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There is a time for everything,



and a season for every activity under heaven:



a time to be born and a time to the,



a time to plant and a time to uproot,



a time to kill and a time to heal,



a time to tear down and a time to build,



a timeto to weep and a time to laugh,



a time to mourn and a time to dance,



a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them,



a time to embrace and a time to refrain,



a time to search and a time to give up,



a time to keep and a time to throw away,



a time to tear and a time to mend,



a time to be silent and a time to speak,



a time to love and a time to hate,



a time for war and a time for peace.



ECCLESIASTES 3:1-8








CHAPTER
One

Joseph Dodd was not one of those kids who feigned illness to get attention. His ten-year-old sister Rachel might have, since she was the one among the four children who leaned toward hypochondria. Leah, her twin, had been known to fake an occasional stomachache in the interest of competition. And Daniel, their twelve-year-old brother, often used a headache excuse to escape pre-algebra.

But not Joseph. Brenda, their mother, knew that the eight-going-on-nine-year-old was the kind of kid who harbored no deceit at all. His feelings and thoughts passed across his face like the Dow prices at the stock exchange, and Brenda could read them clearly.

Thats why she knew something was wrong on the day before his ninth birthday. Hed gotten up with dark circles under his eyes, and his skin was as pale as the recycled paper on which they did their schoolwork. His red hair, which he took great pains to keep combed because he had three cowlicks, was disheveled, as if he hadnt given it a thought. On the way into the kitchen, he reached for the counter to steady himself and hung his head while he tried to catch his breath.

Brenda quickly abandoned the eggs she was scrambling and bent down to look into his eyes. Joseph, whats the matter, honey?

I dunno, he said.

Are you sick? she asked, feeling his forehead.

Sorta dizzy.

Its his blood sugar, Daniel commented, before slurping his cereal. He wiped a drip from his chin. Remember, I studied about the pancreas last week? The book said you could get dizzy if your pancreas didnt work right.

Whats a pancreas? Joseph asked, frowning.

Daniel, dont slurp, David, their father, said. Brenda, what are you teaching him? Endocrinology?

Brenda grinned. More like hes teaching me. Were touching on anatomy in science. I got him some extra books.

Whats a pancreas? Joseph asked again. He was still breathing hard and beginning to sweat.

David pushed aside his coffee, leaned across the table, and felt Josephs forehead. You okay, sport?

Joseph didnt answer. He was still waiting for an answer to his question.

The pancreas is a gland, Daniel mumbled around a mouthful of cereal. Its near your kidney.

Mom, Daniels talking with his mouth full, Leah spouted.

It is not near the kidney, Rachel said. Its near the heart.

How would you know? You arent studying the human body.

No, but I have one, Rachel said, tossing her nose up in the air as if that won the argument.

Im going to get my book, Daniel said. Ill prove it to you.

Sit back down, young man. Brenda turned back to the scrambled eggs and took the pan off the stove. She turned to the tableonly a step from the stove in the small kitchenand began scooping eggs onto their plates. Her blonde hair waved across her forehead, but she blew it back with her bottom lip. It was already getting hot in the house, and the sun hadnt even come all the way up. Despite the cost of electricity, she was going to have to lower the thermostat today or shed never get the kids through their lessons.

She reached Josephs plate and scooped out some eggs.

I dont want any, Joseph said.

Joseph, son, youve gotta eat, David said.

I will later.

Brenda set the pan back on the stove and put her hands on her hips, gazing down at her son. Rachel, will you go turn the thermostat down? Maybe if it gets cooler in here Joseph will feel better. As Rachel popped up to do as she was told, Brenda said, I hope youre not getting sick again, Joseph.

You cant be sick on your birthday, Leah said. Mom, if hes sick, can we still have the party tomorrow?

Of course not. Wed just postpone it.

But I dont want to postpone it, Joseph said, sitting straighter. Im fine. I changed my mind. Ill eat some eggs.

Brenda grinned and spooned some eggs onto his plate as she heard the air conditioner cut on. Hell be fine. Probably just needs to eat something. Sometimes I wake up like that, Joseph. If I didnt eat much the night before, I get up and feel downright shaky until I eat.

Blood sugar, Daniel observed.

Of course, mostly I eat too much. She patted her slightly overweight hips. Somehow my body can always convince me Im starving. She ran her fingers through her hair and studied her youngest. Joseph doesnt need to be worried about his pancreas, though. Im sure its working just fine. But I have to say, Daniel, that Im bursting with pride over your interest in the pancreas. David, dont you think hes doctor material? I mean, hes practically ready for medical school.

David smiled and patted his oldest son on the back. I think youre right. Ive always said that Daniel had a sharp mind.

Me, too, Daddy, Rachel said, coming back to the table.

All of you. Theres just no telling what youll be, Brenda said. Im going to be one of those mothers who cant open her mouth without bragging about her important children. People will run when they see me. She fixed herself a plate and pulled out a chair. Okay, now, before Daddy goes out to the shop, lets talk about this party. Nine years ago tomorrow, the doctor put that precious little bundle into my arms. Nine years, Joseph! Think of it! Bet it seems like a lifetime to you, huh?

Joseph didnt answer. He propped his chin on his hand and moved the eggs around on his plate.

It seems like nine long years to me, Daniel said.

David snickered under his breath, and Brenda shot him an amused look.

Ive already called all of our homeschooled friends, she told Joseph. I told them to be here at two tomorrow. Well have it outside. We need to start making the cake this afternoon. Joseph, do you want white cake, yellow, or chocolate? You need to consider this very carefully, since youll be licking the bowl.

He didnt answer.

Brendas eyes met Davids across the table again. Joseph? David asked, taking the boys hand.

He looked up. Sir?

Your mother asked you something. What kind of cake do you want?

Umrectangle, I guess.

What flavor? Daniel prompted. Mom, he really is sick.

Brenda frowned. Baby, do you want to go back to bed?

He nodded and pushed his plate away, got up, and headed back to his bedroom.

Im taking him to the doctor, Brenda told David, getting up and heading for the phone. Somethings not right.

Yeah, you better.

Tell em about his pancreas, Daniel said. They might not think of it.

David laughed and messed up his sons hair as Brenda dialed the number.



They waited at the doctors office for an hour, only to have a five-minute examination. David, who was busy in his workshop behind the house when they got home, rushed out and met mem in the driveway.

Hows my boy?

Brenda got out of the car. The doctor says its probably a sinus infection. He just needs antibiotics.

I can still have my party, Joseph piped in. The doctor said.

You sure youre up to it? David asked.

Yes, sir, Joseph said. Im just tired. Ill go to bed early.

How about right now? Brenda asked. Why dont you take a nap while we do school?

He didnt argue, which spoke volumes about his fatigue. He fell into bed and slept for four hours, while Brenda homeschooled his siblings.

David came in frequently to check on his son. Hes all right, he told his wife. Hes just been staying up too late.

Yeah, maybe, Brenda said. I think his colors back, dont you?

David grinned. Never had much to start with. The curse of the redhead.

Brenda hugged her red-haired husband and laid her head against his chest. Poor little thing. He doesnt want to be sick on his birthday.

He wont be. Hes tough, ole Joseph. Itll take more than a sinus infection to get him down.

Brenda tried to push the worry out of her mind, but it had begun to take root. She only hoped the doctors diagnosis was reliable.






CHAPTER
Two

The next morning, in the house next door to the Dodds on the little cul-de-sac called Cedar Circle, Tory Sullivan struggled between tears and rage at the sight of the strawberry Kool-Aid congealing on her computer keyboard. A plastic cup lay on its side in a crimson puddle. Two soaked tissues in the center of the puddle, and one lying across the keys, testified of a half-hearted attempt to clean up the mess.

Brittany! she screamed, succumbing to the rage instead of the tears. Spencer! Get in here!

There was no answer, but of course, she had expected none. The children were probably hiding in their toy closet, trying to blend in with their stuffed animals, or hunkering under the bed until the crisis passed.

She ran to the kitchen, grabbed a roll of paper towels, and tried to blot the mess. But it had been there too long, and the quicker-picker-upper failed her.

The tears came, after all, as she looked at the monitor. Its blackness testified that someone had turned the computer off, as if hoping to make it disappear. What had undoubtedly disappeared, instead, was the four pages she had written but not saved to the hard drive because she had meant to come right back to it after her shower. Her heart plunged further, and her freshly applied mascara dripped with the tears down her cheek. Frantically, she sat down on the sticky chair, ignoring the Kool-Aid soaking into her white shorts, and turned the computer back on. An error message accused her of turning it off without properly exiting. She tried to repair the problem and boot it up, but the computer wouldnt respond to the commands she tried to enter using the sticky keyboard. Besides the damage to the keyboard, she knew that her precious four pages had been sucked into the vortex of her personal cyberspace, never to be seen again.

Brittany! Spencer! She bellowed the names with less fury and more despair now, and grabbed a paper towel to blot the tears running down her nose. She headed straight for the closet in the first room she came to: Spencers room, with clouds and alphabet letters and Ninja Turtles painted on the walls. You can run, but you cant hide! she bit out. Who spilled the Kool-Aid?

There was no answer, and no sign of her children among the stuffed animal faces on the closet floor. She went to the bed and threw up the bed skirt. No children hid underneath.

She tore out of Spencers room and headed into Brittanys. Her five-year-old daughter sat at her little table with wet eyes, frantically coloring a picture of a flower. I made you a picture, Mommy, she said quickly. She resembled a Cabbage Patch Doll as she looked up at her mother with those big round eyes. She held out the masterpiece like a sin offering, but her bottom lip began to tremble. Spencer did it. I dont even like Kool-Aid.

The red mustache at the upper corners of Brittanys mouth would have belied the childs declaration, if Tory hadnt already known better. Tory set her hands on her hips as the anger drained out of her, leaving only the tears. Britty, my computer. How could you blame your brother?

Hes always knockin stuff over, Brittany said as a sob thickened her voice. Her red lips puckered out. I told him not to touch the computer, but he wouldnt come away, and when I pulled him

The truth came out on a squeaky, high-pitched wail, and Tory knew it was genuine. She sighed heavily and stooped down in front of her daughter. Britty, Ive told you a million times that we dont take food or drinks into that room. Now the computer wont work Her voice broke off, and she wiped her wet cheek. Wheres your brother?

I dont know, Brittany cried. I hope he ran away. I hope he never comes back.

Brittany! Tory scolded. Thats an awful thing to say. Now where is he hiding?

Hes not hiding, Brittany said. He doesnt even care. He went outside while you were doing your hair.

Outside? Britty, why didnt you tell me? She sprang to her feet and headed out the back door. Spencer Sullivan!

She saw him in the yard next door, hanging on the fence that corralled the Bryans horses. Spencer! Get back! She lit out across the yard toward her child.

The four-year-old looked back at her, saw that he was in trouble, and ducked under the fence, as if that would render him invisible. One of the horses whinnied in disapproval, and the colt backed up, startled.

Spencer! Get out of there!

She reached the fence and ducked under it, grabbed her child, and quickly pulled him out. When they were out of harms way, she set him down and stooped in front of him, holding him firmly by the shoulders. Spencer Sullivan, if you keep defying me, you may not make it to eighteen years old, and it wont be because of the horses.

Sorry.

Youre in big trouble, Brittany chanted, just arriving on the scene. Youre not allowed to come see the horses without Mommy or Daddy. Boy, are you gonna get it. Her brown ponytails swayed with her words.

The red Kool-Aid mustache on her daughter reminded Tory of the busted computer and the lost pages of her novel, and her tears returned. Youre both in trouble, she said, getting up and grabbing one hand of each child. Youre both going to get it.

A mockingbird in a chestnut tree between the two homes chided her as she pulled them back toward their house. She would have sworn it said, Fail-ure, fail-ure, fail-ure. Her cat, hunkering under the back porch steps, took offense and launched across the lawn and up the tree trunk.

The bird flew away, leaving the cat stranded in futility. Spencer stopped and began pulling to get away. Get him down, Mommy. Get him down!

He can get down, she said, trying to grab his hand again before he could make another escape. Spencer!

As if in response, the neighbors dog Buster began to bark, and bounded around the house to the foot of the tree. The cat squalled and climbed higher, the dog barked and stood threateningly on its hind legs, and the kids began to scream. Hes goin higher, Mommy! Get him down.

If it hadnt been for the fact that the blasted cat had been stuck up in that tree so many times before, and that Barry, Torys husband, had had to climb the tree to get it down more than once, she could have ignored the crisis and made it to the house. But this one wasnt going to pass.

It was nearing noon, and the sun was straight up in the sky, too hot for late May in eastern Tennessee. The little town of Breezewood was named for its cool temperatures in the summer, but today the sun seemed to have forgotten that and beat down on them with further malice. Already, Torys dark brown hair, which shed spent too much time rolling and spraying, was beading with sweat and pasting itself to her forehead. Her kids, whod been freshly bathed not an hour ago, were beginning to glisten. Spencer already smelled like one of the steel mills in townthat metallic dirt-and-sweat kind of odor that made you want to hose him down. She eyed the little inflatable pool in the yard and thought of stripping him down and dunking him in it. But that would seem too much like fun to him.

The dogs barks turned to howls, and the cat scrabbled higher up, still making that skin-crawling noise like a wounded person with laryngitis. She looked around for something, anything, to stop the commotion. The green hose lay curled like a snake ready to strike, and she let go of Brittany, grabbed the head of it, and turned it on full blast. Adjusting the nozzle to shoot in a hard, steady stream, she blasted the dog.

He danced away from the tree, distracted as he tried to nip at the water stream to get a good gulp. She turned the hose up to the top of the tree, where the cat still clung for dear life. It whopped him without much force, but frightened him enough to make him jump to a lower branch.

The children laughed and jumped up and down as the cat began to parry the water blows with one fighting paw. He leaped to another, lower bough.

The cat was low enough now to jump to the ground, so she tried to center the water right over his torso to make him take the plunge.

In his excitement, Spencer ran to the wet German shepherd and hugged it exuberantly. Torys heart deflated further as she realized that now her son smelled like sweat, rust, and wet dog. And she wasnt smelling much better.

Hes down! Brittany squealed, and took off across the wet grass to chase the soaked, angry cat.

Britty, come back here! Now!

But I have to dry him off, Mommy! He hates to be wet.

Brittany, I said now!

Brittany stopped and gave her a hangdog look that would have wilted a weaker mother, but Tory ignored it. Instead, she turned her attention to prying her reeking sons arms from around the wet dog. Inside, Spencer! Hit the tub. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars.

Huh?

The tub, Spencer.

Why? I already took a bath.

You need another one.

But Im still clean.

Now, Spencer. Brittany, inside.

Do I have to take a bath, too? Brittany asked. I didnt do nothin bad. Besides, Josephs party is outside, so well just get stinky again.

I dont want you going to the party stinky. I want you going clean, and getting stinky while youre there. Head for the tub.

Can I take a bath in my bathing suit? Spencer asked. Britty can take it with me.

Fine, she said. Britty, yours is hanging over the washing machine.

But we didnt have lunch yet. Im hungry.

She realized the child was right. The telephone rang as Spencer agreed that he, too, was hungry. Rolling her eyes, she shoved them inside and headed for the phone. She didnt see the dirty pair of sneakers strategically placed between her and the phone. She tripped over them and caught herself on the table, then swung around and drop-kicked them as far as she could. Get your shoes out of here, Spencer! she shouted, then snatched up the phone. Hello!

Hey, hon. It was Barry, her husband, and she imagined him sitting in his nice quiet office with his organized desk and his functioning computer and all his metalworks accomplishments photographed and displayed like trophies around him. Whats up?

Oh, nothing, she said, her chin stiffening. My computer has drowned in congealed Kool-Aid, I just rescued Spencer from the Bryans corral, then I got the cat down from the tree, and were all about to take our second bath of the morning because were soaked in sweat and Spencer smells like Buster the dogand we havent even had lunch yet. She forced a saccharine tone. And how is your day, honey?

What do you mean the computer drowned? I told you to keep the kids out of there.

I was in the bedroom for maybe five minutes, getting ready for Josephs party.

Josephs party? Its not for hours.

Thats not the point, Barry! It wont type. The keyboard is dead. And all the work I did this morningfour pages during Sesame Streetis gone.

Tory, that computer cost over a thousand dollars.

Tell it to the kids. She glanced at the pantry, where the kids had gotten too quiet, and saw that theyd gotten into a ziplock bag of gummy worms. Put those down and head for the tub. Im not telling you again!

Thank goodness, she heard Spencer whisper, and Brittany giggled.

Barry, tell me what to do about the computer. I have to save it.

Call the company. Ask them what they advise.

All right. As soon as things get quiet.

And Tory, punish them. Dont let them go to Josephs party today. Theyve been looking forward to it, so make them stay home. Itll teach them.

She heard the bath water running, and the cat began scratching at the back door to get in. Barry, if I do that, I have to stay home. And I was looking forward to some adult companionship. Even if it is with a dozen kids around. She sighed and realized she sounded like a shrew. Look, Ill try to save the computer. And Ive got to go bathe the kids. Please dont be late this afternoon. Ill have turned gray and lost my sanity by then.

Uh, wellthats kinda why Im calling. I mean, not about your sanity. About me being late.

No, Barry! she whined, collapsing into a chair. Please, not tonight. This is not turning out to be a good day.

I cant help it. I have to work late.

So what are we talking about? Seven oclock? Eight?

Maybe eight-thirty. A big client wants to have dinner with some of us. Its a huge account, for some great stuff we bid on. I cant say no.

Of course not. She felt a headache coming on. Look, Ive got to go. I wish I had time to chat, but youve probably got to skedaddle off to lunch, anyway. Tip the waiter nice for me, will you?

Tory, come on.

Bye, Barry. She hung up the phone and headed back to the bathroom to see if her kids had drowned each other yet.

They were both in their bathing suits, sitting in four inches of cold water that didnt have a prayer of getting them clean, and playing battleship with some plastic sailboats they kept on the tub. Taking the opportunity, she went to the living room and sank down on the couch. Barry was probably nursing his wounds, she thought miserably. It wasnt his fault that he had a job he liked and got to eat in restaurants and talk to adults all day. He believed her staying at home was a terrific blessing, and she knew it should be.

But as long as she was here, there was no hope of her ever making anything of herself. No hope at all. What had happened to the Miss University of Tennessee whod edited the literary magazine, wowed her professors with papers theyd claimed were publishable, and been chosen Outstanding Senior English Major because her professors believed she was the one most likely to publish? Whatever happened to the girl whod been Most Beautiful and Most Likely to Succeed, all in the same year?

If they could see her now, she thought morbidly. Instead of mopping in the money, she was mopping up spills. Instead of nursing celebrity, she was nursing earaches and skinned knees. Instead of winning awards, she was winning free hamburgers from the scrape-off cards at McDonalds.

It wasnt what shed had in mind when shed become a mother.

If only they were older. If only they could entertain themselves and tie their own shoes and fix their own sandwiches and clean up their own messes. If only she had two hours a dayeven one hour would doof uninterrupted time to pursue her own dreams, without someone undoing it all with the flick of a Kool-Aid-stained finger.

She sat there crying for a long time, until finally she knew that she had to feed her kids lunch or surrender the bag of gummy bearsresulting in a sugar high that would be sure to make the afternoon as challenging as the morning.






CHAPTER
Three

Sywia teetered atop the ladder in her living room and carefully removed the white bow from its place near the ceiling. Shed hung bows all around the room, one every three feet, and draped lace between them. Even from this height, she could still smell the sweet fragrance of the white roses and orchids that sat in huge pots around the room. It had made for a beautiful wedding reception for her daughter. But the biggest hit of the party hadnt been the lace and ribbons and roses but rather Sarahs childhood pictures that Sylvia had blown up, placed in gold gilded frames, and hung in an arrangement on one wall of her living room. Jeff, her son, was in many of the pictures as well. Across the room was a similar display of photographs Sylvia had gotten from the grooms mother. She had finished taking that display down earlier this morning, but it was more difficult removing the ones of her own children.

Not for the first time that morning, reality hit her, and the vast emptiness of the house after all the madness of the past few weeks caught up with her. The silence seemed to scream mocking cruelties into her ear about her empty nest and her outlived usefulness. Tears came to her eyes, and she sat down on one of the ladder rungs and tried to get hold of herself.

Longingly, her gaze swept over the photograph of Sarah as a little girl, her brother Jeff hovering over her. Had it been in second or third grade that Sarah had played the Statue of Liberty in the school play? That picture had caused a lot of laughter among their family and friends. The costume partyhad that been for Jeffs sixth or seventh birthday? Had Jeff gone to college yet when theyd taken the youth group to the Alpine Sled in Chattanooga? Half of those kids had come to the wedding, and the stories theyd told

Are you taking those down?

She jumped at the sound of her husbands voice, making the ladder teeter. Harry rushed forward and steadied it. Harry! I didnt hear you come in. Her voice was cracked and choked with emotion, and when he looked up at her, she knew he saw the tears. Quickly, she wiped them away.

This is dangerous, Sylvia, he said gently, indicating the ladder. You shouldnt do this unless Im home. Wait till later and Ill help you.

She sighed and came down. I wanted to get it done. The sooner the better.

Why dont you rest? The wedding took a lot out of you. You deserve to do nothing today. You remember how, dont you? Think way back to before we had kids.

I cant remember that far back, she whispered, looking up at those pictures again.

He gave her a tender look, then moved behind her and set his hands on her shoulders. Kissing her hair, he said, You know, you dont have to take them down at all.

Theyre not right there, she said. Ill spread them out around the house. Ill have to patch the holes in the wall, you know, and repaint. Theres so much to do. Again, those tears came, constricting her throat.

Harry turned her around and made her look up at him. Though his hair was more gray than black, his face had retained its youthful look, and his eyes still twinkled with mischief. The very sight and feel of him reminded her that she was not completely alone today, that her lifes companion was still here, and that he would not forsake her. Your children havent fired you, you know, he said. Youre still their mother.

I dont know how to be a long-distance mother, she said. Why did we let them move to other states? Theyre both so far away. Before we know it, theyll have kids of their own, and well be long-distance grandparents who see them once or twice a year. The grandkids will have to be reminded who we are.

Fat chance, Harry said. Honey, when Sarah gets back from her honeymoon, shell be calling you every day to find out how to make meat loaf and pumpkin pie, and to cry when shes homesick or mad at Larry, or just to talk because she misses you. Mark my word. You might just be the one whos not available.

Sylvia wiped her face again. What do you mean?

He started to say something, then seemed to think better of it. Listen, I had a cancellation for my first patient after lunch, so thats why I came home. I was hoping to take you to lunch somewhere nice. Whens the last time we went out? I thought maybe that little South American restaurant over on Hilliard Street. We could talk

Harry, I dont want to go out. Look at me. Im a mess. Could I take a rain check?

A mess? Youre beautiful. Slim and young-looking. I heard at least three people at the wedding asking if you were Sarahs sister.

She couldnt help being amused. Dont lie.

Well, okay, just one. But it happened. Scouts honor.

Im fifty years old and I feel sixty-five. Forced into mandatory retirement. Totally obsolete.

Harrys grin faded and he frowned down at her. You really are depressed, arent you?

And you arent?

He slid his hands into his pockets and looked down at his feet. He was thinking, trying to answer honestly, she knew. Harry wasnt one to just tell her what she wanted to hear.

The other night, he said seriously, after Sarah and Larry drove off, and the guests started going home, I went in the bathroom and cried. It was tough. My baby, Daddys little girl, riding off into the sunset with some guy whos going to take care of her for the rest of her life. His eyes misted up even now as he recalled those emotions.

Sylvia smiled softly. I should have known. And there I was flitting around, laughing and smiling for the guests, ignoring you completely.

I wanted to be ignored when I felt like that, he said. But it passed. This morning, I started thinking differently. I started thinking of this time of our lives as a beginning instead of an ending. We can do whatever we want now. All these years, when weve wanted to do things, but couldnt because we had the kids to think ofwell, now we can go anywhere, do anything, and its just the two of us. No more excuses. No more reasons to stay in the same old place. I started getting excited, Sylvia.

Sylvia looked up at him, frowning, wondering where he was going with this. So where is it you want to go? What is it you want to do?

Again, he looked down at his feet, searching for honest words, and she realized this midday homecoming wasnt just a whim. He had something specific to say. She tried to brace herself. Harry?

You sure you dont want to go eat? he asked her. Even just a burger? We could eat in the car, even.

She sighed. This must be really big if you have to say it over food.

Im just hungry. Its really nothing. In fact, we can talk about it another time.

Let me run a brush through my hair, and we can go, she said.

Harry grinned, and she knew it was what hed really wanted. She went into the bathroom, brushed her just-permed hair, and applied some lipstick so she wouldnt look so pale. She powdered the redness over her nose and decided her eyes were hopeless. It was just as well that Harry wanted to go out, she decided. She did need a diversion today.

She followed him out to the Explorer and waited while he unlocked it for her. She looked around at the little houses on the cul-de-sac where theyd lived for so long. Near the neck of the little circle, she saw three of Brendas kids helping their dad drag picnic tables into the empty lot between their house and the Sullivans. Today was Josephs birthday, she remembered. They had invited her to the party, but shed almost forgotten.

She remembered when her own were little, before the culde-sac called Cedar Circle had been developed around them. Their own house had been built on a huge, twenty-acre plot at the top of Survey Mountain. It had been much smaller then, until Harrys surgical practice had gotten off the ground. Almost yearly, they had added something to their house.

When she and Harry had made the decision to sell some of the land to a builder to develop into a cul-de-sac, they had done it for the kids. The children needed playmates, shed told Harry, and he agreed. The developer had plotted out Cedar Circle, paved the streets, and three houses had gone up with wisteria and jasmine-covered picket fences, oaks, and elm trees. None of the homes was quite as large as the Bryans, and none had the stretch of land in the back that the Bryans had kept for their horses. But the neighbors had become close friends, and their children had always had playmates.

But all those children had grown up, and their families, one by one, had moved away. Now the cul-de-sac was populated with younger mothers with active children who only reminded her how she longed for the former days.

Are you planning to get in, or just stand here all day gazing down Memory Lane? Harry teased.

She looked up at him. Sorry. I was just remembering the way it looked before those houses She got in, and he closed the door behind her, then slipped in on the other side. Im sorry, Harry, she said. Its one of those days when you cant seem to keep your thoughts going in the right direction. Its the classic, textbook case of empty-nest syndrome. I read all about it when they went off to college. But they were close by, and I knew theyd be back for meals and laundry

Yeah, this is different. This time theyre really gone.

I need a hobby, she said. A project. Maybe that would get my mind off of it.

Well, he said, drawing the word out a little too long, and hooking her attention. Maybe I have the answer. Ill tell you while we eat.

A few minutes later he pulled into a Burger King, and they both went in and ordered food that was a cardiac surgeons nightmare. When theyd found a table in the corner, Sylvia brought the subject up again. Okay, Harry. Shoot. Whats your project?

He gazed out the window. Im torn. I dont know whether I should tell you while youre depressed because it might make you more depressed, or whether itll be just the thing you need to shake you out of it.

Well, youll never know until you try. She took a bite of her hamburger.

You know how weve always said that someday when the kids are grown, wed go to the mission field?

Sure. Do you want to take some extra medical mission trips to Nicaragua this year?

No, not mission trips. Longer term.

She set her hamburger down and dabbed at her mouth with the napkin, keeping her eyes fixed on him. You cant be serious.

He looked like a schoolboy trying to convince his mother to buy him a sports car. Havent we always said that, Sylvia? Even these last few years, every time we went on those little trips, weve talked about how great it would be if we were unencumbered and could just go and take the miracles of modern medicine to those people who cant afford it?

She couldnt deny that theyd talked about it many times. She had agreed that it would be wonderful to be an ambassador of grace, to make sacrifices, to give of herself to people who needed what she could bring them. But what was that, exactly? Harry could take them medicineshe was mostly just there for support.

Its a great ministry, Sylvia. Ive felt called to do it most of my life, but I also felt responsible to give the kids a normal life. But now the kids are gone, and its time for me to stop making excuses.

She looked in his eyes and saw the joy building there like a cresting tide. The emotions in her own heart felt like those same waves crashing against a bleak and rocky shore.

Sylvia, just think about how much good we could do there.

You could do so much good there, she said, that tightness returning to her voice. But what could I do?

What could you do? Youre the Doa. The one they all respected.

Id be useless there, Harry. Even in our own home, I wouldnt have a purpose. Every home there has a maidservant to clean. What would I do all day?

You could start a ministry with the mothers and children, Sylvia. Teach parenting skills, Bible studies, evangelism. Youd be such an example to them. A mother figure for them to look up to.

Tears erupted in her eyes again, and she shook her head. Im not prepared to be a mother to anybody but my own kids, Harry, and theyre gone.

Theyre not gone. You talk like theyre dead. Theyre still alive, honey, theyre just proving that we succeeded. Theyre happy and healthy and building lives of their own.

She shook her head and looked down at the burger. She couldnt eat another bite. Her stomach wouldnt accept it. Im not ready, Harry, she said through tight lips. Not yet. Maybe next year, or the year after that. The kids still might need me, and I cant be out of the country.

He reached across the table and took her hand. Honey, the kids will always need you. But God may want us somewhere else.

She couldnt believe this was so important to him. Had he been biding his time, chomping at the bit throughout the whole wedding process, counting the days until Sarah was gone, so he could fly off to Managua?

Areare you finished? Eating, I mean?

He looked down at the half-eaten burger. Yeah, I guess. Honey, this is upsetting you. Im sorry. I should have waited until a better time, but I thought it might cheer you up. You said you wanted a project.

Can we go home? She was making a valiant effort to fight the tears, but she was losing.

Sure.

She slid out of the booth and threw their wrappers away, then headed through the door. The drive home was quiet.

When they pulled back into the driveway, she got out and dashed inside.

Harry was behind her in an instant. Honey, listen, he said, wrapping his arms around her, I can see how upset this has made you. The timing is all wrong. Just forget I ever said anything.

But that wouldnt be right either, she knew. Harry rarely asked for anything for himself. For years, hed been catering to his familys wants and needs. This once, he had some of his own. But they were just too hard for her to accept.

She looked around her. Over the years, shed decorated their home exactly as shed wanted it. It was a showplaceand it bore the sentimental, beloved scars of a family that had grown up here. The growth chart on the pantry wall, the mural theyd painted in Sarahs room, the little stained glass windows the kids had made one summer.

What would we do with the house? she asked on a whisper.

He seemed reluctant to answer. I dont know. Whatever you want. I was thinking we could sell it.

Sell it? The words flipped out of her mouth with such disgust that he might have suggested setting it on fire. Harry!

His expression fell further. She was the archer shooting her arrow straight into his dreams. She hated playing that role. She tried to breathe in some courage and took his hands, strong surgeons hands that saved lives with such skillbut there were many such hands here in the states, and so few overseas. Maybe these hands were meant to be used in Nicaragua.

She dropped them again. Youve got to understand, Harry, that this is a little sudden. Maybe youve been thinking about it for a long time. But I havent.

Youre right. He found his smile again, and she saw that his twinkle was still there. Its just that Ive been thinking about it a lot over the last few days. I miss the kids just like you do, but I keep seeing it as a new beginning, not an end. I keep thinking that God has a purpose for us, that all the training and skill Hes given me here could be used to take the gospel across the world, and take medicine to people who cant get it otherwise. Sylvia, Ive never felt as needed as I felt when we were in Masaya last year. Remember all the people we led to Christ? Remember Carlos, the playboy with a string of mistresses? We were able to lead his wife to Christ for a very important reason: she trusted us after I did the appendectomy on their son. And then Carlos came to church with her, and his life changed

There are lost people here, Harry. Some right in this culde-sac. Why do we have to go across the world?

Because someone has to.

With both hands, she wiped the tears forming under her eyes and tried to think logically. Let me think about it, okay, Harry? Do we have to make a decision right away?

Of course not. Take all the time you need.

Are you sure? she asked. I dont want to destroy your dreams.

God wouldnt give this kind of calling to just one of us. If Hes calling me, Hell call you, too.

She looked at him for a long moment, her eyes filling with tears again. Is it your practice? she asked. Are you just bored with it?

Again, he stared down at his shoes, thinking. I could use a change, he said, meeting her eyes again. But thats not all this is about. He opened his arms and pulled her again into a hug, held her there for a long moment as her tears soaked into his shirt. Its not the end, honey. Youll see.

I know, she said in a high-pitched voice. I really do know that. I just dont feel like I have a lot to contribute, either here or there. It seems kind of pointless to me.

Then Ill pray that God will reveal to you how important you are.

She laid her head against his chest. He was her best friend, her lover, her confidante, her provider and supporter. Hed always been so strong, so masterful. Hed also often been right.

But right or wrong, she was thankful he wasnt asking for a decision now.

After a few moments, he let her go and ate a dessert of petit fours left over from the reception. She sat with him, eating chocolate grooms cake. She supposed a few extra pounds on her hips wouldnt make much difference. Wasnt food always supposed to make you feel better?

But she didnt feel particularly well as she walked him back out to his Explorer. She leaned in and kissed him when he was in the car. She heard a hello shouted from the driveway next door, and she waved at Cathy Flaherty, her neighbor on the other side.

Why dont you go visit with Cathy? Harry asked. She always cheers you up.

Ive got those pictures to take down, and all that misery to wallow in, she said with a smirk. I wouldnt be very good company.

He kissed her and pulled out of the driveway. Sylvia tried to smile until he was out of the cul-de-sac, but it quickly faded. Her gaze drifted up to the hills in the distance. The mist that normally floated like angelic breath above them had been chased away by the bright sun. Everything looked so clear.

She only wished she could see her own future that clearly.






CHAPTER
Four

Cathy Flaherty intercepted her German shepherd as he bounded from the Bryans house. He was damp, she discovered as she bent down to pet him, and he smelled like a stray mutt. She wondered where hed been. She slammed the door of her pickup truck and looked back at the Bryans again. She saw Harry kiss Sylvia before pulling out of the driveway. What a day it must be for them, she thought, to finally have all the kids married off and find that your marriage was still strong.

She went into the house, fighting jealousy. She wasnt naive enough to think marriage was always bliss. Heaven knew hers hadnt been. But some part of herthe largest partwanted one more shot. It wasnt easy being a single mother of three kids from eleven to seventeen. Shed spent a lot of the past couple of years looking for a husband for herself in an attempt to start over. She had never expected to be forty and single, nor had she ever intended to raise her kids alone. That had been decided for her.

She went into the house, breathing in the silence as if it were a balm that could heal a troubled soul. Though her veterinary practice kept her busy, she tried to come home for lunch every day while the kids were at school, just to regroup and do the housekeeping chores she hadnt had time to do that morning. Soon the kids would be out of school for the summer, though, and the whole dynamic of her days would change.

She opened a can of soup and poured it into a bowl, stuck it in the microwave, punched out three minutes. While it was cooking, she went into the laundry room and began pulling blue jeansthe most common and indispensable item in the entire familys wardrobeout of the mountain of laundry to wash. Even Cathy preferred jeans over anything else. She shoved pair after pair into the washing machine, emptying pockets of change and gum wrappers and breath mints. She tossed the garbage and kept the change. That was the deal, shed told them. If they were careless enough to leave money in their pockets when she washed, she got to keep it. She saved it in a dill pickle jar and took them all out to eat when enough had been saved.

She stuffed six pairs into the machine, decided the load could take one more, and grabbed up a pair of Ricks long, lanky jeans. Two quarters fell out, and by rote, she reached into the pockets and grabbed hold of the rest of the contents. Her fingers came upon a small square. She pulled it out

And her heart crashed.

It was a condom, in the pocket of her seventeen-year-old son.

She dropped it as if it had burned her. Her son hardly even dated. When would he have time enough to get into a relationship that would require a condom? Feeling sick, she backed to the wall, slid down it, and sat on the floor, hugging her knees. It couldnt be. Not her boy.

Slowly, her mind worked past the shock and began to evaluate options. Maybe she should go to the school, snatch him out of class, confront him face-to-face, and demand an explanation. But would that be overreacting? Shouldnt she be happy that her son was interested in safe sex?

No! her heart screamed. She didnt want Rick to be engaging in sex of any kind. Despite her liberal leanings, she hated the idea of her own children becoming sexually active.

The microwave beeped, and she got to her feet. As the shock gave way, rage seeped in to fill the void. Where had he gotten it? With whom was he planning to use it? Did his father know about this? Was it his idea?

Yes. Her thoughts seemed to crystallize as it all became clear. Hed been with his father this past weekend. It was just like Jerry to do something stupid like giving his son a condom. The man probably assumed that Rick had the same loose morals he had, and he wanted to protect him from any mistakes. The microwave beeped again, and as if it had been the one to corrupt her son, she threw it open, grabbed the glass bowl of soup, and pulled it out. It sloshed over the side and burned her hand, so she flung it into the sink, breaking the bowl. That was all right; she didnt want to eat it anyway. She wasnt hungry anymore.

Instead, she jerked up the phone and punched out her ex-husbands work number in Knoxville. Jerry Flaherty, he said innocently.

What do you think youre doing? she demanded.

Cathy? He seemed genuinely confused.

Yeah, its me. Who else can you get into a frothing rage without even being present?

What, pray tell, have I done now?

Did you or did you not give our son a condom?

A what? No, I didnt give him a condom!

Then who did? Could it have been Sandra?

No! My wife did not give Rick a condom. Thats ludicrous. How could you even think that?

Oh, well, excuse me, she said sardonically. But your past moral slipups tend to keep me from being too surprised at anything you do. Did you talk to him about condoms?

No. It never came up.

Is there someone there that hes seeing?

No. Annies the one we cant keep home. Shes got that friend, Joni, who has a car, and who knows what they do or what boys they meet when they leave here?

Newer, hotter rage flared up inside her like a Fourth of July display, and she forced herself to sit down on the stool at the breakfast bar. Has it ever occurred to you to tell her she cant go?

For what reason? We havent caught her at anything yet.

Do you know where she goes?

Movies, Burger King, Blockbuster, that kind of thing. Come on, Cathy, calm down. Its not like we let her stay out all night. Shes home by curfew.

Then why did you just say shes probably meeting boys?

Because shes a girl. Thats what they do.

Have you checked up on her to make sure shes where she says? Do you know anything about this girl Joni? Have you met her parents?

No, Cathy. I have these kids every other weekend. Im not intimately acquainted with the parents of their friends, and I dont see why that would be necessary. I just brought that up to say that Rick is not the one Id worry about, if I worried about any of them. Now whats this about a condom?

She let out a deflated breath and stared at the counter for a moment. I found it in his pocket. If he doesnt have a girlfriend there, and he doesnt have one here, why did he have a condom?

Got me. Maybe hes just saving it for a rainy day.

The flippancy of his remark seared her. You act like this is no big deal, Jerry. This is your son!

My son is seventeen, Cathy. Eventually, he is going to get involved with a girl, and frankly, if you want to know my opinion, I dont think a condom is a bad idea. He probably ought to keep one with him.

She ground her teeth together. Spoken like the Father of the Year. I dont know why you still amaze me, Jerry.

Cathy, relax. Theyre growing up. You cant stop them. Even Marks going through puberty. Twelve years old, and his voice is starting to change.

Im not trying to stunt their growth, Cathy bit out. Im trying to raise them right.

Maybe raising them right means getting them to adulthood without pregnancy or disease. Maybe thats the best we can hope for.

The words filtered through her like scorching water, and she dropped the phone from her ear and stared at it as if she could see her ex-husband through the little holes in the mouthpiece. Why was she even talking to him? He had the morals of a canine.

No longer enraged, she dropped the phone back on its hook on her wall, cutting off the connection. It was like the stages of grief. She had moved quickly from shock, to anger, and now into depression. All she could do was wait for the kids to get home, so she could find out where Rick had gotten the condom. She had exactly two hours to come up with a plan of action. Should she yell, lecture, punish? Or was it possible that she would be struck with a burst of wisdom on how to turn this from a crisis into a wonderful learning experience that the kids would always hold dear?

Fat chance.

It occurred to her to call the clinic and tell her receptionist to close the office for the afternoon, but she knew she had two litters of puppies coming in to be dewormed. She could put them off, she supposed, but she couldnt really afford to turn the work away. Knocking off at four every day and refusing to work Saturday afternoons left her few enough office hours as it was. No, she needed to get back.

She went back to the laundry room, started the load of jeans, and slid the condom into her own pocket. Then, trying to ignore the dismal thoughts flitting through her mind, she went back out to the pickup. Across the street, her neighbor Brenda stood in a huddle with her four kids, all with different shades of red hair. They were up to something, but that wasnt unusual. Brenda, who homeschooled her children, had the most creative mind Cathy knew when it came to stimulating them. She was probably doing some sort of nature hunt or demonstrating the food chain by collecting bugs in the yard, imparting some type of life lesson that theyd never forget.

Suddenly, Cathy felt like a terrible mother who didnt deserve the children whod been entrusted to her.

As she backed out of the driveway, she saw David, Brendas husband, dragging picnic tables to the lot between the houses. He was always there, an active partner in raising the children, making a living as a cabinetmaker from the workshop in the backyard. With his wavy red hair and his slight paunch, he had never been the catch of Breezewood. But given the chance, Cathy would have traded every material possession she had to have one just like him. She gave him a cursory wave, swallowing her swelling anger at her ex-husband. She deserved better than to be raising three children alone. More importantly, they deserved better.
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