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				What people are saying about …

				Bridge to a Distant Star

				“I can forgive Carolyn Williford for making me care so much about her characters only because she restores my faith in the possibility of miracles. Hold on as you read, because she’ll take you right off that bridge with her.”

				Nancy Rue, author of The Reluctant Prophet trilogy

				“Compelling characters wrestle with heart-rending conflicts and disappointments, unaware of the incredible disaster ahead. With a tragedy ripped from the headlines, Carolyn Williford weaves a story of love, loss, and hope.”

				Ginger Garrett, author of Wolves Among Us and Chosen: The Lost Diaries of Queen Esther

				“Carolyn Williford’s Bridge to a Distant Star is a tragic tale of redemption as lives interweave toward one fatal moment. Filled with the stuff of real life, yet infused with faith and hope.”

				Traci DePree, author of Into the Wilderness

				“Carolyn Williford’s abilities at character development and storytelling and understanding of evangelical Christianity come together in this compelling novel. Rooted in an actual event, she brings the reader into the lives of three diverse families, each wrestling with issues of life and faith. You will care about her characters and gain insight into authentic Christian faith and the true to life struggles we all may face. Carolyn’s down-to-earth style and insightful observations will have you thinking about this story long after you have finished this book.”

				Perry G. Downs, professor of Educational Ministries, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School
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				For you, Sweetheart
Come what may.
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				Though my story is based on the actual, tragic collapse of the Sunshine Skyway Bridge on May 9, 1980, all details concerning time, characters, and incidents are purely fictional. My prayer is that all affected by this horrendous accident have found healing in their hearts, minds, and souls.

			

		

	
		
			
				Then Jesus said to his disciples,

				“If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself

				and take up his cross and follow me.”

				Matthew 16:24

			

		

	
		
			
				Beginnings

				A Friday morning in May 2009

				The heavy fog moved toward him like fists pushing against the window. Using a frayed handkerchief, the solitary man reached up to wipe a mist-covered spot. Large, heavily muscled, he was an imposing figure accustomed to giving orders, commanding men and ships at will. But as he leaned forward, squinting jet-black eyes to peer out into the gloom of that dawn, he was aware that there would be no submission from the fickle weather, no acquiescence to his hope for an easier route ahead. The toothpick he absentmindedly chewed switched from one side of his bushy-mustached mouth to the other. And then he slumped backward in frustration, sighing heavily. Captain Ray Luis was a great believer in signs and omens. In his estimation, this beastly morning was a harbinger of nothing good.

				Though inside the pilothouse and out of the wretched weather, Captain Luis felt the dampness envelop him like a soggy blanket. Usually the view out the window toward the waves filled him with a sense of pride; holding the well-worn, smooth wheel of the ship in his calloused hands could still produce a thrill. But on that particular morning, none of the familiar pleasures would lift his spirits. In good weather, he would trust no other crew member to be at the helm for the formidable journey up the Tampa Bay channel; in this weather, the responsibility of the job weighed on him—and him alone—even more.

				Intently peering through the fogged windows, Luis tried to estimate the visibility ahead, shaking his head at his infernal bad luck. Reaching up to rub tired eyes and then scratch his chin, he felt the stubble of a three-day growth of beard. He’d taken all the necessary precautions before heading up the bay. Even so he reminded himself that his freighter, the Wilder Wanderer, was now without cargo and therefore significantly lighter; as a result, she would ride higher in the water, more at the mercy of wind and waves.

				The bridge that worried him just ahead was the over five-mile-long Sunshine Skyway, a marvel of engineering—and beauty—that spanned the bay from St. Petersburg to Bradenton. The golden cables, designed to gently arch upward, proclaimed the elegance of her design, beckoning all who passed over or beneath to savor the symmetry. But wise captains weren’t naive to her siren’s song; they knew her spell was merely a facade, and a dangerous one at that. Beneath the beauty lay treachery for the unwary.

				The stark reality was this: Every ship’s captain faced a critical test of his skills by maneuvering through the passage, which measured 864 feet wide and 150 feet tall. On each side of the channel stood bridge piers made of steel and concrete; these structures supported the roadway above, providing a safe journey for people in the cars, trucks, and buses that crossed the bridge, going about their daily lives. All of them traveled blind to any potential emergency or danger from below. Unknowingly, they placed their trust not only in the worthiness of the superstructure itself, but also in the hands of every pilot who steered his ship under the bridge. Today their lives rested in the hands of Captain Luis.

				Clutching the wheel of the Wild One—as he affectionately called the ship—Luis continued his search for the all-important buoys that marked the safe channel under the bridge. Any divergence from that channel was extremely dangerous; no captain wanted to entertain the possibility of that disaster. He felt his ship’s over two-hundred-foot-long hull begin to pull slightly against his steering. He tensed his jaw in concentration and nudged the wheel more to the left.

				When the thunder roared into the darkness, it caught Captain Luis off guard; his head jerked backward in unexpected alarm. The flash of lightning that immediately followed announced the storm was directly overhead. He cursed and then braced himself for the next assault that he feared was inevitable: a gust of fierce wind. It came just as he’d expected, forcing the ship directly into the path of the bridge’s supports.

				Grabbing the intercom mike, he shouted for his man in charge at the bow of the ship. “Jaurez! How bad is it up there?”

				The garbled voice of Jaurez answered almost immediately. “Captain, they ain’t no seeing in this!” Another crack of thunder with its accompanying lightning struck, and Jaurez mumbled under his breath. “Cursed channel! I swear it’s haunted! Couldn’t see a blessed thing before, and now it’s even worse. Want us t’ drop anchor and sit her out?” Jaurez and four other men were huddled beneath heavy slickers.

				“No! Can’t take the chance of being pushed into those piers.” All the captain’s past experience came into play, and he made a quick decision. “I’m cutting her speed to five miles per hour. Gives us a chance to see where we’re heading in this muck. And let me know soon’s you spot those buoys!”

				Suddenly the winds increased again, approaching tropical-storm speeds of seventy miles per hour. The Wild One groaned and creaked in response. Feeling the first rise of panic, Luis glanced over at his radar just in time to see it blink out. For a few moments, he simply stared at the blank screen, uncomprehending. Just as he reached over to give it a useless rap, he heard Jaurez’s shout over the intercom: “Captain! There’s a buoy; we’re passing it port side! We’re headin’ right down the middle of the channel!”

				Luis kept his voice calm and radioed back, “Set tight, Jaurez. I’m thinkin’ you’re right. We’ll take it easy … steer on through. But keep a close watch, you hear?”

				“Yes, sir! I’ll be mighty glad when …”

				But Juarez’s voice was lost in another reverberating thunderclap. Lightning followed, illuminating the seductive lines of the Skyway. That quick revelation also showed Captain Luis that the perspectives were off. This isn’t right! Luis gasped, opening his eyes and mouth wide in sudden shock. We’re not in the channel, not at all! In that horrific instant, Luis realized that the buoy they just passed must’ve been the one marking the right side of the channel. He froze as the realization shot like a knife through his gut: The Wild One was headed right toward one of the bridge’s supports.

				Grabbing the intercom with shaking hands, Luis shouted, “Jaurez! Hard to port! Let go the anchor! Ram the engines, full astern!” In a frantic effort to prevent the catastrophe, he attempted to stop the giant ship before she hit the bridge. But another show of lightning proved the futility of his efforts. The concrete pier loomed over the Wild One.

				There was no stopping the inevitable. They were going to ram it.

				“Cap’n!” was all he heard from Jaurez before the ship’s bow and the concrete of the bridge met in a rage of violence. The first loud boom! was immediately followed by the howling of grinding steel, and the great ship groaned, as though she were personally injured. Splintering, wrenched roadway released overhead, and great blocks of concrete and warped, twisted steel plunged into the water and onto the deck of the ship.

				The collision had thrown Captain Luis nearly off his feet, though he grabbed the wheel at the last moment to brace himself. He took one brief moment to pray, God, oh please!—may the road overhead be clear! Gathering courage to face whatever awaited, he ran out to the bow of his doomed ship.

				On the road above, no one suspected that a dire rending had just occurred. If any felt the slight movement of the roadway, they assumed that strong winds were the culprit. The drivers merely adjusted for the pull, intending to continue on safely.

				On the deck of his fated ship, Captain Luis froze at the desolation unfolding before him. He watched in terror as huge pieces of roadway dropped into the violently churning waves of black, murky water. But he and every member of the crew recoiled in horror when, all eyes compelled to follow the surreal scene before them, they watched a bus, a Mercedes, and a van launch out into a void of nothingness.

				And plunge into the depths of the Tampa Bay.

			

		

	
		
			
				Book One

				Deny Yourself

				April 2009

				Suburb of St. Petersburg, Florida

				“Emilie, face it. You’ve run out of E’s,” Maureen needled her friend. “We’ve been through all of this before.” 

				By habit, Maureen’s gaze drifted toward the window to study the bluebird house in the backyard. The Roberts’ home was typical of the coastal section of Florida: stucco topped by a terra-cotta roof, a sprawling ranch with St. Augustine grass precisely trimmed, flowering bushes and fruit trees dotting the yard. The early arrival of spring this year had been conducive to lush growth, and the bushes and plants were already threatening to overwhelm their prescribed boundaries.

				Her attention distracted again, Maureen moved to the sliding glass doors overlooking the pool. It had been cleaned yesterday, and the feel of its soothing water, now marked and variegated with alternating lines of shadow and light glistening in the sun, beckoned to her. Glancing upward through the slats of the screened pergola, however, she caught a glimpse of ominous clouds in the distance.

				“I know, I know,” Emilie was saying, “But Ellie’s off to first grade in the fall—”

				“And she’s your baby and you can’t stand the idea of being alone,” Maureen interrupted. “Listen to me. It has to stop sometime, Emilie. You can’t continue having another baby every time a child goes off to school.”

				“But Emma’s a junior. She’ll leave for college in a little over a year.”

				“Emma’s ready, you know that. A great student. Responsible. But wouldn’t it be wonderful to have more time for yourself?—squeezed in between caring for Eddie, Ethan, and Ellie. Not to mention your husband, or even Eunice the wonder dog.”

				“Listen, I’m being serious now. Ed agrees with me.”

				“Really?”

				Emilie cleared her throat. “He even said the number seven is a biblical number.”

				“You already have seven if you count the dog.”

				“Maureen, I said I’m being serious. I think God really wants us to do this.”

				Maureen sighed. Again sensing the weariness that had recently settled over her like a fog, she leaned against the sliding glass door, enjoying the coolness against her fair skin. Tall and willowy in build and movement, she had the usual coloring of an auburn redhead: freckles sprinkled liberally across light skin, with a concentration on her face, mostly across nose and cheeks. Which gave her a delightful eternally youthful and slightly mischievous look. What wasn’t typical, however, were the hazel eyes flecked with darker accents. Rarely did anyone glance at Maureen without noticing those lovely eyes, and ultimately feeling drawn to look more deeply into them. Maureen’s eyes promised a beauty and depth that few could resist. “I’m sorry, Em. I guess there’s no question then. I mean, if Ed’s on board and you’re both sure that’s what God wants …”

				“Right. Although lately, Mo, there’s been … well, somewhat of a dis—”

				A slammed door and raised voices interrupted the conversation. “Mom. Aubrey’s been in my room again and messed with my stuff.” Maureen winced as she heard each of Colleen’s words escalate in intensity.

				“Emilie, I’m so sorry. But I have to go.”

				“Sounds rather umm … testy over there.” Emilie chuckled, probably relishing the fact that the squabbles were currently at someone else’s home.

				“Collie has Rabbit.” Aubrey’s wail reached a fevered pitch that matched her older sister’s, and Maureen’s shoulders tensed in response. “Rabbit is missing and I had to finded him and …”

				“Your dumb rabbit better not be in my room!” Colleen shouted.

				“Rabbit is not dumb.”

				“Is so.” Colleen pulled her features into a dramatic scowl. Aimed it like a weapon at her sister. “It’s dirty and falling apart and smelly and …”

				Willing calm, Maureen gracefully asked, “Girls, can you take this conversation into the family room, please? I need to say a quick good-bye to Mrs. Esteban and then I’ll be right with you.” Neither daughter budged, alternating glares at each other and Maureen. She pointedly turned her back on both of them.

				Bobo, the family’s pint-sized Yorkshire terrier, took that moment to come to Maureen, scratching at her calf and yapping, demanding to be let out. “All right, Bobo. Emilie, you still there? I’m so sorry. Honestly, why does everything have to … happen in …” She opened the door to the backyard, then nudged Bobo out with her foot. Never thrilled about walking on grass, he required a little encouragement. Glancing at Colleen and Aubrey, Maureen made a hasty decision to follow Bobo out, firmly closing the door behind her. The humidity was immediately oppressive, but less so than the tension she’d escaped in the kitchen. “Where was I? Why does everything happen when you’re attempting to talk on the phone?”

				Emilie chuckled again and Maureen pictured her friend’s slightly crooked, impish grin. Emilie always pulled the left side of her smile slightly higher, which also created a distinct dimple. It was one of those infectious smiles that seemed to constantly hint that she was enjoying a private joke, and was merely waiting for you to catch on. “I know this doesn’t sound like the most opportune time to present this argument, but Mo, I swear I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I weren’t a full-time mom.”

				“At this point, friend, having grown children who’ve moved on in life sounds like heaven to me. Oh, almost forgot to tell you. I had a dream the other night that I was in labor and delivered a baby girl. When she popped out—yes, she popped; it was a dream, for heaven’s sake—instead of crying, the baby yelled, ‘NO.’”

				Emilie exploded with laughter, the honking, no-holds-barred laugh that was distinctly hers. Maureen loved making Emilie laugh, fondly remembering the first time she’d heard the sound—at a dorm meeting when they were in college. Even a noisy room-length away, Maureen had caught that distinctive sound and found herself gravitating toward the source of the delightful outburst. And then promptly fell in love with the woman who owned it.

				“Maybe I’d better start praying you have a boy? I suppose you could always name him Earnest. Or Eldridge,” Maureen offered. She fleetingly thought about peeking in the window to check on the girls. Decided against it.

				“See? You admit there are E names left.”

				“And there’s Evan.”

				“Way too close to Ethan. I’d yell the wrong name constantly.”

				“Good point. I really should go, Em. Oh, almost forgot—see you tomorrow at the Vacation Bible School meeting? Nine o’clock, in the sixth-grade room. With the hours I’m putting in at the shop right now I feel a bit overwhelmed. But Bill and I agree I need to stay committed to VBS, no matter what.”

				“Yeah, Ed feels the same way, but I don’t see him volunteering to cut out two hundred and forty baskets for baby Moses.”

				“Ha. But there is a payoff: The gang’s going to lunch afterward, right?”

				“Absolutely. Wouldn’t miss it.”

				“Okay, see you tomorrow.” Maureen clicked off the phone, squared her shoulders, and gingerly opened the door of the family room to face her daughters. Colleen’s wrath had reached the crisis stage. Aubrey’s lower lip began quivering. Full-blown tears wouldn’t be far behind, and Maureen dreaded the shift from laughing with her friend to conflict resolution. Some days it felt like all she did was referee arguments between the two. Sending up a quick prayer—God, give me wisdom—she set to the task.

				“Mom, you gotta tell Aubrey to stay out of my stuff. Out … of … my … room.” Every word drawn out, driven home by a steely teenage stare at the three-year-old who glared right back—even though her lips were still trembling and her eyes were already glistening with the hint of tears. “I need my privacy,” Colleen said.

				Maureen looked from one daughter to the other in exasperation and disappointment. After Colleen was born, she and Bill had tried for ten years to have another child—years of bargaining and pleading with God to put another baby in their arms. Their prayers were finally answered when Aubrey joined their little family. Bill and Maureen were convinced that compliant, easy-going, sweet-tempered Colleen—about to enter the “turbulent teens,” as friends had called it—would welcome her new sibling with nothing but loving acceptance and unbounded joy.

				Had they merely been delusional? Or totally out of their minds?

				“Aubrey, did you go into Colleen’s room? You know you’re not supposed to be in your sister’s room without her permission.”

				Aubrey reached for a handful of her mother’s sweatshirt as she gazed up at her. Her security seemed tied to a need to clutch things—satin on the edge of a blanket, the hem of her dresses (to her mother’s exasperation, as Aubrey repeatedly revealed her own underwear), her daddy’s pocket (she could reach just that high), and of course, the ever-present Rabbit. She whispered, “I hada finded Rabbit, Mommy.”

				“But why did you think Rabbit was in Collie’s room?” Maureen whispered back.

				Aubrey held out her hands, palms up, with eyes wide open in feigned innocence. “’Cause … ’cause I fink he’s hiding in there.”

				“See. I told you she’d been in my room. She’s always doing stuff like this and getting away with—”

				Trying her best to remain calm, Maureen interrupted. “Colleen, I’m handling it.” She paused, took a breath, and looked at her eldest daughter. “How about you go read the first part of John 8? It’s the passage about throwing the first stone.”

				The look Colleen gave Maureen hit like a direct punch to the stomach. “I’m sick of you throwing Bible verses at me, Mother.” The name was saturated with sarcasm and disrespect. “Like you’re one to lay that on me. I heard you talking about Daddy with Miss Mann the other day. I heard what you said about him. And then you act … all loving-like with Daddy. And I heard what you said to Mrs. Esteban, too. You really don’t think they should have another kid, but because they’ve decided God says they should, you’re like, all for it suddenly. That’s sick.”

				The accusation made Maureen feel ill, causing her to regret that she hadn’t hung up the phone the instant the girls started arguing. What on earth did I say to Sherry Mann? I can’t remember. Impulsively, Maureen reached out to pull Aubrey into her embrace. “Colleen, I—”

				“I know exactly what you’re thinking right now, too,” Colleen spit out with a sneer. “You’re worried about your friends, aren’t you? What they would think of you if they could hear me right now.”

				Sickening silence. Maureen opened her mouth to defend herself, but no words came.

				“Knew I was right.” Colleen smirked and gave her mother one last disdainful, triumphant look before turning away. She walked down the hallway toward her room. “Here’s the disgusting rabbit.” A thump followed the pronouncement as it was thrown against the wall of the hallway, followed by the slam of her door.

				“Mommy?”

				A mommy again, not a mo-ther. “Yes, sweetie?”

				“Can I get Rabbit now?”

				“Sure.”

				Lured by the glimpse of a bluebird that had just landed atop the birdhouse, Maureen moved to look out the window. She identified him immediately as a male, for he was a radiant indigo. For a moment, she simply drank in his glorious color, grateful for the respite. But then, distracted by the erratically waving leaves of the palm next to the house, she lifted her gaze to the sky. It was a sickly yellow, the hue that often precedes a major storm.

				Though the air conditioner was running—generally a must for Florida’s climate—Maureen still noticed an uncomfortable mugginess. Absentmindedly she ran her fingers through her hair. Pulled a sticky shirt away from her neck and chest and used it to fan sweaty skin. The changing barometric pressure felt as though it were throbbing inside her head. And then, as storms along the volatile Florida coast tend to do, the rain rushed toward them with a force of its own, and raindrops struck against the window with a vengeance.

				Maureen’s attention shifted back to the bird. She hadn’t realized that she’d been holding her breath, but now she exhaled, relieved to find the bird still there, protectively flattening itself against the birdhouse roof, feathers ruffled by the wind. Please stay, she whispered, pleading. Go into the bird house, where you’ll be safe. But he flew off, battling the aggressive wind as he fluttered away from her.

				Blinking her eyes, stretching out her tense neck from side to side, forcing herself to do something, Maureen moved to the mundane, the comfortably familiar—she started dinner, pulling out lettuce and vegetables. It wasn’t until she nearly tripped over a small foot that she noticed her daughter hovering again. Aubrey grabbed a handful of sweatshirt, the need to clutch something heightened when she felt insecure. Rabbit was back where he belonged, none the worse for his ill treatment. He couldn’t get much worse looking anyway, Maureen mused, blaming herself for not being firmer with Aubrey about dragging it everywhere. It was rare that Rabbit got tossed into the washer.

				Maureen leaned down, meeting Aubrey’s look at eye level. She gazed into eyes that were likewise unusual—considering Aubrey also had red hair—but unlike her mother’s, Aubrey’s eyes were a rich dark brown with matching dark lashes. Still, despite the difference in eye color, family and friends teased that Bill and Maureen had been given “one each” by God. Colleen took mostly after her father, sharing his darker olive skin and straighter hair, while Aubrey had inherited her mother’s auburn curls and fairer coloring—though Aubrey’s skin had less of a propensity to freckle. She did have a sprinkling across her nose and cheeks, however, which only served to highlight her eyes, like an ornamental frame around a picture.

				“What’s up, Lolly Pops?” Maureen asked, using Bill’s nickname for Aubrey.

				Dimpled fingers firmly gripped the stuffed animal against her chest. “Rabbit’s wowied.”

				“About?”

				“The storm.”

				Maureen took Aubrey’s hand in hers and directed her toward the window. They stared out at the pellets of rain that were now striking fragile, budding blooms. “All the rain and thunder are out there, sweetie.” Maureen lightly squeezed her daughter’s hand. “We’re absolutely safe here in the house. God’s protecting us. Rabbit, too.” She pulled Aubrey into her embrace, healing the worry, wishing, If only I could do this as easily with Colleen. “Want to help me with lettuce for a salad? Yes? Bring over your step stool.”

				Rabbit in one hand, Aubrey dragged the stool with the other. Another rumble of thunder made her pause momentarily, but then she scrambled up the steps to the sink, plopping the stuffed animal on the counter. “Rabbit will watch us, but we better keep a eye on him. He loves lettuce.”

				“I suppose he does.” Maureen frowned at the grimy stuffed animal’s presence on the counter, but she reminded herself that distracting Aubrey from the storm was the higher priority. “All rabbits like lettuce and carrots, don’t they?” She broke off a small section of lettuce for Aubrey to wash.

				Over the sounds of the approaching storm, neither had noticed the grind of the garage door and Bill’s entering the kitchen until they were greeted with his usual “I’m home.”

				“Daddy!” Aubrey squealed in delight. “I’m helping Mommy.”

				“I can see that.” Bill reached down to pet Bobo, who greeted him with a wiggling body and his imitation of barking: high-pitched yips. “How’s it goin’, ole boy? Survive another day in this female-dominated household?”

				Tall with an athletic build, smooth olive skin, dark eyes, and a full head of nearly jet black hair—not counting a distinguished dusting of white at the temples—Bill’s coloring was totally opposite Maureen’s, a stark difference that had initially caught his interest. He moved like the athlete he was, gracefully, but with economy. Bill rarely wasted time, never sauntered anywhere, and approached life with a mix of good instincts.

				Fifty years old, a family doctor at a thriving practice, Bill was a natural leader—not only at his office, but also at church, in the community, the girls’ school organizations, even events like a neighborhood pick-up basketball game. His easy assurance, commanding demeanor, and tone of voice made him stand out. People felt safe with Bill and trusted him. They came to him for advice.

				“Look, Daddy.” Aubrey grinned up at him now, offering her cheek for a kiss. “I’m helping Mommy get the lettuce clean.” She proudly held out her well-handled—and therefore, rather wilted—piece of lettuce. “Colleen’s mad again but Rabbit and I don’t care. This is more fun.”

				Bill turned to study his wife’s profile. He gave Maureen a peck on the cheek. “Hey. So what’s the deal with Colleen?”

				Maureen waved off any concern, gesturing with the carrot she was peeling. “Nothing, really. Just the usual teenage stuff. How are things at the office?”

				But Bill wasn’t fooled, taking note of the deflection and the telltale set of Maureen’s neck and shoulders. He reached up to loosen his tie, unbuttoning the collar. “Busy. Had several more inexperienced new mothers in today. I’m spending way too much of my time teaching them basics they should already know.”

				“Isn’t that why you hired Carrie?”

				“Had to let her go today, unfortunately. She just wasn’t getting the job done.” Bill reached out to tug on Aubrey’s ear, distracting her while he snatched a carrot.

				“Oh, Bill. So Hailey’s back to picking up all the slack?”

				“We all pick up the slack, Mo. And it’s my responsibility to make sure we’re all contributing as needed. Getting the job done.”

				An edge had crept into his voice, and once again Maureen was eager to change the subject. “Would you start the grill, please? Once you get your clothes changed?”

				“No problem.” He reached out to tug Aubrey’s ear again, eliciting another giggle before he headed down the hall, pausing momentarily at his other daughter’s door. Closed and locked door, as he discovered by attempting to give the handle a turn.

				Dinner was strained, echoing the feel of the storm that mostly passed them by, skirting off to the north. It left the evening feeling bereft, the earth wanting what the skies flaunted but denied to give. Except for Aubrey’s chatter, conversations didn’t flow easily, thanks in part to the pointed one-word answers and grunts from Colleen. She ate little, mostly rearranged food on her plate, and asked to be excused as soon as Maureen began clearing the table.

				Later, when Bill summoned Colleen for family devotions, she begrudgingly joined them. She’d not been an active participant for weeks, uttering only a word or two when directly questioned. But tonight Colleen amped the protest even higher, for her entire posture was in revolt; she sat rigidly with crossed arms, head pointed down as she stared at her lap. Maureen felt relieved when it was finally time to end with prayer.

				Maureen had just tucked Aubrey into bed and closed her bedroom door when she heard Bill calling.

				“Mo?”

				Maureen leaned heavily against the door, closing her eyes and sighing. She’d hoped to escape it all—Bill included—by heading directly to bed. She wanted to fade into oblivion by watching some mindless television show until she fell asleep. It all felt so overwhelming at this hour. Certainly I can get a better perspective in the morning, she thought, convincing herself that checking in on Colleen wasn’t a good idea and hoping Bill’s call wasn’t regarding anything more difficult than helping him find a mismatched sock.

				She reached for toothbrush and paste as Bill leaned against the sink, his back to the mirror, arms crossed over his chest. He didn’t turn to face her, but she noted the disconcerted frown, the telling twitch along the line of his jaw as he clenched his teeth.

				She inched away from him before she asked, “What did you need?”

				He turned to face her, inserting his face into her line of vision. “Pretty obvious things aren’t good between you and Colleen. I take it you upset her again?”

				“I upset her?” she said in shock, spraying toothpaste across the mirror, which of course further inflamed her frustration.

				“Please keep your voice down, Mo. Okay, bad choice of words. But I need to know you’ve got a plan to handle this.”

				“She was rude to me.” Maureen jammed her toothbrush back into its designated slot. “Can’t you ever try to see things from my perspective?” She could feel tears of frustration threatening, but she blinked them back.

				“I’m just trying to help you view all the angles, Maureen. As a doctor, that’s what I do. Help people. I’m just trying to help you, too.” Spoken in controlled, soothing tones. His doctor’s voice.

				Maureen yanked open a drawer, rummaging through neatly folded nightgowns until she spotted the oldest one she could find. She began pulling off clothes, tugging the gown over her head with such jerking, magnified movements that she tore off a button. “Aubrey put her Rabbit in Colleen’s room. Colleen had a fit about it. I tried to help both see they were wrong. Does that make me such a terrible mother?” She paused a moment. “And the bluebirds have rejected my bird house … again.” Crumpling onto the bed, Maureen allowed a few tears to spill over. “I ought to just take the stupid thing down.”

				“Good land, Mo, what do bluebirds have to do with anything? You and Colleen aren’t speaking and that’s what you’re crying about?” He stared at her in disbelief, taking in her red, runny nose, disheveled hair, nightgown askew because of the missing button. He shook his head in amazement, sudden pity dousing all irritation, and eased down onto the bed beside her.

				“I was just trying to help you, honey.” Pulling her against his chest, Bill tucked her head under his chin. Maureen continued to weep silently, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Evidently this is some girl thing between you two that has to play out. Have you been praying about it?”

				“Of course I have.” He could feel her stiffen.

				“Then what’s the main issue here? What has you so upset, for cryin’ out loud?” 

				“She … she accused me of being a hypocrite.”

				“A hypocrite? Why on earth?” He pulled his arms from her, shifting his body so he could watch her reaction.

				“I have no idea. Something about a conversation she says she overheard. On the phone.” Maureen got up to grab a tissue from the bathroom, blew her nose. “I’ll try to talk with her more about it tomorrow, Bill, but right now I have to go to bed.” She began pitching decorative pillows onto the floor, pulling back covers.

				“What’s on for tomorrow?”

				“Vacation Bible School meeting and a lunch.” Maureen stopped a moment, considering. “My sense is that I can’t … I can’t rush this. And you can’t push a teenager either—especially not Colleen. You know that. Not until she’s good and ready.” She climbed into bed, anxious for the oblivion of sleep to come. To escape from the pressing worries, if only for one night.

				Bill reached for the TV remote, started pressing buttons, flipping through channels at near lightning speed. Maureen pinched her eyes shut tightly; Bill’s nightly ritual annoyed her (How can he tell what’s on when he sees each channel for only a millisecond?), but she kept her opinion to herself.

				“This hypocrite thing? You really need to find out what Colleen’s thinking in relation to that.”

				Maureen moved to the far edge of the king-sized bed, curled up into a ball. Her back to Bill. She tugged the blanket up to her chin, finding childish solace in the soft, satin edging.

				“Maureen?”

				“What?” Distanced, as though she were far, far away.

				“For the family’s sake, make it a priority to spend time with Colleen tomorrow if you can, okay? I’ll be praying for you.” Bill flicked off the television and turned his back to her, settling in. “It’s that important, don’t you agree?”

				“Yes, Bill.”

				“Oh, and hey, I’m really sorry about the bluebirds, too.”

				Maureen unblinkingly stared out their bedroom window, following the light glow from the moon. It illuminated the lines of the windowpanes against the wall, framing the waving silhouetted fronds of a palm tree. She stared at the graceful, bowing dips of the shadows of the leaves until, out of her peripheral vision, she noticed a single star twinkling. When she tried to look at it directly, it appeared to vanish, eluding her. Looking away, she noted that it was indeed there, just out of her line of direct vision. And then Maureen closed her eyes, seeking the escape of sleep.

				Maureen groggily woke to the sound of the shower running. She lifted her head up, glanced at the clock, and groaned. Doesn’t it just figure? she fumed to herself as she scurried out of tangled covers. I toss and turn half the night, only to finally fall asleep about an hour before it’s time to wake up. She’d been sleeping so soundly that she hadn’t heard the alarm, and Bill—what was he thinking?—hadn’t awakened her.

				She quickly made the bed, replacing the numerous scattered pillows in their proper places. After a trip to the bathroom and a hastily mumbled “good morning” to Bill, Maureen hurried toward the kitchen where she was soothed by the aroma coming from the pre-timed coffee pot. She poured herself a cup and walked over to the same window she looked out every morning—to view the bluebird house. Running late or not, she would still indulge in her daily ritual: a few sips of coffee and a check on the box. Still, nothing.

				Bobo rose from his bed in the family room and scampered to her feet, cocking his head up at her. She slid open the door and once again pushed out the reluctant dog. Isn’t it appropriate that we have a dog who doesn’t even know what it wants to do? she thought to herself, shaking her head. 

				The combination of oversleeping and the need for an earlier departure felt like a guarantee that this morning would be especially hectic. Soon enough, Colleen woke with her attitude still firmly pronounced, and even Aubrey, normally a morning-loving child, was whiny and petulant. After Maureen offered her several outfits, which Aubrey summarily dismissed, mom and daughter finally agreed on a totally inappropriate shorts set. White top, white shorts. It was a disaster waiting to happen, but Maureen was not up to form for battles this morning.

				Then Aubrey decided her booster seat was too sticky. Yesterday Maureen had made blueberry pancakes. Naturally, the syrup had flowed—pretty much everywhere. “Since when do you mind being sticky? It certainly wasn’t an issue yesterday,” Maureen reasoned with her. Then she discovered yet another disaster: The milk had turned sour.

				Maureen’s one consolation was that the “Gang of Four,” as they called themselves, was going out to lunch. And yes, as Sherry would be sure to point out, they were quite aware of the origins of their namesake: the infamous Madam Mao and the three other senior leaders during the Chinese Cultural Revolution. Sherry had majored in Chinese history (she had earned a master’s and a doctorate, the only one of the group to do so; Sherry was also the only one unmarried, having divorced several years ago), and it was she who had given them the moniker while in college. For whatever reason, it stuck.

				Fast friends ever since those college years, they all still lived within an hour’s drive of each other. Though two members of the group were on the opposite side of town from Community Fellowship Church, they hadn’t ever considered attending elsewhere. They craved being together, laughing, chatting, sharing, commiserating when needed, and giggling like school girls. When Maureen first thought about working part-time at the Beadazzled jewelry shop, it was these three friends who prodded and encouraged her to apply. And then they had successfully plied her with numerous arguments why she should give the job a try when the position was offered to her—knowing Bill would oppose the idea. Turned out the two-mornings-a-week job was a mixed blessing—she enjoyed the creative outlet but was growing weary with the hours—but she still credited her friends for pushing her to try something new. For believing in her, even when she struggled to believe in herself. Now, as Maureen focused on the events of the day, she sighed audibly for the unconditional love and acceptance that the gang—Emilie Esteban, Vanessa Clarkson, and Sherry Mann—so willingly gave, providing the one place she could simply be herself.

				But the feel-good moment was only that—a moment. For then Maureen felt a familiar tightness shoot through her shoulders and into her neck. Worry wrapped itself around her heart as she recalled her interaction with Colleen. Am I a hypocrite? She couldn’t begin to understand her own thoughts and feelings these days, let alone make sense of Colleen’s motivations. Hurrying to clean up breakfast dishes and then finish getting ready, she mentally decided on a plan of action. Bill’s right. I do need to spend time in prayer about this. But I’m probably overreacting to Colleen, too. The gang will make me feel better in no time, and we’ll be laughing about all this over lunch.

				“Mom. You’re gonna make me late for my meeting before school.”

				Colleen stood at the door to the garage, one hand on the doorknob, the other gripping the strap of her backpack. She added the classic foot thumping, an impatient tap, tap. Colleen had felt the power of having the upper hand, and she wasn’t about to relinquish it.

				Maureen came into the kitchen, Aubrey in tow, just in time to catch Colleen rolling her eyes. “We’re coming right now, Colleen. No need to get upset.”

				Colleen flounced down the steps to the car and was heard slamming a door when Maureen discovered that Aubrey not only had Rabbit, but was clutching another stuffed animal, a particularly dirty one that had been left outside in the rain. It was still damp and now smelled of mildew.

				“Oh, Aubrey. No. We’re not taking Jonesy Giraffe today.”

				Out came the lower lip.

				“I don’t have time to argue! Go put it away.” She could hear yet another car door being slammed.

				Tears formed and Aubrey pleaded, “But Gramma wants to see him. She wants to see Jonesy going zing, zing, zing.”

				The once bright yellow and white giraffe used to move its head in a slow circle to the tune “You Are My Sunshine.” Unfortunately, wear and tear—and the rain, undoubtedly—had taken their toll. The giraffe now played at such a frenetic speed that it sounded like “zing, zing, zing,” and its neck jerked at an equally spastic pace, making him look quite comical. The moldy smell, however, was anything but.

				Is it ultimately worth the fight? Maureen asked herself, and then sighed in resignation. “All right. But this is the last time it goes out the door. Agreed?”

				Aubrey, mollified, nodded.

				Their first stop was Colleen’s middle school, which was fairly well maintained but still had that typical public school look of frugal budgets, too little money for upkeep, and occupation by kids who weren’t into caring for their school. When Maureen pulled over to the curb to drop off Colleen, she called out “Have a good day,” but not too loudly. Maureen had been tolerantly instructed on the proper etiquette for Dropping off Middle Schoolers by Moms. There were several all-important, inviolate Rules, and she wasn’t about to break one of those this morning.

				No answer from Colleen, of course, and none was expected. Maureen pulled out, determined to focus on the other events of the day. Aubrey, however, was not to be deterred, yelling “Bye, Collie!” while cheerfully waving Jonesy (doing his zing routine) out the open window. Oblivious to her sister’s retreating back and what it communicated, Aubrey generally ignored all of the Rules.

				Next stop was Bill’s parents’ house. They fortunately lived close by and were delighted to watch Aubrey whenever needed—Maureen’s two mornings per week at the shop—plus any other circumstances, like this morning’s VBS meeting. While unbuckling Aubrey from her car seat, Maureen winced again at the giraffe. “You sure you can’t leave Jonesy in the car? Just think—he could ride around with me all day on a road trip. He’d love it.”

				Aubrey gave her a withering look that conveyed her mom’s suggestion didn’t even merit a response. Giving her curls a flounce, she climbed down from the car, tucking Rabbit under one arm and Jonesy Giraffe firmly under the other.

				Maureen was about to ring the doorbell when the door flew open, her mother-in-law’s attention fully focused on one of the two granddaughters who were the objects of her wholehearted devotion.

				“There’s my precious sweetheart,” Kate Roberts exclaimed, gathering Aubrey into her arms. Aubrey erupted into delighted giggles.

				Where has the whining, demanding three-year-old that I had to deal with this morning vanished to? Kate glanced over, and Maureen pointedly flashed her a pasted-on smile.

				“And what have we here with Rabbit? Did Rabbit bring a friend?” Kate asked.

				Aubrey vigorously nodded her head, intentionally giving Maureen a “told you so” look of triumph.

				“Mom, I really need to …” But Kate’s attention was fixated on Aubrey, unmistakably communicating that Maureen was to wait. How she wished she could simply announce Gotta run, and exit gracefully. But after all these years, Kate still intimidated her. Maureen read her cues and stood by, physically patient if not emotionally so.

				A guessing game developed over the animal’s name. Maureen glanced helplessly at her watch while Kate offered several silly suggestions until finally Aubrey quipped, “No. But you’re close, Gramma. It’s Jonesy Giraffe.”

				An unintended early rescue by Aubrey, and Maureen jumped at it. “I’ll be back to pick her up around three, Kate. Is that too late?”

				“’Course not. Little precious here and I have lots to do today, don’t we, sweetheart? Well, Aubrey and I and Rabbit and Jennifer Giraffe, right?”

				Aubrey burst into laughter again, barely getting out “Gramma, no!” before Maureen took her chance to escape.

				She gave daughter and mother-in-law quick pecks on their cheeks and hurried down the sidewalk, calling out, “Thanks, Kate,” over her shoulder.

				“Wave bye to your Mommy,” was followed by a cursory wave and the firm click of the closed door.

				Again Maureen imagined herself telling the gang and soaking up empathy about in-laws. Consolation for out-of-control children. Understanding about husbands who came home from work too tired to deal with families. Laughter would erupt and then all frustrations would be forgotten, if only temporarily. By the time Maureen turned into the church parking lot, she was smiling to herself, eager to get the meeting going and then enjoy lunch.

				“Good morning, Kath!” she cheerily called out to the pastor’s wife. Maureen beamed at Kathy; Kathy waved and beamed back. Maureen asked herself, Wonder if a pastor’s wife ever needs to put on an act, hiding hurt feelings? Arguments at home? She shook her head. I can’t picture Kathy ever dealing with irritable kids.

				After a hectic but productive morning, Vanessa wandered into Maureen’s room, greeting her friend with an enthusiastic hug. With three active boys and a good deal of her own energy, Vanessa was the perfect choice for VBS games director. For she was the eternal tomboy. Most women—the gang included—openly envied her exuberance and still athletically slim figure, though Vanessa herself appeared oblivious to it.

				“Didn’t see Emilie anywhere, did you?”

				Vanessa shook her head. “Was she supposed to be here?”

				“Yeah, she was. I just talked with her yesterday. She said she’d be here.”

				“Hope she’s not sick or anything.”

				“Yeah, me too.” Maureen glanced around, making sure no one was close enough to overhear as they walked out of the church. “You’re not going to believe this. But Emilie and Ed are talking about having another baby.”

				“You’re not serious?”

				“Better not mention it, okay?” They climbed into Vanessa’s sports car, the concession to her love of speed and daring. “I shouldn’t have said anything. But Emilie really is serious about this.” A slight pause. “And so is Ed, evidently. They think it’s what God wants.”

				“Oh, good heavens, Mo. Don’t tell me you’re falling for that?”

				“Nessa, honestly—”

				“Honestly nothing, Maureen. Between you and me? If Ed is saying he heard God’s voice telling him to have another little E-kid, then he needs to be on meds.”

				Maureen tried, but failed to stifle a chuckle. “Ed didn’t say that. And he’s not hearing voices, silly. He just thinks the number seven is biblical.” She shrugged her shoulders.

				“So is 666, but you don’t hear about couples shooting for that.” They both laughed, releasing some of the unease they were feeling as they’d plunged into touchy subjects. “I’m not saying anything more. It’s just that, well, my intuition—oh shoot, my common sense—tells me that having another child is a bad idea. Can’t put my finger on why, but Ed’s been hitting my buttons lately. And that’s it. Only my humble opinion.” She glanced over at Maureen and crossed her eyes. Which brought the desired smile from her friend. “Movin’ on to another topic. How are things with Colleen?”

				Maureen groaned, then slumped down a little farther into the seat.

				“Not so great, eh? How does it compare to a home with three boys who all think the greatest competition in the world is to win ‘the most foul-smelling sneakers’ contest by the end of the day?”

				Maureen offered a weak smile.

				“Caught ’em passing their athletic shoes around last night, voting on the winner. And would you believe Greg was in on it too? I swear he was enjoying it as much as they were, egging them on.”

				“Did he enter his sneakers too?”

				“Oh absolutely. But here’s the really big news: Greg and I just declared that, beginning as freshmen in high school, Clarkson boys do their own wash. Greg Junior’s already had his lesson in operating the washer and dryer.”

				“Wow. That’s gutsy. Going okay?”

				“Hmm, not so much. Instead of piles of just dirty clothes on Greg Junior’s floor, now there are piles of dirty and clean clothes.” Vanessa turned to look at Maureen, noted the mock-horrified look on her face. “He had to literally clear a path through the mess just to get from the door to his bed.”

				Maureen offered an empathetic grimace. “How does he tell what’s clean and what’s dirty? And more importantly, how can you stand it?” She laughed.

				“I made the mistake of asking him if he could distinguish from dirty and clean, and mind you … there’s underwear in those piles too.”

				“So what’d he say?”

				“Smell check.”

				Maureen burst into laughter. “Oh, Nessa, you’re the best medicine. I needed this lunch so badly.”

				They rode in companionable silence for a few moments until Vanessa reached over and squeezed her friend’s hand. “Do you think it’s anything serious with Colleen?” Maureen felt her countenance change immediately, and the lightheartedness that had lifted her spirit vanished. She knew that Vanessa could put on an act of irreverence in her humorous response to life. But Maureen also knew that underneath that flippant exterior was a heart full of sensitivity and tender love. When needed, Vanessa wasn’t afraid to let that side of her show. The sudden appearance of that very quality had undone Maureen a number of times before.

				“Not really. It’s just—”

				“Colleen’s being a typical mouthy teen and Bill’s … shall we say, pushing your buttons?”

				Maureen stared at Vanessa’s profile, embarrassed by her friend’s insight. “And how did you gather all that?”

				“Immutable signs.” Flatly stated. 

				“Immutable, eh? You into big words today?”

				“Been reading a book on theology. Impressed?”

				“Definitely. But don’t dodge, Nessa. Get back to my ‘immutable signs.’”

				Vanessa drew a deep breath, prepared to tread softly. “Know how they say skin on a scar will always be thinner and more sensitive?”

				“Sure. I have enough scars to prove that theory.”

				“Well, you’re … thin. Does that even make any sense?” she laughed at herself.

				Maureen kept her gaze straight ahead, staring out with unfocused eyes at the car in front of them. “Bill has always told me that I register every single emotion on my face. I hate that.”

				“So … want to talk about it? Or, maybe … not?”

				Maureen leaned her head against the window. Deciding she just didn’t have the emotional energy to go through it all now and then again with Sherry and Emilie, she said, “I think I’ll wait, Vanessa. It’s just too much—”

				“To plow through twice?” To Maureen’s nod, Vanessa replied, “I understand. And besides,” she gestured toward their destination, “conveniently, we’ve arrived.”

				As they pulled into the restaurant, Maureen pointed out, “Look—there’s Sherry. And Emilie’s car is already here too.” She opened her door, calling out, “Hey, Sherry.”

				Sherry waited, hands on hips. In her typical tailored business suit, Sherry looked very much the professional she was. She kept her light blonde hair neatly bobbed, and the intelligent eyes that peered at them through tortoiseshell-framed glasses were without makeup. What softened Sherry’s entire look, however, was her wide grin and outstretched arms. “Been looking forward to this since we set it up. Give me some hugs, you two.”

				The three linked arms as they walked up the sidewalk. Vanessa conspiratorially winked at Maureen. “The Clarkson family is into decrees these days—more on that topic later, Sherry,” (eliciting another laugh from Maureen) “so I’m gonna propose yet another one: Today, no salads allowed. Only glorious, fatty entrées for us. And dessert. Something tells me we’re all gonna need the happiness that only fat can bring.”

				“Sounds like a divine idea,” Sherry agreed, and all three were laughing together as a smiling host held the door for them.

				The cozy, intimate restaurant was a converted home from the late 1800s, and was one of their favorites. As the three walked in, they noticed the intermingling smells of spices and freshly baked bread, at once enticing and soothing. An assortment of brightly colored flowers—large baskets of pansies—looked welcoming on windowsills and tables scattered throughout the gracious interior. They glanced at each other and grinned in anticipation, hugging each other closer within their locked arms.

				The host, mirroring their happiness, gushed, “Welcome to The Cottage, ladies.”

				“Thank you. We’re meeting one more, Emilie Esteban. I think she’s arrived?” Vanessa inquired.

				“Yes, I believe she has. Follow me right this way, please.”

				Leading them to a corner table, he motioned to a secluded niche where they would have a good deal of privacy. There was still much bustling about as they distractedly greeted Emilie, decided who would sit where and settled in, at last giving Emilie their total attention. And then simultaneously, as though choreographed, all gaiety came to an abrupt end.

				Emilie appeared stricken, shrunken, weak. Her shoulders were slumped over, head tilted down, hands clenched together in her lap. When she did glance up, they saw that her eyes were red and swollen, her face raw and chapped, every flaw of her deathly pale skin—wrinkles, sags, lines—highlighted. Emilie looked like an old woman.

				Maureen reached over and clutched Emilie’s hands. “What is it? What’s happened, Em?”

				Emilie lifted her chin, but closed her eyes as she slowly shook her head. The silence was unbearable. And so they filled it, voices overlapping with peppered questions.

				“Is it one of the kids?”

				“Is it Ed? Is his business in trouble somehow?”

				“Has someone been in an accident?”

				“Oh, Em … is it you? Have you been to a doctor? Is that why you missed the meeting this morning?”

				“Let us help.”

				“Tell us what to do.”

				“Emilie?”

				When she finally spoke, the flatness of Emilie’s voice was like a generated recording, devoid of personality and emotion. “Ed’s met another woman. He’s moving out.” She glanced down at her wrist, checked the time on her watch. “Right now, as a matter of fact.”

				They stared at her, mouths open. And though they didn’t realize it, each one held her breath, features frozen in disbelief.

				“He told me just as I was about to go out the door this morning. Oh, sorry I wasn’t there today, Maureen.” An aside, eerie in its calm. “Says he’s in love—for the first time in his life. And so he knows this is what God wants him to do. Go to be with her, of course.” Emilie began to speak faster, slurring one word into the next. “After all these years … he was living for me and the kids, he says … sacrificing his own personal happiness … and finally it’s his turn in life to be happy. So he says now … with God’s blessing, he says … that …”

				Emilie stopped then, allowing the words to slip away as though she were a music box that gradually wound down. Silenced now, she was smaller still.

				The three friends exchanged quick, horrified glances and then Maureen, still holding Emilie’s hand in her own, squeezed tighter. One thought raced frenetically through her mind: Say the right thing. Whatever you do, Say the right thing. “I don’t believe Ed would follow through with this, Emilie. He’ll come to his senses.” Maureen looked around the table for affirmation from the others. “I bet he’ll be back before you know it. Certainly he’ll change his mind.”

				Vanessa started to add something, but hesitated and stopped, flustered.

				And then Sherry whispered under her breath, “Maybe it would be better for Em if he didn’t.”

				That drew an astonished look from Maureen, but a shrill, staccato laugh from Emilie. It was nothing like her usual beloved, boisterous laugh, and that sarcastic sound—more than anything that Emilie had said so far—brought a stab of pain to Maureen’s heart.

				“Funny, I was thinking some of those same things when Ed was first telling me his ‘news,’ shall we say. My mind was racing, thinking surely he’d change his mind, he’d come to his senses, blah, blah, blah. And then he’d beg my forgiveness for this … this temporary insanity.” She reached for a crumpled, much-used tissue from her lap, dabbed at her eyes.

				“And then he put his briefcase on the counter, pulled out papers. Turns out my efficient husband has already contacted an attorney.” She blew her nose and then closed her eyes. “It’s been going on that long. And here I was …”—she glanced over at Maureen with a look on her face like she’d just been slapped—“so blind that I was actually considering having another baby.”

				Maureen rehearsed their conversation of the night before, trying to remember Emilie’s exact words. “Em, it … this makes no sense. Didn’t you and Ed just discuss this? Recently? Did I misunderstand?”

				“Oh, no, you didn’t misunderstand a thing.” Emilie grabbed the edge of the table with both hands, gripping it so tightly that her knuckles turned white. “He was falling all over himself with apologies about that ‘small but well-meaning indiscretion,’ he called it, this morning. A lapse in judgment. But he was only trying to ‘pacify you, dear Emilie,’ as he so thoughtfully put it.” 

				Maureen felt sick to her stomach and leaned down to find a tissue in her purse. Anything to break eye contact with Emilie—and those piercing, accusing eyes. She had no idea what to say now … how to respond. All she could do was glance up from her search to meet Emilie’s gaze momentarily before looking down again. Like a puppet on a string, Emilie followed Maureen’s lead, looking down at her purse too. It was like a bizarre, synchronized dance. And in the midst of that ballet, Maureen could only think, Why is she so intently focusing on me? What am I supposed to say? What does she want me to say?

				“That is just … disgusting.” Sherry had been married to an apparent charmer who turned out to be a total fraud. He had cheated—not once, but repeatedly. Once she discovered his infidelities, she divorced him without a backward glance and often pointed out that she’d never trust another man again. Not in that way. With narrowed eyes and grim line of her mouth, she slowly shook her head in disdain.

				“It’s also pathetic.” From Vanessa.

				Emilie turned again to Maureen, eyebrows raised.

				“I just don’t know what to … Ed’s always been such a godly … he’s an elder at church. And he’s the head of your home, Emilie, and …”

				“Maureen.” Sherry gave Maureen a piercing glare, cutting her off. And then, before anyone could say anything more, a server arrived at their table.

				“Welcome, ladies. I hope you’re all having a great day.” Not waiting for an answer, she chirped, “My name’s Becky and I’ll be your server. What drinks can I get you to start with? May I suggest a nice merlot or maybe a margarita? We’ve got a special going on mango margaritas today, if anyone’s interested?” She appeared totally oblivious to the tension that sat like a grey cloud over the table.

				“I’d like water with a lemon, please,” Sherry answered succinctly.

				“Sparkling water? We have—”

				“Tap water will do fine.”

				“The same for me, please,” from Vanessa.

				“I think I’d like iced tea.” Maureen looked over to Emilie. “Em, isn’t this where we got the peach tea that we both liked so much?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued, “Would you like that too then?” Still no response from Emilie. “Two of those for us, please. Thanks.”

				“Any appetizers today? We have avocado and crab dips with one of our specialty breads?” Her cheerfulness was like a laugh at a funeral.

				Several responses of no before she continued, “Okay then. I’ll be right back with these and then we’ll get your order.” She turned and bounced away, four sets of eyes following.

				“Better look at the menu now,” Sherry suggested.

				Vanessa and Maureen glanced over at Emilie, who merely stared at the closed menu before her. Making no move to open it, she sat completely still.

				After a few moments of awkward silence, Maureen pushed the menu aside and quietly asked, “Emilie, are you going to feel up to eating anything at all? I mean …”

				“Of course she is.” Sherry responded with authority like the professor that she was. “She’s got to eat. And we’re going to make sure she does.”

				“But maybe that’s not what Emilie needs. I mean, we could just leave and—”

				“No,” Emilie emphatically interrupted, surprising them all. “I want to stay here. I don’t want to go home! I can’t walk back into the house just yet …” She caught her breath, stopped. And then the tears came.

				As if on cue, everyone reached for Emilie’s hands, arms, anything to touch her, reassure her. Emilie began openly weeping, the other three tearing up also, feeling the heartache along with her.

				But then, as suddenly as the tears had arrived, Emilie pleaded, “Um, we’ve got to get ourselves together.” Flustered, she grabbed for the rumpled tissue again. “I don’t want anyone else to know about this yet. It’s been hard enough telling you all, and …” she paused, swallowing, “well, I’m not ready for this to get out. And then there’s the kids. Oh, God, how am I ever going to tell the kids?” Despite her resolve, she had to wipe away more tears.

				“Em, are you positive this isn’t just some huge misunderstanding?” Maureen asked. “Or maybe … maybe we need to look at this from God’s perspective, like Joseph. You know, he meant it for evil, but God meant if for good?”

				Sherry’s intensity pulled her toward Maureen, and though she whispered, her words came out like a snarled hiss, “Maureen, listen to me. Shut up. It doesn’t work that way in the real world, and you know that.” Seeing Maureen’s hurt response, Sherry purposefully eased herself backward, resettled, closed her eyes a moment, and then took a deep breath. “Look, Maureen, I think I understand what you’re trying to say. But the idea that if we can only figure it all out, then God will simply make it vanish—”

				“I’m so sorry.” Maureen’s eyes darted from Sherry to Emilie. “I didn’t mean … I’m only trying to help Em see, to help us all see, that sometimes there’s a blessing underneath. That good can come of the worst. Isn’t that right?” She searched Emilie’s face for answers, but it was Sherry who spoke into the tense atmosphere again.

				“Quite frankly, I don’t think it’s time yet to search for the good in this mess. Because there’s not one thing good about this!” A pained look covered Sherry’s features, telltale remnants of her own past. “And if God really is God, then I wish he would skip the heartbreaking life lessons for the children’s sake, and stop Ed in his tracks right now.”

				Maureen instinctively jerked backward. And then she looked to Emilie, fully expecting her to vehemently disagree. Yet Maureen watched in absolute amazement as Emilie nodded her head, and then added, “Oh, Sherry. That’s exactly what my heart has been crying out. That God would … be God. And do something!”

				Never before had Maureen heard any of these friends express such caustic cynicism, such blatant anger at God. Wasn’t that blasphemy? she asked herself, realizing that she was nearly frozen in fear, waiting for … What? Am I expecting God to strike us dead?

				“I think we need to let go of … I don’t know … searching for reasonable answers for any of it,” Vanessa said. “This is horrible, Em. And no amount of fanciful rationalizing of God’s part in this will ever make one bit of it acceptable. And it won’t make sense simply because we interpret this as ‘God’s will,’ the wonderful catchall that every one of us”—Vanessa looked from Maureen to Sherry and then to Emilie again as she emphasized her words—“has used way too often in the past.”

				Vanessa had spoken in such a rush that she had to pause to catch her breath. “Emilie’s hurting, and you know what? I think we should just … hurt with her.” Her eyes filled with tears as she stared into Emilie’s equally tear-filled eyes. “No explanations or answers. Just love. Loving her the best we can, in the way that she needs us most.”

				Sherry took charge then, as she usually did whenever a decision for the entire group needed to be made. “I’m guessing that no one feels much like eating, am I right? But Emilie, you don’t want to leave yet, either.” Emilie firmly shook her head, and Sherry continued, “Then how about if we order just soup and some of their breads? Good idea?” Relieved nods all around. “Okay. That solves the dilemma of eating versus not eating.”

				The server returned then, delivering drinks and taking their orders. Once she’d left again, Vanessa, Sherry, and Maureen turned their attention back to their friend.

				“Do you want to tell us more details about what Ed said?” Sherry asked, gently probing.

				Emilie stared down at the table rather than meet anyone’s eyes. “I think I need to tell you. Get some … perspective, I guess. I keep thinking this can’t be happening to me. It can’t be real and I’ll wake up.” She sniffed and wiped at her nose with the pathetic-looking tissue.

				“I heard the garage door opening, heard him coming in, felt surprise and yet delight that he was there. Assumed he’d forgotten something.” She shook her head slightly, chagrined at her eagerness to see him. “Then when I saw his face, at first he scared me.” She looked up momentarily, the emotions of genuine concern and fear reflected still, mirroring the past. “I thought something was wrong, so I went to run into his arms and—” Emilie’s voice faltered. “He put out his hand to stop me.” Again she paused, struggling to regain her composure. “I was really bewildered at that point. Started asking him if he was okay, if he was sick, maybe had the flu or something and didn’t want me near him to catch it. And suddenly something about the look on his face—the fact that he wouldn’t or couldn’t look at me.” Emilie put her head in her hands. “As blind as I’ve been for … weeks now … in that moment I just knew.” She looked up, and a single tear ran down each cheek. “What a naive idiot I’ve been.”

				Sherry spat out, “Emilie, you trusted him. It’s ingrained to trust our husbands.”

				“How did you find out who she is?” From Vanessa. There was no need to explain the who.

				“I knew instantly. Put it all together. Ed’s talked nonstop about a woman—she’s in marketing, working with their new ad campaign—who’s been visiting his office. ‘This Denise, she’s something else’ and ‘Denise really knows her stuff’ and ‘we invited Denise to join us for lunch today.’” Emilie’s unfocused gaze looked off into the past, remembering. “And then suddenly he stopped talking about her. I bet you anything that’s when the relationship changed.” She laughed, but once again it was a deformed imitation of her true laugh. Maureen cringed. “After that, I imagine she continued to be invited to lunch, all right. But with only one person in particular. I swear I don’t know whether to cry or scream. And the worst part?” She gave them a beseeching, apologetic look. “I still love him.”

				“A part of you always will.” Sherry’s voice was filled with a longing that caught Maureen off guard, and then Sherry met and held Maureen’s gaze. The marks of naked pain were still there, residing in deep shadows around Sherry’s eyes, defined in lines and valleys that would never fully go away. Maureen noted the offering and accepted it, nodding.

				The server brought their meals at that point, placing cheery, bright-colored crocks of steaming soups before them and adding a large basket of assorted warm rolls and muffins. As enticing as the array of food looked and smelled, the scene was out of sync with reality.

				Once their server was gone, a palpable awkwardness descended over them. Maureen looked around the table, seeking an answer to the unspoken question, Who would volunteer to pray? Emilie certainly wouldn’t be expected to—she was the one they needed to pray for. Maureen took in Vanessa’s fussing with her napkin, signaling that she had no intention of venturing into that abyss. And Sherry nonchalantly picked up her spoon and ladled the hot soup, indicating her desire to skip the ritual.

				“I suppose we ought to pray,” Maureen offered. Emilie and Sherry avoided her eyes, but Vanessa shot her a look of relieved gratefulness. Maureen closed her eyes and bowed her head, acquiescing. “Lord, I pray now for our friend, Emilie. We love her so much and we … we hurt with our dear friend. Please comfort her, God. And please bring Ed back to you. Back to Emilie and the children. In your name, amen.”

				By evading questions or giving barely perceptible, one-word answers, Emilie communicated that she was ready to change the subject. So the three labored to talk about the everyday events of their lives. What was safe. What mattered not at all.

				Most uncharacteristically, they soon ran out of things to say. Everything else seems so trivial in comparison, thought Maureen—and so they picked at their food, tearing small bites of bread, sipping a little soup. The food grew cold in their lack of hunger and interest, the soup turning bland, the bread growing stale. And then a sense of unspoken agreement guided their friendship as they nearly simultaneously pushed plates aside; it was the signal that they—all but one—needed to be on their separate ways. To the routines that made up their lives. After all the times they had sought distance and escape from the duties they faced, by eating in a quaint little café such as this one, it suddenly struck Vanessa, Sherry, and Maureen that it was the routine itself that made up the very essence of life. Ironically, it was that sameness they all unknowingly craved and clung to for one reason: security. And Emilie, they knew, had been brutally stripped of every bit.

				The three of them looked at her, seeking her permission, it appeared, to be dismissed. But Emilie remained lost in her own thoughts, looking stricken as she suddenly took in the reality that never again would look the same for her.

				They hugged one another in the parking lot. Emilie responded as if by rote, her senses dulled and her face blank. More than anything else, Emilie’s joyless spirit broke her friends’ hearts. Rarely did they share a time with each other when Emilie’s laugh didn’t ring out through a restaurant or park or the other places they’d gathered. In the past, the loud honking might have embarrassed them, but today they realized how precious it was. An essential thread that wove through their lives, binding them together—one of Emilie’s unique contributions to the Gang of Four. Each felt set adrift without that symbol of joy.

				They continued to cling to each other, desperately wanting to do something, anything to help Emilie. They peppered her with suggestions. Can we bring in meals? Babysit the kids? Contact our pastor—or a lawyer?

				But despite their insistence, Emilie said at this point there was nothing she needed or wanted them to do. Besides pray. “And don’t you see?” she pointed out, simply. “It’s cooking, laundry, and even having the kids right there, underfoot, that I need right now. Anything to help keep me busy. Busy enough that I don’t think too much. Or feel too much.”

				They reassured her repeatedly of their love and prayers, their desire that Emilie call them tomorrow, emphasizing to call whenever she needed them. Each took a turn pulling her into a firm hug—all but Maureen making a point to look into Emilie’s eyes before parting—and then they sent her on her way.

				Vanessa and Maureen spoke little at first as they drove back to the church, both overwhelmed with Emilie’s news, lost in the enormity of it all. Finally Maureen was so uncomfortable with the void that she spoke up, confessing.

				“I’ve been so selfish, Vanessa, thinking about my own silly problems when Emilie has this. Did you suspect … did you see it coming?”

				“Oh, Maureen. No, not at all, though like I told you—Ed had been bugging me lately. But I doubt that anyone saw this coming.”

				“I feel bad about the way we talked about Emilie …”

				Vanessa turned to Maureen, shaking her head. “Look, we’re not gonna wallow in guilt, because we didn’t know, did we?”

				Maureen agreed, reluctantly. “There’s just one more thing. Yesterday, when I was on the phone with Emilie. I think she was about to tell me … to admit there was dissension or distance or discord … something she was feeling between her and Ed. And I cut her off, Vanessa. I was so caught up in my own problems that I—”

				“Maureen, again: You didn’t know. I bet anything yesterday you had no idea what Emilie was going to say on the phone when that happened, did you?” When Maureen didn’t immediately respond, Vanessa pressed her, “Did you?”

				“I guess not. Not really.”

				“And what did you mean by ‘cut her off’?”

				“Oh, the kids were arguing.”

				“So you weren’t cutting off Emilie to go watch soaps and eat bon-bons?”

				Maureen grinned, sheepishly.

				“And I saw your face, Mo, when Emilie told us about Ed. You were just as blown away as Sherry and I.”

				Maureen nodded. “Yeah. Oh my gosh, Nessa. It still … I still can’t believe it’s real.”

				“You couldn’t have stopped it, Maureen, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

				Vanessa turned into the church parking lot, pulled into the space next to Maureen’s van. She turned to face Maureen, reached over to take her hand. “The only one who could’ve stopped this—how I wish I were a cussing woman at times like this—this you-know-what from happening to Emilie was Ed himself.”

				“Ed. How could he? Talk about making no sense. After all these years … all they’ve been through together. How could he just throw it all away?”

				“The kids. Doesn’t your heart just break for them? What does this say to them? About God?”

				They reached out to each other, clasping in a hug of desperation. When they finally pulled apart, Vanessa stared off into the distance, wistfully asking, “All those years ago when we first met, could we ever have envisioned that—that any of our lives would’ve taken the paths that we’ve been down?”

				Maureen thought of Sherry … and now Emilie. But she also heard Colleen’s strident accusation, and the pain of it was fresh again, causing her to wince. “No, I wouldn’t. Never.” Colleen. Maureen jumped as though startled from a daydream. “What time is it? If I’m late picking up Colleen—”

				“What? She’ll stop speaking to you? With teens, that could be a definite plus—” Vanessa stopped, seeing the very real look of panic on Maureen’s face.

				“Oh no, it’s two thirty already. I have to run.”

				“Maureen? We’ll get through this. The three of us will get Emilie through this.”

				Maureen nodded. But the hand she used to open her door was shaking.

				When Bill walked in the door later, Maureen moved immediately into his arms, only able to say, “Oh, Bill. You just won’t believe it.”

				Alarmed, he held her out from him, searching her face, asking, “What? What’s happened? Are the kids—?”

				Maureen quickly put a finger to her lips, gesturing toward Aubrey. “Shh. The kids are fine.” With a nod toward the hallway, she beckoned for Bill to follow her.

				They nearly ran right into Colleen standing in her bedroom’s doorway, shooting Maureen an accusatory glare. “The Estebans are getting a divorce, aren’t they,” Colleen said. A statement, not a question.

				Bill looked over at Maureen, his expression obviously asking if it were true. She merely shook her head slightly.

				“How did you—?” Bill questioned Colleen.

				“Eddie. He told me about the other woman a month ago.” Noting Maureen’s shocked response, Colleen added, “You mean Mrs. Esteban didn’t know this was coming before today? She didn’t catch on?” Colleen rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe she was dumb enough to—”

				“Colleen, that’s quite enough.” Bill’s sharp correction silenced her immediately. “Don’t you have homework to do? Then get busy on it.” Colleen obeyed, but as she turned to go back into her room she shot her mother an accusing look.

				Bill pulled Maureen into their bedroom, shutting the door behind them. “Tell me this is just a rumor.”

				“It’s no rumor, Bill. I saw Emilie at lunch.” Her voice sounded far away to her ears, as though it were someone else speaking. “Ed’s already hired a lawyer.”

				Bill sat on the bed, staring at the floor. When he finally looked up at Maureen, he appeared stricken. “I can’t … this can’t be true.” Holding his arms wide, Bill pulled her into his embrace, where they clung to each other. Mumbling angrily, he choked out, “I just want to … to punch him. Beat some sense into him.”

				He started pulling off his tie, continuing to mutter to himself, and Maureen got up and leaned against the dresser. She wrapped her arms around her torso, as though hugging herself. She stared down at the carpet and the familiar pattern of roses and vines.

				“Ed’ll eventually come to his senses, Mo. I’ve got to believe that.” He poked his head out of the closet, attempting to make eye contact. “But honestly, even if it does happen—a divorce, I mean—God will take care of Emilie and the kids. They won’t be the first couple we’ve known to divorce. And not the first in your group of friends. Sherry’s doing okay, isn’t she?”

				“Sherry doesn’t have four children, Bill.”

				“But they’re all believers now, aren’t they? Even the youngest?” Bill disappeared back into the closet again.

				Maureen was surprised by the retort that flitted across her own mind. Like that guarantees they’ll all live happily ever after?

				“Maureen?”

				“I want you to tell me that we’ll be okay,” Maureen said softly, wistfully, as she traced the pattern of the carpet with her bare toes.

				Bill hadn’t heard, but she could hear the sounds of his pulling on jeans. When he came out again, he asked, “Did you speak with Colleen?”

				Maureen slowly shook her head. “I couldn’t bring it up in the car, with Aubrey there. And then Colleen’s been busy with homework ever since we got home.”

				He shot her a look.

				“I can’t talk about Colleen now. All this with Emilie and Ed has made me feel so … insecure.” Staring down at the carpet still, afraid to meet his eyes. Calmly, flatly, she stated, “I want to see a counselor.” After she spoke the words, she recognized the familiar yet odd sensation of feeling detached, as though hearing her own voice from a distance.

				Bill scoffed. “Where on earth did that come from? If you’re feeling a little insecure then—”

				“Actually, I didn’t say a little. I feel … shattered, Bill. I don’t understand why, but it feels like every single area of my life is falling apart into these tiny little pieces. I’m trying to grab at them and collect them up, but I can’t because they’re falling everywhere. They keep slipping through my fingers, away from my grasp.”

				“Look, just because Emilie and Ed might be getting a divorce, that doesn’t have anything to do with us.”

				“No?” Her voice rose in inflection. “Emilie was clueless, but Eddie knew about his dad’s affair? A month ago. Well, Colleen is certainly picking up something that—”

				“Maureen. That’s enough. If you’re insinuating that I’m having an affair, then you do need to see a counselor because you’re—”

				“Hallucinating and probably losing my mind. I know that. And I know you’re not having an affair, Bill.” She chuckled. “It’s me. I admit it. I’m clueless. I don’t know who Ed Esteban is, obviously. I clearly don’t know my own daughter either.”

				Maureen paused, caught the motion of Bill’s clenching and unclenching jaw. He stood before the window and stared out, back perfectly straight, hands on hips.

				“Most of all,” she whispered, “I don’t know who I am anymore. Maybe I never knew. But I think it’s time I found out.”

				Maureen stood up and reached for the door, but Bill grabbed her arm, restraining her. “Look, we’ll talk about this later, okay?” His tone was soothing, patronizing. “No one in my family has ever seen a counselor. We’re not going to start that sort of thing now. Maureen, there’s nothing here that the two of us can’t work out together.”

				She looked up into his eyes. Noted the firm set of his chin. His unblinking stare. But she said nothing.

				“Okay, how about this? How about if you talk with Pastor Johnson? I bet he could tell you how to help Emilie—tell you how to organize meals or something. Whatever. And that would make you feel better, wouldn’t it?”

				“You think making food is going to solve this for Emilie? And what about Colleen? You and me? What about my feelings, Bill?”

				“Aren’t we being just a tad overdramatic? Good grief, I’ll talk with Colleen. We’ll work this out, for cryin’ out loud.” He pulled her into his arms again, rubbed her back. “Look, honey. We’re going through a tough time. We’ve got a—I’ll admit it—a teen with a capital A attitude. Our friends are in crisis. And it’s putting you and me on edge.” Once again he pushed her away from him so he could look into her eyes. “But we’ll get through this, okay? I promise you. We don’t need a stranger meddling in our … our lives. Okay?”

				Maureen sighed. Nodded her head, acquiescing.

				“Also, since I’m an elder at church and—”

				“Ironically, so is Ed.”

				He ignored the comment, continued, “If you were to go see a counselor, well, can’t you see how this would play out before the community? On the heels of Ed and Emilie? You know how that would look.”

				“My understanding is that a professional counselor would never reveal confidences. Isn’t that a legal requirement?”

				Bill sighed, shifted his gaze away before admitting, “Yes. But you know this area of town, Mo. Someone might see you going and then—”

				“So now we get to the issue.”

				“Maureen, that’s not fair.”

				“It’s just like Colleen said. She accused me of fretting about my image, and now it’s come back to me full circle, hasn’t it? Guess I deserved this.”

				“I’m just asking you to consider how this will affect all four of us. Isn’t this a rather selfish desire on your part? You’re already gone two mornings a week in the shop. You’re busy with church. When do you have time for sessions with a counselor?”

				Maureen rubbed her eyes, pushed away from him. “I need to get dinner going.”

				“I thought we were making a decision here?”

				Her eyes bored into his for only a split second. “You’re right that I just don’t have the time, Bill.”

				“So we’ll work this out—just us, together?”

				“We’ll work it out.”

				It was yet another evening of Colleen’s self-imposed silence, but in a strange way, Maureen welcomed it. Reading and praying with both girls took the last bit of energy she had at her disposal, and she fell asleep minutes after she’d collapsed into bed, not even hearing the annoying click of the remote.

				Only to awaken at 1:17 a.m. Instantly, wide awake.

				One thought after another bullied for priority in her mind. She worried about Colleen, and what they were to do. How to handle her in a way that wouldn’t push her further away from them. And where is she spiritually? Maureen’s heart wondered. Her worries then turned to Emilie. In their bed—by herself. Maureen was tempted to cuddle up to Bill’s back for the sense of security he would instantly provide, but she couldn’t lie still long, was afraid she’d only awaken him also. There was certainly no sense in both of them worrying needlessly at this hour.

				When she was convinced a good amount of time had passed, she looked up at the clock. 1:35. Sighing, she knew there was no hope of drifting back to sleep.

				Maureen gently lifted the covers and eased out of bed. She was slipping into her robe when Bill’s voice startled her.

				“What’re you doing?” he mumbled.

				“Can’t sleep. Sorry I woke you. Go back to sleep, okay?” She padded out of the room, barefoot, and closed the door gently behind her. For a moment, Maureen stood at the door and listened. Not hearing any further movement from Bill, she assumed he’d drifted off again.

				Typical man, she fumed to herself. No matter what worrisome events are happening, he can sleep like the dead.

				Maureen paused at Aubrey’s door. It was wide open, the nightlight in the corner casting a soft glow against the light lavender walls. She couldn’t resist the urge to stand there a moment, watching. One arm was thrown casually up over the pillow, the dimpled fingers open, relaxed. Her other hand held Rabbit, tucking the worn toy under her chin.

				Walking farther down the hallway to Colleen’s room, Maureen stopped at the closed door and put her hand on the doorknob. She hesitated, debating. Finally she turned it, hoping to find it wasn’t locked against her. The knob easily moved in her hand.

				While Aubrey’s positioning had conveyed peaceful sleep, Colleen’s was the exact opposite. Feeling heartache for her daughter, Maureen took in how the covers had been completely tossed aside, the arms that were tensed, both fists clenched. Knees drawn up to her chin in fetal position. A frown drew Colleen’s mouth downward, a deep line creased between her delicate brows. Unhappiness was sleeping there with her.

				Maureen pushed the door open a bit farther, and slipped into the room. Knelt by Colleen’s bed where she poured out her heart to God—silently moving her lips, but sometimes falling into whispers in her urgency. She pleaded with God for her daughter’s heart, begging him to forgive her for how she’d failed Colleen. For her hypocrisy and weaknesses and how she hadn’t been the example she desired to be.

				Tears had wet her cheeks when she felt a faint touch on her arm. Opening her eyes, it took a moment of adjusting to the dim light from the moon before she saw her daughter staring back at her. Colleen bit her lip, and then blurted out, “Mom?”

				“Oh, Colleen, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

				“No, it’s okay. I’m glad you did, ’cause I was having a nightmare.” She wiped at her nose and then rubbed her eyes. “I can’t even remember what it was. But I know I was really afraid and then—then I heard you.” Colleen paused a moment, and noticeably shivered. “Mom, I’ve felt so awful lately.”

				“You’re cold. We’d better get you back under the covers, sweetie.” Colleen allowed Maureen to tuck her in, easing her back onto her pillow and pulling up rumpled sheets and bedspread. Maureen took her time, relishing the moment of peace between them, and then she sat next to her daughter, leaning forward with a hand on either side of Colleen. “Now. You’ve felt awful, how? Are you sick?” Maureen reached toward her forehead to check for a temperature, but Colleen shook her head, dodging.

				“No … no, it’s not that. It’s other stuff.” She hesitated and then blurted out, “Mr. and Mrs. Esteban. Are they … are they gonna be okay?”

				Maureen leaned back, and sighed. How she wished she could tell her daughter everything would be fine. And that the “good” she hoped to come from all this would protect Colleen from the tentacles of pain that were reaching out, threatening all who knew Emilie. “I don’t know, sweetie. I just don’t know. I do know this, though. That God is still God. He wasn’t surprised by this—like we all were. And he’s still in control, even though it might not seem like it right now.”

				“When I heard you talking with Miss Mann—”

				“What on earth did you overhear, Colleen? I have no idea what—”

				Colleen rushed on, anxious to get it all out now, under the protection of the dark room. “It was a verse from Matthew something, the one about ‘denying yourself and following me.’ You know how it goes.”

				“Yeah, I remember discussing that.”

				“Miss Mann was talking loud enough for me to hear.”

				Maureen smiled. “I remember she was a bit intense. She’d heard a preacher, someone on the radio, I think. Sherry can get pretty excited.”

				“She was saying that verse didn’t mean you have to be a doormat.” Colleen bit her lip again. “Mom, don’t take this bad. But sometimes you—”

				“What?” Maureen leaned away from Colleen, instinctively braced herself.

				“You started using this tone.” She grimaced. “It’s like you’re that icky computerized voice the doctor’s office uses. You know, the one they put on your answering machine to remind you about an appointment? It’s so totally fake.”

				Maureen could feel the tension creeping back to claim her again. “Colleen, that’s not—”

				“And then you said … you said something like ‘a wife should be a servant,’ and ‘we’re supposed to deny ourselves for our family.’” She frowned again. “In that voice.”

				Unsure of what Colleen was accusing, Maureen offered, “Well, that’s true.”

				Colleen’s eyes flew wide open. “That’s it—that’s the voice, Mom.” 

				Maureen’s head flinched as though she’d been splashed with ice water, and she felt a stab of pain in her neck from the reflexive action. Irritably, she returned, “But that’s what the Bible says, Colleen. And well, that’s the way it should be.” She reached up to rub the base of her neck.

				“But Mom. There’s gotta be a difference between serving. And being a doormat. ’Cause Eddie and I think his mom—”

				“Colleen. You and Eddie have no right to … Eddie especially, nor you … you’re not being respectful. And Miss Mann wasn’t saying that … she wasn’t even talking about Mrs. Esteban.” Maureen stood suddenly, fussing with the covers, retucking the sheet into hospital corners. “You need to get back to sleep or … or you’ll be sick tomorrow.”

				“I knew it.”

				“What?”

				“I knew you wouldn’t listen.” Colleen pulled the bedspread up over her eyes and flipped over toward the wall.

				“That’s not fair, Colleen. I did so listen. I just disagree.”

				From beneath the covers, a mumbled, “Whatever.”

				Maureen started to reach forward, longing to touch the top of her daughter’s head, but then hesitated. And decided not to. She stared down at Colleen for a few more moments and turned to go, softly closing the door behind her. Another quick peek into Aubrey’s room proved they hadn’t awakened her; she was still sleeping soundly. Then Maureen jumped at the sudden press of soft fur at her feet.

				“Oh, Bobo. You up too?” She reached down to pick him up, felt him squirm in her arms, the telltale sign that he was happily wagging his tail. “Okay, we’ll cheat this one time. But don’t you dare let Daddy know what we’ve done or you’ll get me into trouble.”

				Once more she walked softly toward Aubrey’s doorway. She tiptoed into the room, depositing Bobo on the bed where he immediately padded around in three circles and curled up in the bend of the back of Aubrey’s knees. Besides a lap, his favorite place to cuddle.

				Maureen smiled, thinking how delighted Aubrey would be to discover him there when she woke. At least maybe one of my daughters will be happy with me tomorrow morning, she thought.

				Back in bed, Maureen finally drifted off to sleep, but she still tossed and turned, waking nearly every hour to stare at the bedside clock that had become an enemy. And each time Maureen woke, she would turn to face the window and—stubbornly, even compulsively—search for another of those elusive stars.
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				In the intervening weeks, Maureen’s very spirit felt as though it were slowly draining away. Every area of her life shouted that she had failed—as a wife, a mother, a friend. Her routine forced her to get up every morning and go through her day. Household chores that kept the Roberts family functioning adequately, volunteering at church and school, and her work at the beads shop all had lists of “to-dos” that at least provided form and purpose. Mentally crossing another thing off the list, she knew these tasks had no more meaning than buying a loaf of bread. But they kept her moving. Doing something.

				Other events had also become routine, despite Maureen’s desperate (pathetic? she asked and subsequently convicted herself) efforts to prevent their reoccurrence: her own frequent bouts with insomnia (and staring out the window at stars), Colleen’s either silent treatment or open disdain for her mo-ther, Emilie’s steady decline toward depression, the gang’s ineffectual and listless get-togethers, and Maureen’s continued strained relationship with Bill. No matter what she did, it seemed Maureen couldn’t help any of those who appeared to need it most.

				Only Aubrey’s usual delight with a day—any day, no matter how ordinary—provided occasions for Maureen to catch her breath. To get up and think Maybe this will be the day that life changes. A turn to better days is inevitable, isn’t it? Just like the night watchman waits for the morning in the book of Psalms. He trusts the morning will come, eventually.

				Unfortunately, this is not the day that will happen, Maureen thought miserably, staring out at the car bumpers that stretched into the distance for miles. The drive to the shop was, for whatever reason, even worse than usual. Traffic was so backed up that she was creeping forward by mere inches, from block to block, traffic light to traffic light. Tempers flared, horns honked in aggravation and hand motions were in plentiful supply. Feeling short-tempered herself, Maureen’s thoughts drifted back to the heated discussion she and Bill had months ago when she first brought up the subject of “The Job.” How she’d mentioned it mostly on a whim, assuming it would be a fun distraction. Not thinking about the consequences of shuttling Aubrey around, that she’d have considerably less free time. Or that she’d be in the teeth of morning rush hour every time she drove to the shop. Bill had responded skeptically, insinuating it was more than she could handle. And with that gauntlet thrown, suddenly Maureen desperately wanted the job to prove that she could handle it quite well, thank you. Armed with the support and arguments the gang had supplied, Maureen had worn Bill down until he’d given in. But he’d made it abundantly clear he expected it to be a short-lived venture.

				Maureen sighed and her shoulders dropped. With the passing weeks—especially the last few—the novelty of the job had worn off. But how do I quit now without looking like a failure this way also? she asked herself. I refuse to give Bill a reason to be smug. I’ve got to stick it out, no matter how much Jennifer grates on me.

				Jennifer. Her coworker had been a sarcastic nemesis from the moment Maureen admitted she was a Christian. Openly skeptical and even critical, Jennifer never missed an opportunity to point out and gloat over the latest scandals, from the pastor caught at the adult-video store to the wealthy member at First Church who admitted to tax fraud. Jennifer rooted out hypocrisy with a devotion verging on addiction; the more she found, the happier she became. And the more intent she was to root out the next public revelation. It put Maureen constantly on edge, defensive. Carefully choosing every word she uttered, she had vowed to live beyond reproach. 

				Finally past the worst of the traffic and onto the short stretch of open road a couple miles from the shop, Maureen granted her building irritation full reign by ignoring the speed limit—which proved disastrous. The second she saw the flashing red and blue lights in her rearview mirror she knew it was too late to hit the brakes. One hundred dollars. Bill’s going to have a fit. Reasoning, pleading, even tears hadn’t guilted the officer into giving her a mere warning. And that meant she was even later getting to work.

				By the time she used her key to open the shop’s door, Jennifer greeted her by quipping, “So you decided to come in today after all?”

				“Sorry. I got stopped by a police officer.” The honest admission was out of her mouth before she could stop it. Big mistake, Maureen.

				Jennifer’s eyes lit up. “You got a ticket? Miss Goody Two-Shoes who never does anything illegal got a real ticket?”

				Maureen stooped to put her purse behind the counter, decided to let most of the dig pass. “Yes. Happy?”

				“Just surprised, that’s all.” She leaned forward on the counter, resting her head on the palms of her hands like a child eagerly waiting to be told a story. “What’d you do, anyway?”

				Maureen sighed, responded as though she were already bored with the topic. “I was speeding.”

				“By how much?”

				“Is this inquisition really necessary? Fifteen miles over, if you must know.”

				“Ouch. Bet the ticket’s a doozy.” Jennifer raised her brows in curiosity, waiting for Maureen to reveal the price for her indiscretion.

				“Don’t we have a group coming in first thing this morning?”

				“Yup.” Jennifer glanced up at the clock. “In about ten minutes. That’s plenty of time.”

				“We’d better get busy.” Maureen went into the back room to do setup. Used her finger to count chairs around the table. “Only eight. Bring a couple more chairs from the closet, will you?” She began cleaning up leftover beads and wire from the night before, wanting the room to look neat for this morning’s party.

				“Had a dental appointment yesterday to get my teeth cleaned,” Jennifer shouted from the other room. “This morning my mouth is so sore.”

				Maureen ignored her. She wasn’t in the mood for chitchat. 

				“You know why?”

				Maureen jumped in surprise, for Jennifer was now right behind her.

				“Because I got one of those Christian hygienists with serious repressed anger issues.”

				Maureen stopped working long enough to give Jennifer a dramatic frown.

				“So what do we do? We put a dangerously sharp metal instrument in her hands—purportedly to clean the tartar off teeth—and essentially give her permission to—”

				“Jennifer.”

				“Bet she’s sexually repressed too.”

				“That’s quite—”

				The jingle of the bell over the door and laughing, excited voices interrupted them. Maureen immediately clicked into working mode. “I’m going to welcome them. Give them the instructions. You finish getting everything set up in here, okay?” Without waiting for an answer, she turned and went to greet the party of women.

				They were an amiable group, ten neighbors from a nearby subdivision on a creative break from their weekly bunco game. Maureen gave them the usual tour of the shop, pointing out the various types of beads, patterns they could follow, the jewelry possibilities of necklaces, earrings, bracelets, or other options like bookmarks and key chains. Excited to start, the women weren’t especially attentive, but that was to be expected. Maureen knew they’d have more questions once they were actually making their projects; she’d be available and willing to help however she could.

				Discovering she had a knack for putting together pretty jewelry came as a surprise to Maureen. Women always noticed when she wore one of her own creations, exclaiming over its uniqueness and coordinated colors. Working with the beads and the constant possibility of new designs fueled Maureen’s desire to be at the shop regularly. What she hadn’t accounted for was the tedium of the job itself: keeping the shop clean, including the monotony of putting hundreds of beads into the correct storage areas. Dealing with customers with limited or no talent at creating something remotely pretty or wearable. Dealing with … Jennifer.

				Most of the women were seated around the table, quietly working when one of them snickered. “Some juicy news. Many of you know Ed Esteban, don’t you?”

				Maureen immediately stiffened and held her breath. She could feel her face flushing, so she busied herself with a project, looking down.

				“I heard. Appears Ed’s found himself … well, a newer model, shall we say?”

				Titters of laughter followed. Maureen’s flush deepened, her heart noticeably pounding in her chest.

				“Divorcing?”

				“In the works, I hear. Wonder if he’ll marry this woman and have four more kids?”

				“He’s leaving her with four kids? The louse.”

				“Oh, yeah. Four little Estebans—all with names beginning with an E, after Ed and Emilie. Dedicated father. Upstanding church member and leader.” The speaker looked up, and Maureen caught a spark of delight in her eyes. Maureen noticed Jennifer was now hanging on every word too. “Only this time he’s backed up the alphabet by one letter. Any more kiddos gotta have names beginning with a D this time around.”

				Laughter erupted, with several exclamations of “Oh, Jan. You’re terrible.”

				Maureen had been threading beads onto a wire, but her movements were so unsteady that, after three unsuccessful tries at threading a single turquoise bead, she was intensely aware of those near her, worried they might notice. She put the bead and thread down and rising from her stool, leaned over to whisper in Jennifer’s ear, “I’m not feeling well. Think you can handle this?” Without giving Jennifer a chance to respond, she went on, “Call Mrs. Sandler if you have any problems. And please tell her that I got ill. That I had to leave.”

				Jennifer looked puzzled, opened her mouth to respond, but Maureen immediately turned on her heel. After grabbing her purse, she was out the door before Jennifer could get out more than, “Maureen? Can’t you—?” Jennifer turned to the group of women and shrugged her shoulders.

				Not until Maureen had turned the keys in the ignition and pulled out of her parking place did she let the dam break. She allowed the pent-up tears to flow, and her heart pounded even harder, though she wouldn’t have thought that possible. Her hands were shaking so badly that she gripped the steering wheel as hard as she could, hoping that would make the involuntary movements stop. Instead, when she lifted one hand off the wheel to test it, the entire hand shook as if she were elderly and frail.

				She quickly donned sunglasses to hide her tears and turned the air conditioning on high to drown out the accentuated hiccups that accompanied her staggered breathing. Though traffic had thinned considerably, the drive home felt interminable, mostly because she was alone with her thoughts. There was nothing you could do, she told herself. You work there; it wasn’t appropriate to interrupt. But the more she attempted to reassure herself, the faster the tears came.

				Once inside the relative safety of her kitchen, Maureen leaned against the door—appreciating the solidness of it—that she could symbolically shut out the world. She finally calmed her breathing and tears simply because she was emotionally and physically spent. Immediately searching for the new bag of coffee in the pantry, she went through the mindless motions of making a pot. Then, gratefully plopping into the soft cushioned chair at the kitchen bar, she clutched a mug in her hands, breathing in its rich aroma before sipping. The soothing quiet of the house was a rare gift, and Maureen knew she needed to make the most of it while she could. Too soon she’d need to go pick up Aubrey. And Colleen.

				Mechanically, she reached for her Bible and the devotional book she’d been dutifully reading, turning to the selected passage for the day, 2 Peter 1:19–21:

				“And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.”

				Maureen’s thoughts immediately flew to the display of stars she stared at each night as sleep eluded her. The scene had become almost a painted picture in her mind’s eye—the stars framed by the casing around her window. She recalled the brightest stars and the dim ones, those she could only catch glimpses of in her peripheral vision.

				“Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”

				She skimmed through the offered commentary. The notes about the inspiration of Scripture, how both God and man were actively involved in the process. Knowing the phrase morning star was not the central thrust of the passage, Maureen still kept coming back to it, couldn’t let go of the nagging feeling that there was something more here. Something waiting to be uncovered. Until finally, she gave in to her curiosity and headed for their home office.

				Sitting before the computer, she mused, “Okay … Google … what shall I type in? Think I’ll try ‘information about stars.’ That’s a start.”

				She skimmed through the list, chose “Basic Facts about Star Gazing,” and clicked.

				She read about an anomaly called averted vision. According to the website, the term explained why some particularly distant stars vanished in your direct gaze. That’s it. She read out loud: “‘The star seems to disappear when you look straight at it, but if you avert your vision—when you look to one side or the other—then you’re able to see the star again. The anomaly happens because the faint light of the star reaches a more sensitive part of the retina, allowing you to detect it.’”

				Maureen sat back, absentmindedly chewing on a cuticle, pondering the significance of her discovery. Then Bobo brought her attention back to the mundane, stretching himself up to scratch her bare foot. “Need to go outside? As always, great timing, little one.” She unlocked and opened the back door, depositing Bobo outside. And caught a flash of blue.

				Maureen turned toward the birdhouse and discovered a male bluebird perched on top. Mesmerized, she took in the entire scene. Noted bits of lint in his beak, remnants from a dryer vent. And then, to Maureen’s ultimate delight, he fluttered into the birdhouse. Was out of sight for only a few seconds before he flew out of the small round hole—and was off again. Obviously in search of more materials for building a nest.

				The female soon followed, carrying a twig that Maureen doubted would fit through the hole. But as she watched, enchanted by every move the bird made and smiling in her delight, the female skillfully maneuvered the twig into her home.

				“Bobo,” she cried out, sweeping the startled dog up into the air. “The bluebirds are moving in! They’re making our little house a home.”

				Maybe now … maybe this is the turn I’ve been hoping for, she excitedly thought to herself, the ringing of the phone intruding into her raised hopes. Running inside to catch it in time, panting in her excitement, Maureen grabbed the receiver from its cradle. And then—she couldn’t help herself—she moved to the window so she could continue watching the busy papa and mama.

				“Hello?”

				“Maureen? It’s me. Emilie. Surprised I got you. Thought I’d have to leave a message, that you’d still be at work.”

				“No, um, long story.” Maureen felt instantly uncomfortable, as if Emilie could see into her memories of the morning, read her thoughts. She felt herself blush in shame all over again. “What’s up?”

				“You won’t believe it. God’s answered our prayers. Mo—he’s come home. Ed came home for good last night, can you believe it? I just can’t wait to tell everyone about it tomorrow. Won’t it be fun?—I can hardly wait.” Emilie was nearly babbling, giddy in her excitement.

				“Em, that’s … wow, that’s wonderful news.”

				“He says he realized what a horrible mistake it all was. Missed the kids. Hated the motel room and being away from us.”

				Maureen gathered her thoughts, seeking the best way to obtain delicate information. “You mean he’s moved back into the house? Clothes and everything?”

				“Yes, he has. His razor’s back where it belongs. I even tripped over his sneakers this morning and it made me cry out of happiness.”

				“But do you mean … I mean … did he?”

				“If you mean”—she coyly giggled—“did he move back into our bedroom? Oh yes. And we are really serious about having another baby now. Isn’t that great news too?”

				Maureen slumped against the wall, mouth dropping open, struggling to find words that Emilie would want to hear. “Um, sure, Emilie, what an answer to so many prayers.”

				“I’ve got to run. Just couldn’t wait another moment to tell someone. What luck that I found you home. Oh, and don’t call Sherry—she’s been so critical of Ed—or breathe a word to Vanessa yet either. I want to tell them myself—see their faces. What fun. We’re meeting at that fish place near St. John’s pass, right?” Without waiting for an answer, Emilie trilled on. She was nearly babbling again. “That reminds me. I want to fix something special for dinner. What do you think? Steaks? Or should I make lasagna? Ed loves that recipe his mom passed along to me.”

				Emilie didn’t give Maureen a chance to answer. “I probably won’t have time to do lasagna or the Spanish dish. Better stick with the steaks. I made an appointment to get a manicure. And a hair cut. Can you tell I plan on looking good when Ed gets home?”

				Emilie finally stopped to catch her breath—granting Maureen the opportunity to jump into the void. “Em, this is wonderful news, it really is. So, did you and Ed talk about counseling? I know you told me you didn’t want to go by yourself. But shouldn’t both of you go now?”

				There was an awkward pause. When Emilie finally did speak her tone was noticeably more subdued. “Ed and I discussed it. And we don’t think that’s necessary now, Maureen. I thought that would be pretty obvious, given the circumstances.”

				Maureen clamped her jaw shut, willing herself not to react hastily.

				“God’s worked a miracle in Ed’s heart, and he’s said he’s sorry. As a Christian, I’m to forgive him. Simple as that.”

				“But how can you not …?” Emilie cleared her throat loudly, and Maureen, sensing the indication of unwanted advice, immediately stopped. She’d overstepped her bounds.

				Emilie’s voice was icy now. “I would’ve thought you’d only be happy for me, Maureen.”

				“Oh, I am, Emilie. I’m really sorry, I was just …” she groped for the right words to say, anything that would heal the ugly break she’d caused in the midst of her friend’s joy. “Oh, Em. I’m just worried for you—that you could get hurt again. Please forgive me if I’ve offended you.”

				“I know you want to help, Mo, I really do.” The tension in Emilie’s voice eased, but it was replaced by weariness. “It’s just that everyone has advice for me. And everyone’s way is the right way, you know? The Christian way. Ed and I need to do what’s best for us. Can you understand that?”

				“I guess Sherry, Vanessa, and I can be a bit overbearing, huh?”

				“You all mean well.”

				“Then can you believe I mean well about you and Ed talking with someone? Tell you what.” Some nagging stubbornness pushed her to persist. “Could you just think about it?”

				“I’ll tell you why it’s not necessary, Maureen, if you really need to know.” Emilie’s voice broke, her emotions were so close to the surface. “I don’t need a counselor or anyone else to tell me it was my fault, okay? Is that what you wanted to hear? That everything was my fault because … because I wasn’t the wife that Ed needed me to be. I failed him.”

				Maureen started to disagree, but the words caught in her throat, for her own heart convicted her of the same guilt. Aren’t you failing as a mom? As a wife? And only moments ago … you let Emilie down too.

				Emilie took in Maureen’s silence. “I knew you thought that. All along I knew you blamed me.”

				Too late, Maureen found her voice. “No. I didn’t mean … honestly, you misunderstood, Emilie! I was too busy thinking about my own issues. It’s about … about Colleen and Bill and me … and I couldn’t—I can’t share that.”

				“Can’t share what? Why?”

				“Because it’s too … it’s just too—”

				“Oh, please. You’re embarrassed? While my life is displayed like a tawdry soap opera and everyone’s busy gossiping about me?” 

				Again Maureen was reminded of the women at the shop and she closed her eyes, attempting to shut out the ugly statements. The cruel laughter. But more so—the void of what she didn’t say in defense of her friend.

				“What on earth do you have to be embarrassed about, Maureen? And why couldn’t you confide in me—your closest friend—or at least, I thought so?”

				“Emilie, you are my best friend. And I was—”

				But Emilie hammered on as though Maureen hadn’t uttered a word. “Let me guess: It would’ve unmasked you, right? Couldn’t have Maureen looking bad, now could we? Besides, whatever you were dealing with, it sure didn’t look as nasty compared to poor ole Emilie, huh? I’m sure you were too busy helping me too, judging me and mine. Even you.”

				“Oh, Emilie, no. I wasn’t … I didn’t mean that.”

				“I think I’d better go, Maureen. I’ve already said far too much. And tell you what. How ’bout you try to find a smidgen of happiness for me before we meet for lunch tomorrow. Could you do that for me? Bye.”

				“Emilie, wait—please let me try to explain.” But she heard only the harsh finality of the dial tone.

				She had just sat down in the kitchen, morosely putting head in hands when the phone rang again. Eagerly she grabbed it, hoping it might be Emilie calling back to patch things up.

				“Em?”

				“No, sorry to disappoint you.” Bill’s voice fortunately revealed only humor.

				“Oh, hi, honey. I had a … well, a strained conversation with Emilie a few minutes ago. I was hoping it was her again … that we could … well, fix things.”

				“Sorry to hear that.”

				“She called to share her good news: Ed moved back home last night.”

				“Wow. That is great news. So what on earth were you arguing about?”

				“I never said it was an argument!”

				“O-kay,” Bill said, clearly changing his tone. “Then what were you discussing?”

				“That she’s taken him back without any … with nothing, no consequences. He said he’s sorry and they’re carrying on like nothing’s happened now. Bill, they’re even talking again about having another baby.”

				“Sounds a bit premature.”

				“A bit—? Bill, there should be consequences for what Ed’s done. And they both need to see a counselor.”

				Bill’s silence stunned her. With an unsteady voice, she defensively offered, “I can’t believe you’d think Emilie should’ve immediately welcomed Ed back into their home, literally with open arms. And I take it you don’t agree they need counseling?”

				Another pause, long enough to make Maureen wonder again what Bill was thinking. “Let’s just say I don’t think counseling’s the miracle answer to everything,” he said.

				“Bill, I never said that—” She stopped, rubbed the base of her neck. Took a moment to gather her thoughts. “You know how it feels we’re relating lately? Like how your beard feels against my cheek when you haven’t shaved.” A lump formed in her throat, reaction to the intrusion of the sudden intimacy. Maureen swallowed, and when she spoke next her words were softer. “We’ve been grating against each other, Bill. And I just don’t know … I’m so tired … and …” She let her voice fade away and subconsciously held her breath.

				The silence became a living force.

				When Bill finally broke into it, he spoke in a near monotone. “I called to tell you that I’ll be home late tonight. A nasty virus is going around. The waiting room’s packed. And after office hours, I’ve got a boatload of paperwork waiting.”

				Maureen was tempted to echo the flatness, but chose otherwise. “Can I drop by your office later? Bring you something to eat?”

				“Don’t bother. I’ve got some leftovers here I can heat up. I need to go, the staff’s waiting.” 

				Once again she heard the abrupt sound of the dial tone. Mechanically reaching for her coffee, she made a face as she discovered it was tepid. And when she took the mug to pour the ruined coffee into the sink, the salt of a few tears mixed with it.

				After a dinner with little acknowledgment from Colleen that her mom and sister existed—and the complete opposite from Aubrey, who assumed they wanted to hear her chatter on about every aspect of her day—Maureen decided it was time to be more forceful with her elder daughter. “Colleen, how about if you load the dishes into the dishwasher while I give Aubrey a bath?”

				“I don’t wanna bath. I don’t wanna go to bed.”

				Maureen ignored Aubrey’s outburst.

				“Mom, I have like a ton of homework to do. I need to get seriously busy, right now.”

				“Weren’t you on the Internet when you came home? You had time for that.”

				Colleen glared at her mother, but Maureen ignored her as she rinsed a washcloth to clean up Aubrey.

				“I don’t believe this. This isn’t fair—I have stuff to do.”

				“So do I. I need to give your sister a bath.”

				Aubrey, her own battle temporarily forgotten, centered her total attention on the conflict between mother and sister. She was so focused on Colleen’s next move that she sat uncharacteristically still while Maureen wiped her hands and face, only squirming when Maureen’s head blocked a clear view of her sister.

				Out of the corner of her eye, Maureen caught a glimpse of Colleen, who’d added full-scale bodily revolt to the earlier steely glare. She stood ramrod straight, arms crossed in front of her chest, muscles twitching.

				“But that’s what you’re supposed to do—make dinner, clean up, stuff like that. What else do you have to do all day besides that stuff? How come you’re making me do your job? Don’t you want me to get good grades?”

				Maureen hesitated only a second, and in that gap, Colleen seized the upper hand. “I have to get busy now, Mom, or there’s no way I’m gonna get my homework done.” She held up her hands, ticking off the list: “I have a test in math, a quiz in history, and a book report due for English. And I haven’t finished the dumb book yet either.” She waited, boldly meeting her mother’s gaze, and when Maureen closed her eyes, Colleen quickly turned on her heels. Threw over her shoulder, “It’s not my fault my teachers are so mean.”

				Maureen’s gaze followed Colleen’s retreating back until she disappeared; then, shoulders slumped, she walked to the window to look at the birdhouse. Leaning heavily against the window, crossing her arms over her chest, Maureen searched for the beloved bright blue.

				“Want me to help you wash dishes, Mommy?” Aubrey asked. “I’ll help you.” Mimicking her mother, she cupped small hands around her eyes to peer outside just beneath Maureen. “Hey, whatcha lookin’ at?”

				Maureen reached down to twist a soft red curl around her finger. “Just looking for the bluebirds, little one.” She sighed and scanned the backyard again. “I don’t see them anywhere, do you?”

				“Nope.” Aubrey pulled her eyebrows together in a puzzled frown. “Do mommy and daddy birds get married?”

				“Not like people do.” Maureen smiled down at her. “But maybe God marries them?”

				The frown remained. “Will they stay together for always?”

				“Yes,” she said very firmly, and nodded emphatically at Aubrey’s concern. “They will.” Maureen reached out to take a dimpled hand. “Now, let’s get you in the bath, shall we?”

				“Aren’t we gonna wash the dishes?”

				“How about if we just throw them into the bathtub with you?”

				Aubrey giggled. “Oh, Mommy, no.”

				Later, putting an ear to Colleen’s door, Maureen asked, “Colleen? Are you heading to bed soon? It’s getting late, sweetie.” She could hear books being slammed on top of one another, papers shuffled. To Maureen’s slight pressure, the door cracked open.

				“Mom. I’ve got a lot more stuff to do.”

				Maureen pushed the door open farther so she could peer in, saw Colleen stuffing tiny headphones and iPod into her desk drawer. Although plainly caught in the act, she gave her mother a mutinous look.

				“Apparently not that much. Or you wouldn’t be listening to music, hmm?” To Colleen’s continued unblinking stare, “Just wanted you to know I’m making French toast in the morning, ready at six thirty sharp. So whatever you decide about staying up late, I don’t think you’ll want to miss out on breakfast.”

				“Whatever.”

				Maureen looked at Colleen a few more seconds, waiting. “Well then. Good night.” She closed the door, feeling the familiar weariness settle over her like she’d pulled a heavy coat over her head and shoulders. A drenched wool coat, she thought to herself. Scratchy and weighing roughly the size of a petulant thirteen-year-old girl. Despite the too-real imagery, Maureen smiled.

				Surprisingly, she slept so soundly that she was only vaguely aware of Bill’s climbing into bed with her later, a mumbled exchange of You okay? Sure. Love you. You too. Breakfast felt like an extension of that unsatisfying connection: muttered conversations, hazy encounters with one other, and a dreamlike quality to all she viewed and did. Turned out that only Aubrey enjoyed the French toast; Bill slept in as late as he could, which meant he only had time to grab a breakfast bar in his rush out the door, and Colleen was obviously still on strike. The only accessory she’s lacking is a placard, Maureen observed.

				After dropping Colleen off at school and Aubrey at Bill’s folks’, Maureen drove along the shoreline toward the restaurant where the gang had agreed to meet. Her first glimpse of the dark greenish-blue gulf waters prompted her to open the van’s front windows. She wanted to breathe in the salty air. Listen to the sounds of rippled laughter from the beach. Concentrating, Maureen hoped to hear the soothing heartbeat of the waves hitting the shore, the familiar rhythm that calmed her like nothing else.

				The seafood restaurant was adjacent to the boardwalk, and as she turned her car into the parking lot, the smell of fish was heavy on the air. Though a majority of boats had left early in the morning and were out fishing for the day—they wouldn’t be back until dinner time, many displaying their catch for the tourists to admire—a few remained docked.

				Maureen stood on the boardwalk for a few moments and watched the men hosing down equipment, curiosity enticing her toward the railing. Those who went about their tasks were a class unto themselves: skin tanned and wrinkled from the sun, nonfussy clothes for ease of movement, hair tied back or tucked into stained hats faded to indistinguishable colors. They were all pleasant looking in their weathering, blending in with their boats, their livelihoods. The camouflage attire of the people of the sea.

				Maureen turned toward the restaurant, but she just stood there, staring intently but not reaching for the door handle. She smoothed her hair, checked that her blouse was neatly tucked in, opened her purse to make sure she’d put the keys in the side pocket. Finally she took a deep breath and opened the door, the cool air hitting her face and bare arms like the icy blast from an opened freezer. She blinked her eyes, attempting to adjust to the dimmer lighting, and retreated a step, taken aback by the noise from within. Glasses and dishes clinking, voices attempting to be heard above the background din, elevator music all competed and joined together to create a raucous cacophony.

				In response to a questioning look from the hostess, Maureen replied, “I’m looking for a party of three women?”

				“Oh, yes. Follow me, please.”

				The place was packed, and Maureen could barely keep up with the agile guide. She squeezed in between chairs at filled tables, dodged other customers, and cautiously passed servers with huge round trays mounded with salads, all types of steaming seafood, hush puppies—and all the pleasing smells associated with those dishes.

				Just as Maureen warily passed a server with a particularly full-to-overflowing tray, she looked up to see a large window overlooking St. John’s Bay—the churning, white-capped waves, the blue sky beyond, the ocean itself. No matter how many times she’d gazed out over the gulf, Maureen still caught her breath at the initial glimpse of the panorama. She gave homage to that tableau before shifting her gaze to the three women who sat at the table beneath it.

				Before she could say anything, Emilie jumped up and came around the table to her. Immediately hugged Maureen and then pulled back so they were face-to-face, giving her friend a reassuring look while whispering, “It’s okay.” And then Emilie announced to the other two, “Now. We’re all here so I can tell you what I told Maureen yesterday. You’ve probably guessed already … but here it is: Ed’s home. He’s moved back. Isn’t that the most wonderful news ever?”

				Sherry’s jaw dropped in a round silent O, but Vanessa was gushing. “Oh, Em. I’ve prayed for this very thing to happen, and now I’m surprised that it has. That’s a lack of faith, isn’t it? I wasn’t really praying that he’d come straight home like this, but that’s simply wonderful and …” Vanessa’s voice dropped off when she noticed Emilie staring expectantly at Sherry.

				“And you, Sherry?” Emilie asked, leaving the question open. Like bait in a trap.

				“Well, I’m pleased for you, of course. Elated for the kids. But did I understand correctly? That he moved back in with you already?”

				“Oh, yes. And I’ve forgiven him. Completely, just like Scripture tells us to do.”

				Sherry’s eyes narrowed. Maureen felt sick to her stomach, the once-tempting smells around her now overbearingly strong.

				“I think the Bible teaches forgiveness, absolutely,” Sherry calmly replied. “But it also talks about consequences—consequences for sin. Do you think Ed sinned, Emilie?”

				Emilie and Sherry were directly across from one another, and their words had the effect of swordplay—attack, parry, jab, attack again. When Vanessa caught Maureen’s eye, they both had the look of frightened, unwilling bystanders.

				“Yes, he did, Sherry. But just like the prodigal son was welcomed home, I’ve totally forgiven Ed.”

				What Sherry did next took them all by surprise. She sat back in her chair, crossing her legs as though she were getting comfortable for a long session. It appeared that she was about to tell them a story, and when she began, Sherry’s tone was that of a teacher to students.

				“I’ve been reading in Genesis lately, and just yesterday I studied the chapter about the fall. I noticed something that I’d never thought about before. Funny, isn’t it? You’ve read a passage so many times. And suddenly you see something new.”

				Vanessa fidgeted with her wedding ring, staring at it as she turned it back and forth; Maureen sat as rigid as a statue and rather than look at Sherry, she too gazed elsewhere—out toward the view of St. John’s Bay again. Only Emilie stared warily into Sherry’s eyes.

				“You know how it goes … God tells them the curse, he makes clothes for them out of animals’ skins, the first blood sacrifice.”

				Maureen balled her hands into fists so tight that her fingernails stabbed her palms.

				“In the past, I’ve always skimmed right by that.” Sherry shook her head. “But this is what struck me yesterday.” She stopped, leaning forward over the table. The dramatic pause drew Maureen’s and Vanessa’s eyes to her face now, joining Emilie’s. “The skins didn’t just magically appear on Adam and Eve. God had to kill those animals. And then this possibility hit me: We don’t really know for sure since Scripture doesn’t say, but I doubt that God shielded them from having to watch what he had to do. Think about it. Would he take the animals elsewhere, protecting Adam and Eve from the horrible thing he had to do? Would he have gone to a different part of the garden, killed the animals there and then brought those skins back to Adam and Eve?”

				Each question drove home her point. Maureen flinched at the reality Sherry so graphically painted for them.

				“Do you suppose he simply put the skins on them, ones all cleaned up and minus any hint of the blood that had been shed? Like the coats and purses and shoes that we buy, you suppose?” She smirked then, adding a small laugh. “Considering the immense gravity of what they’d done—the grievous sin they’d committed—would he actually have desired they not make the connection of their sin to the actual killing of an animal?”

				Maureen glanced at Emilie and Vanessa; their gazes remained fixed on Sherry, eyes widened. Vanessa’s lips were slightly open, but Emilie’s mouth was set in a grim, hard line.

				“And then it dawned on me: Adam had named those animals. Naming had major significance in biblical times. Surely Adam felt honored to be given that task as God brought them before him, one by one. How he must’ve loved it—and loved those animals, too. And now … now one or more of them had to die … because of him. Because of what he’d done.”

				Sherry shivered as if she’d felt a chill. “Can you feel the foreshadowing of Christ there? Adam knew his beloved animals were innocent. They hadn’t done anything wrong. Yet they died. When it was his fault.”

				Tears filled Sherry’s eyes and she bowed her head, embarrassed by the naked display of feelings. Maureen blinked back tears also, but noticed a rustle of activity next to her. It was Emilie. Gathering purse and keys, pushing her chair away from the table. Maureen reached out for her, questioning, “Emilie?”

				From Vanessa, “Where … why are you—?”

				The only response was a slight shake of her head, a clear warning. Before any of them could say another word she had snaked through the crowded restaurant. And was out of sight.

				The abrupt and unexpected exit jolted the remaining three. Sherry folded her napkin and put it on the table, stuttered out, “It’s—it’s completely my fault. I don’t know what I was thinking—clearly I wasn’t thinking at all.”

				“No.” Maureen interrupted, her voice shaky. “It’s my fault, Sherry. Emilie and I had a difficult conversation yesterday. It was about blame … it came out all wrong and I never got the chance to set it right.”

				“I need to go. I shouldn’t have come with all the grading I have … I’m behind and …” Sherry’s voice trailed off. She looked up at Vanessa and then Maureen. “I’ve made a mess of things, haven’t I? I hope … I hope our friendship can survive this.” She bit her lip, rose, and walked away.

				When Maureen and Vanessa reached the parking lot, they turned to each other, suddenly awkward, uncomfortable.

				“We’ll work this through, Mo. It may take some time, time away to heal.” She gripped Maureen’s arm so tightly that Maureen nearly flinched. Vanessa glanced down, then back up into her friend’s intent face. “But we’ll find each other again, I know we will.”

				“Sure.” Maureen nodded, went through the motions of hugging Vanessa. And then drove home—though when she walked into the kitchen, she barely remembered how she actually got there. The ticking of the family room clock and Bobo’s pattering feet on the tile were the only sounds that greeted her. Until she heard a fairly loud thump. Curious about the source, Maureen picked up the dog and went to investigate where the sound might have come from.

				Stepping out into the hot sunshine, she put Bobo down. Glanced around the yard. Totally out of character, Bobo immediately raced off to the left and then halted, tail wagging furiously. Walking toward him, Maureen froze when she spotted a patch of blue.

				That blue. Lying in the grass, and absolutely still.

				“Bobo, no.” Frantically, she ran the short distance toward the object that, incongruously, she dreaded reaching. Pushed Bobo away. Knew now the thump was the sound of the mama bluebird’s hitting the window, suffering a fatal blow—against the window of her house. She was the cause of its death. Maureen immediately felt hot tears overflow and spill down her cheeks. There was not the slightest movement from the little body, the tiny head hanging at an awkward angle. Picking up the bluebird to gently cradle it in her hands, Maureen fell to her knees. And slumped there, sobbing.

				Maureen had no idea how long she’d been there, miserable, weeping. But when she finally looked up, she spied the brighter male, sitting atop the bluebird house. The sight of the female’s mate, now alone, sent another stab of pain to her heart.

				Eventually she got up and buried the tiny bird under a tree in the backyard. The male bluebird continued to hover, causing Maureen a fresh jab every time she saw him. And then she made a decision. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out her cell phone and hit Bill’s number. Expecting his recording, she was surprised when Bill picked up.

				“Hey, honey. Whew. Been a circus here, but you caught me at a good time.” She could hear the sounds of his leaning back in his squeaky chair, putting feet up onto his desk. “What’s up?”

				“I’ve had …” Maureen realized she hadn’t prepared herself well, hadn’t given herself enough time. She swallowed, took a deep breath, seeking composure. “It’s been a rough day, Bill. Any chance at all you could get off early and pick up the girls?”

				“You okay?”

				The instant concern in his voice brought the threat of fresh tears. She blinked them back and swallowed again, feeling the uncomfortable lump in her throat like a pill was stuck there. “Um, sure. I was just hoping to take the afternoon to get some things done.”

				“Well, ironically, I was going to call you and offer just that. I’ve had so many late nights lately that … well, I miss my girls. Thought I’d better make it up to them.” Maureen could hear his moving around in the chair again, pushing it away from his desk so he could open a drawer. “I’ll get Aubrey from my folks’ and then pick up Colleen. Maybe we’ll grab dinner out? Want me to get something for you, too?”

				“No. Thanks.” Clipped words, hiding emotion. “I’ll be fine. And Bill. Thank you.”

				“Glad to when it works out, honey. Like I said, I was planning to anyway. Guess we’re on the same page today, eh? Isn’t that nice for a change?”

				Maureen pictured the smile she knew had eased onto his face, the familiar crinkling at the corners of his eyes, the slight dimple that would appear in his right cheek. She closed her eyes at the wave of feeling that threatened to erupt.

				“Sure. Love you.”

				“Love you, too. And have a good afternoon, okay?”

				Maureen hurriedly clicked off the phone. Taking a deep breath, she picked up Bobo, depositing him in his bed. After changing into casual clothes and walking shoes, she headed out toward the beach. It was five blocks away, and Maureen set a brisk pace.

				Once she reached the sand, she removed her sneakers. Couldn’t wait to dig her bare toes into the soft whiteness, luxuriating in the sand’s caress. The breeze off the water produced its usual magic: The tightness in her neck eased a bit, she visibly lowered her shoulders, the muscles in her face relaxed. And then Maureen waded into the water, allowing the surf to rise nearly to her knees before she backed away. Watching the retreating water pull at her ankles, seeing the curve of the eroding sand around her feet, finding the pea-sized holes created by tiny clams and shells rolling back into the surf from the wake of the wave—all the familiar sights welcomed her. Helped to soothe her inner turmoil.

				And then she walked. Attempting to shut out all but the smell and feel of the sea breeze and the touch of sand and water on her feet, Maureen sought solace from her God.

				Hours later, the beach was emptying when she noted how much lower the sun had sunk out over the gulf, producing a glorious pink-tinted sky. Families had gathered up kids and belongings, abandoning brightly colored plastic shovels and buckets, various piles of gathered shells. The cries of laughing children were replaced by the insistent cawing of the gulls. A gnawing in her stomach reminded Maureen she’d missed lunch and dinner. Reluctantly, she turned toward home.

				Dusk. Maureen’s favorite time of day. As she hurried home, she stole glimpses into front windows to spy on families together. Often she’d be so intent on looking into a picture window that she’d miss the unevenness of the sidewalk and trip. Maureen smiled at herself, thinking how Bill would have accused her of kravatzing—their family’s made-up word for snooping. Finally spotting the welcoming lights of her own home, Maureen hurried through the back gate, eagerly reached to open the door. It was locked against her. She froze—one hand still clutching the handle, the other pathetically poised to push back the screen—as she took in the highlighted scene in the kitchen.

				They were all laughing together—Bill, Aubrey. Even Colleen. Leaning eagerly toward one another, conspiratorially, their heads nearly touching. The ease and comfort of their banter was near idyllic. Exhibiting none of the tension that had revolved around them lately like a swirling tornado, making family life … miserable.

				Bill had just finished scooping ice cream into their bowls, and was in the process of adding the colorful candy sprinkles on top of their mounds of whipped cream. Aubrey clearly gestured for more and Bill obliged, shaking the canister so hard the top came off—dumping a huge pile that covered her bowl. Colleen erupted with such a burst of laughter that she nearly fell off her chair, Aubrey’s shoulders bounced with delighted giggles, and even Bill laughed so hard that Maureen could hear his hearty roar outside.

				The glow of the lights put a hazy, warm aura around each of their profiles. And as Colleen reached out to touch her dad’s arm … to playfully steal a scoop of the sprinkles from Aubrey … as Bill reached out to caress a raven ponytail, and then an auburn-colored cap of curls, the individual glows molded and melted into one. The three of them, deliciously happy, content. Complete.

				Without her.

				Immobilized, at first Maureen could only blink … and feel the pounding of her heart. And then it felt as though it wrenched painfully inside her chest, and instinctively, she reached one hand toward the source of the pain. The other pulled at the door again. As intense desire moved her to action, she tapped lightly on the door, trying to get her family’s attention. But they were laughing so hard, they didn’t hear her. Don’t want to hear me? she asked herself, realizing she didn’t want an answer.

				Mere seconds went by, but to Maureen, they felt like hours. Heartbroken and unable to move, she watched. A bystander.

				Until Bill happened to glance up and see her. Standing there, arms hanging limply at her sides. Startled, concerned, he jumped from his chair and rushed to the door. “Why didn’t you knock, Mo? Good gracious, you gave me a scare.” When she didn’t answer—didn’t move a muscle, but merely stood there, gawking up at him—he grabbed her arm roughly and pulled her into the bright light of the kitchen. “Maureen? Are you all right, for God’s sake?”

				Maureen nodded, mumbled, “Yes. Sorry, I was just—” She saw Colleen and Aubrey both staring at her, mouths open, as though she were a stranger. “I’m going to get ready for bed.” And then she abruptly turned away from them, walked down the hallway.

				Bill momentarily stopped himself from following her, gripped the back of his chair for a moment and then, decision clearly made, he said, “Colleen, can you—” He waved a hand vaguely toward Aubrey and the scattered remnants of their ice cream party. “Can you clean up Aubrey and … everything?”

				Colleen nodded. She looked up at him with eyebrows drawn together, questioning.

				Bill shrugged his shoulders, glanced over at Aubrey and managed a half smile, and then walked resolutely toward the bedroom.

				He found Maureen standing in front of her dresser, staring with unfocused eyes at her reflection in the mirror.

				“What on earth is the matter with you?” he threw at her, whispering, but his voice seething with frustration.

				Maureen looked at him vacantly. “What?”

				Bill grabbed her arms, shaking her to get her attention. “Where have you been? What’s the matter with you, Maureen?”

				She narrowed her eyes at him, pupils becoming smaller and focused now. And then she reached down to angrily pry his fingers off her arms. “I was walking on the beach.”

				“The beach? For cryin’ … I thought you said you needed time to get things done?”

				“I did. I needed time to … to think. To be alone, to pray. Is that a crime?”

				“When it means selfish time away from your family—yes. It is a crime. What on earth?” He began pacing from one side of their bedroom to the other. “I don’t know what’s up with you, Mo. But this has to stop. Now.” He stopped in front of her, positioning his face only inches from hers. “You will quit this frivolous job of yours. Tomorrow. And then you’ll call Emilie and apologize. For whatever insensitive nonsense you said to her. Obviously you’re not capable of handling anything right now, so I want you to call Pastor Johnson and tell him—”

				“How dare you.”

				Startled, he took a step back from her. From the completely unexpected force behind her words. “Excuse me?”

				“Who are you to order me to do … anything?”

				Bill stepped forward again. Glaring at her, he spit out through gritted teeth, “I … am … your … husband. I know my role as your husband; do you remember yours—as my wife? Think about the verse Pastor Johnson spoke on just last Sunday. Deny yourself, Maureen. ‘Deny yourself, pick up your cross, and follow me,’ Christ said.”

				Maureen grabbed her antique silver-plated hairbrush and threw it with all her might at the dresser mirror, shattering it. Turned then to face Bill, tears filling her hazel eyes and spilling over, her voice pleading with him, “There. The facade that represents Maureen Roberts never existed anyway. Tell me, Bill, how do I deny myself when I’ve never had a self to deny?”

				Her anger instantly vanished, released with the power of her emotion, and she dropped her arms limply to her sides. Only the sound of her soft weeping filled the room. And then Maureen crumpled to the floor, breaking into heaving sobs, hugging her knees and rocking back and forth.

				Bill dropped down beside her and instantly pulled her into his arms. “Oh, Maureen, I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “What place have we traveled to?”

				He rocked her like a baby, combing a hand gently through her hair.

				Minutes later, when her breathing had calmed, she whispered, “I can’t go on like this any longer, Bill.” She felt him stiffen, almost become rigid beneath her. “What? What’s wrong?”

				“Are you saying …” his voice was hoarse, rough, “… are you leaving me?”

				Maureen twisted around in his arms so that she could look into his eyes, and she put a hand on either side of his face. The hazel-flecked eyes sparkled with lingering tears. “Oh Bill, no.” She slumped back away from him, adding, “But I think I need … I think I do need some time away to think.”

				Suddenly it was vitally important that Bill understand. “Do you… can you understand at all what I’m feeling? Because it’s like… like I thought I offered myself to God years ago. But I never thought I was worth anything, really.” She searched his face for understanding. “It wasn’t an offering at all, Bill, because I judged I never had anything to give. I want to find… somewhere within me … some worth that means I really am giving God something. That’s sacrifice. That’s a denial.” She shook her head. “Am I making any sense at all?”

				He nodded. “Yeah, a little.”

				“Could I—?”

				Bill raised his eyebrows, fear still clouding his eyes.

				“If I could just go to the beach for a few days. To get some perspective.” Maureen ran fingers through her hair and then closed her eyes. “I learned something recently.” She chuckled and then shook her head. “You’re probably going to think this is just weird but, well, it’s about this phenomenon called averted vision. It’s when you try to look at a star and—”

				“You can’t see it, looking at it directly. I read about it, years ago when I was into astronomy and had that telescope. Some stars you can see only when you look away, and then use your peripheral vision, right?”

				She hesitated.

				“What, Mo?”

				“You’ll think it’s silly.”

				Bill reached for her hand. Squeezed it gently. “So give me a try.”

				Maureen took a deep breath. “That’s a perfect illustration of how I’ve viewed God and me—like I’m that star. Not worthy of being seen in God’s direct vision. I’m just in his peripheral vision … and that’s all I’m …” Her voice trailed off and Bill watched silent tears fall down freckled cheeks. He reached up to wipe one away.

				“You’re not, Mo. Never were. But no one can convince you of that but you, yourself, with God’s help.”

				She nodded, and then, heart pounding, turned away from his steady gaze, avoiding meeting his eyes. “When I got to the back door tonight, I saw you three laughing together, having such a good time. I thought … I realized how happy you were without me.” Her voice broke then and she could hardly breathe, needed to take a gulp of air before continuing, “And that you wouldn’t … that you didn’t want—”

				Bill gently put his hand over her mouth, silencing her. “I love you so much, Mo. So do the girls. And we need you. You have to believe that. Please say you believe me.”

				“I’ll try.”

				“Where do you want to go? To get away?”

				“Sanibel Island? It’s away, but not too far. I’m thinking a long weekend. Colleen has school on Friday and Monday, of course, so she’d better stay here with you. But if I take Aubrey with me, then you don’t have the problem of a sitter for those days—and it gives you some father-daughter time for just you and Colleen. Think you two would enjoy that?”

				“I can’t speak for Colleen, considering how … special she’s been lately. But I think it might be fun. What weekend are you thinking about?”

				“How about if we leave this Friday morning? We’d be home by Monday afternoon.” She could feel his body stiffen again. “What is it?—something’s wrong. Bill?”

				“I just need to hear you say … once more. That you’ll come back to me.”

				She put a finger against his cheek. “I promise you—” A memory suddenly came to mind, and she smiled up at him. “Long ago you said that what you first noticed about me was my eyes—that they sparkled. That I dazzled you.”

				Bill grinned back at her. “One of my best lines ever.”

				“Those sparkles will come home to you. I promise.”

				He took her in his arms, relishing the feel of her body against his. “Got another good line for you,” Bill began, chuckling. “You know the banker’s terminology bridge loan? Maybe God’s love is like that while we’re on earth. His love is the bridge loan before we get to heaven.”

				Maureen pulled back to look Bill in the eyes. “Bill, that’s not a line; it’s a beautiful analogy.”

				“Think so? Well, I guess it dawned on me—thinking about you leaving—that there’s a difference between being alone. And being lonely. And being left isn’t as frightening when I know I’m in the bridge of God’s love.”

				Maureen smiled up at him and moved into Bill’s waiting arms again. They held onto each other for a few moments more, finding the beginnings of healing. And then Bill went to tell Aubrey of the plans, Maureen to explain to Colleen.

				Maureen knocked softly on Colleen’s door.

				“Yeah?”

				“Colleen, it’s me. I need to speak with you a minute.” She opened the door and peeked in. “Can I come in? I wanted to let you know I’m going away for a few days, to the beach. Just to have some time to think and pray.”

				“Oh? Where?” Colleen refused to look at her mom. She concentrated on her doodling efforts as if they were intensely important.

				“Sanibel Island. I’d leave on Friday. Come home on Monday.”

				Putting her hand up in such a way that it hid her face, Colleen hunched down over her desk. “It won’t be longer than that? You’re sure?”

				“Oh, no. It’s just a long weekend. Actually, I’ll take Aubrey with me and you’ll stay here with Daddy. We thought you might enjoy having Daddy all to yourself for a while. Do some fun things together?” Colleen still avoided her mother’s gaze, even though Maureen intentionally leaned down to search her daughter’s face. “Is something the matter, Colleen? Tell me what you’re thinking because—”

				In a monotone, Colleen asked, “Are you and Daddy separating?”

				“Oh, no … no, Colleen. It’s nothing like that, I promise you.” She reached out to put her fingers under her daughter’s chin and lifted it so she was forced to look up at her.

				Colleen’s dark eyes glistened.

				“You’re thinking … that what happened to the Estebans … it’s not, sweetie. You believe me, don’t you?”

				“Yeah.” Her voice very small and frail, “I guess so.”

				“Actually, I need you to take care of your dad while I’m gone. Will you do that?”

				She rolled her eyes, any signs of tenuousness now deliberately hidden. “Like I’m gonna cook stuff,” she scoffed. “We’ll get burgers or pizza every night.”

				“If that’s what you two want, then I say go for it.” Maureen hesitated, uncertain, and then deciding not to press, turned to go.

				“Mom?”

				Maureen leaned against the door, waiting, giving Colleen her full attention. She could hear her breathing erratically.

				“Then what were you doing when you were gone tonight?” Her words had come out in a rush, and again she studied her paper under hooded eyes.

				Maureen took a deep breath. Fleetingly thought, How honest should I be? “I was walking on the beach, taking some time to just … think. And I was wondering, actually, if—” her voice broke and she stopped to swallow and try to calm her emotions, “—if it would make any difference if I just … didn’t exist anymore.”

				Colleen lifted her head, mouth hanging open and pupils dilated in alarm.

				“No, it’s not what you’re thinking. I never considered … that … no, Colleen, I didn’t. I shouldn’t have put it that way. But my life seems so,” she closed her eyes, concentrating, struggling to find the right words, “meaningless? No, that’s not the right word. It’s more like I’m in a vacuum. I don’t … I’m not connecting. Yes, that’s closer. I’m not really connecting to your dad. To you. To Aubrey or to God. At least, not in the way I want to.”

				Maureen was quiet a moment, pondering. “You know, the more I think about it, the better that describes it. A connector. I realize that’s what I’ve always wanted to be: the one who connects you and Aubrey to the past—your grandparents, and dad and me—and to the future, so you’ll understand what it means to live for Christ. And want to live for Christ.

				“Colleen, I’ve struggled so much with my worth that—and I can’t go into … any of that—well, let’s just say I know I haven’t been that connector for you and Aubrey because of how I see myself. My time at the beach this weekend? I intend to figure out how to do that. The way God wants me to. For this family. For you and Aubrey. And I will do whatever I need to do to make that happen.

				“You know, it just dawned on me … there’s another way to describe what I’m feeling: It’s like I want to be a bridge—a bridge to each member of this family. And a bridge that connects us all to God.” Maureen looked into Colleen’s eyes, and was encouraged to see no rejection or anger there; instead, her eyes looked intently into Maureen’s. “Just one more thing. About self-worth. We can only find it in relationship with God, Colleen. I don’t know why I haven’t really understood that way down deep in my heart. But I’ve got to discover how to do that, too. Let that deep understanding move from my brain to my heart.”

				They were both silent for a few moments. The only sounds in the room were their quiet breathing and the steady ticking of Colleen’s bedside clock.

				“Does that help?” Maureen asked, searching her daughter’s face again.

				A barely perceptible nod of her head, and then, “I love you, Mom.”

				Maureen could barely see as she leaned over and kissed the top of Colleen’s head, her hand caressing the ponytail. “I love you too, sweetie.”

				Though it had been bright and sunny the entire week before, Friday dawned miserably; they awakened to a dense fog with drizzly rain. Bill expressed some concern about Maureen’s driving in such awful weather, but she was optimistic the sun would be out by noon. “That’s what all the forecasters are saying,” she calmly pointed out. “Sunshine by noon. So I figure this has got to clear up soon.” 

				As Bill buckled Aubrey into her car seat, he tugged on an ear and then kissed her.

				“Will you miss me, Daddy?”

				“Better believe it.”

				“And Rabbit, too?”

				“Even more than you.”

				Aubrey frowned, then burst into a big smile. “You’re just teasing, Daddy. I know you’ll miss me most!”

				“You’re just too smart—like your Mommy, huh?”

				He pulled Maureen into his arms, a touch of insecurity and tenderness still apparent in the look he gave her. She felt a sudden surge of love, realizing how much she was still in love with him. “You’ll be all right? Colleen promised me she’d take good care of you.”

				“She mentioned pizza. Burgers and tacos. That what you mean?”

				Maureen smiled. “To a teenager, that’s probably as good as it gets.”

				Colleen came down the steps into the garage and they both turned to look at her. “I, um … I hope you have a good time.” She moved toward Maureen, reaching out to offer a hug. The unexpected gift brought the uncomfortable lump back to Maureen’s throat. Peering over the top of her daughter’s head, she looked into Bill’s face and smiled contentedly. She kissed the top of Colleen’s head before Colleen pushed away, muttering, “I gotta finish getting ready for school. Bye, little squirt,” she called to Aubrey, throwing her a quick kiss with a wave of one hand.

				Maureen watched Colleen’s every move until she was out of sight and then turned her attention back to Bill. “As soon as I get to the hotel, I’ll call you. Then I need to ring Emilie. Ask her to forgive me.”

				Bill nodded. “Good idea. And if Ed leaves her again?”

				“Then Sherry, Nessa, and I will be there for her. I’m calling Sherry and Nessa also, by the way. To tell them what amazing friends they’ve been—how much they’ve given me all these years.”

				“Sounds like you’ll be spending all your time on the phone,” Bill teased.

				She sighed. “Oh, not so much. ’Cause after that, I’m spending time with Aubrey. And God. I plan to spend most of my weekend talking with him.”

				Bill pulled her to him again, murmuring, “Gonna miss you. I love you, honey.”

				“Oh, Bill. I love you too. You know that, right?”

				His answer was a tender kiss, and it was with some regret that Maureen let go, climbed into the van, and backed out into the waiting murkiness. Flicking on the windshield wipers, Maureen watched while her view of Bill misted over, cleared, and misted again in the steady rhythm of the blades. She waved at him one last time. Took a deep breath and turned to wink at Aubrey.

				“Okay, Lolly Pops. Ready to go?”

				“Me and Rabbit, too.”

				Out of the corner of her eye, Maureen caught a glimpse of bright blue in the front magnolia tree. “Oh, Aubrey, look!” she cried out delightedly, pointing toward the pair. “It’s … it’s the bluebirds, and there are two—a papa and a mama.”

				Aubrey squirmed around in her seat, trying to see. “Will they still be here when we get home, Mommy?”

				“Oh, I hope so.” Maureen reached toward the backseat and patted Aubrey on the knee. “I sure hope so.”

				She smiled to herself—thanking God for the gift of hope, even in little things—and confidently turned into the rain.

				Despite her early optimism about the weather, Maureen’s spirits began to sag as the rain continued in a steady beat against the windshield. The fog, instead of dissipating, grew thicker. The combination of the two made drivers skittish and panicky, which turned normally tricky rush-hour traffic into a nightmare. What should have been an hour’s drive to the Sunshine Skyway Bridge stretched into two, and by then Maureen’s shoulders were knotted with tension. Even her hands ached from gripping the steering wheel so tightly.

				Just as they arrived at the entrance to the bridge, the weather took a turn for the worse. The rain came down in a deluge, developing into a full-fledged storm, complete with lightning and thunder. Immediate concern for Aubrey caused Maureen to quickly check the backseat. But to her surprise, Aubrey appeared totally unaffected by the storm. She was chatting merrily away in an animated conversation with Rabbit. Now and then she’d gesture emphatically with a raised finger, causing Maureen to grin, despite her fears of driving conditions in the nasty weather.

				The sound of the rain beating against the windshield was nearly deafening, and even the highest wiper speed couldn’t clear the windshield fast enough. Maureen slowed down even more, checking the rearview mirror—there were no car headlights blinding her from behind, for which she was thankful—and then peered cautiously at the car in front. She could barely make out that it was a dark-colored Mercedes, and was grateful she could focus on its bright taillights, using them to guide her safely across the bridge.

				She’d just told herself, You can do this. You’re perfectly safe, when a jagged arm of lightning flashed across the sky, eerily highlighting the grace and beauty of the Skyway’s arched cables. The dazzling light show was still sending out sparks when it was joined by a crack of thunder. Maureen was momentarily startled. She felt the car move but wasn’t overly concerned. Dismissing it as a vibration from the thunder, Maureen focused more intently on the car in front of her.

				But suddenly all reality of sky above and solid road below evaporated into thin air. She felt the car launch out into—nothing. The last thing Maureen clearly saw was her headlights shining into the Mercedes, the beams acting like a spotlight on a beautiful woman’s face staring out from the back window. Reacting instinctively, Maureen reached back toward Aubrey with one hand … and toward the woman with the other. Just before the car hit the surging black waters, Maureen asked herself a puzzling question.

				Why is the woman’s mouth open, her face full of wonder?
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