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			Prologue: May

			It was the morning of an ordinary day. The garden, warmed by the light and heat of an ancient, incandescent star, blossomed into summer. Dew diamonds bejeweled the thick, green grass; they sparkled on the red geraniums, the velvety roses, the scarlet hibiscus, and the purple trumpeted morning glories. Birdsong bespangled the air: trills, roulades, chirps, whistles, calling and answering. The fruit trees, bending and swaying in the morning breeze, waited to bear their pomegranates, pears, persimmons, figs, mayhaws, mulberries, and pecans in due season. 

			A bumblebee, wholly unconcerned about its aerodynamic impossibility, traversed a winding, erratic aerial path, rising, falling precipitously, rising, buzzing left and suddenly right amongst the potted geraniums. Drifting over to the roses, its wayward path zigzagged over the bent head of a young girl sitting cross-legged on the grass, half-hidden in the shade of the tall, green elephant ears. Though she rode on a planet spinning at one thousand miles per hour and hurtling through space at untold velocity in a universe expanding to infinity, she read and turned the pages of her book, absorbed and unperturbed, as though her garden were the calm, still center of the universe, which, of course, contrary to all observable natural laws, it was. 

			Twenty feet away, high in the mulberry tree, a fledgling blue jay, bright-eyed and curious, craned his spindly neck upward to peer out of the nest. Inquisitive and drawn perhaps by his kinship to the cloudless azure sky that matched his own dark blue, he left his siblings and hopped up onto the uneven twigs of the nest’s perimeter. Unafraid and unaware of gravity or its laws, he hopped forward to see the verdant world, teetered precariously, lost his balance and plummeted, immature wings flapping vainly, to the uncut grass twelve feet below. His squawks of alarm startled the girl, who looked up, saw the struggling bird, and rose, drawn by its frantic cries.

			Neither the girl nor the bird, though it was not a sparrow, nor even the bumblebee, went unobserved. They and their stories, written long ago, were known, as they traveled, borne at high velocity on a spinning planet, warmed and bathed in the light of an ancient star, on the morning of an ordinary day.

		



			Chapter 1
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			June: The Mulberry Tree

			Joshua Brightman sat alone on a park-style bench in a half circle of shadow, the only shade in the backyard. It was late on a Friday afternoon, and he had only ninety minutes of freedom until the return of the Beast. He dragged deeply on a cigarette to calm his nerves and watched the smoke rise in a straight column until it disappeared into the thick, glossy-leaved arms of the tree above him. The day was hot and windless, and the wide-spreading tree branches leaning over the wooden privacy fence at his back gave him respite from the sun.

			The backyard was a large rectangle of thick green, perfectly clipped and perfectly boring grass with a hidden sprinkler system. The monster brick house, with its French doors and concrete patio looked as uncomfortable on its tiny lot as an NFL offensive lineman squashed into an airline seat. Looming and ugly, it not only suited the Beast, it resembled him, with rooms too big and windows too small. 

			Joshua’s heart sank as he observed the house and yard. Removed from his native Brooklyn, like an apple tree uprooted and set into a tropical garden, he had a bad case of transplant shock. The place was too quiet; the climate was too humid, too hot, and there was too much sky, all lorded over by the brilliant, pitiless sun. Except for the morning exodus to work in the city, there was no street traffic and not a sign of a human being. In the three weeks since he and his parents had moved to the nether regions of the universe, otherwise known as south Louisiana, he had been under virtual house arrest. Here he sat in boring Chalice, surely the most insipid New Orleans suburb there ever was.

			Joshua noticed a line of ants marching from the base of the park bench to an ant hill just outside the area of shade. 

			Strip him. Tie him down hands and legs to four stakes in the ground. Cover him with honey and let him lie for days in the sun ‘til the ants eat him alive.

			His hand trembled slightly as he took a deep drag on the cigarette. He was dying for a beer, but since the near disaster in San Francisco, there was no alcohol in the house. Well, correction: there was alcohol, but not for him. The Beast had taken care of that. He quickly counted the ants. Twenty-four. He was twenty-four.

			24 = 2 × 12, 3 × 8, 4 × 6

			14 + 10, 12 + 12 and 12 × 12 =

			A sudden rustle in the leaves above startled him. There was no wind, so maybe there was a bird up there. As Joshua looked up, he heard a distinct click followed by a soft whirring sound. He watched wide-eyed as a small white rectangle descended out of the tree and halted in midair, six inches from his nose. In place of a hook, a paper clip at the end of a weighted nylon fishing line held a 2 x 3 notecard with a mechanical pencil clipped to it. 

			Well, it certainly wasn’t a bird. Joshua followed the line upward with his eyes, but it disappeared into the canopy of the tree. Craning his head left and then right, he could just see the straight edge of a wooden platform high in the tree, but no sign of the person who had to be perched on it. He returned his gaze to the dangling card. Something was written on it. He reached out and steadied it with one hand.
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			Joshua took the pencil, cradled the card in his left hand, and wrote: Who the hell are you?

			As soon as he reattached the pencil, the card was reeled upwards and disappeared into the foliage. Just to show who was in control, Joshua lit another cigarette. In less than a minute, a new card descended.
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			Joshua turned the card over and wrote: My name is Joshua, and I am not polite, but I will consider your request. Yes, I am the piano player. Do you have asthma? 

			Away went the card. He dragged deeply on his cigarette, stretched out his legs, crossed them, and leaned back on the bench. Just to show off, he tilted his head back and blew three smoke rings skyward while he awaited the reply.
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			If you don’t have asthma, then why does the smoke bother you?

			[image: ]

			Wondering why anyone would read in a tree, Joshua wrote: What is the solution?

			The card retreated upward. After a moment, Joshua heard a high-pitched giggle, bright as birdsong, and then he was pelted hard on the head and shoulders by a shiny hailstorm of round, red and white cellophane-wrapped peppermints. 

			“Ouch!”

			He heard a sliding sound, followed by a thump, then running footsteps. Joshua jumped up on the bench and looked over the fence in time to glimpse a young, dark-haired boy just before the backdoor slammed shut behind him.

			“You little turd.”

			Joshua lingered a moment, spellbound as the Englishman in Lost Horizon who discovers the hidden kingdom of Shangri-La. Compared to the sterility of his backyard, this was a slice of paradise. The yard had a dense, tropical air, as if nature, barely restrained, might run riot and subsume the entire property. The perimeter was shaded by banana plants with thick, fleshy stalks ending in tall green fronds, wide-leaved fig trees, pear, and several other types of trees he didn’t recognize. The sun-dominated center was a large, rectangular vegetable garden with neat, well-tended rows of staked tomato plants, yellow squash, and green beans growing from the rich, black earth. The sea of uncut, ankle-deep grass ringing the garden stretched from a dilapidated, tin-roofed tool shed at the back to the tall white frame house with dark green shutters and gabled roof at the front. The house itself seemed to have materialized from another time; it recalled the character, atmosphere, and charm of the nineteenth century. A narrow concrete stoop led from the house to the flagstone patio, which was inhabited by three Adirondack chairs and a riot of potted roses, hibiscus, and geraniums, framed by a forest of large green elephant ears.

			“Sam, you lucky dude.” It was so very inviting and peaceful that he wanted to climb over and explore, but he dared not.

			Reluctantly, he hopped down and gathered up ten peppermints from the ground and the seat of the bench. Then he sat down again, smiling, feeling somehow comforted. After a moment, he sighed, dropped his cigarette butt on the ground and stamped it out with his foot. He unwrapped a peppermint and popped it in his mouth. The cool, minty taste was almost as calming as nicotine. It wasn’t really a solution, but maybe it would make it just a little easier to face the Beast.







			Chapter 2
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			Weapons

			The tension he felt when he entered the house reminded him of returning to New York after a vacation and deplaning at LaGuardia: his pulse quickened, his blood pressure rose, his senses heightened in wariness, and his muscles tensed for combat. As he opened the French doors to the living room, that same on-guard persona took over, but all that assaulted him at the moment was the warm, homey smell of pot roast and onions. 

			“Joshua, come and set the table,” his mother called from the kitchen. “I still have to make the salad and put the dinner rolls in the oven.”

			Whatever else she might be, his mother was a good cook.

			“In a minute, Mom,” he called. He glanced to his left at the eat-in kitchen, seeing only the rectangular dining table and chairs. His mother was out of sight, probably working at the counter. The late afternoon light behind him cast his shadow across the living room to the wall of weapons. Naturally, the Beast had mounted his weapon collection in the room where they spent the most time. 

			The Beast’s fascination with guns began when his college roommate at Ithaca took him deer hunting in the Adirondacks. Hunting became a perfect outlet for the Beast’s aggression. Later, when he had a full-time job and could afford it, he bought his own rifles, beginning with a Browning, a Remington, and a Ruger. He found he had a taste not only for guns, but for all the instruments of war, and he satisfied his appetite by collecting them. Two Civil War swords, crossed with points aimed downward, were the centerpiece of the display. They were surrounded with WWI and WWII German Lugers, Mauser pistols, a British Webley 6-shot revolver, an Italian Carcano Carbine rifle with a folding bayonet under the barrel, a WWI German Imperial Trench Axe and a Lion Head sword, as well as daggers from Japan, Italy, and a British V-42 stiletto. 

			Kill the bastard. Disembowel him with the stiletto. Finish him off with the Luger—one shot through the temple.

			Joshua drew in a quick breath. 

			Avoid the weapon wall. Turn right. Seven steps past the sofa, turn left, seven steps past the fireplace to the hall. Turn right. Three steps to the bathroom. Safe! 

			He locked the door behind him, wiped the clammy sweat from his brow, and regarded himself in the mirror. Normally pale, his face, framed by curly auburn hair, looked unnaturally white. His eyes were two wide hazel pools above the olive green of his polo shirt and his khaki shorts. Thin as ever, he stepped on the scale to be sure, sandals and all. Still 130 pounds. He washed his hands three times. After peeing, he washed three more times.

			As he popped another peppermint in his mouth, the ringing started in his ears. Hungry as he was, he didn’t think he’d be able to eat. 

			The slam of the front door made his stomach lurch. Only a matter of seconds now. 

			Four staccato raps on the bathroom door. “Hey, what are you doing in there? Hurry up, time for dinner. Don’t be late!”

			Joshua lowered the toilet seat, sat down, and counted to one hundred. Slowly. 

			When he entered the kitchen, his parents were already seated for dinner. His father, Billy “The Beast” Brightman, loomed at the head of the table, knife in hand, like an executioner clad in a Brooks Brothers suit. Swarthy, with a shaved head and black goatee, he had the muscular but aging body of an ex-athlete. Joshua’s mother Amy sat to his right, small, plump and bottle blond, like an overripe apricot. Their two sets of eyes, his menacing and dark, and hers a vague, watery blue, accused him before he even sat down.

			Holding his fork and knife with clenched fists, as if he were going to dissect Joshua instead of his food, the Beast glared at his son. “Your mother asked you to set the table, but since you were hiding in the bathroom, I had to do it.”

			Consumed by his anxieties, Joshua had actually forgotten his mother’s request. If he had to forget something, why couldn’t it be his parents? How he was descended from these two, he could not fathom. Maybe his real mother had left him with the Brightmans, like a cuckoo laying her egg in a serpent’s nest. He shook his head and sighed. Surely, a warm-blooded bird should not grow up among reptiles. Maybe his real mother was daft as a cuckoo, which would explain his craziness. 

			Interrupting Joshua’s thoughts, the Beast laid down his fork and knife, made a fist with his left hand, wrapped his right hand around it, pressed hard, and cracked his knuckles loudly. 

			Joshua winced at the sound. Whatever his true origin might be, he knew his parents certainly did not give rise to his musical talent, which must have come from a distant ancestor, since his father was tone-deaf and his mother enjoyed elevator music. 

			“Yeah, sorry, if she’d have waited a minute, I would have done it.”

			Joshua sat down across from his mother and drank a long sip of water. He couldn’t focus and his vision began to blur. His hands and feet and face, especially around the mouth, felt numb. Wouldn’t be long now. Trying to conceal the tremor in his hand, he served himself some pot roast and potatoes.

			“Dinner,” proclaimed the Beast, “begins at six. It is now 6:10. You are late. You are always late, mister, which is exactly what got you into trouble in San Francisco. Your problem is you have it too easy. All you have to do is practice the piano every day, play a few concerts here and there, and you’re done. You don’t know what it is to work hard for a living.”

			Right. He had just practiced three hours a day since he was ten, and then five to six hours daily from college to the present. Joshua clamped his jaws around a chunk of pot roast and ground it between his teeth. Why did people, including his parents, think musicians never really worked at all; they just enjoyed themselves, “playing” mindlessly for hours on end? 

			“Really, Dad? Well, I don’t think working as an attorney at Leviathan Oil is exactly hard labor.”

			“How would you know, since you’ve never had a full-time job in your life? Believe me, we’re working nonstop. Since the criminal trial, which already cost the company billions, Merrick has ratcheted up the pressure. In August, we face prosecution by the federal government in the civil trial, where we stand to lose billions more, as well as the looming litigation by every Gulf coast state and thousands of private citizens. It’s unbelievable; it’s like Gulliver besieged by the Lilliputians, those tiny-brained, pompous, self-important hypocrites. A slew of the private claims are motivated by pure greed; people falsify and exaggerate their losses. They want to use the oil spill to their advantage, to cash in and milk us for money.”

			He rubbed his eyes, “Except for today, we’ve been working ten, twelve hours at a time. God, I’m so fried I can hardly see straight.” 

			The Beast buttered a dinner roll, and shook his head. “Truth is, when I chose this field, I had no idea how hard attorneys work. In terms of preparation and research, it’s like frantically cramming for a final exam—every single day. But back then I didn’t know; I was just glad to get a job where I didn’t have to inhale drywall dust, paint fumes, and insulation fibers, or break my back outside in dangerous conditions in all kinds of weather. And then after all the job stress to get ridiculed for going. . . Ah, hell, fuhgeddaboudit.”

			Bald. Joshua mentally filled in the blank. As he had to acknowledge, the Beast’s history truly was a tale of very hard work. When Billy was fourteen, his father, an iron worker, died in a fall. For the next four years, until his mother remarried, he helped support her and his three younger sisters by working construction jobs evenings, weekends, and summers. Large for his age, he worked for his uncle, a building contractor, bringing in twenty an hour. The income kept the family afloat, but the mental and physical stress of school, work, and sports manifested itself in early hair loss; he had bald patches at fifteen, which grew progressively worse. At school they called him Baldilocks. 

			The ridicule and embarrassment, devastating to an adolescent, fed Billy’s anger, and he took it out with grim determination. He spent hours throwing sizzling fast balls over and over to his cousin Lenny either in his backyard or at baseball practice where Lenny was the first string catcher. Billy somehow managed to work, play on the high school baseball team, and make acceptable grades. College would have been impossible without his baseball scholarship.

			Joshua ate some pot roast, tender and flavored just right with garlic, onions, salt and pepper. “It’s good, Mom.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Have some wine, dear.” The Beast made a display of filling her glass and his own with red wine. He gazed at his son, “None for you, mister.”

			Amy made a rare plea on her son’s behalf, “Billy, the incident in San Francisco happened over a month ago.”

			Encouraged, Joshua spoke up, “Dad, you know it was a one-time thing.”

			The Beast refused to budge. “Was it? Maybe you ought to do some soul searching. The real question is why you got drunk. That’s what led to the whole sorry mess that followed.” He shook his head, “The fact that the press got hold of it jeopardized your career.”

			“Well, I got good reviews and my management didn’t drop me.”

			“Doesn’t it matter to you that Shapiro labeled you ‘The Bad Boy of Classical Music’? It’s a smear on your professional name.”

			Shapiro? Completely nonplussed, Joshua blinked rapidly, astounded that his father had actually read the review and knew the critic’s name. That must be a first; the Beast’s disdain for his son’s music career was as constant and glacial as the cold in Antarctica. 

			“It’s time for you to grow up, son, and stop behaving like a spoiled brat.” The Beast clinked his glass against Amy’s. “Here’s to those who are punctual, sober, and really work for a living.” His mother smiled weakly and took a sip.

			Although he was tempted to throw it at the wall, Joshua simply picked up his water glass and gulped. So what if the Beast denied him alcohol? In the end it was hopeless; a bathtub of scotch, a vat of merlot, an ocean of gin could not erase scenes like this from his memory or still the angry voices in his head. 

			The Beast added in a jovial voice, “Cheer up, son, it’s for your own good. Count your blessings; think how lucky you are to live here rent-free while you pay off your debt.” He punctuated his sentence by cracking his knuckles.

			Rent-free, but never pain-free. Joshua gulped down a bite of pot roast that seemed to inflate itself like an airbag and block his throat. The only way to end this nightly punishment was to move out and live on his own, something he had never done. The astronomical rents in New York had made it impossible. His performance fees were not that high yet, and his manager’s commission was twenty per cent of the monthly gross. Moving out might be economically possible here in the South, but did he have the guts to do it? He really didn’t know. 

			“By the way, Joshua, tomorrow, I’m going to teach you how to drive. Since we’re not in New York anymore—”

			“No kidding.”

			“Don’t interrupt me.” The Beast glared at him. “And don’t make flippant remarks. You think I’m rough on you? My father would have knocked me across the room if I talked to him like that.” He stabbed a potato with his fork and then continued. “Since Chalice has a transit system that is practically worthless by New York standards, you’re going to have to learn how to drive. We start tomorrow at eight a.m.”

			“Don’t they have driving schools in this town? I can go to a school and save you the trouble.” Shit—if he’d only learned to drive sooner, but his priorities had been practicing and performing. In New York he got around fine by subway and bus. But now, here he was, stuck in this humid, suburban, car-dominated hellhole. The pounding in his head made him squint in pain. 

			“It’s cheaper if your dad teaches you,” said his mother.

			“How much can it cost? I’ll pay for it!” He said it so vehemently that a chunk of beef and gravy flew out of his mouth onto the white tablecloth.

			“Clean that up!” the Beast roared. “Now!”

			Joshua pushed his chair away from the table with a scraping sound, and dabbed at the fleck with his napkin. He succeeded in smearing it and making the spot twice as large.

			“Get a dish towel and dip it in cold water,” said his mother.

			He did and returned to the table to scrub out the spot. “I can’t eat anymore,” he said, with his head down, as he worked to make the brown stain disappear. “I’ve got a migraine coming on and I have to go lie down.”

			“Figures,” said the Beast. “Every Friday night, just like clockwork.”

			Joshua tossed the towel back onto the counter and turned to leave the kitchen.

			“What a pussy.”

			“Billy, hush!”

			Through the blinding pain, Joshua saw his mother’s complicit smile as she glanced at the Beast, lifted her glass and sipped the wine which swirled in the cup, red as blood.

			




Chapter 3
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			Annie

			Tourists did not drive out of their way to see the New Orleans suburb of Chalice, which began life as a small town on the West Bank of the Mississippi, or as the locals say, “ova da rivuh.” Of course, directions in New Orleans are not what they are in the rest of the world, since everything is relative to the river, as in Uptown and Downtown. But even then it gets confusing. For example, the West Bank, home to Chalice, is due south of the city. 

			Built around a U-shaped bend in the river and narrowing to a long tail, Chalice’s name was derived from its wineglass shape and from one of the strongest influences in south Louisiana, the Catholic Church. In the late seventeenth century, René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, claimed the Mississippi River and the vast lands drained by it and its tributaries for France, naming it Louisiana after Louis XIV. From then until a century later when the French ceded Louisiana to the Spanish, the European colonists brought their culture and their religion to bear on the New World. Their Roman Catholic influence remains; it is present in names, in institutions, in the heritage of the people. Instead of counties, boot-shaped Louisiana has sixty-four parishes. Eleven parishes, intoned in order, could serve as a litany: Assumption, Ascension, St. Bernard, St. Charles, St. Helena, St. James, St. John the Baptist, St. Landry, St. Martin, St. Mary, and St. Tammany. They are situated in the southeastern part of the state in and around New Orleans. 

			There were two convents and three Our Lady churches, as Sam called them, in Chalice. The natives never used their complete names, such as Our Lady of Prompt Succor, they just called them Prompt Succor, La Salette, and Queen of Angels. Even in the secular world, the Catholic influence was evident. All schools had a week off for Mardi Gras; spring break coincided with Easter, and in the not too distant past, children in public schools ate fish on Fridays. 

			Sam’s neighborhood in Chalice was old, a little run-down, not a clipped-lawn neighborhood landscaped by professionals and photographed for the covers of home and gardening magazines. At least not yet. No, it was a bit shabby and unkempt with a smattering of uncut lawns and broken, uneven sidewalks, cracked and pushed skyward at odd angles by the roots of ancient live oak trees. Overall, the neighborhood had a certain disheveled, haphazard Southern charm. The houses, on large lots of lush, green St. Augustine grass, sat well back from the street. Old oaks and sycamores shaded the yards, and in spring and summer, the reds, pinks and whites of flowering crape myrtle, azaleas, and magnolias provided color. The wood frame houses on high piers had been built at the turn of the twentieth century. Modest in size, with steeply pitched gables and generous porches, many needed paint or new roofs. 

			It was the type of neighborhood that sharp-eyed, salivating realtors surveyed, gauging it ripe for progress. Progress, of course, meant tearing down the old houses and replacing them with over-sized brick monstrosities on concrete slabs. The newer houses, like the one on the west side of the Faris family home, dotted the neighborhood and pushed up against their frailer neighbors like school bullies, self-satisfied, hulking and contemptuous. 

			The Faris family’s three-bedroom house was built to last in 1920 by Sam’s great grandfather Khalil. It had stood its ground for almost a century, through summer heat, fall hurricanes, hail storms, and tornados. Painted white with dark green shutters, it had twelve-foot ceilings with crown molding, well-maintained wood floors, and one bathroom with the original claw-foot tub. The house faced north with its living room, dining room, and  large kitchen on the west side. The master bedroom, the bath and two smaller bedrooms opened off a hall on the east side.

			When Khalil died, his son Albert inherited the house where he and his wife Annie raised their sons George and Joseph. After Albert’s death in 1995, Annie’s younger son Joseph bought the house from his mother, and he and his wife Diana moved in with her. When Sam was born, Joseph rewired the house, modernized the kitchen, and installed central air.

			“Sitti, Sitti!” Sam shouted as the door slammed behind her. She ran into the kitchen, almost breathless. “There’s a boy next door who plays the piano—the one we hear all the time now—his name is Joshua! His hair is dark orange, like the rolled apricot candy Uncle George brings us from Levant House.” She skipped around the spacious kitchen in a circle, humming and clasping her book in one hand. 

			Her grandmother Annie laughed in surprise and relief; she hadn’t seen Sam so animated in months. “Albi, you are so excited, you hop like a lamb in springtime. Since you mention Uncle George, he and Aunt Cat are coming tonight after the store closes to take us to Vespers at St. Basil’s.”

			“I know. I hope he brings some baklava.”

			Annie Faris stood at the gas stove, spatula in hand, watching over two deep cast-iron frying pans. Her smooth, olive skin was flawless, and her white hair was pulled back into a French twist. Her profile with its strong high cheekbones and slightly hooked nose was the living image of Mediterranean queens minted in high relief on ancient coins. 

			“Yum,” cried Sam, breathing in the rich smell of the ground sirloin patties with onion, mint, and cracked wheat frying in olive oil. “Kibbeh and French fries for supper!”

			“With fresh sliced tomatoes,” added Annie. “And that’s your job. Leave the book and go out and pick two nice, ripe ones. You can slice them up for me.” Annie’s heart rejoiced that after months of quiet grieving, the old Sam had emerged, cheerful, outgoing, enthusiastic. Whoever this Joshua might be, he was a blessing. 

			“Sitti, wasn’t Joshua in the Bible?”

			“Yes, he was the leader of the Israelites after Moses. He led them across the Jordan into the Promised Land.”

			“Joshua, Joshua!” Sam skipped around the room, and came back to hug Annie, dark eyes flashing and cheeks flushed. “Let’s read that part tonight after Vespers.”

			“All right, but first we have to eat, and we can’t do that until you go and pick the tomatoes.”

			“Okay!” Sam dropped the book on the kitchen counter and raced out the back door to the garden.

			She was back in two minute with two tomatoes. “Look, Sitti, how round and fat.”

			“Just like me.” The old woman smiled and held out her arms and the young girl ran into them. Although she was almost thirteen, and soon to enter high school, Sam looked about ten. Her head only reached her grandmother’s chest, and when Annie wrapped her in a tight hug and kissed the top of her head, Sam was completely enveloped. 

			Since the death of Sam’s father Joseph in January and the onset of her mother’s illness, Annie had been Sam’s rock of stability. Though she was seventy-nine years old, Annie Faris had remarkable energy. She was always cooking something: lentil soup, mahshi (stuffed grape leaves), laban (yoghurt), fig preserves, mayhaw jelly, or Syrian bread: round, relatively flat loaves that formed pockets when baked. She even made shankleesh, a very smelly white cheese. She planted and tended the garden. She did the wash and kept the house clean, and on weekends, she took Sam out for ice cream and the occasional shopping trip.

			“All right,” said Annie, releasing her. “You slice the tomatoes and put them on a plate, then go call your mamma to supper. The kibbeh and French fries are done.”

			Sam quickly sliced the tomatoes, and then ran through the hall door to her mother’s room and tapped lightly on the door, “Mamma?”

			“Come in, Sam, I’m awake.”

			Sam opened the door and bounded across the dimly lit room to the bed where her mother lay.

			Wincing with the effort, Diana sat up. She held out stick-like arms and hugged her daughter. “I haven’t seen you this cheerful in ages. You must have had a good day.”

			Sam could feel each rib of her mother’s skeletal body. “I did,” Sam murmured, as she breathed in the familiar scent of her mother’s skin and hair, still sweet and pleasant despite her illness. With her face still pressed against Diana’s neck, she asked, “Are you feeling okay tonight, Mamma? ‘Cause Sitti has dinner ready. It’s kibbeh and French fries.”

			With a last squeeze, her mother released her. “Isn’t it a little early to eat dinner?”

			“Well, Uncle George and Aunt Cat are coming to take Sitti and me to Vespers at St. Basil’s.”

			Diana raised one eyebrow, “Really? No one asked me about that.”

			“We didn’t think you’d mind. Besides, you were resting and we didn’t want to bother you. May I go?”

			Diana sighed, “Yes, but you’ll have to change into a dress and brush your hair, which as the hymn says, is ‘prone to wander’.”

			“I will. Thanks, Mamma. We won’t be gone long. So will you come and eat with us?”

			“Yes, I think I can eat today.” There were dark circles under Diana’s blue eyes, and her fair skin was pale and tinged with yellow.

			“Can I let Eliot out?”

			“After dinner, Sam. Although it may have some nutritional benefits, I don’t relish bird poop on my French fries.”

			“No, it’s much better on cornflakes.”

			“You little smart aleck!” Diana aimed a playful swat at her daughter, as Sam laughed and scooted out of range, glad to get a rise out of her mother.

			Wearing a white dressing gown, Diana sat with her mother-in-law and Sam at the dining table beside a bank of four windows overlooking the backyard. Ceiling fans in the center of the living room and above the dining table rotated slowly, circulating the air. It was almost as green and lush inside the house as outside. The dining area and living room, separated by a graceful, curved archway had the feel of an outdoor courtyard. The profusion of potted palms, a tall and elegant Norfolk Island pine, spider plants, hanging ferns, and fichus trees, had allowed Sam’s former pet, Franklin the flying squirrel, to circuit the rooms from branch to frond without ever touching the floor. 

			“Mamma, I met the boy Joshua who lives next door. He’s the one who plays the piano.”

			“How did you meet him?”

			“Well, he sits on the other side of the fence and smokes under the mulberry tree where I read sometimes, and the smoke bothers me. So I got one of Daddy’s old fishing poles and put a lead weight and a paper clip on the end of the line. Then I attached a note card and a pencil to the paper clip and lowered it in front of him. I asked him what his name was—I wrote it on the card—and then I asked him to please stop smoking under my tree.”

			“Clever like Joseph,” remarked Annie.

			The corners of Diana’s mouth turned down, but Sam smiled at the mention of her father. 

			“We didn’t talk, we wrote.” And then between bites of kibbeh, French fries, and salad, Sam told the rest of the story, strategically omitting the part about the cuss words. “And so I gave him peppermints to help him stop smoking.”

			“Well, that was nice of you.”

			Sam grinned.

			Just then the doorbell rang. “Oh,” said Sitti, “that’s George and Catherine.”

			Sam ran through the living room and opened the front door.

			“Sam! Just the person I wanted to see,” said George. He reached down, gave her a hug and then handed her a cloth shopping bag. “Take a look!”

			Uncle George always smelled like cigars, and he moved and gestured with a strong, male energy that Sam missed in the house since her father died. The white swatch in his combed-back black hair and the high bridge and sharp downward curve of his nose reminded Sam of an eagle. Aunt Cat, on the other hand, was a swan, quiet, long-necked and graceful. 

			With George and Cat following her, Sam brought the bag to the dining table, set it down and peered inside. “Pistachios, baklava, and apricot rolls! Thanks, Uncle George, you know just what I like.”

			“Yes, ‘cause I remember all the things your daddy used to bring you.”

			George held up two more bags to show Annie. “Mamma, I have a gallon of olive oil, five pounds of cracked wheat, some cardamom tea, and a pound of French feta for you. And, hello, beautiful Diana, glad to see you up and about.”

			He bent down and kissed his gaunt sister-in-law on the cheek. 

			“Hope you don’t mind if we shanghai your sassy daughter and take her to Vespers.”

			Diana smiled in spite of herself, “She likes to go, and I don’t mind really, George, but I wish someone would have let me know first.”

			Annie leaned forward, “I’m sorry, albi, I should have told you and I meant to, but I didn’t want to disturb your rest. And when you got up, I was busy serving dinner and I completely forgot.”

			Diana felt the sting of resentment return. They always kept her in the dark, just like they did with Joseph. She speared a piece of kibbeh so forcefully that the fork clinked loudly against the plate. “Sam, go and change clothes, and brush your hair.”

			Swallowing a mouthful of French fries, and fleeing her mother’s harsh tone, Sam dashed off to the bedroom. Catherine seized the moment to put a hand on her sister-in-law’s shoulder. A thin, willowy brunette, almost as tall as her husband George, a six-footer, she spoke in a low, quiet voice. “Diana, thank you for letting us take her to St. Basil’s. Would you like to come, too?”

			Diana’s shoulders slumped, “Cat, I’m just too tired. I don’t have the stamina.”

			“Well, I’m so glad to see you up and eating. I remember how little I wanted to eat when I had the tumor three years ago.”

			And now you’re well and taking my daughter with you, and I’m sick and no amount of treatments or medicine or prayers has helped.

			Catherine patted Diana’s shoulder gently. “You need to keep up your strength.”

			Diana glanced down at her half-eaten kibbeh and untouched fries, trying to restrain the swirling wave of jealous anger that threatened to undo her in front of them all. Distrusting her voice, she nodded mutely.

			After they left, Diana poured herself a mug of tea and heated it in the microwave. She took the hot drink to the sofa, and sat down heavily, thinking about another occasion, three years earlier, when George brought Cat here to the house. He had delivered groceries that time as well, and as soon as he put them down in the kitchen, he spoke to Annie. “Mamma, I want you to pray for Cat. As I told you, they found a tumor up here,” he touched his left temple, “on Monday. She’s been havin’ bad headaches for quite a while now, and well. . .” His voice trailed off.

			“All right. Let me get the anointing oil.”

			When she returned with the small round chrism of sanctified oil, Annie beckoned them to come and lay hands on Cat’s shoulders, something as foreign to Diana as it was familiar to Sam, who had participated in many of Annie’s healings in the Syrian-Lebanese community.

			Catherine sat on a dining room chair with George at her left and Sam and Diana to her right. It was the first time Diana had participated in a healing. After they laid their hands on Cat’s shoulders, Annie rubbed her finger in the oil-soaked cotton and made the sign of the cross on her daughter-in-law’s forehead. “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.” She placed her hands on Cat’s temples, closed her eyes, bowed her head, and began to pray aloud quietly, but with great intensity, “Lord Jesus, You have promised that where two or three are gathered together in Your Name, You are also present. Grant healing, Lord, for Catherine in her body, mind, and soul. To You all things are possible, and You are able to heal any illness no matter how great. . . ”

			As the prayer continued, Diana held her breath, struck both by Annie’s words and the way she uttered them. The energy and intensity of the prayer was palpable. With bowed head and eyes squeezed shut, the old woman prayed with all her heart. Like a generator creating electricity, she emanated a force field, and the power of it jolted Diana. She had experienced nothing like it in her Midwestern Protestant background. She believed in God, but as a distant entity addressed by the pastor and the congregation in formal prayers on Sundays. Annie prayed as if God, her friend and helper, stood present in the room.

			“Remove the tumor and every cell of cancer from her body, all pain and all fatigue. Restore her to perfect health. Cast out all fear or anxiety from her and strengthen her faith. Grant her new and unending life in You, to the honor and glory of Your Name. In Jesus’ Name we pray. Amen.”

			Annie released her hands and after a moment, Cat stood up, dwarfing the older woman in height. “Thank you, Annie,” she said in an unsteady voice. As she hugged Annie and kissed her cheek, Diana noticed the glitter of tears in her sister-in-law’s eyes.

			As George reported one week later, “Catherine’s headaches stopped entirely; she hasn’t had any since Mamma prayed for her and, well. . . ” his voice trailed off and he shook his head in wonder, “the MRI she had on Friday showed no trace of a tumor.”

			A miracle, just like that. Diana sipped the hot tea. And for six months Annie has prayed for me to no avail whatsoever.

			[image: ]

			As soon as Sam and Annie returned from Vespers, Sam tried again, “Mamma, now may I let Eliot out?”

			“Yes.”

			When Sam left the room, Annie sat on the sofa beside Diana and apologized again, “Albi, I didn’t mean to upset you. I would have told you about taking Sam to Vespers, but I didn’t want to trouble you, that’s all. You have enough to deal with now.”

			“Well, it surprised me. I guess I’m still hypersensitive because when Joseph gamb—” Diana halted in mid-sentence, hearing Sam’s footsteps in the hall. She dropped her voice, “And you knew and—”

			Aware that Sam was about to return, Annie sighed and hurriedly whispered. “I know. I should have said something then, and you know how sorry—”

			Annie shrieked and Diana ducked involuntarily as Eliot, flying low and fast as a missile, zoomed between their heads, only inches away. After one dazzling, swift circuit of the living room, Eliot the blue jay landed in a Boston fern hanging near the back door, jarring the basket into motion.

			Following swiftly behind the bird, Sam re-entered the room. “Mamma, were you talking about Daddy? What did he do?”

			“Come sit with us.” Diana patted the sofa, while Annie caught her breath.

			When Sam sat down, Diana held her by the chin, “Your father gave you his big brown eyes, his sense of humor, and your curiosity about everything in life. That’s what he did.” She released Sam’s chin and sat back, “But of course you got all your brains from me.” She leaned forward and kissed her daughter on the head, inhaling the scent of her hair.

			“You smell like incense. Did you enjoy Vespers?”

			“Yes, I love to look at the icons, especially the angel ones. But now let’s read about Joshua.”

			Sociable, and naturally interested in all things biblical, Eliot flew over and perched on Sam’s shoulder, ready to hear the story. Sitting between Diana and Annie, Sam read aloud from the first chapter of Joshua when God appointed him leader of the Israelites. Her favorite part was God’s promise of protection to Joshua and His reminder about the Law:

			“There shall not any man be able to stand before thee all the days of thy life: as I was with Moses, so I will be with thee: I will not fail thee, nor forsake thee. Be strong and of a good courage: for unto this people shalt thou divide for an inheritance the land, which I sware unto their fathers to give them. Only be thou strong and very courageous, that thou mayest observe to do according to all the law, which Moses my servant commanded thee: turn not from it to the right hand or to the left, that thou mayest prosper whithersoever thou goest.

			“After that, Joshua fought many battles, didn’t he, Sitti?”

			“Yes, he did, and with God’s help he won them.”

			“Well, sleep is winning the battle with me,” said Diana, kissing her daughter goodnight, “and it’s bedtime for you, too.”

			Too tired to protest, Sam returned Eliot to his cage in the room she shared with her grandmother. Shaken by her father’s death in January, she had deserted her own room for Annie’s. Once she was dressed for bed, Sam knelt and said her nighttime prayers. 

			After cleaning up the kitchen, Annie was also ready for bed. She returned to the room just as Sam finished praying. Annie changed into what she called her blue chemise and took the pins out of her hair. Sam sat cross-legged on her bed in her yellow nightshirt, and looked across at Sitti, who brushed her long white hair as she sat up in bed. Their twin beds were separated by a nightstand bearing a lamp and a clock radio.

			“Sitti, remember how God healed Aunt Catherine?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, if He healed Aunt Cat and the other people you pray for, why won’t He heal Mamma, after all our hard praying?”

			Annie laid the brush in her lap. Separated by the space between the beds and the life experience of almost seven decades, the wise old woman and the inexperienced young girl regarded each other with the same dark, liquid eyes. “Albi, just because He hasn’t healed your mamma yet, doesn’t mean He won’t. We have to be patient. God does everything at the right moment, in His own good time.”

			“Are you sure, Sitti?” Sam glanced anxiously at her grandmother.

			“Albi, I am absolutely sure. Don’t worry; God hears our prayers and knows all the desires of our hearts. He can heal your mamma at any time.”

			Reassured, Sam replied, “I know, but I sure wish He would hurry up.”

			With that, she hopped off the bed, gave her grandmother a goodnight kiss, dove back into her own bed, and two minutes later was sound asleep.

			




Chapter 4
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			In the Garden

			Early the next morning, Sam and Sitti ate a breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon, and buttered homemade biscuits smeared with mayhaw jelly. Afterward, they took mugs of hot, milky tea outside to the shady patio to enjoy the short-lived cool of morning. Sam, flanked by her tea mug on one broad arm of the Adirondack chair and her current book on the other, had also brought Eliot. He perched on her index finger, secured to her wrist with a lightweight bird harness.

			“If Eliot had been a soldier in 1861, Sitti, in his blue and gray uniform, he would have fought for the Confederate army. I’m reading a book about the Civil War,” she announced. Sam stroked the bright blue feathers on his lower back while Eliot flicked his long, barred tail. “It’s funny how his chest is gray and his upper back is a bright blue.”

			“That’s God’s design for blue jays,” said Annie.

			Sam continued to stroke the bird gently. “But, Eliot, I hate to tell you your Rebel hat is all wrong. You have a crest where you’re supposed to have a flat top.” Although he loved affection, Eliot was a sucker for bright, shiny objects. He suddenly hopped from his perch on Sam’s finger to Sitti’s shoulder and pecked at the back of her gold hoop earring. Sitti hunched her shoulders, laughed, and jerked her head to one side like a boxer avoiding a punch. 

			“Eliot!” They shouted at
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