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Abstract: 

 The four pieces included in Love, Loss, and the Lack of (Communication) are 

my favorite short stories that I have written while at Creighton University. They 

have each been workshopped and heavily edited for inclusion in my thesis. 

 Exploring relationships and the family dynamic have always interested me. 

Everyone deals with relationship problems differently. I wanted to write about the 

possible outcomes of a person’s actions when problems in a relationship arise. It 

comes down to one thing: how a person communicates with another.   

 The first piece, “Renovation,” follows the lives of Gin and Cam after the death 

of their mother. The girls are forced to reevaluate their relationship with each other 

and the ones they had with their mother. 

 The second piece, “Going to Press,” deals with Cara’s struggle of losing her 

job. She has yet to tell her husband. I also explore the family dynamic between Cara 

and her in-laws.  

 In “Tomatoes,” Beth struggles with her fiancé. She is tormented by the death 

of her brother. She also has her father and mother’s failed relationship in the back of 

her mind. Beth’s failure to move on haunts her in what should be her strongest 

relationship–the one with her fiancé. 

 In the final piece entitled “Stargazers,” Jake hopes to save his failing marriage. 

He has found out that his wife has cheated on him. The relationship between the two 

of them is anchored in their love for their sons.   
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PERSONAL STATEMENT 

 I have learned a lot about myself as both a writer and a reader while in 

Creighton’s English master’s program. I feel that I have grown quite a bit, as a 

person and as a writer. I used to consider writing a hobby, but that was the wrong 

word to use. I don’t write because I’m bored or feel that I have to; I write because I 

am compelled to and because I want to. My writing isn’t something I take lightly. I 

value my work, and the time spent doing it isn’t always easy. Sometimes I struggle 

with finding subject material to write a story on. Other times, I have the perfect 

character but I don’t know what kind of conflict to inflict upon them. In an attempt 

to help me through these hardships of writing, I have started to keep journals. 

 In the past two years, I have started keeping three different journals to help 

me as a writer. The first one I keep is a line-a-day journal; this journal is informal, 

and I usually just write about one interesting or intriguing thing that has happened 

to me during the day. It doesn’t seem like a big thing, but it helps me out when I  have 

trouble thinking of a subject to write on. I can look back into that journal, remember 

an interesting moment, and then start writing. The second journal I keep is for small 

writing exercises. I have made it a habit to write at least one scene every day. I know 

that a lot of the scenes will never be used in a longer piece. I do it for the practice. It 

helps to hone in on the craft and sharpen my skills. When I’m having trouble 

thinking of something to write, I go back through the journal to see if there is 

something I can use. I have gotten very serious about my writing, and these journals 

help me keep my focus.  

 The third kind of journal I keep is one for the books I have read and the ones 
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that I want to read. I have had fellow students, professors and friends tell me that I 

should read a certain book, and if I don’t write it down, I don’t remember it. With 

this journal, I know what I have read and I can keep track of the type of book I have 

been reading. It’s important to try and read a little bit of everything–I am looking for 

inspiration, and just because I haven’t written a novel set in Antarctica doesn’t mean 

that it won’t show me a new technique. It is a way to see how other writers handle 

similar problems that I am having. It helps me to learn about what works and what 

doesn’t within a story. By exposing myself to different works and novels, I am 

leaving myself open to new ideas and techniques.  

 I tend to read a lot of short stories, and I have been reading a lot of 

collections composed of different short stories about the same main character. My 

next major goal in my writing career is to write a collection of short stories. Because 

of this, Monkeys by Susan Minot was a collection that I kept close while working on 

my thesis. I think the reason I enjoy Minot’s writing so much is because of the way 

she sets up her conflicts: the father’s alcoholism, the mother taking care of her seven 

children on her own, the daughters’ problems with partying and relationships with 

men, the sons’ issues with pot and alcoholism, and then the mother’s death and the 

father’s remarriage. Each of these problems could easily be the major conflict of a 

novel, but Minot chooses to bring them all together to really give her audience a 

heartbreaking, intriguing read that stays with them long after they put the book 

down. I also enjoyed reading Melissa Banks’ book The Girls’ Guide to Hunting and 

Fishing. Banks’ book is composed of stories that show glimpses into Jane’s life. What 

I love about the book is that from story to story, the verb tense and perspective is 
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changed. In a collection of stories, it would be easy to stick with one verb tense and 

one point-of-view throughout the entire piece. It was nice to study how Banks was 

able to successfully change those things and make the stories flow nicely. Banks can 

convey so much with the littlest clues, and it leaves me captivated.  

 Professor Mullins had given me a great idea early in my last semester of 

workshop with him. He said that a good habit to get into is breaking down the work 

of other writers. This summer, I have been reading a lot of short story collections, 

and instead of just reading, I’ve been breaking down the story into different 

sections: exposition, conflict, dialogue, etc. I also pay close attention to the prose, 

narrative voice, and how the author brings each conflict all the way through to the 

end. I struggle with bringing each conflict through to the end in my own writing, so 

noticing how another author does it has been very influential to me.  

 There were a few other books and journals that I read while working on my 

thesis that helped me through this process. A lot of the subjects that I write on come 

from experiences I have had in my personal life, and I fictionalize it. It’s very 

therapeutic for me. I can write through my problems from a different character’s 

perspective. I have always been a fan of David Sedaris’ work; when I was working on 

my nonfiction thesis for my undergraduate work at Simpson, I relied heavily on his 

work. He gave a reading at The Bookworm earlier this summer, and afterward, I 

thought it would be a good idea to go back through his work. His newest book, Let’s 

Explore Diabetes with Owls, shows a strong narrative voice, and I loved seeing how 

he incorporated humor and sarcasm into nearly every scene. I also bought a couple 

issues of The Iowa Review to read through; I did a presentation on the journal during 
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my creative writing workshop with Mary Helen Stefaniak, and I enjoyed the work 

published in it. Stefaniak had told us that the best way to get published is to know 

the journals and magazines you are sending your work out to. In order to find a 

good fit for my work, I have to know the kind of journal I am sending it to. I also 

went back through my collection of The New Yorker to read some of the fiction 

pieces.  

 During the school year, I try to spend an hour in the morning and an hour at 

night just writing. This summer, I blocked off three to four hours a day. I like to go to 

the coffee shop when I write because I find inspiration there. Different people walk 

by or come into the shop, and I write stories about them: what they are there for, the 

problems they are struggling with, and the kind of people they hang around with. 

When it comes time to revise, I like to stay in my office or out on the deck. It’s much 

less of a distraction in those two places. It is just me and my writing. I am able to 

read sentences out loud to make sure they flow well and make sense.  

 Each of the four pieces I chose to include in my thesis work has been written 

during my two years in the creative writing workshops I have taken while at 

Creighton University. They are my favorite pieces that I have written. Each has been 

heavily edited with the help of my fellow writers and professors, and I am proud of 

the works that they have become.  

 The four pieces of Love, Loss and the Lack of (Communication) each revolve 

around the different aspects of relationships and the family dynamic. The stories 

deal with the issues that arise when communication is jilted or altogether stopped in 

a relationship. Every person deals with a problem with a family member or 



5 
 

significant other in a different way–some people turn violent while others prefer 

silence. Others fight or even leave the relationship behind, and many are able to talk 

through the issue. It depends on the situation and the people. I wanted to explore 

the different outcomes of these actions. It comes down to one thing: how a person 

communicates with another.  

 In the following pages, I will be talking about the process that each of the 

stories has gone through. I have divided the rest of my personal statement into four 

different parts–a part for each of the stories in my thesis.  

“Renovation” 

 This is my favorite piece that I’ve written during my time at Creighton. A 

draft of “Renovation” was workshopped during my third semester of creative 

writing with Susan Aizenberg. After the workshop, I had quite a few helpful 

comments and ideas. More information was needed on the relationship between 

Momma and her girls. I also needed more on Gin; this is her story, and it wasn’t 

coming across that way. The girls’ father was also missing from the story. Although 

he is dead, he still needed to be mentioned. How did he die? What kind of father was 

he? After answering these questions, I had a much fuller story. Some of the 

background information that I added about the girls’ childhood furthered the 

conflicts already mentioned in the piece.  

 In the following drafts, I decided to add more on Scarlet; in the first draft, she 

seemed like a ghost. She was mentioned, but never really said anything or did 

anything. I wanted her to play a bigger role in the relationship between Gin and 

Cam. One of Gin’s external conflicts is that she doesn’t get along with younger 
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children. I wanted that to surface more, so I added the scene with the spilled paint. I 

also wanted to bring their relationship through to the end–the last scene lets the 

reader know that Gin is trying her hardest to build the relationship with her niece. 

Gin’s struggle with not being able to communicate well with her family hasn’t 

magically disappeared, but the final scene lets the reader know that Gin is ready to 

commit to making the family work.  

 While getting my writing sample ready for submission into Creighton’s MFA 

program, I extended “Renovation.” When I submitted it to the first workshop, it was 

fourteen pages long. When Rachel Bouzis, Amy O’Reilly, and I met for a workshop at 

the beginning of this summer, I gave them a twenty four page draft. When editing 

this draft, I kept asking myself this question: what do you really want your readers 

to take away from “Renovation?” What do I want them to know about my 

characters? I wanted “Renovation” to be about Cam and Gin’s relationship. The girls 

are so worried about their mother’s opinions of them that their relationship with 

each other has dissolved.  Their struggle to be close again comes to a head during a 

time they need each other most–at the death of their mother.   

 What I’m happiest about in “Renovation” is the setting I have created. I grew 

up along the northern Iowa and southern Minnesota border, and it is absolutely 

beautiful. I wanted to capture that beauty while I described the setting so that my 

readers who haven’t been to that part of the United States could  feel like they have. 

A professor I had at Simpson passed along this quote when we were going over 

setting: nothing happens nowhere. It has been something I say to myself while 

writing any manuscript. I need to give my characters a place to interact. I believe 
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that setting is just as important as a protagonist and a plot. There is a connection 

between the characters and the place that they are. The setting I have created is not 

just a house or a place; it is Gin’s home.  

 I was able to read some of “Renovation” at the student writers series–Writes 

of Spring–that Creighton held in April 2013. It was the first time I was able to share 

my work, and it was a wonderful experience.  

“Going to Press” 

 “Going to Press” is about the struggle of growing up: jobs, marr iage, and in-

laws. Communication between Geoff and Cara isn’t there. Geoff doesn’t know her 

desire to teach because Cara hasn’t expressed that to him. Cara is scared to tell Geoff 

that she has been laid off and therefore starts lying to him about where she is after 

work. When I was at Simpson College, I had an English major and a journalism 

minor. I was an editor for the newspaper and really enjoyed learning about the 

different elements of journalism. I wanted to explore a character who works as a 

journalist, and I was able to do so in this piece.  

 I wrote the original draft of “Going to Press” during my third semester of 

creative writing with Susan Aizenberg. The story used to read like it was two 

separate stories that I tried putting into one. It didn’t flow very well, and it was 

difficult for my reader to know what story I was trying to tell. Upon revision, I 

deleted around eight pages of fluff–details, comments and conflicts that weren’t 

working for the overall major conflict that I wanted.  

 In the first draft, the big realization at the end of the piece was that Cara was 

without a job. I had sprinkled little clues throughout the piece alluding to her being 
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laid off, but it just wasn’t working correctly for the piece. Instead, I decided to tell 

my readers that Cara had been laid off in the first few pages. The conflict then 

becomes when she will tell her husband and how he will take the news. I think it 

helps the flow of the piece. I also like the way that the supper scene builds up the 

tension; it wasn’t the place that Cara wanted to tell Geoff about her loss of a job, but 

she just couldn’t hold it in any longer. I think the major realization of the entire 

piece is the one Cara makes at the end–her husband still seems to be more devoted 

to his mother and first family than he seems to be with her.  

 Poppy was another issue with the first draft’s workshop. She seemed to play 

such an important role in the first half of the piece, and then she disappeared 

toward the end. I took out a lot of information on Poppy and decided to use her as a 

catalyst to fuel Cara’s struggle with finding another job and another reason why she 

is struggling to tell Geoff.  

 “Going to Press” used to be named “Chew Toy.” I find naming my stories to be 

one of the toughest parts of writing a story, and the title “Chew Toy” wasn’t the 

lasting impression I was trying to make with this piece. I decided to stick with 

“Going to Press” because it has a few different meanings for this story. It’s obviously 

a journalist phrase, so it works well that way. Also, Charlotte keeps pressing into her 

children’s lives, and it ends up sending Cara over the edge. The title makes much 

more sense as it is now.  

“Tomatoes” 

 I wrote this piece during my second semester of creative writing with Mary 

Helen Stefaniak. “Tomatoes” has a different feel to it than the other stories I have 



9 
 

included in my thesis. I wanted to try something different than I ever had before in 

my writing. When I first workshopped “Tomatoes,” it was only six pages long. I 

wanted to keep this piece short on purpose, but I knew that six pages wasn’t going 

to do it. I needed to expand to include more information on Beth’s parents, their 

relationship, and how it ties into Beth and Ace’s. There are a lot of relationship 

struggles within this piece. Beth struggles with her fiancé, Ace. She struggles with 

the death of her brother, Brett. She also has her father and mother’s failed 

relationship in the back of her head. Beth’s struggle with her father-in-law and his 

spending behavior also comes to light in this piece. Beth’s failure to move on haunts 

her in what should be her strongest relationship–the one with her fiancé. The 

baggage of her first family carries into the one with Ace. Beth’s parents were hardly 

mentioned in the first draft, and all the reader knew was that they fought a lot. The 

reader needed to know more about her parents in order to establish the connection 

of the parents to that of Beth and Ace. I added a few sentences about the unhealthy 

relationship that Beth saw between her father and mother. They stayed together for 

the wrong reasons, and Beth was in the middle of the fights. 

 Also, in the first draft, I didn’t include that Brett was dead. A lot of the 

comments dealt with wanting to know where Brett was now. It was easy to go back 

in and add a couple paragraphs about Brett, and the fact that Brett is now dead 

really brought my story to its climatic end. Also in the first draft, Ace came off as the 

typical bad guy; he was self-centered, whiney, and unemployed. I didn’t want him to 

come across that way–he needed some kind of a saving grace. It didn’t have to be big 

as he is fed up with having to live in Brett’s shadow for so long , but he needed that 
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moment of apathy toward Beth’s situation.  

 I struggled with the idea of making the story into one continuous piece 

without the flashbacks. I left the story in sections–one section follows Beth as an 

adult, and in the other we see Beth as a child. The two eventually connect at the end 

of the story. I wanted to include the flashbacks because I find them to be so telling 

and intimate to Brett and Beth’s relationship. My brother and I used to throw our 

old fruit and vegetables at the light pole at the end of our yard. Mom had three big 

gardens, and sometimes a few of the tomatoes or little pumpkins would be missed 

when we were picking them. We loved throwing them at the light pole–it was 

something so silly, but it really brought us closer together. I wanted to incorporate 

that into a story, so I wrote “Tomatoes.” I added in the part about the fighting 

parents, and it was the perfect excuse to get the kids out of the house.  

“Stargazers” 

 I wrote “Stargazers” during my first semester of creative writing with Brent 

Spencer. This piece is close to my heart–I wrote it to deal with an affair that was 

happening to someone very close to me. I felt like I couldn’t say anything to them 

about it, but I needed to get my feelings out. Writing was the best way to do that for 

me. I tried to put myself in that situation, and “Stargazers” is what came out of it. I 

remember writing it in one large chunk of time. It just flowed out so easily, and it 

was great therapy. 

 In the first draft, I followed the real life affair a little too closely. When I 

revised this piece, I was able to step back from the real situation and was able to 

fictionalize it much better. I just needed a little time away from it. Jake seemed too 
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much like the cookie-cutter husband: perfect, abandoned, but keeping it together for 

the kids. Although Laci is the one who had the affair, Jake had to come off a little less 

perfect. The way he was dealing with the affair just didn’t make sense. I added the 

exposition where Jake was thinking about the affair and about how he was dealing 

with it. I also added more interaction between Jake and Laci. It seemed that neither 

one of them was working toward bettering their marriage–they were ignoring each 

other and were only together when the kids were there. That wasn’t giving the 

overall impression that the two of them were still in love and that they were 

working together for their marriage, not just their children.  

 I added more details to the entire story in the drafts following the workshop. 

I wanted to stay away from over-telling anything, but I still wanted my readers to 

get a nice glimpse into the lives of these characters. They have lives outside of the 

affair, and I needed to remember that. I added details about what Jake does for a 

living, and I added more about Anna, Jake’s sister.  

 I mentioned earlier in this personal statement that I love to write setting. I 

think it is so important, but sometimes, I tend to overwrite. I don’t worry too much 

about this overwriting as it is an easy fix. I went back through the story and made 

sure that each sentence and each detail mattered and needed to be in the story. I 

also had a couple paragraphs that were told from Laci’s perspective  in the original 

draft. They came right after she went to bed, and the shift in perspective didn’t need 

to be there. Instead, I added more details from Jake’s point of view about the affair, 

and it got the same points across.  
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 I have always been a story teller. I feel very blessed for the experiences I have 

gotten while at Creighton. I moved to a different state, started a new chapter of my 

life, and my writing has reflected that. While at Creighton, I have been exposed to 

styles and techniques of many different writers, and I feel that it has been very 

beneficial to me. I am graduating from Creighton as a much more focused writer . I 

want to present my work in its best form. What I want my writing to do is open up 

possibilities to others. I want to give them an experience that they otherwise 

wouldn’t have had. My life has been shaped by the books I’ve read, the short stories I 

have written, and the things I have learned from reading. Writing can change lives, 

and I want my writing to influence people around the world.  
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RENOVATION 

 The church was crowded with mourners for Momma’s visitation. Memorial 

flowers flooded the front of the church where her casket was placed. Momma’s 

nursing station sent over two dozen lavender roses. The group of ladies she used to 

walk around the park with on the weekends sent pink and yellow lilies–her favorite. 

Large ferns and stringy ivy had been given by four different groups of people. I 

didn’t know what I would do with them all after the funeral.  

 I couldn’t believe how peaceful my mother looked. She wore her favorite 

dress; it was a navy blue sundress with a lace overlay. The dress was old, but 

Momma had kept it in great condition. It was the dress she used to wear when she 

and Daddy went out on their anniversary night. When the funeral home director had 

asked me to pick something special for her, I knew exactly what dress Momma 

would want. I also made sure to give the director Momma’s cherry red Maybelline 

lipstick. As Momma’s health began to decline, she had kept telling me how old she 

felt and that she didn’t feel pretty anymore. In an attempt to cheer her up, I picked 

up a few different items: a light pink nail polish, a yellow purse that she had her eye 

on at the Coach store in the mall, and the cherry red lipstick. For every doctor’s 

appointment, Momma made sure she had her lipstick on. 

  “Ginny, I feel so pretty in this,” she had said on the morning of her last 

doctor’s appointment. “Thank you.”  

   It seemed so silly and trivial–a tube of lipstick–but it had made her smile.  

  It felt surreal to see my momma lying in the casket. She looked beautiful and 

finally, at peace. In between hugs and condolences from family members, friends, 
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and people I had never met, I read Momma’s obituary over and over again.   

  “Evelyn passed away at the Cassen County Hospital during a late night 

thunderstorm on August 3rd, one year and sixty-seven days after she was diagnosed 

with breast cancer. Her daughter Gin was by her side.” 

  I knew when we got the bleak diagnosis that Momma’s death was quickly 

approaching, but that hadn’t made preparing for it any easier. Death had become too 

familiar for me–Daddy had passed away from lung cancer fifteen years earlier, and 

my best friend Zadie had died in a car accident five months ago.  

  “She was fifty years old. She is survived by two daughters; Cam (Jeb) Jenz of 

Dunwoody, GA, and Gin Wick of Fairmont, MN; one granddaughter, Scarlet Jenz.”   

  My sister Cam had come home only twice while Momma was struggling–once 

when we had gotten the news and then in March for Momma’s last birthday. The 

gossip mill had livened up on those two occasions. Small town talk whispered as to 

why Cam’s husband hadn’t come with her either time. There had been rumors about 

a divorce, rumors that the two had never been married, rumors that she had snuck 

around with Ryan Daley, her high school boyfriend, during the night. I resented her 

for not coming home more often to help me with Momma. I understood that Cam 

had a job and family down in Georgia, but I couldn’t believe that she wouldn’t want 

to spend more time with Momma before she died.  

 Cam and Scarlet stood in the annex of the church for most of the visitation 

and avoided Momma’s casket. Fidgeting and wide-eyed, Cam looked like she felt out 

of place. I figured that she probably hadn’t stepped foot in a church since she moved 

to Georgia. Her hair was braided messily, and she wore a pair of bright green flip 
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flops that squeaked nosily with each step. In a short strapless dress with a bright 

floral print, it looked like she was dressed for a picnic or a date rather than her 

mother’s visitation. 

  I knew that Cam and Scarlet would stay at the house tonight, and that was 

fine with me. What I wasn’t okay with was not knowing how long they planned on 

staying.  Momma’s visitation had started at four o’ clock, but Reverend DeWitt 

wanted the family to arrive at three. He was an older man, and he had been at our 

church for fifty years. He always held a prayer service before the visitation for the 

family of the deceased. It was a time where the family could view the body in private 

and share memories with each other. It was meant to be a time where the family 

could mourn together. Only three family members–me, Momma’s sister and her 

brother-in-law–had made it up for the prayer service. Cam and Scarlet had shown 

up six minutes before the visitation was scheduled to start. Quite a few members of 

the community were already milling around. I didn’t understand how she could be 

late to such an important goodbye. I wanted to yell at her and ask her where she had 

been. I knew she would have an excuse–she always had an excuse. 

# 

  

  After the visitation, Cam asked if it would be okay for her and Scarlet to stay 

with me at the farm for a while.  

  “You know, to go through the house? You shouldn’t have to do that by 

yourself,” she said.  

 I wanted to tell her that going through the house would be nothing compared 
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to preparing for our Momma’s death and funeral on my own, but we were in the 

middle of the church parking lot. Reverend DeWitt was speaking with a few ladies of 

the choir in front of the church, and I didn’t want them to overhear.    

  “That’s really not necessary,” I said instead.  

  Cam wrapped her arms tightly around Scarlet.   

 “Please, Gin? I’m really good at that kind of thing.” She picked up the long 

brown ponytail that hung from the back of Scarlet’s head and ran her fingers 

through her hair. “Besides, I’d really like to show Scarlet around. She doesn’t know 

much about the town or her grandmother.” 

 At the mention of her name, Scarlet turned her gaze to her mother and me. 

She looked just like Cam when she was ten years old. Freckles spilled off her nose 

and onto her cheeks. When she smiled, she tried not to show any teeth; she was self -

conscious about the gap in-between her front two.    

 “Could we stay a little while, Aunt Gin?” She scratched at a fresh bug bite on 

her arm. “I don’t really want to go back to Georgia.” 

 I wasn’t used to being called “Aunt Gin.” I looked from Scarlet to Cam. 

Something seemed off, but it wasn’t the time or the place to ask.  

  “I guess that would be okay,” I said. “For a little while.” 

# 

  I decided to tackle my master bedroom first as a semi-new homeowner. It 

was my room when I was growing up. It used to be pink–hot pink wallpaper with 

rows of small yellow tulips that swayed unsteadily if you looked at them for too 
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long. The wallpaper had pulled off in long, uninterrupted sheets. I stepped back to 

admire my work on my adult bedroom. After ripping out the yellow shag carpet and 

replacing it with fake hardwood floors, I had covered three of the walls in a deep 

mahogany brown. I painted the wall with the bay-window turquoise. The room 

really popped.  

  I gently pulled the blue painter’s tape away from the bay-window that 

overlooked my back yard. The room would make a fine master bedroom, I thought. 

It had the best view. Many of the plants in the perennial flower garden grew taller 

than the window and wandered downhill toward the stream. An ancient clematis 

held tight to the side of the house, weaving its way across the light brown siding. It 

scrambled upward in a lazy pattern, overtaking the north side of the house more 

and more each year. The blooms used to be a deep purple when I was a child; 

through the years, they had faded to lavender. I used to love listening to Daddy 

name off all the plants he bought–dianthus, hostas, hibiscus, hydrangeas. They 

bloomed as beautifully as their names. I didn’t know which was which when I was 

little, but I loved the way they sounded when I spoke of them.  

 My mother had given me the house on the day she was diagnosed with 

cancer, but I could never bring myself to make any significant changes. Momma had 

maintained the house in a particular way–nothing had changed since we moved in 

when I was a little girl. The once red, now mauve, wallpaper chipped in each corner 

of the kitchen. Its counters were warped in more than one place. The living room 

television still needed rabbit ears to get basic cable. Even then, it only got five 

channels, two of them being repeats of each other. The cherry-stained hoosier 
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cabinet was far too big and clunky for the quaint living room; it looked congested 

next to the oversized orange suede couch.  

 I grabbed the brushes and tray of turquoise paint and headed to the kitchen. 

It was almost noon on a muggy Saturday in August. The lavender roses from 

Momma’s funeral wilted on the oak table. Her  predominantly brown Yorkie Lucy lay 

on the bubbled linoleum floor underneath. I could usually find Lucy in one of two 

places–underneath that table or at the foot of Momma’s old recliner in the living 

room. Lucy’s food sat untouched next to the refrigerator. She sighed heavily and 

rested her head against the table’s leg. She was taking Momma’s death hard.  

 I smiled down at her and made my way to the sink. Washing out the brushes 

was my favorite part of the entire painting process. It meant I was done. I watched 

the clear water turn turquoise after it hit the brush. I gently rubbed the bristles and 

waited for the water to run clear again.  

 I looked out the window above the sink. My young lab Axel had spotted a 

squirrel in the willow tree half an hour ago and still felt the need to bark angrily up 

at him. I wasn’t even sure the squirrel was still in the tree. He jumped at the 

branches, trying his hardest to snatch onto the lowest lying limb. His tail wagged 

excitedly and his ears flopped with each move. Axel loved the excitement of living in 

the country, but he didn’t like living with Lucy. Lucy was o ld–seventy-seven in dog 

years–and she hated having Axel around. They fought constantly. The two of them 

couldn’t be in the same room without Lucy’s back hair sticking straight up and 

gnarled teeth from Axel.  

 Before Axel and I had moved into Momma’s house, we had lived in a city 
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about twenty minutes away from the farm. I had rented a small apartment next to a 

dog park and golf course. It was perfect. My drive to work every day took eight 

minutes from the time I locked the door of the apartment until the time I pulled into 

the teacher’s parking lot. I was a high school math teacher, and I had been since I 

graduated from the University of Minnesota three years prior. It wasn’t that I 

necessarily wanted to be back in the area, but my old high school was hiring and I 

needed to start paying off my student loans.  

  The major downfall to moving back had been that the friends I had made at 

college found jobs and stayed in Minneapolis. I had rescued Axel from the pound 

because I was lonely and wanted the company.  

 Axel turned his attention toward to the old red Ford pick-up slowly making 

its way down the gravel lane. The Georgia plates let me know it was Cam. 

Mismatched luggage and cardboard boxes were stacked two high in the truck bed. I 

could only speculate that the amount of stuff they brought with them was a sign of 

how long they planned on staying. Gravel crunched beneath the tires while the dust 

trailed heavily behind. My sister jumped out of the truck and ran around to the 

passenger side. As she tried to open the door for Scarlet, Axel lifted his leg to pee on 

their back tire, welcoming them to our home.  

      # 

  At four years old, my sister had chosen to go by the name Cam. Her given 

name, Campbell-Sue, had been too awful to use. I was born second–Virginia-Lou. I 

had decided to go by Gin because I had always been disgusted by my name. We were 

born in the deep South where naming your child after someone’s maiden name o r 
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the state the baby was conceived in wasn’t out of the ordinary. Cam had always been 

Grandma Campbell’s favorite grandchild, and I had always just been Gin. Momma 

used to say I should be fortunate my name wasn’t Richmond, because it very well 

could have been. 

 When I was six and Cam was nine, we moved to the country in Southern 

Minnesota where our classmates’ names were normal. There were three Jessicas, a 

couple Ashleys and at least a handful of Emilys running around our school yard at 

recess. None of their first names were hyphenated with their middle. They laughed 

at our accents and made fun of our pigtails. Some of the boys would use them to 

yank our heads backward. We came home from school crying at least twice a week.  

 “Both you girls need to get tough,” Momma had said. “Don’t start crying in 

front of them. All those kids want is a reaction outta ya, and if you stop giving them 

one, they’ll stop actin’ like that.”  

  She never really did lose her southern accent.  

  Cam and I had been best friends growing up because we were all each other 

had. On the second day of first grade Timmy Bryan cornered me behind the school 

while we were waiting for the bus. He smelled of black licorice and old socks. 

 “Vir-GIN-ia wears pink underwear!”  

  He was only inches away from my face. I was small for my age, and he was 

big for his.  

 “No I don’t, Timmy,” I said. “That’s none of your business!”  

 He laughed in my face and tried pulling up the skirt I was wearing.  I cried out 

for help. Timmy released his grip on my skirt as I heard the distinct sound of bone 
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hitting bone. Cam stood over me, left fist clenched. She had come to my rescue, 

giving Timmy a bloody nose and a nostril that, to this day, was still bigger than the 

other one.  

 “You okay, Ginny?” she asked me.  

  Timmy had run off to go tell Miss Bail what us Wick girls had done. She 

picked up my Cabbage Patch Doll that I had dropped during the incident and handed 

her back to me. I nodded.  

 “Never let a boy know what color of underwear you’re wearing,” she had 

said. “It’s none of their business.” 

 Cam should have taken her own advice. When she had turned eighteen and 

went off to college, she had let a boy see a lot more than the color of underwear she 

was wearing. She dropped out of Georgia Tech and married him befo re her second 

trimester was even done. Jeb was a salesman for a used car dealership. He was much 

older and already had a receding hairline. 

  It was when she moved to college that we became distant to each other. She 

wouldn’t return my calls, and she didn’t visit home after she had gotten pregnant. I 

needed to tell her that I wasn’t disappointed in her. I wanted to be at her wedding 

and be there when her baby was born, but she hadn’t given me the chance.   

      # 

 Cam sat down at the kitchen table across from me with only a piece of burnt 

toast for breakfast. I had just finished my bowl of Cheerios with sliced bananas and 

was halfway through an article on the drought Minnesota farmers were dealing with 

that summer. We sat in silence for a long moment as I watched her eat the 
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blackened bread. She licked her index finger and dabbed the crumbs off the plate. It 

had been a couple days since she and Scarlet had come to stay with me. 

 I spoke first.  

  “I ran over Scarlet’s imaginary friend yesterday.”  

 “Which one?” she asked. She sucked the crumbs off her finger. 

 “Tom.” 

 “That’s okay,” she said. “He was a bad influence anyway.” She smiled faintly 

at me before getting out of the chair. She went over to the sink and washed her 

breakfast plate.  

 “I’m not good with kids, Cam.” 

 “Oh don’t be silly. Scarlet loves her Aunt Gin.” She dried the dish. “Plus, she’s 

not really a kid. She’s ten.”  

  Cam stood in front of me in just her underwear and an oversized Georgia 

Tech t-shirt. Her hair was much longer than the last time I had seen her, and it was 

lighter, too. 

 “Isn’t ten a little old to still have imaginary friends?” I asked. 

 “She’s a weird kid. Always asking questions. Big imagination. I’m afraid she’s 

just like me.” She grabbed a handful of Lucky Charms. She picked  the marshmallows 

out and ate them first. “Besides, I’d like to remind you that you carried that Cabbage 

Patch Kid around until you were twelve.” She tipped her head back and dumped the 

cereal into her mouth. “So what were you thinking of doing with the kitchen?” 

 “I don’t know. It needs new flooring.” 

 “That would be a pretty easy fix. All you need to do is rip this linoleum up. 
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Maybe do some hardwood in here? A deep brown would look nice.”  

 “Isn’t Jeb going to miss you?” I asked. 

 “Plus if you would strip the cabinets and stain them a dark color, that would 

really tie the hardwood in,” she said. She examined the cabinets. She had always 

been the more creative sister. She was the DIY photographer and freelance writer.  

 “Are you two fighting?” I asked. I knew she probably didn’t want to answer 

my questions, but I had given her plenty of time to bring up Jeb on her own, and she 

hadn’t. I was beyond curious.  

 “You know, I think stainless steel would be a definite upgrade.” She opened 

the oven. “Oh yeah. This house is long overdue for a new oven. I know! I could take 

before and after photos. Write a story about how to redecorate on a budget.”  

 “Campbell.” 

 She finally stopped moving around my kitchen.  

  “Do not call me that,” she said. 

 “I just want an answer to my questions. It seems kind of weird that you come 

up here and tell me that you’re staying around for a while with no mention of your 

husband.” 

 She grabbed the box of Lucky Charms from the top of the refrigerator.  

  “I’ll answer them when I’m ready to,” she said.  

  She walked out of the kitchen and out of the house. She settled into Momma’s 

rocker on the porch. I could see her through the screen door, shaking the box and 

picking out the marshmallows on top. 
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      # 

 Cam avoided me as much as possible over the next couple days, throwing 

herself into the kitchen renovation. She took it upon herself to buy the hardwood 

floor, an espresso brown that matched the newly stained cabinets perfectly. She 

enjoyed working with her hands. Growing up, she had always been in a mess. She 

had gone through a painting phase–oil on cheap canvas, using only shades of green. 

Lime, olive, clover, chartreuse. She had chosen to paint monochrome, not because 

she wanted to, but because the good oils were too expensive to buy all at once; she 

started with her favorite color, then white, and so on. She gradually escaped the 

confinements of green and moved onto reds and oranges and blues. 

  Cam trusted me enough to paint the kitchen a golden yellow while she went 

into town to the hardware store. Before she left, she had kept trying to show me 

how to paint, saying “this is how you load the paint roller” and “take this brush to 

get the corners and edges of the walls.” I reminded her that I was able to do my 

bedroom without her painting 101 course, and she finally piped down and left for 

town. Scarlet stayed with me. 

  The air conditioner unit on the house had stopped working earlier in the 

morning, and I couldn’t get somebody out to look at it until the following afternoon. 

Until then, we had every fan blowing and each window cranked as far as they would 

open. Even so, it was a typical hot and muggy August morning in Minnesota, and the 

house was a sauna. 

  “Can I help you paint, Aunt Gin?” Scarlet asked me.  

  I had just finished outlining the cabinets and window with painter’s tape.  
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  “Sure,” I said. I was excited. This would be a fun little bonding experience for 

us, I thought. I opened the lid to the paint can. Scarlet’s nose crinkled at the sight.  

  “It looks like dark pee,” she said. 

  She was right. I tried stirring the paint to see if that would help the color perk 

up, and it did, but only a little. 

  “Your mom said I wouldn’t like the color of it until it was on the wall and 

dry,” I said. “Hopefully she knows what she’s talking about.” 

  Scarlet took a brush and I told her to start outlining the cabinets. As she did, I 

poured some of the paint into a tray. It was thicker than most paint I had worked 

with in the past, and I didn’t know if it was from the heat or from some other reaso n. 

As I contemplated whether I should add turpentine to thin it out, I looked up in time 

to see Scarlet drop her brush. It fell onto the new granite countertop first, then to 

the hardwood floor.   

  “Oh no!” she screamed. She tried to wipe up the paint on the counter. It only 

smeared into a bigger mess. 

  “Scarlet, wait.” I grabbed a wet paper towel. I tried to remain calm as I 

realized that this wasn’t going to be the bonding experience I was hoping for. 

Painting with Scarlet was going to take a lot more time. I should have put down a 

protective tarp on the floor and counters. I trusted myself not to make a mess, but 

with Scarlet around, I should have taken better precautionary measures.  

  “I’m sorry,” she said. She put the brush into the paint can. It fell to the bottom.  

  “Accidents happen,” I said. I smiled faintly and moved to the paint splatter on 

the hardwood. The new stainless steel dishwasher and refrigerator were supposed 
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to arrive later in the day, but they could only be installed if I got the painting done. 

“Maybe I should just do the painting. You can help when Mom gets home.”  

   Scarlet nodded her head and sulked into the living room. I wondered if I 

should have let her try painting the edges again. It was an accident. I could have 

easily done the same thing. I lacked patience; I had ever since I could remember.  

 I didn’t want to get off to a bad start with Scarlet. When I was growing up, we 

had lived five states away from my only aunt, and I never really got to know her. I 

didn’t want that kind of relationship with Scarlet. I called for her to come back into 

the kitchen as I started rolling the paint onto the walls. Luckily, the paint covered 

well and the walls wouldn’t need more than one coat.  

  I heard the catastrophe before I saw it: claws scampering on hardwood 

floors, Lucy’s high pitched squeal followed by Axel’s deep bark. Lucy came running 

into the kitchen with Axel close behind her. Lucy ran through, stepping into the tray 

of paint with her two front paws. Axel nipped at her back feet and missed. He 

nudged the paint can and splattered it all over the floor.  

  It was over as quickly as it had begun. Scarlet stood in the entryway of the 

kitchen. She had caught up to Lucy and was now holding her. Axel’s front paws 

rested on Scarlet’s thighs; he barked loudly at Lucy. 

  “Shut up!” I grabbed Axel by his collar and pushed him outside. Somehow, he 

hadn’t been drenched by the paint. “Scarlet! How did Lucy get out of her kennel?”  

  “I let her out,” she whispered.  

  Lucy was in her kennel because it was Axel’s turn to eat. Since the two of 

them couldn’t eat next to each other without bickering, one was kenneled while the 
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other ate. Scarlet knew that Lucy wasn’t supposed to be out. 

  “Why would you do that?” I looked around the kitchen, trying to figure out a 

way to clean up the paint. I tried to remember which closet Momma had kept her 

mop in. 

  “Lucy was yelping. I thought..” she stammered. “I thought she would stay in 

the living room with me. I thought–” 

  “You didn’t think. I told you not to let her out of the cage,” I yelled. “Go 

outside.” 

  “No, I’ll help you clean this up,” she said. 

  “Go!”  

  I went to the closest in the dining room and found Momma’s old mop. I put 

the bucket underneath the faucet and let it fill up.  

  Unbelievable, I thought. Paint started to seep into the cracks of the 

hardwood. Judging by the mess, there wouldn’t be enough paint to finish the 

kitchen. Lucy had tracked perfect little paw prints of yellow paint onto the 

hardwood; they continued into the carpet of the living room.  

  This place was beginning to feel like a circus. In that moment, I wanted Cam 

and Scarlet to take Lucy and go back to Georgia. I wondered how long it would be 

until things would get back to normal.  

# 

  I had been able to call Cam while she was still in town, and she picked up 

another gallon. We painted until noon. Cam was right–I loved the golden yellow on 
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the walls once it was dry. It brightened up the room, and the refinished old oak table 

looked stunning in contrast to the new hardwood floors. It looked like I’d picked up 

a Better Homes & Garden Magazine and ordered an entire spread.  

 Once the refrigerator and dishwasher were installed, Cam snapped pictures 

of the kitchen from every possible angle–she stood on top of the ladder to get a good 

overview shot. She lay on the floor. She took close-ups of the stove top, the cabinet 

drawers and the new dishwasher. She even had me cook a hamburger on the new 

oven while she photographed me step by step.  

 “Just act natural.” She had lifted herself up onto the countertop and stood on 

top of it with her dirty bare feet. “Pretend I’m not even here.”  

 The only downfall to completing a kitchen renovation in a day and a half was 

the toxic smell it left behind. The sour air hung most heavily in the kitchen, but it 

didn’t take long to permeate the house entirely. 

 I spent most of the late afternoon outside tending to the perennial garden. 

Some of the weeds were growing taller than the flowers. I had the rusted wheel 

barrow heaping with sticks and weeds that needed to be thrown. Axel lay 

underneath the vines moving with me as I got farther down the hill. He always kept 

me company. When I’d talk to him, his tail would thump incessantly, making dirt fly. 

When I was little, Daddy had trained our lab to stay outside of the garden. He hadn’t 

been allowed to go in the garden because he stirred up too much of the dirt and 

disturbed the flowers. I tried to scold Axel when he came into the garden, but he 

only looked at me and tapped his tail harder.  

 Daddy had always been great with animals. He had worked as a veterinarian 
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for fifteen years before we lost him. We had moved to Minnesota because Daddy had 

been able to open his own veterinarian office; his father had left him some money 

and a little bit of land. It had grown into a profitable business and was still open; an 

older woman and her daughter had bought it from Momma years ago.  

 Daddy passed away on Cam’s thirteenth birthday. We had only known about 

the cancer for five months before it took him from us. After Daddy died, Momma had 

never dated anyone seriously. She started working as a nurse again; when we left 

Georgia, Momma had sworn she would never clean a bedpan again, and Daddy had 

assured her she would never have to–they were wrong. She started working 

awkward hours at the hospital, and Cam and I were left to take care of ourselves a 

lot. Cam made sure we were up for school on time. She woke up earlier to get our 

sack lunches ready to go each morning.  

  Momma had hated the fact that she couldn’t be around more. Daddy’s death 

had been emotionally draining on her, but it was also physically upsetting. She had 

no choice but to find work again as a nurse. She didn’t want us to have to go without, 

so she’d pick up more shifts at the hospital. Momma usually came home from her 

shift, grabbed a pack of peas to ice her hip and hobbled into the living room. She fell 

asleep in Daddy’s old recliner a majority of the time with her daily devotional 

guidebook in her lap. Her Bible lay open on the end table to her left.  

  Momma had grown up in Saint Cecilia’s Catholic Church down in Georgia and 

had converted to Protestantism when she got serious with Daddy. When we moved 

to Minnesota, we joined the Evangelical Covenant Church upon Momma’s request.  

  “The best thing your daddy and I can do for you girls is to help you establish a 
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relationship with the Lord,” Momma had said. She was a firm believer in the Bible, 

her marriage, and her children–in that order. She hoped that Cam and I would marry 

young and establish ourselves as wives, mothers and “members of the Lord’s army.” 

I didn’t understand what she had meant by that when I was little. I had pictured Cam 

and I in long white robes like Father Nightingale had worn during my great-

grandmother’s funeral; on our hips were holsters with guns like my favorite cowboy 

John Wayne wore in all his old western movies. I was disappointed when I learned 

that my idea of the Lord’s army wasn’t what Momma had meant.  

 I wiped the sweat from my eyes with my forearms and looked to see how 

much of the garden still needed to be done. There was only a small patch by the 

grove of trees that needed my attention. My muscles ached and three new blisters 

had formed on both of my hands. I decided to stop for the night. Daddy’s old 

baseball cap sheltered my face from the sun, but the spray-on suntan lotion hadn’t. 

My skin was blotchy red from the spots I had inadvertently missed. New freckles 

took up residency across my shoulders and down the back of my arms. Cam had 

Momma’s complexion–soft, easily tanned, clear skin. I took after Daddy–copper hair 

on fair skin with a tendency to burn and freckle.  

  Cam had taken Scarlet to the swimming pool after we finished painting. She 

had packed a beach bag full of towels, SPF 45 (only for Scarlet), water and two 

books: a romance novel for herself and a Nancy Drew for Scarlet. They returned 

home just as I locked the bathroom door. I cranked the shower to cold and let it 

wash the warmth off my skin.   

 I didn’t hear any noise throughout the house after my shower. I went to  look 
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for them outside. Cam’s truck was parked underneath the willow tree, so they must 

have been around somewhere. I sat on the porch to air dry and started making out 

the lesson plans for the first week of school.  

 “Sorry about the smell,” Cam said. She came around the corner of the house 

and settled into the rocking chair across from me.  

 “Where were you?” I asked. “Where’s Scarlet?”  

 “She’s asleep on the hammock out back,” Cam said. “She was tired from the 

pool day but didn’t want to sleep in the house cause of the smell and all.” 

  We sat in silence. The sun had already set behind the old barn; it amazed me 

how the temperature on a late summer night in August could cool down so quickly. 

The wind surged through the old weeping willow tree in the front yard. Its 

cascading leaves waved with urgency.  

 “I think the next thing I’m going to do is take that tree down,” I said. 

 She laughed.  

  “It still scares the hell out of you?” she asked. 

 The full moon cast an eerie glow atop the stream that ran through our land. 

The obnoxious tree whistled as the wind passed through its leaves.  

  “Yes,” I said.  

 Lucy lay on the opposite side of the hanging porch swing. Yellow paint still 

clung to her paws. 

  “I feel bad about blowing up at Scarlet this morning,” I said. 

  “Patience has never been your thing,” Cam said. 

  “I know, but I don’t want to be the mean aunt.” I fiddled with my hair, 
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dividing it into three equal parts. I began to braid. 

  “You can’t be a pushover, either,” Cam said. “There’s a middle ground.” 

  I nodded my head. Finishing the braid, I tied a hair band around the ends.      

 “This would be a great place to raise kids.” Cam took a swig of her lemonade. 

“Maybe that’s why Momma left you this big ole house.” 

 “That very well could be. Still trying to push me into motherhood, even from 

the grave.” 

 Cam perked up. She leaned in closer to me.  

 “That’s our Momma,” she said. 

 “I shouldn’t say it like that.” I shook my head and put the lesson plan down. “I 

don’t think I’ll be raising any kids here.”  

  “You’d be a good mother. I’ve thought that ever since we were children,” Cam 

said. “I was thrown into motherhood. I wonder how different it would have been if I 

had waited until I was ready for a child.” 

  “Scarlet’s a good kid,” I said. 

  “I just wish she would have come five years later,” she said. “After I finished 

college and had a job. I look at you and want what you have. A steady job. An 

education. When you have kids, it’ll be a conscious decision, not an accident.”  

  “I can’t have kids, Cam.” 

  “What?” Her mouth hung open just slightly. She stared at me, waiting for me 

to explain. 

  “There’s a very small chance that I’ll ever be able to have children.”  

  “How long have you known?” she asked.  
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  “About a year,” I answered. It wasn’t that I necessarily knew I wanted kids. 

The truth was I had never pictured myself as a mother, but I didn’t like knowing that 

the decision had already been made for me. Cam was only the second person I had 

told about my diagnosis. Zadie had been the first. She had gone with me when the 

doctor called me in for more tests. Typically, I was a quiet person when it came to 

personal things, but when I got the news, I told Zadie right away. She had a way of 

making things seem okay no matter what was wrong. The sense of security she gave 

me was what I missed about her most. Whatever I told her, whatever stupid thing I 

did–it was safe with her. She had made the decision to move to Fairmont. There had 

been an opening at the elementary school, and she had interviewed and signed a 

contract to teach third grade the following year. We had been so excited to live close 

to each other again. I hated that she was no longer around.  

  “Did Momma know?” Cam asked. 

  “No, you’re one of the few who do know,” I said.  

  “Why didn’t you tell her, Gin?” 

  “There was enough for her to worry about,” I said. I sounded like a martyr, 

but it was the truth. I wasn’t going to add to my mother’s pain. She wanted more 

than anything to be a grandmother. She had Scarlet, but Scarlet lived on the opposite 

side of the country. She wanted grandkids she could watch grow up in real life and 

not just in pictures. “Besides, I wasn’t married yet. She didn’t want grandkids out of 

wedlock, so she talked about finding me a suitable mate more than anything.”  

 Cam smirked. The wind chimes filled our silence until she finally spoke. 

   “I’ve been thinking a lot about Momma and looking back on things,” Cam said. 
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“I think she was so set on us being married because she wanted us to have men to 

count on,” she said. “She didn’t want us to end up like her.” 

  Cam was probably right. Just a week before Momma died, she had tried to fix 

me up with one of her doctors at the hospital. She could hardly speak, but she had 

managed to make the rest of the appointment extremely awkward for me and the 

doctor. 

 “I don’t need taking care of. I was the one who took care of her through all of 

this,” I said. 

 I had been the one to take Momma to the endless doctor appointments. I sat 

next to her when she told the doctor that she didn’t want to try chemo. I watched 

her suffer through the last months of her life as she lay lifeless, hooked up to 

machines.  

 “I know you did. I’m sorry I wasn’t here. I couldn’t be here,” Cam said.  

  “Why?” I asked. “What could possibly be more important than being here 

with Momma? I know you two didn’t always get along, but dammit, Cam. It wasn’t 

just her who was suffering up here.” 

   It was a question I had wanted to ask since the day Momma had been 

diagnosed. Cam held her knees tightly and began to rock back and forth. She avoided 

eye contact. I knew she was trying to figure out what to say.  

  “Do you know why you really got the house?” Cam asked.  

  “All Momma said was that she had ‘made it right’ with you,” I said. Momma 

had told me that I could keep the house or sell it, but the money from the sale was 

mine. I didn’t have to give any of it to Cam.  
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  “About a year ago, I asked Momma for some money. I said I was trying to get 

Scarlet into a nice private school, so she just gave me my inheritance early,” Cam 

said.  

  “That doesn’t answer my question about why you weren’t here.” 

  Cam got up and paced in front of me.  

  “I didn’t use it to get Scarlet into private school. That was a lie. I used it for 

the divorce,” she said. 

  “The divorce?” 

 “Jeb and I have been divorced for about three months now, separated for 

three years. I used the money for a good divorce lawyer. He threatened to take 

Scarlet away from me,” she explained. “I couldn’t come up here and stay for long. I 

couldn’t leave Scarlet down there with him, and I couldn’t pull her out of school to 

come up here. If I would have done that, Jeb and his lawyer would have found a way 

to turn it around on me and make me look like an unfit mother. I had to watch every 

move I made.” 

 “Why didn’t you tell me when you came home for Momma’s birthday?” I 

asked. 

 “I couldn’t.” Tears filled her eyes. Cam hated to look vulnerable. She swiped 

at the tears with the back of her hand. “I failed Momma when I got pregnant. But at 

least Jeb provided for Scarlet and me. That was one good thing about Jeb, at least, in 

the beginning. He didn’t just leave me by myself. Momma could see that. I just 

couldn’t admit that I had failed her again by getting a divorce.”  

  “Did you ever love him?” I asked. 
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  “Not the kind of love that Momma and Daddy had for each other,” she said. “I 

love him for Scarlet’s sake.” 

  I gave myself time to think things over. In a strange way, it was Momma who 

caused us to drift apart.    

 “I’m glad it’s over,” I said.  

 “What do you mean?” Cam swatted at a mosquito by her face. 

 “I mean, it’s a relief. In a strange way, I’m glad she’s passed on,” I said.  

 I couldn’t read the expression on Cam’s face.  

 “She was ready to move on. And now, I feel like I can. I can settle in. Make this 

house my house,” I said. 

 Cam bit at her lower lip.  

  “So you’ll keep the house?” she asked. I could see her new tan lines on the 

tops of her shoulders from today’s lounge at the pool.  

  “I think so, yeah. Maybe not forever, but as of right now, I don’t have 

anywhere else to go,” I said.  

  Cam picked at the skin around her fingernails. She always picked at her nails 

when she was nervous.    

 “I’m glad that I can finally stop lying and worrying about her finding out 

about the divorce,” she said. “I’m glad she’s not hooked up to machines anymore.”   

 Lucy jumped down from the swing and walked to the door. She waited 

expectantly for me to open it for her. I did, and she galloped in and over to her dog 

bed next to the couch in the living room. 

  “I hate that one of the last things I discussed with Momma was a lie,” Cam 
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said.  

  I could hear the toads croaking down by the stream. They joined in with the 

crickets and cicadas. I spent every night I could on the front porch. It was nice to 

listen to the sounds of summer. Lightning bugs began to light up in the tall grass. 

Axel ran from light to light, jumping into the air in attempt to catch the mysterious 

creatures.    

 “You did it for her,” I said. 

  “Mostly, I did it for me. I didn’t want to see her disappointed again.”  

  “We did what we thought was right,” I said. I chuckled to myself.  

  “What?” Cam asked. 

  “It’s a little bit funny, don’t you think? We harbored secrets from each other 

because we were scared of what our Momma would think.” 

  Cam smiled.  

  I tried to anticipate what Cam’s next move would be. There wasn’t any 

reason for her to go back to Georgia. She could do her job from anywhere. Scarlet 

wouldn’t start school for another couple weeks. She could start school here. Scarlet 

was a friendly girl. Like her mother, she was smart. Unlike her mother, she was very 

athletic. Scarlet wouldn’t have any problems fitting in and finding new friends. Time 

away from Georgia would do them both some good.   

 “You should stay here, Cam,” I said. 

 She nodded.  

  “It’d be nice to have someone I could count on again,” she said. 

 We talked outside on the porch until midnight. We discussed redoing the 
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living room: a new grey couch and love seat, pink accents, a large mural painted by 

Cam. She sketched the room, drawing in the different pieces of furniture and making 

room for a new flat screen television that we could attach to the wall.  

 “Mom? What time is it?” Scarlet asked.  

  She walked across the porch. Axel trailed behind her. She rubbed her eyes 

groggily. 

 “Just a little after midnight, Scar. I was just about to come wake you up to 

take you inside,” Cam said. 

 “I was okay until Axel started to sniff me. His cold nose woke me up.”  

  Scarlet sat next to me on the glider. Using my leg as a pillow, she lay down 

and curled her knees into her chest.  

 “We should probably all get to bed,” Cam said. 

 The three of us and Axel made our way into the house. I went to the 

bathroom on the first floor to brush my teeth. As I made my way upstairs to my 

bedroom, Scarlet came out of the other bathroom.  

 “Goodnight, Aunt Gin,” she said. She wrapped her arms around me tightly.  

 “Goodnight, Scarlet.” I kissed the top of her head. “Sleep tight. Don’t let the 

bed bugs bite.”  

 That had been the phrase Momma had always said to Cam and me before 

bed.  

 I walked into my bedroom and climbed into bed. A nice breeze flowed 

through the open window. My body ached, and it felt nice to be stationary. We had 

decided that in the morning, we would go pick out the paint for the living room.  
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 I planned on surprising Scarlet by letting her pick out the paint for her room, 

too.  
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GOING TO PRESS 

 My husband’s orange Ford pickup truck was still in the parking lot of our 

apartment complex, Gardenias Grove. It was easy to spot Geoff’s truck. Besides its 

unusual color, it stood a good three feet higher than most of the cars courtesy of its 

lift kit. He hadn’t left for work yet. I put my car in park and killed the engine. In the 

rear view mirror, I checked my makeup. I swiped my index fingers beneath both of 

my eyes to fix the eyeliner that had smudged. I didn’t want Geoff to ask why I had 

been crying.  

 Typically, I hated coming home late after work. Tonight, like every day for the 

past week, I didn’t mind. I loved my job. I was a writer for the lifestyles section of a 

local newspaper. Lifestyles encompassed quite a few different subject areas–

entertainment, culture, literature, the arts–essentially, whatever stories that didn’t 

blatantly fit into the news, sports, or classifieds sections belonged to lifestyles. 

Besides my editor, there were only three of us on staff under that section. When I 

began working at the paper five years earlier, there were nine writers, ten if you 

counted our freelancer. We had three different rounds of lay-offs at the paper in the 

last year and a half. Our readership wasn’t very big, at least, not anymore. I worked 

for a town of about nine hundred people, located only thirty minutes from Des 

Moines. Anymore, most of the town’s citizens got their news from the Des Moines 

Register. 

 As of Friday at 5 pm, I would no longer be employed at the newspaper.  

 I hadn’t told Geoff about being laid-off yet. It was inevitable, but I kept 

putting it off anyway. It wasn’t that we would be stressed financially. I just didn’t 
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like the idea of having to tell him that I was laid-off. It was such a harsh term. It 

sounded like I wasn’t doing my job well enough. I wasn’t needed.  

 To avoid Geoff just a little bit longer each night, I would sit in the coffeehouse 

adjacent to the newspaper’s office for an hour or longer. After work tonight, I had 

looked for openings for journalists around Des Moines; there weren’t any. I 

expanded my search to “writing,” and at least six openings for teaching popped up 

around the metro. My dream had always been to teach, but I needed more schooling 

in order to do that. When I had graduated with my bachelor’s degree, I planned on 

working in the field for a little while before going back to get my master’s in 

teaching. I loved working at the newspaper, but I wanted to get back into the 

classroom. I thought maybe I could help out the journalism industry by getting kids 

passionate about their work. When we moved to Iowa and I found a job, I had 

forgotten about graduate school. Journalism jobs–good journalism jobs–were hard 

to come by in Iowa, and I figured that I should stay at my job.  

 When I opened the door to our apartment complex, the warm aroma of coffee 

beans welcomed me.  The first floor held a small coffee shop. We lived close to the 

university, and quite a few of its students lived in one of the four apartment 

buildings Gardenias owned. The complex tried to adhere to its residents’ needs–the 

coffee house was open until 2 am and typically housed hipsters or students who 

needed their steamed milk and caffeine fix while studying. It was my favorite place 

to sit. I wasn’t a student, but I was a journalist. I enjoyed people watching and 

eavesdropping on people’s conversation from the booth nearest the cash register.  

 I waved to one of the waitresses as I passed the shop–I had become a regular. 
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The morning and late night barista knew my order without needing to ask. Their 

cafe macchiato was the best in town. Plus, they gave me an extra shot of espresso 

and whipped cream on top without the extra charge.  

 I headed down the hallway and away from the coffee shop. I walked past the 

stairwell and the elevator that would have taken me to my third floor apartment and 

continued to the mailboxes at the end of the hall. I wasn’t necessarily waiting for  

anything specific, but my birthday was the next day, and I was excited at the idea of 

a few birthday cards. 

 A thin woman stood in front of the mailboxes. She was dressed in a mustard-

colored maxi dress with excess fabric that lay defeated on the floor. The bottom 

appeared to be darker in color from dragging behind her as she walked. She sighed 

and threw the envelope and piece of paper into the small trashcan by the corner. 

Shutting the door to her mailbox, she continued to stand in front of the boxes while 

she ripped into the envelope.  

 “Hello,” I said. I waited for her to respond or to  move out of the way. She did 

neither. “Excuse me.” 

 She glanced up. Avoiding eye contact, she swayed to the left so that I could 

get into my mailbox. I couldn’t place the woman. She looked familiar, but I didn’t 

know from where. It was from more than just seeing her around the building.  

 “Thank you.”  

 She ignored me. Once the door popped, I grabbed the three letters addressed 

to me. I fingered through them quickly–one was from my parents, the other from my 

sister, and the last one from my niece. All three were in a different pastel-colored 
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envelope–birthday cards. 

 I shut the door and walked down the hallway and walked the three flights of 

stairs. Our apartment wasn’t locked. Geoff sat on the couch with a tray full of food in 

front of him on the coffee table. A loaf of French bread was cut into thirds, and a 

small plate full of different lunch meats sat next to it. Four different kinds of cheese 

were cut into small bite sized pieces, and my favorite bottle of wine sat uncorked in 

the middle of the table. The wine glasses we brought back from our honeymoon to 

Mexico were full of white wine and dancing bubbles. 

 “What’s this?” I asked. I dropped my purse and placed my laptop on the 

kitchen table.  

 “It’s our supper. Well, it’s kind of our supper. I’ve been munching on the 

bread. And some of the cheese,” Geoff said. “I got hungry. What took you so long?”  

 “I’m sorry. I got held up with one of the new writers,” I lied. I took a seat next 

to him on the couch. He kissed me quickly before placing a chunk of marble cheese 

into my mouth.   

 “It’s okay,” he said. “Is anything wrong?” Dressed in navy blue scrubs and 

bright white Nikes, Geoff looked ready for his overnight shift at Blank Children’s 

Hospital. Judging by the way his eyelids drooped heavily over his dark eyes and the 

frown on his face, he wasn’t looking forward to the night.  

 This is your chance, I thought. Just tell him. 

 “No, I should have called.” I picked up a piece of pepperoni. “My editor was 

just out of the office so the writer asked for my help.” Before Geoff could ask any 

more questions, I changed the subject. “This looks delicious. Can we feast?”  
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 “We sure can,” he said. “Oh. Before I forget. My mother called. She wants to 

get together tomorrow night. She’s got something for your birthday and just wants 

to see us, I think.” 

 “I thought we were going to Francie’s for my birthday supper?” I asked. 

 Francie’s was my favorite bar and grill restaurant in southern Des Moines.  

 “I know,” Geoff said. “But I thought maybe we could do that this weekend 

instead. Maybe make a day of it. Dinner, a movie, maybe some shopping.”   

 I stifled a laugh. Geoff wasn’t good with telling his mother “no,” and I knew 

that he would change our plans for her . Geoff’s family was much different than mine, 

and I still wasn’t used to them. I didn’t know how to handle his mother. My dad and 

mom had been a dynamic duo. When I was growing up and wanted to go 

somewhere or needed money, I had to ask both parents. If they both didn’t say “yes,” 

I didn’t go or get the money. With Geoff’s family, it was more of a motherly 

dictatorship. Even though all of her children were in their thirties now, married and, 

with the exception of Geoff and me, had their own kids, his mother still ruled over 

the entire family’s plans and lives. It was difficult to handle, especially at Christmas 

and Thanksgiving. 

 “That’s fine,” I lied.  

 Geoff took a long sip from his wine glass before popping a piece of Gouda into 

his mouth.  

 “You can’t drink that before work,” I said. 

 He smirked.  

 “It’s Sprite. I just wanted to use the cool glass, too.” He pointed to the Sprite 
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bottle by his foot.  

 I shook my head and smiled. His sense of humor was what had first attracted 

me to him when I met him at Arizona State University. As a male nursing student, he 

needed one. I was originally from Tempe; Geoff was from Iowa. When he had asked 

me to move back to Iowa after only a year of marriage, I picked up and moved 

without voicing much concern. I was terrified, but I liked the idea of moving to the 

Midwest and finally getting out of Arizona for a while. The state, my life within it, 

had begun to feel mundane. My only concern was that I had just accepted a job at 

one of the biggest newspapers in Arizona; it was Geoff who had been having 

problems finding a job. 

 “Cara, listen. The interview went wonderful. I feel like this is why I went 

through school for all these years. This hospital needs me.” Geoff had phoned from 

Iowa after his second interview with Blank Children’s Hospital in Des Moines. He 

was at his parents’ home, and I could hear their black lab yelping in the background.  

 “That’s great, Geoff,” I had said. “I’m so proud of you.” 

 “I think Dad put in a good word for me.” His father was part of the 

department for pediatric oncology and hematology for the hospital. I assumed that 

was the reason Geoff had even thought to put in an application to them. His dream 

had always been to work side by side with his father. “The lady said she’d call me 

back tomorrow afternoon and let me know if I got the job.”  

 She called and he received the job, and we moved out of our Arizona 

apartment later that month.  

 A couple nights after we had moved into our new Des Moines apartment, 
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Geoff and I cuddled together underneath our bedspread.  

 “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “In three years, I’ll be  free of my student loans. 

You have about a year and a half on yours. Just think, in three years, we could be 

homeowners here. With our combined salaries, I think we could make it work. Our 

dream house. Not just one of those newlywed huts that barely hold an 

entertainment center and couch in the living room. I don’t want that. Plus, once 

we’ve got the house figured out, we can start building our family. How’s that 

sound?”  

 It had sounded wonderful at the time. 

 It didn’t work out that way; we still lived in our first apartment in Des Moines 

seven years later. Both of us were student debt free. Our vehicles were paid off. 

Geoff made really good money working at the hospital, and although I wasn’t paid 

nearly as much as him, I loved my job. But with Geoff working overnights and me 

working odd hours to cover deadlines, we never got around to buying land and 

building our dream house.  

 I sat back on the couch and took a long drink of my wine. 

 “Thank you for this, Geoff.”  

 “It’s your birthday week,” he said. He rolled a piece of pepperoni around a 

cube of cheddar cheese. “Plus, you’ve been putting in some long hours. It’s the least I 

can do.” 

 “Thanks.” I kissed his cheek. “Really. It was delicious.” I got up from the couch 

and wiped at my eye. I had never kept such a big secret from Geoff before. 

 I went to find our Pomsky pup Zo. It surprised me that he wasn’t jumping 
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from Geoff’s lap to mine in the living room. He was in that I-want-to-chew-up-all-

your-nice-things stage, and usually when he couldn’t be found, he was doing 

something he shouldn’t be. I found him lying on our bed, sprawled out deep in sleep. 

My favorite pair of black moccasins lay next to him–the left shoe was now open-

toed. Zo had chewed right through.  

# 

 After Geoff left for his overnight shift, I packed up my wallet, computer and a 

new chew toy. I put Zo on his leash and we headed downstairs to the coffee shop’s 

patio. Zo was welcome there; he was just as well-liked, if not liked more, than I was 

at the shop. I latched the end of his leash underneath my seat and set up my iPad. 

The wire table wasn’t sturdy, and my keyboard bounced every time I typed. It was 

worth it to be outside. The sun started its descent over the small downtown Des 

Moines skyline. Pinks, oranges and a hint of purple erupted from the sky. The coffee 

shop plugged in the strings of white lights that hung loosely from the small trees 

that lined the sidewalk. 

 I had the patio to myself. Miranda, the light blonde with the pink faux hawk, 

came over to take my order.  

 “I’ve got Tomás making your macchiato already, Cara,” she said. “Did you 

need anything from the bakery?” 

 “Uh, yes. Do you have any fruit tarts left tonight?” I knew the fruit tart was 

packed with unnecessary calories, but sometimes a nice pastry could really brighten 

my mood. The crust tasted like a better, more buttery sugar cookie and the custard 
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filling was rich and airy. I justified the pastry because of the fruit glaze on top. 

 “There are a couple left. I’ll bring it right out along with a treat for Zo.” 

Miranda bent down and rubbed Zo underneath his chin. His tail tapped the concrete 

in delight. 

 I smiled in approval and brought up the mystery book I was reading on the 

iPad. Miranda came back with my drink and tart; she asked if she could give Zo one 

of the homemade bones. She left two more on the table next to me.  

 A woman sat down at the table kitty-corner from me. She opened the large 

paperback she had brought with her and disappeared behind the book. I kept trying 

to catch a glimpse of her face. The only time she came out of her book was to take a 

sip from her cup of tea. It was the same woman from earlier in the day.  

 Miranda made her way over to the woman’s table.  

 “Can I get you anything else, Miss?” Miranda asked.  

 She finally put her book down and placed it in her lap.  

 “A glass of water, please,” the woman asked. “And a chocolate chip cookie? If 

you have one left.” The woman talked with a British accent, very proper and 

polished. She smiled at Miranda as she walked away. When she turned back to pick 

her book up, she noticed me looking at her. She squinted her eyes before releasing 

them into a happier expression. 

 “Cara? Is that you?” 

 I felt caught. This woman, who knew my name, had caught me staring at her. 

 “Yes! Yes, hello.” I moved my bag from the other chair at my table to make 

room for her. She was already out of her chair and making her way toward me. 
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 “It’s nice to see you again,” she said. “You know, I thought I saw you today, 

but I just didn’t know if it was you or not. You must live here, too?” 

 “Yes. Very small world. I’m on the third floor of the building.”  

 “I live on the second,” she laughed. “I moved in here a few months ago to help 

save on rent. I live with my brother. After the lay-off and all, I couldn’t really afford a 

studio flat all by myself.”  

 I took a long sip of my drink, trying to buy myself some time. I vaguely 

remembered her. She was a writer for the business section of the paper before the 

newspaper decided to drop the section. Her name was a flower: Rose. Lily. Violet–  

  –“Poppy!” 

 “Yes. Oh, dear, I am sorry. You didn’t recognize me,” she said. “It has been a 

little while, hasn’t it?”  

 I nodded my head. We haven’t had a business section for at least a year. 

 “I’m terrible with names,” I said. 

 She nodded her head.  

 “So how are things? At the newspaper,” Poppy said. 

 “They’re doing okay,” I lied. I speared a runaway grape from the top of my 

tart and placed it in my mouth.  

 “That’s good to hear.” I couldn’t tell if she was being sincere  or not. “I sure do 

miss it.” 

 “I’m sure you’ve moved on to bigger and better newspapers,” I joked. 

 Poppy blushed. 

 “I haven’t gotten a job in the field since I left,” Poppy explained. “I’ve been 
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trying to publish some of my poetry, but none of the magazines seem to be biting. I 

keep getting rejection letter after rejection.” 

 “I’m sorry, Poppy.” I tapped my foot nervously. “What have you been doing 

then, jobwise?”  

 “Odds and ends. I started working retail right after I was laid off. I needed 

some sort of a job to pay the bills while I looked around for my next journalism job. 

It’s just not much has come, at least, not in the area.” 

 I nodded my head.  

 “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve heard that’s the case.” 

 The Des Moines Register wasn’t hiring many new employees, and other small 

town newspapers had already shut down. Journalism seemed to be a dying art.  

 “I’m interviewing for a secretarial position come Tuesday,” Poppy said. “If 

that doesn’t work out, I don’t know what I’ll do.” 

 “It’s nerve-wracking,” I said. 

  “You’re telling me.” Poppy looked at me with her head cocked. 

 We sat silently, focusing our attention on Zo. He lay with his belly across my 

foot, chewing on the toy I had given him earlier that night. 

 “Look, Cara. I don’t mean to sound needy. But please. I’m going to leave you 

my number. Please let me know if any position comes open at the paper. I mean 

anything. Even if it’s just a copy editor.” Poppy grabbed a pen from her purse and 

wrote her number down for me. “It was nice running into you again. I’m  sure I will 

see you around.” 

 “I’ll let you know if anything comes open, Poppy.” I knew nothing would, but I 
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grabbed the piece of paper and put it in my bag anyway. It would be nice to have 

someone to talk with in the upcoming weeks.  

# 

 The following night, Geoff, Zo and I headed out of the city and into the 

suburbs to his parents’ home. No house looked out of place on the street–each one 

was a different shade of brown, at least two stories in height with a wrap-around 

porch. Their house had only a two car garage where most of the neighbors had 

three. The Hudson’s door and shutters were a deep plum color–it was my favorite 

part of the house. It stood out so elegantly, just like the rest of what his parents 

owned.  

 His father, Mr. Hudson–“please, Cara, call me Dad”–stood outside behind the 

grill. In one hand he held a spatula; in the other was a cold beer. His belly had 

started to protrude over his belt buckle a few years ago. Besides that, Geoff really 

resembled his father. The same brown eyes, the dark skin, the muscular build– 

James Hudson was what my husband would look like in thirty years. 

 Geoff joined his father by the grill. After the initial hugs, the “do you want a 

beer” and the “so good to see you guys,” I made my way into the kitchen to see if I 

could help his mother Charlotte. She and his younger sister Gail stood behind the 

large island in the kitchen. Charlotte cut the hamburger buns in half and plopped 

them on an oversized plate. Gail sliced the tomatoes.  

 “Need any help?” I asked. 

 “Cara, dear! We didn’t even hear you guys pull up!” Charlotte came around 
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the island to kiss my cheek. 

 “You could peel the head of lettuce for us,” Gail said. Her stomach kept her 

from getting very close to the island; she was eight months pregnant, and it looked 

like she was carrying a watermelon underneath her shirt. She waddled like she was, 

too. 

 I joined the Hudson women on the opposite side of the island and began to 

peel.  

 “I was just asking Gail what color she planned on painting the nursery,” 

Charlotte informed me. 

 “Oh? But wouldn’t that give away the gender?” I asked. Gail had mentioned to 

me that she and her husband weren’t planning on telling the family what they were 

having. 

 “Oh, that’s last week’s news. Gail informed me she is having a boy,” Charlotte 

said. 

 “You know how Mom is. She won’t stop asking questions until she has the 

answer.” Gail finished with the first tomato and began to cut the stem from the 

second one. 

 “And she caved under the pressure!” Charlotte said. A majority of Geoff’s 

family didn’t know when to stop asking questions and just drop the subject. Instead, 

they made it painfully difficult. In my personal life, I had always been one to sit back 

and wait. I figured if someone wanted to tell me something, they would in their own 

time. It was a completely different mind-set from the one I had as a journalist.  

 “Charlotte! I wanted to be surprised,” I said. 
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 Gail gave me a sad smile and continued cutting, a little more forcefully this 

time. 

 “The burgers are done,” James sang. Geoff put the plate full of burgers onto 

the oversized table in the dining room. Charlotte grabbed the cheesy potatoes from 

the oven and I grabbed the two plates of cut-up toppings. Gail took the first 

hamburger patty and passed the plate to her father. Geoff and I waited patiently on 

the other side of the table. 

 “So, Dad tells me that Mom got the gender out of you?” Geoff said. 

 “Of course she did,” Gail said. She used her fork to spear two of the tomatoes 

slices. “Now, she’s trying to make me tell her the name.” 

 “This isn’t fair, Gail. You can’t keep my grandchild’s name away from me,” 

Charlotte said. 

 “Only for another month, Mom.” 

 “Please. Another month is a lifetime away,” Charlotte said. I couldn’t tell if she 

was being serious. “Besides, I’m making a quilt for the babe. I needed to know what 

colors, and I’d like to know the name so I can embroider it on there.”  

 “It can wait until after he’s born, Mom,” Gail said. 

 I looked at Geoff.  

 “There went the whole ‘don’t tell us the gender’ thing,” he said. He squeezed 

my knee under the table. 

 “Maybe you two will give me my granddaughter soon?” Charlotte adjusted 

the napkin on her lap.  

 I scooped up more than a fork full of potatoes and put them all in my mouth. 



54 
 

Geoff was her only child without his own children. Her youngest son and his wife 

had three children–all boys. This was Gail’s first child.  

 “Maybe, Mom.” Geoff fielded the question for me. 

 “So you’re trying?” Her eyes lit up at the possibility. 

 “Not yet,” he said.  

 I couldn’t believe my husband and his mother were talking about our sex life 

at the dinner table. I readied another fork full of potatoes. 

 “Well I don’t see why not, Geoff.” Charlotte diced up a tomato and placed it on 

top of her lettuce. “You’re the oldest. You should be the one with three children, not 

your younger brother!” 

 It was like I wasn’t even at the table or that I had a say in when we started to 

have children.   

 “You two both have steady jobs,” she continued. “You make great money, 

Geoff. You should already be into a house. I swear if I were Cara, I would be fed up 

with that little apartment! Plus, Cara will be thirty-three. Thirty-three. What’s the 

hold-up?” 

 “Even if you aren’t planning on having kids for a while, you might want to go 

off the pill now,” Gail said. “It took us a good six months to conceive.” From the look 

on her face, I could tell she was happy to have the conversation turned from her.  

 I set my fork down a little too forcefully. James looked up from his burger at 

me.   

 “Charlotte, the potatoes are delicious,” James said. “Good job, honey.”  

 “Actually, Charlotte.” I cleared my throat. “I was laid off last week. I don’t 
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have a job as of Friday.” 

 She looked at me dumbfounded. Geoff dropped his fork, and potatoes flung 

from it.  

 “You what?” he asked. 

 This wasn’t the way I wanted to tell him, and judging by the nervous twitch 

in his left eye, this obviously wasn’t the way he wanted to hear it. His face began to 

blotch patchily like it always did when he got nervous or upset. Both of his fists were 

clenched.  

 “Cara–” 

 “I know. Now isn’t the time or place.” I took the napkin from my lap and 

placed it on the table before standing up. “But I thought since we’re all sharing our 

far-too-intimate details at the dinner table that I’d lay this out there, too.”  

 For the first time in my life, I saw Charlotte Hudson grasping for words.  

 “What do you plan on doing, Cara?” James asked. “I mean, for a job.”  

 “I’m not sure,” I said. I looked at Geoff. “I’ve been entertaining the idea of 

going back to college so I can teach.”  

 “Let’s talk about this somewhere else, Cara. Please,” Geoff said. 

 I nodded.  

 “I’m going to find Zo,” I said. 

 I walked outside to the front porch. I could hear his family trying to reassure 

him through the open window. 

 “Maybe she could be a stay-at-home mom,” Charlotte said. “This is obviously 

the first time she’s mentioned this to you, isn’t it? This sure wasn’t the way to do it.”  
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 “She could go back to school,” Gail said. “If that’s what would make her 

happy.”  

 “She could start looking for houses. Now you guys would have the time,” 

James added. 

 I nodded my head, not necessarily in agreement. The commitment that the 

three of them had to Charlotte took my breath away. My husband stayed in the 

kitchen, talking with his family about a problem that was only ours.  

 I cried into Zo’s fur.  
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TOMATOES 

When my brother Brett and I were younger, we would throw things at the 

light pole at the end of our lane. Usually, we tossed old, molding vegetables that had 

been pushed to the back of the fridge and forgotten about.  Often, it was soft 

tomatoes. Our mother planted thirty different tomato plants each spring: long 

Tom’s, big bites, New Yorkers, red robins, and Brett and my favorite–stupices. It 

wasn’t that the stupices tasted better; I didn’t even like to eat fresh tomatoes. Brett 

and I just liked saying the name. Stupice. It was the best insult the two of us could 

come up with.  

 After the extremes, whether it be hail storms or drought, around twenty of 

the plants survived until the final days of summer. Each day we would go out to the 

garden and twist the ripe tomatoes from the vine and put them in an oversized 

metal container that sat in the middle of the garden. My mother and grandmother 

would can most of the tomatoes, but sometimes she would forget that she put a few 

in the fridge. They’d mold, and Brett and I would volunteer to take them to the end 

of the lane.   

# 

 I walked slowly down one of the streets in the Old Market District of Omaha, 

dodging small children with balloon animals and dogs on leashes.  Ever y Saturday, 

vendors from Nebraska and Iowa set up tables and signs for the farmer’s market. 

The cobblestone street was lined with booths selling different homemade items: 

salsas, jams, loaves of bread, and jewelry.  
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  I stopped to listen to a young man playing his guitar in front of a small crowd. 

He had his guitar case open for tips, and I threw a couple dollars into it. His voice 

was low and raspy, different than the typical musicians I had grown accustomed to 

seeing there. He nodded his head at me in thanks, and I continued on.  

  I bypassed the side of the street where women were selling jewelry made out 

of old spoons. It sounded silly to me–jewelry out of dinnerware–but everything they 

crafted was beautiful. I had bought a piece for my mother earlier in the year; the 

older woman who ran the booth had her husband etch Brett and my name into a 

spoon and then put it on a chain for a unique necklace. My mother loved it. 

 I maneuvered through the crowd until I found Chuck’s rickety table full of 

produce. Not only was it the best at the market, Chuck had the best produce 

available in all of Omaha. He owned a small farm on the southeast side of Omaha. He 

didn’t grow corn or soybeans. His land was devoted to vegetables, things like 

rhubarb, radishes, kohlrabies, and tomatoes. Chuck was eighty years old, but he still 

managed to work in the gardens every day. His three sons helped him run the 

acreage.  

  Chuck’s handwritten sign that told the prices of each item had blown over in 

the wind.  I picked it up and set it closer to the table’s legs in hope that it would be 

more protected there. Peas were no longer listed for sale on the sign, but rhubarb 

was finally available. Chuck priced his vegetables reasonably. If anything, he priced 

them too low, at least, compared to the other farmers at the market. 

 “Hi, Miss Beth. It’s nice to see a friendly face.” Chuck stood up from his old-

fashioned aluminum lawn chair. It took a moment for him to scoot himself forward 
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and then up from the green and orange cross-webbing. He shuffled over to where I 

stood and gave me a small hug. “I already put the fullest head of lettuce and the 

firmest tomato in a sack for you.” 

 Chuck knew that almost every Saturday I would be at the market. I always 

got a head of lettuce and a tomato for taco dinner.  

  “Thanks, Chuck. I need a red pepper as well,” I said. Chuck reminded me of 

my grandfather. From the red handkerchief he kept in his back pocket of his two -

sizes-too-big overalls to his carefree spirit, Chuck embodied all that my grandfather 

had been. 

  He went to the basket that held the peppers and carefully picked through it. 

Sweat beads formed over his top lip. He took the handkerchief from his back pocket 

and wiped it across his brow. Brown spots littered his face like freckles. He held two 

red peppers up for me to look over.   

  “I’ll give you these two. They’re a little bit smaller, but they will have the best 

flavor.” He wrapped them up in a small plastic bag and put them in with my other 

produce. “No Ace today?” 

  “No Ace,” I said. “He said he was going to spend the morning applying for 

some jobs.” 

  “He’s been busy the past few times you’ve come to see me,” he said. 

  Chuck weeded through the rhubarb. I didn’t know much about the plant 

except that its leaves contained poison. Brett had always yelled at our dog whenever 

she got close to our rhubarb section of the garden.  

  “I know it.” I picked through the radishes, trying to remember if it was the 
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larger or the smaller ones that always tasted bitter. “He told me to tell you hi.”  

  Chuck smirked, showing a grin that was missing two teeth.  

  “Tell Ace hi. What a name for a man on the police force. Ace.” He bagged a few 

stalks of the rhubarb and grabbed a recipe card that was tucked inside the money 

bag. “Take these rhubarb home with you free of charge. I put a recipe in the bag for 

you to try. Rhubarb pie. I think you’ll really enjoy it.” 

  “Thanks,” I said. “His real name is Asa. He was named after his grandfather. 

Ace is just a nickname,” I told him. I grabbed my wallet and counted out the bills I 

owed him. “Here you go, Chuck. I’ll bring a piece of the pie to you next week.”  

  “I think I upset him the last time he was here with you,” Chuck said. 

“Sometimes, I just need to remember to keep my mouth shut.” 

 The last time Ace had come with me to the market, Chuck had embarrassed 

him about being out of a job.  

 “Just going to let your little woman take care of you for a few weeks?” he had 

asked Ace. Ace had fumbled to find an answer.  

 “No, Chuck,” I said. “He’s just been on the job hunt.”  

 “I hope Ace helps you deliver the pie,” Chuck said. “Thanks for stopping by, 

Beth. Always a pleasure.” 

# 

During the summer before Brett went into high school, we would take the 

tomatoes to the light pole when Mom and Dad were fighting. They fought a lot that 

summer, mostly because Dad had decided to quit his job without talking it over with 
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Mom. He began painting, going as far as turning our attic into a studio for his work. 

Most of his paintings were abstract. He never used colors other than blue, white and 

black. Dad was going through some sort of a breakdown, and Mom tried countless 

times to snap him out of it. She tried for three years before she finally decided to file 

for a divorce. 

 We always knew when they were going to fight. Mom would grab the 

mustard yellow metal container and find the tomatoes in the fridge. She’d put the 

container on the bench by the front door and tell Brett to throw them out and to 

take me with him. We wouldn’t be to the end of the sidewalk before we heard them 

yelling. I was only seven that summer. 

  “This one looks fine yet, Brett,” I had said. “I wonder why Mom wants it 

thrown.” 

 “Sometimes, the tomatoes look fine. But the insides are too green and seedy. 

They’d ruin a recipe. Mom’s good at figuring out which is which.” He dug h is fingers 

into the tomato and parted it. Juice spilled onto his fingers and dripped down to the 

gravel road. “See? Those green seeds would taste bitter.” 

# 

Judging by the Xbox controller left on the coffee table and the video game 

paused on the television when I returned home, Ace wasn’t busy filling out 

applications.  

  He was in the shower. I could hear the high-pitched squeal that the shower 

head made when warm water pulsed through it. It clashed with the Frank Sinatra 
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Pandora station he played from his phone. I walked into the bathroom we shared to 

wash my hands. He hadn’t been in there too long. Fog was only beginning to form 

around the corners of the mirror that hung over the sink.  

  “How was the market?” he asked.  

 “It was nice.” 

 His clothes were strewn about in the order he flung them off. His jeans were 

on the floor right next to the door, and his University of Michigan hoodie hung from 

the medicine cabinet. One sock was on the lid of the toilet and the other one made it 

into the dirty clothes hamper. His lime green briefs sat right outside of the shower, 

the last article of clothing he’d stripped off. I didn’t see a towel. I assumed he 

probably forgot one and intended to shake himself dry like a dog.  

  “Chad asked me to come down for a couple days,” he said. “I’m going to go.” 

 Chad was Ace’s older brother; he lived in a condo in Miami.  

  “I thought we had decided that you wouldn’t go.” I picked at the dead skin 

around the fingernail of my thumb. 

  “Yeah, we had,” he said. “But Dad paid for my ticket.” 

 “When are you leaving?” I felt blood trickling down the side of my thumb. 

  “In a couple days.” 

# 

Brett taught me how to throw. Not underhanded like a softball pitcher, but 

overhanded.  

  “If you are going to miss, miss low,” he said. “Not high.”  
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 “Why?” I asked. I had a tomato in my hand, a makeshift softball. 

 “Because whoever you’re throwing to can use their body to block the ball if 

it’s too low. If you throw too high, the ball can’t be caught. While your team is 

running after the ball, the other team will be running around the bases. It will cost 

you the game.” 

 I nodded. I threw the tomato at the light pole, aiming for the light red juice 

stain that Brett’s tomato had left minutes before.  

  Brett sighed.  

  “Too high.” 

# 

There were times when I would have joined Ace in the shower. I loved seeing 

his body vulnerable. Exposed and natural, his skin would turn blotchy and red 

within minutes of stepping under the warm water.  

 Instead, I left the bathroom before he finished talking and closed the door 

loudly behind me. In the bedroom, I jiggled opened the top drawer of my 

grandmother’s old dresser. Along the left-hand side under my socks, I kept a small 

piece of paper full of tally marks. Thirty-two marks. I marked today’s with a red pen. 

Ace had been out of work for thirty-three days. I replaced the tally sheet and 

slammed the dresser closed when I heard the water shut off. 

 I entered the kitchen and pulled the produce from my bag. Since I was little, 

Saturday dinners were always tacos. When I moved in with Ace, the tradition 

continued. When I was young, we were able to go to our own garden and pick the 
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toppings for tacos. Now, I let Chuck pick my produce for me.  

 Thirty-three days. Ace quit his job as a policeman for Papillion before he had 

another job lined up; he wasn’t laid off. He wasn’t fired. He had just quit.  

 I turned the lettuce upside down and let water from the faucet run over it. 

Ace came out of the bathroom whistling and grabbed a towel from the hallway 

closet. He tied it loosely around his torso. 

 “Airport security called,” he said. “They want me to  come in for a second 

interview–” 

 “I thought we were saving our extra money for a honeymoon?” I interrupted. 

I didn’t care that he had a second interview with the airport. He had been to a few 

second interviews, but they never amounted to a job. I was still stuck on the fact that 

he was spending money on the wrong things. “Plus, we don’t have the second 

payment for the caterer yet. Do you want to see the expenses for the wedding? 

Better yet–do you want to see the expenses we have in order to keep the 

apartment?”  

 I pounded the large chunk of ground beef into small chunks. It simmered in 

the orange fry pan I’d had since freshman year of college.  

 “As soon as we have my income coming in again, we’ll be able to pay for the 

honeymoon and caterer,” he said.  

 He said it so convincingly, like he had a job already lined up. He stood with 

the refrigerator door open, grabbed the last piece of pizza from the Zito’s box and 

left it in the fridge.  

  “I doubt we’ll have a honeymoon,” I said. “Ace. I’m making dinner. Stop 
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eating.”  

 I wanted to yell. I couldn’t believe that he wasn’t worried about our finances. 

The wedding was draining. Paying the rent and utilities was draining, and I felt like I 

was dealing with it by myself.  

 “This money for your plane ticket to Miami could have been used for other 

things. More important things,” I said. I grabbed the bag of shredded cheddar cheese 

from the bottom shelf of the fridge. I was careful not to brush up against him. “We 

can never ask your dad to help us out with wedding expenses or for help with rent 

because he doesn’t have the extra money lying around, but now he has enough  

money to pay off his debt and send you to Miami?”  

 I scooped out a handful of cheese and put it in a bowl. I plucked free the 

leaves of lettuce and ripped them into smaller pieces. 

  “Bethany, this is important to me. I’ve been wanting to visit him for a  while 

now. Chad didn’t make it home for Christmas. He didn’t make it home for Easter 

either. I want to go see him before I can’t.” He returned to the fridge. 

 I added oregano, chili powder and a pinch of garlic to the can of tomato soup 

that warmed slowly on the back burner. My mother’s recipe for taco sauce was 

simple, but not many places could beat it. 

  “You don’t think I’d like to go somewhere nice for a few days? I would love to, 

but I can’t. I don’t have the money. And I have a job,” I said. My voice, stern, began to 

shake. I started to cut the red peppers for Ace’s tacos.  

 He slammed the refrigerator door shut.  

 “How about we talk about what this is really about, Beth.” 
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 The aroma of the peppers met my eyes, yet they didn’t water. I kept cutting 

the peppers until they were minced. 

 “This is about Brett. It’s always about Brett,” he said. 

 I set the knife down on the cutting board and placed both hands on the 

counter to steady myself. 

 “I understand. It’s tough,” he began. “You miss your brother, but you need to 

consider the fact that I miss my brother, too.” 

 “Your brother is still alive,” I said quietly. “You can’t miss him.” 

 Brett had been in a car accident the same summer Mom filed for divorce. He 

was on his way to a baseball tournament when the school van he was riding in hit a 

car head on. After his funeral, Mom ended up staying with Dad; they thought it 

would be best for me. For the first few months, it was, but then the constant fighting 

came back. Staying married didn’t keep the family together as they had intended. 

Instead, it had the opposite effect. It made Brett’s death even harder for me; I had no 

one to talk to when they started to fight. I was on my own.  

 “My brother lives six states away. I see him once a year. I miss him.” Ace 

paused. “Brett’s been gone for fifteen years. You’ve got to stop shutting down every 

time I try to talk about him with you. You’ve got to let me help. ” 

 “This isn’t about anything other than you using money irresponsibly,” I said.  

 “That’s just your cover up,” Ace said. “I know money is tight. I get that. You’re 

just upset that I can still go see my brother and you can’t.” His eyes widened and his 

jaw dropped. “I didn’t mean to say it like that, Beth. I just meant–” 

 He continued to apologize, but I had stopped listening. I picked the tomato 
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up. It was firm. A small part of the vine was still attached to the stem. I put the 

tomato in my left hand.  

 “I just meant, I think this is about Brett,” Ace said. “I can’t move out of his 

shadow.” 

 He headed for the bedroom. I cocked my arm back and let the tomato go. It 

launched past Ace’s head, barely missing the top. 

 The tomato slammed against the stark wall and erupted. The innards 

splattered. Red juice drained down the wall. It was going to stain.  

  Ace never turned to face me. He just kept looking at the wall in shock. 

  Too high.  
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STARGAZERS 

Jake stepped out of his house barefoot. In his left hand were his socks and 

shoes. In his right were his keys and a diaper bag. The hot sun startled his body, a 

stark contrast from the cool air conditioned house he had just left. The steps in front 

of his small house were wet from the sprinklers that were flicking water on the new 

chunks of grass that had been laid a few weeks earlier. He sat down on the steps 

regardless. The town hadn't seen rain in almost two months. If the grass didn't get 

artificial rain from the sprinkler, it would have been dead a week ago. As he tied his 

shoes, he noticed that the flowers he and his oldest son Ames had planted in the 

spring were drooping in the warm Iowa breeze. The lilies were slightly out of reach 

from the cool water surging through the sprinklers. Jake made a mental note to 

water the flowers when he returned home with his boys.  

  He sighed and leaned back against the old wooden screen door that had been 

rattling. He ran his fingertips through his dark brown hair and locked them gently 

behind his head. How did it get like this, he wondered. He closed his eyes and used 

the pads of his hands to gently rub his temples in slow, deliberate circles. Jake 

sighed deeply again as he got up on his feet. 

  Jake revved the motor of his old Ford pick-up truck. As he backed out the 

short driveway, he jerked the steering wheel to the left to miss hitting the 

lawnmower toy that Ames had left out the night before. Some of the new grass was 

torn up in the process. A curse escaped his lips, but Jake didn't have time to stop and 

fix the mess. It, too, would have to wait.  

  Jake drove west out of the small neighborhood he lived in. The houses, all 
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painted a different pastel color, rose high above many of the trees that grew in the 

backyards. Matching pastel fences six feet high ran next to the road, making the 

happy neighborhood a little less inviting. Jake's house was the only one-story home 

in the neighborhood. It was also the only house that wasn't the color of a Carebear. 

His wife and he had picked out the mocha brown color together when they were 

first married. Laci had thought that the dark brown fence and shutters would 

contrast the mocha beautifully. Jake hadn't really cared; he let her have the final say. 

  She was so happy on the day the house was finally painted. Jake hadn't seen 

her smile like that in quite a while. He shook his head and pulled into his sister's 

drive. She lived in a small brick house about ten minutes from his home. The house 

wasn’t in the best condition–the garage door didn’t close entirely, a section of the 

wooden deck in back was warping dangerously, and there was a large leak in the 

upstairs bathroom. Anna and her husband had bought the house for an excellent 

price, and she was excited to fix it up.  

 Opening the squeaky door, he let it snap shut behind him. He walked into the 

living room expecting to see his boys watching Mickey Mouse. Instead, Anna was 

picking up their toys.  

  “Jake! I wasn't expecting you,” she said. She tossed Ames' favorite toy car into 

the bag that Jake had sent with her earlier in the day. Anna pulled Jake into a hug. “I 

thought Laci would be picking them up.” 

  “She has therapy today back in Des Moines.” Jake sat down on the couch and 

leaned his head back. He let out a big sigh. “She won’t be back until later tonight.”  

  “That’s such a long way to drive,” Anna commented.  She shifted her weight 
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from one foot to the other, something she tended to do when she was 

uncomfortable. “How are things going for the two of you?”  

  Jake snapped his head forward, his small escape from reality gone.  

 “It's been better,” he said. 

  “Yeah. It's also been worse.” Anna sat down next to her older brother on the 

old suede couch that their mother had given to her. She waited patiently for Jake to 

speak. They sat there in her small living room, listening to the two boys talk and 

laugh in the extra bedroom.  

  “I just don't know if I can truly forgive her. I still feel so betrayed.” 

  Anna nodded her head softly, her eyes fixated on the blank television screen 

ahead of her. 

  “You need to do what's best for you and the boys,” Anna said quietly. “I could 

never stay in the same house with a spouse that betrayed me, but you’ve always 

been the bigger person. Maybe this therapy is what she needs.” She played with the 

ring on her left hand absent-mindedly.  

  “I can’t escape my imagination,” he said. “I just keep picturing her and that 

bastard together.” 

  Anna stiffened at his words.  Before Anna could respond, Ames and Liam ran 

into the living room. They screamed in delight at the sight of their father. Ames 

grabbed his father around the neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. His electric 

blonde hair fell well over his ears. His fair skin looked crimson, especially his cheeks. 

He must have fallen victim to the sun at the pool earlier in the day.  

  “I missed you today, Daddy.” Ames let go of his father's neck and jumped 
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onto the couch next to him. His small feet dangled off the side, bobbing back and 

forth against the edge. 

  “I missed you, too, Bud.” Jake picked up his two-year-old and gave him a kiss 

on his warm cheek. He brushed Liam's brown hair away from his forehead. Liam's 

hair was stick straight when it was dry, but as soon as he got in the water or started 

to sweat, perfect ringlets took over his head. They were there now, bouncing with 

every move his little body made. 

  “I don't want to kick you guys out, but the meteorologist has been warning of 

bad thunderstorms,” Anna said. “He’s been interrupting my shows all day.” She lifted 

herself off the couch and picked up Ames.  

 “Your roof,” Jake said. 

 “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “We’ve got buckets.” 

 Jake had told Anna that he would fix the roof almost a month earlier. He ran a 

carpentry business, but he also worked as a roofer with a friend.  

 “I completely forgot.” 

 “You’ve been a little busy,” Anna said. “Seriously, Jake. It can wait.”  

  “Kiss your aunt,” Jake said. “We better get going.”  

 Anna helped load the boys and their toys into Jake's truck as the first few 

raindrops started to fall. Jake flicked the wipers to life. A soothing thump, thump of 

the wipers overtook the sad song on the radio. Cars going in the opposite direction 

appeared to be crawling. Their headlights looked like one big light until they got 

closer. Then, they parted into two and were lost in the rearview mirror. 

  “Will Mom make it home before the storm?” Ames asked, pulling Jake back 
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into reality. 

  “I think so.” Jake didn't know when the worst of the storm would hit or when 

Laci would be home, but he didn't want Ames to worry. He pulled the truck into the 

driveway as close to the door of their house as possible. He reached back and 

unbuckled Ames from his car seat first. He lifted him down to the floor of the truck. 

“Now stay there until Daddy gets Liam out, okay?” 

  Ames nodded as Jake got out of the truck and sprinted to the other side. The 

rain pelted his body and within seconds, he was soaked. The cold of the rain sent 

shivers cascading through his body as he unbuckled Liam. With blankets over both 

of his boys, he took off running towards the house, one boy under each of his arms. 

Jake could hear the laughter of both his sons underneath the blankets. 

  Safely inside the house, Jake helped the boys put in a Mickey Mouse DVD. He 

kept looking out the window, hoping to see Laci's car in the driveway. A clap of 

thunder rattled the small house. The boys hid their faces deeper into their father's 

armpits. He rubbed their backs gently, trying to calm them down.  

  The front door opened to a drenched Laci. She shut the door behind her 

violently and let out a deep sigh of relief. A steady stream of water ran down the 

center of her back. Her ponytail lacked the bounce and preppiness that it usually 

had; instead, it stuck to her neck, angling to a perfect point in the middle of her back. 

The tank top and shorts she was wearing hugged her body tightly. She kicked off her 

loud flip flops, flinging water across the floor with each flop.  

  “Hi guys!” Puddles of rain water quickly formed on the hardwood floor. She 

kissed Liam's forehead first, Ames' second. She smiled faintly at Jake before running 
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to the bedroom to change out of her drenched clothes. 

  When she returned, she picked up Ames and held him in her lap. The storm 

roared on outside, the lightning and thunder getting progressively brighter and 

louder. 

 “How’d it go?” Jake asked. 

 “Really, really well,” Laci said. She smiled. “The therapist wants to know if 

you’d be open to coming next week.” 

 “Of course,” Jake said. “I’ll ask Anna if she’ll watch the boys.” 

  “I'm scared, Mom,” Ames said. He held onto his mother tightly. 

  “It's okay.” She rocked him slowly back and forth, singing “Hey Diddle, 

Diddle” softly to him. 

  After an earth-splitting boom of thunder, the television flicked off on its own. 

The hum of the refrigerator could no longer be heard, but the incessant beeping of 

Laci's car alarm took its place. The thunder shook the ground so hard that the alarm 

had turned on by itself in self-defense.  

  The four pairs of eyes looked around the room, trying to get used to the 

darkness. Laci managed to get up and stumbled to her keys to shut the alarm off.  

  “What are we going to do now?” Ames asked.  

  “Well, we're going to wait until the power comes back on,” Laci said. “Dad 

and I will get the candles. You think of the game you want to play, okay?”  

  The parents went to the kitchen and grabbed the matches and vanilla-

scented candles that sat on the counter behind the sink.  
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  “This will be fun,” Laci said to Jake. She grabbed both his hands and squeezed 

before walking back into the living room to join the boys on the floor.  

# 

  The power eventually came back on. The lights in the living room flickered 

for a few seconds before returning to their brightness. The television came on 

loudly, just in time for the boys to hear the Mickey Mouse Clubhouse theme song 

that was played at the end of each episode. Jake made the boys supper, and Laci put 

them to bed.  

  “Liam was tired. He didn't even want me to read him his second book,” Laci 

explained. She sat down in the recliner that sat kitty-corner from the couch that Jake 

was sprawled across. 

  “He was pooped. Too much fun in one day,” Jake said. “I'm pooped, too. I 

think I'm going to get some shut-eye.” 

  “Oh, okay.” Laci got up and picked up a couple toy cars that the boys had 

forgotten to put away. She waited for Jake to get up and go to bed. Instead, he pulled 

the blanket that hung over the couch down to cover his toes.  

  “What are you doing?” she asked. 

  “I'm gonna sleep on the couch,” Jake answered, trying to fluff up the flat 

feather pillow that was stuffed under his head. 

  “I thought maybe you would want to come to bed tonight?” 

  “You never want me in there,” he answered. “I snore too loud.”  

  Laci played with the diamond earring that hung from her ear. “I can sleep 
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with my iPod on tonight.”  

  “No, I'll stay out here,” he answered. 

  Laci moved her lips to speak, but instead, she just nodded. She began to walk 

down the narrow hallway towards the bedroom and stopped. She didn't turn 

around. 

  “I love you,” she said. Her voice sounded like a child's–timid, yet full of hope.  

  “See you in the morning, Laci,” he said. “Goodnight.” 

  Laci's shoulders fell. Jake watched as she walked the final steps to the 

bedroom before shutting the door quietly behind her.  

 The affair was still fresh. He had only found out about it a little over a month 

ago. She had been sleeping with a guy she had met at work–Ben Harper, a security 

guard at the hospital.  He was only twenty-two years old, eight years younger than 

both Jake and Laci. She worked the overnight shift as a nurse, and he held the same 

hours. Laci said they had slept together only four, maybe five times, but Jake didn’t 

know what to believe.  

 Jake did what everyone had told him to do. He kicked Laci out, but that had 

only lasted a week. The boys wondered where their mom had gone, and for some 

reason unknown to him, he still loved her. He invited her back under one condition–

she would go to therapy. They would go to therapy. Jake went every Monday night, 

Laci on Wednesdays. They saw different therapists. Laci worked with one she had 

seen when she was in high school, and Jake had found one in Iowa City.  

 Light from the muted TV flickered across the walls of their home, dancing 

wildly and freely over the old wallpaper. The walls creaked against the strong wind 
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that was swirling outside relentlessly. Lightning blinked throughout the curtains, 

and Jake wondered if the boys would sleep through the thunder and second storm 

that was approaching. He got up from his make-shift bed and closed the curtains 

tighter.  

  He lay back down on the couch, immediately feeling his skin stick against the 

hot leather. Jake flipped to his back and let his legs pour off the end o f the couch. He 

thought of the conversation he and Laci had earlier in the night. 

  “I hope you know I'm trying,” she had said. 

  “I know you are,” Jake answered. He was cutting Liam's spaghetti noodles 

into smaller pieces at the kitchen counter.  

  “I need to know you're trying, too.” Laci had reached around and hugged Jake 

from behind. Her words hung heavy in the summer air, swirling around the kitchen 

and through Jake's head. 

  Jake laid the fork next to the plate and turned around to face his wife. She 

looks so frail, he thought. Her blonde hair hung loosely over her face. Small, puff-

filled bags inhabited the skin right underneath her eyes. 

  Jake locked eyes with Laci. He held contact with them for a long while, the 

first time in weeks. Ames had her eyes; they were a soft green on the outer edge 

with a hazel filling. 

  He pulled her into a hug and rested his chin on the top of her head. “I'm 

trying,” Jake whispered. “I'm trying.”  

  Jake let the memory slowly drift away. He hit the pillow with his fist. He 

stood, stretched, and headed down the hallway.  
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  Laci had fallen asleep long before Jake came into the bedroom. He stood 

above her, observing the woman he was married to. He leaned down and kissed her 

forehead. Walking lightly across the bedroom floor, Jake tried not to step on any of 

the spots in the hardwood floor that squeaked.  

  He lay down on top of the cool, off-white sheets as far away from Laci as he 

could get. He turned toward her, wrinkling the crisp sheets under his weight. She 

was laying on her back with her neck propped awkwardly to the right towards his 

side of the bed. Sweat beads glistened on the brow of her head, jaggedly running 

downward towards her temple. He quietly got up and turned on the small fan that 

sat on their dresser.  

  When he lay back down, he noticed the shadow on her small wrist. It was a 

tattoo of a little key, small enough to be covered by a watch band. She had gotten it 

on their honeymoon, her first and only tattoo. 

  He placed his wrist next to hers, matching up her key with the lock tattoo he 

had gotten the same day. He smiled at the memories that he hadn't thought of in 

years. He slowly reached for her pinky finger and grabbed it, hanging onto it loosely. 

As he drifted to sleep, he didn't let go of her hand. 

  The next morning, Jake woke up to the sun shining through the window. Last 

night's storm left the yard shattered. Tree limbs littered the lawn dangerously; some 

of the smaller branches intertwined themselves with the fence. Many of the shingles 

had popped off wickedly in the night, creating a field of land mines for Jake. He spent 

the morning picking up after the storm. After lunch and a trip to Menards, Jake 

began to fix the shingles on the house. 
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  Jake carefully placed the ladder against the side of the house. He climbed the 

ladder quickly. He had spent most of his life climbing ladders, fixing either the inside 

or the outside of other people’s houses. 

  Jake peered over his home. The stargazer lilies he and Ames had planted 

were in the beginning stages of blooming. The rain from the night before gave the 

lilies enough of a drink to support them. He was happy that they had planted the 

lilies close to the house; they had been protected from the harsh wind that had hit 

the night before. Jake could see the bright white petals trying to peek through. They 

aren't quite ready, he thought, but soon.  

  His two young boys ran barefoot close to the flowers. They both loved the 

feeling of the grass underneath their toes. It was a tickle that they welcomed. 

  Jake's wife sat on the porch steps. Her arms were wrapped tightly around her 

knees. She rocked ever-so-slightly as the wind blew her long, untamed hair away 

from her shoulders. She looked away from the boys and lifted her face towards the 

sky. The sun poked through the cloudy sky, illuminating her pale face. The sun 

quickly made itself evident, warming everything it touched. Laci smiled. 

  Earlier that morning, Laci woke up with a smile on her face for the first time 

in a long while. They were making progress.  

  We'll move, Jake thought. We all need a fresh start. I'll fix up the roof for the 

next renters. Mr. Gilgannon, the elderly man Jake rented the house from, would 

reimburse him for the shingles and nails he had bought from the store. Jake did the 

carpentry and roofing maintenance for all of Mr. Gilgannon’s properties.  

  Jake’s youngest son stopped running. He looked up at his father. He raised his 
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hand over his head and waved his whole arm happily. Liam's grin, missing teeth and 

all, could be seen even from Jake's perch. He waved back.  

  Laci held onto Ames and pointed up towards the top of the roof. Ames 

shielded his eyes from the potent sun, scanning the roof for his father. When he 

finally spotted him, Ames' smile caught fire. 

  “Daddy! Did you see our flowers?” Ames asked. 

  “I did! It won't be long!” Jake said. 

  “I knew they could make it!” Ames said. “They just needed a little help. We 

did it!” 

  Jake grinned.  

 “Good job, Buddy,” Jake said. “They're gonna make it.” 

 

 

 


