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Prologue



May 2002

Marnee sat on the edge of the claw-footed tub, her naked body down a third from the size it had once been. The day was gray outside, but warmth from the full bath rose up around her and she smelled the lavender bath oil Jules put in the water. She wished she could get in and soak, but the effort to climb in and out would be too great—for her and for Jules. For modesty’s sake, she still could not bring herself to let Lincoln help her with the bathing part of her routine. He was a wonderful son, and would certainly have been willing. But old conventions died hard and, in the end, she was more comfortable with her daughter.

For everything else, Jules and Lincoln were equal partners in her care. Jules arrived first, had been with her for nearly three months. Lincoln came in from New York soon after, as soon as he rearranged his schedule of concerts. They’d both come without hesitation when she’d told them she’d taken a turn for the worse. Many mothers could not rely on loyal children. Even so close to death, she felt blessed.


She once thought God would deny her the privilege of children, but all that had changed with Lincoln. Then Jules followed, and Marnee saw her family complete. It had happened under different circumstances than she expected when she was young. But even so, all her hopes for motherhood had been satisfied, her prayers answered.

“Is this too hot?” Jules asked as she raised the sponge to Marnee’s back.

“It feels good,” Marnee told her. “I’m so cold all the time now. Anything warm is a comfort.”

Jules rubbed the soft sponge over Marnee’s neck and shoulders, down her spine and over her arms.

Marnee looked at the rise of her daughter’s breasts inside the cotton sweater she wore, and saw the hint of thickness, now even more prominent than before, at Jules’ waist. She’d been noticing the changes for about a week, and wondered if Jules would tell her. Obviously not. There was so little time, and if she wanted to talk about a baby—a grandchild—she would have to bring the subject up herself.

Jules had left that strange man she’d been dating in Los Angeles, said she wouldn’t be seeing him again. If the baby was his, Jules didn’t want him to know about it. Maybe she didn’t want Marnee to know, either. Still, Marnee couldn’t let it go unsaid.

“How long have you known about the baby?” she asked her daughter.

Jules dipped the sponge in the water again and squeezed out the excess. But then she stopped short of bringing it to Marnee’s flesh. She sat down on the porcelain edge of the tub beside Marnee and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, Marnee saw moisture in her daughter’s eyes.

“Oh, honey, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Marnee said. “I just thought we should talk about it.”

“I’m glad you said something,” Jules told her. “I figured it out just before I came here. I wanted to talk to you, but…” She wouldn’t look up, and a sudden fear seized Marnee.

“You are…” Marnee stopped. Should she ask? Did she even want to know? “You do plan to have the baby, right?”

Jules turned to her suddenly. “Oh, Mom. Yes, I do. It’s not that. Don’t worry.” She touched Marnee’s arm. “I’ve always known that I wanted to have a child—eventually. And I’m thirty-eight. This isn’t how I hoped it would happen, but, well, it is how it happened, so…”

“Nothing ever works in quite the way you expect,” Marnee told her daughter, thinking of her own life as much as Jules’. “Thomas. The baby’s his? Is that why you broke up?”

“I left him before I knew. He’s got some problems. I think it’s better if he doesn’t know there’s a baby. I don’t know if that’s the right thing or not, but…”

“What sort of problems?” Marnee asked.

Jules sat for a moment, just breathing, as if trying to build up the energy to answer the question.

“It’s okay,” Marnee began.

“No, no,” Jules interrupted. “I want to tell you.” She stood up and got a soft towel from the hook on the door. She put it around Marnee’s shoulders, then sat down again and began.

“Thomas called me one day on a job and asked if he could come by and borrow my car,” she said. “I said fine, as long as he came back and gave me a ride home. I figured his was in the shop or something. Two hours later, I was on the freeway with him, screaming my head off for him to stop while he drove over one hundred miles an hour.”

“Dear Lord.” Marnee didn’t even like imagining her daughter in that kind of danger.

“He was laughing the whole time. He said if we crashed and died, our souls would be married on the way to some star system he seemed to be obsessed with at that moment. I fished out my cell phone and he grabbed it and threw it out his window.”

“Oh, Jules…”

“I finally got him to slow down enough for me to get out,” she said, “although he never fully stopped the car. I was walking in flip-flops on I–405. Somebody stopped and I called the police, but by then they were already chasing him. He wrapped the car around a pole before it was over. He got bruised up, but walked away from it. Thank God he didn’t kill anybody. That night, I got the unique experience of seeing my poor little Honda come to its end on the local news.”

“Was he arrested?” Marnee asked.

“A psych evaluation,” Jules said. “Charges are pending treatment. I talked to his ex-wife after that. She filled me in on his problems. He’s bipolar. Apparently, he has a history of deciding to go off his meds without warning. God knows why no one told me before. When I found out about the baby, I already had my flight here scheduled. It seems wrong not to tell him, but I’m really scared for the baby.”

“You have to think of the child first,” Marnee said. “First and last, if it comes down to it.” Marnee understood firsthand. She wished she could have left Jack Fuller to raise Jules and Lincoln alone. But she had her reasons for staying.

Jules stared at the squares of tile at her feet. “Are you ashamed of me?” she asked Marnee, not looking up.

“Oh, Jules. No, baby. You’re a grown woman. I expect you to have a life.” Marnee leaned over, raised her arm around the small of Jules’ back. Even this gesture carried such effort. She wished she could slip free of her body, but still remain with Jules at the same time. With Jules and Lincoln. They needed her, and she couldn’t stay much longer. She’d made peace with all of it—except that. It was her only lingering regret.

“Julie Marie,” she gathered all her resources and began again, “I have never once been ashamed of you. I understand that your choices come from a different point of view than I had growing up. The world has changed since then. I know that.”

“A lot of people in this town don’t think that way,” Jules said. “A lot of your friends.”

“Well,” Marnee said. “One lovely thing about dying is that all that nonsense gets put into perspective. I do wish that you had a situation that would make this easier for you. But even in the worst of circumstances, babies are a blessing.”

Jules leaned into her, forgetting for a moment, it seemed, Marnee’s frailness. It took every ounce of strength Marnee had to bear Jules’ weight against her, but she found such comfort in the effort. When Jules pulled back, Marnee took her hand, not wanting to relinquish the feeling of her daughter’s presence. She fully intended, even in death, to stay near her daughter. Believed it possible with her entire mind and soul. But the touching…Oh, she would miss that.

“What does it feel like?” Marnee asked, surprised to feel a smile come to her face. “The little one in there.”

“Not much yet.” Jules smiled back. “Sometimes I think I can feel it, but that has to be my imagination at this point. You remember how it was with Lincoln, don’t you?”

“No,” Marnee answered her truthfully. “I don’t.”

“I guess when it’s over and you go back to normal,” Jules said, “it seems like it happened to a different body.”

“Do you have a doctor?” Marnee changed the subject.

“I’ve been once. I’m supposed to go back next week.”

“That’s good,” Marnee told her. “You have to keep up with that. No matter what’s going on with me. Like I said, the baby comes first.”

“I need you, Mom,” Jules said, her eyes now wild with tears. “I don’t know how to do this. I’m a daughter. I’ve always been a daughter. I don’t know how to be a mother.”


If Jules had known the raw pain her words brought to Marnee, she wouldn’t have said them. For the first time in weeks, Marnee felt the anger return. The anger that this thing, this cancer, had claimed her life. She wanted more than anything to see Jules through. To meet her grandchild. But she couldn’t. And there was no way to change that. For the first time, she wouldn’t be there when one of her children needed her.

“Lincoln will be with you.” Marnee was barely able to say the words. Jules’ grief would come later, but Marnee’s had suddenly arrived in full measure. Still, even inside her disappointment, she felt it. The small kernel of joy that a baby was there. A baby would be in her home again. And all the love she gave to Jules and Lincoln would get funneled into a tiny, new life.

“What do you say we finish the bath later, Mom,” Jules said. “You look pretty spent.”

Spent. That’s how she felt. And there would be no reinforcements. No replenishing of the energy expended. She was simply using herself up day by day. So she had to choose wisely, deciding what to do with the scarce reserves she had left.

Jules slipped Marnee’s gown over her head and Marnee struggled to find the holes for her arms. At sixty-four, there should have been more time. Still, she wouldn’t complain. Her parents waited for her on the other side. It struck her as funny that there, she might even become a daughter again. Thank the Lord she wouldn’t be Jack Fuller’s wife for a second time. Wherever her husband had traveled in the afterlife, God would have the good grace not to send her there.

“It’s better what you’re doing,” Marnee said as they made their way back to the bed. “I know it’ll be hard. But it’s better to have the baby alone than with someone too damaged to be a good parent.”

Jules would understand what she meant. That was probably why she’d made the decision in the first place. If Marnee had been blessed with a choice, she would have done the same thing.

Jules curled next to her on the bed like a young girl, and Marnee reached over and pulled her daughter close. Jules and Lincoln both had been doing that a lot, lying by her side. Even though her children were grown, holding them the way she had when they were young still seemed as natural as breathing.

“Julie Marie,” she said, her chin resting on the top of Jules’ head. “You’ve been loved every day since the moment I laid eyes on you.”

“I know it, Mom,” Jules said, wrapping her fingers around Marnee’s hand.

It was the middle of the day, but time didn’t have a place in their schedules anymore. They would sleep and then talk some more when they woke up. Marnee’s senses had been doing funny things since she’d been so sick, but, in the air around her, she smelled something lovely. Baby skin smell. It had to be in her mind, but she didn’t want it to go away. She drifted to sleep thinking of tiny, perfect fists—little hands taking hold of her, determined and tugging at her skin, insisting on love.








Chapter One



When Jules was seven, Marnee sat down with her on the den couch after school one day.

“Julie Marie,” she said, “we need to have a momma-girl talk.” That’s what Marnee called it when Jules needed to listen carefully, to be her most grown-up self. “You know why Mrs. Tucker has such a big tummy, don’t you?”

Mrs. Tucker was Jules’ teacher. She had a baby that lived only two months before he went to sleep one night and didn’t wake up. But while she was pregnant, the second-grade teacher became a source of great fascination for the class, especially the girls, who had some vague idea that this might be their lot in life someday.

“She had sex with Mr. Tucker and made a baby,” Jules said, parroting her friend Jamie’s words. Jules knew the words to be true—Marnee had confirmed this—but had little understanding of what they meant, exactly.

“That’s right,” Marnee told her. “That’s how babies get into the world. They grow in mommies’ tummies and when God says it’s time, they get born.”

Jules nodded, wondering where the Mrs. Tucker tummy discussion was headed.

“Well, my girl,” Marnee continued, “I think it’s time that we had a talk about when you were born.”

“Did your belly button pop out the wrong way when I got big before I came out?” Jules asked. “We could see Mrs. Tucker’s belly button when she had on a shirt that was kind of tight one day.”

“That’s the thing,” Marnee said. “You didn’t grow inside my tummy.”

Jules wondered where she might have grown. Could babies start off in jars like her friend Laura’s sea monkeys?

“There was a lady who found out you were growing in her tummy. She didn’t live here in Ekron. In fact, I don’t know where she lived.” Marnee seemed to get lost in this question for a moment before she came back to the discussion at hand. “But anyway, she went to a place in Raleigh where they find the right mommies for babies when the ladies they grow inside can’t take care of them.”

Jules imagined a lady shaped like Mrs. Tucker. But her face had a fuzzy quality like a picture too out of focus to recognize anyone.

“When they told me you were there at that place,” Marnee said, “I knew that I was your mommy.” Marnee looked into Jules’ eyes. All momma-girl talks got to that point—the time when her momma would stop talking and look at Jules directly in the face. This was the important point. “I loved you before I even saw you,” she said, “just like Mrs. Tucker loves that little one she hasn’t seen yet. Do you understand all this?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jules said, but a question gnawed inside her head. She was almost scared to ask it. “Momma?”


“Yes, baby.”

“Who named me?”

“What do you mean?” Marnee treated the inquiry with proper regard. She never dismissed anything Jules asked.

“Did the lady who grew me inside her have the name for me when you got me or did you get to make up a name after I was with you and Daddy?”

She based her reasoning on her experience with pets. Jules had seen dogs who’d lived one place and had a name, but then had to go to new owners. After the move, the animals came off as a little confused, as if they might want to hear another voice calling for them. Jules thought it had something to do with who named them, and she felt scared after she’d asked.

“When we went into that big room where you were waiting for us,” Marnee told her, “I had no idea what you’d be called. But the second I saw you, it came to me. Julie Marie. I said it out loud before I’d even touched you. You turned your head toward me, just like you’d heard your own name. I guess I claim to have named you, but I think God whispered your name in your little ear before I even got into the room, the same way He whispered it to me when I saw you. That way, He figured you’d know the one who called you by that name was your momma.”

Jules quit worrying after that. She never wondered once where she’d spent all those months growing inside some stranger’s body. The notion of a birth mother seemed as relevant to her life as the women in her Bible stories in Sunday school. They’d existed at some point, but had no impact on what she ate for breakfast or what she got for her birthday. She had everything she needed in Marnee. And regardless of what her mother believed about God’s whispers, Jules believed she came into being the second Marnee spoke her name. Before that, nothing mattered.

It had been a week since Marnee’s funeral. A week and three days since Jules’ discussion with her about the baby. About her grandchild. Jules had no idea at the time that it would be the last conversation she’d have with her mother.

After their talk, Jules and Marnee lay down for a nap. When Jules woke up two hours later, Marnee was on the floor by the window. Jules yelled for Lincoln and the two of them got their mother back on the bed. She was breathing, but would not wake up. She lived for three more days, but never opened her eyes again.

Still, Jules and Lincoln felt their mother with them. Her presence was stronger than consciousness. Stronger than words. They stayed with her around the clock. Sometimes together and sometimes just one of them at a time. When she finally stopped drawing any breath, they were both there, and the emptiness seemed to encompass the known world.

Lincoln had gone down to the cemetery every day, but it took Jules a week to go back to Marnee’s grave. As she walked away from the still-fresh burial plot, her mother’s long skirt grew stained where the hem brushed over the loose, red clay.

While caring for Marnee, Jules had taken to wearing her mother’s clothes. For one thing, she hadn’t brought much with her when, several months before, she left LA. Her plans had been made in less than forty-eight hours after Marnee’s cancer began to worsen. Jules packed one big suitcase and a carry-on, leaving everything else behind.

At first, when Marnee still felt well enough to go to church, she loaned Jules clothes for the services. It was cool then, so the outfits were mostly skirts and sweaters with darker wintertime hues. Marnee seemed to like seeing Jules in her things. She’d suggest something that would look good on her, tell her to try it on.

Marnee kept two closets. One for summer and one for winter. Every spring, when she moved to the clothes in her summer closet, Jules would see a tightness in Marnee’s features ease. She seemed to wear happiness itself as she put on her short-sleeved dresses.

When Jules arrived to take care of her mother, she’d traded the Los Angeles sun for a bleak coastal winter in North Carolina. Weeks later, warm weather was still late coming, and the strain of that, coupled with her physical worsening, showed in Marnee’s eyes. Then by late April, when the season skipped spring and went straight to summer, Marnee was spending her days in nightgowns. Still, she made a ceremony of opening the summer closet.

“Why don’t you see what fits you,” she told Jules.

“I’m fine, Mom,” Jules told her. “I’ve got some clothes.”

“Why don’t you let me see what fits you, then,” Marnee said.

And Jules realized that the suggestion wasn’t for her benefit. Marnee wanted to know that life would go on. All afternoon, Jules took things out of the closet and tried them on. At some point, Lincoln joined them, and sat in the chair by Marnee’s bed. For all the pleasure it brought Marnee, Jules would have kept it up until night came and turned into day again, except that eventually hunger and fatigue began to take a toll on all of them. But after that day, it became second nature for Jules to look in her mother’s closet for something to wear.

Since Marnee had been gone, Jules realized that the clothes had taken on a new significance. They felt good against her skin, as if some property in the fabric imparted onto her the best qualities of her mother. After the funeral, Jules found wearing the clothes a comfort, something tangible to carry with her. Because even though the preacher had devoted an inordinate amount of verbal real estate to the notion of souls and saints, Jules couldn’t convince herself that the cancer left any part of her mother, flesh or otherwise, for heaven to claim.

If this was true of the devout Marnee, Jules figured she and her brother, Lincoln, must be in real trouble. There was more immediate concern for Lincoln, given his problems. Jules tried not to think about her brother’s health. Seeing Marnee through the past months, Jules had experienced enough worry for a lifetime.

“Watch out!” A boy’s panicked cry.

Just steps from the cemetery in the side yard of the church, he appeared out of nowhere, his bike a red blur before pain shot through her hip and arm as she hit the ground. Her ankle forced into an awful twist.

“You all right?” He let his bike fall and ran over to where she’d sprawled in the patchy grass. He stopped short, leaned in carefully as if she might be toxic.

“I’m okay,” she said. “I turned my ankle, but I don’t think I broke anything.”

Her hand went instinctively to her abdomen.

“Did you hurt your stomach?” the boy asked.

“No,” she said, amazed that he’d even noticed the gesture. “I’m going to have a baby. But everything’s okay, I think.”

The baby would be fine, still tucked deep inside the flesh and muscle of Jules’ belly. With Marnee gone, no one but Lincoln and her doctor even knew that she was pregnant—well, Lincoln, the doctor, and some random kid on a bike. Why had she blurted it out like that?

But the boy wasn’t interested in her pregnancy. He stared at her leg, and she realized her skirt was up, bunched high on her hip from the fall. He fixed his eyes on her tattoo, a small rose on the inside thigh. She pulled at the fabric and covered herself. Still, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the spot where he’d glimpsed the flower.

“Help me up, okay?” She smiled, breaking his momentary fascination with the body art.

“Sure!” He came closer and began pulling roughly at one arm.

The boy must have been all of nine, maybe ten, slightly younger than she was when she lost her dad. At that odd moment, it occurred to Jules that she was an orphan for the second time in her life.

“You’re that lady who does movie stuff, right?” the boy asked.

Jules tested the foot. It was sore, but took some weight. “Yeah,” she told him. “I’m a Foley artist. I put the sounds in movies once they’re filmed.”

From the look on his face, she might as well have told him she taught monkeys to play chess.

“You do that in California?” he asked, as if that might explain it.

“Mostly. I’ve been here for a couple of months. My mom lives down the road.” She caught herself using the present tense, but couldn’t bear correcting it. “I grew up here.”

“I know,” he said. He got back on his bike. “I’ve seen you at my granddaddy’s sermons before, and my brother said you talk to his class at school sometimes. He’s in ninth grade.” The last part was said with a fair amount of pride. “My brother’s name is Vick. He said you talked to him one day. Do you remember him? He asked you what you have to learn to get to be a movie star.”

“Yeah,” she lied, “I remember.” She’d talked to the students in the school’s drama course a few times since she’d been home, but the kids’ faces, especially the boys, were a blur of bravado and acne.

The young boy smiled, stood looking at her as if there might be more to say. It being a weekday afternoon, they must have been two of maybe seven total humans in a five-square-mile radius. Marnee’s house was just down the road, and like all the other homes along her rural route, it sat a wary distance from other neighbors.

“I’m really sorry, lady,” he said.

“No problem.” She tried and failed to rotate the tender ankle. It was swelling and, though she could hobble, pain shot through the entire foot. She hoped she could manage to drive the quarter-mile stretch to the house.

The boy took off in the opposite direction from where she intended to go. She glanced back again at the cemetery. She’d thought things couldn’t get any lower, but as she tried to rotate the tender ankle and had to stop from the pain, she realized she’d been mistaken. She limped to the car so that she could make her way back home.








Chapter Two



Jules stopped by the grocery store on her way home from the medical clinic. She’d had two appointments in the three days since she’d fallen. Sporting a light brace that the doctor gave her, she entertained the notion that she could stand without pain again long enough to make a dinner that involved a stove rather than the microwave. The end of an aisle opened up at the dairy display, and she saw Sam Alderman looking at the yogurt selections with his back to her. In the twenty years since they’d been a couple in high school, he hadn’t changed all that much. Maybe a little more muscle in the shoulders. She noticed an earring, new since the last time she’d seen him a few years before at the airport in Raleigh.

He picked up one carton of yogurt and then replaced it, and looked at another. She watched him. Short hair, still brown, but with a little gray mixed in.

“Sam?” Saying his name remained familiar. Her tone carried with it an implied intimacy, and she felt suddenly self-conscious. He might even be married again. Last time they’d talked—that day in the airport—he said that he and his wife had just split up.

“Jules.” His familiar grin, large and easy, took up a fair portion of his face. He came closer to her. “I heard about your mom,” he said, the smile fading. “I’m sorry. I thought about coming to the funeral, but…”

He didn’t need to explain. Any time that extended members of her father’s family were in attendance, it was a good idea for Sam to keep his distance. Marnee had never blamed Sam’s family for Jack Fuller’s death, but Jules’ aunt and the two uncles on her father’s side wouldn’t let go of the idea.

“I thought about you, though,” he said. “I should’ve come by.” He looked down at the shiny store tile beneath his feet.

“It’s okay. I’ve been up to my ears in visitors and casseroles. Things are just starting to settle down.” He smelled good, like clean laundry.

“Yeah, I figured your relatives might be sticking around for a while,” he said. “I know Mom dropped something by just after the funeral. She said she saw Lincoln. She didn’t stay long. Apparently Aunt Noreen was giving her the evil eye from across the room.”

“What the hell, my family’s not always that keen on me, either,” she joked, although it was mostly true. “And Noreen still scares the shit out of me sometimes.”

“I get the feeling she could lay a mean hex on somebody if she got the notion,” he said.

To Jules’ family on her father’s side, Sam was guilty by association. Even though his dad had done nothing wrong. A terrible accident. That’s what it had been. After it, both their fathers were gone. During the years she dated Sam in high school, she knew better than to mention his name at the Fuller gatherings.

“You look great, though,” he said. “God, it’s been twenty years and you haven’t changed at all. I guess you’ve traded that drawstring bag on your belt loop for a real purse, but that’s about it.”

She hadn’t thought about that cloth pouch in years. She could have been arrested more than once for what was in that little sack. “I guess I traveled lighter in high school.”

“Didn’t we all,” he said. His voice carried something like regret.

Her good ankle felt achy from standing. She leaned against the corner of the dairy display, and the air made her bare arms cold. As if sensing her discomfort, he took a step, coming closer to her than before. It still felt familiar to be talking with him, as if decades had not gone by since they called themselves a couple.

“Are you still working for the NIH in D.C.?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “I’m medical director for a pharmaceutical company in Wilmington now. I don’t see patients anymore.”

“Is that weird?”

“Not really,” he said. “I was always better in the lab anyway.”

“I like the earring. That must have lit up the phone lines around here.”

“I’ve had it for a while now, but yeah, Mom was not pleased.” He smiled again. “At least she’s happy that I’ve moved back to North Carolina.”

“How about you?” she asked. “Do you like being back?”

“Yeah, it’s good here. And I liked the idea of getting closer. Mom won’t admit it, but hearing in that one ear is gone completely now. She needs more help than she used to.”

Years before, his mother accidentally knocked a shotgun off a gun rack on the wall while moving some furniture around. The gun discharged, and the noise from the blast left Rena with a damaged eardrum. That had happened around the time of the boating accident with their dads. Just before or just after, she couldn’t remember. Childhood memories from that period in her life tended to run together in an odd loop of images without context.


Jules felt guilty every time the subject of Mrs. Alderman’s hearing came up because she’d once been caught mocking the woman in a store downtown. With a bunch of her friends, Jules imitated the way Rena cocked her head to one side so she could hear. It was a stupid thing just to get laughs, but Sam’s mother had been standing in front of a store mirror, and she saw Jules behind her. The moment Jules made eye contact with Rena Alderman’s reflection, she felt her whole body fire hot with embarrassment. The incident had never been mentioned, but Jules was pretty sure it had also never been forgotten.

“So, I’m taking off for a week or so to help Mom get the cottage opened up for the summer,” Sam was saying.

“I thought you kept it open year round?”

“We do. The opening and closing of the season are more ceremonial than anything. We have to scrub down every inch of that place before Memorial Day, or she says she’ll sell it.”

“Can’t let that happen,” she said. Jules wondered if his memories of their frequent, clandestine visits to the cottage were still as vivid as hers.

“No.” He smiled. He seemed to go shy for a second, looking away from her. “We certainly can’t.”

Yeah. He remembered.

The moment hung there briefly before he asked, “What happened to your foot?”

“I took a fall last week when I was out at Mount Canaan visiting Mom’s grave. Really stupid. I feel like a rhino moving around in this thing.”

He laughed. “You look like anything but a rhino, but I know it’s a pain in the ass to wear that thing.” He bent down toward her slightly, as if to share something confidential, but instead he asked, “Are you going to be around for a while?”

“I’ll be taking some time to go through Mom’s things. And I’ve picked up a little work in Wilmington. A couple of commercials and one TV show. I’ll be here for a few more weeks, at least.”

“You still work as a sound tech for movies?”

“Yeah,” she said, not bothering to explain her job in any further detail than his assessment. No one really understood what she did, although to her, Foley work seemed the simplest of concepts.

“Well, if you’re in town for work, we should grab dinner,” he said. “Some great restaurants have opened in Wilmington and,” he added, “I can show you my place.”

“That’d be great.” Okay. No new wife. She hoped not, anyway. She wondered what sort of invitation he meant to extend with that comment. Then, for the first time since she’d seen him standing there, she thought of the baby growing inside her. The baby seemed like a fairy tale, a lovely thought that had no bearing on reality. Very soon, in just months, it would dominate her world. Should she tell him? Too awkward for a grocery store encounter, she decided.

“I should get back,” he said, as if sensing her thoughts shifting away from him. “Mom’s always been a worrier, but she’s getting worse. If I’m gone too long she’ll have the law out looking in ditches for me.”

It hit her again, the idea that her own mother no longer waited for her at the house. She would not get maudlin in the middle of the butter aisle. She had to think of something else.

“Try the key lime pie,” she said, nodding toward the yogurt. “It’s killer.”

He picked up a couple of cartons and put them in his cart. She smiled, muttered a “Good to see you, Sam” before moving toward the frozen food section. The ache in her foot from standing, coupled with the creeping nausea in her gut from the baby, made her decide to microwave for at least one more night.

 


Jules negotiated the curves leading out to the house, hitting the brakes to avoid a deer with a fawn crossing the road. How many times had she driven that stretch of asphalt? She remembered one weekend when she decided to surprise her mother and come home during her junior year at Chapel Hill. She finished class early on Friday and left immediately for the drive to the coast. The interstate didn’t go to Wilmington then, and the drive took the entire afternoon. She arrived the moment day tipped over into evening. When she pulled into the driveway, both Marnee’s car and her old truck were under the carport. A newer car was parked behind them.

“Hey, Mom,” she called when she came into the kitchen through the carport door.

“Jules!” Marnee sounded more startled than happy.

The oven was on and Jules smelled Marnee’s roast chicken with lime baking inside it. A fainter aroma, some cake or pie that had been prepared earlier, lingered.

I wonder how she knew I was coming? The question went through Jules’ thoughts so quickly, it almost didn’t register, but it was immediately replaced by the realization that Marnee had company. She’d invited someone over for dinner, and judging from the man’s jacket hanging on the back of a kitchen chair, the friend wasn’t a woman. Marnee was on a date and Jules spoiled it.

“Did you try to call?” Marnee asked, coming from the den into the kitchen. Jules saw Mr. Harlow rising from the couch to follow Marnee. “I was at the grocery store for part of the afternoon, so I probably missed you.”

“No, sorry,” Jules said. “I thought I’d surprise you.”

Marnee glanced back at Mr. Harlow. “Well then, you’re a lucky girl,” Marnee said, turning back to Jules and offering a hug. “Your favorite just happens to be in the oven.”

At the time, Jules felt relieved that she hadn’t ruined anything. Obviously from Marnee’s reaction, no big plans had been in the works. Mr. Harlow came over for supper. Something casual. No big deal. That’s what Jules saw at the time. After her initial surprise, Marnee acted like herself again, and that told Jules all she needed to know.

Later—years later—Jules of course realized she had interrupted something. Mr. Harlow, whose wife died when Jules was in high school, would have been a nice person for Marnee to have in her life. That night might have been the only effort Marnee ever made at an existence separate from her children. Walking in unexpectedly, Jules shined a glaring spotlight on her mother’s attempt at a social life, and, inadvertently, made her mother choose. To Jules’ knowledge, Marnee never invited a man friend over again.

She hadn’t thought much about it over the years, but driving back from the grocery store, the memory stung her for the first time. How could she have not known? Worse yet, how could she ever sacrifice like that for the child she carried inside her? At thirty-eight, she felt too old to learn those tricks, and the baby would suffer for it. Just like Marnee before her, the baby would bear the brunt of Jules’ shortcomings. Oh, God. She felt panic rising inside her.

Her last conversation with her mother had been about the baby. If Jules had known those were her final words with Marnee, she would have pressed for more advice. Some kind of guidance. But at least her mother seemed happy about the news. Jules had felt such relief that she left everything, all her questions, for a later time. Just after they talked, the two of them lay down for a nap. After that, everything changed for Jules.

The late afternoon had, again, turned hot, and she cracked her window, taking in the new-growth smell of all the trees. If someone asked her what “green” smelled like, that would be it. New leaves.


She thought of Sam Alderman, and wondered if his invitation to dinner and a tour of his place would still stand after she told him she was pregnant. Now that would be an awkward conversation.

As she rounded the bend in the road just past Mount Canaan, she saw the dark sedan in the middle of the driveway at her house. She didn’t recognize the car and was doubly annoyed that it blocked her entrance into the carport. Probably somebody from the funeral home with Marnee’s jewelry. She ought to be grateful if they were dropping it by and saving her a trip, so she parked on the road, got her groceries, and hobbled up toward two people, a man and a woman, standing on the porch.

“Hey,” she said, making her way up the steps to the front door where they waited. They both wore dark suits, but she didn’t think she’d seen either of them at the funeral home before. “Can I help you with something?”

“We’d like to speak with you for a few minutes,” the guy said. When he spoke, she vaguely recognized him. Someone she’d gone to school with, she thought. The sun was in his face, and he squinted, looking past her and not making eye contact. The woman spoke up.

“I’m Detective Janaway,” she said. “This is Detective Mills. We’re from the police department.”

Billy Mills. That was the guy’s name. What the hell were two plainclothes police officers doing on her porch?

“I’m afraid we’re going to have to ask you to answer some questions,” the Janaway woman said. She looked at Jules with an expression that seemed like pure contempt. Since Jules didn’t know her, she thought maybe the woman looked like that all the time. Some people had unfortunate faces. Then it dawned on her that something really might be wrong.

“Is it Lincoln?”

“Who?” Officer Janaway asked.


“Lincoln, my brother. Has something happened to him?” Jules didn’t know why they would be coming to tell her anything about Linc, but she couldn’t think of a better reason why they would be going all NYPD Blue on her porch.

“We don’t know anything about your brother, Ms. Fuller,” Janaway said.

Billy Mills made a little face. It was subtle, but definitely there, and Jules could quote his thoughts word for word. Her brother’s queer. I know that much. That’s what ole Billy was thinking. Well, screw you, buddy. She was getting generally pissed at both of them.

“What are you guys doing here?” she asked, sounding annoyed, but less annoyed than she actually felt.

“There have been some accusations that we need to question you about,” Billy finally spoke up. “A kid…a minor,” he corrected himself, “has alleged that you had inappropriate sexual contact with him.”

“What!” Her first impulse was to laugh, but Billy—Detective Billy to her, she supposed—was clearly serious. “Are you joking? What kid?” She felt as though she should be protesting more, but it was too damn ridiculous to justify. “What kind of contact?”

“We just need to talk with you,” the woman said, her demeanor softening a little. “There aren’t any charges, yet. We need to sort through the allegations and figure out what really happened.”

“Well, I wasn’t around for whatever happened,” she said. “And I don’t think I should be going anywhere or saying anything without knowing exactly what’s going on. Who’s making the accusation?”

“You might want to get a lawyer,” Janaway said, not answering Jules’ question. “If you want to do that, we can set a time tomorrow for you to come in. That should give you time to find someone,” Janaway said. “We can’t go into specifics at the moment. And we’re not arresting you.”

“Why would you arrest me? The closest I’ve come to any kid since I’ve been here has been from the front of a classroom—with the teacher there. Oh, and then there was the kid who nearly ran over me with his bike.” She lifted her bum foot. “That was pretty intimate.”

“I understand that you’re upset,” Detective Janaway said, “but sarcasm isn’t going to get this settled. Make the calls you need to make and then plan on coming down to the station—our offices are in the basement of City Hall—tomorrow morning at eleven. That okay?”

“Okay.” The reprimand left Jules spent, and the woman was right. Getting pissed off and rude wasn’t going to help. Someone had made a big mistake, and Jules needed to get it straightened out. “I’ll be there tomorrow at eleven.”

Janaway nodded, turned to leave. Billy followed behind her. Jules sat down on the porch swing. Shaking from the encounter, she stared out at the quiet yard. Flowers that Marnee had planted before she became too weak for yard work offered up color. Jules looked out at the road. Dust kicked up by the detectives’ sedan lingered in the still air. And in the middle of the two-lane highway, Jules saw someone. A boy. He was watching her. She stayed completely still as if the kid might be a deer or a bird easily frightened by sudden motion. She stood up slowly, trying to decide if she should call out to him, but the second she was on her feet, he took off running, all her instincts confirmed. Soon he was well out of sight.

Had she imagined him? Maybe she’d lost her mind entirely. “I’ve got to find a lawyer,” she mumbled to herself, going inside, melted groceries in hand.

She tried to think of someone to call. Of all the people that had offered help since her mother died, no one came to mind as a potentially lawyer-savvy individual. Her local relatives were the last people she’d want to hear about some crazy accusations made against her.

The only person she could think of who might be able to help was Sam. Before she ran into him at the store, she hadn’t even known he was in town, and suddenly there seemed to be no one else. Funny, after spending three months with her mother, seeing the parade of church people and club ladies in and out of the house, there wasn’t a single person besides Sam she truly believed capable of stepping up to help. Her few close girlfriends from high school had settled in Raleigh or Charlotte, maybe Atlanta. Lincoln had gone back to New York. She’d never been so alone.

She didn’t have Sam’s cell number, but she still knew the Alderman house phone by heart. Sam’s mother answered, and the tone her voice took on after Jules identified herself suggested that the store mirror incident had not been forgotten by the half-deaf, but nevertheless formidable, Mrs. Alderman.
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