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Life is not a movie, and you can’t wait for the sequel.
Say ‘I love you’ before you get to ‘The End.’
There will probably be no second chances.
Then again ...
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Birdie Ebersole came through her front door and stumbled against something bulky in the entryway. She tripped and sprawled onto the living room carpet narrowly avoiding a header with her husband’s old recliner.

“Ow! What the hell was that?”

Martin, Birdie’s husband, abandoned the roller suitcases he dragged behind him and bent to help his wife to her feet.

“Turn the light on, will you?” Birdie directed. “The timer must be screwed up again.”

She dusted off her purple travel pants and matching jacket, adjusting the sleeves which she wore pushed up almost to her elbows. She was amazed that her body was uninjured, and looked back toward the entryway. “Peace lilies? I hate those damn things. Now I have two of them? Who the hell brought these?”

“I don’t know, Birdie,” Martin said.

“If they’re supposed to be a welcome-home present, they can take them back where they got them.”

Birdie gazed around at the rest of the house. “I see that son of yours did his usual stellar job of looking after the place while we were gone. Two weeks! It looks like it’s been vacant for a month. Look at the pile of junk on the dining room table!”

Martin ignored the table and wandered absently into the living room. He sat in his recliner relaxing back until the chair swallowed him up. “He’s your son too, Birdie,” his voice sounded from the depths of the upholstery.

Birdie mumbled as she sorted the mail on the table into piles. “Junk, junk, magazine, junk. Good grief, they’re out early with this fall edition!” She flipped through the magazine glancing at the pictures, and then tossed it aside and looked around the living room.

Her eyes lit on a pair of marble ginger jars on the mantel above the fireplace. “Those are new.” She started toward them for a closer look when a key scraped in the front door lock.

Sam walked into the entryway and froze. His eyes locked on Birdie’s, and his jaw dropped nearly to his chest.

“What the hell are you staring at?”

“Ma ... Ma ... Mom?” Sam stuttered, barely breathing.

“No, Taylor Swift. Of course Mom! We’re home. I told you we’d be home today. Didn’t you notice the suitcases?” She pointed vaguely into the entryway.

Sam looked at the empty space. His mouth worked up and down, but no sound came out.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, your father must have rolled them into the bedroom. Martin!” she called.

“I’m right here Birdie.” His voice echoed from deep in the recliner.

“And what are those plants doing in my entryway?” She pointed to the two humongous peace lilies.

Sam stared at her.

“Was that a hard question? You should know something about them, since you’ve supposedly been looking after the house.”

Sam swallowed. “I was going to put them out with the trash Friday.”

“Why wait! Drag those puppies out to the curb.”

“I – I didn’t want the neighbors to see.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Because they gave them to us. You. Us.” He swallowed again.

It was Birdie’s turn to stare. “You really shouldn’t drink in the middle of the week.”

She looked him up and down. Sam was a fit young man, of medium height and build. He had been a competitive swimmer in college, and his body still bore the hallmarks. He had his father’s dark brown hair, and the same kind eyes.

“I notice you got a haircut. I told you it would look nice shorter. See? You should listen to me once in a while.” Birdie seemed to remember something. “Did you interview for that job? I had it all set up for you.”

“I didn’t get that job, Ma. I’m still at the food bank.”

“Oh, Samuel.” She crossed her arms over her chest and clicked her tongue. “All that education, and can the boy get a real job? Is it so much to ask?”

“Ma, if you understood how many people we help.” Sam’s voice rose. “It’s over ten percent of the population! Twenty counties!” His voice tapered off. “And you’re not listening.”

She shook her head and turned toward the living room again. “So what’s with the big ginger jars? Is that a gift from the neighbors too? I never thought about ginger jars on the mantle, but they look pretty good. I bet those things weigh a ton.” She walked closer to get a better look.

Sam took a step into the living room and shouted, “Ma!”

Birdie jumped with a shriek. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“They – they’re not ginger jars. They’re urns.” He stared at her with wide, soulful eyes.

She blinked back at him, then continued toward the fireplace. “Jars, urns, who the hell cares?”

She tilted her head back to look through the bottom of her bifocals, and leaned in closer to read a brass label on the jar on the right. “Martin E. Ebersole. What is this, like a trophy or something?” She mumbled as she continued reading, and then stopped.

“Oh, no. Martin?” Birdie began to shake.

“I’m right here Birdie.” His voice echoed again from the recliner.

Sam stared at the carpet, his arms hanging at his sides. Birdie moved stiffly to the other urn and tilted her head back to read the label. “Brenda J. Ebersole ... Is this some kind of joke or something? Because it’s not funny! Who would do something like this? With dates and everything. Is this a Halloween prank or something?”

“I wish it were a joke,” Sam said to the carpet.

Birdie’s voice quavered. “Oh, I have to sit down.” She stumbled to the dining room table and dropped into one of the chairs, shoving junk mail out of her way. “Come and sit with your mother and tell me how this happened. Are you dead too? Is that why you got a haircut? Did the undertaker do that to you?”

“No, Ma, I got a haircut for the funeral. It’s been three weeks ago now. It’s growing out, but ... I did it for you.”

He fiddled nervously with a stack of flyers on the table, and took a deep breath. “If you want to know, the bus you and Dad were on went into the river when the Midway Bridge collapsed.”

“I always said that bridge wasn’t safe,” Martin said from his recliner.

“Someone shot a video from the east bank as it happened.” Sam shuddered. “I’ve watched it a million times. It was all in the news. Everyone onboard was swept away and drowned.” A tear slid down his face. He brushed it away with the back of his hand.

“Drowned.” Birdie looked past him, gazing out the window. Splashes of vivid blue shone between the branches of the trees, but fall was coming on fast and the leaves had started turning amber and crimson. The wind tugged some of them free, and they twirled to the ground.

“I don’t remember.” Birdie paused. “I remember the trip was good. Your father and I, we had a nice time, a lot of laughs. And those bus seats were comfortable! I must have been asleep.”

She reached out and patted her son’s hand. “And you’re not dead, so there’s still hope. There are other jobs. I’m sure if I talk to your uncle ...”

“Ma! Don’t talk to anybody about jobs for me, okay? For one thing, you’re dead! You’ll give someone a heart attack. And for another thing, I’m happy where I am. I’m paying my bills; it’s all good. You don’t have to worry about me. Don’t you start with the tears! I’ve had enough of tears lately.” He picked up a flyer and twisted it in his hands.

Birdie sniffed and cast a resentful glance at Sam. “How can a mother stop worrying about her only son? How? I only want to see you settled.”

“I’m settled! I have a nice apartment, a pickup truck, friends.”

“Pfft! Such friends!”

“And we’re doing important work at the food bank.”

“Food bank! You should be at a real bank, with your education. Then maybe you’d earn enough to pay off those college loans. Have you thought about that Mr. Smarty-Pants? Do you have that figured out?”

Sam stared at his hands as he twisted the flyer into a tight tube.

“Let me see that.” Birdie snatched the paper and read it, then looked at the stack of identical flyers on the table. She raised her hands with a cry of disbelief. “You’re selling my house!”

“What did you expect me to do with it? Turn it into a museum and sell tickets?”

“This is a beautiful house! It’s a wonderful neighborhood. You used to love it here. It’s a great place to raise kids.”

“I don’t have kids,” Sam reminded her.

Birdie narrowed her eyes at him. “I wonder how long I can haunt you.”
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“That man was here again.”

Sam groaned. Of course his mother was still here, he thought. He had let himself into the house and paused in the entryway to listen. Everything was still, except for the electric clock in the dining room ticking out the seconds. Why an electric clock needed to make a ticking sound he didn’t understand. He wished the battery would run out already. He listened another moment. That’s when he heard his mother’s disembodied voice.

“I said, that man was here again.” She materialized, still wearing her purple outfit. “Am I talking to myself? Can anyone hear me? Earth to Samuel; come in Samuel.”

He swallowed down the lump he felt every time he thought of his mother dead. He wished his parents were still alive. Everyone would be happier, and he wouldn’t have to come over to the house on Fairlawn Street so often.

“I hear you, Ma. What man was here again?” Sam turned his back on her and switched on a couple of lamps in the living room.

The house felt cold, even though he wore thick socks and his favorite sweatshirt with the USA swimming logo. It didn’t help that his hair was still damp from swimming at the rec center. He rubbed the back of his neck.

“The man who calls himself a realtor.” Birdie folded her arms across her chest. “That man has the personality of a dead fish. No one’s going to buy anything from him. I wouldn’t buy a bottle of water from him if I were on fire.”

“Bob’s not a bad realtor, Ma.” Sam wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to defend the realtor. He’d only hired the guy because he was the friend of a friend, and truth to tell, Sam wasn’t impressed either. “It’s always hard to sell at this time of year. No one wants to pull their kids out of school once the schoolyear has started. Besides, the interest rates are killing us. They’re up three points in the last three months. Nothing is selling right now. We might have to drop the price again.”

“Drop the price?” Birdie raised her hands and looked at the ceiling. “He’s giving my house away. Did you hear that, Martin?”

“Yes, I heard,” Martin’s voice echoed from deep in the recliner. “Don’t give the house away, Son.”

Birdie faced Sam with her hands on her hips. “Everything your father and I worked for. It means nothing to you? Look at me when I talk to you!”

Sam didn’t answer. He gazed at the realtor’s cards arrayed on the dining room table, mechanically picking them up and putting them back down.

He was almost ready to give the house away. It wasn’t a bad house. Everything in it was completely familiar. Too familiar. He’d spent over eighteen years in the house, plus the summers when he came home from college. Wasn’t that enough? Nothing had changed in years, and he wanted to move on.

He took a deep breath, and trudged to the small third bedroom his parents used as an office. He dug into the filing cabinet, pulled out a thick folder, and sat in the bulky office chair in front of the desk.

He needed to organize their financial paperwork and track down some insurance documents. Luckily his parents had things pretty much in order.

Sam’s brain settled into analytical mode, absorbing details, arranging papers into piles, making mental calculations, and jotting down a few notes.

Birdie spoke, and Sam jumped in his seat.

“It’s a beautiful house, Sammy, in a nice neighborhood. Don’t just give it away.”

He laid his pencil down and cupped the palms of his hands over his eyelids. “Don’t worry, Ma. Before I drop the price I’ll probably ask someone to help me stage it. Make it look a little more presentable. Then maybe buyers will be more interested.”

Birdie’s eyes narrowed and she crossed her arms again. “Like put a – a bowl of lemons on the kitchen counter, and some stupid ‘live-laugh-love’ sign in the foyer? You think that’s going to make a difference?” She drifted upwards on an invisible current, shaking her head. “I don’t understand people. This place looks good like it is. It looks like home, like someplace you could move right in and put your feet up. But whatever!” She lifted her hands in a theatrical shrug, and turned away. “You’re a grown man. Do what you think is best.” She mumbled something about “breaking your mother’s heart” as she faded into the ceiling.
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“Who is this person and why is she wandering all over my house?” Birdie whispered, as if anyone besides Sam could hear her. So far no one had. At least, not that he knew of. She watched nervously as a young woman took in the living room, the dining room, and the kitchen.

“This is Dee. She’s going to help me stage the house,” Sam said in a low voice.

“‘D’? That’s not a name, it’s a letter. If she were a grade she’d barely be passing.” Birdie followed a few steps behind her. “Where is she going now? That’s my bedroom back there!”

“Dee. D-E-E.” Sam spelled it out. “It’s short for Deirdre. And you don’t have to follow her.”

“Deirdre. What the hell kind of a name is Deirdre?”

“It’s a good name, Ma.” He wished his mother would stop talking. “She’s going to help rearrange a few things so we don’t have to drop the price on the house.”

A toilet flushed from the direction of the master suite. “Who are you talking to?” Dee asked, walking back into the living room. “Hey, we need to bring some more toilet paper. I hate it when I have to go, and there’s no paper.”

“Oh for cripe’s sake.” Birdie rolled her eyes.

Dee sank into the sofa across from Martin’s recliner, and tucked her long sweater around herself.

“Oh sure. Make yourself at home,” Birdie said under her breath. “Where did you find this bimbo? She looks like she needs a nap.”

“Make yourself at home Sammy. Take a load off, and let’s talk about this.”

“You’re inviting him? He used to live here, you know. Did you bother to tell her that, Samuel?”

Birdie hovered beside her husband’s recliner and glared at Dee. “This girl looks familiar. Who does she remind you of, Martin?”

Martin remained silent. Sam watched warily as Birdie stepped closer and leaned over Dee, who raised her hand to brush away a lock of dark-brown hair that had fallen across her face. She closed her gray eyes and yawned, slouching down into the cushions. “This couch is comfortable. I think I might take a nap.”

“Oh, no,” Birdie said. “I know who this is. It’s one of Colleen’s girls. Look, Martin. Don’t you think she’s one of the Malloy kids from down the street?”

“Why don’t you ask her, Birdie?” Martin answered.

“You know the ones I’m talking about! Their front yard always looked like a tornado hit it. The whole family was nothing but chaos. I think this was the last one, the surprise baby. The one who ran around in mismatched socks and hand-me-down clothes rescuing baby birds, or stray cats, or whatever it was. Lord, I haven’t seen any of that bunch in years. Not since the mill shut down and John Malloy and all the rest
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