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He says, “I keep my life in this paint box.

I keep your face in these picture frames.

When I speak to this empty canvas, it tells me

I have no need for words anyway.”

ICEHOUSE, “MAN OF COLOURS”
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one

The first thing Macy Dillon noticed when she entered her mother’s house on her dead father’s birthday was the missing pictures. The front room—a place she and her brother Max had dubbed “the shrine” —was usually filled with photos and mementos from her father’s short life. It was a place Macy had a habit of breezing through, if for no other reason than to avoid the memories the room evoked. But this time she paused, noticing space where there had once been pictures, gaping holes like missing teeth. Macy looked down and saw some boxes on the floor, the framed photos resting in them. Perhaps her mother was just cleaning. That had to be it. Macy couldn’t imagine her mother ever taking down the shrine. She glanced up, her eyes falling on one of the photos still standing. In it, her father, Darren Dillon, stood beside Macy on the pier at Sunset Beach the summer she was five years old, the sun setting behind them, matching smiles filling their faces.

“Mommy? Is that you? We’re back here making Grandpa’s birthday cake!”

Macy followed the sound of her daughter’s voice coming from the kitchen, feeling the pang she always felt when she heard her daughter refer to Darren as Grandpa. He died years before Emma was born, so she had never known him as a grandpa who doled out candy and did magic tricks. Instead, Emma Lewis knew her grandpa only through an abundance of pictures and stories. Her grandma had made sure of that since the day she was born.

Macy made her way to the back of the house where the sunny kitchen faced the backyard. The large bay window gave a perfect view of the tree house and tire swing she had loved as a child. Earlier this spring, Macy’s brother had refurbished both so Emma could enjoy them. Macy smiled at the thought of Max’s kindness toward the little girl who had come along unexpectedly and who had, just as unexpectedly, stolen all their hearts, as though they had been waiting to breathe again until the day she was born and injected fresh life into what had become a lifeless family.

Macy leaned down and kissed the top of her daughter’s head, then touched her mother’s back lightly, noticing the slight stoop to her shoulders that had come with the weight of both grief and age. “You guys sure look busy in here,” she said.

Emma stared intently into a bowl where a creamy off-white substance was being turned blue by the food coloring her mother slowly dripped into the bowl. “Grandma’s letting me stir,” she told her mother without looking up. “We’re making blue icing for Grandpa’s cake ‘cause it was his favorite color. Right, Mommy?”

Macy’s eyes filled with tears, surprising her, as she nodded. She could still see her dad pointing to the sky. “I think blue is God’s favorite color too,” he’d once told her. “It’s the color of the sky, the ocean, and your eyes.” He had tweaked her nose and tickled her until she giggled.

Looking away, Macy willed herself the emotional control she would need to get through the meal. She wished her mom, Brenda Dillon, wouldn’t carry on this ridiculous tradition of marking the day with a cake and Dad’s favorite meal, wouldn’t continue insisting that Macy and Max join her in the morbidness. Macy had heard that other families moved forward after loss. But her family seemed determined to stay in the same place, trapped in grief. She hated involving her impressionable daughter in the grim annual tradition and wondered if she would have the courage to tell Brenda that she and Emma and her husband, if she had one, would no longer participate.

Emma smiled at her and looked up at her grandmother. “Mommy, did you tell Grandma what we’re doing tonight?”

Macy tried to paste on a smile instead of grimacing at her daughter’s mention of their plans for after the depressing dinner. She had hoped that Emma would forget and that Chase, Emma’s long-time missing father, would back out, as Macy knew he was likely to do. When she agreed to the plans, she hadn’t thought about them falling on this very night. She hadn’t thought about anything besides making her daughter happy, keeping the radiant smile on her face by giving her whatever her heart desired. It was, Macy reasoned, the least she could do for bringing such a beautiful little person into her wreck of a life. If that meant sleeping in a tent in the cold of their tiny backyard at home, then that’s what they would do. If it meant she had to invite the man who seemed to know best how to slip into the cracks of her heart, then she would go along with it.

Macy’s mom looked at her. “What are you doing tonight?” Her eyebrows were already raised as though she sensed the answer would not be one of which she would approve. Brenda, a willing and hapless participant, had accompanied Macy through the drama that was her relationship with Chase. She had whispered cautionary advice to her daughter when Chase first pursued Macy. She had found a way to rejoice over Emma despite the lack of a wedding ring on Macy’s finger. She had let Emma and Macy move in when Chase had suddenly left, just like everyone expected. She had encouraged Macy to find work and a place of her own. She had championed her daughter’s single-mother status, telling people how proud she was of her daughter as Macy scraped her life together, renounced Chase completely, and moved forward.

When Macy didn’t say anything, Emma rolled her eyes, a habit she had picked up, far too young, from the evil Hannah Montana. Emma knew every word to “Best of Both Worlds” and often forced Macy to put the song on repeat play.

“Since Mommy won’t tell you, I will,” she announced. “We are sleeping under the stars tonight …” she paused dramatically, “in a tent!”

Macy thought she had dodged the bullet of giving any more information than that. Her mother relaxed visibly.

“That sounds like fun!” her mother said, taking the spatula out of Emma’s hands to give the thick icing a forceful stir, the lines of blue spreading and melding as she did. Macy watched, wondering if she had ever really stood and paid attention as her mother made the traditional blue icing for Dad’s birthday cake. Had she always looked away in an effort to protect herself from the reality of what they were marking?

“It’s going to be fun!” Emma said, sticking a small finger into the icing and scooping out a dollop she popped into her mouth with a giggle. “We’re going to be like cowgirls. And we don’t have to be scared, because Daddy’s going to be there to protect us because he’s a real cowboy.”

Macy raised her eyes skyward, her hopes of dodging the taboo subject vanished. She could imagine Chase telling Emma he was a real cowboy, explaining his absence over the last five years in a made-up story. He was good at making up stories.

She looked at her mother, who was staring at her over the top of Emma’s head, her frown knitting her brows together.

“Your daddy’s going to come?” her mother asked Emma, still staring at Macy. “Really now.”

Macy stared right back at her mother. “Emma invited us both,” she said, feigning a stalwartness she didn’t possess. “It was what she wanted.”

“Oh, well then,” her mother said, “if Emma invited you both then all’s well.” She shook her head slowly at Macy over the top of Emma’s head. “Hey, Emma, why don’t you go get our special Grandpa candles out of the buffet in the dining room? You know where I’m talking about?”

Emma nodded vigorously and scampered out of the room, eager to help. Sometimes Macy wondered if Emma ever shared the bizarre aspects of her life with her teacher or friends at school or day care. Disappearing fathers and dinners for dead grandfathers were sure to make people wonder about the environment the child was being raised in.

Macy just looked at her mother. “Don’t,” she said.

“Don’t what?” her mother asked, hefting the bowl of icing onto the counter beside the freshly baked cake. She slapped a scoop of icing onto the center of the cake and began to spread it around a little too forcefully. Looking down at the cake, she added, “Don’t tell you what a horrible idea it is for you to spend the night under the stars with Chase Lewis?”

A memory flashed across the canvas of Macy’s mind. Chase leaning close to her, his breath on her face, igniting her insides as he always did whenever he stood so close. She could feel the heat of his body, the beat of his heart. She could hear his Texas drawl as, lips centimeters from her ear, he said, “We make a good couple, I think. Mace and Chase. We rhyme.”

She pushed the thought of him from her mind and focused on trying to catch her mother’s eye. “Emma will be there,” she pointed out.

“A five-year-old is going to serve as your chaperone? You’re really going to stand there and offer that up?” Her mother spun around, waving the blue-tinted spatula at Macy to emphasize her point. “You’re smarter than that, Macy. Do I need to remind you where you were when he left?”

“At least I’m not in the same place I was then,” Macy said, turning things back on her mother. “You’re doing the exact same thing now that you were doing ten years ago. Nothing about your life’s changed, Mom. At least things change in my life.”

It was a weak argument, but it worked to deflect the heat she was feeling under Brenda’s disappointed gaze.

Her mother sighed, lowering the spatula in defeat. She turned back to the cake and stood for a few seconds, not moving. Macy was about to launch into how awful it was that her mother kept special candles for a man who’d been dead for ten years when she heard a door slam and then, from the dining room, Emma’s voice calling, “Uncle Max is here!”

Macy couldn’t decide whether to thank her brother for his impeccable timing or curse him for interrupting. Something told her she wanted to hear what Brenda would’ve said if she’d been able to confront her.

Yet there was part of Macy that wanted to be saved from having to hear the truth. For just one night, she wanted to enjoy sleeping under the stars with her precious gift of a daughter and the man who had given Emma to her. Like a real family. There was nothing wrong with that.

Max pushed back from the table and laid his hands across his stomach with a groan. “Mom, you outdid yourself, as always,” he said.

Brenda smiled at her son and avoided looking at Macy, a holdover from their angry words in the kitchen. Dinner would’ve been a quiet affair if not for Emma and Max bantering back and forth.

Max was the quintessential uncle — silly, fun, a big kid himself—and Emma loved him.

Without saying a word, Brenda stood and began to clear the dishes from the table. Normally Macy would jump up to assist, but this time she let Brenda leave the room without offering to help.

Max turned to her. “Okay. What’s up between you two?”

Macy shook her head. “Nothing I care to discuss with you, Uncle Max,” she responded as she nodded her head toward Emma, who was making Goldfish crackers swim through the remaining gravy on her plate.

Max grinned and raised his eyebrows. “Hey, Emma. Why don’t you go help Grandma in the kitchen?”

Emma left the Goldfish to drown in the gravy and ran to the kitchen, calling, “Let me help, Grandma!”

Macy stuck her tongue out at Max and rolled her eyes as he grinned in victory. “Okay, spill it, Sis,” he said.

“She’s mad at me. That’s all.” She gestured toward the clattering of dishes and running water coming from the kitchen. She guessed Brenda was taking her frustration toward Macy out on the dishes. “Why don’t you go help her and be the good child in this family?”

He waved her suggestion away. “I’ll go help in a minute. First I want to know why she’s mad at you.”

“Well, she doesn’t approve of a decision I made. And, in my defense, I might have criticized her decision to have this dinner year after year.” She pointed toward the shrine that was housed in the room adjoining the dining room. She almost commented on the missing photos but decided not to bring that up. “It doesn’t bring him back.”

Max shook his head, not bothering to look in the direction she was pointing. She lowered her finger, feeling somewhat ashamed. “It makes her happy to remember him in this way. It makes him seem close. What’s wrong with that?” Max asked.

“I guess I’m just tired of living with Dad’s ghost, of living in the same place. I want her to move on.” She faced her brother, unblinking. “I want to move on.”

He shrugged. “So move on, Mace. No one’s stopping you.” He paused, looking past her, out the window behind her. “Except maybe you?” He smiled at her. “You don’t get to stick Mom with that. I have a feeling that whatever Mom’s mad about has something to do with Chase. Am I right?”

It wasn’t difficult to guess. Their usually unflappable mother got her feathers ruffled in a hurry whenever the subject of Chase came up.

Macy couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah.” She held her hands up. “You got me.”

“And?” Max asked, showing his dimples even as he pushed her for the truth she didn’t want to divulge. She loved her brother and often wondered why he wasn’t married, rarely dated, and always seemed to mess up anything good that came into his life. Not unlike her.

She shook her head, knowing the absurdity of what she was about to reveal and bracing herself for Max’s reaction. She told herself it was really no big deal —that Max and her mother were making more of it than it really was. She had spent the last few years getting stronger, creating a healthy distance between her and Chase. One night wasn’t going to undo all of that.

“Well,” she began, looking away from Max, down at the empty space where her plate had sat, at the round indentation still visible on the tablecloth, “Chase is back.”

Max chuckled. “So I guess this is your version of ‘cutting to the chase.’ “

She looked up at him. “Ha-ha. Very funny.”

She looked back down at the circle on the tablecloth, tracing it with her finger. “He’s been coming to see Emma. That’s all. He wants to be in her life. And he should. I mean, it makes her happy.”

Max laughed loudly, and she looked up at him with a glare.

“Seriously, Mace, do you buy this? You obviously expect me to.”

“Buy what?” She looked at him, willing herself to look like an innocent bystander instead of the initiator her family was painting her out to be.

“ ‘Buy what?’ “ he mimicked her, chuckling to himself. “Look, I am not one to offer advice on love.”

Macy snorted. “I’ll say!”

He rolled his eyes. “You don’t have to agree so readily,” he grumbled, taking a sip of his sweet tea.

“If the shoe fits,” she challenged, kicking him under the table.

“Ah-ha!” he said. “I’m not wearing shoes!” He stuck his tongue out at her and kicked her back with his bare foot.

She shook her head and laughed in spite of herself. She was thankful to have her brother, even if he was a pain. “I can take care of myself. Emma and I are doing fine.”

“But?” he countered. “Something set Mom off.”

“Emma told her that Chase is coming over to spend the night tonight. They’re sleeping outside in a tent.”

He raised his eyebrows and wiggled them. “And you will be … where, exactly?”

She closed her eyes and inhaled. “I promised Emma I would be out there with them.” She paused as he slapped his hand down on the table like he had just won a bet. “But!” she continued. “But! I have thought better of it. And now I am going to tell Chase he can sleep outside in the tent with Emma, and I will be inside the house making good decisions.”

“And when did you make this good decision?” Max asked, nudging her under the table with his bare foot.

She raised her eyes to meet his. “Just now,” she said quietly.

The corners of his mouth turned into a half smile. “Good girl.” He rose from the table. “Now I’ve got to go tell Mom that I talked you into doing the right thing.” He pretended to rub an imaginary halo on top of his head, a long-standing joke between them. “It feels good to be the good one. For a change.” He picked up his glass and Emma’s glass, pausing before he left the room. “Good call, Sis. Keep being the smart, strong one. I know you can.”

She flattened both of her hands on the tablecloth and breathed deeply, imagining the conversation she would have to have with Chase, dreading Emma’s tears when she realized her plan of family togetherness was ruined.

She was glad Max believed she could be smart and strong. She wasn’t sure he was right.

“Emma! Let’s go!” Macy hollered into the backyard, where Max was pushing Emma on the tire swing. She adjusted her purse on her shoulder and picked up the bag of leftovers Brenda was always faithful to send home with her. The bag contained enough food for two meals for her and Emma.

She smiled and turned to her mom. “You still cook enough food for an army, you know that?” It was safer to stick to a subject they could agree on, like food.

Brenda held up her hands. “It’s a habit, what can I say? It’s easier to cook for a crowd than for one person.” Macy pretended not to notice when her mom’s eyes got misty.

Brenda looked out at the backyard, at her granddaughter aiming her toes for the sky as Max pushed with force. “She’s not coming in anytime soon,” she observed.

Macy set the bag down on the table. “And Max isn’t helping.” She let her purse slip off her shoulder and placed it on the table beside the leftovers, keeping her eyes on Max and Emma the whole time. Max hadn’t even tried to slow the tire swing. She could hear Emma’s giggles through the closed door. Spring was in full swing, and summer would be here shortly. Macy relished the thought of longer days, evening trips to the ice cream parlor, and weekends spent by the pool. Maybe Chase would even be part of her summer. And maybe, with time, she could get excited about that prospect.

“It’s staying light out longer,” she observed. Weather and food: two safe subjects.

“Mmm-hmm,” her mother said. “We’re heading into summer.”

Macy paused for a moment. “I promised Max I would tell Chase to sleep with Emma outside tonight while I stay in the house.” She looked over at her mother to gauge her reaction.

Brenda put down the sponge she had been using to wipe the counters. “That’s good, Macy. That’s smart.” She smiled at her daughter. “Max already told me.”

Macy laughed and shook her head. “I knew he would. He still loves to tell on me even after all these years.”

Brenda joined her at the table and they stood side by side, watching as Max finally helped Emma off the tire swing and the two of them started making their way back to the house, stopping every few steps to look at bugs or flowers. “He worries. Like me. Chase has this … hold on you that’s not healthy. And as much as I love Emma and am glad for her place in our family, I have to say, she gives him access to you I’m not sure you’d allow without her.”

Macy shrugged, grateful they stood shoulder to shoulder and not eye to eye. “You’re probably right,” was all she said.

Brenda opened the door to let Max and Emma in. A slight chill laced the air that blew in with them, and her mother shivered.

“I hope you’re not too cold out there tonight,” Brenda said. She looked at Macy and smiled in her knowing way. Her mother, Macy realized, didn’t believe a word she’d said. She started to argue with her, but bit the inside of her lip instead and smiled at the three members of her family, who were all staring at her expectantly.

Emma broke the awkward silence. “Mommy! Let’s go!” She put her hands on her tiny hips and tapped her foot. Max and her mother suppressed their laughter as Macy shot them a look.

“That’s enough, Miss Sassafras,” she said, using a nickname the child had garnered as soon as she could talk in complete sentences, which had been early in her life. Macy blamed Emma’s talkativeness on being raised around all adults. It had never occurred to Emma that she wasn’t one too.

Macy started gathering her purse and the bag of leftovers again, but her mom stopped her. “If you could just wait a second.” She put her hand over Macy’s. Macy lowered her brows and looked at her mother, then at Max. Brenda smiled back at them, suddenly looking like a child who had a secret she was bursting to tell.

“Mom?” Max asked. “Is everything okay?”

Her mother laughed, the sound erasing the tension. “Oh, sure. Everything’s fine. I just … I had an idea, and I’ve been a bit nervous about mentioning it to you kids. And now … well … now I’ve gone ahead and made the plans, and I’m just hoping you two will warm to it.” Her smile flickered for a moment. “Because I have to have your involvement for it to work.”

Max pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and slumped into the seat. He dropped his head into his hands. “I’m afraid to hear the rest of this,” he said, his voice muffled.

Macy slipped into the chair beside him and pulled Emma into her lap, whose eyes were darting from Max to Macy to her grandmother as if they were involved in a tennis match. Emma yawned and leaned her head back onto Macy’s shoulder. Macy knew it wouldn’t take long for her to fall asleep in the tent with her daddy.

Brenda’s voice brought Macy back to reality. “It’s not going to require much from the two of you. Just some time off work.”

Macy looked up at her mother, alarmed. She needed every penny from every hour of work she could get in order to be able to meet her monthly bills. And her mom knew that. Brenda held up her hands. “And I will help out with any lost income.”

Macy relaxed and smiled back at her mom.

“The last time we all went on vacation together was ten years ago.” Brenda looked at Emma with a wry smile. “Your grandpa had just died, and we were all very, very sad, sweetie. The beach was your grandpa’s favorite place in the whole world, and it was just … awful … to be there without him. Every corner of that house” — she looked at Macy and Max— “remember the house we used to visit every June?”

They nodded in unison. Unbidden, an image sprang to Macy’s mind: the name of the house — Time in a Bottle — on a plaque hanging beside the front door. Her dad had whistled a few bars of the Jim Croce song every time he walked in. To this day, she never caught Jim Croce on the oldies station without tears forming in her eyes.

“Every corner of that house was filled with memories of him. We decided not to go back, because it was too painful for any of us to be there.” Brenda smiled at Emma. “Now I think that was a mistake. I think we should’ve kept going, should have pushed through the hard memories and made new ones. I’ve … regretted … that decision. So this year” —she took a deep breath — “this year, as we mark ten years without your grandpa, I started wondering how I could make that … significant.”

Max looked up, catching on. “So we’re going to the beach?”

Macy pictured him at fourteen years old, laying out shells on the kitchen table, a smug smile on his face. She shot him a look as the unpleasant memory surfaced.

“What?” he asked. “What’d I say?”

Her mother waved her hands to silence him, and Macy wrapped her arms around Emma.

“Is Uncle Max right?” Emma asked. “Are we going to the beach for real, Grandma?”

Brenda smiled and nodded. She looked much the same to Macy as she had ten years ago, only softer, like a drawing whose lines had blurred slightly over time and with wear. Her mother, Macy realized, was still an attractive and not-so-old woman. It was too bad she had devoted ten years to living with a ghost. Macy smiled back at her and wondered if maybe—just maybe—this trip was some sort of sign that Brenda was ready to stop living in this haunted house. A haunted house that was now missing a few pictures. If so, Macy would do whatever Brenda needed to make the trip happen. She would pack up her daughter, take time off work, and head back to the place they had all once loved, a place tainted by loss yet still —she imagined — beautiful and breathtaking. She could do beautiful and breathtaking. In fact, it sounded like just what the doctor ordered.

“I’ve reserved the house for two weeks,” Brenda said.

Macy could scarcely believe she’d be returning to Sunset Beach for two whole weeks. Two weeks of sun and sand and swimming, of bikes and beaches and blue skies. Two weeks in a place that—until moments ago—she had tried hard to forget about. Her mind flashed to a guest book lying open on her lap, a drawing of a sand dollar filling the page. The corners of her mouth turned up reflexively.

Two weeks away from real life sounded just short of heaven. Macy kissed the top of Emma’s head and looked over at Max before asking Brenda the only question she had left to ask: “When do we go?”





two

Macy was almost home when her cell phone rang in her purse. She scrambled to fish it out while keeping her eyes on the road. Max’s face lit up the screen. Emma had taken the photo, and it was horribly off center, with the top of his head cut off mid-forehead. But the picture made her smile every time she saw it. “You took longer to call than I thought you would,” she said.

“You sure agreed to that beach trip fast,” he said. She heard the sound of a beer can being opened and grimaced. She didn’t bother to reply as she heard the sounds of him drinking deeply. “Ahhhh,” he added. “That’s better.”

“Where are you?”

He paused. “At a friend’s.”

Macy wondered—but didn’t ask—what his friend looked like. “Just be careful. Don’t — “

He sighed in frustration. “I didn’t call you to get a lecture, Sis. I could call Mom for that.”

“Okay. Excuse me for caring.” She turned her car into the driveway of her tiny rental house but didn’t cut the engine.

“You sure got out of Mom’s in a hurry,” she said as she looked at Emma, who had fallen asleep in the backseat, her head lolling uncomfortably to one side. Macy laid her head back on the headrest. She should be racing around; Chase was due any minute, and she was nowhere near ready.

“I had to be somewhere,” he responded a bit too quickly.

“Are you sure it’s not because you didn’t like Mom’s plans for the beach?” She had stayed for a bit after Max left, planning the trip with her mom. Both of them had had giddiness in their voices as they spoke of the trip. It had been an unexpected but welcome end to a morbid birthday tradition.

He exhaled loudly into the phone. “I just don’t think it’s wise, going back there after all these years. Dredging all that up.”

“Dredging all what up?”

She heard a feminine giggle in the background of wherever her brother was. He didn’t respond for a moment as she heard him take another long pull from his beer. “Dredging up the memories of Dad and the beach. Those were …” His voice trailed off as if he’d run out of words.

She waited a moment. “Were what?” she asked, looking at the clock on her dashboard. The minutes were ticking away, and she needed to get inside. She had left the house a complete mess and didn’t relish Chase walking into that. She had hoped to shower before he showed up, but remembering Brenda’s and Max’s admonishments earlier, maybe it was better if she didn’t.

“They were good times,” Max said, “but they ended when Dad died.”

Macy could recall the good times at a moment’s notice. She thought of her dad and Buzz, the man Macy had always thought of as their family’s “beach friend,” returning from a day of fishing, their faces red and their eyes dancing as they pretended to chase her with the fish from the cooler.

“I’m not sure our good times should’ve ended just because Dad died. I think that’s what’s wrong with all of us.” She smiled at Emma, who had roused from her nap, her eyes looking far too tired for a backyard campout. “Someone told me earlier today that I need to move forward. Well, I think we all do. I agree that I definitely do, but it would be really nice to move forward together, doncha think?”

Only silence came over the cell phone line. “Max? You there?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m going to support Mom on this. I think it sounds fun. A real vacation would be nice. I hope you’ll come.”

“Doesn’t sound as if I’ll have much choice,” he grumbled.

“There! That’s the spirit!” She laughed. “Glad to hear you’re jumping on the bandwagon! I love your enthusiasm!”

“You’re crazy.” She could hear the smile in his voice.

“Yeah? Well, I hear that craziness is a family trait. So I get it honestly, big brother. Have a great night with your friend.”

The female giggle was getting louder, and Macy heard the sound of another beer being popped open.

“I plan to,” he said, and hung up. Macy hoped she wouldn’t be getting one of Max’s infamous midnight calls later.

As her hand reached for the door handle, headlights swung into her driveway behind her. She had no choice but to plaster a smile on her face as she opened the door. She couldn’t help but whistle a few bars from “Time in a Bottle,” imagining ocean waves and sandy beaches as she helped her daughter out of the car and turned to face the rest of her evening.

Macy heard the sounds of the door downstairs being opened and heavy footsteps crossing the linoleum.

“That didn’t take long,” she said aloud, rolling off her bed and tossing aside the magazine she’d been pretending to read as she waited for the inevitable.

While they’d been sitting around their campfire, Chase had thrown out enough hints about his plans for after Emma was asleep that Macy had expected this. She knew he wanted to get to know his daughter, but his motives for coming over weren’t exactly pure. Part of her was flattered, as desperate as that made her sound. She had missed the companionship of having someone around. But she’d promised Brenda and Max —and herself —that she’d try to be wise about this relationship this time.

She met him on the stairs, intending to talk, but he covered her mouth with a kiss, halting her words. She used both hands to push him away, smiling as she broke free and brushed past him. She headed to the kitchen before he could grab her again. He followed her, his body exuding heat even though it was cold outside.

“You can’t leave her out there like that. What if she wakes up?” Macy asked, peering out the kitchen window into the tiny backyard where the small tent stood.

He wrapped his arms around her from behind and pressed his lips into her hair. “You’re such a mom,” he teased.

She turned to face him, their noses nearly touching. She could feel his breath against her face. He smelled smoky and sweet — like fire and singed marshmallows.

“I’ve been a mom for five years,” she said, a reminder of the time he had missed, the length of time he’d stayed out of her life—and Emma’s. She crossed her arms in front of her and pressed her back against the cold glass of the window, creating as much space between them as possible.

He wrapped his hands around her forearms and pulled her closer, erasing the space she’d just created. “You know, you could be a little happier that I’m back. That I chose to come back. For you.”

She jerked her thumb in the direction of the tent where their daughter slept. “For her. You came back for her. Don’t forget that. Because no matter what happens with us, Chase, I want you to be here for her.” She thought of the sad dinner she and Emma had had earlier. She thought of the hole a father’s absence can cause. “She’s important.”

He chuckled. “I’ll be there for her. Don’t worry so much.” He hugged Macy close again, his chin resting on top of her head, feeling at once familiar and strange, cozy yet frightening. “Trust me,” he added.

A laugh bubbled up from inside her, uncontained.

“What?” he asked.

“I struggle with trusting people,” Macy mumbled into his T-shirt. “And you’re one of the main reasons for that.”

She pushed away from him, finding it easier now that she’d been without him so long. “Now get back outside and keep your eye on the real reason you’re here.”

He started to argue but she held up her hand. Chase needed to be here for Emma; but she was realizing she wasn’t sold on the idea of him being here for her.

After Chase stole back out the door he’d snuck in, re-joining their sleeping daughter in the tent under the stars, Macy congratulated herself for being strong. Once upon a time, she’d been helpless to his charms, but not anymore. She fell asleep making herself promises and slipped into a dream that took her back to Sunset as a child.


Her dad was holding her high above the waves as she looked down at their foamy tops from her perch on his shoulders. When her dad set her down on the sand, she ran along the beach, scooping up the tiny, fragile, pastel-colored shells she called butterfly shells.

“Look, Daddy,” she said, holding them out for him to marvel over.

“They’re beautiful,” he said. “Just like you.” He tweaked her nose and helped her put the shells in a plastic baggie to carry safely home.

“I think these are going to win the contest for sure,” she said.

“I think you’re right,” he said, turning back to begin packing up for the day.

She studied the shells for a moment—trying to decide if she liked the pink one or the purple one better. When she looked up, her daddy was gone. She scanned the deserted beach, calling for him.



She woke up to a dark room, her heart racing, the space beside her in bed empty like always. She sat up, gathered the covers close around her, and wished she could close her eyes and return to the dreamworld where her father had been —if only for a few minutes. She had heard his voice, seen his smile, felt his warm hands holding her. In the dream, he had been alive. The talk of Sunset Beach had brought him back to her.

She smiled as she remembered the contest they’d had years ago, and how mad she’d been when she lost to Max with the shell he’d found. She’d thought of it almost immediately when Brenda had brought up Sunset Beach.

The year she was five, her dad had thought it would be fun to have a family contest to see who could find the best shell, with everyone voting on the winner. The prize was twenty dollars, and Macy had set her sights on a doll she could buy with the money. She’d scoured the beach daily, submitting several possible shells based on whatever the ocean offered up as she combed the shore for treasures. She’d felt certain that her best entry was the butterfly shells, tiny yet perfect, a trio of pastel colors. Max, being the ornery teenage boy he was, hadn’t participated the whole week, and as the week drew to a close, Macy started counting her money in her mind, dreaming about her parents taking her to get that doll.

But on their last full day at the beach, Max had snuck out at dawn and found a large, perfect conch shell, its interior a glossy petal pink. Even Macy had had to concede that his shell was the best. But not without tears, and not without an especially emotional outburst at Max. He had waited to enter his shell until the last minute, just to be mean, knowing Macy would think she had won the contest. She’d told him he couldn’t come to her wedding, the meanest thing she could think of at that moment. Max had merely turned away from her, leaving her fuming as tears tracked down her face.

Later that afternoon, their dad had announced that there was a second-place prize he’d forgotten to mention, and he and Macy had piled into the car to buy real pastel colored pencils so she could draw a picture in the guest book he’d found her flipping through. Since she was too young to be able to write about their trip in the guest book, he’d suggested she draw a picture that reflected what they’d done that week. Seeing a way to immortalize her precious butterfly shells, Macy had seized on the idea. Riding to the store with her dad, she’d caught his eye in the rearview mirror, seen the kindness and love that radiated from his gaze. And though she was still angry at Max, she’d been happy to have the new colored pencils, thrilled to be able to draw in the guest book, and certain she had the best daddy in the world. Years later, she thought about how winning second prize ultimately changed her life.

She burrowed back into her cozy nest of blankets, thinking about her mother’s plans and finding herself wishing the trip wasn’t so long away. A getaway to the place she’d once run from might just be the answer her heart was searching for.

She pulled the photo from the drawer she kept it in. Through all these years, it had occupied that honored spot — the top drawer of her nightstand, reachable at all hours of the day and night. The photo was creased from an unfortunate run-in with a notebook that had been carelessly thrown on top of it years ago, the crease running just to the left of the boy’s ear, cutting the sand dollar he was holding neatly in half. As always, she smoothed the crease with her fingertips as she peered at his face, thinking, as always, about where he might be now, what he might look like. A smile filled her face as she pressed the photo to her heart and reflected on her mother’s announcement. She was going to be near him, possibly even close enough to see him, maybe even to know him.

She pulled the photo away from her just far enough to be able to see again the image of the six-year-old boy holding his prized sand dollar, waves crashing in the background as he smiled for the camera. His smile came complete with dimples. He—you could already tell—would grow up to be incredibly handsome.

She squinted her eyes at the image until it blurred. The boy in the photo was no more. Somewhere out there was the man this boy had become, bearing the same dimples, the same smile, the same brown eyes that had seen every picture she’d ever drawn for him. Just like she’d seen his for her. Somehow she’d find a way to see him again, her past and future meeting on the pages of a guest book she’d never forgotten. She hoped he had not either.





three

Macy caught the eye of Avis Palmiter, her cohort at work and chief cheerleader, and stifled a grin. During their quarterly staff meetings, they were worse than little girls at church, apt to get tickled over something Hank, their boss at Ward’s Grocery, said and lose themselves in giggles while he shot them ugly looks.

Macy’s mind wandered as she thought about her friend. Avis made Macy’s life at work bearable. She believed that Macy could do anything and pushed her to do just that. It was Avis who had talked her into painting the store windows and creating the signs that hung around the store now. Not that Hank paid her more for her services. He just counted it toward her hourly wages and expected her to be grateful that he allowed her to “doodle on his time, on his dime,” as he always said. Macy thought about how Avis had called him on it yesterday, coming to her defense, again.

“Tell you what, Hank,” Avis had said, her wide, red lips screwed into a pose that was half grin, half snarl. Everyone in the store knew not to mess with Avis when she got that look. Macy was glad it had never been aimed in her direction. “Just have Macy stop making those signs if you don’t think they help business.” She’d tossed a conspiratorial grin over her shoulder at Macy. “That way she can just come in and get her real work done. I bet the customers won’t even notice.”

Hank had bumbled around for an answer, hitching up his Sansabelt pants. “Well, there’s no sense being so dramatic,” he’d sputtered as he stalked away, leaving his customary parting shot: “Just get to work.”

Macy had smiled a thank-you at Avis for her defense and, after Avis had gone back to her register, turned back to the drawing she’d been creating of a wheel of cheese dancing with a cracker. Hank had criticized her for taking so long and maybe he was right. She could lose herself in her drawings, even the silly ones. There was something so satisfying in the very act of creating—even if it was just grocery-store signs. It was hardly the life of the upscale artist she’d once dreamed of being. But without Avis’s prodding, she wouldn’t even be doing the signs.

The sound of her name brought Macy’s thoughts back to the staff meeting and Hank’s lecture on time sheets. She looked up to see Avis snickering and Hank glaring at her.

“I have these meetings to bring the staff up-to-date on what we’re doing as a corporation,” he said. “I expect complete attention if you value your job.”

Her face reddened. “Of course,” she managed.

Did she value her job? She valued the paycheck. Was it the same thing?

“I’m sorry,” she added, hoping she looked appropriately repentant. “I just have a lot on my mind.” Her dream from the night before, mixed with Brenda’s announcement and Chase’s play for her, had messed with her mind.

“Well, get with the program,” Hank shot back —it was another of his customary barbs —and then resumed talking to the group.

Macy’s mind drifted away again, this time to the day Hank had hired her. She’d been standing in his office, her application in his hands, counting the minutes she had left until she had to get back to Brenda and Emma, who would need to be nursed soon. Chase had left unexpectedly and without explanation just a few weeks after Emma was born, and they’d been living with Brenda ever since. Macy needed the job if she was ever going to be independent.

“Got any register experience?” he’d asked.

“I worked at King’s Drugs my senior year of high school,” she replied. She hadn’t added that she hated the job, smiling falsely at the endless stream of people buying candy bars, pregnancy tests, mascara, and NoDoz while she watched the clock hands drag from number to number.

“Are you good with people?” he continued.

She’d wanted to say she was. But her child’s own father hadn’t hung around, which didn’t say much about her people skills. Still, she needed the job.

She felt her milk come in and crossed her arms in front of her.

“Yes, sir. I am very good with people,” she replied. Especially a certain little person who thinks I am the sun, the moon, and everything in between and is probably searching for me while screaming in her grandmother’s arms right about now.

“Well, your mom’s a very good customer, and I’ve known her for years. So I am going to take her recommendation that I hire you as a special favor to her. You be sure and tell her I said that now, ya hear?” Even then Hank had had a crush on her mom.

“Absolutely! Oh, thank you!” she said, reaching out her hand to shake his. She saw his eyes notice the growing spot on her shirt that her leaking milk was causing. He grimaced.

“You know, it’s been my experience that single mothers do not make for good employees. They’re unreliable.”

“Well, I won’t be. I really need this job,” she gushed, taking the papers he handed her. That morning, she and her mom had run the figures. If she budgeted just right, she and Emma could have that small place of their own she’d found. They wouldn’t be eating steak every night, but they’d be on their own again.

She’d smiled at Hank, her ticket to freedom, hoping he hadn’t been too repulsed by the stain on her shirt.

“Okay, well, just get those forms turned back into me soon as you can, and I will have you on the schedule for training starting next week.”

“That sounds great! Thanks again!” She’d backed out of his office, waving frantically, a broad smile on her face that melted as soon as she raced from the store toward her mother’s house and her hungry, wailing daughter.

Hank’s tone of voice changed, became somber, bringing Macy back to the present as the air in the room seemed to shift. Hank was predicting layoffs if the economy didn’t get any better. Ward’s Grocery was a small store known for gourmet and specialty items. But as the economy took its toll, people didn’t make room in their budget for specialty or gourmet items. They decided they could drink Lipton tea and didn’t need the organic, flavored teas Macy had drawn pictures of for a display last week.

She caught Avis’s eye and returned her forced smile. They were both worried and —smart mouth or not —they both needed their jobs. Avis had two kids in college. And, according to her, big kids were more expensive than little ones. Macy shuddered at the thought.

After the meeting, Avis sidled up to her. “How was your mom’s?”

“It was another birthday.” Macy didn’t mention the announcement of the trip.

“Sounds ummm …”

“Depressing? Morbid?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“Well, you can’t monkey with tradition,” Macy said. “And after ten years, this counts as tradition. A depressing and sad tradition, but a tradition nonetheless.”

Avis shook her head. “I still can’t believe she keeps celebrating his birthday.”

Macy shrugged and pulled her purse strap across her shoulder. “She misses him. We all do. This is a way of making him feel — I don’t know — less gone, I guess.”

“Think she’ll ever stop?”

Macy thought of the missing pictures in the shrine, the hopeful look on Brenda’s face when she’d mentioned the trip. She looked down at her phone, silenced during the staff meeting per Hank’s rules, to make sure Brenda hadn’t called about Emma.

“I wonder sometimes what it would take. To make her stop. But I can’t imagine what it could be.”

“Maybe ole Hank’ll sweep her off her feet one of these days, and she’ll be too smitten to mourn your dad anymore.”

Last week she and Avis had snickered at their registers as they watched Hank help her mom out to her car even though she only had one small bag of groceries. He’d scowled at them when he came back in and retreated to his office.

“Let’s hope not,” Macy quipped, and headed for the door with a wave to her friend. She shook her head at the thought of her mom with a man other than her father. She couldn’t decide if it would be worth it to see her mom with someone else if it meant she would move on from his memory. But if her mom could possibly move on from Dad’s memory, did that mean Macy could as well?

After ten years, that seemed about as possible as Hank suddenly turning into a nice guy.
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