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A Chance to Tell Ten Stories

These ten stories have people on a journey they did not plan to take. Their destination is unknown until they arrive. When lost, home can be a place of rest with no need to go further.

These stories tell about sisters reuniting at their grandpapa’s funeral, a dad becoming a woman, a lonely homeowners association president, Betsy who likes shiny light bulbs, and Donald confronting co-workers and teenage daughters. There is also Gwen searching her past for help after a rape, a comedian avoiding colors, a dying Tommy wanting God’s forgiveness, a blind Peter who meets Mary with cancer, and a couple married for years who perform on a high school stage.
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Sisters

I once worked with a woman who had a younger sister. The woman told me how she and her sister did not get along until they went to their grandfather’s funeral. They both always competed for his attention and standing in front of his coffin, they decided he wasn’t worth it. They became sisters and friends.

Looking out the passenger side window, Beth watched streaks of drizzling rain blur the passing farmland. In the distance, gray clouds hung low, causing her ghostly reflection in the glass. Beside her, David drove in silence with his clean-shaven face losing its summer tan. As usual, his blond hair needed a comb. Nevertheless, her husband was striking in his dark blue suit.

“This is going to be one dreary day. I hope this doesn’t take too long,” he said, finally. “I’ve got a lot of work to do at the office.”

“This is my grandpa’s funeral. Couldn’t you be a little more considerate of my feelings?” Beth said, clenching her teeth.

She used to tolerate David’s workaholic attitude. Now, his overzealous, competitive desire toward his work made her wish he was seeing another woman. Then I’d know how to fight back, she thought. Swelling tenseness narrowed her oval eyes and creased her forehead. She swiped a locket of limp black hair away from her high cheekbones.

“I’m not being inconsiderate. I just made a statement I think both of us can agree on.”

“You always have a lot of work to do and yes you are being inconsiderate. This funeral isn’t going to be pleasant for me.”

Beth stared at the passing farmland. She remembered the horseback rides years ago through the same rolling countryside with her grandpa, her mother’s father. They would ride under the arching reach of stout elms and follow white washed fences to gated ends. Back then, Grandpa’s thick white hair tousled in the wind while her pigtails spiked the air as she rode quick to keep up. He was always younger than his body, Beth thought.

Tears swelled in her eyes and regret flooded Beth as she thought about the waning contact that seeped between them over the years. The laughter associated with the time of horseback rides was distant.

After a few more minutes of silence, David blurted out, “I don’t care. We’re leaving right after the funeral. I’ve got to get back to my office.”

Beth knew too much about David. She could picture his thoughts racing about his job. “You’re obsessed with getting that director’s position,” she said.

“If you would listen to me sometimes you’d know that selection is in two weeks and I’m not the only competitor for it.” David clicked his tongue, which he did when irritated. “I need to work on my marketing presentation. It could determine who gets the position.”

“You already told me that rumor has you in the lead. Can’t you think about other things for a change?” Lately, Beth found herself challenging David’s attitude about his job more and more.

“I’m not going to explain it to you again. All I’m asking is that we not waste time after the funeral,” he said.

“Look, David. We can’t just leave like that.” Beth snapped her fingers, releasing a small explosion of anger. “Your precious work can wait. This is my grandpa and my family. I know that doesn’t mean much to you, but it does to me.”

“All right.” David said. He paused. “I’ve never liked funerals, anyway. They creep me out. Besides, you haven’t seen your grandfather in years.”

“Yes, since we’ve been married,” Beth said. His last statement hurt. A card here and there to his grandpa and an occasional call was not enough.

“Besides, I don’t see any need for me to hang around with your family. I hardly knew your grandfather. You are going to tell them today, aren’t you? It’ll be a good opportunity with everyone there.”

“Don’t be absurd. I can’t tell them at my grandpa’s funeral. And could you please not mention anything? I can’t deal with more than one crisis at a time,” Beth said. Their visits to separate lawyers and David’s plans to move out in a few days tormented her.

“All right, all right. But you’ll have to tell your family soon.” 

“I know, but not right now.” Beth wanted the argument to end.

She could manage her dad, telling him about her failed marriage. But Beth didn’t know how she was going to tell her mother. David and Beth turned their attention toward their own thoughts and rode the rest of the way in silence. Only the sound of the car slicing through the rain was heard between them.

Arriving at the farmhouse, David maneuvered around several cars cluttered along the gravel driveway. On their way to the long wooden front porch, Beth and David warded off misting rain with separate umbrellas. The well-lit house inside defied the shadowy weather outside.

Most of the men grouped in the living room near the wet bar where David went. Beth smiled at her dad as he stood tall among the men. Except his smile and attention were with David, who approached. Beth kept walking.

Most of the women milled around the dining room table in an adjacent room. Beth didn’t see her younger sister Annette, her mother, or Grandma among them. Respectfully, she chatted with her aunts and cousins before wandering into the kitchen.

“Beth, I’m glad you’re here,” Grandma said, sitting at the kitchen table. She smiled softly at Beth as if glad she had come.

“Grandma, I’m so sorry,” Beth said, bending over and hugging the aged woman.

Grandma had a youthful plumpness to her features and strength to her grip. Her long gray hair was pulled back in a bun as usual.

Mother sat across the table in her authoritative pose with her black dress pressed exactly so. Seated next to her was Annette, who matched Mother in facial features. Annette’s long, ashen hair was neatly combed and pinned back. Her dark burgundy dress had a slight print of flower petals along the collar and hem that highlighted her large brown eyes. Beth felt guilty about the plain dark emerald green dress she wore. She felt sloppy and out of color.

“It’s too bad you couldn’t be at the viewing last night,” Mother said. “Dad looked wonderful. But at least Annette made it.”

“I’m sure Beth couldn’t help not being at the viewing, Mom,” said Annette. “I live a lot closer and Beth would have been there if she could.”

“I did try to come,” Beth said, angry at her mother’s comments and puzzled by Annette’s defense.

“Anyway, I’m glad you’re here today,” Grandma said. “It’s good so many people came. John would have been pleased.”

“Why don’t we go in the dining room,” suggested Mother. “Other guests have probably arrived.”

With Mother leading, Annette passed close to Beth and whispered, “Don’t pay any attention to Mom. She’s upset about Grandpa’s death. Besides, you know Mom has to have everything perfect.”

“Yeah, but she’s right. I should have been at the viewing last night.” Beth angrily remembered how David came home late, so they missed the viewing. She could have gone alone, except she would have had to answer questions from Mother over David’s absence.

The two younger women followed the two older ones into the quiet conversations in the house. Beth allowed the swarm of relatives to envelop and hide her. Serious comments were avoided.

When the time came to leave for the funeral, Mother insisted that fewer cars be used and people ride together. Beth pressed for her and David to ride alone. She did not want to be trapped in a discussion about herself, David, and their future. Mostly, she wanted to be alone and she knew she would be that way with David. In the end, it was Dad winning the argument for Beth that irritated Mother.

The funeral home was in a converted house. Where it once had life, now it hosted the remains of life. At the front of a long room, a dark mahogany casket sat on a metal pedestal with short wooden benches facing the casket in a bad attempt at order. The intent was to encourage a good view of the coffin, but prevented talk between attendees.

Beth sat on a hard bench between Dad and David while in front of them Annette sat between her husband Rick and Mother. The two women held hands and clutched tissues together. Beth sat clutching her own tissues as the two men beside her paid attention to the quality of the casket.

A tall thin preacher in a tight fitting black suit gave a cordial ceremony where his words made the audience quiet. He spoke of Grandpa’s boyish enjoyment of life, causing Beth to think of so many memories at one time she couldn’t focus on a single one. She tried to hold back tears, yet she ended up patting them away with a single torn tissue. She sat between her two men, who did not hold her hands.

From the funeral home, the cars formed a procession and drove through the small town toward open farmland. Five miles out, the line of vehicles passed through wrought-iron gates and into a land of granite and marble monuments nestled among a spread of old hardwood trees. The rain had subsided, but gray clouds hung threateningly low.

On a bright day, it could be peaceful here, Beth thought. More people arrived to crowd around the canopy and casket and listen to the final words of the preacher.

As he spoke, Beth let her thoughts drift away to when she was ten-years-old. She remembered a walk with Dad and Grandpa, each gently holding her hands. The three strolled along a well-worn cow path, across pastured lands, and between rounded hillsides surveying the farm. The men she was descended from talked in deep tones with words that did not matter to her. It was their voices that were a comfort, like the soft blow of wind high in the trees.

The memory gave way to thoughts about her wedding when she passed from one man’s hands to another. Beth realized that this time when she passes out of marriage no one will be there to hold her hand. Somehow, knowing this gave her a growth of confidence. She could feel herself get stronger and happier, accepting that she could hold her own hands if she wanted.

Walking away after the funeral, Annette asked Beth, “You’re coming back to the house, aren’t you?”

“Yes, for a little while.” Beth sensed urgency in her sister’s voice and suddenly David’s wants irritated her. “If David wants to leave early, I can stay and catch a ride from someone else.”

“That’ll be great. I’ll see you at the house,” Annette said as she quickly caught up to her husband Rick.

On the way back, Beth told David, “Annette wants me to stay awhile. So, if you’re in a hurry to leave, go ahead. I’ll find a way back.”

“I hope you’ll find time to tell them about our divorce.”

“I’ll tell my family, but right after Grandpa’s funeral is not the time.” Beth felt tears swell in her eyes, yet she contained them.

“Okay, tell them whenever you want. They’re your family. I’ll wait around a little while at the house.”

Beth rolled down the window to let the cool, damp air contain her emotions. The rain started again and she let the water dampen
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