockiness exuding from him led her to believe that he was nothing but full of himself. All show and no go.


    This impression deepened once she realized who composed his circle of friends: a bunch of assholes as far as she—and most of the school—was concerned. She had heard stories about them, the things they did to people, the things they said. And if “birds of a feather flock together” had any truth to it, she knew it would be wise for her to stay away from George and his circle altogether.


    But she also realized it wasn’t fair to judge them only by what she’d heard, even though she had no other information to go on and the stories about them were pretty consistent. Still, she figured it wasn’t fair to George for her to not even read his first page when he wanted to give her the opportunity. And so she did—and his first page turned out to be consistent with all her impressions thus far.


    He swaggered up to her that first day, looking her straight in the eye, almost as if daring her to look away. She had to, briefly, but looked back at him, determined not to show any signs of weakness, although she wasn’t sure what she was fighting just yet.


    “Alice, is it?” he asked as he came right up to her, invading her personal space by a fraction. She could smell mint gum on his breath. He must have just popped it in.


    “Yeah, I’m Alice. Who wants to know?”


    She thought she was doing a pretty good job of coming across as self-assured.


    He put out his hand.


    She was amused by this gesture, the way he stuck his hand out like a person new to the social game, but she slipped her small hand into his larger one anyway. He covered her hand with his other hand, making a hand sandwich. There was nothing beginner-like in that grip.


    His palms were warm.


    “I’m George,” he said, a twinkle in his eye, as if he could see through her weak armor. She wondered if it was all in her head. “You’ll want to remember that,” he continued.


    His confidence was infuriating.


    She looked at his shoes then let her eyes travel up to his face, and, turning up the attitude a notch, said, “Why should I care to?”


    His teeth were so white, so straight.


    He was quite a handsome fellow; she had no problem admitting this to herself. But she had to keep reminding herself that he was a jerk.


    “Well, it’s the name that’ll be beside yours on your marriage certificate,” he said, grinning at her. His eyes still twinkled, wrinkling a tiny bit at the corners.


    She was shocked by his audacity but also felt an enormous desire to laugh entwined with a tremor of delight. Here was a man who knew what he wanted and had no problem putting himself out there to get it. An admirable trait indeed.


    And his smile was so beguiling. His eyes, a captivating shade of blue.


    She heard herself say, “Well, there are so many Georges around, I would hardly be surprised.”


    She was pretty sure she’d suppressed any hint of a smile or delight on her face; absolutely positive that she was wearing a sober expression, lightly sprinkled with disdain.


    But his smile only grew. She then realized he still held her hand in his. She quickly pulled it away.


    “Look, George, I’m not sure how many girls you try that line on, but it’s not going to work with me.”


    She turned to go but couldn’t remember where she was supposed to be heading.


    “So what’ll work with you? A movie? This Friday at seven?”


    Alice’s mind started to race, trying to find an excuse. He moved so fast…


    “Well I…I think I have a…”


    “How ‘bout we meet near the Quad? Around six-thirty?”


    “I have to study,” she said at last, disappointed by her weak excuse.


    He scoffed.


    “No one studies on Friday nights. So I’ll see you on Friday then. Try not to be too late! I know how you women are.”


    He winked at her then sauntered away.


    Alice just stared after him in disbelief, feeling she had no choice but to show up at the appointed day and time. It was obvious he would not rest until she went out with him—no use putting it off.


    Soon it became apparent that he did not rest at all. It seemed to Alice that she spent every minute outside of class dodging him, for he was intent on dating her, making them go steady, spending as much time with her as possible.


    She liked the attention, but his intensity and insistence were a bit unnerving.


    It was so very hard to get away from him those first few weeks: he always managed to corner her, always had a proposition for her. Then one day, as she was about to slide quickly behind a tall, broad senior so that George would not see her and try to chat with her before she slipped into class, she realized she did not want to get away. After all the movies, lunches, and dinners, the ducking and dodging, the nights chatting about the movies, lunches, dinners, ducking and dodging, she realized she had gotten used to him, and he was not as much of a jerk as she first thought. She saw that he operated on the rule that if you pretended to be confident, believed in yourself and in your own competence, then others would too. As far as she could tell, it had been working for him. She soon decided that all his cockiness and confidence was manufactured to cover up insecurities, his feelings of inadequacy. She was just learning about the subject in her psychology class, about everyone having defenses—in various forms and for various reasons. What she knew of him thus far was not enough to elucidate what he was insecure about just yet, why he might feel inadequate. Why he was so obstinate, felt such a strong desire to win. But she did start to see that he liked having people around him. Whether it was just to ward off loneliness or just that he needed more people to witness his struggles, watch him triumph over them, then give him a pat on the back for his accomplishments, he befriended all sorts of folk.


    While Alice was initially concerned about the boys he hung out with, she soon saw that they were at least loyal to him, and respectful toward her—in her presence, at least. But Alice had trouble feeling comfortable with his friendships with girls. She tried to make it clear to him that she was not at ease with those relationships but he only laughed it off, telling her not to worry. Alice didn’t think she’d have such a problem had he been more casual with them, had they seemed more acquaintances than friends. She had a hard time feeling special when she found out that the notes and messages he left for her that she’d thought were so sweet and considerate, notes that had helped her fall in love with him—were not exclusive to her; he sent notes to one or two of his female friends as well. Of course, his notes to them were of the “have a nice day,” “good luck on your exam” variety instead of the “can’t wait to see you later, sweet-cakes” and “I love you” notes he sent to her, but she still felt encroached upon nonetheless.


    And then there was his friend Abigail. As far as Alice knew, he and Abigail were both from out-of-state, Illinois specifically. They had even gone to the same high school, but they did not know each other at the time; he knew of her only because she had entered a state teen beauty pageant once and everyone in the school knew of her then. She had even placed second runner-up. George and Abigail became friends not long before he started courting Alice, in his senior year and Alice’s junior year, but to Alice, Abigail acted as if they had been friends much longer. Alice was never sure what to make of Abigail exactly, but for the most part, Abigail seemed to view George as a platonic friend only, another ear to her incessant tongue. Since Alice started hanging out with George’s friends more, she was there when Abigail would talk about the most recent note she had found from George or their phone conversation from the night before. Abigail was now part of George’s circle, so it was not strange that she revealed much about herself in front of them since they were now her friends too. Alice sometimes felt like the only one who was somewhat of an outsider. But she reminded herself in those times that she wasn’t an outsider; she had gained automatic entrance to the circle since she was George’s girl. Everyone knew it. Even before it was official.


    For the most part, Abigail was benign—even though she had the annoying tendency to try to get into the same classes as George, since they were both business majors, and she was constantly trying to prove—Alice was not sure to who exactly—that her relationship with George was intensely close and interminable. That they were the best of friends. But for the most part, Alice could ignore her—she reeked of desperation, after all. Something must have been missing in her home—parental love and attention or something of the sort. Alice was sure her psychology books would say something like that.


    But it wasn’t just Abigail that Alice had to learn to ignore. George went out of his way to converse with girls, to go beyond the “hi/bye/have fun in class” casual talk, and it was obvious to Alice the girls appreciated it. But Alice did not. Although she could see that they were no actual threats to her because they were not his type, or they had boyfriends, or they were friends he’d had before meeting her or some other reason, she didn’t like it. She didn’t like the way some of them looked at him, the way he flirted back.


    She knew that she might not have been bothered by any of it had it not been for the fact that he discouraged her friendships with males, whether they had been there before him or not. He would look at them strangely, and if they were of the weaker variety, they would shy away from her, and their conversation with her would be reduced to “hello” and “goodbye” if she was lucky. If they were a stronger type, George would ask her explicitly to tone down on her interactions with them, claiming he suspected ill intentions on their parts. And if George was really desperate, he’d have one of his friends have a talk with the guy.


    Alice felt her friend pool get smaller and smaller until there were only girls left. But she thought George’s jealousy cute, endearing—even as it enraged her. Obviously he loved her, and was afraid of losing her. So much so that he did everything in his power to make sure she remained with him. She tried to tell him he had nothing to worry about, but he was like a sullen child at times. Other times he looked at her with scared, vulnerable eyes. She wondered: did his mother leave him? His father? She still did not know why he was so insecure. She even severed relationships with male friends herself to show him how serious she was about him, to help him feel more secure. To prove she loved only him. She did not need them anyway, just him.


    George provided her with steady companionship, eventually becoming her best friend and confidant. They not only started doing just about everything together, but he also bought her flowers and a card for every important occasion: her birthday, Christmas, Valentine’s. Sometimes, for no special occasion at all. In those cards, he would scrawl the sweetest words proclaiming great love and appreciation of their friendship and romantic relationship. She had no idea such a poet existed within him. He was adorable in his secret sentimentality.


  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    


    


    Tuesday, June 27th 2006


    Bloomington, Illinois


    Alice turned down all the photos including George as she walked through the house. She needed to distance herself in order to operate properly; she could not let herself think about what had happened. A funeral needed to be planned. Children needed to be called. Things needed to be taken care of.


    As she wondered where to begin she found herself walking up the stairs toward the master bedroom.


    She went to their closet and stood there, staring at it for a few moments.


    He had left it open as usual.


    Then she started pulling down all of his shirts, his belts, and shoes, and tossing them into a heap on the floor. Once she had cleared out his clothing and footwear, she took out the three boxes he had packed in the closet, shoving them aside, near the bed, to go through later. Right now, she needed to get rid of all the things he had worn, everything that held his scent—including the bedsheets and his pillow.


    When she had satisfactorily cleaned out the closet, she moved on to his dresser. Out came all of his nightwear, underwear, and sportswear.


    Once his drawers were emptied, she cleared off the top of it, tossing his brush, deodorant, Ben-gay, and cologne, musky smell and all, on top of the hill of George-wear.


    She went to his nightstand and removed his Bible, adding that to the pile.


    She was aware that his nightstand drawers were full of paper—things that needed to be filed properly, documents she needed to go through, and now that she finally had access to the key, she planned to go through them later as well. Important financial information was probably contained within, along with other items of import he had put himself in charge of.


    She went to their bathroom and removed all of his belongings from there too—toothbrushes, aftershave, medication—adding them to the pile. By the time she had finished putting all of George’s things together, she realized she would need to wait until Drew arrived to take the items downstairs after she had packed them up. She made her way to the attic to gather boxes and containers for that purpose, and was reminded that there were things to go through there as well. She wanted all of him gone, no reminders.


    While in the attic, she examined the articles there, but as far as George’s possessions went, there were only books, old decorations, and other old knick-knacks, nothing particularly interesting. All the good stuff had been packed away in plain sight in their room.


    When she returned from the attic, she started packing the pile of articles away, sorting them according to their final destinations. She left the containers neatly on top of each other next to the dresser, the heaviest—with shoes, belts for example—on the bottom, clothes on top.


    Then she stretched out, arms akimbo, bending her head back so that the ceiling was visible. She shook out her arms. She was moving at a good pace.


    She decided to go through the boxes she had found in the closet next. The first one she dragged out had nothing but books in it—texts on business, financing, economics. Still she took each one of them out and shook them, but no loose paper of interest fell from them. She tucked all the books back in, then dragged that box near the other ones ready to be disposed of via garage sale, garbage, or Salvation Army. Now the local library could get a piece of the action.


    For the next container, she had to get a pair of scissors to cut an opening in the top through all the tape. She found old cards, letters and notes.


    Excitement ran through her.


    She started looking through the stationery. Most of the letters were from her, some from their children and grandchildren, some from his parents, a few from his sister, and some from random friends throughout George’s life—a few of which she was interested in perusing at that moment. She began reading one of the letters from Abigail, dated six years prior:


    Hi, George,


    Thanks for your letter! Yes, it’s been such a long time—too long of course! My children have been well, thanks for asking. Bob’s in grad school and Mary’s now a doctor. And of course Bill knows how lucky he is—I remind him every day! Glad to hear your family’s doing well. It was really nice to hear from you! We should catch up sometime!


    Alice remembered the day Abigail had stopped by to “catch up” six years earlier. She looked a lot different—her once-long brunette hair had been cut short and dyed red. But she was still petite, thin. And she was not as annoying as she had been in college or the last time Alice had seen her, which was about twenty-five years ago. It was not hard to find a letter she had written to George around that time:


    Hey, Georgie!


    Yes, Mary is such a sweetheart—I’m so glad I had her, even though it’s pretty tough raising her by myself. I just bought her a bike and she absolutely loves it! I think she will be quite an athlete when she gets older. Maybe I’ll put her in gymnastics class. Anyway, I met this great guy and he’s okay with everything. He absolutely adores Mary. We might even be married within the next year or so. You can come if you’d like! I’ll definitely send an invitation. Tell Alice I said hi! I might visit you guys sometime!


    Abigail was true to her word, taking it upon herself to visit a week before her wedding, on a weekend. She’d brought along an overnight bag and ended up staying for two days. When George asked about Mary, she said she’d left her daughter with her own mother for the time being.


    It appeared Abigail had forgotten Alice and George had children as well, for she’d looked surprised when Drew came down the stairs to see what the commotion was about, followed by Elaine.


    Alice remembered being very surprised when Abigail showed up, for she’d been given no notice and Alice had known nothing of the exchanges between George and Abigail then. But Alice did her best to be as hospitable as she could. However, she was awash with resentment when she was cleaning up after dinner that first day while Abigail sat watching television with George. The kids would have been there in their usual spots too, but tonight they’d gone upstairs, not too fond of the stranger, Alice guessed. Alice worked faster than ever before to get the dishes away and sort out the kitchen. When she was heading to the family room, she noticed Abigail had taken it upon herself to sit next to George on the two-seater couch. As Alice prepared to send her off elsewhere, she heard her daughter call out to her. She quickly ran upstairs and took care of her—although she spoke a little more sharply to Elaine than she would have liked, but she was irritated—then started heading downstairs again. But Drew then started calling to her, having heard her come up. She went to his room, soothed him, read him the shortest story she could find, kissed him on the head and told him she would stop by later, since it was the weekend and they did not have to be in bed as early as usual. Then she went back downstairs. By that time, Abigail had made way for her and moved to a separate chair.


    Alice could not be happier when Abigail left the following evening. Although she did not cross any major boundaries, Abigail’s approach to George, as if they’d been best friends from birth and would remain so forever, was severely irritating. As much as Alice tried not to care, she couldn’t help it; Abigail acted as if she and George were soul-mates, like the husband-wife relationship could not compare. While George did not act the same way, he did not discourage her either, and that also upset Alice. He was probably amused by Abigail, maybe even flattered that she valued him so much and sought out his friendship so…well, desperately was the only word Alice could think of. Alice was surprised Abigail had not asked George to be a groomsman or to walk her down the aisle, the way she carried on.


    Alice made sure they were unable to attend Abigail’s wedding the week after. It was difficult at first, since George tried his best to make them go, but Alice had one major thing on her side: the same day Abigail was getting married was Alice’s thirtieth birthday, and she had plans to celebrate it with her family—all of them. For George to not even show up at the wedding…Alice hoped it hit Abigail in the right place. Of course, if she was a reasonable girl at all, Abigail would realize that Alice’s birthday party took precedence, even if George did not fully realize it and had still tried unsuccessfully to convince Alice they should all fly down for the wedding, postponing her party.


    Alice flipped through the rest of the letters, searching for other names that would interest her, putting them aside.


    Before she knew it, the night had come and gotten comfortable. She glanced at the clock on her nightstand: ten thirty-eight p.m. She would definitely have to begin funeral arrangements and go through the family finances tomorrow. She felt a bit uneasy about it, since George had always been in charge of their assets, but maybe with Drew’s help she could figure it all out.


    She decided to call Drew and Elaine in the morning; it was not only past her bedtime, but past a decent hour to call someone’s house.


  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    


    As the golden light of morning filtered through her curtains and into the bedroom, strong enough to alert her eyeballs and seep into the dark space where dreams should have been, Alice awoke.


    She immediately reached over to George’s side of the bed, then remembered he would not be there; he would never be there again. She ran over yesterday’s events in her mind, breathed a deep sigh, then got up and went about preparing for the day. She had lots to do.


    After showering, she headed downstairs to fix a breakfast of oatmeal for herself. Out of habit, she ended up making more than she needed, taking George into account. As she was putting the extra away, she thought about the calls she had to make to her children. She tried to answer anticipated questions in her mind, running a back-and-forth conversation between herself and herself pretending to be Elaine or Drew.


    She decided to call Drew first.


    Alice felt her heartbeat quicken, not dissimilar to the feeling she had gotten when she was in the supermarket and she felt George’s life slipping away.


    Drew answered on the first ring, his voice bright and full of life.


    “Hi, Drew.” She took a deep breath. “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.”


    Through all her practicing, she could think of no better opening than the first thing she had thought of.


    “Is it Dad? What happened to him?”


    Drew’s voice was now a bit alarmed, going up a pitch.


    “Drew, my darling, I could never hide anything from you—you’re too sharp for your own good, you know.”


    “Mom, what happened? Is he in the hospital? Did he have another heart attack?”


    His voice had risen more.


    “No dear, I’m afraid he’s beyond getting help from a hospital. Andrew…” She sighed, preparing herself for the upcoming onslaught of questions. “Your father is dead—he…he died yesterday.”


    A few seconds of silence passed before Drew bellowed into the phone: “Dead? Mom, are you serious? I mean I know you wouldn’t be kidding but…well how come you’re just telling me? What the hell happened?”


    Alice shrugged although she knew he could not see her.


    “Honey I’m so sorry—I just…I just had to get myself together. It was all so very difficult—and quite sudden. I’m not quite sure what happened to him yet. They’re probably doing some tests to find out. All I know is yesterday, I went to the supermarket and when I got back, he was gone.”


    “Mom you know I would have come there at once—you didn’t have to go through yesterday alone!”


    She nodded.


    “I know, darling. But I really needed some time to myself. Just a little, honey. I hope you understand.”


    Although in her mind’s eye she could see him holding a hand over his forehead, digesting the information, getting ready to ask more questions, she quickly continued: “I’m planning the funeral and donating some of his things. I’ll need your help passing on his clothes and everything, and going through some of the documents—you know I’m not good with all of that money stuff.”


    “Yes, yes of course. Geez, Mom, I can’t believe you didn’t call me right away! And why are you getting rid of his stuff? Wouldn’t you want to keep some of him around a little longer? For memory’s sake or something?”


    Drew’s voice had calmed down a little. It seemed he was trying to talk as normally as possible, probably for her sake, but his voice was still a little too high-pitched to be normal. She could hear the confusion and the pain behind his words, the apology for shouting earlier, for letting his emotions get the better of him.


    “Memories, my dear, are exactly why I don’t want to keep any of those things around. It’s hard enough as it is. I prefer not to be reminded of what I’m missing. Only a clean break will keep me sane.”


    Drew sighed.


    “Well, whatever, Mom. I’m flying down today. I’ll see you soon and we’ll talk and figure things out. Christ!”


    “I love you, Drew.”


    She heard him sigh again. “I love you too, Mom.”


    His phone disconnected.


    Alice still felt the conversation had gone better than expected. She wasn’t so sure she’d get the same result with Elaine.


    Alice looked at the phone and hesitated. Elaine would be even angrier that she had waited a day to share the news. But then again, Elaine was always angry with her. This would just be adding more wood to the fire.


    Alice got her fingers ready to dial, yet still could not bring herself to call her. She put the phone down, went to the kitchen and pulled out a notebook and pencil from one of the drawers. She would do a little planning first.


    She started jotting down notes.


    Reverend Brown would probably preside over the funeral. And she already knew which plot she would put George in—except she wasn’t so sure that’s what she wanted to do with him. The eraser part of the pencil pushed against the corner of her mouth as she thought about whether to have him cremated or buried.


    She had never given a second thought to burial before, but now, cremation seemed a more fitting way to go. She considered using the internet on the computer Amber had insisted she get to help her decide but figured none of it really mattered ultimately; either way George would be in a small place.


    She decided on cremation—that way, she could still have him and decide later what to do with his remains.


    Alice made a note to pick out an urn.


    She also realized that she would probably have to use the computer to do more research about the whole process after all—how it was done, where she could do it. She was tempted to just use the phone book and look through the yellow pages as she had always done, but she might as well use the machine.


    She went over to the small room near the family room where the computer was located and started it up. When it was ready, she did a search for cremation. Once she read up on it, she decided to have a service before the cremation, then made a note about the various container options, and was taking note of crematoriums that had come up in a search when she remembered she had to prepare an obituary and a funeral notice for the local newspaper. She would need to choose a photo of George, ready a list of relatives to include…


    The telephone rang.


    Alice’s heart beat even faster than before.


    She had a feeling about who it was but hoped she was wrong.


    Maybe it was Andrew calling back or perhaps someone with results from tests run on George—although results probably wouldn’t be in yet; George was no priority.


    The last thing she wanted to hear was Elaine’s angry voice on the other end of the line.


    “So did you plan to call me, mother?”


    The word “mother” was drenched in so much sarcasm, Alice almost thought she felt it seep through the receiver and felt like washing her hand and cheek immediately.


    “Elaine, dear, of course I was! I just had to gather myself a moment—talking to Drew brought up so many…”


    “So you can call Drew, but you couldn’t call me? I had to hear it from him?” Elaine screeched. Alice winced. Like Drew, Elaine’s voice also got high-pitched when she was emotional, but hers was like hearing nails rake across a blackboard, like icicles stabbing her eardrum.


    Alice gathered herself. “That’s what I’m saying dear—I was about to but…”


    “Mother, I can’t believe you’d do this! My father just died and you didn’t even have the decency to call me?” At least the shrillness has left her voice a little, Alice thought as she tried to block out Elaine’s anger; she didn’t want to get infected. Best to remain numb.


    Elaine let out a short, loud breath, as if to calm herself. “You know what? I don’t even know why I expected anything more from you, even in a case like this. Goodbye mother.” Elaine slammed the phone down, leaving Alice holding her receiver from her ear but it was too late—her ears rung from the force of the rage from the other end.


    Alice didn’t even get a chance to ask Elaine if and when she was coming over, or better yet, tell her the best time to come. She guessed she would of course show up, but Alice wanted to be prepared for the exact moment so she could get ready for Elaine’s frost.


    She supposed she could call back and ask her for the information, but she wasn’t about to do it right then; Elaine needed time to cool off.


    Alice couldn’t believe she was so afraid of her own daughter, that she feared talking to her again, but she couldn’t help it—the phone call left her feeling like she’d been threatened by a bully who was meeting her by the lockers at three o’ clock. Alice put her fingers to her temple in an attempt to soothe the headache she felt coming on. Between Elaine, Abigail, George’s other old friends, and whoever else decided to show up, she knew this would at least be an interesting, if not horrendous week.


    Alice headed back upstairs toward her bedroom, deciding to double check that she had rooted out all of George’s things—all that were ready to be eradicated. When she was satisfied that she had, she went over to his side of the mattress and got the keys to the nightstand drawers from underneath it.


    She felt excited to have access to those nightstand files at last. George had made it clear she should keep away although he never actually said those words out loud, never verbalized those wishes. She inferred it from his protectiveness of them, from how secretive he’d been about them. He would usually take what he needed or put whatever he had taken out back in, slam the drawer shut, then lock it. He had told her once that he just wanted to make sure not just anybody could get in there and look around. He kept the keys on him, putting the keys under the mattress only when he was ready to go to bed and she remembered being amazed that he remembered to lift the mattress and take the keys with him every morning when he was going to work. There had been one morning that he had forgotten, but from then on, he started putting his briefcase under the mattress too, the keys inside. He couldn’t leave without his case so he never left the keys home again. Alice hadn’t even known at the time that he’d left the keys until she followed him once he came home and started running up the stairs, only to see him slip the keys into his pocket. He looked at her as he did it, as if studying her. She figured he was looking for signs that she had shuffled through the contents and they realized in the same instant what did—or did not—happen.


    Alice opened the top drawer first. She assumed the more immediate and up-to-date stuff would be there, the older or less important archived information in the bottom drawer. Just as she expected the top drawer was full of paper, but it was surprisingly more organized than she had anticipated. It wasn’t like a regular nightstand at all; George had hanging folders and file folders inside—he had actually filed everything! And they were labeled! Alice was not sure when he had done all of that because the last time she had caught a glimpse of him opening that drawer, she saw papers everywhere in disarray; it did not look like one could sift through it easily at all. She figured he must have organized it in those couple of days that she had gone to Drew’s place to help him nurse his son back to health from the flu after his wife of six years had deserted them six months ago. From what she gathered of Drew’s marital situation, his wife felt he was too much of a softie and she had left him for someone she thought wasn’t. Alice supposed it was her own fault—perhaps she had babied him too much.


    Alice couldn’t think of another time George would have had the time to do all that organizing. She wondered if Elaine had helped him.


    Alice began looking through the folders. The hanging file labeled “Letters” was empty—perhaps he had meant to transfer the letters from the closet into it. The one labeled “Finances” was full however. There was a file for their savings account, letters and statements, and the same went for their checking account. He also had information regarding an account he had started for the grandchildren, and a file for the letters he’d received from his job about his recent retirement. He’d been so proud to have accomplished his goal of retiring by age sixty.


    There was a file for their old credit card accounts, one with investment information and other files she expected to see. But one of the file folders caught her eye for its sheer strangeness, its complete lack of relation to anything Alice could fathom: a file labeled “The Thomas Gibson Projects.” She started leafing through the papers of “The Thomas Gibson Scholarship Fund” first. There were thank-you letters at the beginning of the file, letters from students who had been helped by this fund, letters from parents thanking George and the organization for their assistance. The file also contained letters from other establishments involved, regarding the logistics and setup of the whole project.


    The rest of the papers told the story of George’s initial brainstorming, his efforts at organizing the fund, his recruitment of others to the project—both individuals and organizations. Alice even thought she recognized one or two of the individual names. He had a long-term plan, a general development plan, plus fund-raising information for the project as well as further evidence of his eventual success at getting it off the ground.


    She skimmed the mission statement: The Thomas Gibson Scholarship Fund, a division of The Thomas Gibson Projects, was established in 1990 for minority educational assistance, particularly African-American males.


    At the back of the file were a few newspaper clippings, a bit discolored by age. They told the story of a young black boy who’d been accused of raping a white girl many years ago. He’d been beaten up and killed by an unknown group. The final clipping in the stack revealed that the girl had lied, and that the boy, Thomas Joseph Gibson, had been innocent after all. The accuser had come clean about it eventually out of sheer guilt over the boy’s death. The clippings all dated back to 1973. Alice vaguely remembered the story.


    There was also a clipping from an Indiana newspaper from 1998. George was pictured shaking someone’s hand, a gentleman about the same age as him. The article talked about his contributions, his assistance. He was being thanked for his help with one of the Thomas Gibson projects.


    Alice’s hand slowly came up to her head as she pondered this new information, file in hand.


    What on earth was this whole thing about? Why did George care about this story? Why did he have anything to do with these Thomas Gibson projects at all? Why was he so interested in helping African-Americans? He had never mentioned anything of the sort to her before. Never. Not a hint. And he certainly had never struck her as one who would be involved in community service or helping people on such a grand scale. She never saw that in him; he never showed such a side.


    And when the hell did he get so organized?


    Alice pulled out the mission statement again and read the rest.


    The Thomas Gibson Scholarship Fund, a division of The Thomas Gibson Projects, was established in 1990 for minority educational assistance, particularly African-American males, in memoriam of Thomas Joseph Gibson: a young, African-American man who was killed as a result of a racial hoax. It is a non-profit organization in his honor offering financial assistance and internship opportunities at the undergraduate level to promising individuals pursuing technical fields, who can demonstrate both financial need and a commitment to community service. Before his death, Thomas was an Engineering major at the University of Illinois, an intelligent student with a bright future ahead of him.


    There have been many Thomas Gibsons over the decades—even the most recent one—men who were upstanding black men in their community whose lives were cut short by a system of hatred and intolerance. As a result, we have taken it upon ourselves to help those who can make a difference and implement changes in the attitudes of the dominant society. Our goal is to help provide young, underprivileged black men with an opportunity to advance their education and become professionals in their chosen careers.


    For all the potential Thomas Gibsons of the world, we offer a chance, a chance that they still have, a chance that Thomas never had, to help lead their communities to brighter futures.


    Alice stared at the paper. George could not have possibly written that—it had to be some other member of the organization.


    Alice was about to start reading another overview draft planning to follow it up with perusing the other Thomas Gibson projects when the telephone rang.


    She sighed and braced herself; she’d have to look for clues to confirm her current theory later.


    She was perfectly aware that as word got around about George’s death, the phone would be ringing a lot over the next few days: neighbors, family members and friends calling to express their condolences, offer help, or maybe just find out what exactly had happened to George.


    Heart problems, she would say.


    He had too much love to give.


  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    


    Spring 1972


    Indianapolis, Indiana


    He was affectionate and she loved that about him. Underneath his tough exterior, he had a gentle spirit. He was a good friend to his friends, and an attentive boyfriend to her—always ready with a supportive or comforting hug, or one that said simply, “I’m happy to see you.” It did not matter that he hugged everybody—although his homophobic tendencies kept him from showing affection in this manner to guys for the most part—his hugs for her felt special.


    His deep concern for others caught her off guard initially. At first, she thought he was just flirtatious, that he was keeping his options open, but it soon became clear that befriending people was in his nature and that not only was being well-liked important to him, he actually cared about other people.


    Once, an acquaintance of theirs had been missing from school for a few days. They were aware that this person, Donna, had been visiting her family in Texas. Then they heard that an airplane had crashed coming from Texas. They all tried not to, but could not help assuming the worst. But then Donna showed up to school the next day after the speculation, oblivious to it. When Alice saw her, she gave her a quick hug and told her she was glad to see she had made it back, briefing her on the speculation that had taken place at school. Donna laughed then told her: “When I ran into George, he practically lifted me off the floor and broke my bones he was hugging me so hard!”


    Alice was not threatened by Donna by any means—George would not have been attracted to her because he liked pretty girls and Donna was by no means pretty. She had a good body, but Alice knew George long enough to know that a pretty face was important to him; she knew his type and Donna was not it. But Alice suspected that Donna liked George, and that Donna was delighted to have the chance to tell Alice about the interaction she’d had with him, their special moment. In any case, it was indicative to Alice how much George really cared about people deep down inside; for all his displays of brutish masculinity and the boyish games he played with his friends, he was tenderhearted.


    She even remembered a time when he had gotten news that his ex-girlfriend’s brother had died. He had known the man, and when Alice and George sat alone on a bench one evening near a hemlock tree, he told her a few stories regarding his interaction with the brother. Alice got the impression the two had not been particularly close, that George was merely acquainted with him, but still, he’d shed a few tears at the loss of life. She suspected she was the only one—besides perhaps an ex-girlfriend or two and maybe his family—who was aware of this softer side of him, who had seen him cry.


    George, however, did not have a particular affinity for coloreds. She did not remember him admiring any colored girls nor did she see him befriending any colored boys; in fact, when one or two colored men had shown interest in her, or at least looked at her, George had run them off so fast, there was no time to figure out if they had actually liked her or were just being friendly. Of course Alice was not surprised—he chased away any guy, regardless of color. He was the dog and she was his tree, or hydrant, or whatever it was that dogs pissed on. She expected this behavior from him of course—he wanted to make sure she was his and that everybody knew it.


    In spite of her acceptance of—and even delight with—his possessiveness, at times she found herself wondering about a boy she had been interested in before George came along and staked his claim. Even after she and George were headed for the marriage altar, now and then her mind returned to this fellow she never had a chance with—Edward. She wondered what it would have been like to be with him, date him seriously. She often wondered if Edward would have turned out to be more her type than George. But would Eddie have turned out differently from what she had initially thought as well? She would never know. Her dating was over when she met George, although she did not know it then, and they were married a little over a year and a half after they met, one month after she graduated from college, in the summer of 1972.


    Would I have to move right away? she’d wondered before they took the plunge, then one day voiced aloud her concerns to George.


    George had looked at her as if she were crazy.


    “Well of course! How else could the marriage work?”


    “It’s just that…well we can remain engaged for a little while longer, that way I can still do a little of what I want to do, then we can get married and I’ll move right after.”


    “Honey, you think I want to be apart from you for—how long is it?”


    “Just one year…”


    “For a year? I proposed to you because I want you with me the rest of my life. And I want our life together to begin as soon as possible. Who says you can’t teach in Illinois?”


    “It’s just that I already have a job lined up at this school and…George, we’d only be a state away; any one of us could drive over at anytime! It’s not like I’d be in China or something.”


    “That’s beside the point Alice. I want to marry you as soon as I can. I want you to be my wife—I need you with me. You don’t have to worry about anything; I’ll take care of you.”


    I’ll take care of you. She thought about his words, then she thought about the words that fit him, words that convinced her he was the one she should marry, the one she shouldn’t let get away.


    Attentive, chivalrous.


    Well, perhaps ‘chivalrous’ was taking it a bit too far, but he did know how to show he cared and to treat her like a lady.


    He was affectionate, intelligent, devoted. Handsome, talented, and gentle.


    George had proven his dedication and love for her and he had a plan for his life—their life. He would be a good husband, a good provider.


    She knew she had made the right decision to forsake all others as their marriage vows required.


    ***


    August 1972


    Bloomington, Illinois


    He wanted her off birth control. She wanted to wait. She thought it was best for them to spend more time with each other before they brought children along, but he thought differently. She wanted to do more with her life first; she was young, full of ideas, enthusiasm, plans—at a point where she could do a lot with her time. He was ready to have a family and it did not stop at her. Besides, what could be more fulfilling for her than having a family to look after?


    He found her birth control pills and got rid of them, and when she confronted him about it, he explained his point of view once again. She explained hers.


    Finally, after going back and forth for a few days he agreed to go along with her position.


    “But,” he said, “we should switch to condoms.”


    He still did not trust the pill, he explained. It was unnatural. He was worried about her health. He had a relative who had died from using that particular method of birth control.


    She looked into his eyes. He looked sincere. So she agreed—they would make the switch.


    She did not fully trust him at first, but after his faithful usage for a few weeks, she let her reservations go.


    Then one night, after days of fighting over his continued fraternization with his friends while leaving her home alone and not having the courtesy to even call her to check in, he left home once again without telling her where he was going or giving her an idea of when he was coming back. He returned late once again, in the wee hours of the morning, drunk.


    It was four a.m.


    She had stayed up as usual, stewing in anger at him for once again disregarding her and her feelings, leaving her alone when he was her only company in this new place—this new neighborhood in a new city in a new state. She had been wondering how she could have married someone, gotten a supposed guaranteed partner for life, and yet still be so lonely, when he came stumbling through the door after fumbling at the knob for a minute. She heard rowdy voices outside fading away as his companions drove off when he finally managed to get in. He locked the door behind him—so she hoped.


    She did not have to pretend her anger was greater than her hurt this time.


    She waited until he noticed her on the couch, arms folded, staring at the blank, silent screen of the television. She was still except for the back and forth movement of the foot of one leg crossed over the other. She figured it was this movement that caught his attention. Or maybe her anger had stretched across the room and grabbed him, shaking his shoulders, penetrating his drunken stupor.


    He looked at her and smiled.


    “Hey baby! What are you still doing up?”


    She turned her head and looked at him, still wagging her foot.


    He leered at her.


    “You got plans for me or what?”


    At this he started fumbling with his belt.


    She was infuriated at his presumption, enough to make her break her silence.


    “You think I’m going to have sex with you after the way you’ve treated me? After you abandoned me again to hang out with your loser boyfriends?” she shouted from her seat.


    “Hey.” His finger pointed at her, as unfocused as his eyes. “They’re not losers.”


    “How could you do this to me? And then have the audacity to suggest sex? Are you out of your drunken mind? George why do you do this to me?”


    She was on her feet now, and as much as she had tried to prevent them, tears gathered in her eyes, threatening to fall down her heated face. They infuriated her even more for showing up, and her frustration at their appearance made them fall. She felt humiliated, betrayed by not only her husband, but her own body for making her fail to present herself as a strong, angry force to be reckoned with. What was worse, he brushed it all off and came toward her smiling, arms raised as if he had plans to hug her. She stared at him in wonder.


    “You don’t get it, do you?” she asked him softly, unable to stop the raw hurt in her voice which finally succeeded in stopping him in his tracks. His smile peeled away. “You expect me to just take this?” she continued. “We just moved here a few months ago. This is your home state, not mine. I don’t know anyone here. You’re all I’ve got right now! Why do you keep leaving me?”


    “But…but you have work…”


    “George, I’m teaching. When I get to work, there’s not much teacher socializing before it’s time to teach the first class. And at lunch time, I have enough time to maybe run one errand or have one conversation before or after eating then it’s time to get to my other classes. And at the end of the day, when classes are done, I try to leave as soon as I can so I can come home and fix dinner and have as much of it ready by five-thirty and it’s time to get you. There’s no time to meet anyone outside of school, barely time to talk to anyone at school. I have no-one George!”


    She restrained herself from adding that she could not even befriend the neighbors for the simple fact that they knew him, and therefore, would never be her friends in the long run. The wives would probably discuss things with their husbands who were of course his friends. She had been there before.


    “Why are you trying to blame me?” he asked, looking confused, making her feel for a moment that maybe she was crazy or being unfair; a moment, and not a second more before she returned to her senses.


    Alice took a deep breath and counted to five.


    “George, all I’m saying is that I’m lonely. I need you.”


    George nodded his head and looked as if he really did understand at last. She felt her shoulders relax in relief.


    “I understand,” he said. “I know what you need.”


    Alice let out a breath. Then she noticed his hands had gone back to his belt.


    “George, what are you doing?” she asked, getting a little alarmed.


    “You need some company, right?”


    He zipped down his pants.


    “That’s what I’m saying but I don’t mean…”


    She realized she was taking a step back for each step he took, but his steps were bigger than hers. Soon he was right in front of her. He dropped his pants.


    She put her hands up.


    “George, I don’t want to do this. I already told you that.”


    “Sure you do. That’s why you stayed up right?”


    Alice was horrified—all he had understood after all, were his own needs; he had gone right back to the beginning. She slapped his hands away from trying to slip her nightgown sleeves off her shoulder.


    “George, stop it,” she said in the firmest voice she could muster. He started pushing her toward the couch. She tried to wriggle away from him.


    “George, I’m telling you no!”


    He pushed her down onto the seat cushions, and before she could get up from the couch, he was on top of her. Her struggling made them both topple to the floor.


    “George…”


    His hand was under her gown, pulling down her underwear.


    “I’m only giving you what you want,” he said before entering her.


  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    


    


    Spring 1973


    Information. Words. These were Alice’s defenses.


    There were words that Alice did not like at all. Intransigent, for example, was a harsh, uncompromising word with sharp, inflexible corners, while insalubrious had the sound of its meaning: unhealthy; not wholesome. But for the most part, Alice loved words.


    She had always been an avid reader as a child, and English language and literature classes had always been her favorite classes in secondary school. It was natural for her to major in English in college, and naturally, she wanted to pass on her love for language, share what she knew with the younger generations, as well as continue adding to her own knowledge base. She entered spelling bees, essay contests, poetry competitions whenever she could. She kept journals, collected not-so-common knowledge, trivia bits, odd facts.


    Words were her friends.


    Knowledge was her ally.


    Words took her through her pregnancy. Like she did as a student, she devoured words as she sat home alone, reading whatever she could get her hands on, even if it meant the dictionary. Words soothed her, cleared her mind, helped her discover pleasant sounds and meanings even though things had become unclear, obnubilated.


    She liked the sound of certain words; susurration for example: the sound of whispers. But she didn’t like that she heard them all the time—silent whispers impressing upon her her disconsolation. She wished those whispers could be extirpated.


    When Elaine was born, Alice knew her life as she had hoped for it was over. Elaine came in at a perfect seven pounds, fourteen ounces, blue eyes like her father, dark hair like her mother. George, although he had hoped for a son, could not be happier. He was even more motivated when it came to his job, trying to take on as many hours as possible and make whatever money he could to make sure his little girl would be happy and have all she needed. He encouraged Alice to stay home for good, promising to take care of all their needs as he was supposed to. George controlled all their finances, so she had no idea where they actually stood financially, but he insisted they were okay—they had enough money for her to not have to worry about returning to work for the time being. George thought it was important for Elaine to get all the parental love and attention she could get, especially since he had taken on those extra hours and could not be around as before. But when he was around, he monopolized Elaine, which Alice had no problem with after spending all day with her. Alice was becoming exanimate, her zest for life slowly leaving her, while George had transmogrified as well but in the opposite manner, gaining more enthusiasm and life, as if feeding off her.


    His attentiveness with and adoration of Elaine reminded Alice of why she had fallen for him in the first place; Elaine brought out something in him that she had started to wonder if it had ever been there. And now, when he said: “I’ll take care of everything,” she believed him; he would do anything for his family.


    Alice found it quite difficult to just stay home with the baby however; in fact, she could not get back to work fast enough. She hoped Elaine would magically zip through the next few stages of her young life. The child cried all the time, and sometimes, Alice felt like there was nothing she could do to quiet her. She cried when she was hungry and she cried when she had already been fed. She cried when she needed changing and she cried when she needed none. Elaine cried when she was thirsty, and she cried when her thirst had been quenched. She cried when she was sleepy, and she cried after having a good nap. The baby cried when she was lying down in her crib all alone, and she cried when she was being held. Elaine cried and cried and cried and cried for reasons Alice could not fathom…would she ever stop crying? Alice sometimes found herself wondering if the baby sensed what a mess of a young mother she had been saddled with.


    Because of her constant screaming, Alice was constantly considering ways to quiet the baby. Should she sing to her? Or at least let the eight-track soothe the child with the sounds of The Beatles? She could probably take her for a walk—but that might disturb the neighbors because Alice was almost sure a walk would not quiet the howling child. How about some television? Grown-up food? A little wine perhaps? Many times Alice thought about simply leaving her alone in her room, closing the door, and just letting her cry her little heart out; she would eventually settle down. She would tire herself or lose her voice at least.


    Alice tried some of the methods she had thought up, and some of them would work at times, but Elaine seemed intent on making her life miserable, making her feel inadequate. Alice could not wait to get away from her when George came home.


    To top it off, Alice missed teaching. She hated having to give up her job, and she did not know when she’d be able to obtain another one. But that did not keep her from looking, and not only for a job, but for someone to look after Elaine. She had had enough.


    She wished her mother was still alive to watch Elaine for her, or at least tell her what to do, because she felt like she was lost in a maze and could not find her way out. Thinking about going back to teaching when Elaine was old enough was the only thing that kept her going.


    As a result of the difficulty she was having with Elaine, Alice found herself with disturbing thoughts, horrid ideas about how to quiet the baby. She thought herself monstrous for having these thoughts—what kind of mother wished to permanently silence her child? But Alice could not help thinking them, for she spent so much time awake.


    Alice had expected to lose sleep and feel tired, and she had expected to be a little anxious and nervous about the overall responsibility of taking care of a child, but she had not expected it to take the toll it did. She was not only sleep-deprived and always feeling fatigued as expected, but she found that she was so busy with trying to fulfill the baby’s needs that she neglected her own: feeding herself, taking care of her own thirst, resting herself, changing herself.


    She had no energy—although she supposed that barely eating and lacking sleep had something to do with it. Once, she fell asleep while Elaine was crying, and when she awoke and realized what had happened, she rushed over to the crib only to find Elaine lying there, looking around, seemingly content. That led her to believe that no matter what happened, Elaine would be just fine.


    Things had improved by the time Elaine was three months old—at least for Elaine. She had stopped crying as much; in fact, was quite the quiet baby. But Alice had not stopped crying. Sometimes she would find herself in a corner, ignoring Elaine lying in her crib doing whatever she did, because Alice was too busy wiping away her own tears. But Alice usually managed to pull herself together before George came home, and would sometimes be in bed by the time he arrived, with Elaine put down for the night.


    But one night he caught her up and watching All in the Family. He went to Elaine’s room and found her playing around in her crib, for Alice had not bothered to turn off the lights this time.


    “Why aren’t you watching her?” he had asked after picking up Elaine who was as calm as could be when he returned to the family room. Alice did not answer, could not answer. She just continued to stare at the screen, not really seeing The Bunkers.


    George stared at her.


    She could feel his eyes but she would not turn to him. She barely saw him standing there, holding their suddenly cheerful daughter. And all the while she sat there barely noticing him, it seemed he went from barely noticing her to realizing at last that something was wrong.


    “Honey, are you all right?” he asked, his voice gentle. After a few moments of looking at her, he remarked: “When did you get so thin?”


    He moved from her side view to right in front of her, between her and the television.


    She looked at his striped work shirt.


    “Actually you look a lot thin—it’s worrying me.”


    After tightening his grip on Elaine, holding her with one arm, he used his free arm to lift Alice’s chin with his finger, tilting her face to his. He searched her eyes and looked her over.


    “You look really sick, honey—do you want me to take you to the doctor?”


    She continued staring, not really seeing him.


    He shook his head.


    “Why am I even asking? I’m taking you tomorrow Ali, and that’s final. We gotta get you better.”


    Alice did not move, did not hear. Words could not reach her.


  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    


    Summer 1973


    “I’m gonna take care of you—don’t you worry,” he had said. And he did.


    After her medical examination, George became the type of husband Alice had always expected him to be. He took the doctor’s advice to heart, and even seemed to use his own instincts to do his best by her.


    First, he made sure she got help with the baby—for both Alice’s sake and Elaine’s. George had given his sister Miriam a call, and Miriam had happily agreed to baby-sit for them every now and then. Miriam had no problem with this arrangement since she was childless and had lost her husband in Vietnam.


    Eventually, she decided to move in with George and Alice, opting to rent her own place out for a few months while she helped Alice out with Elaine.


    Alice was not only appreciative of the remittent relief of motherly duties, but she welcomed the company, the new energy that came with Miriam.


    Miriam brought along many forms of entertainment—for one, she brought music back to the household. Some days, Alice returned from the grocery store to find Miriam singing “What’s going on?” with Marvin Gaye or “Rocket Man” with Elton John. Other days, she caught Miriam dancing wildly to “American Pie” while Don McLean sung his heart out, or to “December 1963 (Oh What a Night)” with Franki Valli and the Four Seasons. Her eight-track tapes were a pleasant mix of current music and music from the previous decade, songs that reminded Alice of better times, more hopeful times—times when she thought the world could be her playground.


    Miriam also happened to be a stark departure from the friends Alice had known in college. Although on the plain side, she had large, striking, pale blue eyes framed with fair eyelashes that she made long and dark with globs of mascara. Alice assumed she did it to look less androgynous.


    Miriam also had long stick-straight blond hair, flattened like Cher’s. She walked with her aquiline nose in the air like a queen, and her sense of fashion made Alice anxious every day to see what she would turn up in: flower-printed bell-bottoms, accordion-pleated miniskirts, A-smile jeans, psychedelic tops and dolphin shorts—usually in odd, brightly colored combinations that made Alice grin.


    Miriam was also full of stories that made everyday occurrences remarkable. She made Alice chuckle with accounts of her daily encounters with people while driving, waiting in line for food, walking the streets. It seemed Miriam could turn any moment into something exciting, even if only in the way she told it.


    Miriam had a colorful vocabulary as well, making her stories even more entertaining. Alice suspected the only time she censored herself was when she was around Elaine, and even then, Alice wasn’t sure she took care not to use certain words.


    Still, Miriam was an overall joy to have around—even if she worried Alice a little, making her second guess leaving her child with the slightly off-the-wall woman. But Alice soon learned she had nothing to worry about, for Miriam proved to be a good caretaker despite her love for telling people off, sex, and maryjane.


    Miriam turned out to be not only harmless but benign; it was only her herb usage and interest in the dark arts that worried Alice. At one point, Miriam desired to be a practicing Wiccan, and told Alice all she found out in her research. She even made Alice crochet her a pentagram.


    On top of it all, Miriam believed she could interpret dreams. Once, Alice told her of a dream she had where she was running through a forest with an unseen person on her tail. There were lots of trees packed closely together and she had to find her way through them, winding and trying not to run into them. They all looked the same and she wondered if she would ever get out. Her chaser gained on her so she decided to climb one of the trees yet fell out of it when she got near the top and landed on a cluster of vines that made a kind of twisted hammock, cushioning her fall, but not allowing her to reach the ground. Vines twisted and winded their way around her and she fought and fought against them but she could not bite or twist her way out.


    “Well it clearly means you want to get out of something,” Miriam said simply, and for all the other nonsense she spoke of, this one had some validity to it; it sounded simple yet so right.


    Miriam’s presence made the world of difference for Alice, and she was not too disappointed after not being able to go back to work as soon as she had hoped. Although she missed teaching her eighth-graders, she was willing to settle for just teaching her daughter about the world for now, and learning from Miriam.


    Sometimes, Alice felt so free around Miriam, she almost forgot she was George’s sister. She remembered only when they were watching television or shopping together and she was about to comment favorably on the physical appearance of a nearby or television male. Then she remembered Miriam was George’s eyes and ears when he wasn’t around and she felt she had to hold back. Still, being around Miriam made her feel like she was breathing new air.


    George had not only come through for her by bringing his sister around to help her out, but he had also taken to paying attention to her physical needs more, making sure Alice was healthy. He started bringing her food on his lunch breaks, and occasionally took her out to dinner when they could leave Elaine with Miriam. He called her at least once a day from work to check in with her, find out how she and their daughter were doing, and to tell her that he loved her. Sometimes he would even arrive home in the evening with a gift in hand for her, a small token such as a notepad for her writing, thread for her sewing and embroidering, or yarn for her knitting. Books for her to read, magazines to look at.


    George was like a new man—even more thoughtful and loving than he had been in college, especially since now, the only female she split his attention with was their daughter. Alice felt happy, secure.


    ***


    October 27th 1973


    Miriam was out on a date.


    George had left home to go out with his friends after having dinner, but he returned from his outing around eleven o’clock, which was not particularly unusual, although a bit early.


    Alice looked up from her sewing, and when he came into view, realized that something was off: he had a ragged appearance, as if he had decided to roll around in the dirt and grass before coming in. His hair was out of place, his shirt, torn and stained, his face full of emotion.


    He did not appear drunk in the slightest—his eyes were focused yet wild, alive, purposeful.


    Alice got a sinking feeling in her stomach.


    She put down her needlework and stood up with the initial intention of going straight to him but found her legs suddenly frozen in place.


    “George, what happened?” she asked, fearing the answer.


    He just looked at her. She noticed he was breathing hard.


    He looked away, then headed for the kitchen.


    She finally got her legs to work and moved away from the couch in the family room toward the kitchen so she could see him better.


    He grabbed a jug of water from the refrigerator and poured himself a glass, his movements jerky, nervous.


    “George, are you all right? You look a bit…frazzled.”


    She had moved into the kitchen by then.


    He wiped his mouth crudely with the back of his hand and looked at her, resting down the glass. Something in his eyes unnerved her.


    But then he threw up his hands and his face broke into a joyless smile.


    “You won’t believe this—it’s…it’s silly really.”


    She folded her arms and tried to make her voice light.


    “Well, go ahead and try me.”


    She smiled back at him, hoping to encourage him to go on although she imagined she produced the same kind of empty smile he had given her.


    He sighed, his smile disappearing.


    “I got into a fight,” he began, then undoubtedly noticing her expression of alarm as her fear was confirmed, he added, “but I’m okay, I promise. It was just a silly squabble.”


    She gave him a few seconds to continue.


    “I’m waiting,” she said at last, stating the obvious when he did not go on.


    He let out another heavy breath.


    “Well, somebody said something about my sister when we were in the bar,” he said. Then he shook his head and started the story again.


    “Okay, so me and the guys were in the bar and I overheard these other guys talking about this girl. At first I thought what they were saying was kind of funny, but then one of them said her name. Miriam Owens, they said, and I had to butt in and find out if it was my sister they were talking about. I mean I’m sure there’s another Miriam Owens out there, but what are the chances, eh? So I said to them: ‘Miriam Owens? Long blonde hair, blue eyes, ‘bout five foot ten?’ And this guy, greasy ponytail, says: ‘loopy, stoned-out, yeah yeah yeah—you fuck her too? This whole bar’s fulla guys who’ve been there, done that.’ And then he laughed along with his buddies, expecting me to join in of course. Well, I joined my fist to that asshole’s mouth. He didn’t like it, so he swung back at me. We got in a little scuffle, my boys pulled me off, his boys pulled him away. I was ready to go at him again but the guys had a pretty good hold on me, so all I said was: ‘Don’t you be saying that stuff ‘bout my sister!’ Then the boys led me out the bar, brought me home. And that’s that.”


    Alice did not want to think it and definitely dared not say it, but what the bar guy had said about Miriam, as much as Alice liked her, was probably true based on some of the dating stories Miriam had told her. But instead of saying that, she said: “Well, I understand you defending your sister’s honor and all, but honey you’ve got to be careful! You don’t know if someone’s got weapons on them or something like that; you have me and Elaine to think about.”


    George looked away. “I know,” he said, “it’s just that it fired me up so much at the time. I mean people should really watch their mouths. Have some respect.”


    Alice nodded in agreement, although she was thinking of how the guy at the bar could have easily been one of George’s own friends. She neglected to point that out as well. Then she looked a bit closer at some of the stains.


    “Is that blood?” she asked, noticing the red-brown marks splattered on his shirt.


    He let out a breath.


    “Yeah, I got him good. His mouth was all bloody and everything—I almost thought he’d lost a tooth. The guy put his hand to his mouth and some of it got on his hands and then on me—obviously.”


    Alice put her hand on his chest and looked up at him, relieved he had not been hurt more. She suspected George was not telling the whole story, that perhaps he had left out graphic details of the fight. She did not care to know the whole story in any case, and was glad to be spared the play by play. She just hoped it would not happen again—things had been going too well for them. She did not want anything to happen to him.


    “You know I’d do anything for the women in my life right?” he said as she rested her head on his chest. She nodded, thinking about how much she loved him. “You girls mean the world to me,” he added.


    He kissed her on the top of her head.


    She breathed him in, even though he was a mix of dirt, sweat, and blood. She smiled to herself despite the circumstances—Miriam was even bringing excitement to George’s life, although in more indirect ways.


    Alice looked up into George’s eyes, still feeling love and relief washing over her.


    “Let’s get you out of these filthy clothes and into a warm bath,” she said.


    She took his hand and starting leading him toward the stairs.


    “Hey, where’s Miriam?” he asked, looking around as if she would pop out of one of the walls.


    “She went out.”


    “And Elaine…”


    “She’s asleep. I’ll take care of you hon.”


    It felt good to say those words back to him.


    ***


    Alice had suspected she was pregnant for the past month when her appetite changed and she started becoming sensitive to smells once again. To be sure, she got a urine sample tested by a doctor.


    Once she got the results, she could not wait to tell George the news.


    The day of the results, she had relieved Miriam, who had a date, of watching Elaine.


    Alice was playing with the child in the family room when Elaine crawled toward the day’s newspaper and started hitting it with her tiny hand, then tried to pick it up.


    Alice grabbed it from her and was about to rest it on the couch when a headline caught her eye: “Murdered Colored Man Innocent.”


    She was about to read the story when she heard the key turning in the lock. She picked Elaine up and headed to the door.


    As George walked in, she was there, ready with a smile.


    He looked at her in suspicion, but with a genuine smile on his own face.


    “What are you up to?” he asked.


    “Guess what? I’ll give you three guesses,” she said, barely able to contain her excitement.


    He closed and locked the door behind him.


    “Okay, how about…”


    “We’re having another baby!”


    She watched the information sink in and his face break into an even wider grin, his eyebrows rising as his eyes widened.


    “Are you serious? That’s incredible!”


    She watched him battle himself as he was about to pick her up with the baby in her arms but then reconsidered, realizing the danger. He threw his arms around them instead, enclosing them both in a hug.


    “Honey, that’s…! Wait, you’re okay with that right? I mean, do you feel ready?”


    She laughed.


    “It’s okay, hon—I may not be ready now, but I will be!”


    She kissed him on the mouth.


    He smiled, then laughed when he realized Elaine had been watching them.


    She waved away his concern with her free hand.


    “Oh please—she’s too young to get it.”


    “I don’t know—she looked pretty perceptive to me! Can’t be getting those ideas in her head just yet.”


    Alice laughed at his silliness.


    “I don’t think she’s at that level yet—she was trying to decide whether or not to eat this newspaper earlier,” she said, indicating the paper partially held by her, partially held by Elaine. “Or maybe she was ready to read it—who knows right? She could be a smart kid.”


    “Well, with a father like me…hey what’s this?”


    “Oh—I was about to read it earlier. It looked pretty interesting but I didn’t really get to see what it said.”


    George’s eyes skimmed the story and she watched his face gradually fall. It seemed as if night had crawled under the door and settled over the kitchen. Alice even looked up to see if the light was still on, the darkening of the mood so palpable.


    Watching his face, she felt for him then, for she saw the George who had cried at the news of death of people he had known, the George susceptible to intense empathy.


    He looked absolutely crushed by the news.


    She grabbed the paper from him and laid it on the table.


    “Let’s not think about that now—we should celebrate our good news!”


    He stared at the paper where it lay, wrinkled here and there where Elaine had grabbed it and where Alice had held it against her body.


    He shook his head.


    “That’s a pretty messed up story,” he said. “What a tragedy.”


    She thought she heard his voice start to break but she wasn’t sure.


    Such a softie sometimes, she thought, feeling sorry for him.


    She started leading him away from the kitchen, away from the gloom.


    She put on a cheery face.


    “So, if it’s a girl, got any name ideas?”


    He shrugged.


    “You can name her this time if it’s another girl.”


    “And if it’s a boy?”


    He thought for a moment.


    “Andrew George Owens,” he said with finality.


  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    


    Wednesday, June 28th 2006


    Greenwood, Indiana


    Drew packed a bag for Jack as quickly as he could. He had told his mother he would take the next flight out and he would have been there within half an hour of his flight leaving, true to his word, but he decided to drive there instead. It would only be about a four-hour drive, and he preferred to have his car with him—he had no idea how long he’d end up staying at his mom’s.


    Jack was not happy about being pulled from soccer camp one day early—he was having too good a time playing his favorite sport all day every day. He planned to be a famous soccer player when he grew up and was eager to work toward that goal. He wanted to be like Beckham. When Jack had told him about his goal, Drew had only smiled at him. Beckham was just a pretty face as far as he was concerned. He hoped his son would learn the game was more than just executing cool tricks.


    Although Drew was one hundred percent behind his son pursuing his interests, Jack’s mother, Lacey, thought soccer was for pansies. She had tried to get Jack interested in football, or at least baseball, but Jack was steadfast in his sport. I guess I’m lucky he at least doesn’t want to be a ballet dancer, she’d said one day to Drew—and not without sarcasm—as she gave up on dissuading the child from soccer. She eventually gave up on both of them.


    Drew couldn’t help thinking about Lacey every day—it was still so recent since she had left them. Sometimes he felt like she had just gone on a really long trip and would come back any day soon. But then he remembered that she now held in her grip the type of man she had always wanted—large, stocky and full of testosterone. On top of that, the guy was somewhat well off—a professional athlete. She had gotten herself a football player after all.


    Drew had been served divorce papers six months ago but Lacey did not stick around for discussion. She had packed up all she wanted from the house one day—which wasn’t much—left, and he had been served the following day. No fault—irretrievable breakdown of the marriage.


    Drew still remembered the day she had finally revealed her thoughts and feelings, the day before she had left for good. She was getting ready to go out and had not mentioned her plans, so naturally, he asked her where she was going. She stopped lacing up her sexy knee-high black boots to look at him.


    “Drew, I’m not gonna lie: I’m going out with this guy I met yesterday and I really like him; he’s exactly what I’ve always wanted.”


    She had tossed her golden hair over her shoulder, and looked at him firmly with her beautiful dark eyes. That night, those lovely eyes were not apologetic; she was resolute.


    As upset as he was getting, he could not help but admire her beauty as she stood there in her super-short black dress with her honey-colored hair thick and wavy around her face. He had always wondered how he had managed to catch such a goddess, and now the day he had always feared had come; just as he had suspected, he was not good enough for her after all.


    The problem was, as far as he could tell, she was always looking for a new adventure, something else to add to her list of things she had done during her stay on the planet. Marrying him was one, her job-hopping—from modeling jobs to waitressing, to administrative jobs—were another, and having Jack was yet another. She settled down a bit after Jack was born, taking up various hobbies and crafts, but by the time Jack was three she was job-hopping again for another few years. Drew supposed that her jobs kept her busy for a while, stopped her from noticing that she was done with the family adventure. But when she stopped working for a month, she must have realized that she was bored with the men in her life and so, naturally, embarked on a new journey. Her zest for life was part of what he loved about her, the way she saw each day as a chance to do something new; even if it was what worked against him in the end.


    Drew missed looking at Lacey, touching her, hearing her voice. He missed the way she would interact with Jack and was still in shock that she had been able to leave the boy the way she did. When she left, Jack had asked him every day for weeks when she was coming home, and Drew kept hoping she would, that he would not have to tell Jack the truth. She’ll stop by later, later, he kept saying to Jack, not fully believing Lacey had abandoned her child for good although he was starting to accept she wasn’t coming back. Then one day, Lacey called him. She did not want the house, alimony, his name, their son; she just wanted Scott, her two-hundred and fifty pound new pet. But take care of Jack now, you hear? she had the nerve to say. As if he needed to be told.


    Jack cried every day for a week when Drew finally told him Lacey was never coming back, and when Jack asked why, Drew had no answer for him but: I don’t know kiddo. He had to fight a strong desire to put the blame on Lacey, paint her as the she-devil she was, but he stopped himself when he realized how much it would hurt Jack even more. It broke Drew’s heart to see Jack so sad and withdrawn. To tell him that his mommy wasn’t coming back because she was selfish, because she did not love either of them would only make matters worse for Jack. Already, Jack was leaning toward blaming himself.


    Was I bad? he had asked once. Was it because he played soccer instead of football or baseball like she wanted? Did she get another kid? Did she not love him anymore? What if he cleaned up his room?


    Drew assured him that she loved him, that he was a good kid, anyone would love him. He told Jack that she was thinking about him every day and hoped it was true.


    He tried to explain the new arrangements to Jack as best as he could:


    Daddy and Mommy have just decided not to live in the same house.


    But why?


    Well…Mommy has some things she wants to do, and she can’t do it while she’s here.


    He mentally patted himself on the back for his civil answer. Jack looked down a moment, thinking or feeling—Drew wasn’t sure which—and when he looked back up at him, Drew knew what was coming next from his son.


    What kind of things? Does this mean she might come back after all?


    Drew shook his head. I’m afraid not, Jack. She doesn’t want to do them with me around.


    But what about me?


    She still loves you, Jack, was all he could say.


    Well, how come she doesn’t love you anymore? Drew ignored the pain that shot through him at the words spoken so plainly and innocently, the question that tortured him most of his days even though he knew the answer.


    She just doesn’t, was all Drew could say, and thankfully, Jack decided to cease the questioning.


    Drew was glad he still had Jack for company and was almost glad he had him all to himself. To now be mother and father to the boy was a welcome challenge. Jack had always been his pride, the source of his daily joy. One of the best things he had done.


    Once Jack was born, Drew was happy to participate in nurturing the child, and Lacey was happy that he did. She bounced back quickly, and while she was an attentive mother, she would gladly hand Jack over to him to look after while she took care of other things. Jack had taken paternity leave from work, researched care-taking on the net and even bought baby-rearing magazines although Lacey’s plan was to just wing it. He would even call his mother now and then for tips. He gave Jack baths, fed him, burped him, dressed him, walked him, talked to him, played with him. He wanted to do everything right.


    Unfortunately, there wasn’t much he could find regarding explaining a mother’s willing departure; the magazines didn’t really go into that.


    Drew felt especially bad for Jack because after losing his mother recently, he now had to find out he had lost his grandfather too.


    Drew had heard that bad things came in threes; he hoped it wasn’t true in this case.


    “Why did I have to leave camp early?” Jack asked for the fifth time when they got home after Drew had picked him up from the camp.


    Once Drew had given him his bath, Jack noticed the packed bag in his room and asked:


    “Where are we going?”


    “Are we gonna see mommy?” he asked as he put on the clothes Drew had laid out for him on the bed. The hopeful look on Jack’s face made Drew turn away from him momentarily.


    Drew shook his head and tried to sound cheerful.


    “We’re actually going to see grandma! Aren’t you excited?”


    Jack shrugged, his smile fading.


    “I guess. But why did I have to leave camp early? Why couldn’t we wait till later?” he asked, getting ready to put on his shoes and socks.


    “Because…” Drew bent down to help him, “...because grandma needs us right now.”


    “Why? Why does she need us right now?”


    “Well, she has to clean up the whole house and she needs me to help her with grown-up stuff.”


    “Can’t grandpa help her?”


    Drew sighed and straightened up, lifting Jack to sit him on the bed in the process.


    “Jack…” He let out a long sigh. “Son, grandpa went to heaven yesterday.”


    Jack’s eyes grew round.


    “You mean he’s dead?”


    Drew nodded.


    Jack looked down for a moment, then back up at him.


    “Is everyone going away now?” Jack asked. His tone was soft but serious, and had no hint of self-pity; Jack wanted the facts. This made Drew even sadder.


    Drew sat down next to Jack and gathered his son into his arms, blinking back tears.


    “I’m not leaving you, Jackster. I’m always gonna be here for you, okay? And grandma’s still here…”


    “Yeah, but she’s old. She’s gonna die too. And you’re gonna get old someday too…” Jack looked down again.


    Drew’s attempts at holding back his tears failed when he saw his son’s small hand go up to his eye quickly. Jack wasn’t outright crying—Drew could tell he was trying to be strong, but the damp spot on the back of his hand gave him away. Drew’s heart grew heavier as he watched his son try to be a brave boy.


    As he sat there with his son in his arms, caressing his head, he found himself releasing everything he had held back the past six months—the loneliness, frustrations, anger, and pain over Lacey. He thought about how he’d never see his father alive again.


    He almost smiled as he thought about how Lacey would not like to see her two boys now—a weeping set of wusses, she would think them.


    ***


    Drew was glad he had decided to drive—he could make this a fun trip for the two of them although it was only a few hours. But he knew it would probably feel like forever to Jack.


    Drew tried to think up verbal games they could play on the way to cheer Jack up as he put their bags in the car.


    Before they left, he made Jack a sandwich, then wrote a note on the living room table, a toy frog as the paperweight. Off to my mom’s, my dad died.—Drew. He knew it was silly, that no one would see it, but just in case Lacey stopped home, he wanted her to know where they were. He had never changed the locks and she still had the key as far as he knew. As an added measure, and for the benefit of others who might call, he changed the answering machine message as well:


    Hey! You’ve reached the home of Drew Owens. Today is Wednesday, June twenty-eighth, and Jack and I are not here right now. If you need to reach us, call my cell. Thanks.


    As he ushered Jack out of the door, he glanced up at the enlarged headshot of Lacey on the wall of the living room, her eyes looking slyly back at him. He had been unable to remove anything that had belonged to her, unable to take down or turn away photos of her. Whatever she left, he left them just as she had left them. He even still had a photo of her in his wallet and his marriage ring on his finger.


    He turned away from the photo, closed the door and locked it behind them.


    ***


    On the drive to Illinois, Jack sat silently in the car, and no matter how many times Drew tried to start up a game with him he just sat and stared out the window at nothing.


    “What are you thinking about kiddo?” Drew asked him at last.


    Jack took a moment before answering.


    “About soccer. And the new Harry Potter. And KFC.”


    Drew could tell he was trying not to mention the things that were really bothering him at the moment.


    “So you want KFC, li’l man?”


    He knew Jack was nodding without looking at him. “Well then—you’ve got it. We’ll stop at the next one that pops up.” He paused. “You know I’ll do anything for you right, Jack?”


    Jack nodded again.


  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    


    


    Drew drove up the driveway of his parents’ house, admiring and envying their home as he usually did whenever he stopped by.


    He knew his parents had started off small when they were first together like him and Lacey, but he couldn’t help thinking about his own one-story, two-bedroom, two-bathroom home and how much he wanted one like the beautiful four-bed, three-bath split-level his parents owned, one that he could put a beautiful, large family in: a wife and at least five kids—although he realized he’d need a slightly bigger house than theirs for that.


    Jack hopped out of the car and headed for the front door and Drew quickly followed him, watching sun rays dance on his son’s golden head. It pained him and warmed him simultaneously how much the seven-year-old looked like his mother.


    Jack ran up to the door and started knocking, then reached up for the doorbell.


    “I’m coming, I’m coming,” Jack heard his mother’s muffled voice say. She sounded quite normal, and he was relieved that she seemed to still have it all together. But she had always been a strong woman, for as long as he could remember. Drew waited with his hands resting on Jack’s shoulders for her to open the door. When she finally did, he let go, enclosing his mother in a bear hug. Jack threw his arms around her too although he could only reach her thighs.


    “Hi, mom,” Drew said, enjoying the familiar feel of his mother.


    “Hi, grandma,” Jack piped up.


    When Drew pulled away, he noticed his mother’s hazel eyes glistening with unshed tears. Her brownish-red hair, streaked with grey, was pulled loosely away from her face in a messy bun, and one age-spotted hand clutched the top part of her dress tight.


    “Hi, boys,” she said in a weak voice, attempting to smile.


    Drew was not sure if it was his imagination or if she really looked older than the last time he had seen her, which was just some months ago. But of course he wouldn’t be surprised considering the heavy stress suddenly laid upon her.


    His father was dead.


    Drew held Jack closer to him, but Jack broke away and squeezed past the two of them into the house. His mother smiled at him, wiped an escaped tear from her face then turned to follow their young leader. Drew stepped in and closed the door behind them. For a second he expected to see his father in the kitchen or in the living room, or hurrying down the stairs to say hi to them, but then he remembered: his father was dead. He looked around the rooms instead. Besides the missing pictures, everything looked pretty much the same as the last time he had been there. But the house now had an emptiness to it, a void that made the whole place seem and look quite different.


    “How are you doing mom?” Drew asked softly.


    There was a beat before she smiled.


    “I’m fine, Drew. Really. Now are you ready to help me?”


    “Sure. Can Jack help too?”


    “No, but he can watch some television in the meantime.”


    She headed to the family room and turned on the television. She flipped through the channels, then started looking through the stack of animated films she kept near the television stand for when Jack or Elaine’s daughters came over. Jack saw what she was doing and groaned.


    “I’ll find something to watch grandma, just let me have the remote!” he said.


    Alice looked at Drew, as if asking if that would be okay.


    Drew looked sternly at his son.


    “Jack, let your grandmother find something for you to watch…”


    “But she only has girly movies!”


    Drew held back a grin; Lacey would be proud.


    Instead, he said:


    “Hey how about Chicken Little? She’s got that one and that’s not a girly movie right?” Drew was glad he had ordered some newer movies and had them mailed to his mom. Elaine’s girls never got tired of The Little Mermaid and Beauty and the Beast and the other so-called timeless classics in his mother’s collection, but he knew the same things would not go over well with his son.


    “Well, I guess that’s okay,” Jack agreed.


    Drew went ahead and set it up while Jack settled on the couch. His son had enjoyed Chicken Little in the theater and Drew was sure he would enjoy it again.


    As soon as they were out of earshot of Jack, Drew asked his mother, watching her face closely: “So when’s Elaine coming?”


    His mother shrugged.


    “She didn’t say. She was pretty upset with me that I didn’t call her right after I called you.”


    Drew was disgusted.


    “Well, that’s pretty selfish of her considering the circumstances. I really don’t know what her problem is.”


    Drew never figured out what the issue was between his sister and his mother, only aware there was always great tension between them. He could not imagine why, and Elaine would not talk to him about it. In any case, he found it inappropriate for the current situation; she should be able to put whatever it was between them aside for the time being.


    He sighed.


    “You want me to call her for you? Find out what’s up?”


    “Oh, no—it’s okay. She’ll show up; it doesn’t matter when—she won’t miss the funeral.”


    “Well, okay mom, whatever you want. So what did you want me to help you with?”


    “Well, first of all,” she started walking up the stairs, indicating that he follow her, “I need you to take your father’s things down these stairs and wherever they’re supposed to go—I labeled them.”


    “Well, all right, let’s get started.”


    As he walked into his parents’ bedroom, Drew was surprised at how clean and empty it looked, save for the cluster of boxes and containers that he assumed were his father’s disposable belongings. He wondered if there was anything in them that he would want. He asked his mother for a summary of the contents of each box. When he was satisfied that he did not need what she had boxed up as trash, he carried that box down to the garbage. Then he went through the boxes in which his mother had packed all of his father’s books. He took out books that might be of interest to him, and he carried the remainder to his car, laying them on the backseat for a later trip to the local library. As for the boxes of clothes and shoes, there was no doubt that he would want nothing from his father’s wardrobe except for a few ties, so he wasted no time taking those boxes and packing them in the car for a later trip to the Salvation Army.


    By now, his car was almost filled to capacity, but he still had the passenger’s side. He figured he would just have to leave Jack with his mom when he ran the errands. It had always been difficult for him to leave Jack anywhere, but since he had to for various reasons—school and camp for example—he started getting used to it a bit; besides, his mother needed someone to be with her. He could not hog Jack to himself.


    By the time he had finished going through and transporting all of the boxes to the trash or his car, the distraction of the work had worn off and he started thinking about his dad.


    He had always thought of him as a great father, the model for his own parenting approaches, and Drew would miss him terribly. His father had not been home for long periods of time as far as he remembered; in fact, in his childhood, he remembered seeing him just an hour or two before his bedtime, but the time he did spend with him and his sister meant the world to Drew. He was funny and playful with them, playing board games and teaching them card games. He read to them, and brought them gifts from time to time.


    Drew never doubted his father’s love for them, nor his own love of and admiration for him. The fact that he was dead still had not sunk in, and he did not want it to. For now, he preferred to ignore it, pretend it did not really happen. That it was someone else who had died.


    Back in his parents’ bedroom, Drew asked his mother what else she wanted him to do. She headed over to his father’s side of the bed and sat near the head of it, next to his father’s nightstand.


    “Well, since you’re in the same field as your dad—all that business and accounting and stuff—I was hoping you could help me make sense of some of his financial files.”


    “Did dad have a will?”


    His mother looked stricken, as if the thought had not occurred to her.


    “Why yes, I’m sure he does. I’m just not sure where.”


    “Well, I’m sure whatever lawyer you guys use will have a copy.”


    “We’ve never used a lawyer, Drew…” She paused. “But I suppose he did at some point—he’s been involved in all sorts of things unbeknownst to me.”


    Drew’s ears perked up. His father had always been a little more on the quiet side when it came to personal matters—health issues, the details of his work days and the like—but he supposed he at least discussed them with his mother. Now that his interest was piqued, he was suddenly filled with enthusiasm and excitement.


    “Where did you say those files were?”


    His mother pointed at the drawers of the nightstand.


    “It seems the more recent and relevant things are in the top drawer. I would love to know what was going on.”


    Drew went over and started looking through the files. Things he expected to see there were there, as well as a few other files that he assumed his mother had been referring to. He pulled those and started looking through them.


    As he sorted through the files, Drew was horrified to realize how eager he was to find out what he had gained at the loss of his father. Did his father have real estate somewhere they didn’t know about? More bank accounts in Switzerland perhaps? The Cayman Islands?


    Drew was not exactly poor, but he had been struggling recently to fulfill his son’s needs, and as much as he loved his son, he was glad he was his only child at the moment. Lacey’s jobs had helped a little, but he always wanted more, more to give to both his son and his wife.


    Suddenly, he could not stop thinking about what his father might have left for him instead of grieving him, and he wondered if he was a monster for feeling this way.


    Drew was not aware how much time had passed, so he was startled when Jack’s voice came from the door.


    “It’s over, dad. What can I do next?”


    Drew put down the papers, and after leading Jack back down the stairs, set him up to watch Madagascar.


    “We should really meet with that lawyer soon,” he said to his mom when he returned to the room. “Dad had a lot of assets and obligations, and if you didn’t know about any of this stuff,” he pointed to the Thomas Gibson files he had taken out, “then who knows what else you don’t know about.”


    Drew was fascinated by his father’s secrecy. The Thomas Gibson projects seemed like a good thing—why would he hide it?


    Drew was both somewhat amused and amazed that his father had been able to keep these side projects a secret, although according to what he’d read, his father had managed to stay behind the scenes most of the time.


    Only the recent article where his dad was pictured shaking hands with someone could have given him away. Drew figured it was some sort of luck no one the family knew had seen that article—or else they’d commented to his dad directly on it.


    Drew also wondered if Elaine knew anything; she had always been a little closer to their dad than he was, and with her quiet, secretive nature, he figured she had a better chance of knowing more than anyone.


    “So I guess we’ll wait till Elaine gets here so we can meet with the lawyer together. I mean I’d assume he’d leave most things to you, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to assume anything now,” he said, indicating the files once again.


    His mother dropped her head for a moment as if thinking, then raised it and looked at him.


    “We’ll take care of it after the funeral. Will you help me plan?”


    He laughed.


    “Elaine’s probably better at planning this sort of thing…” he noticed her face, “…but okay, yeah. Sure, I’ll help. Whatever you want me to do mom.”


    Alice smiled.


    “You’ve always been a sweet boy, Drew. I’m so glad you’re here.”


    Sweet? Did sweet boys have such a strong desire to scavenge their father’s belongings and assets?


    ***


    “So who should I invite?” his mom asked him.


    They were sitting at the kitchen table while Jack was still watching his movie and she had pulled out a notepad she had obviously been using for planning the funeral.


    He wondered for a moment if she was losing it.


    “Mom, I don’t think it’s quite like a wedding. No invitation necessary.”


    “Oh, I know that, dear, don’t be silly. I just want to make sure we tell everyone who needs to know. I don’t want to forget anyone.”


    Drew thought about it.


    “Well, dad’s parents are out considering his mom is dead and grandpa is…wait he’s alive. Do you think he can make it? Where is he again?”


    “George’s sister is taking care of him…”


    “Oh yeah, aunt Miriam—you’ve got her right?”


    His mother nodded.


    “Okay, well then there are his previous workplaces—you know those better than I do; I only know the last two. Maybe places before I was born or too young to remember—you’ve got those?”


    She appeared to be thinking, then she started writing.


    “And his friends from college, high school maybe…”


    “Yes, I have the schools, but I have to think about the people. I will submit it to alumni news though.”


    “Do you want me to help you with that? E-mail the schools I mean?”


    “Well, I was just going to mail…”


    “Yeah, but e-mailing might be faster. Other than that, there’s your side of the family I guess. And your friends.”


    His mother made a scoffing sound.


    “There’s no one to tell,” she said.


    “Don’t you have siblings? Wouldn’t they come?”


    She shook her head. “I doubt it.”


    Drew didn’t understand. He knew his mother didn’t have the greatest relationship with her father or her siblings, but he thought by now they would have gotten past whatever had happened. He thought when you got older, you got smarter about relationships, especially familial ones. After all, who wanted to end up old and alone? Sometimes family was all you had.


    “Well, and then there’s Elaine and her family, but of course they already know. I think that’s it mom.”


    Her body was there, but her mind appeared to be elsewhere as she stared ahead at nothing, her eyes blank.


    “I hope so,” she said softly.


  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    


    


    September 24th, 1971


    Indianapolis, Indiana


    Once George found out about her ex-boyfriend Paul, he was uneasy. And once he found out she’d had a conversation with Paul over the telephone while she and George were officially together, George instructed her never to talk to Paul again.


    He was not completely unreasonable about it; he said that should they ever accidentally bump into each other, say, walking through the streets, they were allowed to say “hello” and “goodbye.” But non-accidental, in fact, very deliberate phone calls or letters to find out how the other was doing, well, that was a no-no.


    “I don’t like him,” George had said about her acting partner for her theater class as they passed him on their way to the cafeteria and Alice had waved and smiled at him. “Give me his name,” he demanded of a classmate whom George found flirted with her too much. “You will dance with no one else but me,” he commanded, before leaving her to watch him dance innocently with other girls at parties.


    Alice could understand where he was coming from; the threat of a past love coming back into the picture—or a new one just entering—was very real. What she could not understand, was George’s own rules being inapplicable to him. It was okay for his ex-girlfriends or current female friends to send him letters, make phone calls. After all, according to him, they were all just friends—he saw his girls as nothing but. But when it came to Alice, there was no way she could have a platonic relationship with any male not related to her by blood, since according to him, all male-female friendships had something underneath: one or both parties desiring at some point—and for some, the duration of the relationship—for the friendship to go a step further. But that rule was inapplicable only to him; he was the only male on earth who could retain strictly platonic friendships with females, and therefore, he was allowed to have as many female friends as he wanted. And that was that.


    After meeting George, Alice soon found that her circle of friends consisted of only George’s friends. Most of the friends she’d had before George became friends with him and some even befriended or dated some of his friends so they became part of his group. Even to a smaller degree her closest friends, Heather and Linda, girls she had known from back home in Indiana having gone to the same high school and now the same college, were on friendly terms with George. Still, his circle was undoubtedly second to theirs.


    Alice and Heather had become roommates by their sophomore year since they did not run into each other until sometime after first arriving on campus, and Linda had befriended Heather so they made a quick circle, one that Alice found solace, comfort, and escape in. While Alice mostly kept her feelings to herself, there were times when she needed to vent about George or school, and they were always there for her. She was grateful for them; after all, George had a number of tendencies that got on her nerves and she sometimes needed to know that she wasn’t being crazy; she needed to be validated.


    One of George’s irritating tendencies was his exaggerated display of masculinity. He would don a personality unrecognizable to her but clearly familiar to the boys he hung out with, one which painted him as a sort of unattached Casanova. She tried to ignore it because she figured that most, if not all guys were putting on the same act, practically beating their chests in demonstrations of their manhood as they told their stories of conquer or in their simple, usually crude admiration of the female figure.


    On one such incident, Alice had walked up to George and his circle in order to confirm her plans with him for his birthday which was that day.


    As she came up to them, she heard the tail end of their conversation with George saying:


    “Man, are you kidding me? Raquel Welch has nice knockers, yeah, but it’s Farrah Fawcett all the way—I’d do her for sure. Don’t even get me started on Julie Newmar. Hey Alice, how’s it goin’?”


    Alice tried to ignore what she had just heard; after all, it was just his way when he was with other guys.


    “Excuse me guys,” she began, and watched them move away a bit to give her and George some privacy. When they were a satisfactory distance away, she said: “I just wanted to make sure we’re still on for tonight. What time…”


    He slapped his hand to his forehead.


    “Aw shucks—I almost forgot about that. I didn’t realize that was tonight.”


    He was watching his friends, as if he could not wait for her to stop bothering him so he could get back to them.


    “How could you forget? It’s your own birthday for goodness sake! Of course we’d have plans—at least, I would for you. You’re my boyfriend!”


    She didn’t ask him what she was on the verge of asking, which was: didn’t he want to do something with her? Spend it, share it with her?


    “I’m sorry, Alice—it’s just that I was invited to this party. These girls—you know Ginger and Anna and that group of gals right? Well, they’re throwing a kind of joint birthday party for their friend Sheila and for James since his birthday’s the same day too and since mine’s today. It’s basically a party celebrating everyone they know whose birthday is this week. I hope you don’t mind.”


    Alice was thrown off, but smiled.


    “Mind? Why would I mind? I think it’s great! We could have such a great time!”


    “Oh.” He was looking at her funny. “Well, actually, I think it’s only for, you know, people they invited. They invited me but…” His shoulders lifted and fell. “It’s just that Robbie told me they don’t particularly like you, so it’s not an oversight or anything. I just think it would be kind of disrespectful of me to bring you along.”


    Alice was stunned. She was so amazed at his own oversight that she couldn’t speak for a few moments and did not bother to argue.


    “Oh, well—I hope you have a good time. We’ll talk later then.”


    “Yeah, I’ll let you know how it went!”


    He grinned then scrambled over to his buddies.


    Later that night, Alice could not hold it in. When her roommate Heather came back from an outing and asked:


    “Hey, how come you’re home, Ali? Isn’t it George’s birthday?”


    Alice rolled her eyes and replied:


    “Yeah but George is over at this party; he didn’t want me to accompany him because it would offend the hosts. Can you believe that? God, I can’t believe I let him get away with that.”


    Heather said nothing. She had a strange expression on her face, one that Alice did not make sense of until later.


    The next day, Alice found out that Heather had been at the party herself and had even been involved in the festivities. And so had her other friend Linda. According to an acquaintance who had been present at the party, there was a group cake for the three birthday folks, and when it was brought out, each of them were encouraged to give their favorite person present the first piece they cut, and Heather had been fed that piece from George.


    Even though, when confronted about it, George had explained that he had given it to Heather because she was Alice’s friend and he figured that if word got out, Alice would be less upset by that choice—someone considered neutral territory as opposed to him choosing one of the other girls—several of whom both suspected had a thing for him—Alice was incensed.


    Although Alice had considered Heather one of her closest friends in college, from then on, she could no longer see her that way; Heather and Linda belonged to George too.


    ***


    In the days after the birth of her daughter it was clear that Elaine also belonged to George. Alice did all the dirty work, while George reaped the benefits of a clean, well-fed, about-to-go-down-for-the-night baby. He played with her, sang and danced with her, talked to her. He made her smile, laugh. He tickled her, swung her in the air. He quickly became her favorite parent and her little hands would reach out for him when she saw him—if she even had the time before he swooped her up.


    Alice was not jealous at all at first, happy to be rid of Elaine after spending all day dealing with her needs. And once it became clear that all of her efforts were paying off for George, there was not even enough time to get jealous of their growing relationship before she was expecting Andrew. And with the second one on the way, she decided she had another shot; she would do what she didn’t do before: enjoy the process more, give Andrew the same attention his sister was getting from George.


    George could have Elaine.


  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    


    Wednesday, June 28th 2006


    Dayton, Ohio


    Elaine could not get over her anger with her mother, although she was fully aware she was holding on to it so she didn’t have to deal with grief—she did not want to think about her father being dead. While she knew the day would come, she had not expected it this soon. He had not been sick as far as she was concerned; he looked and seemed healthy the last time she had talked to him, despite the mild heart attack scare not long ago.


    She was not only angry with her mother for delaying the news, but angry at him too, for dying. Angry at her brother for getting the news first. She was just angry. And while she was angry, she could not pass the news on to her husband and children, which meant she did not have to verbalize it, and therefore accept it.


    She could focus on other things—her mother’s favoritism, for example; although she knew such thoughts would certainly not appease her anger. She knew she was far too old to still care about it but she couldn’t help it; it never stopped hurting. She could never forgive her mother for making her feel like a second-rate child growing up, and no matter how hard she tried not to care anymore, she still did. Especially since Alice was still treating her the same.


    Elaine had always been confused by her mother’s treatment of her. As far as she was aware, she had always been a good kid, a smart kid, a quiet kid. She tried to do everything her mother said, was not troublesome at all, wasn’t a rebellious teen, but it wasn’t enough; she could not win her mother’s love. And as hard as she tried to fight against it, she couldn’t help resenting her brother for being able to accomplish with ease what she had tried so hard to achieve and never did.


    Why did her mother always prefer Drew? Why did she love him more? The questions never stopped haunting her.


    Even now, she made more money than Drew, had a solid career in the legal field—but nothing she ever did—being an honor roll student throughout her schooling, winning academic scholarships, graduating summa cum laude—nothing got her mother to truly pay any attention to her; it was the only thing she had failed at.


    When she was younger, she told herself that her mother probably just liked boys better, and if Alice had been consistent and paid more attention to Jack than Amber and Jade, perhaps she would have still held on to that silly thought. But Alice took that away from her too, bestowing as much attention upon her daughters as her nephew. So now, she was more confused than ever, and even though she knew her coldness toward her mother did not help the situation, she knew no other way to be.


    Elaine shook off her thoughts about Alice and finally allowed herself to think about her father. Luckily he had always been there for her. Maybe her mother had been jealous. Her father showered her with attention and affection, and was very protective of her. She knew that even if she had not been a good student, he would have praised her for whatever she did—whether it was pour a glass of lemonade at age five or do a handstand at ten. He would have given her anything she asked for if he could, whether she deserved it or not. Still, she gave him a plethora of reasons to adore her, reward her, lavish her with gifts. She would have liked to think she had done everything she had to please him, bring that loving smile to his face, or even for the purpose of manipulation—to calculatingly get what she wanted, but she had to acknowledge to herself that she had done it all for the mother that did not care whether she was a high-school dropout or valedictorian, whether she became a lawyer or a prostitute.


    Elaine blinked back unwanted tears.


    She was grateful for her mother for demonstrating what not to do when parenting and for her father’s demonstrations of what to do. That way, she could mother her daughters as best as she could.


    Amber and Jade were the lights of her life, and there was nothing more she took pride in than raising them properly, lovingly.


    At that moment, she was sure her girls were planted in front of the television watching Spongebob Squarepants or whatever their current morning cartoon line-up obsession was, oblivious to her telephone exchange with their grandmother.


    Elaine had gone far away from them and her sleeping husband upstairs when she called her mother, taking the cordless telephone into the garage after she had talked to Andrew.


    When the call was over, she came back into the kitchen and furiously cooked up cheese omelets for her daughters, serving them with orange juice. They had immediately run off to watch television and she went back to working on her husband’s breakfast, deciding on just a banana for herself for the moment—she was no longer hungry.


    She carried a tray of French toast, eggs and coffee upstairs, walking slowly, thinking about how to bring up that their intended trip had to be postponed—or at least redirected from Orlando, Florida, destination Disney World, to a five-hour drive to Illinois, destination: not-so-fun. In this case, she was glad she had not moved further away from her parents, although that had been her initial plan.


    David was in the bathroom when she came in. She heard the sink running as he washed his face.


    She rested the tray down on his dresser.


    At times like now, she wondered why she was with him. He was unnaturally—as far as she was concerned—dedicated to her, and that bored her sometimes. She found herself wishing once in a while that he would give her something to worry about, make her doubt him for a moment. But he was always where he was supposed to be, doing what he was supposed to do. Trying to be the perfect husband to her, practically at her beck and call. He seemed to look up to her, impressed by everything she was. She was his hero as far as she could tell.


    Why couldn’t he go missing for a few unaccountable hours, whisper into a phone call while she was within earshot? Make things interesting for once, if only for a moment? She knew she was worth the adoration, but she wasn’t sure he was worth the same.


    When he emerged from the bathroom and noticed her he broke into a smile.


    She felt her own lips peel away from her teeth to smile back at him, moved by the warmth in his eyes.


    He started walking toward her and she moved toward him, meeting him a little less than halfway.


    “I hope you brushed your teeth in there,” she said before kissing him.


    He squeezed her butt then noticed the tray.


    “Mmm…breakfast,” he said in his best Homer Simpson voice, but it sounded odd with his southern accent. “Thanks sweetheart.”


    He took the tray to the bed and sat down, resting it on his nightstand.


    When he was done, she was still staring at him although she had not been seeing him, too busy with thoughts of her dad.


    He noticed her looking in his direction.


    “What is it, sugar? Do I have some boogers on me? Mucus in my eyes?”


    She snapped out of her thoughts and laughed.


    “No, I was just thinking about our plans.”


    “Yeah? What about ‘em?”


    The good humor left her.


    She sighed.


    “They’ve changed, Dave—we have a funeral to go to.”


    All signs of joking and laughter left his face. His warm brown eyes searched hers.


    “It’s not…is it your mom?”


    “No.” She saw him let out a big breath. “It’s my dad.”


    His expression almost made her cry right then.


    She looked away.


    He put down his cup.


    “Aw, honey…I’m so sorry—I know you were close. I said your mom only ‘cause I knew it wouldn’t…” He let out a breath. “I am so sorry.”


    He reached out to hug her.


    She thought about pulling away, afraid she would completely lose it, but she allowed him in the end; she had no choice. He held her tight.


    She found herself thinking about how much easier it was to keep everything together when no one knew there was a reason to feel sorry for you, when hugs were not being offered. And even when the hug was just obligatory, you could still keep it together, accept the awkward hug with a dry face. But those genuine hugs of sympathy when the other person’s pity was almost tangible—why was it those made you cry?


    “So how shall we tell the girls?” Elaine asked when she had pulled herself together.


    “Well,” David began, as he rubbed her shoulder, “in all honesty, they’ll probably be more crushed they’re missing Disney World. We just have to tell them they have to wait a little bit longer.”


    ***


    Elaine was slightly disturbed by the “why did he have to die now?” looks on her daughters’ faces when she finally managed to tell them, and she had to keep reminding herself they were just children—their priorities were a little off. They had not yet learned empathy to the proper degree, didn’t know that they were supposed to feel bad for mommy. Nevertheless, she was glad everyone had already packed. They could leave right away and with a few stops, would probably arrive by that evening, perhaps around six or seven.


    Just as she had calculated, they arrived at her mother’s house when the outside was about to be cloaked in darkness, the night lights becoming a glare.


    They pulled up behind what looked like Drew’s car.


    So mama’s little boy is already here, she thought.


    She was not the least bit surprised; in fact, she was glad he was there. She had not seen him in a while—not even after his wife had left him. She had only spoken with him over the telephone, offered a few encouraging words. Now she felt guilty, as if she had abandoned him but she wasn’t sure there was much more she could have done for him.


    It seemed their car pulling up to the house alerted everyone inside, and as David lifted a sleeping Amber from the car, Drew opened the door.


    “Lainey!” he shouted as he saw her, a wide grin across his face.


    Leaving the door wide open, he ran up to her and grabbed her in a bear hug. She laughed and kissed him on the cheek.


    “Hey Drew! How’s it going? I mean…you know, besides…”


    He shrugged.


    “It’s okay. Jack’s great.”


    He thumbed back in the direction of the house.


    “Mom’s asleep—you know how early she goes to bed. I was just up watching TV. Hey, look at my nieces! How’re you doing, Amber?” he whispered, bending to hug the eight-year-old who was now awake and standing next to her father. Drew’s initial shout to Elaine had jarred Amber from her sleep so while David was now holding a still-sleeping Jade over his chest and shoulder, his other hand held Amber’s, who started rubbing her eyes with the other. She didn’t answer Drew—just looked up at him miserably with droopy blue eyes.


    “I’m sorry for waking you, hon,” Drew said.


    He tousled her dark hair and straightened up.


    “Nice to see you again, David.”


    Elaine watched Drew search for a free hand to shake, then decide to embrace both Jade and David gingerly.


    “You too, Drew. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances though,” David replied.


    “Yeah, I know. Thanks.” He looked away a moment, his face sobering up. Then he looked back at them, energetic once again. “Well let’s get in the house—can’t let the critters move in while we stand out here. Let’s get these precious girls to bed.”


    Drew stood aside and let David in, giving him directions to one of the guest bedrooms. David let him, even though he had visited the home several times before and knew exactly where the bedrooms were.


    “Come help me bring these suitcases in from the car,” Elaine told Drew, heading back toward it.


    ***


    The next day, Elaine awoke with plans to get things rolling.


    When she got up, she was not surprised to see her husband still asleep on their double bed—she was the early riser of the two. Nor was she surprised her daughters had not yet awakened—they usually only willingly woke up early on Saturdays. But when she went to the kitchen, she saw Drew up and alert, making himself some pancakes.


    “It’s seven o’ clock—what are you doing up?” she asked him.


    “Same thing as you. Time to get things moving. Want some pancakes?”


    “Drew, you know I don’t eat that stuff.”


    He shrugged.


    “Your loss. What about your family?”


    “Yeah, make the batter but put it away until they’re up. They like things fresh.”


    Drew rolled his eyes. “You’re all spoiled.”


    She smiled at him. “So when’s Jack getting up? I want to see him—he must be so big now.”


    “Oh yeah, mustache and everything.”


    She laughed, punching him lightly in the arm.


    “He’ll be up soon,” he said. “He’ll be excited to see you—but only if he thinks you brought gifts.”


    He smiled at her as she rolled her eyes.


    “Talk about spoiled,” she said, smiling back at him. She paused. “I’ve missed you Drew. I’m sorry I haven’t stopped by to see you sooner.”


    His smile slowly disappeared and he shrugged.


    “It’s okay, sis. I can’t expect you to just show up whenever something happens to me. I totally understand. I’m sure those girls of yours keep you pretty busy.”


    “Yeah they do. They’re a mess!” She was smiling again. “But I love ‘em anyway. I have to!”


    “Ain’t that the truth,” he said as he poured syrup over his pancakes.


    The sight of all the artificial sweetness almost made her sick.


    She turned away.


    “So. What about Alice—how’s she taking it all,” she asked, although it came out sounding more like a statement than a question.


    She felt him look at her.


    “Oh, she’s doing all right I guess. Got rid of all of dad’s stuff.”


    She turned and looked back at him.


    “Seriously?”


    “Yeah. I took them all away yesterday.”


    Her expression must have appeared alarmed to him for then he asked, looking concerned: “Why, did you want something? It was just his old books and clothes and stuff.”


    “No, I just—well I did notice the place looks pretty clean. Almost like he never lived here. Even the pictures are gone.”


    Elaine felt almost offended on her father’s behalf.


    “Yeah, mom wanted to get rid of them as soon as possible. She said it was too hard to live around the memories. All the things he would never use again. The pictures are still around, though, just turned down for now. You can ask her to take them if you want. I’ve got dibs on the one with him and the fishing rod with the walleye though.”


    Then Elaine was surprised to hear Drew take in what sounded like a deep, stress-filled breath.


    “I know I couldn’t do it—get rid of Lacey’s stuff like that.”


    “Well, the circumstances are a bit different; at least you still have the hope of her coming back.” She hesitated. “So have you heard from Lacey yet?”


    Elaine watched Drew’s shoulder droop. He did not look up from his pancake flipping.


    “No,” he said, his voice listless.


    Elaine watched him for a few moments.


    “Why did she really leave?” she asked.


    Drew shrugged. “Apparently I wasn’t man enough.”


    “That’s not what you said the last time.”


    He finally looked at her. “Yes, I did; I told you she left me for someone with more testosterone.”


    “That’s not necessarily the same thing. In fact if I recall correctly, you said she wanted something new; she was bored. That you probably weren’t making enough money for the life she wanted to live and she needed to do something else to spice up her own life. Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing…”


    “Don’t defend her.”


    “I’m not defending her! I’m just saying. People need to feel alive sometimes. One way or another.”


    Drew turned back to the pancakes.


    “Drew, think about it. You’re with her and like her so much because she excites you. But what do you do to excite her?”


    “Look, what I did was love her with all I had okay? That should have been enough.”


    Elaine shook her head.


    “I don’t know about that, Drew. What’s enough for you, might not necessarily be enough for someone else. Just because all you wanted from her was the same love you gave doesn’t mean she wanted the same thing. Drew, she spoke another language; I’m not sure you bothered to learn it.”


    Drew’s dark eyes flamed but he said nothing.


    “Okay, Drew, here’s my idea. If you get the chance again, try to get her attention—and not by using puppy dog eyes.”


    “What, you think I should pretend not to care? Act like I don’t want her?”


    Elaine hesitated. “Well…maybe not exactly. Lacey’s a special case; she might be unaffected. She might even genuinely feel happy for you for getting over her. But maybe she won’t like the idea of being replaced…”


    “You’re saying I should, what, refer to some girlfriend that doesn’t exist or something?”


    “Along those lines, yeah. And make sure she gets the impression that she’s second rate looks-wise in comparison.”


    Drew laughed.


    “Elaine, that’s just ridiculous. Childish even. I mean, that has to be the oldest, most juvenile trick in the book. Inciting petty jealousy?”


    Elaine shrugged.


    “Why do you think it’s still around? Drew, in some way or other, you’ve got to put your foot down.”


    A sound made them both turn toward the entrance of the kitchen where they saw Alice stepping in.


    “Ah—my children together again, how lovely. Don’t know when last I’ve seen that.”


    She smiled.


    “Good morning. Glad to see you, Elaine.”


    Elaine was glad Alice did not try to hug her; it might have tipped her over the edge.


    She could not keep the ice from her voice however.


    “Good morning, mother.”


    “Um…mom—want some pancakes?”


    Drew tried to tempt her with the ones he had made so far by making the plate of finished ones dance.


    “Oh, that’s quite all right, dear, I think I’ll just have some oatmeal.”


    Elaine watched her move toward the food cupboards. Then she heard: “I want pancakes!” shouted in a loud, high-pitched voice.


    Everyone turned to see Jack crossing the threshold of the kitchen.


    “Of course you do, little man,” Drew said, smiling wide at his son.


    Elaine went to Jack and bent to him, hugging him tight.


    “Hi, you! You remember me, right?”


    Jack rolled his eyes. “Yes, Aunt Elaine. It’s not like I’m five you know.”


    Elaine laughed. “Well, Jade’s five and she remembers everything just fine!”


    When she stood up again, she watched her mother bend toward Jack and kiss him on the cheek, then pinch both his cheeks lightly.


    “Such a cute boy,” Alice said.


    “Don’t I know it,” Drew chipped in. “But of course he couldn’t help it, given his genes.”


    Alice slapped him on the shoulder.


    “Oh, hush you. And where did you get your genes from?”


    They smiled at each other.


    Elaine felt her eyes narrow. She looked away.


    “Should I set him up with another movie or is it time for this young man to do some reading?” Alice asked Drew.


    “Grandma,” Jack whined, “it’s summer!”


    “Yeah but that doesn’t mean you should let your brain rot away.”


    “Dad...” Jack pleaded.


    Elaine could see Drew trying to suppress a laugh.


    “You can watch some more TV today. And when your cousins get up, you guys can probably play some games.”


    “Amber and Jade are here?” Jack’s eyes got round in excitement.


    “Don’t you dare wake them up, young man.”


    Alice walked over to Jack and grabbed his hand. She started to lead him out of the kitchen.


    “I’ll go set him up,” she said.


    Drew had gone back to frying some more pancakes, finishing off his own as they cooked.


    He turned to her. “So, Lainey, do you know what lawyer dad got to handle his assets? We found the name of a financial advisor in his files but…”


    “I’ve got a copy of the will, Drew, if you guys really wanna see it.”


    Drew’s eyebrows furrowed together.


    “But what are you doing with a copy of his will? I mean, I know you’re a lawyer and all but I didn’t think…”


    “That’s no surprise,” she interrupted.


    When she saw the look of hurt on his face, she mentally kicked herself; he didn’t deserve her venom. She tried to soften the blow.


    “Drew, I’m sorry—I didn’t mean it. It’s just that this is all so stressful…” She smiled at him. “I’m sorry bunny.”


    “Oh, no you don’t—don’t call me that,” he said lightly, feigning his usual false irritation. But his face did not reveal forgiveness. She could tell he tried to smile as she brought up his childhood nickname but he was not even looking at her, just looking off to the side with an expression she could not read. Then he turned back to the frying pan. She made a note to make it up to him later.


    “Anyway, do you guys want to go over it today or…”


    “We figured we’d wait until after the funeral. I’m having him cremated,” Alice said as she returned to the kitchen.


    Elaine looked at her.


    “Cremated? Why? Because it’s cheaper?”


    Alice shook her head.


    “Elaine, you know it has nothing to do with money…”


    “Well, whatever.” Elaine pushed back the fury rising within her. “So which crematorium? And what day and time? Let me know what the deal is so we can get this thing moving.”


    Elaine felt herself go into business mode and she took comfort in it. It was at least another way to keep her distracted.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    


    


    At first, Elaine had no trouble going along with Alice’s plans. Alice wanted them to have a single memorial service at the church and had decided she would be the one to talk to Reverend Brown about conducting the service.


    She also decided there would be no music, and Elaine would give the eulogy, arrange the flowers, and take care of the programs, guest book and thank-you cards. Alice would place the obituary and make arrangements with the chosen crematorium, and correspond with the funeral director. And Alice of course, would buy the urn.


    It all sounded fair to Elaine.


    As for Drew, he was delegated the task of making and fielding calls, sending e-mails, notifying relevant establishments.


    Alice and Elaine had decided to divide the costs among them according to their various roles, leaving Drew without any expenses.


    Elaine told him not to worry about any costs since he seemed so eager to contribute; between her and Alice and the insurance money they expected, they would be just fine.


    Elaine briefly wondered how badly her brother was actually doing financially.


    Then she returned to the task at hand.


    She told Drew and Alice about her idea of having a luncheon afterward; to serve food and talk with the others who had come to grieve and pay their respects. A final sendoff with all of them sharing stories of George to bring laughter after the tears, or at least through them. Her mother and brother thought it was a fine idea.


    At this, Drew jumped in and volunteered to arrange the catering. Elaine laughed, knowing her brother’s taste and organizational skills could be problematic. She told him she would arrange it. She saw his face fall and knew she had inflicted emotional injury; his sense of manhood, his pride was being hurt by their pity, so she told him he could pay for catering since he wanted to contribute money so badly. Still, she planned to help defray the costs.


    While they were still conducting their meeting, Elaine suggested having photos of her father up for the ceremony—larger-than-life photos of him smiling, looking kindly at them, looking the way she wanted to remember him. Alice shot down the idea, citing she would not be able to handle his staring face, that it would be too difficult to look at him when she could look at him no more in person.


    It was the final straw for Elaine.


    She swung her head toward her mother and said:


    “This funeral’s not only about you mom—why does everything have to go your way? He’s ours too! Hell, he’s even more ours than yours since we actually have his genes; we should have a say in this goddamned thing! Dammit, Alice—why do you have to cremate him? I want to have a gravesite to visit damn you!”


    She knew her eruption was unexpected to both Drew and Alice, but Elaine had had enough of her mother controlling so much of the important aspects of her father’s memorial service. She wanted to memorialize him properly, and she wanted him to have what other people had—a place in the earth that anyone could visit if they wanted.


    Drew was watching her with widened eyes but Alice looked unmoved. She didn’t even look at her when she responded, her eyes on her knitting.


    “Elaine, calm down. We can still do it—have a place for you to visit. That’s fine and you’ll pay for the lot. But wouldn’t you rather just have a piece of him to take with you? Wouldn’t it be easier to visit your container than a grave?”


    It infuriated Elaine even more that Alice did not rise to her level; instead, she kept her composure. Her voice showed no sign of upset, rage, defensiveness. She spoke as if Elaine was being unreasonable and she needed to calm her down by speaking to her like a child. And as much as she resented it, she knew what her mother was saying made some kind of sense. There was even something comforting about having some of his remains near her instead of buried in the cold, damp earth alone.


    Elaine looked at her brother’s alarmed face and relented reluctantly, turning back to her pencil and pad.


    “Fine, we’ll divvy up the ashes after.”


    For her sake, for her brother’s sake, for her father’s sake, she would try to keep the peace. At least until everything was over.


    Alice was quiet for a moment.


    Then she said:


    “Well, while we’re doing this, I might as well tell you all my wishes.”


    Elaine looked up again and saw that Alice was looking at Drew as she said it. Drew’s eyes narrowed as he looked at her.


    “Mom, what are you talking about?” he asked. His voice sounded the way his face had looked just a moment ago—raw with worry.


    Alice shrugged.


    “Well, who knows when I’ll kick the bucket…”


    “Mom, you stop it right now, you’re not going anywhere anytime soon.”


    Drew looked more and more like he was going to cry like a baby, but Elaine felt mild curiosity about Alice’s wishes.


    “Oh, I didn’t realize you had become psychic dear. Does this mean you foresaw your father’s death?” Alice said, looking at Drew pointedly.


    God, but she was such an insensitive bitch sometimes; couldn’t she see she was upsetting Drew? That he needed no more stress at this time? Elaine bit her tongue from verbalizing her thoughts.


    “Mom, please, let’s just not talk about this now,” Drew said as he sighed heavily. “I can’t handle…I can’t think about losing you too.”


    “Well, okay dear. But I want to be cremated as well. You can scatter my ashes in the ocean or something. I would like that.”


    “Mom!”


    “All right, all right, I’m done.”


    ***


    Drew was both happy and upset about the duties he had been relegated. He liked having so little to do, but he also felt like sort of a failure, or at least a lazy bum for not having a bigger part in the planning of his father’s funeral. Still, he was glad he did not have to pay for much; glad his sister was the organizing queen. He was also happy he had more time to spend with Jack, especially since Elaine sometimes sent David off to run errands for her.


    He answered and redirected phone calls as needed like a good little secretary, but for the most part, he hung out with Jack.


    Jack had been rather quiet the whole time he had been there, but Drew understood why: besides his recent losses, he was in a strange house, away from soccer camp, and with people he only saw or heard from every once in a while. Drew wanted to talk to him about the various things bothering him, but instead, found himself spending time watching movies with his son. Jack had insisted they watch the same two films he had seen the day before.


    Drew could never understand how children could watch the same thing over and over and still get enjoyment out of it; he did not remember being that way as a child, but he was aware that children constantly amused themselves with familiar things. But following one movie, it was like the proverbial lightbulb went off over Drew’s head; he finally figured out a way to talk to Jack about Lacey.


    He waited until the next time Jack brought up the topic.


    Sure enough, right after Chicken Little, Jack asked:


    “Do a lot of kids have to grow up without their mommies?”


    Drew figured Jack was used to that family structure in animated films; after all, The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, Cinderella, Snow White, Aladdin & Jasmine, Nemo—they all had dead mothers; it was the way of most fairy tales.


    Drew pretended to think hard about it.


    “Maybe not a whole lot, or most,”—he thought about Elaine—“but in some way or other, yeah, a lot of kids have to grow up without their moms.”


    “Why?”


    “Well, for many reasons, Jack; sometimes the mother goes to heaven, like Chicken Little’s mom. Sometimes they have to go somewhere else.”


    “But why do they leave? Aren’t mommies supposed to stay with their kids?”


    “Yes, Jack, you’re right. That’s how it usually is.”


    “So then why did mommy leave me? She didn’t go to heaven right?”


    Drew was proud of his son for asking such a smart question. He paused, thinking about the answer he had come up with.


    “You know how in Madagascar, Alex the lion wanted to leave the zoo and find and explore the wild, even if it meant leaving his best friends behind?”


    Jack nodded.


    “But that didn’t mean he didn’t love his friends, right?” Drew asked.


    Jack nodded his head.


    “It was just something he had to do for himself,” Drew continued. “He was curious and wanted to know what it was like outside of the zoo, to see what else the world had to offer. The world’s a big and wonderful place and a lot of people try to see as much of it as possible. So you see, Jack, your mom is like Alex—she’s curious about some things and she wants to explore them right now. And she can’t take you along because you have to go to school and things like that. And you’d be away from me and all your friends and soccer.”


    Jack was silent for a moment. Then he said:


    “But Alex’s friends still went after him. He got lost and they found him, and they still ended up together. So does that mean we’re going after mom? Is she lost? Are we gonna bring her back home someday?”


    Drew sighed. Forget it, he thought. No use sticking to real life.


    “Well, Jack, who knows? Maybe we’ll find her. Maybe she’s waiting for us.”


    Drew watched the smile form on his son’s face and knew the misinformation was worth it. After all, some hope was better than none at all, wasn’t it?


  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    


    


    It was dark outside and Alice had just been about to go to bed when Drew shouted:


    “Mom! Telephone!”


    She picked up the phone.


    “Hello?” she asked, trying to keep annoyance out of her voice.


    There was a moment of silence. Then a male voice with a South Asian accent replied:


    “Hello, Alice.”


    Alice’s heartbeat quickened.


    This strange, yet familiar voice was a welcome surprise. Not that she was surprised to hear from Sid at all—he’d done her a favor recently so of course he would have called at some point to make sure everything had worked out.


    “Hello, my friend. It is so good to hear your voice again.”


    “It was very good to hear from you when you contacted me.” He paused. “Alice, are you okay?”


    Real concern permeated his tone.


    Alice closed her eyes, letting the voice wash over her. She wanted this voice to caress her all night, stroking her with words of sympathy, of endearment, of support, but she knew she couldn’t keep him on the telephone for longer than was decent.


    “Yes, Sid. Everything is better now. My garden will be as beautiful as ever; the hedge will frame everything perfectly. Thank you so much for sending those seeds—that was wonderful of you.”


    “Is there anything else I can do for you?” he asked.


    Could he! It seemed to Alice that something else permeated his tone this time, something Alice wasn’t sure if she’d imagined or not but she could think of many things he could do to help her feel better, starting with staying on the telephone.


    “No, no—not at this time, but thanks for asking. Everything is taken care of.”


    “Of course. Your husband…”


    “Has passed away. No don’t feel too badly—it was coming. And I’m okay. Really.”


    “I’m very sorry, Alice. I hope you have good friends and family around you at such a tough time.”


    “Yes, I do.


    “Good. And you can call me anytime if you need something, okay?”


    Alice smiled.


    “Okay.”


    She heard him let out a deep breath.


    “Please make sure you are taking care of yourself Alice,” he said, and she also heard the words he didn’t say.


    She couldn’t stop smiling to herself.


    “I will.”


    As they said their goodbyes, Alice found herself unable to return the telephone receiver to its proper place, holding on to it as if it were a live connection to the body containing the voice that had spoken to her just a few seconds ago.


    Then, out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw movement in the darkness. She blinked then stared in the direction of the movement for a few more seconds but saw nothing. She figured it was guilt making her see things—ghosts in the dark. She quickly replaced the receiver and slipped into bed.


    She had trouble sleeping that night.


    ***


    Friday, June 30th 2006


    Alice and Elaine were tying up loose ends for the funeral the next day, while Drew held down the fort—watching the kids, and fraternizing with David—when the doorbell rang.


    Alice was closest to the door and headed toward it, guessing at who it could be. A few neighbors had stopped by with baked goods and chit-chat and she was wondering who else had a cinnamon loaf or cherry cheesecake for her.


    Alice found herself surprised when she opened the door, although she realized she should not have been: Miriam looked about the same as she did thirty years ago except her long blonde hair was now ear-length. Alice had always thought a shorter haircut could never work on Miriam because her face was so androgynous, she could easily be mistaken for a lanky boy. She thought her waist-length hair clued people in to her gender—even if it was fairly common between both sexes in the early seventies. But the cut worked for her; perhaps it was the ten pounds or so she had added to her small frame.


    Alice remembered those few moments when she had envied Miriam’s super-slim build in the past, but now, although Miriam was still small—especially for her height—and Alice had added some meat to her own body, she no longer felt a longing for a different form, or regret over her own.


    Miriam’s face was also virtually the same, except she looked a little bit more like a woman now.


    She also seemed to be more settled in general, as if her spirit had finally calmed down. To Alice, it seemed Miriam was constantly exploring things to think about—theories, alternate lifestyles and religions, philosophy—never able to sit still. But now it seemed she had either found what she had been looking for, or realized there was nothing specific to find.


    “Why hello, Miriam.” Alice smiled and hugged her. “Come on in you two!”


    Alice waited patiently for Miriam to introduce her companion.


    Miriam wasted no time in doing so, and gazing up at her companion while holding on to his arm, said:


    “Alice, this is my life-mate Ahmik.”


    “You can call me Dennis,” he said, giving Miriam a playfully chastising look.


    Alice shook his hand and tried not to stare at him. He wore his hair long and it was dark and silky, like the Indians she had seen on television shows and movies. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt however.


    Alice suddenly realized his dark eyes reflected amusement.


    “In case you were wondering,” he said, “yes, I am Native—Ojibwe in fact. I left my spear in the car.”


    His eyes twinkled.


    Alice felt her face grow hot.


    “No, I didn’t…I just…Well it’s certainly nice to meet you!” She smiled as widely as she could. “Really, I just…”


    He put up a hand.


    “It’s okay, I understand. It happens more than you think.” He looked around. “You have a nice home here. Sorry I get to see it under these circumstances.”


    Alice waved away his words. “I’m glad you were able to come. You haven’t seen anything yet! Miriam, you can show him around. Why are you guys still standing out there? Come on in!”


    Alice ushered them in.


    Alice felt some regret that she had not kept up with Miriam more over the years. The last she had heard was she’d been living in Minnesota.


    She found herself wondering what kind of life she’d led, and missed the tales of her adventures.


    At the moment, Miriam appeared to be content; she and her Indian boyfriend seemed happy with each other. But then again, Miriam always seemed pretty content. Even now, she did not appear to be particularly distraught over the circumstances—it didn’t seem to bother her that her brother was dead.


    Alice made a mental note to get her alone as soon as possible so she could have a talk with her.


    Alice heard Drew’s cheerful voice as the couple ran into him but her mind was on its way elsewhere. She was now thinking about who else she had lost touch with, who else she needed to check up on, what other relationships she had let disintegrate. Then, as her mind ran across her old friends from college, she heard Elaine’s voice.


    Elaine was calling out to her daughters, Jack, and David to come down and meet Dennis.


    There was a stampede of shoes coming down the stairs and more voices, then the voices eventually faded as they all headed toward the family room.


    Alice considered joining them for a moment, then decided to wait.


    Alice saw her opportunity when David, Dennis and Drew were chatting in the family room, and the kids had gone back upstairs, Elaine with them.


    She indicated to Miriam that she join her in the kitchen, away from the male bonding.


    When Miriam arrived, Alice asked:


    “So, what’s been going on? What have you been doing since the last time I saw you?”


    “Well, I’ve been working on a reservation in Minnesota. It’s where I met Ahmik.”


    She looked back briefly in the direction of the family room.


    “But what else have I missed? Please, catch me up on your life, Miriam, I’m curious; it’s been quite a while.”


    Miriam paused a moment as she looked at her, then said:


    “Well, all right. I have a daughter now.”


    Alice felt herself almost choke on air. Miriam had never had any children, and Alice did not know it at the time those decades ago, but as she found out recently, Miriam was barren.


    She figured Miriam must have sensed her thoughts for she chuckled.


    “No, not my own. Ahmik’s daughter died some time ago and she left a daughter we’re looking after, his granddaughter. She’s really beautiful. Her name is Migisi. She’s twelve.”


    Alice smiled, watching how Miriam’s eyes lit up as she spoke of the child.


    “So you’re experiencing mothering at last.”


    “Well, I experienced some of it once before with Elaine remember? Granted, it stopped when she was school-aged but still. I’ve been experiencing a sort of continuation with Migisi I guess. It’s wonderful.”


    Alice smiled at her.


    “I’m very happy for you,” she said, meaning it.


    Suddenly, Miriam’s expression changed; she looked very serious.


    “So what exactly happened to my brother?” she asked.


    Alice stiffened.


    The way she said it, and the way the dark pupils of those large, hypnotizing sky-blue eyes pointed at her unnerved her.


    “What do you mean?” she asked, feeling her heartbeat quicken. She knew it was silly but she couldn’t help it—Miriam had a way of looking at her that made her feel she was seeing into her soul. Alice had forgotten how strange Miriam’s eyes had always seemed to her, to a lot of people. It was her trademark.


    “I mean what killed him?”


    Why wasn’t she blinking?


    Alice looked away, thinking about what she had been told.


    “From what I understand, cause of death was a plain old heart attack.”


    Miriam nodded although after a few seconds of it, Alice was no longer sure why she was nodding.


    “Do you miss him?” Miriam asked.


    She was still staring at her like a cobra; those pale blue eyes almost seeming disembodied for they were all Alice was able to see.


    “Of course! Every single minute! Quite frankly, I’m surprised you haven’t shown more emotion. Doesn’t this upset you?”


    Miriam looked away for a moment at last, freeing Alice from her stare.


    “I understand the sadness, but he is always with me. And yes, I am sad at the physical loss of my brother, but I am fully aware that he is just fine, wherever he is. I take comfort in that. It is the one thing that happens to all of us, and it is nothing to be afraid of.”


    “I never said I was scared...”


    “You didn’t have to.”


    Miriam touched Alice’s hand gently. “He’s around. I know it, even if I can’t see him. I can still talk to him if I want. And he can talk back if he wants.” She shrugged. “It’s okay.”


    Alice was quiet a moment.


    “So tell me, how long have you been settled?” Alice asked.


    “I did a lot of traveling before I ‘settled’—which I haven’t really done by the way,” she said. “But I guess that’s nothing new. This time more so in the eastern hemisphere. I met all sorts of people, heard all kinds of stories, listened to many viewpoints. And I’ll tell you this: everyone is right.”


    Alice decided not to ask her to decode her statement; Miriam had not changed much after all.


    Perhaps she was still smoking marijuana, and that was what was keeping her so mellow. The other drugs she’d been into had clearly fried her brain.


    “In fact,” Miriam continued. “Speaking of travels, I brought gifts for everyone. Let’s gather everyone in the family room.”


    Miriam set about calling everyone together.


    She sent Dennis for her bag, and started sorting through it, pulling out the children’s gifts first.


    Alice sighed in relief when she saw that they were semi-normal items.


    Miriam took out and presented to Amber and Jade what appeared to be hand-crafted jewelry—bracelets, chains and earrings—as well as a beaded purse for each of them.


    Elaine did a good job of appearing grateful although Alice wasn’t sure if it was just an act or if she really appreciated the gifts.


    “Why thank you, Miriam—they’re lovely. A little old for them but…girls, do you like them?”


    Elaine hardly needed to ask—the girls could barely contain their excitement and joy.


    They started trying to put all of the items on right away with light chastisement from Elaine to wait until later.


    For Jack, Miriam pulled out an art kit, complete with a sketchpad, colored pencils, paint, markers, shading pencils, an easel and other tools.


    Jack’s eyes grew round like saucers, his mouth in a huge, surprised smile.


    Even Drew appeared to be thrown off guard.


    “Wow, Aunt Miriam! How did you know Jack had a thing for art? You know, he told me he wants to be an artist if soccer doesn’t work out—I don’t remember telling you that.”


    “Oh, it was told to me.” She looked at Jack. “Never stop expressing yourself through art,” she said. “It is the waking dream.”


    The adults tried not to glance at each other while Jack looked confused.


    “What does that mean?” he asked his dad.


    “You will know,” Miriam answered with a serene smile.


    Elaine and Drew sent their children away to hang out with each other elsewhere.


    “So what’s for me? A dream catcher?” Elaine said, grinning. She looked at Dennis as if making sure the joke did not offend him but Dennis appeared to be barely paying attention.


    Miriam did not return Elaine’s smile; instead, she started fiddling around in her bag.


    She pulled out a pink necklace, a separate pink pendant and a stone mostly pink with some black patches.


    “I gave your children their names,” Miriam said to Elaine, “and for you, I have more gems. This...”—she indicated the pretty stone in her hand—“...is a rhodonite gemstone. And this is rhodonite jewelry. Wear them—they will help you find your way back home.”


    Miriam placed the gifts in Elaine’s hands. Elaine’s expression looked confused initially, then she stared at the gifts as if Miriam had handed her a dirty diaper, but Miriam did not seem to notice, too busy digging in her bag for the next gift.


    Alice wasn’t sure why Elaine did not like them; they were quite pretty, even though Miriam had attached strange meaning to them.


    “Drew, even though you did not let me name your son Jasper like he should have been named, I have something similar for you.”


    She had a small, sly smile on her face.


    “Aunt Miriam, I would have let you do it but Lacey...”


    Miriam put a finger to her lips and continued.


    “I considered sugilite, chrysoprase, citrine, peridot. Any one can work for you. Perhaps you should have them all—but Elaine would get jealous. So I chose peridot.”


    She handed him a greenish stone, keychain and a pendant.


    “Use it. Keep the stone on you if you can. You will find yourself getting lucky.”


    Drew looked appreciative but skeptical.


    Miriam smiled and turned to Alice.


    Alice felt like it was Christmas and could not believe how giddy and childlike she felt waiting on her gift.


    “And for you, Alice.” She pulled out a light pink stone and pendant. “It was a hard decision. But I decided rose quartz was the one for you. You may also have this dress.” She held up what looked like a traditional Native American dress.


    “Thank you, Miriam, you didn’t have to...”


    Miriam waved her words away. Addressing them all, she said:


    “I did not get these things for my health. Use them, hold them, carry them. Do not insult me by pretending you will. Just do it.”


    ***


    “I think we should see a psychic,” Miriam said when they were all gathered in the family room once more after the children had been put to bed. Even Dennis rolled his eyes at this. Drew was about to laugh but he saw there was not a hint of a smile on his aunt’s face.


    “You’re serious?” he asked her.


    She turned and looked at him with her pale blue eyes, and he saw that she was.


    His aunt scared him at times—she always seemed to be stoned out, elsewhere.


    “Well I’m certainly not going,” his mom said. “I don’t see the point. I don’t believe in that stuff anyway.”


    “Whether or not you believe in it, it’s real,” Miriam said. “You just have to find the right people.”


    His mom shrugged her off.


    Miriam looked at Elaine.


    “Don’t look at me—I’m not going,” Elaine said, her brown hair bouncing as she shook her head.


    “May I take your daughters then?”


    Drew had to suppress his laughter at this request and Elaine’s face in response to it. He knew Elaine had to restrain herself from being rude.


    “No thank you,” she said at last. “I would rather not expose my daughters to such…folly.”


    Drew knew she wanted to say “garbage,” or probably even “bullshit.” He loved to see her struggle to be polite but loved it even more when she failed. Unfortunately, this wasn’t one of those times.


    “Suit yourself.”


    Miriam looked at Drew.


    “Will you bring Jack?”


    “I have to go with my sister on this one. I don’t think the children should be exposed to it. But I’ll go. Sounds like fun.”


    “Fun? You clearly have the wrong idea about it.”


    Miriam turned back to his sister and mother.


    “Is there anything you would like me to ask?”


    Alice shook her head.


    Drew was surprised to see Elaine looking like she was thinking about it.


    “I would like to know how he really died, what his last moments were like. But I doubt your ‘psychic’ could tell me that.”


    Elaine looked briefly at their mother with something that strangely resembled suspicion.


    His mom turned to Miriam and said:


    “How about—did he get what he wanted? Did he fulfill all of his desires?”


    Miriam nodded her acceptance.


  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    


    “An’ it harm none, do what thou wilt.” —Wiccan Rede


    


    Summer 1973


    Bloomington, Illinois


    Beyond assisting her with Elaine, Miriam tried to help Alice.


    “You have too many sharp corners,” Miriam had said before moving things around in the house according to feng shui principles she had learned. “The energy has to be just right,” she said. “You need round tables, more space. Put a plant in this corner, bring some greenery in.”


    Miriam brought in a few plants, and Alice allowed only the artificial ones. The wind chimes, however, were a no-no. She did, however, allow Miriam to bring in an indoor water fountain—it was either that or goldfish, and Alice certainly did not want another living responsibility.


    Alice particularly liked the fountain Miriam had chosen for her as a gift. Miriam had called it kakei. It was a bamboo fountain with water flowing from a bamboo statue into a mint-green bowl surrounded by river stones. It was quite beautiful and made Alice feel soothed whenever she looked at it, watched the water circulate, listened to the water stream. Perhaps it was coincidence, but once Miriam had reorganized the place, she was able to think more clearly; she felt calmer, and things in general seemed to go much better.


    As a result of Miriam’s suggestions and talk about plants, Alice began to think about taking up gardening, and eventually considered bringing real plants into the house.


    Once gardening had become her interest and she started looking for information about it, Miriam had some tips and advice in that area too. But Miriam had a different kind of knowledge to impart than she was looking for.


    Miriam taught her about plants that supposedly had medicinal purposes, passing on information she had garnered while passing through the Caribbean, Central and South America. Bush medicine, she called it.


    Alice learned about quinine from the bark of the cinchona tree, used for the treatment of malaria. And she learned that, on some islands, Cascarilla or Sweetwood was used to treat stomach irritations and aches. That aloe vera could be used as a purgative to “clean out the system” digestively, and its gel could be used to relieve burns and sunburns. That spotted basil could treat asthma, bronchitis, chest colds, and skin rashes. That the leaves of the breadfruit could be used for high blood pressure, and cera seed for fever and the flu. She was told that yellow sage could relieve the itching of chicken pox.


    Rosy periwinkle is only the beginning to curing cancer, Miriam had said, for the cure to every ailment as far as she was concerned, was in nature; part of the reason she was always interested in herbs.


    “I wouldn’t be surprised if the cure for all types of cancer is right in the bushes of the Congo,” she had stated once. “I would like to visit there someday by the way—I hear they still have dinosaurs.”


    Alice could only shake her head, roll her eyes.


    Miriam had even wanted to use Blue Flowers on Elaine, for it was said to soothe babies with colic, gas, and constipation but Alice wasn’t yet sold on the healing power of nature just yet—not to that degree.


    Still, Alice was not really surprised by Miriam’s theory—to her it made sense that ailments from nature would have their cures in it too—in the bushes and jungles, under the ground and in barks of trees.


    Miriam also told Alice about other ways plants were used to treat the body. For instance, she told her about various ways that women used plants to induce a miscarriage when abortion was not available. Miriam told her the details of some of the methods and Alice wished she had met Miriam earlier.


    When Miriam was not around and she had some time to herself with Elaine asleep or in school, Alice did a lot of reading about plants in general. She would read the books George brought home, and would check some out from the library regarding the subject. She learned many interesting things; for example, in her gardening research, Alice learned about companion planting: the benefits of planting two or more different plants next to each other for mutual benefit—sometimes by way of keeping away natural pests and improving the overall quality and yield.


    She also ended up learning a lot about weeds—how to identify them, how to get rid of them. How pervasive they could be.


    From there, Alice took a particular interest in invasive species. She read about the pond-apple, known also as the alligator apple, native to the West Indies and Florida. When introduced in Australia, it ended up choking mangrove swamps. Its seedlings would stop other species from germinating and thriving after it took over the banks.


    Then there was the alligator weed which invaded waterways and in doing so, reduced the flow and quality of water, causing fish deaths and the death of native plants while conveniently creating a favorable habitat for breeding mosquitoes. This plant, as an invasive species, turned out to be very hard to control, but easily controlled its environment.


    Then there was the Australian pine, the casuarina, populous on Florida and West Indian island beaches where it was introduced. The casuarina was to the West Indies and Florida what the alligator apple was to Australia—forcing animals and plants to compete for food and space, and making it difficult for other species to thrive as it altered the environment by adjusting light, temperature and soil chemistry.


    Alice also learned about the hidden dangers of her own garden, in the plants she wanted to cultivate. The dangerous beauties, such as lantanas, foxglove, the arum lily. While she was in no danger of biting into any of the plants or eating a poisonous berry, her small children could be attracted to them. She had to be careful what she cultivated.


    Poisons in general became another area of fascination for Alice as a result of learning about her plants. Miriam had no shortage of information on this as well, as Alice soon found out.


    The subject came up one day when Miriam had brought up one of her philosophies.


    “Can’t hurt to try everything at least once,” she had said.


    Alice smirked at her.


    “Oh yeah? What about poison?”


    Instead of laughing or smiling off the joke, Miriam started talking about all she knew about poison which didn’t stop at plants.


    She talked about the poison arrow frog, and its deadly skin which secretes poisons that can kill other animals, including humans. That they are small but brightly colored to warn predators, using a process that was the opposite of camouflage: aposematism—a natural means of defense by which an animal becomes as noticeable as possible by employing loud, obvious colors, sounds, or some other method as a warning to potential predators.


    Don’t dare come near.


    Still, Alice was most interested in the idea of a garden, and through trial and error, started figuring out the weeding and the planting, the watering and the fertilizing. She had a new set of children to look after, and she poured herself into learning as much as she could to help them thrive.


    ***


    Friday, June 30th 2006


    “You should have brought more of the outside in,” said Miriam to Alice earlier in the day when she was showing her around her gardens.


    Alice was very proud of those gardens. She always received compliments on her plants—well-earned, as far as she was concerned. She grew food for the eyes on the sides of the house, and food for the stomach in the back. Her land was beautified in the front and sides by the pinks and creams of foxglove and roses, the lavender, blue and white of larkspur and periwinkle, the bright yellow of achillea, marigolds and sunflowers, while in the back she grew potatoes, thyme, and parsley. She planted sage near her carrots, and basil among her peppers and tomatoes. She planted mint and rosemary around her cabbage and broccoli. Alice didn’t just gain a hobby—she gained food, spices, beauty.


    She was also able to share this passion and pacifier of hers with others, giving away edible plants when asked, making bouquets for neighbors on special occasions. It was a way to connect with others, a vine between her and the rest of the world.


    Her gardens brought her great joy; the only things she was convinced she did right. She wanted to share this one accomplishment, bring light to others as it had brought light to her over all the years.


    As the night moved in, ushering her closer to funeral day, she watched the moon from her window, glowing in the sky.


    She liked the consistency of the moon—it came out every night despite the darkness, making its own ring of light in the dark. It never went anywhere although at times it seemed to, such as in the daytime. But it was always there, just waiting for the right tilt of the earth to partially reveal itself. Sometimes it met the sun before it had a chance to hide. Sometimes the brightness of the sky made her shield her eyes. Sometimes the darkness swallowed her despite the moon.


    The lines from a Terry Pratchett book she had read came back to her now: Light thinks it travels faster than anything but it is wrong. No matter how fast light travels, it finds the darkness has always got there first, and is waiting for it.


    Alice turned away from the moon, went inside and waited for her son and sister-in-law to come back from their outing.


  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    


    


    Elaine stopped her brainstorming when she heard a car pull up.


    Despite her skepticism, she was curious and excited about the results of the trip to the psychic.


    She got up from the table to greet her brother and aunt.


    “So how did it go?” Elaine asked Drew and Miriam once they entered the house.


    Drew’s eye-rolling was lost on Miriam who was a few steps behind him.


    Elaine tried not to laugh.


    “No hidden money somewhere? No deep, dark secrets? No message for any of us?”


    Elaine tried to ignore her investment in the results, especially the last question since she didn’t believe they would actually be successful in finding someone who could give them genuine, valuable information.


    She told herself that she just needed something to laugh at to relieve some stress.


    “I thought it went rather well,” Miriam said. “There’s no hidden money, but there was a message.”


    Drew looked at her as if she had started picking her nose and eating what she had found.


    “Okay, let’s start at the beginning,” he said. “So we went to this place that I’m sure nobody knows about…”


    “Those who need to, know,” Miriam said softly.


    Drew ignored her.


    “And, it’s not even set up like the real psychic places—no glass balls, no dark, curtained room, no turban…”


    Elaine laughed.


    “Right?” Drew continued. “So it’s a regular place, a regular woman—a stressed looking one at that—dark hair, dark eyes, about forty. Maybe forty-five. She didn’t really look too happy to see us either. To be honest, it looked like she was about to cuss us out and tell us to get the hell out.”


    “How much did it cost?” Elaine asked.


    “Hell, the way she was looking at us I was sure she was gonna charge us an arm and a leg—literally—just for bothering her. But get this—she didn’t charge us anything. Not a single cent. Miriam went to her, whispered something in her ear then gave her some kind of funny handshake. Anyway, so we sit down and she asked us—well actually she asked me: where is your brother? So right away I know this chick doesn’t know anything unless you had a sex change I don’t know about. I really don’t know where Aunt Miriam found her...” He looked at Miriam, “...no offense Miriam. I know you usually know your stuff but everyone’s a hit or miss every now and then. Anyway so I correct her and say: you mean my sister? And then I tell her you didn’t want to come. She didn’t say anything and still looking sullen—I’m telling you, this chick was ready to kick our asses—she tells us to sit. Then, she’s like: there has been a death in the family.” Drew rolled his eyes dramatically and swirled his finger. “Big whoop-de-do right? I mean the main reasons people visit psychics is because someone they know died, or they want to know about some money. Or both. So guess what comes next. She says I’m struggling financially and I’m looking for ways to bring in more moolah. She tells me not to worry, things will be okay blah blah blah other general stuff and that I’ll be coming into a satisfactory inheritance.” He paused. “I mean seriously, Elaine, you could have probably done that reading for us. Speaking of which, what’s in that will for me?”


    Elaine thought a moment. “Well, we do have some money but it’s not a whole lot. He left most everything to mom. He had some money for our kids too. Hey, maybe that’s what it is—she means in the future by way of your kid. Maybe she means you’ll get money from Jack becoming a famous soccer player.”


    Elaine smiled and hoped it came across as being a supportive, serious smile. But even Drew wasn’t deluding himself.


    “Yeah, sure. But anyway, she made it sound immediate you know? Like with this particular tragedy, this death, I’ll get something. Maybe there’s a more updated copy of the will somewhere.”


    Elaine shrugged.


    “I don’t know what to tell you bro. But why are you hanging onto that part when you believe she’s a fraud anyway? I thought you were convinced she was crap from the get-go.”


    It was Drew’s time to shrug.


    “Well, yeah but, you know. Hope makes you hang onto crazy things I guess. So anyway, I wouldn’t go back. She’s just like everyone else, in more ways than one. Nothing specific, nothing new.”


    Elaine looked at Miriam to see how she was reacting. Miriam had a serene look on her face; almost expressionless.


    “Truth is at the heart of every cloud,” she said, to no one in particular. Then specifically to Alice she said:


    “For you she said you can eat your cake and have it too.”


    “Don’t you mean…”


    “I said what I meant. And she meant what she said.”


    Once Miriam had gone off with Dennis and Alice had gone back upstairs, Elaine cornered Drew in the kitchen just as he opened a jar of peanut butter.


    “Drew, is it just me or is something a little off here?”


    His eyebrows furrowed and the hand holding the spoonful of peanut butter stopped halfway to his mouth.


    “What do you mean?”


    Elaine thought for a few moments. “I mean—doesn’t it seem strange? Mom’s behavior or the house or…I don’t know. I feel like…” She sighed. “Never mind.”


    Of course he wouldn’t pick up the same things she would. And it probably wasn’t a good idea to worry him with her suspicions.


    Drew frowned.


    “Okay, sis. Whatever you were talking about, I’m pretty sure the answer is no.” He sucked the peanut butter off of the spoon and stuck it back into the jar for another mouthful.


    Elaine thought about the strange feeling she had been getting since she noticed it seemed her mother was trying to rid herself of every piece of her father as fast as possible. And the bits of conversation she had heard the previous night didn’t help; it made her think she had an accomplice—although she wasn’t a hundred per cent sure in what. Another man perhaps—a romantic interest.


    It wasn’t so much what she’d heard, but the way she had seen her mother’s silhouette positioned as she spoke almost breathlessly into the phone.


    “I can’t help but think that mom was behind dad’s death somehow,” Elaine blurted to Drew, surprising herself since she had just decided to keep her suspicions to herself.


    Drew’s eyes went round and another spoonful of peanut butter didn’t make it to his mouth as soon as he had planned as he held it midair.


    “Are you serious?” He placed the untouched mound of peanut butter back into the jar and put the jar down on the counter. She had his full attention.


    “Okay, Elaine—I know you and mom haven’t had the greatest relationship but this is going too far.”


    Elaine let out a breath again, then laughed shortly.


    “I guess I just need something more than fate or Mother Nature to blame,” she said. “Forget what I said.”


    She smiled, hoping it was a reassuring one.


    ***


    Elaine looked at her watch. Was it really one a.m.? She breathed a deep sigh and rubbed her eyes, not wanting to look at the paper she’d been scribbling on for the past two hours.


    She could not believe she was having trouble with this; she hardly struggled with anything. It seemed to be the easiest part of the whole thing so she had left it for last. And now, she felt like she was in school again, on those rare occasions she found herself struggling to finish a paper or schoolwork the night before it was due. What was so hard about a goddamned eulogy?


    She couldn’t decide if she should go with a series of personal stories and anecdotes, or a single meaningful event. A generic “live life to the fullest” speech, or demonstrate how he fully lived his. Perhaps a mini-biography? Or a combination? Of the personal stories—which ones? How exactly did he live his life?


    Elaine realized how little she actually knew about her father’s hopes and dreams, how little she knew of his personal feelings about his life and what he had done. Sure, she knew about his Thomas Gibson project—he was pretty proud about that—but she didn’t know if there were other dreams he had and if he had made them come true or if they died along with him. In any case, she was starting to realize how much was left to the people left behind to make up the realities of the departed one’s life, how much say they had in the memory of what a person was about, what they stood for, what they achieved, who they were. She realized that summarizing a person’s life was really like writing a paper; you put forth the thesis statement and you back it up. If there was a whole class of about thirty people working on one person’s eulogy, the result could very well be thirty different angles and perspectives, thirty different views of what that person’s life really meant and what that person boiled down to.


    She looked down at one of her options for the opening line:


    It has been said that the graveyard is the richest place on earth…


    Her mind wandered off to settle on her own life. Would she be happy with the life she had lived if she were to somehow find out she would die tomorrow? She had always thought she’d done a good job of achieving goals—she did well in school, went on to college, law school, became a lawyer, got married, owned a home, had two kids, liked her job. That’s all there was to it right? She was living the American dream, the life most people aspired to. But sometimes she felt something was missing. Her children were the ones who reminded her of what it was every now and then. As simple as it was, she longed for it, but hardly allowed herself the time to realize she needed it: a long vacation. And not the ones she usually took where she took a few days or a week off from work and immersed herself in her daughters, her family. She needed a vacation for herself, by herself. Yes, even sans David. He had always been so reliable, so dependable, she had no choice but to take him for granted. She did not want to continue doing so—she wanted to treat him as he deserved to be treated, and in order to do that, she needed to miss him.


    She had also always wanted to travel the world but had not quite given herself the chance. That, she could do with David, and at times, the whole family.


    She shook off her thoughts and tried to refocus. This was about her father.


    She thought about what he had picked up along the way on the road of life: he had a wife, two children, grandchildren, was able to buy his own home, get rid of his debt, and had enough in him left over to engage in a selfless yet fulfilling project. Surely there was not much more he could have wanted. As for finding meaning in life, surely he found it somewhere between raising his family, his jobs and his non-profit work. And he meant a lot to many people—the students he helped, his friends, her mother, her brother. People usually tried to find meaning in life by meaning something to others, right? And there, she was stuck. The eulogy as she had written it thus far was too clinical, too distant. She needed to add more sentiment and feeling to it.


    And she needed to stretch her legs.


    She went to the computer, got onto the internet and started looking around, hoping to find examples of what people usually wrote. She examined tips that popped up, and the eulogies she found written for regular people and for celebrities.


    She eventually found herself getting bored with the format most of them seemed to take. But somehow, they worked. She looked at what she had written again and compared it to the others she had liked. She realized she needed to beef it up a little, and not just by adding words like she had been doing.


    Her head nodded as her eyes closed.


    Once she realized sleep was trying to attack her, she got up to make herself some coffee then decided against it. She just needed to stay up for about half an hour more anyway so she did some yoga stretches while running possibilities through her mind. She was determined to get this right.
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    Saturday, July 1st 2006


    Because of the solemnity of the occasion and the final details she had to attend to, Alice barely had time to socialize with the attendees before the service. People arrived, gave nods or muted smiles of acknowledgement in her direction, then sat for the service.


    Alice looked around at the attendees. Who was there that she actually wanted to talk to anyway? Abigail would probably just get on her nerves, and she did not really have anything to say to George’s old friends or his newer ones. As for the neighbors, she had already spoken to most of them, and she could easily speak to any of them at anytime. The same for her children, grandchildren and sister-in-law, who would be in her home for at least another day or two.


    Alice’s eyes soon rested on the faces that stood out most in the crowd: a lady in black with skin the color of powdered nutmeg dressed in a stylish black suit and a hat that was ridiculously large as far as Alice was concerned. Her dark hair was pulled in a bun at the nape of her neck. Alice could barely see her face but figured she had to be at least middle-aged.


    Next to her was a younger, taller, lighter-skinned colored person—a boy in his late twenties or so, her main interest.


    Alice wondered how long they would stay and if they would come to her house later. She was concerned that they might; although she needed to speak to at least one of them, she preferred that they be in as private a place as possible when they spoke.


    The boy made eye contact with her then. Rightfully, he did not greet her with a smile, and she also faced him with a somber face. Their eyes spoke their greetings, his dark eyes looking into hers without flinching.


    She was the one to break the eye contact, but not before she noticed that the boy’s mother never turned her face to look at her—staring straight ahead or downward at all times. Alice was glad.


    Alice turned her head to focus on Reverend Brown at the podium—his wrinkled face, his sparse white hair, his owl-like glasses. She found that she could not quite concentrate on what he was saying, too distracted by thoughts of what was to come next. She was worried about what would take place later, her immediate worry Elaine’s eulogy. It would be given any minute, and while Alice was looking forward to it, at the same time, she could not help dreading it. Would Elaine call her out on her mothering in front of all these people by sheer comparison?


    ***


    Elaine took a deep breath to calm her nerves.


    Short and sweet—that’s what they wanted the funeral to be. Elaine would have it no other way; she was all about efficiency. Thankfully, her mother had been on the same page. No long, drawn-out church service with a choir singing every ten minutes over a two-hour period, no multiple prayers, no one touching a pipe organ. And Elaine certainly had not planned out a long speech. The Reverend would speak, Elaine would speak, the grandchildren would say their pieces, and the Reverend would close them out. Elaine would ask everyone to say something, a final goodbye—out loud or silently. Then everyone would head over to Alice’s home for the luncheon where they would follow-up all the sadness with some humor, laughter, good memories. In and out. Go from heaviness to light; it was a celebration of her father’s life after all. She only hoped that they had enough food for later—more people had shown up than they had expected.


    Elaine looked around.


    She identified a few of the attendees as Alice’s neighbors since some had stopped by with condolences and cakes and nosiness. They were about her parents’ ages, as well as several distinguished-looking gentlemen and women Elaine guessed were her father’s old friends from school or work. There was also an older distressed-looking lady—another friend Elaine assumed, probably that Abigail girl he had mentioned. But there was an older black lady and a younger black man that Elaine assumed was the lady’s son who looked very much out of place beyond the obvious reasons. The lady’s sober face was partially hidden by a large black hat and her son’s eyes were downcast but Elaine could not help but notice his beautiful skin—smooth and golden, like honey. Elaine puzzled over them for a few moments until she mentally slapped herself on the forehead. She realized they must have been beneficiaries of a Thomas Gibson project. The young man was most likely a recipient of a scholarship, his thankful mother in attendance with him for support.


    He was a handsome man, and Elaine did not realize she was staring until his soft, brown eyes met hers. She looked away. There was something about him that made her want to look back at him, but she remembered David at her side.


    ***


    Drew stopped scrutinizing the stained glass windows and looked around the church, studying the faces of the people filling the seats around him. Elaine, David, Amber, Jade. Himself and Jack. His mother, his aunt Miriam and her boyfriend Dennis. Dennis, he thought. How’d an Indian guy get a name like Dennis anyway? Then there were some old fogies—a couple of guys, a woman, some of his mother’s neighbors. Some more old people. And then there was that black couple, although the woman looked much older than the guy. By the way they were holding each other Drew guessed they were related even though he looked quite different from her.


    Drew found himself drawn to the young man and he could not put his finger on why; he just found that his eyes kept returning to him. And he knew he wasn’t gay although the guy was admittedly handsome. Drew decided it was sheer human curiosity because he could not even guess what their connection to his dad could be. He thought about it a little, running possibilities over in his mind until he came up with the most obvious and overlooked likelihood: the Thomas Gibson fund. Drew was surprised there weren’t more of them there who were involved in the thing, more who benefited from it wanting to pay their last respects. But in planning, he and his mother and sister had overlooked it, and the only way recipients would know his father had died was if they read the local paper, and by then it would probably be too late. Although the organization had been alerted, Drew doubted the word got out to the recipients in time and those who’d received the message had only two, three days the most to receive the message then plan a trip. He was glad someone managed to though.


    Drew looked forward to meeting the man, hearing more about his father’s good deeds and how they affected people’s lives.


    Then Drew noticed his sister looking at the man too.


    Was Elaine checking him out?


    Drew was about to laugh but quickly stifled it when he realized how inappropriate it would seem.


    Elaine looked at him then, then looked ahead. Yeah the guy was good-looking, but he never figured his sister to have a wandering eye. Drew couldn’t stop the smile forming at the thought. But in the end, he figured it was the same thing—curiosity or whatever it was—that kept him glancing over at the guy. He was magnetic.


    It seemed to Drew that time was flying, for soon, it was time for Elaine’s eulogy.


    Drew figured she would be used to this kind of thing since she had always participated in debates and public speaking events, but Elaine actually looked a little nervous.


    He supposed she was allowed to be nervous this one time; after all, she wasn’t arguing for animal rights or against abortion or anything; this was her father, their father. Knowing her, she not only wanted to do it right, she wanted to do it perfectly.


    He hoped she hadn’t stressed herself out too much about it; something like this was hard to do perfectly.


    He wanted to catch her eye so he could give her a thumbs-up and a smile to show his support but she seemed not to see anything beyond the podium. After approaching the podium, she pulled out a piece of paper on which she had printed her final product. If it was him he probably would have left it handwritten—might have even been in crayon if it was the only thing around, but not Elaine.


    She gave a nervous smile.


    “Hello, everyone.”


    Grumbled hellos rose into the air.


    “I must say, I tried to come up with something cute, something witty, but I found myself following the paths of many before me. Gathering quotes and stories, sprinkling them throughout the speech. It seems that’s what people like, so that’s what I’ll deliver.”


    Drew breathed a sigh of relief on her behalf; it seemed she took it easy after all.


    “First I’ll tell you the story of George Andrew Owens, beginning with George the man, who he was literally. My father was the only son of Fred & Rose Owens, the baby of Fred’s children, the other of whom is Miriam from a previous relationship—wave, Aunt Miriam.”


    Drew saw that Miriam did not wave, only stared ahead as if elsewhere.


    “And according to whom, he acted like a baby too,” Elaine continued.


    People chuckled.


    “But my father became a man when he took on a family of his own, had his own babies. I was the first, and I remained daddy’s little girl. My brother came soon after, and my father then worked several jobs throughout the years supporting us, finally ending up in a company where he eventually moved up to financial analyst, a job he loved. But in the end, it was not his jobs that mattered—he just needed to make money for his family because his family, well, that’s what mattered most to him.


    “George, the father, was a kind, loving man. He provided us with what we needed emotionally, and there for us to show he cared. He supported us, knew our interests, and helped us get involved with them. He took me to volleyball practice and faithfully picked me up. Same with violin practice. He was at our every game or play, or whatever it was that we had going on, his encouraging smile on at all times. We never doubted his pride in us; he loved anything we did, loved being a part of our lives. He loved being a dad.


    “Then there’s George, the philanthropist. Many might not know this, but my father was heavily involved in a charity. Later on in life, my father decided to take up a project, one that involved helping people. He worked with a non-profit organization, providing scholarships for underprivileged segments of the population. My father found this immensely fulfilling, and I can honestly say that I see no place for regret in his life and I hope he saw it that way too. And daddy, I just want to say that you did it—you made us good people, you made us happy.”


    She paused for a moment. Then, almost like an afterthought, she said: “And I would also like to say thank you for dressing Drew up like a deranged bunny that one time for Halloween when he was six; I still laugh at that today.”


    Some people chuckled.


    Drew shook his head slightly, while looking downward for a few moments as people inevitably looked his way. Thanks Elaine, he thought, but he couldn’t help smiling. When he looked up, their eyes met for a split second, and he could still see the laughter in hers.


    Then she drew a deep breath.


    “Daddy, thank you, and I love you. You have succeeded in life and I want to be just like you. Finally, I will close out by saying this: it has been said that the graveyard is the richest place on earth because therein lies the hopes and aspirations of leaders that never were, dreams never realized, words never said. Perhaps it’s appropriate that my father will not be going to a graveyard, for he would not be contributing to its legacy. He made his dreams become a reality while he was here. As a celebration of my father’s life, this...”—she gestured with both arms at the room—”...is a reminder to those of us still around. Examining my father’s life made me realize there are a few areas I would like to explore on my own. I guess what I’m saying is this—don’t be afraid to pursue smaller goals, to reach out to people on smaller scales. And definitely don’t be afraid to pursue larger ones. I will end with the words of W. M. Lewis: ‘The tragedy of life is not that it ends so soon, but that we wait so long to begin it.’ Now please welcome my daughters and my nephew—my father’s grandchildren—who have poems they wrote to share.”


    Amber stepped up to the podium first but Elaine positioned her beside it and brought down the microphone. Amber launched into her piece with a self-important air:


    “My grandpa had very wrinkly eyes


    My grandpa thought he was very very wise


    He used to tell us lots of stories


    But he couldn’t climb with us in the trees


    He said his legs and arms were old


    But grandpa had a heart of gold.”


    People clapped again then waited for the next one.


    The mic was put to Jade’s mouth.


    Her slower, higher voice rolled into the air, as she enunciated each word carefully, slowly:


    “I loved my grandpa very much


    He used to give us lots of hugs


    He sneaked us candy so mom wouldn’t know


    He never used to tell us no.”


    People laughed and clapped again.


    Jade smiled wide, proud of her poem and its reception, her little baby teeth shining, along with her cobalt eyes.


    Then Jack stepped up. Drew could feel a smile form across his own face. Jack caught his eye for a moment then launched into his own poem:


    “He tried to play baseball with me


    He helped me when I got stung from a bee


    He was a good cook and grandma was glad


    But now everyone is sad


    He’s the only grandpa I ever had


    I love him and I’ll miss him, my fun granddad.”


    Drew felt his eyes water a little. Everyone clapped in support one final time as Jack left the stage looking sad, unlike his cousins who instead looked like they had read their part in a play and had done it well, proudly returning to their seats with satisfied grins.


    Drew put his arm around Jack when he reached the pew and sat down next to him.


    He squeezed his shoulders. “You did great, sport.”


    “Aunt Elaine says it’s ‘well’; ‘you did well’.”


    Drew smiled at his son.


    “You’re right, kiddo,” he whispered.


    Elaine returned to the podium, readjusting the microphone.


    “As indicated on the program, my brother will say his piece and my mother will close us out. We know some of you have something to say, so although you’re not officially on the program, you can come up when you’re ready once Drew’s done. Please keep it brief and please make sure it’s something relevant—we don’t want to hear about Bingo night coming up or anything.”


    A few people laughed.


    “Also, if you are unable to come to the luncheon please see me before you leave,” Elaine was saying. Drew guessed she just wanted to make sure she was able to give everyone a departing acknowledgment card. Drew looked over at his mother. She was watching Elaine, a slight smile on her face. Drew interpreted her look as pride, love. But he could never mention such a thing to Elaine. He knew Elaine would undoubtedly say something like: Looking at me with pride? Love? Please Drew, that woman probably just farted and felt relieved.


  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    


    


    Alice admired Elaine’s attention to details, her sense of responsibility. She seemed quite meticulous and a little obsessive compulsive—Drew had to balance her out in the planning of the funeral—but Alice supposed they were all things that helped make her a good lawyer. Alice actually had no idea whether she was good or not, but she figured she had to be. She knew enough about her daughter to know she was not one to settle for anything sub-par.


    Alice allowed Drew to go up to the podium first, taking Elaine’s place.


    Drew smiled at the crowd and took a deep breath. Then he looked at his son who was sitting near her, and winked, before turning his attention back to the crowd.


    “Like my son mentioned briefly earlier, my dad was a pretty sporty, athletic guy. He always took the time to have fun with us, whether it was just watching a show with us and making corny jokes, or taking us to the park, or sledding, or playing baseball. He made sure we had a memorable childhood, one that was filled with good memories of growing up with him, one filled with love. We knew he loved us, and it helped us feel secure, which is very important to a child—to feel like someone’s always there for you, ready to help you out whenever you need it, or just spend time with you. Make you feel important. My sister mentioned an unfortunate Halloween incident with a homemade costume, but I would like to tell you this—as soon as he saw I wasn’t happy with it, particularly at the way Elaine was splitting her sides laughing at it, he changed it, improvising something else. He made me feel better, more comfortable. He was sensitive to our needs…unlike some people.” He looked at Elaine with playfully accusing eyes.


    “I had a great dad, and it made me want to be the same with my own kid. I know how important it is to have that kind of relationship, how much it makes life a little bit easier when you know you’re not alone. Even now, I know I’m not alone, and I’m not just talking about having my son or my other family members. He’s still with me—he made sure of it—in all those wonderful memories we created together.”


    Drew looked over in the direction of the crematorium, then around the air on top of him.


    “I too would like to thank you, dad. For everything.”


    When Drew left, old Mrs. Richards from a few houses down from Alice went up.


    “George was a good guy, a kind guy. Why, he once helped me with a flat tire; I thought that was very nice of him. He was going to work and noticed me looking at the darned thing. Got all dirty, had to change and everything. Was late for work. He also helped me paint the garage once, although he did all the work.” She adjusted her thick glasses, smiling in a way that made her look demented. Along with her mother-of-pearl hair with hints of blue in stiff curls, she looked rather frightening in general. She turned toward Alice. “Alice, you sure raised you a good boy.”


    Alice groaned inwardly. Although she appreciated Mrs. Richard’s kind words, she was fully aware her memory was quite off. Clearly she was mistaking George for Drew; in fact, Alice would not be surprised if the incidents she mentioned actually happened with someone else and neither George nor Drew was involved. Perhaps it was Mrs. Richards’ own son that had helped her. Nevertheless, Alice nodded and smiled in appreciation. Mrs. Richards slowly made her way back to her seat.


    George’s old coworkers soon followed, each going up and saying a few words. They talked about his integrity, his dedication and hard work. His work ethic. They also painted the picture of him as a friendly, social, funny guy. One who took care to acknowledge all those around him, one who never hesitated to befriend anyone. It all sounded familiar to Alice.


    When they were done, Alice saw Mark get up and head toward the designated speaking spot. She perked up—eager to hear from him again.


    Before the ceremony had begun, she’d had a brief encounter with him. She had just finished talking to Reverend Brown and was about to go to her seat to wait out the arrival of the majority of the rest of the expected guests when she was intercepted by a velvety voice.


    “Hi, Alice.”


    She turned to see the kind, smiling face of an older gentleman. She figured he was a friend of George’s from one of his jobs.


    “I’m not sure if you remember me from college,” he had said, “but I used to hang out with George.” He held out his hand to her. “Mark Smith.”


    Mark Smith. Yes, she remembered him although he looked like a whole different person now, but that was the magic of thirty years she supposed. Mark was the black-haired, blue-eyed, smoother, yet more callous guy of the group if she remembered correctly. He bedded many girls for kicks. Made them cry for kicks. Humiliated them whenever and however he could for kicks.


    Perhaps it was not just the aging process that made him look different, his dark hair now salt and pepper, his once lean body fuller, a grey mustache, wrinkles around his beautiful eyes. Perhaps it wasn’t just that his body was softer; he seemed softer as well, his eyes kinder, more now like the ocean than a sapphire. He seemed more mellow overall. She did not feel an urge to slap him when she looked at him; instead, she wanted to hug him. And so she did.


    “Oh, Mark—hello. I’m glad you could make it. And yes, I do remember you—thanks for coming.”


    “Of course I would,” he said. “I hope you’re taking care of yourself.” Then he headed to his seat.


    Alice also remembered that his name was in the Thomas Gibson Projects file. She wondered if the other name she recognized from the file, Robert Cavelli, was going to show up too. Later, she saw him amongst the attendees—he had snuck in late. Unlike Mark, Robert looked very much like his wolf-like, lean younger self, despite the grey to his hair. He was with a too-young-looking blonde with ample bosom, big hair and too much make-up. Alice was amazed at how much some people changed, and how much some stayed the same.


    Mark straightened his jacket and looked around at the crowd he was about to address, meeting everyone’s eyes.


    “Hi, everyone, I’m Mark. I knew George from back in college. We used to hang out all the time—me, George, Rob over there, and Sam over there. We had a lot of fun together, and I’m not gonna lie—we tried to corrupt him a little, get him to do some things. But he didn’t want to do anything to hurt his chances with Alice. I must say, he loved her a lot.” He looked directly at Alice then. “Alice, you have my utmost respect for making him love you like he did. I admit—we called him a punk, teased him about it a lot, but he pretty much stood his ground, and guess what—in the end, I admired him for it. He was pretty loyal to you. We weren’t surprised at all when he proposed to you and you guys planned to get married; it seemed natural that you would. I only hope he made you as happy as you deserved, for you sure made him happy. So I’d like to thank you, Alice, for giving him a good life. I know you didn’t exactly care too much for us back then, and frankly, I don’t blame you, but we actually did like you. I’m truly sorry for your loss and I hope you’re able to bounce back from this; we’d hate to lose that brilliant smile of yours.”


    He smiled at her, one that seemed to suggest that had this been some other occasion in some other circumstance many years ago, it would have been a more open, inviting smile. Or was it all in her mind?


    Alice found herself smiling back. She felt warmed by his comments, surprised and delighted at his kind words, a way she had not felt in a long time.


    Mark headed back into the crowd and Robert hopped up in his place. Alice’s shoulders slumped.


    The difference between them was like night and day. Mark was smooth, soft-spoken, polished; had kind, focused eyes, a genuine smile. Robert’s movements were quick, restless. Somewhat jerky.


    “Well, um, George was a good man and friend and all that. I used to talk to him about my problems and adventures with girls and stuff. He was a good listener, even if he wasn’t the greatest at advice. Wait, it’s Mark who wasn’t good at it; George was actually pretty good, pretty smart about things. He helped me get a lot of girls. Too bad he’s gone.”


    Alice hoped her disdain wasn’t showing on her face. Robert had always been rather inarticulate to say the least, and again, she was surprised at how much like his younger self he still was. She watched him slobber over the bimbo he’d brought with him as soon as he got back to his place.


    Alice looked around to see if anyone else was going up. Then she saw Abigail stand.


    Alice felt her shoulders slump again although she tried not to let her annoyance show.


    Abigail smiled nervously when she went to the designated spot.


    “Well, I’ve known George probably longer than everyone here.”


    Alice felt like punching her then, and she was surprised that her gut reaction to Abby was still so strong. She just hoped that no one saw the irritation in her face. But knowing her luck, someone probably looked at her to see her reaction right at that second. She listened to Abigail’s voice continue.


    “George and I went to the same high school, and even though I didn’t really know him then—just recognized his face—I certainly wish I had. I was a little bit of a snob back in high school, I’ll admit, and George and others like him were not people I would associate with in any shape or form; I hung out with people like me, people from the same class financially. But in college, I ended up having to leave my comfort zone and was forced to meet and befriend other types of people. George was one of those people. I came to know George as a person, and I found out that he was very kind person, thoughtful, and as a result of the great friend he turned out to be, he ended up becoming one of my best friends in college.” She looked at Alice. “At times I even found myself somewhat envious of Alice because I knew what a great guy he was. She was lucky to have him as her friend, her boyfriend. Anyone with a guy like George, is lucky. Of course I found my own prince eventually, but I still appreciate the friend he was to me when I was crying over all the frogs.” She turned in the direction of the crematorium. “Thanks for your friendship, George.” Then she turned back to Alice. “And thanks for being so understanding of our friendship, Alice.”


    Abigail smiled at her. Alice hoped her returning smile came out right.


    When Abigail went back to her seat and no one else stepped forward, Alice got up and, staying right where she was, thanked everyone for coming, saying she would see them at the house. She sat down as Elaine went back to the designated speaking spot and looked around, her eyes briefly stopping at the black man and his mother, perhaps hoping they would jump up to say something, but they sat silently with no indication that they had parting words.


    Alice found herself breathing a deep sigh of relief.


    At that point, Elaine decided to remind them all of the luncheon taking place—the food, the location, the purpose.


    As people started to get ready to leave for the luncheon or their own homes, Alice saw Abigail heading toward her.


    She tried to put on a friendly face.


    Abigail’s face was serious, her eyes misty. If Alice was able to see the scene outside of herself, she was pretty sure she would have been fooled into thinking Abigail was the grieving widow—she appeared more distraught than even all the other family members.


    “Hi, Alice.”


    Abigail reached out for her hand and Alice resisted the urge to put hers behind her back to reject the familiar touch. She briefly shook her hand.


    “I know this is a difficult time,” Abigail continued, “and you might find this a strange request, but I would like to keep some of his ashes if I may.”


    Alice was stunned. After a few moments, she managed to say: “I hope you understand, Abigail, but I am feeling rather selfish of these last pieces of him.” She attempted an apologetic smile. “Besides, the children might want some. Perhaps you’d like a photo instead? I can see if there’s one available.”


    Alice had no intention of giving anything of George’s to Abigail.


    Abigail smiled, her eyes wet.


    “I’d appreciate that.”


    And Alice almost felt sorry for her.


    Alice wanted George all to herself; needed him all to herself. She didn’t even want to share him with the children.


    How dare Abigail even ask such a thing? Clearly, she too had not changed a bit.


    As the crowd thinned out, she saw one face she had not seen for the duration of the ceremony headed toward her. Alice did not know how Heather had found out about the whole thing although she could make some guesses. And although aware that Heather was also a friend of George’s, it did not cross her mind that she might show up. She had actually completely forgotten about her.


    Heather clasped Alice’s hands in hers when she reached her and Alice had to resist a recoil reaction once more. She was again surprised that after all this time her resentment had not abated. She felt herself getting a bit angry, as if it was just yesterday that Heather had betrayed her.


    But Heather was smiling at her with sympathetic eyes, her face soft with warmth and familiarity.


    “Hi, Alice. It’s been a while.”


    Alice moved her hands away and tried to smile.


    “Why, yes, yes it has.”


    She wasn’t sure what else to say but she didn’t have to wait long for Heather to say more.


    “I know we haven’t kept in touch like maybe we should have, but you understand why I had to come of course?”


    Alice knew she managed a smile this time.


    “Perfectly. After all, you knew us both; of course you’d come to pay your respects, and at the same time, say hi to an old friend…”


    “Well, yes but I really wanted to catch up with you. Alice, I don’t know what happened between us but you’ve always been dear to me. I’ve always wondered how you were doing, what you were up to…”


    “Oh, that’s nice. But ‘the road to hell is paved with good intentions’ right? Isn’t that how the saying goes? I’m sure you intended to call me up sometime, stop by. That perhaps you prayed for me, thought about me. But I’m not sure what good any of that did either of us—what good is all that attention at a distance? What good is any of it if the other person doesn’t know? What good is saying you care when I can’t tell if you do? What good is waiting until practically the last minute to say anything? I don’t want to be like George is right now before I’m within the same space as people who supposedly care again.”


    Heather looked around and Alice could see embarrassment on her face although she wasn’t sure if it was because she had berated her in front of the workers left or because she actually felt guilt over what Alice was saying. Alice doubted it was the latter.


    Heather looked away briefly.


    “Alice, I’m sorry you feel this way—I’ve always felt that we were friends…”


    “No friend of George’s is a friend of mine.”


    Alice could not keep the steel out of her voice.


    Heather shook her head, confused.


    “Alice, I don’t understand what you mean—I knew George, but you and I, we had always been friends. What are you talking about?”


    Alice simply repeated the last thing she said.


    “No friend of George’s is a friend of mine.”


    Heather shook her head, looking utterly baffled.


    “Alice, that’s just ridiculous. How old are we? I don’t know what I did to you, but as far as I recall, nothing that could possibly make you so mad at me even after all this time!”


    Alice just stared at her.


    Heather let out an exasperated breath.


    “Look, it’s fine if you don’t ever want to talk to or see me again. And you know what? You’re right. Perhaps I didn’t do enough to maintain our friendship. But what about you? How long are you going to push people away from you? How long do you plan to keep playing the victim? Start taking action yourself? Don’t you see how unreasonable you’re being?”


    Heather let out another breath as Alice remained silent.


    “I’m really sorry it had to be this way, Alice. Perhaps I was a little selfish in coming here, feeling a connection with you once again since my own husband died just a year ago. Yes, I’ve been a bit lonely and I thought maybe we could be friends again. No matter what you think, you did always cross my mind and I thought we could bridge the past but clearly I was wrong. You haven’t changed, Alice. And I don’t mean that as a compliment.”


    Alice just looked at her.


    Heather shook her head.


    “Withdrawing isn’t always the best course of action, Alice. I hope you learn that someday.”


    A tear fell from her eye as she turned to leave.


    Alice watched her go.
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    Summer 1975


    Bloomington, Illinois


    Alice had trouble making female friends even after college. She found that if they weren’t outright incompatible and she liked them enough to want to be friends with them, she was unable to escalate their relationship beyond a casual acquaintance. It wasn’t that George had forbidden her female friends as well, it was that she didn’t want to be friends with them anymore once they had become acquainted with him; he seemed to charm everyone over to his side. Besides, most women she ran into who were also married seemed content with their circumstances, and that was enough of a difference to discourage her.


    Nonetheless, she kept trying.


    Miriam was great company, but Miriam was George’s sister, so she tried to make friends with the neighbors, the wives of the neighborhood. They at least would start out with a few things in common. Surely they could talk about things married women talked about. Surely there was one among them who felt the way Alice did.


    It was her gardens that got most of the attention for Alice. Although most women in the neighborhood tended gardens themselves, they seemed to be fascinated by Alice’s, her dedication to it, some of the plants she grew.


    The conversations were easy at first, casual. About fertilizers, recipes. Then she found herself smiling more, seeing in them what she was—a middle-class wife trying to make the most of her days, her time. She became part of a group that didn’t regularly meet on a certain day every week: they ran into each other in markets, out in the yard, carrying out the wifely and motherly duties that bonded them all. Talked about the little things that made their days.


    Then one day, after weeks of building a relationship with them, Alice got an invitation from Helen from a few doors down who had invited some of the wives from their street to lunch.


    Alice was delighted, and having left the children to Miriam, headed over to bond further with the women, looking forward to winning people over to her side at last.


    Helen greeted her with a beautiful wide smile, her lovely printed dress covered by an apron, her shoulder-length honey-blond hair tucked behind her ears, her brown eyes sparkling.


    “Welcome!” she said as she ushered Alice into the receiving room.


    Alice saw three other women present, sitting around a table laid out with treats and finger food.


    Alice said her greetings, sat down, and prepared to join the conversation.


    They chatted and nibbled at the food for a while, talking about their children, husbands, gardens, women’s clubs, when finally Helen mentioned her plans to redecorate her home. The other ladies jumped in, talking about things they planned to change, move around, add.


    Alice couldn’t believe how happy they sounded about these small tasks. About everything.


    Alice made the mistake of chuckling softly to herself when Joanna mentioned a wonderful painting she had seen and wanted for her living room.


    Joanna turned to her, her black, wavy hair swinging.


    The other women noticed there was a shift and quieted, turning to look at Alice as well.


    Alice could no longer hold back.


    “I don’t think I’m cut out for this,” she said. She had smiled as she said the words, but only to deflect attention away from how much she meant them. She had been faintly listening to the insignificant chit-chat while watching Helen shuffle around, getting tea, snacks, water—whatever her guests wanted; the perfect hostess.


    “What do you mean, Alice?” Joanna asked, her green eyes searching Alice’s.


    Alice wasn’t sure if it was the pressure of her unexpressed feelings, or the way the other women’s eyes lit up—as if anxiously waiting for her to continue as she said the words she was glad she couldn’t take back—that made her blurt out the rest.


    “I’m just not happy with this wife thing, this mother thing. It’s not…it’s just not fulfilling for me. I know it’s supposed to be but it’s not. I mean, I don’t exactly know what it is I do want—you know, what will make me happy—but I do know that this…” she looked pointedly around Helen’s immaculately clean receiving room, “isn’t it.”


    Alice kicked her pitch up a notch, and faking a lighter, more soothing tone said: “Here you go, dear. How was your day, sweetie? What would you like for dinner, hon? Shall I rub your feet now or later?” Alice went back to her normal tone. “It sickens me really. I think I’ve made a mistake.”


    Alice realized she had really erred when she saw the looks on the other women’s faces change. It was as if they looked at each other without really doing so. The light she had initially seen and mistaken for openness and caring had faded to something else—something just as alive, but more muted and unreadable. The light went from the front to the back of their eyes and had a gloating quality about it. A satisfied edge.


    “But Alice,” Megan began, putting down her teacup, “surely this is just part of the transition. I mean, you guys have only been married for…what is it again?”


    “Three years.”


    “Three years. You’re still adjusting I bet. That’s all. Especially with those two babies you’ve got at home…no wonder you’re stressed!” The other women joined in the light, phony laughter. “I had mine three years apart so I had a little more time to adjust.”


    The other women nodded, agreeing that they too, had done something differently and were therefore not as harassed as Alice but at the same time, they understood her position.


    “Yes, the first few years are usually the most difficult,” Susan agreed. “I had my own doubts at times but I always came back to the realization that with Dan is where I’m supposed to be. That we are to brave this life together him and I; I’m supposed to take care of him.”


    “But don’t you ever get bored?” Alice couldn’t help asking.


    “Heavens, there’s so much to do! Alice, really, what more could you want? There’s the house to keep, the children to groom and raise, the husband to look after—he’s the one working his butt off for the household, he deserves all the love and support you can give him. I mean, how could you not be busy with all the ironing, sewing, cooking…”


    “But that’s not what I mean. Look, I’m just saying my brain gets bored. Don’t you ever feel like…”


    “Alice, I don’t know anyone who’s one hundred percent excited every second of their lives. I mean, what do you want to do—walk on the moon?”


    More hollow group laughter.


    Alice would have felt the sting of ridicule had what Megan said not been so ridiculous itself.


    “Of course there are ups and downs, you feel like doing new things…”


    “Exactly! I always feel like doing new things, things that involve learning, discoveries, skills…”


    “But you have to appreciate the everyday new things Alice. A new tooth growing in your child’s mouth or a new word said, a new recipe to try…”


    “You guys aren’t getting it. What I mean is—okay, for example, I had gotten a scholarship to…”


    “Oh. Well, what good is a scholarship when you husband’s going to be the one putting education to use?”


    “But I have a brain too! I need to feed it; I can’t just let it go to waste. It’s just so difficult sometimes—I have needs too.”


    “Of course you do. But it’s your job to make sure your husband’s needs are met. That’s your real job—taking care of your family. Women are always responsible for the next generation—we have the greatest responsibility of all. You really think we can take on more?”


    But I’m not made of the same stuff as you! I don’t think I can live this way! her thoughts screamed. But Alice knew it was useless to try to further explain how she felt. These women were all resigned to their roles and perhaps, saw no way out.


    She sighed.


    “I hope it gets easier. I’m really not sure I can do this, but I’ll try,” her mouth said, as she hoped to erase the dissension she had created.


    They seemed to smile at her words without their mouths moving.


    You will learn, their eyes said.


    ***


    Alice wondered why it was that her unhappiness was not enough of a reason to want out of her marriage. What did George have to do for her to be excused in wanting to leave him? Did he have to cheat on her? He cheated her out of her zest for life—was that not enough? Even then she knew other wives would insist she stay, or at least, silently applaud her for sticking it out if he did cheat on her—even if he had an affair with a different woman every now and then. Like Helen’s husband. And Helen stayed; she was a loyal wife. She was doing what she was supposed to be doing even if her husband wasn’t, and that was admirable. A proper lady and wife must follow the rules.


    So did George have to beat her in order for her wanting to leave him to be excusable? He pummeled her spirit—why was that not enough? Even then she knew they’d approve if she stayed, especially if him hitting her was seldom and the injuries were minor—a slap here, a push there. Joanna’s husband did it, and she stayed. She knew that sometimes she made him do it by being slow to understanding his needs at times, and sometimes he was just drunk and he was an angry drunk—easily irritable.


    Alice wondered if they wanted her to wait until he killed her. She had already been dying a little every day; he was killing her slowly, choking her to death. Why couldn’t she want to leave because he was sucking her lifeblood dry? Why did her happiness not matter?


    Alice remembered a classmate of hers from high school. Leslie seemed a charmed girl—pretty and slim with shampoo-commercial-like blond hair and big blue eyes. People thought she was even prettier than Farrah Fawcett. She also scored well academically, an honors student. On top of that, she was a good person—friendly, sweet. People wanted to dislike her—they wanted her to be a bitch or a snob so they could think she was full of herself and they could in turn, turn up their nose at her, gossip about her, rip her to pieces, but she did not give them the chance.


    She dated a popular, handsome guy at school, a guy with honey-colored wavy hair, kind brown eyes and a dimpled smile. It was a storybook romance. They ended up marrying and having two children, a boy and a girl. A perfect family. They were as happy as could be according to everyone’s perception, seeming to live a charmed life together. But when one of their children died of pneumonia, Alice remembered the way some of her old fellow classmates relayed news of the tragedy. She was amazed that it seemed some of them could barely contain their satisfaction. While their mouths expressed their condolences and how terrible it was to lose a child, how sorry they felt for her, their eyes and tones seemed to say something else. Alice thought she saw and heard in them something along the lines of: Welcome to real life sister. It’s about time you’ve joined us in misery/unhappiness/ill-fortune at last.


  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    


    


    Saturday, July 1st 2006


    Alice surveyed the family room. By the time she had gotten home, a few people had already left, or not shown up at all. But the immediate family, George’s college friends, and some other folks were still there.


    Everyone was mingling and mixing, save for David who sat on the couch eating a sandwich. One of his little girls sat there talking to him for a few moments, but then she bounded off.


    Alice watched Elaine and Miriam as they chatted with each other, her eyes staying on Elaine for a few seconds.


    Elaine was smiling—a rare sight to Alice, her eyes bright and wide with interest as she talked with Miriam.


    Alice had forgotten the two were pretty close.


    Miriam had kept in touch with Elaine over the years, checking on her even after Alice was able to take on the mothering role alone. Miriam would call Elaine on the telephone and vice versa.


    Alice often wondered what they talked about.


    Seeing her daughter occupied and David currently by himself she seized the opportunity to find out more about Elaine.


    Alice went over and sat next to David, convinced they would have a few minutes to themselves. David looked over at her in surprise, but it seemed to be pleasant surprise.


    “Well, hello, Mrs. Owens...”


    “Oh, please. Call me Alice. How many times do I have to say that?”


    Alice smiled at him, trying to let him know it was truly all right to do so. She hoped he would listen.


    “I’m not sure I’d feel right about doing that seeing as how you’re my mom’s age and all. I’m sorry ma’am. Hope you’re not offended. I don’t mean nothin’ by it.”


    Alice thought his manners and the way he looked as he said his apology were adorable, even if she found his Texan drawl a bit annoying. She could forgive him this one offense for being so cute.


    “Goodness, whatever suits you David. So tell me, what did you think of the service?”


    David paused a moment.


    “Well, I think y’all did a pretty good job of putting it all together.”


    “And the food?” She indicated a nearby tray.


    “Real good. Nice of y’all to arrange this here get-together, give everybody a chance to talk to each other, remember Mr. Owens and…”


    “David, tell me about my daughter,” Alice interrupted, impatient to get to the real reason she wanted to talk to him.


    David looked at her with a puzzled expression.


    “What do you mean, ma’am? Don’t you know your daughter?”


    “Not as you do,” Alice said.


    “Well...I’m not sure you can ever know her as I do ma’am, just as I could never know her the way you do; people tend to be a little different to different people. But tell me what you want to know, I’ll see what I can do.”


    His expression still reflected slight confusion.


    Surely he knew about the relationship between her and Elaine, and therefore, he must know they did not have one.


    Was he assuming mothers knew their daughters regardless of whether they were best friends or strangers? Or had he only heard part of the story?


    “Tell me everything you can. Her likes, dislikes. What does she like to do for fun for example? And how is she at work? How much does she like her job? I want to know my daughter as a mother, a wife, a person. I want to know if she’s happy.”


    He looked away, a pensive look creeping onto his face for a moment.


    “Well, she likes to go running…actually, I’m not sure she likes it, but she certainly does it every day. And she loves our daughters, no question ‘bout that.”


    “Did she want boys?”


    “She didn’t seem to be particular but she was pretty thrilled when each girl arrived. She wanted to be a great mom, and she thought she could especially do that with little girls.”


    Alice nodded for him to go on.


    “She loves Doritos so it’s hard for her because she’s pretty disciplined and won’t indulge herself. It’s her treat—just one small bag when she accomplishes something.”


    “That must be quite often.”


    “Well, not just any old accomplishment. More like when she stays away from them for three months or something.” He laughed. “And the day she eats them, she exercises a little more than usual. On the treadmill, or hiking a little longer…”


    “So she’s a fitness nut. A health nut.”


    “Well, not exactly—I wouldn’t say she’s crazy about it. But she’s certainly serious and pretty consistent about it. She eats pretty healthily, works out all the time whenever she can. That’s her only weakness, those Doritos. Other than that, she reads a lot. Brushes up on old cases, keeps up with new ones. She sings to our daughters when they cry…”


    “Can she sing? Does she have a good voice? What kind of songs does she sing to them?”


    David laughed.


    “She can’t really sing worth a lick, but she’s not unbearable. And the girls like it. And that’s all that matters to her.” He chuckled. “There was this one time though, Amber said…”


    As much as Alice’s original intention was to find out about her daughter, she found David’s words drifting away from her comprehension as she ended up watching him instead. She watched him as he smiled when he thought about various aspects of his wife that he found funny or cute. She watched as he searched his brain to appease her request, digging up as many tidbits that he could, things he remembered about Elaine that made her uniquely her. She watched as he was able to successfully speak extensively about her, finding nugget after nugget. She watched his excitement grow. But most of all, she watched how he loved her daughter, how he admired her, respected her. Knew her. And she loved him for it.


    Alice smiled at what she realized must have been an inappropriate point in his sentence because he stopped what he was saying and looked at her, his expression reflecting worry.


    “Something wrong, ma’am?” he asked cautiously.


    Alice shook her head.


    “Nothing. Just—she sounds wonderful. You sound very happy with her.”


    David’s smile was wide.


    “Oh, ma’am. That ain’t even the half of it. She’s a real dedicated mom, and she’s passionate about her work. I love her focus and determination. And on top of all that, she still manages to be a great wife. A great person. She’s talented, smart, and she’s loving. I always believed she’s what I needed to complete my life. And she is. She’s all I need. All I’ve ever wanted.”


    Alice squeezed his hand.


    “I believe you.”


    ***


    “Don’t be so hard on your mother.”


    Miriam stared at Elaine, unblinking.


    Elaine was surprised, caught off guard not only because the conversation they’d been having had nothing to do with her mother in the least, but because Miriam had never outright told her how to feel about her mother before; she had never really taken sides. For as long as she had known her aunt, Miriam stayed away from the topic for the most part. Elaine was usually the one to bring up her mother for discussion and Miriam would only listen, saying nothing. She just let her vent.


    Furthermore, the words that had gone through her mind just a few seconds ago were: So help me Alice, if I find out you had anything to do with my father’s death, I will prosecute you myself.


    “What are you talking about?” Elaine asked, and she felt a slight fear, one that told her she was about to be asked to confront something she was not yet ready to or perhaps would never be.


    “No time for games, Elaine, you know exactly what I mean. Don’t be so hard on her. She’s had a rough time.”


    There was no way Miriam could have known what she was thinking right before she gave her command so she figured Miriam could only be referring to one thing.


    Elaine felt her usual bricks start joining together to build their wall around her.


    She distracted herself by looking at her shoe.


    “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that was an excuse.”


    “What do you know about your mother?” Miriam asked.


    She did not ask it in a rude way at all; it was a genuine question, and Miriam’s pale eyes reflected her curiosity, as if she was wondering about it just now for the first time. Still, Elaine knew that no matter what she said, it would not be enough. Miriam had a plan. In any case, she could easily admit to herself that she knew nothing, and the realization of how little she really knew about her mother struck her with a force that she was sure it caused the look of satisfaction that crept onto Miriam’s face.


    “You don’t know a whole lot do you? Do you know anything about her life growing up?”


    Miriam’s eyes pierced hers.


    “That’s hardly relevant to anything…”


    “It’s not? Then why are you so mean to her? If she did anything to you while growing up it can’t be relevant then, can it?”


    Elaine silently conceded her point but patiently waited for her career skills to jump in.


    Miriam still did not let her get away.


    “Well? Tell me what you know…”


    “So I don’t know anything. All I know is that she was a horrible mother. She was never there for me!”


    Elaine knew she was on dangerous ground. She felt something in her start to break, and she knew she was dangerously close to tears. After years of bottling up her hurt and anger, she was on the verge of having the cap pop off. Like a balloon—one pop and the air released, leaving a deflated shrunken piece of latex. She struggled to find a change in subject but it was too late; Miriam had her in her trap. She gritted her teeth and held her tears at bay, promising herself Doritos if she made it.


    “This is all I want to say,” Miriam began, “you can’t close yourself off when you have insufficient information. Let me ask you this—do you know your mother’s own mother died after giving birth to her?”


    Elaine shook her head. She knew her grandmother had died a long time ago, but she had never questioned the cause.


    “Do you know that her father sent her to his sister to raise?” Miriam continued, “For about four years? Do you know that he r-married when she was five, had another child, then sent her off to one of his sisters again when she began puberty? Do you know that it also coincided with the birth of his third child? His second child with her stepmother? Do you know that her father never sent back for her?”


    “I still don’t think that’s any excuse. She’s my mother for Christ's sake!” But Elaine now felt she was partially lying to herself.


    “She’s a human being first. Those might not be excuses, but they are reasons—and although not necessarily directly related to her relationship with you, they are in the background of her choices. And don’t think that’s the whole story because it’s not; people usually have a lot more going on, a lot more baggage than they ever let on. As you know very well, there’s usually a reason for the way people are, the things they do, how they react to different situations—whether we think they’re justified or not. Your hatred for her—the events that led up to it, are they excuses or reasons? Are you excused from loving your mother?”


    “I should think so,” Elaine mumbled.


    “Well, then, as you feel justified, having reasons or excuses for why you feel the way you do, do you at least understand that there might be reasons why she was not the mother you wanted her to be? Can you at least understand that?”


    Elaine did not answer.


    Her curiosity was piqued; her mother had never mentioned any siblings, but then again, they hadn’t exactly been on speaking terms. In any case, she could change the subject at last.


    “These siblings of hers—did she keep in touch with them?”


    Miriam shrugged.


    “I doubt it. I do know that they all went to her father’s funeral about fifteen years ago. I’m not sure they spoke much before or after that; in fact, I’m not even sure they spoke then.”


    Elaine looked over at her mother, finding herself wondering about her life for the first time. She could not imagine living life without the close relationship she had with her brother and father. And now she realized they had something in common: growing up without a mother. Elaine had had Miriam who was in and out of the role, while her mother was also reared by an aunt or two.


    Furthermore, what were those other things that happened to her Miriam had been hinting at? What could possibly be worse than parental rejection? What else could have helped to make her the seemingly detached, indifferent person she was? A despicable mother—at least to her?


    For the first time in her life, Elaine started to wonder if that wasn’t the person Alice was born to be after all.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    


    


    Elaine’s girls were adorable, and one even looked like Alice when she was that age.


    As she watched her granddaughters, she thought about the time she nearly drowned Elaine.


    She was giving her a bath when she got the idea—although it was not so much an idea as it was an impulse.


    Elaine was fussing around as usual and she was soaping her up, holding the back of her head and neck as she did so. She released the baby’s head and let her go under the water, assisting her by placing fingertips to her tiny chest. The baby flailed her arms, her large blue eyes looking up at her, bubbles coming out of her mouth as she cried, her muffled ‘wah’ almost making Alice giggle. Alice watched her for a few seconds then pulled her up, helping her get the water out. The child coughed and choked and cried as soon as she could.


    Afterward, Alice felt nothing but wonder—wonder that she had done such a thing, wonder at what had stopped her; after all, she had not been thinking about what would happen to her when George found out, how he would feel, nor had she thought of what she would say in her defense after, what story she would have to make up, whether or not she could be charged with murder. Alice did not wonder about any of those things. She only wondered what it would be like to see her child finally go limp.


    Alice felt tears form and fall and did nothing to stop them; she hardly even noticed them as she dragged herself through the memory: the pink baby, screaming her lungs out, taking in water, coming back to life. She thought about what her life would have been like had she gone through with it. While she was miserable at the time, right now, at this moment, she had no regrets about it. Her daughter had grown into a responsible adult, a good mother and wife. She had done well by birthing her. She only hoped that someday, Elaine could forgive her. And she wished she could somehow bring about that someday sooner than later.


    Tears kept coming.


    Alice couldn’t stop them, and didn’t want to.


    “What’s the matter, grandma?”


    The little voice startled her out of her state.


    “Oh! Jade.” Alice wiped her face. “Everything’s all right, darling—grandma’s just a little sad, that’s all.”


    “Because grandpa died?”


    Jade looked up at her with curious blue eyes, holding a teddy bear close to her with one arm.


    Alice put her hand on the child’s head.


    “Yes, dear. That and other reasons.”


    “Do you miss him?”


    Alice nodded.


    “I miss your mom too.”


    Alice didn’t mean to say it but there was no taking it back. Besides, the child would not know what to do with the information anyway, how to process it. She would not understand the history behind it.


    “But mommy’s right there!” She pointed. “How can you miss her? You’re so silly, grandma—why don’t you just go talk to her?”


    Alice smiled, thinking about how similar Amber and Jade were.


    “Your mom’s busy right now, sweetheart. And she usually has a lot going on. It’s okay, Jade. Don’t worry about me. Just a sad day, that’s all.”


    Jade still looked at her in confusion, like she could not understand what the big deal was. To her, all problems and solutions were simple.


    Once Alice composed herself, she went to the kitchen for a drink of water. She surveyed the room again and noticed that Miriam was now alone and heading for the kitchen, right for her. Alice waited until she was within a few feet away from her then called out to her.


    “So Miriam—how’s Fred? How come you decided not to bring him?”


    Miriam’s expression turned sober.


    “Well, Alice, to tell you the truth, he doesn’t know George is dead.”


    Alice felt her mouth slacken.


    “What do you mean? Why haven’t you told him?”


    Miriam shook her head. “Not a good idea. My dad—he’s eighty-two. And he’s not exactly senile or anything, so it’s not like if I tell him he wouldn’t understand or remember who George is. He would know it. And he would hate it. And frankly, I think he would die from it if he knew.”


    Alice understood fully, and didn’t think Miriam needed to explain anymore, but Miriam wasn’t done.


    “Parents don’t like to bury their children—not unless they actually hate them of course, and wouldn’t mind killing them themselves. I’m not sure how common the latter is, but it’s certainly not the case with my dad. Look, my mom was his world, and I believe she was always number one with him. When she died he wasn’t the same. He remarried and everything, but I don’t think George’s mom or anyone else was able to measure up.


    “My dad and George may not have been close, but he has been wanting to reach out to George recently; make peace before he dies for not treating him well. George has been refusing to see or talk to him. Of course I visit my dad as often as I can but you know how I’m all over the place. We were all he had left, and now, I’m all he has left. And I’m not sure I’m enough reason for him to stick around.” Her voice softened. “And I need him to.”


    Alice was struck by the vulnerability in Miriam’s voice, the vulnerability seeping from her in general at that moment, for it was the first time she saw her so raw, heard her lay her fears and emotions bare. For that moment in time, she was a normal person, a regular human being, and Alice felt herself sympathizing with her. Here was this adventurous, independent spirit, admitting guilt over not visiting her father often enough, admitting her suspicions and insecurities regarding where she stood with him, admitting her reluctance to lose him.


    Alice rubbed Miriam’s shoulder in support and was about to refute her last words when Miriam said:


    “I actually thought about bringing him on the reservation with me, but I’m afraid if I offer to take him out of the home now, he’ll want to stop here and talk to George first. But I really want to take him from there, especially since George won’t be visiting. Yes, it’s something for him to hang around looking forward to, but he’ll be disappointed after a while. Someone might even slip the news to him at the home, someone who might hear about this. I’d prefer he get out, stretch his legs, get one last whiff of life. Who could thrive all cooped up with nowhere to go and nothing to look at but the four corners of your room? Or at best, the two-hundred square yards of your ‘home?’ And he can’t even do that what with being blind and all. Personally, I would rather be dead.”


    ***


    After light chatter and mingling with other guests, the boy finally made his way over to Alice while his mom stayed chatting with Mark.


    Alice watched him approach, not taking her eyes off of him for a moment and he did the same.


    Then Alice briefly looked around, momentarily self-conscious.


    “Hi, Alice,” he said, holding out his honey-colored hand as he reached her.


    She nodded in acknowledgement, ignoring his hand, still staring him in the eye.


    “Hello, Rick.”


    He dropped his arm to his side.


    “It’s nice to see you again—even if the feeling is not mutual,” he said, giving her a wry smile.


    Alice said nothing, just watched him for a few moments.


    “So what have you been telling people?” she said at last, unable to get past her fear.


    He smiled and looked down briefly, but it was not a smile of mirth.


    “Nothing you would disapprove of.”


    She nodded again, believing him, but still curious.


    “But what have you been saying? Someone must have asked.”


    “I just told them my mom was a friend of George’s and that I came along with her. All of it true of course. The other parts of the truth were left under rug swept, just as you would prefer it.”


    Still, Alice was not satisfied.


    “Did no one ask how your mother knew George?”


    “Most were not so forward. For the one that was, I told her that she would have to ask my mom directly.”


    Alice nodded in approval. It was probably Elaine who had questioned him.


    “You’re a good boy,” she said.


    His smile disappeared. “Don’t patronize me.”


    Alice relaxed at last. “I meant nothing by it—honestly. I’m just glad that you were so considerate. I appreciate it.”


    One corner of her mouth went up.


    He gave her a skeptical look.


    “Really now, my husband’s death is enough for me to deal with; I don’t need nosy people on top of it all, bothering me about details.”


    He let out a breath and looked away briefly.


    “It’s not my fault, Alice.”


    She found herself letting out a breath as well.


    “I know dear—I’m not blaming you. I try not to at least. We are both victims of the circumstances—I’m fully aware of that.”


    Rick gave her a contemplative look.


    “I’m not sure you are.”


    When Rick left, Alice looked at the diminishing crowd once more.


    Would anyone notice she was missing?


    Everyone seemed deeply engaged in conversation with someone else, but surely, someone would look for her at some point.


    She thought about telling Drew she was slipping out for a few moments, but he would probably ask too many questions. Elaine—well, Elaine could not care less, she was sure of it; besides, she was afraid to approach her.


    Miriam was probably the best solution.


    Miriam nodded in understanding when Alice told her of her plans to take a drive, but Alice knew if she had an inkling where she was actually going, Miriam would not be so understanding. Not that she would do anything to upset Miriam deliberately, but Miriam would definitely be suspicious of her intentions and would not appreciate her plan.


    Or did Miriam already suspect it and simply did not mind? Alice never knew with her.


    Alice got in her car and started driving. She knew that by the time she returned home, most would be gone and that was fine with her. She had business to take care of on George’s behalf for the final time.


  


  
    PART TWO: GEORGE


    


    Excerpt from Journal #9—05/22/1978:


    


    Secrets—we all have them don’t we? Some secrets we would proudly reveal at age ninety-three, having kept something so juicy so long to ourselves, and since we would be on our way out of this life, consequences would not matter. But other secrets, we wouldn’t want anyone to find out about, even after we’re long dead. Secrets can start relationships, secrets can end them. But we all have them; there is no open book.


    


    Excerpt from Journal #4—03/14/1974:


    


    I always feel like he’s living a double life and that I’m living half of one.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    


    


    October 27th 1973


    Bloomington, Illinois


    George, Robert and Mark drove around aimlessly in Robert’s brown Chevy pickup for a while. They had left The Lucca Grill relatively early with Robert drinking too much too fast, so they had more time to kill with each other before going back to their own homes and lives, but they couldn’t decide what to do next.


    Usually two of them would ride in the back of the truck, but with winter slowly creeping up on them, the night air convinced them all to squeeze inside where it was guaranteed to be warmer—at the least, no assault and battery by the wind.


    Robert wasn’t even driving his own truck tonight; as far as they were concerned, he was in no shape to drive, and it wasn’t just the few drinks he had—Robert was stoned.


    Mark decided to pull the truck over to a spot that used to be popular with young lovers, but since the murder of a young couple not too long ago, not many ventured to go there anymore.


    Tonight, it was deserted.


    Mark came to a stop, parked haphazardly, and they all hopped out.


    There was a streetlight somewhat nearby, shedding just a touch of an ivory glow on the area. George and Mark leaned against the truck, while Robert picked imaginary burrs off his shoe. Then he stood up and stared at the sliver of light as if it were the most fascinating thing on earth.


    Mark lit a cigarette then started talking. No one was listening. George figured Mark’s plan was for them to spend a little time out there to give Robert’s high some time to wear off although he knew Mark would not let him drive any more tonight anyway.


    Suddenly Mark’s monologue came to a halt and there was a long moment of silence.


    Robert seemed to no longer think his clothes were attacking him and turned to George.


    “Hey, what do you want to be when you grow up man?”


    George was annoyed by the question, and found Robert’s sincere look punch-worthy. But he reminded himself it was a sensible question and decided to answer.


    Mark even turned toward him, his blue eyes fixed in interest, blowing smoke out of his mouth as he removed his cigarette.


    “Well,” said George, “although I’m the only man here since I got me a wife, a child and a job, I’ll tell you what I used to want to be: a pilot.”


    Robert started laughing.


    George ignored him.


    “Still wouldn’t mind gettin’ me a license, but I got my priorities right.”


    Robert eventually stopped laughing seeing that George didn’t join in.


    “You serious, man? Well, why don’t you just go to pilot school then?”


    “Why don’t you just shut up? I don’t have time for that extra shit—I just said I gotta take care of my family.”


    George looked away for a moment, allowing himself to simmer down before turning the question back over to Robert.


    “So what about you, Cavelli?” he asked.


    “Me?” Robert grinned. “A cop.”


    George thought Robert was just about the last person anyone should allow near any kind of force, but said:


    “Well, lucky you, you don’t need a degree—or even a high school diploma—for that.” George smiled at him. Then he asked: “So why a cop?”


    Robert’s grin made George think of an old toothless ghost.


    “I wanna hunt down niggers like...what’s his name? The one that raped that white girl the other day? Yeah, I got somethin’ for guys like that.”


    George didn’t know what to say.


    “So, you just want to go after coloreds.”


    “Shit, I’d git the white ones too; I’d kick anybody’s ass.”


    He started laughing, his laugh part hyena, part-donkey.


    George felt a change in temperature.


    “Seriously though—suppose it was your daughter or summin’ like that? My sister was raped by a whole group o’ fellas a couple years back. Weren’t no negroes though. Messed her up real bad.”


    George barely heard the last part of his sentence. His daughter? Raped? He couldn’t imagine it. Strangers just violating somebody like that? Somebody who wasn’t asking for it or playing coy? That just wasn’t right.


    It was time to change the subject.


    He turned to Mark.


    “So what about you, Mark…”


    The question caught in George’s throat as they all paused, hearing a rustling not far away. They turned toward the noise and watched the bushes. George thought it might be a good time for them to all to hop in the truck and get out of there, especially considering what had happened at that same spot not long ago. But neither Robert nor Mark looked particularly afraid; instead they looked riveted, curious; waiting for the mystery to solve itself.


    The rustling came closer. George hoped it was a raccoon.


    “Hey—who’s that?” Mark called out.


    He sounded brave, but didn’t look it anymore.


    The rustling stopped. They kept their eyes on the area the sound was coming from.


    A figure started coming out of the shadows.


    Mark quickly got Robert’s flashlight from the car. The figure put his hands up to show he was unarmed although they still couldn’t see him clearly.


    Then the figure spoke.


    “I…I need a ride outta here, guys—can you help me? Please?”


    He sounded rather pitiful, so much so that George momentarily forgot his fear.


    “You should come out into the light there, buddy,” Mark said.


    The figure emerged.


    Mark shined the flashlight on him.


    They were surprised to see a young, black man.


    He had the look of a cornered animal in his eyes, scared for his life.


    George felt uneasy.


    “Who’re you running from there, buddy? We ain’ gone be no accomplices.”


    Mark’s voice still sounded steady.


    George didn’t mind Mark appointing himself the spokesperson at all; in fact, he wasn’t even sure if his voice still worked.


    “Please—I didn’t do nothin’.”


    The fellow kept his hands up as if he had been confronted by the police, desperate to show he was no threat. George even thought he saw tears glistening in the fellow’s eyes.


    George somehow believed him—he looked harmless enough. And scared out of his wits.


    George felt his heart calm down, his pulse stop racing.


    “I’m just trying to get away from them,” the guy said, pointing behind him, at nobody as far as George could see. “They’re trying to get me, but I didn’t do it!”


    Mark studied him for a moment.


    “Well, you seem trustworthy enough I guess. You’re unarmed and outnumbered at least, so I don’t see why we couldn’t…”


    “Holy shit!”


    They all turned to Robert who was staring at the stranger.


    “Looks like that nigger who…”—he looked more closely—“That’s him! He raped that white girl!”


    The stranger’s eyes widened and he turned as if to run but Robert was behind him in no time. He tackled him to the ground which George found himself marveling at—Robert’s frame was much smaller than this guy’s solid build.


    Robert rolled with him on the ground, throwing punches while trying to keep him down.


    “Let’s get ‘im!” Robert said. “He’s a rapist! And a murderer! Help me out here—I feel a gun on ‘im!”


    Mark and George finally ran up to help. George felt stupid for initially taking the stranger at his word.


    George held him down while Mark started to search him. The stranger was trying to say something but Robert held his face in the ground with one hand, the other trying to land some more blows.


    “Come on y’all, get you some!”


    George thought about Elaine and rolled him over to punch him in the stomach. Mark hesitated for a moment, then brought the flashlight down on his arm while telling him to give up his gun. Robert was landing punches and kicks where he could. He even stood to give his kicks more force, bringing his foot down on the stranger’s face.


    “Hold him back! Hold him down!” he said as the young man tried to wiggle away.


    Robert had gotten a good number of strikes in but the guy was still going strong.


    George wasn’t sure what they were going to do with him and Mark looked like he was trapped in the same confusion. They obviously couldn’t take him with them, and George didn’t feel right leaving him there where he could pull out that gun of his and take them out one by one. Speaking of which—why hadn’t Mark found it yet?


    Too late, George noticed that Robert had a large rock in his hand.


    He hadn’t noticed when Robert had left for a moment to go and get it but there he was with an unnerving look in his eyes.


    George understood then what people were talking about when they said the hairs on the back of their neck rose.


    George finally found his voice again.


    “Hey, Bobby, you sure…” but his voice quavered. He could go no further. He felt frozen in place unlike Mark who let go of the boy and got out of the way.


    “Bobby, stop it—that ain’t called for…!” George found his voice at last but had to move as Robert brought the rock down. Surely, the first blow was enough, but Robert lifted and brought the rock back down again and again.


    George looked away. By that time, Mark had gotten around Robert and stopped him from bring it down a fourth time.


    George turned to see him throw the rock aside, but couldn’t bring himself to look at the still figure on the ground.


    The rock fell to the ground with a thud. George saw Mark’s pained face as he briefly glanced down at the prone figure.


    “He,y where’s that gun you were talking about?” he asked Robert, his voice sounding hoarse. He was still awkwardly holding Robert’s arms behind him.


    Robert chuckled, and George’s own heart suddenly felt like a falling rock.


    “He ain’t had none on him—but how else was I gonna git you guys to help me out?”


    George finally forced his eyes to look at the fellow he knew would never move himself again. His lips were swollen, blood streaming down his crushed face, one eye bulging the other swollen shut.


    George looked away again, feeling bile start to rise in his throat.


    “Hey, we can’t tell no one ‘bout this—y’all understand that, right? Ever,” Robert said. “Served him right and all, but we might git in trouble.”


    George and Mark walked slowly toward the truck as if in a funeral procession, while Robert rushed ahead. It was definitely time to call it a night.


    They crammed into the truck once again, Mark at the wheel.


    “What’re you gonna tell your wife, George?” Mark asked, starting up the truck but leaving it in park. “You’re a mess.”


    George hadn’t thought about it.


    “I’ll make something up,” he said.


    “You better git your story straight,” Robert said. “Why don’t you tell her ‘bout that night in the bar. Tell her you was defendin’ Miriam. That way, you not really lyin’. Just usin’ a different date.”


    It was the smartest thing Robert had ever said.


    George nodded. “Yeah, that’s it. I’ll do that. I’ll do that.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Man, should we call an ambulance or what?”


    Mark shook his head gravely. “Don’t look like he’s gonna need it, buddy.”


    George had hoped he was wrong about his own assessment although it couldn’t be clearer the boy was dead.


    George tried to rationalize. He was a criminal. They just meant to punish him a little. Things just went too far…


    “But I guess we could still call it in,” Mark said. “First pay phone we get to.”


    He breathed deeply and finally put the truck in reverse. “Holy shit…” he said quietly.


    No one seemed to be able to say out loud what had just happened.


    “Hey, it’s all right man,” Robert piped up. “He just would’ve become a murderer anyway, that’s how it goes. My momma always said ‘a liar’s a thief and a thief’s a murderer.’ Same with that rapist. A criminal is a criminal.”


    George wondered what that made the three of them.


    “I don’t quite think it’s the same thing,” he said as Mark reversed out of the area and they sped off.


    “Eye for an eye,” Robert insisted, making George recall the boy’s eyes—his unseeing, pitiful eyes on his swollen, bloody face.


    He shook himself. He had to get a grip or Alice would suspect something. He had to stop himself from blurting out the truth.


    He looked over at Robert, then Mark.


    Robert looked like he had simmered down, a satisfied look in his eyes as he looked out the window like he had just eaten his fill at a delicious buffet. But Mark’s eyes stared straight ahead, focused. Burning with emotion. His mouth was set in a tight line, as if he was fighting again, but this time, himself. George knew things would never be the same between them again.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    


    


    Guilt. Or as his wife would say, “contrition”—or some other long-ass useless word she would use when a perfectly simple and shorter word would do.


    No matter the word, he couldn’t shake it, this guilt; couldn’t escape it.


    He felt like he was submerged under dark water in the grip of an octopus, its eight arms holding him tight and painfully near the surface of the water where he could almost but not quite reach for air and take a breath. The guilt was a bowling-ball sized burr on his shirt, an oversized tick on his skin. A beetle furrowing under it. It followed him in the shower, on his way to work and on his way home. It never let go, forming a permanent cloud over his head that he could sometimes swear was literally there and that other people could see.


    He helped kill a man.


    Even if he did not deliver the fatal blow, he participated in the murder by failing to act. He turned out to be, as Mark had initially mentioned in concern, an accomplice after all.


    When he found out that the guy had actually been innocent, he knew he would never be able to forgive himself. The guilt became a giant squid, looking him in the eye.


    How to alleviate it? How to get rid of it?


    He thought and thought about ways to help him break the grip of the octopus, to surface and breathe again.


    He started going with Alice to church but found he just ended up feeling guiltier.


    He tried praying and asking for forgiveness when he found a place and a moment completely to himself. This helped a little, but not enough. Still, he felt like if he kept making little prayer deposits he would have enough of a savings account to feel secure and be relieved of the debt that he owed to the family of this Thomas Gibson.


    Murdered Colored Man Innocent.


    When he saw the newspaper that night, the newspaper that Alice had in her hands and he realized their mistake, he nearly crumbled right there and then. Luckily, he was able to convince Alice it was just his empathetic broken heart. She would make his reaction fit what she knew of his emotional side and interpret his sorrow as him feeling bad for the poor stranger, when all he wanted to do was collapse from remorse.


    Wasn’t your mind supposed to protect you from moments like these? Make you black out? Why couldn’t he just lose consciousness, then reawaken with no memory of the event?


    But there was no protection, no hiding from it.


    He had to do something.


    He found himself compelled to attend the funeral of the boy. He sought out all the details, discovering it would be held just a few days after the unfortunate event, and not too far out of the way for him—about one hundred and forty miles and three hours there and back was nothing. His wife would think he was working. All he had to do was get dressed up; he didn’t think beyond that. Nothing else mattered but that he show up to that funeral. He had to say goodbye, had to apologize to the fellow secretly, and he felt like he had to be in his presence to do it.


    When the time came, he entered the church, intending to stay in the back and make himself as invisible as possible, but it was not possible; his skin stood out like a roach on white rice. A few of the attendees watched him in curiosity but it did not matter to him; it hardly even registered. He quickly identified the victim’s closest relations and felt compelled to talk to them as soon as he could get a chance.


    Although he had gotten many curious looks, it surprised him that no one actually stopped to question him when the service was complete. He was the one to seek out the bawling older woman who he assumed was Thomas’s mother.


    He waited until she was near, then asked her if he could talk to her for a few moments. Her curiosity was probably greater than her need to stay in grieving mode for she allowed him to pull her aside. Her teary eyes held question marks on her chocolate-colored face. A younger lady was with her and stayed with her as they went off to the side, away from the bulk of the crowd moving out of the church.


    “Mrs. Gibson?” he said. She nodded. He held out his hand and she took it. “I…I’m a friend of Tom’s and I just wanted to express my sincerest condolences to you.” He held her hands in his. The young girl with her watched him in suspicion.


    “Why, thank you, son—I appreciate that. But who are you, if I may ask? How did you know my boy?”


    George let out a breath and gave a small smile, throwing his hands in the air.


    “Well, it was a chance meeting, and then we were connected forever. That’s the best way to put it.”


    The woman smiled kindly at him.


    “Well, that sure is sweet. I’m glad my Tommy had a friend like you.” She turned to the young girl. “This here is Candace, Tommy’s sister. Did you meet her already?”


    “Actually, no.”


    He put his hand out to shake hers. She finally raised her head so that the hat was not obscuring so much of her face. He noticed she was quite pretty.


    “Nice to meet you,” she said, although her tone did not match her words, nor did her mahogany hand meet his for a shake. “What was your name again?”


    “Oh, I’m sorry. George. I’m George.”


    “And where did you say you met my brother again?”


    “We met...” It was the first time he had to use his brain to think up a lie. Would she know if he said the wrong thing? A bar? My brother did not go to bars. Tommy did not buy gas from that station—he didn’t have a car. He remembered the obituary, and something about Thomas’s love for sports—basketball and football in particular.


    “We met on a basketball court,” he said.


    He was afraid Candace would ask which one but she remained quiet. Perhaps his answer satisfied her for now, and she did not want to make a scene or potentially invite more stress in front of her mother. She gave him a look that suggested their conversation was not over.


    “I have something to give you,” he said impulsively to Mrs. Gibson. “Where should I drop it off?”


    She looked surprised as expected, but gave him their address anyway.


    He did not know exactly what he would bring them—flowers maybe—but he knew he was starting to feel better already despite fearing he’d feel more guilt with the sorrow of those Thomas left behind in his face. He gained hope he could make amends, even if it could never bring Thomas back or cancel out his crime. Only good could come of his intentions after all; he certainly couldn’t make things any worse.


    ***


    When he visited the Gibsons, he had a bouquet of flowers in his hand, store-bought with a few handpicked additions from his wife’s garden. His heart warmed at the welcoming look on Mrs. Gibson’s face and her wide smile as she received the flowers. It was good to see, but still, not enough. He needed to do more.


    He presented Candace with flowers as well and she took them with a small smile in return. He couldn’t tell if she meant it.


    “Thank you,” she said. “But you didn’t have to do this.”


    “I wanted to,” he replied. “I know Tom was a special guy and he really loved you guys. Even though I know flowers don’t do much, I knew I had to give these to you and your mother. He would have wanted me to, as a way of showing you he’s still around.”


    He mentally patted himself on the back for the latter part of his mini-speech. Mrs. Gibson’s smile grew.


    “Would you like to come in?” she said, inviting him into their modest home.


    He had been perfectly content with standing on the outside looking in, but he could not turn away or deny any invitation or request from this bereaved woman. He could not risk offending her and undoing all of the positive energy he was beginning to feel as a result of her warmth toward him.


    “I would love that, ma’am.”


    He stepped inside their home. It was smaller than he was used to but it seemed comfortable and well lived-in. Mrs. Gibson gave him a small tour and he tried to keep a solemn face whenever a photograph of the handsome young man he helped kill smiled at him, but he felt himself in danger of breaking down every time—of suddenly blurting out that he was sorry he helped murder him. Thankfully, his guilt could easily be interpreted as sorrow at his death. Mrs. Gibson even gave him reassuring pats on the back at times making him realize that his face had morphed into something so pitiful that she put aside her own grief to comfort him. This only made him feel worse.


    After the tour she sat him down on the mustard-colored couch in their small family room, sending Candace off to bring him something to drink.


    “So tell me what you knew about my Tommy.”


    He let out a breath for dramatic effect. He had prepared for such questions. He chose his words carefully.


    “To tell you the truth, Mrs. Gibson, I didn’t have enough time with him. We met that one time, had a conversation, connected, played a few games and not long after…” He shook his head, looking away. “I can tell you this—I knew he was a good guy, and he had a bright future ahead of him. I really can’t tell you how stricken I am by this tragedy.” He put a hand to his head as he leaned down, his elbow resting on his thigh. “I’m sorry.” He breathed a sigh. “My sense of loss in no way compares to yours, but I know a great loss when I see one. It’s a shame what that girl did to him. You had a good boy.”


    She nodded in pride.


    “Yes, my Tommy—he was. Had a golden heart that one. Had such dreams, such hopes for his life. He wanted to help people you know, others like him. To get into college, get a better life for themselves. He wanted a job that wouldn’t keep him away from his future family like his own daddy—he’s a trucker, my Al. Out right now traveling to Georgia. Be back in two, three days.”


    Candace returned with some water for both of them. She sat in the chair on George’s side.


    “Where do you live?” she asked. George always felt like he was in the witness chair and she was a lawyer cross-examining when she spoke to him.


    “I live in Bloomington.”


    “And you traveled all the way to Chicago again to bring some flowers? Couldn’t you have had them delivered?”


    “Candace…” her mother’s warning voice began.


    “I’m just sayin’…”


    “It’s okay, Mrs. Gibson, I understand your daughter’s concern. Partially.” He smiled at Candace. Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t mind talking to you and addressing any concerns you might have. I’ll drive down here anytime. This might sound silly, but being around you guys is almost like having Tom back again. I can see him in both of you.”


    Mrs. Gibson looked touched. She smiled at him again, her eyes welling up with tears. George was not sure if they were tears of happiness at his choice of words or just natural tears of sadness as her son’s name came up again. Or both.


    “You’re a sweet boy,” Mrs. Gibson said.


    George thanked her then stood up to leave.


    Mrs. Gibson rose as well. “Will you…come back sometime? I mean I know it’s out of your way but…”


    George considered it: Mrs. Gibson’s husband was on the road, her daughter her only company. Candace and Thomas were her only children and perhaps for her, having George around felt close to having Thomas back as well, whether it was just by virtue of having another male in the house around the same age, or someone who supposedly knew Thomas and carried pieces of his life with him. How could he deny her?


    “Anytime, Mrs. Gibson, anytime.”


    “Good. You may join us tomorrow for dinner if you want.”


    “How about lunch instead?”


    She nodded in agreement.


    They both saw him to the door, but Candace ventured further, seeing him off to his car. George suspected she did it so that they were out of ear’s reach of her mother, and she would be free to say what she really wanted to.


    “I don’t trust you or your story,” she said as they got to the car, looking him straight in the eye. “I don’t know why, but I don’t.”


    “Candace, I can assure you, I have nothing but goodwill toward you and your family. Tom was a nice guy.”


    “He doesn’t like anyone calling him Tom,” she said, folding her arms. “Reminds him too much of ‘Uncle Tom.’”


    George shrugged. “We had a special connection. Maybe I’m the only one he allowed.”


    Candace laughed and it wasn’t one filled with warmth.


    “You really think of all people he’d let a white boy call him ‘Tom’ if it reminded him of ‘Uncle Tom’? You’re out of your goddamned mind.”


    “Candace, what really bothers you about me? Is it because I’m white and the girl who caused all this mess was white too?”


    He hoped he succeeded in shaking her off his trail.


    She did not answer. She merely looked at him for a few seconds, storm clouds in her eyes. Then she dropped her folded arms.


    “I’ll get to the bottom of this,” she said. “Your story’s fishy; you’re definitely hiding something.”


    “Candace, I don’t know what else to tell you, but…”


    She put her hand up.


    “See you tomorrow since you insist,” she said, turning to go back to the house.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    


    


    The next day George was able to make it back to the Gibsons without stirring up suspicion in Alice. She protested, but he was easily able to suggest that work was demanding and he needed to put in more hours and make as much money as he could. It was true after all, although not that particular day.


    When he got to the Gibsons, Candace was much nicer to him and Mrs. Gibson was as warm as she had been the day before. He suspected Mrs. Gibson had something to do with Candace’s change.


    He had never had a conversation with let alone eaten with a black family before recently, and he was looking forward to it. And now that it felt like Candace was off his back, he felt more relaxed.


    The food turned out to be quite tasty and he had to stop himself from insisting he come down to lunch or dinner every other day just to have a bite.


    He saw Candace smile for the first time as they were sitting down at the kitchen table, eating, talking about Tom. She had a beautiful smile, and a beautiful laugh. And her eyes had a way of sparkling as she did both.


    He found out she was nineteen and that she worked as a secretary. She was sharp and witty, and once, he caught her singing as her mother opened the door to him although she started humming instead when he came in. She had a beautiful voice.


    They started going on short walks after eating, where she spoke about her mother and her brother. Then they started talking about other things. Once, she darted out of the house, and when he asked Mrs. Gibson why she left so quickly, she explained Candace had a bus to catch. He then offered her—and insisted she pass his invitation on to her daughter—his own driving services when he was around and they wanted to go somewhere. He insisted it was no problem, he didn’t mind a few more minutes with them. Mrs. Gibson appeared touched once again. A white man chauffeuring us, she said. Well I’ll be. He smiled at her.


    Candace ended up taking him up on his offer every now and then, and on their drives, he learned about her hopes and dreams, her desires and fears. They were becoming great friends.


    George knew he was on dangerous ground but he didn’t care; he really liked her and enjoyed spending time with her.


    All his life thus far he had tried not to be like his father, but he knew it was there in him—this wandering eye. He thought that by marrying Alice he had proved himself to be a more worthy, stable partner. That he was better than his rolling stone of a father who had impregnated several girls over his life, two or more of them at the same time. His father eventually left his mother heartbroken and alone, scandalizing her in the process, and leaving her to take care of him by herself.


    His mother talked about being so despondent during her pregnancy when she found out about his father’s first indiscretion, that he was sure some of her emotions had influenced him in-utero making him insecure and needy by nature. Then he grew up watching his mother struggle to provide everything for him.


    His mother had a wistfulness about her that he wished he could lift. He never wanted to be the type of man that did that to a woman.


    George wasn’t even sure how many half brothers and sisters he had; he hadn’t met them all. Nor did he particularly care to come face-to-face with more of the carnage left behind by his father, seeing in their eyes what would surely be in his—the unanswered letters, the promises broken.


    His mother had tried to protect him from his father, realizing too late what kind of man he was. He had already proven himself to be a lousy romantic companion, but she also saw that he was a worthless paternal figure and did not want her son to be hurt or influenced by him. But George had insisted on being in contact with him in some way or other, trying to form some type of relationship.


    And then one day, his mother had finally gotten his father to agree to take him out to watch a baseball game. George was about six years old at the time, and he remembered being so excited about this special day. He got ready early, even cleaning behind his ears and tying his own laces to make sure he was neat like his mother tried to get him to be so his father could see he was a good boy and would like him better.


    His mother called and confirmed the pick-up time: four o’ clock.


    George asked his mother every couple of minutes what time it was.


    It’s only two fifty-seven George—why don’t you sit down and watch some of the television?


    Now, George it’s only three o’ nine. There’s plenty of time left. Just relax!


    It’s three eighteen honey—counting the minutes won’t make him come any faster!


    Three thirty-one. Three thirty-eight. Three forty-two.


    He realized now that back then, she did not have the heart to tell him to just shut up—he was so excited, so happy, she had no choice but to indulge him. She even had trouble hiding her own happiness on his behalf.


    Finally, George could contain himself no more. He got up from the couch and stood by the door. His mother took pity on him and opened the door, sitting outside on the porch with him. He kicked his legs in excitement, back and forth beneath the chair.


    At four-eleven, his leg-kicking slowed down. By four twenty-three, his legs had stopped kicking completely as he stood, looking eagerly down the road.


    At five o’ clock, his mother was trying to get him to go inside but he pulled away from her and kept looking longingly down the empty road. At five-twenty, she physically removed him from his seat and toward the door to go inside despite his protests.


    “But I might miss him!” he said, and somehow, her face said to him that he already had, although her mouth said: “He’ll blow his horn if he comes.”


    “But he’s still coming, isn’t he?” George asked as the door shut behind him.


    “I don’t know sweetie,” she said, but even then he knew she was lying.


    There were no apologies, no explanations given. He heard his mother shouting into the phone later at who must have been his dad. But all she said was “he forgot” through clenched teeth when she talked to him later.


    After that incident and his subsequent depression, his mother refused any more promises from his father. But George never gave up.


    When he was old enough, he tried, unsuccessfully, to meet him, talk to him. All of his attempts were met with lukewarm responses, if any at all.


    And then finally, after trying to get him to at least meet his first serious girlfriend, Selena, and being denied, he gave up.


    All he had to show over all the years was a pair of tennis shoes his father had sent to him when he was about nine. Still, they were a cherished pair of shoes. George wore them until he could wear them no more without being ridiculed. And even when they were beyond wear, he kept them.


    His father was shifty, indifferent, and unreliable, a liar and a cheater, but he was still his father. George still longed to be accepted by him someday, still felt a kind of love for him even though he was determined not to be like him. He would be his father’s opposite.


    ***


    George had been seeing Selena since their senior year in high school and throughout their first year of college. He’d had a few green, casual relationships before her, but they were simple and puppy-like, setting the stage for more mature, longer-term ones. He thought he was really in love with Selena, convinced they would marry someday. She was everything he wanted in a woman—cute, smart, and she adored him as far as he could tell. But Selena had a bit too much of an independent spirit for his liking. So much so, that she ended up transferring in their second year of college because it suited her needs more. George had been taken aback, having fully expected her to stay with him—how else could they make their relationship work? She was only a few states away but still, George got nervous with distance. He knew she was doing what was best for her, that she didn’t move because of him “breathing down her neck” like she’d told him before—just that the other school offered more of what she was looking for in terms of courses and school size.


    George planned to give their relationship his all—or most at least; after all, he really did love her, and she, him, as far as he could tell. They exchanged phone calls, letters. He visited her every now and then. He hoped it would all be enough, but he found himself needing more. He longed for more immediate and readily available contact.


    The phone calls, letters and visits continued into his first year with Alice. Alice had caught his eye and from the minute he saw those stunning eyes, that beautiful hair, that inviting smile, he knew he had to have her. Plus she seemed to have such independence in her eyes, and he had an irresistible desire to tame it, make her need someone else. He would make her his.


    Alice had found one of Selena’s letters to him once, and naturally, angrily confronted him about it. He was able to lie his way out of it, and pretty smoothly too, so he thought. An ex, he said, although he had never actually broken off his relationship with Selena. She’s still in love with me I guess, and can’t really accept that I’m with you now. Christ, and it’s been over a year! Honestly, if I didn’t know her, I’d be afraid of her stalking me but she’s harmless. She’ll get it.


    Well, you need to make it more clear to her! Alice had told him. She has to know that this is inappropriate. You’re just not hard enough on her. George, I know you can be a softie sometimes, but you’ve got to put your foot down.


    George finally broke it off with Selena not too long after the incident to ensure she did not show up on campus for a surprise visit although she had never visited before; George had encouraged her not to, promising to be the one to travel for their meetings. But even if she’d surprised him one day, he knew he’d have nothing to fear; the story was established with Alice. He would brush off the visit the same way he’d brushed off the letter. Besides, as far as he could tell, the campus was on his side. No one would tell their suspicions to Alice.


    In any case, he thought it safer to make Alice his only girl; she was a good substitute.


    He was convinced neither girl suspected the magnitude of his relationship with the other, so none would be hurt by it. All’s well that ends well.


    But Alice seemed to always suspect him of something.


    “Why do you have to have so many female friends?” she had asked him once. He proceeded to tell her about his childhood, displayed his emotional side.


    “What guy do you know chats about his feelings like this to another guy? Girls lend a sympathetic ear; they’re more compassionate. Guys would be like: ‘Man, are you gay?’”


    He could tell she understood where he was coming from but still, she saw no need for him to maintain such close relationships with them now that he had her. She was always afraid things would go further with one of them, but didn’t she get it? She was not enough; she could never be enough. How could one person be everything to another?


    He realized then that he and his father were similar in some ways. He liked a lot of different women around him too, attractive ones that he could form platonic friendships with. But unlike his father, he didn’t sleep with them. Even if he knew some wanted to take things further, he would always respect his current relationship. Not that he would never make a friend a lover of course; it was all about timing. And if there was another way he differed from his father, it was that he actually cared about the women he got involved with. He was emotionally vested in their relationships—friends and girlfriends alike—and ideally, he would have liked to maintain relationships with all of them throughout his life. He loved them all in different ways, to varying degrees. They were all precious to him. And that was one reason he could never turn some of those friends into lovers. He would rather keep them around on one level than take things further and risk having the relationship go awry and lose them completely.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    


    


    George could tell Candace tried to be respectful of his marriage.


    She had noticed his ring once and asked him about his family. He had told her about them, also wanting to respect his family and hoping honesty would help.


    But one evening, after he’d taken her to the movies and they’d parked to talk, he kissed her. He did not know where it had come from, for it had not been premeditated, but his lips found hers.


    She melted into it at first, then pulled away.


    “I’m sorry for that,” he said quickly. “It’s just that...” He let out a breath, trying to calm his rapidly beating heart and all the emotions rising in him. “I...I feel things for you.” He shook his head. “Heavy things. I didn’t mean to and I know it’s wrong but I thought we could be good friends and that all this time we’ve been spending together didn’t have to amount to anything but it does; everything’s all tangled up and confused...”


    She put a finger to her lips.


    “I know. You don’t have to explain. I’m sorry too. I know you’re married, and now that we both know we’re on a risky path...”—she let out a heavy breath—“...we just have to quit this.”


    Although it was the right thing to say, it turned out to be the worst thing to say.


    George felt an unexpected leak in his heart, a leak that turned into a deluge, and what he thought was heavy before was no comparison to what took him over now.


    He even thought he heard some withered form of his voice escape his lips and form the word “no,” but he couldn’t be sure. Candace did not react to it, only continued to look down at her lap.


    He wanted to hold her and kiss her and shake off those ugly words she had just spoken. Did she really expect him to not see her anymore?


    “I appreciate you spending time with me and my family, but...” She shrugged her lovely shoulders and stared out the window.


    Where was she going? It was all too sudden. He felt like she had pulled a rug out from underneath him. All the moments they’d shared, the time they spent, the precious relationship they’d built, the love he felt…she wanted to just throw it all away? George couldn’t take it. He felt like she was slipping away and the only thing he could do was make a desperate grab for her by pulling her face toward his with both hands to kiss her again, making sure she could not pull away unless he let her. His lips tugged at hers hungrily, his tongue caressing the inside of her mouth. She did not stop him and he was not going to stop himself.


    Before he knew it, he was on top of her, and one of his hands found its way under her dress. The next was leaning her seat back. He was still kissing her when she finally pulled away and broke for air.


    “George, we can’t do this—it’s not a good idea!”


    Her eyes looked scared, but her voice did not sound convincing. As far as he was concerned, she was just paying lip service to her morals, protesting to make herself feel better that she at least said something even though it was against what she actually felt. He knew she wanted him, for she kissed him back with a need and hunger that matched his. He had no idea if she was a virgin or not and he certainly had no time to think about it, but just as he was about to take her she broke for air again.


    “Please take it easy,” she said, and he still didn’t know if that was just the way she liked it or if it was her first time. He tried to do as she said nonetheless, as those were the only words that sunk into his brain thus far. He needed her, he wanted her. So he finally took her. It all happened so fast he barely had time to realize what was being done and its potential consequences until it was over.


    ***


    She couldn’t look at him, and he knew he should have had the decency to feel the same way and avoid her eyes as well, but he wanted her to look at him, he needed to look into her eyes. She readjusted the seat and fixed her clothes after he climbed off of her, all the while managing to look everywhere but in his direction.


    “Candace...”


    She shook her head, silencing him.


    “I shouldn’t have let that happen,” she said. “I’m a good girl. And you’re a married man, with a family.” She shook her head again. “I shouldn’t have let that happen.”


    George wanted to tell her it wasn’t her fault, that it was mostly his for seeing where they were going and not stopping it, for ignoring what was really going on with him, pretending it was all innocent when he could feel himself falling for her, looking forward to his visits to their house with more anticipatory happiness and missing her more than he should. Feeling himself growing more and more attached to her day by day. Taking her out to eat, going on walks, talking to her, comforting her.


    He wanted to tell her that the real problem came when she said they should essentially break up. It was the wrong time, wrong place. It only made him want her more. Her words caused something in him to break.


    But he couldn’t tell her that of course; he didn’t want to blame himself, nor did he want to blame her. Although convinced it was not her fault, he also didn’t want to take the blame alone.


    “We can pretend this never happened,” she said, a ray of hope creeping into her voice as she stared out the window.


    He actually chuckled.


    “Yeah right,” he said. “I can’t forget this. I can never forget this.” He reached out and touched her hand. She pulled it away.


    “I don’t want this on my conscience,” she said.


    George thought about her words, the irony.


    “Candace, I love you,” he blurted.


    Apparently, those were the magic words—the ones that caused her own dam to break. She dissolved into a weeping mass, her hands to her face.


    “Shhh…no don’t cry, Candace.” He reached out for her again, pulling her into his arms. She did not resist this time. He wasn’t even sure if she noticed his embrace. “Please don’t cry,” he whispered. He was talking to himself this time.


    By the time George dropped Candace back home, they’d agreed to do their best to pretend nothing out of the ordinary had taken place. George agreed to cut down his visits to only once every two weeks for her mother’s sake for lunch. Then he would leave as soon as possible. He and Candace would spend no more time with each other alone. But after the first month, even that arrangement dwindled down to nothing, as Candace started making herself scarce whenever he came over.


    Eventually, he told Mrs. Gibson it was too difficult for him to keep traveling there. He brought up his family as a way to explain it. His children needed him. His travels took him away from his family for more than six hours of the day. Mrs. Gibson was a reasonable woman, so she understood. She made him promise he would at least try to see her again someday, that he would keep in touch somehow. He hoped that he could. He loved both women and regretted that he had done something to make Candace not want to see him anymore.


    He did not see nor speak to Candace again, and no matter how much he wanted to, he resisted making the drive down to the Gibson house, resisted picking up the telephone to call. He could not put his finger on all the things that helped him get through the days and nights of missing Candace—her voice, her personality and her wit, but one thing that helped the new baby on the way; Alice would be giving birth pretty soon.


    Expecting a second child added to the other welcome distraction of Elaine getting older and going through her various—almost daily—changes. George had difficulty banishing Candace from his mind, but he was eventually able to shake most of her from him and get his life back to normal. Still, he never stopped thinking about her.


    ***


    Fifteen years had come and gone when Candace contacted him to tell him she was in town for a few days and wanted to meet him. I have something to tell you, she’d said.


    He was excited about seeing her again although a bit worried about what news she had for him.


    They arranged to meet at a coffee shop some distance from his home.


    He spotted her easily and had to restrain himself from running over and grabbing her in a huge hug, spinning her around.


    Candace got up from where she was sitting as he came toward her.


    He admired her as he got closer. She was radiant, and didn’t look a day over thirty, even twenty-five. He wanted to squeeze her tight as they hugged awkwardly but she pulled away quickly. They sat down facing each other and began with small talk that lasted all of one minute, both eager to get the big news over with.


    Nothing prepared him for the surprise she had for him. The thought hadn’t entered his mind that night nor anytime since, so to hear her say he had a son he had no idea about for fifteen years made him feel almost the same way he felt when he scanned the story of the innocent Thomas Gibson from the newspaper in his wife’s hand. He felt the wind get knocked from him, like he would black out, but this was something he did not want to forget upon awakening. He felt simultaneously overjoyed and upset—happy because he had a child with the woman who haunted his life and dreams, a woman he was never able to completely shake, but at the same time, he had missed fifteen years of his son’s life. He was also a bit worried that the information would leak to Alice and devastate her and perhaps, their family.


    “What’s his name?” he asked when he had recovered his voice.


    “Frederick.”


    George nodded in approval, and couldn’t stop his smile. It was a damned good name if he had anything to say about it. He probably would have suggested it himself had he known. He must have mentioned his father’s name in one of their many conversations or else it was quite a coincidence. In any case, he was glad she had not named him after George himself.


    “Does he know who I am?”


    She sighed.


    “Not yet. But I do plan to tell him someday. Soon probably. I would like your input.”


    Now you want my input? he almost said, but he held his tongue. Besides, it was his input that had them in this situation in the first place.


    “So what did you tell him all this time?”


    “To tell you the truth, I had a friend who was willing to marry me and go along with it in order to help protect my name. But he died some years ago in a car accident. My son, he started suspecting my husband was not his real father recently; in fact, he asked me point blank about it. I looked into his eyes and I couldn’t lie to him. You’ll see when you meet him—he’s very hard to lie to. So he’s been asking me about you ever since. But I never gave him any details.”


    She seemed so apologetic, so upset at the situation and so unsure of how to handle it that he now felt sorry for her.


    “What made him think your husband might not have been his real father?”


    She shrugged.


    “Just a matter of looks I suppose. He looks so drastically different from my husband and friend—God rest his soul—Frederick figured he could not have come from both of us. He was convinced he was either adopted or one parent was not telling the truth. No matter what I said I couldn’t convince him. Before he asked me, I told him that things like this happened all the time—that maybe he looked like one of his great-grandparents but he wasn’t buying it. He became convinced his father was white.”


    “Whoa—how did he figure that?”


    “I’ll put it this way—it was all superficial evidence but enough for him anyway: he has light skin and fine, silky, curly brown hair. My husband was even darker than me. We even had strangers ask us if he was really our son. And his friends teased him about being adopted all the time. To tell you the truth, I think even Mama guessed the truth but never said a word about it.”


    George thought for a few moments.


    “Does he look like me? Or you?”


    Candace smiled, and it warmed him from his scalp to his toenails. He had forgotten how lovely her smile was, her eyes turning to liquid, her perfect teeth on display, the one small dimple on her right cheek. How he felt like he was the only one in the world who mattered, how she was the only one in the world who mattered at that point. She was still so very beautiful.


    “He looks like me with a dash of you.”


    George smiled. “Damned good-looking kid then. I can’t wait to see him. So when do I get to meet him?”


    She was still smiling. “Whenever you can. Or want.”


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    


    


    George did not know how to go about arranging a meeting with his son.


    It was not the meeting itself or the venue he had a problem with—his worry had nothing at all to do with the planning. It was what could come after. Would the boy want to make their connection known? Would Alice find out? And if she did, what would she do about it? Would he lose his family? Gain another?


    He had no desire to risk losing his children; Alice would surely try to gain sole custody of them and do everything in her power keep him from seeing them to punish him. He convinced himself that it was rather late in the game, and if anything, Alice would just have to accept the circumstances; they had had too many years together. Besides, it had only been one time he had been unfaithful to her, and that one time just happened to lead to a child being conceived, a child he’d honestly known nothing about for fifteen years. He never meant for what had taken place to happen—not on a conscious level anyway. Still, he wasn’t sure he was sorry it happened, could not bring himself to regret his actions. It was a moment in time and he took it, claimed it. It might have happened under the wrong circumstances but he was glad he’d gotten to know Candace, glad they had built an intimacy. If anything, he regretted letting their relationship slip away, allowing her to extract herself from his life.


    He arranged to meet the two in the coffee shop where he had met Candace before. Making up an excuse for Alice was easy.


    He felt like a groom, waiting for his bride to enter the church as he pulled up to the lot. He tried to imagine what his son would look like to try to distract himself from the excitement he felt at seeing his love once again, doubled by meeting their progeny.


    He walked through the doors and spotted them immediately. Candace’s face lit up. The boy followed her eyes and stared.


    George’s heart nearly split from happiness. He embraced Candace, this hug a bit less awkward than their last, then opened his arms wide for the boy to come into them.


    The boy looked at him strangely for a few moments, then got up and accepted his offer, giving him a more familiar hug than Candace had. Without thinking, George kissed the top of one head, then the other. A few strange, curious looks got thrown their way, as well as a few knowing smiles.


    George sat down with Candace and Frederick sitting opposite him.


    George studied the boy’s face, looking for signs of himself.


    The boy was handsome, no doubt about it, and George felt proud of having produced yet another good-looking child. Elaine wasn’t exactly the most beautiful girl in the world by any means but she sure wasn’t ugly either; in fact, she had most girls beat. Besides that, she was smart too. As for Andrew, he’d been a cute kid and turned out to be a good-looking adult. But this boy here—he was almost pretty.


    “Tell me about yourself,” he blurted out, knowing it was an awkward request, for where would one begin? But Frederick did his best to comply, his mother jumping in every now and then to add her own bits, pride and love on her face. After hearing about Frederick’s likes and dislikes, how he was doing in school, his allergies, the beloved teddy bear named Freddy that he never wanted to be without at age four, and his preference for being called ‘Rick,’ George asked him what he planned to study in college.


    Mother and son exchanged glances.


    “Well, he…he isn’t thinking about that right now…”


    “Why not? It’s coming up pretty soon isn’t it?”


    “Well, if I can get a scholarship, accounting,” Rick said.


    George noticed Candace nudge Rick although she was looking away. Then George understood.


    “You can’t afford to go,” he said.


    Rick looked away then.


    “I mean he’s a smart kid, I’m sure we’ll get scholarships,” Candace said, obviously trying to wave away what he knew she saw coming but he went ahead anyway.


    “You know I can—don’t shake your head, he’s my son—I can help him out if you need it. I’ll start an account in your name or his or whatever, put some money in it. I mean even if he gets scholarships, he might still need something extra. Who knows? Hell, college or not, I’m gonna provide for my son. Don’t try to stop me—you can’t do everything yourself.”


    Candace’s eyes dropped but the setting of her face—the gentle, compliant look, expressed gratitude.


    Then she decided to give them a little privacy, leaving their table to sip a drink elsewhere. Rick looked at him shyly, but was still first to speak.


    “I wasn’t sure if you actually wanted to meet me.”


    “Of course I wanted to meet you! Still haven’t quite wrapped my mind around this to tell you the truth.”


    Rick hung his head for a moment. “I guess it was kinda selfish of me to...”


    “Nonsense. It was my own selfishness that brought this about in the first place.”


    “Yes, tell me more about that—how this was all ‘brought about’ like you say. Mom didn’t tell me anything about your relationship. How come you didn’t marry her? Did you have problems back then ‘cause she’s black?”


    George looked away momentarily.


    Candace hadn’t prepped him on how much she wanted Rick to know, but since she hadn’t told him not to and Rick seemed pretty mature, he decided to tell him the truth.


    “Son, it’s because I was already married. Your mother and I...we were friends. We met after your uncle’s funeral.”


    Rick’s eyes widened a little at the information and he nodded his head in understanding.


    He said nothing.


    “Neither of us meant for it to happen, but our relationship—it got deeper. As soon as we saw what was happening—a moment too late—we decided to part ways. I never knew about you until recently.”


    There were a few moments of silence. Then Rick said:


    “Did you love her?”


    George chuckled a bit then looked over in Candace’s direction.


    “I still do.”


    After the three parted ways, George thought and thought about how often he could arrange to see them again. He wanted to be more involved in his son’s life but realized it would be a difficult undertaking, clashing significantly with his established priorities. He tried, but realized the risks quickly.


    He made it clear to Candace that he would break the news to Alice, but wasn’t ready to do so just yet. Meanwhile, he would help fund his boy’s schooling. He worked harder, longer, and had less time to do anything more than be in the background for Rick. He could hardly find the time for Andrew and Elaine. Not to mention Alice. He was at least glad Alice was working part-time to help out, seeing how hard he was working. She was also working because she got bored, and most women worked these days anyhow. Both of their kids were getting ready to go to college—well, three of his and they had to make sure they were prepared for the next few years. Thank goodness Elaine had already gotten a full scholarship. Drew didn’t seem too keen on college, so George wasn’t sure if he’d go but they figured it was best to have the money available anyway. In any case, George had risen quickly through his company, and finally realized one day he did not have to push as hard as he had been. Financially, everything would be fine. He even started to have a little more leisure time.


    He took some of that time to work on an idea that had germinated in his first conversation with his son—a way to help…what were they called these days? African-Americans. A way to help African-American males in honor of his son’s dead uncle.


    ***


    It was another seventeen years before George’s skeletons started rattling to get out of his closet.


    An unfamiliar car pulled up to the yard one day, and a man, well-dressed, in a tailored grey suit, walked purposefully toward the house. He looked suspiciously like his son Frederick, more square to his jaw, well-groomed hair worn a little longer and pulled back in a slick ponytail. George found himself smiling; the boy—well, man now—must have had girls aplenty in the palm of his hand.


    Alice was out back working on her garden but at the commotion, came to the front yard.


    By that time, Rick had reached the door and was about to introduce himself to Alice.


    George was almost at the door when he heard him say:


    “Hello, ma’am. I’m here to talk to your husband for a bit if you don’t mind.”


    He opened the door to see Alice nod, but her nod and her facial expression did not mean anything when put together.


    “Rick! Come in, come in,” he said, gesturing wide. “Alice, this is Rick—I’ll tell you all about it later.”


    He smiled and waved Alice back to what she was doing as he ushered Rick inside.


    Alice was still watching curiously, an uprooted weed in her gloved hand. He closed the door behind them.


    Safely inside, he hugged Rick.


    “Rick, my boy, what’s been going on? Haven’t heard anything for a few years now.”


    Rick let out a breath.


    “I’m sorry about that and I’m sorry about just dropping in like this but I was in the area on business. And I’m afraid I have some bad news as well. Grandma’s in the hospital.”


    “Oh, son…” he started feeling sorry for his son, then he remembered the woman he had spent several precious weeks with, the tender-hearted grieving mother, and felt bad for Candace as well as himself.


    “Is she going to be all right?” George asked.


    Rick looked away, shrugging.


    “Maybe.” He looked back at George. “She’s been asking for you. She wants to see you.”


    “She does? Well, of course I’ll go to see her—just let me know the details and I’m there.”


    Rick told him where she was.


    “Great. I’ll take something with me too. How about flowers? Think she’ll like that?”


    Rick nodded. Then George remembered the first bouquet he took to her home after her son’s funeral. The delight on her face. She would surely like them. Flowers were a common gift, but common for a reason. Maybe he’d add some from Alice’s garden again.


    George nodded his head in finality.


    “I’ll do that then, and I’ll get there as soon as I can. Have to let my wife know about it though…and not only that. As you saw, I’m going to have some explaining to do where you’re concerned.” He looked at Rick then looked down, ashamed. “My wife doesn’t know about you yet. But now, I guess she will.”


    And this time, he wouldn’t have to make up a story about why he’d be gone for several hours.


  


  
    PART THREE: ALICE


    


    Excerpt from Journal #24—09/12/1992:


    


    Weird factoid: Frogs can actually change the color of parrots! I learned that secretions from a type of toxic frog, when applied over the spot of a plucked feather of a parrot will cause the new feather to grow back in a different color. It’s called tapirage.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    


    


    Friday, June 9th 2006


    Bloomington, Illinois


    Alice couldn’t concentrate. She’d had an unsettling feeling ever since the silver Mercedes the colored man had exited pulled up to the house, but George seemed to have it under control.


    She continued working on her plants—plucking at unwanted ones, pruning the wanted ones—but her actions bordered on feverish. She was nervous, and she couldn’t understand why.


    Once the stranger left, smiling and waving at her as she came to the front when she heard the car start, she knew she could do no more gardening until she knew what the visit had been about.


    She looked over and saw George standing in the doorway of the front door, watching the car drive away with what looked like tears in his eyes and a slight smile. This was very strange to her to say the least; the visit had been significant.


    She threw down the tools in her hands and started pulling off her gloves as she walked toward George.


    “George, what was that about?”


    He kept staring behind the car although it was no longer in sight, his smile slowly disappearing. Then he turned toward her. He blinked.


    “Alice, you’d better come inside.”


    His tone made Alice feel like she’d been summoned to the principal’s office.


    Once they got into the house he said:


    “Let’s sit down—you want some water? You were out there a while. It’s pretty warm outside; gotta hydrate.”


    She refused to sit.


    “George, just tell me what’s going on; I really don’t have a good feeling about this.”


    His chuckle was almost sardonic.


    “And with good reason,” he said.


    Alice’s heart pounded.


    “George, you’re gonna give me a heart attack here!”


    He reached out and took her hand, sandwiching it in both of his as he liked to do so much.


    “Alice, there’s no easy way to say this. That boy you saw there—he’s my son.”


    Alice’s mind blanked out for a moment. She blinked.


    “What do you mean ‘son’?”


    She couldn’t comprehend it; he couldn’t have possibly meant biologically.


    “His name’s Frederick—although he likes to be called Rick—and well, he should be about thirty-one now.”


    Alice tried to jump-start her brain to do the math. Then she realized that Drew was the same age.


    “George, are you trying to tell me...” she began as soon as her voice returned, “that you...”


    “I’m sorry, Alice.” He tightened his grip on her hand. “It was a long time ago. I promise you, I did not know about him the entire time…”


    Alice pulled her hand away.


    “But you knew about me the whole time didn’t you? We were married you son-of-a-bitch!” She felt her chest heaving. “When did this happen? How?”


    George looked away and appeared to be occupied by intense thoughts. He seemed to be filtering information, as if trying to decide how much to say. She shoved his shoulder to bring his attention back to her and resisted shoving it again.


    “You tell me, George, tell me why you cheated on me! Wasn’t I everything for you, everything you wanted? Why did you do it? I gave up everything for you!”


    George inhaled deeply.


    His eyes looked so tortured that in any other circumstance Alice would have wanted to rest his head on her shoulder and comfort him; her heart would have bled for him. But right now, she wanted to make him bleed.


    “Alice, I’m sorry—I can’t tell you the whole story...”


    Alice almost choked on a laugh.


    “Are you serious? You really don’t think you owe me the whole story? You better cough it up right now you asshole—you tell me what the hell happened.”


    George seemed surprised at her and Alice wondered at his surprise. How could he possibly be shocked at anything she said or did at that moment? He had just sprung an illicit affair on her, topped off by a bastard child from the trysts—irrefutable proof of his infidelity. She felt mortified, betrayed, disgusted, angry. Chagrined.


    “Alice...” He still appeared to be fighting with himself. “Alice, it just happened.”


    “Oh, it just happened? You two tripped onto each other, naked, and got stuck?”


    “Alice, we weren’t having an affair. It was one time, and it wasn’t planned—I...I had feelings for her; she was a friend.”


    Alice slapped him hard then, the force of it taking his face in the opposite direction of hers briefly, and she had to do everything in her power to stop herself from slapping his face to the other side, back and forth, over and over. She had to restrain herself from picking up the nearest object and hitting him with it. Had there been a deadly weapon around, she had no doubt she would have used it.


    She could see the blur of her own eyelashes as her eyes narrowed. “Now why the hell am I not surprised?”


    Alice knew she had two options then: to give in to the emotions that would lead her to act like a crazed animal, or to stay as calm as possible, keep her hands and feet to herself, and figure out how to deal with this later.


    She breathed deep then started pacing, no longer looking at him.


    “Who is she, George?” she asked in a voice that sounded surprisingly soft to her own ears.


    He shook his head.


    “You don’t know her.”


    “Did you work with her? Go to school with her? Please don’t tell me she was someone I met.”


    “Alice, you’ve never seen her. I met her by chance.”


    “Where?”


    “In the city—in Chicago.”


    Alice stopped pacing. And then it hit her like an anvil. Her mouth dropped.


    “All those times you were working over the weekend...”


    George seemed to sink into himself.


    “Yes, sometimes I was visiting her,” he said quietly.


    “So then what the hell is this bullshit about it just happening? About it not being an affair? You knew exactly what you were doing! Don’t you dare insult my intelligence you fucking jackass!”


    George’s eyes rounded, no doubt once again surprised by her language.


    “Alice, it was all in friendship—I didn’t realize my feelings for her had moved to the next level until it was too late!”


    “Oh, you expect me to believe anything that comes out of your lying mouth now don’t you? I can’t believe you did this to me. You don’t know what I gave up! My whole life…just you…just you…”


    She was assaulted by the loneliness and pain of her past, the entrapment and suffocation she’d felt. She thought of the others she’d wanted but denied herself in order to settle for George. The dreams she’d thrown away, despair and worthlessness her constant companions. The desecration of her spirit.


    She died so that he could have life, and now, he left her no choice.


    That night, as she lay in bed while George was on the couch in the family room it returned—the dream where she was running through a forest with someone on her tail. She could hear the shadowed entity breathing hard behind her as she ran, but for the first time, she rounded a tree and turned to face her pursuer. She realized she had an axe in her hand. But instead of attacking her pursuer, she turned away and started to cut down the trees. She chopped and chopped until trees were felled all over the forest, until the forest was no longer a forest but a field of felled trees. With each fallen tree the shadow-pursuer got lighter and lighter, but not to the point where she could make out who it was—it got to the point where the figure was so light and cloudy, it was hardly a human figure anymore. Lighter and cloudier it got until at last it disappeared. There were no vines this time, and even the felled trees disappeared until she was alone in the clearing with the axe.


    ***


    Sometime in college, George had said to her: “If you ever leave me, I’d have to kill you.” He’d said it with a smile, as if he were joking, laughing at his own exaggeration of feeling and the extremity of decided action as a result of it, but it didn’t strike her as a joke at all. He might as well have added: if I can’t have you nobody will. That’s how the usual obsessive psychos felt wasn’t it? She was his property, free to do with or dispose of as he pleased.


    Now, she was fifty six—and what did she have to show for it? Two kids with families of their own, no longer dependent on her. A beautiful garden full of home-grown flowers, vegetables, and spices—but of what worth was it really? Sure, folks appreciated the flowers, asked for a tomato or some basil every now and then but it wasn’t like she was selling it on a large or even a small scale. Sure it brought her joy to nurture…and perhaps that was enough—for that particular hobby at least. But whose point in life was to grow and personally enjoy a garden? Who would even remember her besides her immediate family? Who would have nice things to say about her after she was gone besides the husband who had feasted on her and the son she had pampered out of guilt?


    She thought about what a most fitting epitaph for her would be: “Wife and mother (barely).”


    Her story was unremarkable, her roles taken reluctantly, her happiness nonexistent. What was the point of it all?


    As far as she saw it, the reason for all of her troubles was sitting quite happily in the living room, reading a newspaper. Of course he was happy. He had lived all of his dreams and then some. He had two family units—a legal one and an illegitimate one. He had a child with the woman he clearly had always loved. He had gone to see his mistress’s mother in the hospital and probably had a quickie with the mistress somewhere along the way. The four of them had probably taken family photos together, laughed at her together.


    George had made the most of his own life and hers; she had given him everything. But now it was time to switch roles. She needed her life back, even if it meant taking his.


    She had thought about killing him several times throughout their marriage—but for different reasons. Suspicion, however, would undoubtedly fall on her; she had opened up her mouth one too many times and made her discontent known. And she knew for a fact no one would try to cover for her; no one would give her the benefit of the doubt.


    She couldn’t do it, couldn’t take the risk. If she was found out, he would have won in a way she could never forgive herself for: he would have made her imprisonment literal. That’s if she was lucky and didn’t get the death penalty. In any case, she would be put behind tangible bars. But even then she wondered if that would be preferable; she would at least be released from his presence.


    If it wasn’t for Elaine and Drew, she might have carried out her desire but she didn’t want to crush her children—they were both so attached to him. Every time she thought seriously about it—saw herself with a pillow raised over his head in her mind’s eye, or slipping something into a drink, she found herself thinking about those bars, her children. The consequences. She had always been afraid of consequences.


    The consequences no longer mattered. She had waited it out long enough, and now all she could think about was eliminating him from her life, the weed that had overrun her garden, killed all the plants that could have benefited her. George was a parasite she was tired of harboring.


    She remembered what she had learned about sea slugs and how they defended themselves: some sea slugs used camouflage, blending into the background for defense, while others used aposematism, announcing their danger—their poisonous nature or bad taste—through vibrant colors. But the ones she found fascinating were the ones that used the defenses of others, usually animals they preyed on. Like the stinging cells of sea anemones and hydroids—the sea slug would store them in their own bodies and use them as if they were their own, like they’d been born with them.


    Alice planned to use the defenses of another living organism as her own. Sure, she had many other options but it seemed most natural to utilize what was at her fingertips every day, being pruned, loved, admired. Her green thumb decided for her.


    ***


    Tuesday, June 27th 2006


    In honor of trying to get past his indiscretion and as a symbol of her promise to keep aloft their years and life together, Alice made George a special lunch; a meal more adventurous than usual, inspired by South Asia. One with lots of flavor and spice.


    When Alice briefly excused herself to go upstairs, she knocked their room telephone off of its hook and moved it from its usual place so that if George were to try to make a call from downstairs, he would not be able to dial out.


    Should he manage to make it upstairs, he would spend precious moments looking for it.


    After the meal, she cleared off the dishes.


    She was satisfied that George had eaten most of what she’d laid down in front of him—enough for her purposes anyway.


    As she poured him another glass of water, he asked her to bring the latest newspaper to him—he liked reading at the table in the dining room.


    She brought him the newspaper, and for good measure, the most recent political book he’d been reading; he would probably sit in that spot for a long time.


    She placed the glass of water near him, then told him her plans—she just needed to make a quick stop at the market to pick up groceries for the evening and the next day. And she might stop to talk to Emily from her photography class, and who knew how long that would take.


    “Don’t forget to bring my ice cream,” he had said. “The butterscotch one. Or the one with the hazelnut.”


    She nodded.


    “Is there anything else you can think of that we need?”


    “Maybe some laundry detergent,” he said, but she knew he was wrong. They were well-stocked.


    “Okay, dear,” she said.


    She looked at him again, differently, when she saw him smiling at her warmly, seeing their past, her future. She saw him as he was back in the days when she thought he loved her, when she was convinced—and still was—that he did. She remembered the jealous looks, the possessive embraces, the loving eyes.


    She remembered him as he was with Elaine, with Drew; a wonderful father. The best father she could have found.


    Looking at him, she saw the eyes of her daughter, the face of her son.


    She also saw the face of his other son. She saw the lies etched in his wrinkles, the deception in his pupils. She saw the weed that had been choking her gardens, killing her fruits and flowers, ineradicable until now.


    He was like the dandelion that did not know it was a weed, and was even admired for its flowers.


    Her eyes refocused when she realized he was looking at her intently, no doubt having noticed her stare.


    “What is it, Alice?”


    She blinked.


    “Oh! I was just running over the list in my mind. I think I might need to add herbicide to it.”


    Alice marveled at how quickly she had crossed over from love to hate, even though she’d heard the adage about the thin line between them her whole life. She marveled at the speed, but she wasn’t surprised she’d crossed over at all; she knew it was a balancing act all along: standing on that thin high wire line, it was easy to tilt one way or another.


    Alice wondered at other people’s amazement when they heard stories involving love going sour, even murderous. How astonished they were when jealous husbands killed wives. How perplexed when someone committed an act that reeked of hate against a loved one. She was never surprised by any of it; as far as she was concerned, love and hate were siblings—they had the same mother.


    She also marveled at how easy it was to finally eradicate the root of all her discontent—she had the tools all along.


    As far as she was concerned, he had brought this on himself.


    She could have just walked away but he entrapped her until she could do nothing but bite through the ropes, chop the octopus-like arms away.


    “I’ll be right back,” she said, having completed her list. He nodded at her, finishing a sip of water.


    When she looked in his eyes for the final time, she felt a trace of regret. His eyes were glistening—or at least seemed to be—wide and open, looking at her as if he wanted to drink her up. He looked grateful, happy, no doubt because she had seemed to forgive him of his latest and greatest transgression. His eyes, after all these years, were still full of love.


    Tears started to fill her own so she gave him a quick smile then turned away, shutting the door behind her.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    


    


    Edward wouldn’t have done this to her; she knew it. He wouldn’t have turned her into this type of woman. Eddie had lived a lot of his early life hopelessly devoted to her and if she’d given him a chance, he probably would have lived the rest of his life in the same manner.


    Eddie had been utterly in love with her for as long as she could remember. As far as she could tell, he had loved her since they were seven when his family moved into her neighborhood. Perhaps he had loved her since the very first time he saw her outside on the grass, reading Dr. Seuss. He certainly loved her once they became friends and started playing outside together— hide-and-seek, stick-ball, marbles.


    Perhaps she was wrong and he actually started loving her later, when they started playing inside her house together, when she started reading her favorite stories to him. But she was certain he loved her by the time they started making up stories together, when they sat watching Dragnet, The Lone Ranger and reruns of Sky King. She had no doubt he still loved her in later years as they flipped through the latest issues of The Shadow and Batman. And she was sure he didn’t stop loving her when they ended up going to the same high school and she started helping him out with his studies.


    Eddie pined away for her through puppy love, the love grown from friendship, and a romantic love that never got a chance to bloom because after over ten years of living near to each other, Eddie and Alice were separated by college.


    Alice had figured out how Eddie felt about her over the years by the time they were in their late teens but she never acknowledged it, waiting for Eddie to be the one to do so. But Eddie never made a move on her. Even when he invited her out to eat or go to the movies, Alice treated it as she always had—they were out together as friends—and he let her. Alice kept waiting for the day Eddie would put his foot down and make it clear that what they were on was a real date, that he wanted her to be his girl, but that day never came; after all, Eddie was no George.


    Eddie was quiet, a little shy. Tentative in his dealings with Alice whereas George was outgoing, aggressive—had no problem leading the way. And while Eddie was always a good friend to her, always ready with a willing ear and to show he cared, making it clear he would forever be there for her as a friend, George made it clear he never meant to be her friend—he meant to be her man.


    Looking back on it all, Alice knew who she should have ended up with—Eddie would have been the closest thing to the perfect husband for her but passivity ruined their potential; she thought he was too weak back then. She realized that she had also allowed herself to be weak, for even though she would have welcomed him, due to a failure to act on both their parts, Eddie remained just a friend while George became her capturer.


    ***


    Sid wouldn’t have made her do this either.


    ***


    Sunday, November 12th, 1989


    So much happened in one day. First, Miriam called out of the blue to find out how she and the children were doing. Her teenagers were not at home: Drew had gone over to a friend’s, excited to play some new video game, and Elaine was also with a friend—she’d said something about shopping, a movie. Or maybe that was yesterday, and it was the library she’d gone to today—Alice couldn’t remember. George was also away—another work project he was working hard on as far as she recalled him mumbling as he left. So Miriam decided to stop by the house.


    Miriam greeted her with a kiss on one cheek, then the other, then stared into her eyes for a few seconds.


    “Come with me to India,” she said, as if asking Alice to go with her to the kitchen, or to the grocery store.


    “To India?” Alice felt her eyebrows rise and she wondered if Miriam had just been on another drug binge. But looking at Miriam, her clear white eyes, her focused stare, she knew that Miriam was simply being herself.


    “Yes, to India. Doesn’t it sound exciting? You know you’d love to come with me; you’re bored here.”


    “But Miriam, what about the logistics of it? Who would look after the children? How long would we be gone?” Would George approve?


    This last silent question was Alice’s main concern. She knew they could find someone to watch the children easily enough as long as they weren’t gone for an unreasonable amount of time. Perhaps a week? Besides, the teenagers were perfectly capable of taking care of their own needs. But would George protest and forbid her? Make it clear that her place was to stay at home? Would he manipulate her by saying he needed her there, available to him? That he needed her presence, her company, her smile?


    “Don’t worry about my brother,” Miriam said like a mind-reader. “I will convince him if he needs convincing—which he won’t.”


    ***


    Alice had never left the United States before; in fact, she had never flown anywhere. Anytime she traveled it was by car which was why she didn’t bother to apply to colleges too far away from her home state. Not that she was actually terrified of flying, she just preferred not to.


    She was willing to make an exception in this case because it was an opportunity she could not pass up, one that should not be delayed by days and days on a ship. Plus, she did not want to push it—George had no problem with her going on a trip for a week, but he certainly wouldn’t have allowed two weeks or more, most of which would be travel time. He would probably think she’d get ideas about other men while on a cruise ship, despite the fact that his sister would be accompanying her.


    Alice had actually been quite surprised that it had been so easy to convince him to let her go; in fact it appeared as if he liked the idea of them being so far away from each other for that period of time. There almost seemed to be an eager gleam in his eye as he granted the request, a pleasure he was trying to hide. Alice wondered if he felt as she did—suffocating in their agreement and promise to each other—and how that could be when he was the one holding on to her with an octopus-like grip. In any case, she packed her bags quickly and hoped Miriam had made immediate plans because she wanted to leave before he could change his mind.


    Alice didn’t think about the flight she’d have to take until she was seated and the airplane was about to take off. Even then, with Miriam seated next to her droning on about what to expect, she did not become fully aware until the plane lifted into the air. She was aware of nothing but the sensation until the airplane stopped tilting upward and leveled out, traveling parallel to the ground. It was then that she became aware that she had gripped both armrests so hard that dents were left behind in her skin. She was sure she had crushed one of Miriam’s fingers in the process—Miriam who had not said a word, had not let out a single squeak of pain but who was now, as she had been the whole time Alice realized, watching her with great interest, her blue eyes unreadable but focused. Alice worked on relaxing her body, attempting a futile yawn per Miriam’s suggestion to help her clogged-feeling ears.


    Miriam turned away and changed the subject from the stages of an airplane flight. Alice tried to focus on her words to divert attention from the fact that she was encapsulated in the sky and found herself being pulled in by what Miriam was saying.


    Alice had heard of India of course; she knew of shamans and blue gods and serpent tamers. She knew about the brown-skinned, black-haired women with colorful exotic clothing and dots on their foreheads. She knew about the starving children, the homeless urchins. About elephants in the wild, tigers waiting to pounce on unsuspecting humans. She’d heard of this land of colors and danger and beauty.


    What she didn’t know, she realized, was why Miriam wanted to go there.


    “Because I haven’t been there yet,” Miriam responded simply when asked, shrugging away the question. Alice also wondered why Miriam decided to invite her along this time.


    “Because I knew you’d be able to come this time,” Miriam said, leaving Alice as uninformed as she had begun, springing only more questions by her response.


    Alice slept through most of the flight once she got bored with it; she couldn’t sustain interest over that many hours. She was grateful it was not a direct flight and that they had the chance to make two stops and stretch their legs.


    When they finally landed in India, Alice’s excitement threatened to overwhelm her. That she was thousands upon thousands of miles away from George, had taken her first flight, had left her native country and was now in India all sunk in at once. That she was about to begin an adventure made her feel like her hair would stand on end with all the excessive energy running through her and a lack of sufficient outlets. It had been so long since she had experienced feelings like this, she barely knew how to handle them. She suddenly found herself bubbling over with things to say, her movements jerky. Her excitement thrust her forward quickly, and although she was constantly on the verge of losing Miriam with her pace as she almost hopped and skipped toward baggage claim, at times Alice felt like she was floating on air by way of some hidden charmer.


    The assault by the new stimuli squared as they hit open air. Alice felt like a blind person suddenly able to see, her brain overloaded with the new sights, smells and sounds.


    As they traveled to their Kerala home-stay family, Miriam decided to share more about what she knew of India. Alice learned from Miriam’s research about the Jallianwalla Bagh massacre, where British troops opened fire on hundreds of unsuspecting locals, the incident which supposedly inspired Mahatma Gandhi to action. Miriam also told her about sati where widowed women would jump to their deaths—or be pushed—into their husband’s funeral pyre.


    Miriam surprised Alice by her research on the subcontinent before traveling there; it seemed more Miriam’s speed to just jump into things, to fly by the seat of her pants, to leap without looking. Miriam not only learned some historical and cultural items here and there, she had figured out where they would concentrate their touring, how they would travel, where they would stay.


    Miriam had thought it best to stay with and get taken around by a local instead of staying in a hotel and missing real flavors by doing the usual tourist stops. She wanted to see how a real Indian family in Kerala lived, what a real home smelled and sounded like. It was not difficult to agree on their accommodations; both saw the value in living as a guest with a local family—in this case, a family consisting of a man, his children and his mother.


    His name was Siddharth. He granted Alice’s request to call him Sid. His wife had died in childbirth and he had not remarried. He had two children—eight-year-old Anitha and ten-year-old Nikhil.


    Alice thought Sid was handsome behind his dark bushy mustache. He had soft, brown long-lashed eyes, cinnamon skin, and a gentle spirit.


    His mother, Padma, was a short, stout, salt and pepper-haired woman with features Alice was sure made her a great beauty in her youth. Her skin was the color of raw sienna.


    Sid took Alice and Miriam out for touring while his mother stayed behind in the house, looking after the children, doing all the cooking when she wasn’t doing something else for the house or its members.


    Sid took them to places Miriam had made note of to see, and places she had no idea she wanted to see. They visited churches, Hindu temples and the Mosque in Kodungallore. They cruised Kerala backwaters, watched Kathalaki dance performances, and observed the activity on tea plantations.


    Alice learned a lot not only from Sid, but from other locals who for the most part, spoke English in addition to their regional language. She learned more about the history, about the various states and the many languages spoken. She learned that they weren’t all brown-skinned; some were fair, some were almost literally black. She learned that the forehead dots were only for married women. And she was treated to some fascinating myths and legends. Most of all, Alice learned her original conclusions about India were not only narrow-minded and uninformed, but that some were downright incorrect.


    In parts, Kerala was a paradise. Palm trees, beaches, the backwaters, mountains, aromatic spices in the air and brilliant colors all around—a visual feast of emerald greens of plant life, bright oranges of fabrics draped around brown bodies, and the warm colors of sunset. Other parts of it turned her stomach—garbage strewn about, the smell of piss and sweat.


    Still, she realized there was so much more to see, and although they had planned to be there almost a week, there was not enough time to see it all. She now understood why Miriam had planned for them to explore just this one state of India this time around.


    Then Miriam surprised her on their fourth day, two days before their departure, announcing she’d be taking off for the whole of the following day, leaving early in the morning. She wanted to travel upland more, a little farther north to see a couple of very specific things while she was there. She’d be gone the entire day, either returning late at night or by midday of the next day—their sixth—at the latest—she didn’t want to be too rude and leave Alice alone too long, even if in very capable hands. Plus their flight would be leaving early the morning after that.


    Alice nodded numbly, trying to calm an irrational fear at her words, at the thought of being left alone.


    The next day, true to her word, Miriam disappeared.


    Alice ate breakfast with her home-stay family then listened to Sid’s plan for the day. Until that point, they had participated in low-effort, laid-back activities—walking around, watching, sitting in a boat. Today, Sid talked about activities requiring further engagement.


    “We will see varayadu,” he said. “And maybe you will get to pat one.” So they went to Eravikulam National Park at Munnar and she was able to do as he’d said, despite her fears of being butted by the wild goat.


    “We will go on safari,” he had also said that morning, and although Alice had shaken her head at the suggestion which Sid promptly ignored, she found herself eagerly looking forward to it. She would be taking on one strange animal for the day, why not get close to a few others? So into the countryside they went to spot wildlife. When presented with the options, Alice decided on an elephant safari—why not observe from atop an exotic beast?


    Alice felt more like an explorer, and her camera couldn’t take enough photos.


    Sid was such a gentle, compassionate, knowledgeable guide, she was no longer afraid to do anything. She had the eagerness and excitement of a child—the young girl she’d once been.


    Soon, daylight started to fade, and they decided to end the day with a canoe trip.


    As they glided across the water, waiting for the sunset, Alice caught Sid looking at her hair.


    He seemed embarrassed at being caught.


    “Your hair has a very interesting color in this light,” he said. “A little red. It is very pretty.”


    Alice thanked him.


    After a few moments she asked:


    “Sid, I hope you don’t find this inappropriate, but why did you not remarry?”


    He took a few seconds before answering.


    “My second wife was not very happy to have been paired with me. I liked the pairing, but I did not want her to be unhappy. So I helped her escape to your country.


    “And then there was another girl whose parents thought I would be a good husband for her. Everyone ignored that she was horrified by their decision—I think she had already fallen in love with a young boy her age and did not want to marry me at all. She was very, very young—sixteen—and I was already over forty at the time. She didn’t say anything to me, but everyone knew she was unhappy. Still, they thought she would eventually get over it and accept her fate. So they went on with the wedding preparations. The day before the wedding, they found her dead; she had poisoned herself with othalanga maram.”


    Alice’s mind tripped over the words.


    “What is that?” she asked.


    “I will show you. Alice, you must never eat fruit from this tree, even though they look like mangoes. It is a very dangerous tree, responsible for many deaths here. The fruit is poisonous, but the tree is useful; we use it to make hedges.”


    He took a deep breath and looked away, toward the falling sun.


    “I have not lived in the west, but I suppose I have a western approach to marriage. I want to choose someone, and I want them to choose me. No pressure from the parents, no pressure from me, no pressure from anyone. I would like someone who can be my equal, who I can talk to about things and who will understand.” He shrugged. “Maybe I want too much.”


    Sid grinned and Alice grinned with him. Then she felt her own smile fall away as she thought about George.


    “I don’t think settling is the best thing either.”


    Sid boldly examined her face this time.


    “You have very beautiful eyes, Alice—very beautiful. But very sad. I hope you are not sad often; a woman like you should never be sad—you have a very vibrant spirit. Your husband must be very happy with you.”


    His eyes were now on her left hand. Her right hand rose to cover her wedding band.


    Didn’t he know the pink in her cheeks now wasn’t usually there, nor the spark in her eyes? That all the smiling, the laughing, the enjoying of sights, sounds and smells of life was here only? Didn’t he see that the beautiful woman he was seeing was because of his country, his presentation of it? She had thought this Alice had died a long time ago, but she’d been resurrected temporarily.


    “Thank you,” she said, smiling at him again.


    Malayalam is the world’s only palindromic language, Alice wrote in her journal later that night before she went to bed.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    


    


    Saturday, July 1st 2006


    Bloomington, Illinois


    Drew saw a flash of a slender figure in an electric blue, figure-hugging ensemble, a flash of honey-blond hair. He rubbed his eyes, checked his drink. Yes, he was drinking a coke, just as he thought. Could it really be her? Or was he seeing things? Losing it?


    When she came into view, no longer a flash but a real, slender, five foot nine, beautifully smiling person, he felt everything in him melt into a puddle, and for a few moments, he couldn’t move his legs. Maybe he was really going crazy—why would she come?


    He didn’t want to get his hopes up too high since it would be that much more of a distance to fall, but he looked again—really looked, studying her from head to toe. It was definitely her—her hair, her eyes, her smile. Lacey was talking to his mom, probably expressing her condolences in her unique way no doubt, telling his mother that now she didn’t have to wait on her husband’s lazy ass, had more time to spend on herself. Hell, Lacey was probably congratulating her. Your husband’s dead? You’re so lucky! If mine were this divorce would be so much easier to finalize. I mean, not that I don’t like your son or anything.


    Drew shook his head briefly, successfully depressing himself with his own thoughts.


    He could not keep his eyes averted for long however, for his eyes were thirsty for the sight of her; he wanted to drink more of her in. He had not seen her in so long, he wanted to savor every second she was within his sight—her sexy, inappropriate skintight blue dress, her perfectly manicured, feminine, slender fingers, her beautiful and probably sweet-smelling hair—who knew when he’d get to see her again?


    He saw her looking around and was afraid to assume it was him she was looking for but it was; she found him easily, locking her big, brown Bambi eyes with his.


    She headed over.


    Drew tried to think of the first thing he wanted to say to her, tried to puff himself up with indignation for his son’s sake but when she entered his space, everything flew out of his head along with the air out of his chest.


    He could not help smiling back at her when she smiled at him, couldn’t stop himself from hugging her back when she wrapped herself around him.


    “Drew! How nice to see you!”


    He inhaled the scent of her hair—yup, sweet-smelling as usual. He almost couldn’t stop himself from keeping her locked in his arms.


    He let her go reluctantly and tried not to look into her eyes.


    “Lacey, what a surprise! What brings you here?”


    He looked around the room but his eyes kept coming back to her.


    “Well, it’s my former father-in-law’s funeral silly! I knew the guy right? And I know you guys right? You, your sister, your mom; you’re like family—how could I not come?”


    Drew scoffed.


    “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to tear yourself away from your own busy life; I know how important fulfilling your needs and your needs alone, is to you.”


    She looked at him strangely.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    But damn her, she did not look offended or insulted. She was almost dismissive in the way she asked it, like she was just a bit curious and didn’t really care for the answer. He was finally infuriated, a surge of anger coursing through him, though it traveled simultaneously with adoration. He couldn’t ignore that he felt like he loved her more than ever, but he could see Jack’s dark eyes looking at him sorrowfully in his mind’s eye.


    “Damn you, Lacey—do you know what our son’s been going through?”


    Lacey’s face lit up. She looked around and said:


    “My Jack! Where is he? Where is my little pumpkin?”


    “He’s barely yours,” Drew muttered, but before he could continue, she lightly slapped him on the chest, grinning.


    “Don’t be silly,” she said, still looking around the room. “Well, where is he?”


    While Drew had been impressed she’d thought about them and came to support them for his father’s funeral, he was outraged that her primary reason had not been to see her son, that Jack seemed to be an afterthought. But at the same time, he knew this would make Jack’s day, even though it could possibly make things worse in the long run—getting Jack’s hopes up even more. She certainly did not appear to have plans to stay around, but he could never deny his son the pleasure of seeing his mother.


    Lacey turned to walk away to continue looking for Jack, and Drew fought the urge to go after her and stay in her presence for just a little bit longer.


    He stood, fighting his emotions and urges, waiting for the indication that she had found Jack.


    He wasn’t long in waiting.


    “Mommy!”


    Although Drew did not witness the reunion, he knew the moment Jack laid eyes on his mother. Drew’s heart tightened in joy and pain at the sound of Jack’s elated voice.


    He was happy for his son, but still imagining the disappointment that would inevitably come later.


    Damn you, Lacey, he thought, pitying himself as well, another casualty in her wake.


    ***


    “Mommy, mommy, mommy...”


    Elaine initially ignored the first few tugs on her dress as she finished her sentence but Jade was persistent, her repetition eventually piercing Elaine’s consciousness. It was times like these that she was glad she had aborted her first child, although at other times, she wondered what she had lost—if it was the son David had always wanted.


    “What is it, honey?” she asked irritably, sending an apologetic glance at the guest she’d been talking to.


    Jade stopped tugging.


    “Grandma’s crying,” she said simply.


    Elaine paused, thinking about what to say next.


    “Well, what did you want me to do about it sweetheart? Grandma needs privacy right now. She’s sad about grandpa dying and she doesn’t want anyone to bother her at the moment.”


    Jade shook her head, disagreeing, her blue eyes resolute.


    “That’s not true. She’s crying because of you. She said so.”


    Elaine was thrown off. “She said that?”


    Jade nodded. “She said she misses you so you should go and talk to her.”


    Elaine felt a small smile form on her face at Jade’s simplification of a problem and solution. Then she looked around, her eyes trying to locate her mother. She didn’t have plans to do as Jade suggested, but she found her brain processing the information as if coming up with a plan regarding what to do about it, surprising herself.


    ***


    Alice walked into the room where it appeared Fred was reading a book in Braille.


    “Hello, Fred,” she said softly so as not to alarm him.


    He stopped reading and looked ahead, not turning toward her voice.


    “It’s Alice.”


    Fred stopped looking suspicious and his face relaxed. He turned toward her voice at last and smiled.


    “Alice! To what do I owe the honor? Is George with you?”


    Alice was glad he could not see her discomfort.


    “In a way, yes. But not right now; I came alone.”


    Fred nodded his head but she could see he was running over potential reasons in his mind; after all, Alice had never shown up alone to see him.


    “I came to see how you were doing...and to give you some news.”


    She saw Fred stiffen again.


    “This news might come as a surprise to you, as it did to me, but I felt it was necessary that you know it.”


    Alice took a breath and tried to prepare herself for the questions he might ask.


    “Fred, you have another grandson.”


    Fred’s big, bushy, caterpillar-like white eyebrows furrowed together and his mouth worked a little before he answered. “Don’t you mean great-grandson? Did…”—he paused, trying to remember a name she presumed—”…Andrew or…Elaine have another child? Is it a boy or a girl? What’s the name? If it’s a boy I hope they named him after me!”


    His eyes twinkled and his mouth worked into a grin, showing dinghy, worn teeth.


    Alice shook her head then remembered he could not see her.


    “No, Fred. It’s George—George had another child. A son. It happened many, many years ago. George’s son is about thirty-two now, and he might even have children of his own so you might have more grandchildren. And…well, I don’t know if it was deliberate, but yes, his name is Frederick. Like you.”


    Fred remained silent, his eyebrows furrowing again.


    “George had another son? And not with you? Well I’ll be.”


    Alice sighed. That was one way to put it.


    She saw that his face took on a pensive expression.


    “Well, that’s all I came to say today. I just needed to say it in person. You might want to meet him; he’s a nice boy.”


    Alice went over to Fred and gave him an awkward hug.


    “I’ll see you later.”


    She knew he would understand there was nothing left to say between them at the moment.


    “Tell George to come and see me, you hear?” he said, accepting her departure. “And that other boy—yes, I’d like to meet him.”


    Alice nodded, more to herself.


    “Okay, Fred.”


    She turned away from his still-pensive face.


    ***


    When Alice returned home she saw that the place was pretty much deserted, her family the only ones remaining—trying to clear the place up a little bit.


    When Drew asked her where she’d gone, she simply replied: “For a drive.”


    When Elaine surprised her by asking this as well, she answered the same.


    She figured it was an acceptable answer, and no one probed beyond it.


    However, she did catch Miriam looking at her a few times, an expression she could not quite decipher and chalked up to curiosity—but Miriam said nothing.


    Everyone went about putting away the leftovers and gathering wares that were left outside of the kitchen.


    When everything was done—the children put to bed, the other adults starting to head to their respective bedrooms—Alice looked over at the urn on the mantel, satisfied.


    It was a simple, marble, walnut-colored urn which held the last of George’s physical body. She had not offered ashes to the children once she brought them home, and they had not reminded her either. They seemed to be happy with just photos of George.


    In any case, she wouldn’t let them have any of the ashes—not just yet. For once, she had him all to herself.


    Alice went upstairs to her own bedroom, retiring for the night.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    


    


    Sunday, July 2nd 2006


    It seemed everyone slept in a little later than they usually did, and it was no wonder; although the guests had left by ten o’ clock the previous night, the family had stayed up more than an hour later, pitching in to clear things up faster—the scattered dishes, the empty cans.


    Most of the household awakened at around the same time that morning—late morning according to Alice, at nine o’ clock. Elaine and Drew collaborated on making breakfast for the whole household.


    Drew had slept on the couch in the family room, while Lacey had stayed the night in the bedroom with her son.


    They were the last to awaken, and Alice was amused at the way her son seemed to go gaga with Lacey around; she held quite the spell over Drew.


    Jack was no different; everywhere she went, Jack was on her heels or at her side, holding her bathrobe, refusing to let her go.


    “So what do you want, Lacey?” Elaine called out.


    Alice was surprised Elaine neglected to see Drew’s desire to be responsible for taking care of Lacey.


    “I’ve got it covered,” Drew replied, and it sounded like his words came through gritted teeth.


    “Actually, I like what Elaine’s cooking up there—omelets?” Lacey peeked over Elaine’s shoulder.


    Elaine nodded, smiling at Lacey, still not taking the hint; in fact, she gave Drew a triumphant look. Drew turned back to the stove, sulking.


    Overall, Alice loved the atmosphere in the house. Usually, she would feel left out amongst so many people, but with her children and their spouses, her grandchildren, her sister-in-law and her significant other, it all felt comfortable; it felt right. There was even less tension between her and Elaine, if any at all. For the first time, she felt like they were all one big happy family.


    Although she would love to get used to it, she was quite aware that this would never happen again; this vibe, this combination—they would never all be in the same place at the same time with such light hearts again. So she set out to enjoy every moment of it.


    “I would like some of what each of you are making,” she piped up, forgoing her usual breakfast of oatmeal or cold cereal.


    She had never had her daughter’s cooking before, and she knew Elaine would not actually eat what she was cooking for everyone else, that she would opt for a less greasy, fatty option.


    Elaine’s surprise showed briefly on her face, but, if Alice was interpreting it correctly, it was pleasant surprise.


    Jack followed Lacey to the family room where Amber and Jade had planted themselves in front of the television, with David also on the couch. Dennis and Miriam sat nearby, appearing to be in their own world.


    Alice did not think about the carpet or the couch when Elaine and Drew carried trays of plates of omelets and French toasts and sausages to the family room. She did not care to direct them to the dining room today, and no one else saw fit to follow the usual pattern either.


    Everyone settled in the family room to watch The Incredibles, chosen by the small girls who had gotten there first.


    ***


    When breakfast and the movie were done, and everyone began to clear up the dishes and whatever mess had been made once again, Alice thought about her final task. She had to tell them; there was no doubt about it. But she wanted to tell them alone—just Elaine and Drew. It would not matter later who they told, but for right now, she needed to keep it amongst them.


    It was not hard. Once they had gone over George’s last will and testament, and Miriam and Dennis left the house temporarily to go who-knew-where, Alice called her two children to her room, making it clear she wanted to speak to them privately. Lacey and David remained with the children downstairs.


    Alice asked Drew, as the last person in the room, to close the door behind him.


    They both looked wary.


    “You might want to sit down for this.”


    They looked at each other.


    “Mom, please don’t say there’s something wrong with you,” Drew said.


    Alice chuckled to herself. “In a way, there is. I allowed too many things I shouldn’t have.” She paused. There was no other way to do it but to dive right in. “Drew, Elaine. You have a brother.”


    Alice saw eyebrows raise and eyes widen. She saw the siblings look at each other again.


    Alice laughed, sensing they were headed in the wrong direction.


    “No, it’s not me although some part of me almost wishes it were. I didn’t give up a child for adoption somewhere—your father had a child outside of our marriage. He’s about the same age as you Drew; in fact, you guys weren’t born that far apart as far as I understand it. His name is Frederick.”


    “Wait, mom—you’re saying that dad cheated on you? And had a child out of marriage?”


    Alice nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying my dear.”


    “Wait a minute. Frederick...” Drew appeared to be thinking hard. “Mom, who is this guy? Because there was a Frederick here...”


    Alice nodded again.


    “Exactly right, son. That young black man who was here...”


    “Is my brother?” both Elaine and Drew said.


    “So then the lady who was with him was the one who...” Drew did not finish his own sentence. “Wow. Mom, I’m amazed you let her inside your house. You must be some kind of saint to have the slut who...”


    “Now Drew, that’s not necessary.” Alice did not know why, but she felt somewhat protective of the woman. Perhaps she had simply gotten somewhat immune to the situation; felt avenged. Whatever the case, she needed her children to accept the fact, and forgive the woman and her son for existing. As far as she was concerned, the woman had just been pulled into George’s vortex like most.


    Suddenly, Drew burst out laughing.


    “Mom, Elaine totally had the hots for him.”


    Elaine whirled to face him.


    “What the hell? What are you talking about, Drew?”


    “Don’t deny it. I saw you staring him down in church.”


    Elaine rolled her eyes.


    “Yeah well, you were staring him down too. Honestly, if it wasn’t for your obsession with Lacey I’d swear you were gay.”


    Drew stopped smiling.


    “Now, now, children, be nice. And promise me you’ll be nice to him. It might be good for him to have a relationship with his siblings. It’s always nice to have people…” Alice’s voice drifted off as she thought about the moments of loneliness and the sense of rejection both he and his mother might have felt. She also now knew with surety that the demand to “forsake all others” once married was ludicrous and could never be taken literally; one person could—or perhaps should—never be everything to another. One person could not possibly fill all of another’s needs. Frederick was lucky to have his mother, and perhaps he had friends, but more family could help.


    “He might need you,” she said to her offspring.


    ***


    By the time the next morning came, Alice’s children and grandchildren were gone.


    Elaine and her family had left the previous evening to prepare for their delayed Disney vacation, needed even more now, while Drew, Lacey and Jack had taken off early in the morning to eventually work on doing what was best for Jack, so Alice hoped.


    But Miriam and Dennis stayed the whole of the day after the children were gone—although not in the house.


    Alice was not sure where they went again, but they left early in the morning and returned that evening.


    Alice didn’t mind them staying over, but she thought it strange that they decided to hang around. She even thought she caught Miriam watching her intently a few times but she wasn’t sure if Miriam was actually concentrating on her.


    “We are leaving tomorrow,” Miriam said to her before she and Dennis retired to their room. “Will you be okay?”


    Alice had nodded.


    “Will you hang around, then?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean it’s not over. Hang around.”


    “Miriam, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Yes, you do. Good night.”


    ***


    Monday, July 3rd 2006


    Greenwood, Indiana


    Drew was easily distracted by Lacey in their home once again. She had surprised Drew and driven down with them back to Indiana and Drew could barely keep his own hopes at bay, knowing he could use the bathroom for a minute and come out and meet her gone. But while she was there, it felt good.


    She hadn’t even said anything about her photos and belongings still being around.


    Jack had managed to fall asleep during the car ride and was continuing his nap so Drew was grateful for their alone time.


    Lacey put on a pot of coffee.


    “I still can’t believe you have a brother. And he’s cute too!”


    Lacey grinned at him.


    The twinkle in her eye let him know she wasn’t serious about her unspoken implications but he could never be sure with her.


    Drew was still reeling from the news himself. Everyone had been shocked by the news, even Elaine. Apparently, that was one secret their father hadn’t let her in on.


    His father was turning out to be quite the magician, pulling out all sorts of items from his hat and sleeves after death.


    “I bet you want to fuck him too.”


    Drew was shocked the words had left his mouth but once said, he wasn’t sorry he’d said them.


    “Oh come on, Drew—what are you talking about? That wasn’t nice at all; this isn’t like you.”


    “What the hell would you know about what’s like me and what isn’t?” he found himself sputtering.


    She rolled her eyes.


    “Drew, we’ve been married for six or eight years. You’d think I’d know you by now.”


    “You? Who can hardly sit still? You who don’t pay attention to anything for more than two seconds? I’m surprised you even remembered you had a son and not a daughter! That you even remembered Jack’s name...”


    “Well, I named him…”


    “And I can’t believe you, the ADD queen,” he interrupted, “are questioning my skepticism about what you know and don’t know. I know you! Not the other way around. Can you even tell us all apart? All of your many men? Or has it all squashed together like a huge orgy in your mind? Am I your husband or your high school sweetheart? Your extramarital affair? Are we all just cocks to you?”


    “Drew, what a strange thing to say! Of course I can tell you all apart—you interested me for different reasons so of course I know who’s who. And hey, you’re the only one I married for christ’s sake…”


    “You say that like it makes some kind of difference, like it’s actually significant, but what’s important to you sure as hell ain’t me. And you know what? That’s okay. I still love you, I admit it, but I’ll be damned if I settle for the scraps you keep throwing me. Yeah you’re beautiful but I see beauties every day, so maybe I should thank you for giving me the chance to screw around. Take the time to be like those guys you seem most attracted to. I think that was my problem—getting involved with you too early. I was too green when you met me; you had all the experience and thought a man like me was the one to marry. But I bored you with my dedication—I get it. I guess I will say thank you Lacey: I’ve always wanted to know what it felt like to bury my face in bigger boobs than yours. To see what a virgin feels like. To find out if other girls’ hair smell as goddamned sweet as yours.”


    His words came so naturally, he almost believed them.


    Lacey blinked and watched him for a few seconds.


    After a long moment, her sober face morphed into an expression he was defenseless against—her brown eyes darkening with desire.


    “I’m not gonna lie, Drew, whatever got into you is turning me on.”


    She moved closer to him and took his hands.


    “I’m not promising you I’ll be interested for the next twenty years, or even the next five days but I sure as hell want you right now.”


    Drew had planned to give her the cold shoulder, and somehow combine that with a heavy guilt trip for what she’d done to Jack once more. He had planned to make her see the error of her ways, to show her he would be just fine without her and would prefer she left his house as soon as possible.


    Drew did not plan to lose sight of his plan so quickly.


    Looking at her, seeing her in the flesh coming closer to him, caressing him, stopped his plans cold.


    He knew it may not have been the greatest idea, that he might regret it later and that this could make things harder for him in the long run, but at that moment, he wanted her too. There was no way he could say no to her.


    He knew he had nothing to lose, no regrets that could come of it besides most likely getting more attached to her, falling for her all over again, deeper. But he also knew that if he were to die tomorrow, his last thoughts—after his son of course—would be: why didn’t I fuck Lacey that one last time? If he only had today, this last day with her, then so be it.


    When Lacey guided him toward the kitchen table and unbuckled his pants, he barely heard the small thud of the green stone in his pocket hitting the ground.


  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY


    


    


    Tuesday, July 4th 2006


    Orlando, Florida


    It seemed the happiest day of her daughters’ lives. Seeing their animated heroes in person, watching them in parades, taking photos with them and all of the rides they were able to go on made Amber and Jade’s smiles ever-present. Their cheeks were rosy and they were chatty when the family went to dinner, all grins, all glittery eyes. Elaine was sure they’d forgotten all about their grandfather and the funeral and the somber days that had just passed; it was as if all the gloominess had not happened. Not even their dead grandpa could dull the shine of this Disney day, and the promise of Disney days to come.


    Although they had been to Disney World before, they never had as much fun as this. The girls were now at ages where they could appreciate the experience better, appreciate each other’s company, the rides, and the event as a family event.


    Elaine smiled to herself as she fiddled with her pink necklace.


    An image came to her mind then: David, leaving her alone in the room where she had opted to stay as he took the girls out that evening for a fireworks display. It was the first and only time she had decided to let the foursome become a threesome.


    The girls did not mind, and neither did David—he understood her need to be alone for just a little while. He winked at her as the door closed behind him, one little girl on his left, one on his back, piggybacking.


    She had smiled at him as they left, and as the door closed, she thought about how silly she felt for what she had wished before as she thought about her illegitimate brother. David was a committed father, a devoted husband, and nothing was wrong with that at all. Dedication was good. Devotion was good. Family was good. Life was good.


    Still, she could not shake the feeling that something was very wrong.


    She went to her bag and pulled out a notebook, a part of the saga her mother apparently wanted her to know about. Elaine thought it was strange when her mother gave her the box of journals, and even stranger that she told her not to open it until after the fourth of July holiday. Of course she didn’t listen and flipped through the first couple, not really catching anything particularly interesting. Then she picked up one that looked sunny and joyful, yellow on the outside with pink flowers that looked like additions created by her mother or someone else—definitely not the manufacturer, and brought it along with her for slower moments of the trip.


    She opened it up to a page and started reading.


    I hate him, her mother’s even cursive scrawl said. If I could get away with it, I think I would kill him.


    Elaine sat up straight.


    It’s him or me.


    Elaine put the journal down, keeping her thumb between the pages.


    ***


    I-94W


    “Turn around.”


    Ahmik knew that tone of voice, and he knew that when Miriam used that tone of voice with words like those, it was best to listen and obey. Immediately.


    Ahmik took the next exit without a word. He followed the signs to the same highway but heading in the opposite direction, back toward where they had come from.


    When they reached a steady speed, he chanced a glance at her. Her pale blue eyes were staring straight ahead, blank, as if she were no longer present in her own body.


    “What is it?” he asked, bringing her back. She turned to him but she did not speak a word in response. Her pupils were black darts in that ocean of blue.


    Finally, after a full minute of silence, she said:


    “I think you know.”


    He was amazed that he did.


    ***


    Bloomington, Illinois


    Alice pulled out journal #32, cerulean in color. It was the only journal she had not passed on to Elaine—her last.


    She grabbed a pen.


    I wish there was more time to experience it, Alice wrote. I could have had a much more fulfilling life had I lived it with someone who loved me differently. Even if my career plans didn’t pan out, to have at least been with someone who supported me and encouraged me to do what I wanted would have made things so much better.


    Sure, with every choice there is a sacrifice and I made a terrible choice, but I made an even worse one by doing nothing to fix it.


    I must be a masochist.


    She closed the journal. Then, she studied the second and final family photo taken of her, George, Elaine and Drew. The first had been taken when Elaine was five and Drew, three and a half. Elaine was smiling at the camera, baring all her baby teeth as she sat on her father’s lap while Alice stared solemnly with a somber-faced Drew in her arms. George too, was smiling. While neither she nor Drew had discontent on their faces, their non-smiling expressions did not lend to a photo of a happy family.


    In their second one, Elaine was smiling again, in her cap and gown after graduating from college, her father’s arm slung across her shoulders with an even larger grin than hers, while Alice was on the other side of Elaine, smiling a little this time. Drew was next to Alice and again, did not appear particularly moved by the event. It was as if he was a stranger who had been asked to join the photo at the last minute and had somewhere to go.


    Alice thought it ironic; judging from the photos, it appeared Elaine was a much more content, even a happy child, full of life and laughter and sweet-spiritedness while Drew appeared to be soaking in unhappiness at all times. She was amazed at how photos could be so deceiving.


    Still, she traced her finger across the faces of the photograph, reaching out to them one last time.


    Her children were gone now, back to their own lives and families. Drew had promised to visit, and she knew he would try to keep his promise. Elaine mentioned she might bring the girls around here and there too, and as awkward as the moment had been, Alice believed her. Something was different about her daughter; there was uncertainty in her eyes. Maybe she was at conflict with herself, and perhaps an unlikely side—the side that perhaps felt like reaching out to Alice—was gaining ground. Alice had smiled and given Elaine a parting gift, making her promise not to open it until the fourth of July, today: a box of Alice’s own journals. She had managed to keep them hidden from George’s prying eyes over the years, and eventually boxed them up, entrusting them in the care of her younger half-sister. She knew they would help her daughter understand, and perhaps, forgive, although she knew the latter was too much to ask.


    She looked at the will she had drawn up before the children left, signed in the presence of Elaine and her husband, as well as Miriam. She wanted to make sure Drew was taken care of when she left; the boy did not seem to be doing as well as he liked, and his wife was quite capricious to say the least—although she had returned, there was no guarantee she would stay.


    To Andrew Owens I bequeath the house on Mockingbird Avenue...


    Drew had wanted her to join his family for the fourth of July celebrations. Alice was able to get out of it by saying he should go ahead and enjoy it with his own family—while he had them all with him. She told him she was not in the mood for celebrating and would be a downer. That she needed more time to herself to think, reflect.


    He was still a little hesitant to leave Alice alone for that particular holiday, but she could see that in a way he was glad to be with his two favorite people—his wife and son. She did not mind playing second fiddle to his wife since that is what usually happened when children got married. Besides, she knew he loved her, and if she hadn’t insisted, he would not have let up on his invitation. He eventually left her alone reluctantly.


    As for Miriam, she had made up her mind to invite her father to the reservation—she was pretty sure he would want to go. Alice imagined the conversation Miriam would have with Fred, with Fred revealing knowing about another grandson, Miriam forced to reveal George’s demise. Alice knew it was not a replacement, but it was certainly another reason for the old man to carry on; he wanted to meet this new grandson after all. And she was also sure he would get out and do something new for a change. She was content with her part in his renewed sense for life.


    She looked at the urn on the mantel. It was the final step in eradicating George from her life. She poured the ashes into the sink and turned on the water, flushing them away, watching them swirl and dance down the drain.


    Finally, for the first time in a long time, she started to feel like her old self again; like the little girl who’d insisted on picking out her own clothes, disregarding advice about stripes and polka dots not going together. The girl who pulled her hair out of her ponytail holders when she wanted to feel her hair swim around her face.


    Like the teenager who had planned to marry someday like every other girl she knew, but had the sense to know that first, she needed to go to college and get her own life together. She was the girl who figured she should be as educated as possible in order to better take care of herself and have more options available to her to make a living just in case. The young woman who had researched at the library, found scholarships, entered writing competitions, won them. Who had worked as a waitress in the evenings while in high school, and took babysitting jobs and worked as a barista some evenings while in college. The girl who did everything she could to make sure all she wanted could be paid for, did everything she could to fight for her own life, keep her own spirit alive. She was the girl who made all her own decisions and allowed others only to help inform them.


    Although having help along the way seemed like a beautiful alternative, her parents’ abandonment left her with the ability to take care of herself, follow her own instincts, form her own opinions, live her own life—and for that she was grateful. Her self-sufficiency was what she had always been most proud of.


    She had planned to go on to graduate school and continue her education until she met George. And while she’d always wondered about her looks in comparison to the everyday girl, for she was not beautiful in a traditional sense, George made her feel beautiful, valuable. For the first time in her life she felt wanted, treasured.


    Still, she had seen relationships fall apart around her so she knew she had to prepare for a life without George and that meant sticking to her plans. But he had different plans for her.


    George was the wind of a hurricane and she had to decide if she would be a solid, mighty oak which although strong and stable otherwise, could snap against the opposing force of the hurricane, or if she would be a reed which would bend with the storm and still be left standing when it passed.


    The alternative George offered to the life she had planned was somewhat attractive—a life companion sooner than expected. It was something worth ditching her other goals for, wasn’t it? After all, those other goals were just there to bide her time until she found someone to be with anyway. Right?


    She wasn’t sure what it was George had seen in her, but whatever it was, she’d been thankful for it and threw away what she had prided herself on, what she’d thought defined her.


    Now, she thought of her life as a palindrome, reading the same way front to back, back to front. Malayalam. She was constantly swept into nothingness, made insignificant, living as a nonentity.


    To Alice, it was only natural that she would reach nullity—the condition of nonexistence—brought about by her own hand.


    Alice eventually realized the ashes were gone and the water was no longer washing anything but itself down the drain.


    She grabbed the kettle from the stove to add water to it, turned off the faucet, then started preparing herself a special cup of tea, courtesy of her garden.


    Today, the country would be celebrating and enjoying life. Families would be having picnics, food was being cooked in great quantities as neighbors joined each other for festivities, firecrackers would light up the fourth of July sky.


    And Alice would be free at last.


    The kettle whistled.


    Alice made her tea, let it cool a bit, then brought the cup to her lips.


    Malayalam.


    Right before the liquid reached her mouth she stopped the cup, staring at the warm, brown liquid, watching the steam rise. It was as if George were reaching out from beyond the grave, continuing his mission.


    We’ll keep in touch, she remembered Elaine saying as she and her family left the house.


    Withdrawing isn’t always the best course of action, Heather whispered.


    I can’t think about losing you, she heard Drew say.


    You can eat your cake and have it too, echoed Miriam’s voice. Hang around.


    Alice’s eyes turned their attention to the embossed vine pattern on the cup.


    She looked at the handle.


    Then she poured the contents of her cup into the sink.


    Invictus.


    She was the master of her fate. She was the captain of her soul.


    Suddenly she heard a car pull up outside, startling her.


    Who could that be? she wondered—everyone had already left for good.


    She walked over to the curtains and peeked out.


    The car looked like Dennis’s car.


    She continued peering through the windows and sure enough, Dennis and Miriam left the car and rushed over to the front door.


    Then the telephone rang.


    Alice didn’t know whether to open the door or answer the telephone first.


    She went for the telephone.


    “Mother, what the hell is this?” Elaine’s voice was not frighteningly angry this time; in fact, it was the softest Alice had ever heard when speaking to her, although still a bit harsh.


    Alice pretended not to know what she was talking about.


    “What do you mean?”


    She hadn’t expected for Elaine to get to any of the more interesting parts of her journals so quickly but apparently she’d read something that caught her interest.


    She had hoped to be gone by the time Elaine had gotten through those parts.


    Knocking began at the door.


    “You killed him, didn’t you? I have no doubt in my mind…”


    “I’m sorry, Elaine—I have to get the door; someone’s there and they’re banging a hole in it. Hold one second.”


    She didn’t wait for a response.


    She opened the door, seeing Dennis’s fist midair about to start another barrage of knocks. Miriam stood next to him staring at her face, as if there were words on it she was translating.


    “We caught you in time,” she said after a few moments, appearing to relax.


    “I think I caught myself in time,” Alice said, as she thought about her new plan: a final trip to India.


    Sid was waiting.


    


    


    END


    


    *NB - The revised Second Edition will be available by May 2014. Look out for the notification email from Amazon to download the latest version free!*


    


    If you enjoyed this story, consider reviewing it here on Amazon! :)


    


    CONTACT


    Check out the author’s website, e-mail her, and/or interact with her on Facebook or Goodreads.


    


    *To find out about upcoming releases or giveaways, sign up for the author’s newsletter here. A newsletter will be sent once a month or less, and in each one, the author will reveal a secret about herself.*


  


  
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR


    


    Ada Winder schooled in the Midwest and currently lives in southern California penning fiction.


    


    Emancipating Alice, was a 2013 Amazon Breakthrough Novel Award Quarterfinalist, and winner of Indie Book of the Day (June 22nd 2013).


    


    The second edition (new cover below) is scheduled for a May 2014 release.
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    NB - Those who purchased the first edition will be able to update to the latest edition free of charge when it’s available. Look out for the update email from Amazon!


  


  
    Interview with Ada Winder


    


    by Christoph Fischer


    


    How did you come to writing in the first place?


    You’ve probably heard this a lot by now, but writing actually came to me–very easily, very young. I was working on my first novel by the time I was nine and had produced tons of short stories and poetry before then (and continued to do so).


    I think it has to do with reading early–I’d learned at the age of two and read voraciously thereafter. Plus I’ve always been terribly introverted; it’s only natural I think for me to prefer communicating through writing.


    When did you first have the idea for this book? Why this subject?


    Emancipating Alice started off as two separate short story ideas, but the way the two began playing themselves out in my mind made me realize they could actually be part of the same story.


    I was participating in my very first National Novel Writing Month and in the planning stage, tested out several ideas for viability. While outlining, this two-became-one project persevered–I think because one of its subplots came ready-made as a result of the merger!


    


    How did you think of those characters?


    The characters kind of populated themselves, inspired by me being a witness to some unhappy relationships. The main characters–Alice and George–showed up clearly when it was only about them as a short story. Then in planning the novel, others presented themselves–their children for example. Then of course, a few unplanned ones sort of came out of nowhere while writing, letting me know that this story was part of their story too, and for some, they ended up having a much larger part in how things played out than I imagined when they first showed up.


    


    Do you have a favourite character in the book?


    I do actually, and it ended up being one of those unplanned characters: Miriam, George’s sister. She’s sort of like me–a bit odd, quirky. But then again, all the women in the novel are sort of like me one way or another.


    


    How long did it take you to write?


    I wrote the first draft in under a month. But at some point, I realized I didn’t like the ending; it struck me as wrong. I had to let it sit as my subconscious worked on it. Then about two years later, how it should end–and how I should get there–became clear.


    


    How many rewrites did it take you?


    There was just that one major rewrite with the requisite adding and subtracting of elements to match the new ending. From there it was just editing. I have to say, this is the only long project that came to me almost ‘full-grown,’ and I’m waiting, hoping to have such an experience again.


    


    Who are your favourite authors / influences?


    I read Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment some months before I wrote Emancipating Alice and fell madly in love with his writing, the way he delved into psychology. I also read Richard Flanagan’s The Sound of One Hand Clapping a few years before writing the novel and it blew my mind; it was the most beautiful, moving book I’d ever read. The author weaved in the backgrounds of its main characters–childhood events and various traumas–so that no matter how they acted, or what terrible things they did, you understood.


    The way I wrote Emancipating Alice was influenced by me wanting desperately to present characters similarly–to give a hint or more as to why characters acted the way they did, why they would respond one way versus another, what affect their choices had on them. My goal was to have their actions understandable–no matter how ‘bad’ or ‘evil,’ or even banal. I can’t say if I succeeded or not, but I hope I did them some justice.


    I guess I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention the short story: “The Yellow Wallpaper” by Charlotte Perkins Gilman–that was probably an influence as well. And I’m also a fan of Edgar Allan Poe, but I’m not sure if he got in there.


    


    Who would play your characters in a movie?


    Meryl Streep would play everyone I think–her first, multi-character movie like Eddie Murphy in The Nutty Professor.


    But seriously, Meryl Streep. For Alice at least.


    What is your next project and where would we be likely to hear about them?


    I have short stories and novels in the works, and I will most likely post any updates on my Facebook author page and on Goodreads.


    


    ABOUT THE INTERVIEWER


    Christoph Fischer was born in Germany, near the Austrian border, as the son of a Sudeten-German father and a Bavarian mother. Not a full local in the eyes and ears of his peers he developed an ambiguous sense of belonging and home in Bavaria, which has led to his interest in the concept of Nations, individuals and communal culture, some of the central themes of ‘The Three Nations Trilogy.’
He moved to Hamburg, London, Brighton and Bath, where he is still resident today.

    ‘The Luck of The Weissensteiners’ is his first book and was published in November 2012.
'Sebastian' in May 2013. He has written several other novels which are in the later stages of editing and finalisation.


    


    More information at:


    http://www.christophfischerbooks.com/
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