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Chapter 1

She felt like she had been punched in the stomach. Nausea, dizziness, swept over her.

“I have to sit down.”

“You are already sitting down,” a voice gently stated.

“Then I have to stand up, do something,” she said but she remained sitting.

“Sara, talk to me. Are you okay?” the young man asked.

“I’m not okay. I gotta get out of here. I have to go home.” A ray of sunlight slipped through the window onto the table. How could it be sunny, she asked herself?

“You are home, Sara. This is your apartment.”

“Oh,” she said as she looked around. Nothing looked familiar. Nothing seemed real. It didn’t seem possible. This couldn’t be her home. Nothing looked the same. 

“Then you better go,” she told the man sitting next to her.

“Not till I know you are okay.”

“I’m not okay, but you have to go. Please go. I can’t deal with this now.”

“Okay, if you say so,” he reluctantly got up and started for the door then turned back to look at her. “Call me, or I’ll call you later, okay?”

Sara didn’t respond as he let himself out the door.

“What has just happened?” she asked herself as she sat, the nausea giving way to numbness. This couldn’t be real. Couldn’t be happening to her. She had her whole life ahead of her, a life she had planned out, a life she had been going to share with Jeff. Now that was all gone.

Was it only yesterday that she had been in love? Two students at Michigan State University, young and in love. She remembered ...
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“Hi ya, sweetheart,” the lanky young man snuck up behind the petite figure sitting on a stone bench and staring intensely beyond the book in her lap, across the expanse of green grass behind the administration building and sloping down to the rapids of the Red Cedar River. Across the concrete steps on the neighboring shore were fat ducks sleeping in the sun. Across the expanse of campus the bright spring sky was broken only by the outline of white clouds. In one fell swoop, Jeff engulfed her from behind into a giant bear hug that knocked the book off her lap and onto the sidewalk and almost lifted her bodily off the bench.

“Jeff, what are you doing?”

Jeff continued to hold her in his bear hug, resting his head on her head with a wild toothy grin and rocking gently back and forth, his arms clasped firmly together under her full breasts.

“You’re crazy. Let me go. People are staring.”

“So let them stare.”

“You’re impossible,” Sara said with a true note of frustration but inside she loved it, loved the feel of his nearness towering above her. She loved the strong arms around her waist, loved his impetuousness and his open displays of affection, so different from her own inhibitions. Somehow Jeff, with his warmth and enthusiasm, had broken through her tight space that kept others at a distance and had done it so genuinely that she had not felt offended. He wasn’t like the other guys who invaded her space, tried to thrust themselves into her personal atmosphere, not because they liked her and respected her but because they wanted something from her. He gave his friendship and love so that she wanted to give to him in return. Because he made no demands she felt free to give, whatever she wanted to give, and both slowly and like a whirlwind he had zoomed into her life and won her over.

Theirs was an easy friendship, easy and natural. Not full of the silly hassles that seemed to beset the relationships of other couples they knew. They had met in the dorm and shared several of those general first-year courses that no one was allowed to escape. Together they went through all the frustrations and traumas of the first year at a mega-university. They both came from small towns USA, Michigan style, middle class families.

As Sara allowed herself to relax in Jeff’s arms, Jeff let go and sidled up next to her on the bench. Sara felt both a feeling of relief from the embarrassment of being stared at by others, seeing two people so obviously in love, but also a sense of disappointment at having the warmth of his arms removed from her. 

“You love it and you know it,” Jeff remarked as he sat next to her.

Sara had to smile, “I love you, not everything you do. Look what you did to my book, all my notes have been scattered all over and I’ve lost my place.”

“You weren’t really studying anyway.”

“What do you mean I wasn’t studying? How do you know?” Sara enjoyed fighting with Jeff, even when she knew he was right and she was just being stubborn. Jeff knew it too. He enjoyed their little verbal repartees as much as she did. So far they had never had a real argument, a serious fight, just teasing and love spats.

Jeff stared at Sara with his big impetuous grin. Sara couldn’t resist his smile, yet because of that she felt she had to withstand his attraction.

“Stop smiling at me like that. I’m serious.” Jeff just continued to grin. “And I was too studying. I’ve been going over some of these pictures of paintings by early impressionists and studying their style. I’m thinking I might do a series of paintings imitating their techniques and try to incorporate them into my own style, or something like that,” Sara lied. Jeff just grinned, further confusing her.

“And then you know, I’ve been studying that time period, trying to put it into perspective with the painters of the times, their lifestyles, and how that influenced their paintings ... Darn, will you please stop staring at me like that.”

“But I like to stare at you.”

“Just stop it,” Sara was starting to get angry. “All right, have it your way. You can sit there and grin all day if you want. I’m leaving.” Sara closed her book and prepared to leave. She took one last look at Jeff before making her move, not really wanting to leave. Jeff was still grinning. She knew he loved it when she was angry like that.

“I was just thinking,” he said and paused. “I was just thinking, we ought to discuss what we’re going to do in the future.”

“What are you talking about?”

Jeff became suddenly serious. “Our future, together, you know.”

“No, I don’t know.” She paused before adding, “You’re not talking about marriage, are you?”

“Why not? We’ll be seniors soon, and then graduates, why not do this together, plan a life together.”

“Marriage, you and me?”

“It would be difficult to do so alone.”

“Jeff, I ...” She didn’t know what to say. They were still so young, he was so impetuous.

And what about a career? And yet Jeff was so supportive of her art, what better person to have by her side while she built a career?

“But we’re both so young.”

“More time for us to be together. We aren’t teenagers any more. If we get married now we have a better chance of making it sixty years.”

“What about our parents?”

“Mine love you as much as I do.”

“It’s so soon, so impulsive ...” So unlike her, she thought, she who was always so careful, who liked a plan despite her artistic side. It wasn’t exactly her dream proposal and yet ... here he was, her dream man. She couldn’t imagine finding anyone she loved more. She looked across the expanse of lawn and river to the opposite side as she pondered the question, avoiding his gaze. How could she say no?

“Yes,” she finally said, much to Jeff’s relief.

“I knew you would say yes if I kept asking,” Jeff said as he picked her up and planted a kiss on her lips. “Let’s celebrate.”
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That had been last spring. What had happened since then to lead to this? It was just yesterday, just this morning that she still had that illusion of love. Now it was gone. Would it ever return? Popped by one phrase, the bubble that had been her life had exploded. What would she do now?

Her roommate found her at the kitchen table, still sitting where Jeff had left her that morning.

“Sara, are you okay?”

Sara appreciated the concern in her voice but it seemed to be spoken through a tunnel.

“Sara,” Anne repeated, finally breaking through to whatever place she had retreated.

Sara looked up, “Oh, hi, when did you get here?”

“Jeff called me. He told me what happened. Are you okay?”

“Sure, yeah. I’m fine. I’m okay,” Sara repeated.

“You don’t look okay.”

“No, I’m fine, just fine. I just need a little fresh air, yes, fresh air will help,” she said and proceeded to try to stand up only to have her legs buckle underneath her as her head swam. Anne stepped in beside her to help hold her up.

“Here, let me help you. Let’s get you to a more comfortable seat.” She helped Sara edge her way to the couch, slipped her into her favorite spot and wrapped a blanket around her.

“You just sit there. I’m going to fix you some tea. Sit back. I’ll take care of everything. Everything is going to be okay,” Anne assured her. Sara knew she was wrong.

Chapter 2

“There’s no easy way to say this. We are changing our food services from our own program to another provider. We expect to save well over thirty thousand dollars by doing this. It will mean some changes in staffing, but I want to assure you that you will have the opportunity to apply for positions with the new provider,” the executive director informed them at the mandatory employee meeting for food service workers.

When Esther had first heard about the meeting she hadn’t been concerned. Probably some more minor policy changes. Seemed someone was always coming up with changes. Every time they got a new executive director, that director had to make a mark by introducing changes, whether warranted or not. There had been some rumblings, always were rumblings and rumors in any organization where there were people, so this one was no exception. At times there had been talk of unionizing, but overall, she had been happy with management and saw no reason for a union. She had already outlasted four executive directors. She knew the drill. She figured she would outlast this one as well.

She had started working at the retirement community part-time out of high school, left when she had her babies then began working again for over twenty-five years once her youngest started grade school. She was one of the old-timers. As such she had the first option at the check-in desk where she could sit and rest her feet, but she didn’t always take that option, enjoying waiting on the residents who had become friends over the years. They had become like family. She enjoyed her job, enjoyed the people she worked with and for, and looked forward to working there for another ten years until she was ready to retire. 

Esther had heard it all before but this time was different. She tried to ignore the tension forming in her shoulders and the unsettled feeling in her stomach as he went on to introduce the management staff for the new company. Her boss would have the opportunity for a management position with the company at another site. Everyone else would have a month probationary period as they decided who would stay and who would go. They were told not to say anything to the residents until they were told about the change at the meeting that afternoon.

“What do you think?” one of her co-workers asked as they walked out of the meeting together.

“I don’t know what to think. It’s too soon to tell.”

“I don’t know about you but I’m going to start looking for another job. I can’t afford to be without work,” another said.

“At least my husband still has his job. It will be hard if I lose this job, but not impossible. But what will you do, Esther? You still have kids at home.”

“I guess I’ll worry about it when it happens. Maybe it won’t be so bad.”

“Let’s hope so,” Margaret said as they went to their cars.

Esther didn’t know what to think. After all, she had lasted for twenty-five years; she figured she could make it another five to ten years. Still she felt dizzy, unsure of herself; her legs were like lead weights as she walked to her car.


Chapter 3

Sara woke up after a hard sleep. She felt strangely calm. It had all been a dream, a bad dream, she told herself. In her dream, Jeff had broken off their engagement. In her dream he had told her he was gay. Couldn’t possibly be true. What a nightmare. Today she would get up and go to class, then go to work and she would see Jeff at lunch as they always met for lunch and she would tell him about her dream and they would both laugh. And then the world would be right again. She just had to get through the morning until she could see him.

She got out of bed, took a quick shower, dressed and prepared to leave for her eight o’clock class.

“You up?” Anne asked 

“No, I’m sleep walking. What do you think I’m doing? I’ve got my eight o’clock. Can’t sleep through that.”

“I thought after yesterday that maybe you wouldn’t go to class.”

“Why wouldn’t I go to class?”

“Because, you know,” Anne hesitated, unsure how much to say, “After your break-up.”

“No, that was just a bad dream. I just need to talk to Jeff and everything will be fine.”

“No, Sara, it wasn’t a dream, it was real. Remember?”

“No, it was all a mistake. Just wait till I talk to Jeff. Now I have to go to class,” Sara stated as she pulled on her coat.

Anne walked over and gently put her hand on Sara’s arm. “No, Sara, it’s true.” 

Sara pulled away, finished putting her coat on and walked out the door. “No, it’s not true, and if you were a good friend you would let me go.”
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Sara sailed through her eight o’clock class and worked her three-hour shift at the book store as if nothing had happened. She met Jeff at the Union grill, same as she had every Wednesday for the past two years, as long as their work and class schedule allowed. 

Jeff seemed surprised to see her. “I wasn’t sure you would show up.”

“Why wouldn’t I? It’s Wednesday, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but after yesterday I wasn’t sure you would want to see me.”

“Why wouldn’t I want to see my fiancé?”

“Sara, remember? Yesterday? We can’t get married.”

“Oh, that, that was just a mistake. I’m sure you’re mistaken.”

“No, Sara, I’m not. I’m gay. I’ve struggled with this for years. I’ve only just recently found the strength to admit who I am.”

“But how do you know? How can you be sure? This is just a bad dream. This can’t be happening to me.”

“This isn’t just about you, you know. It’s happening to me, too. I didn’t exactly choose this.”

“Yes, you did, you chose ...” Sara struggled to find the words, “You chose ‘this’ over me, over all we shared. How can you do this?”

“No, I didn’t choose this. I didn’t want this, tried to avoid it for years but I can’t lie to myself anymore. And I can’t continue to lie to you.”

“But what about all of our plans? I thought you loved me.”

“I do love you, just not in the way that you want.”

“Then why did you propose? Why did you go out with me?”

“Maybe because I just wasn’t ready to accept the truth back then. I do love you, if I were to marry any woman, it would be you.” Jeff paused to allow what he was saying to sink in. When Sara didn’t respond he continued, reaching for her hand, “I know it’s hard. I’m hoping we can still be friends. Just think how hard this has been for me.”

“You don’t get to decide whether we can be friends or not.” Sara pulled her hand away. “You’re the one who broke up with me, remember. I think you better go.” Sara didn’t know what to say. She had been so sure it was a mistake, a cruel mistake, but here was Jeff again, saying the same terrible things he had said yesterday so maybe it was true. But it couldn’t be true.

Sara stared down at the salad untouched on her tray. “If you don’t leave, I guess I will.”

“No, don’t get up, Sara, I’m going,” Jeff said as he left. 
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Sara called Anne. She didn’t wait for Anne to say hello before saying, “Anne, Jeff and I are broke up.”

“I know, Sara, Where are you?”

“At the Union.”

“I’ll be right there,” Anne said and hung up.

Sara’s salad remained untouched when Anne found her.

“I can’t believe it. It wasn’t a bad dream,” Sara told her.

“I know. Let’s get out of here.”

“He couldn’t be gay, could he? I would have known, should have known. How could I have been dating someone for two years and not know?” she said as she left with Anne.











Chapter 4

Sara existed in a cocoon of numbness for weeks after the break-up. It helped her keep moving as friends kept asking her if she was okay. She focused on her classes and work. Fortunately they had not set a date yet, wanting to graduate and get jobs first before planning a wedding so there was no church or hall to cancel. It was her senior year. She had her senior project to complete, which occupied most of her attention.  She dreaded the Christmas holidays. Thanksgiving had been a disaster.

“So where is that young man of yours?” her grandmother asked upon arrival. “When do we get to meet him?”

Her mom had intervened, taking her grandmother’s coat and telling her, “They broke up, remember, I told you about it.”

“No, you didn’t. No one tells me anything,” she replied.

“Yes, I did, you just forgot,” her mother said with a tone that indicated no more was to be said.

Later, after dinner, while attempting to drown her sorrows in chocolate pecan pie, her aunt had commented, “If you want to get a man, you better stay away from those desserts.”

Sara stopped with pie on her fork mid-way to her mouth.

“Don’t you worry, honey,” her uncle had interjected, “A man likes a woman with a little meat on her bones. Truth be told, a Rubenesque figure is better than a Twiggy,” he said, referring to a model from his youth.

Sara put her fork down, no longer hungry, feeling the familiar churning in her stomach that had occurred repeatedly since the break-up.

The next day, while shopping, she had reluctantly gone into the dressing room with a dress her mother wanted her to try on. She stared at herself in the mirror, looking at the soft round contours of her body and thinking, “Fat, fat, fat, no wonder I can’t get a man.”

She vowed to lose weight, after the holidays. She was relieved to finally escape back to her apartment, not that she was able to escape her worst critic, herself.

At least she had been able to avoid the “conversation” with her mom. It would be harder to do that over Christmas with so much more time. She had hoped to spend part of the holidays with Jeff at his parents. She liked his parents. They were so different from hers. His parents were teachers at a local college. His mom was supportive of Sara and her ambitions. Her own parents thought she was wasting her time with a degree in Art and Design.

“How are you going to make a living with that?” her ever practical dad kept asking.

“She’ll just have to find a good man to support her,” Mom was even worse. She couldn’t believe that in this day and age her mom still thought a woman needed a man to be “fulfilled.” Sara had been raised, somewhat sheltered from the world, homeschooled until high school, then attending a Christian high school. Her parents were evangelical fundamentalists, or so she found out when immersed in the secular world of college life.

Jeff was Catholic and had attended a Catholic high school. Her parents had been suspicious of him all along.

“Are Catholics even Christian?” her mom had asked when she first told her about him.

“Yes, Mom. They are Christian. They believe Jesus is the Christ. We have more in common than you realize.”

Sara had appreciated the fact that Jeff was religious, yet in a different way from her. She had been looking for something different and she found it in Jeff.

“It’s probably for the best,” her mom had said when she told them. “The faith differences were just too much. Now you can find a nice young man from our church. You are attending church while at college, aren’t you?”

“Sure, Mom. I’ve got to go,” Sara hung up. How could she tell her parents Jeff was gay? It would be too much for them to absorb. Probably better left unsaid. Let them think what they want to think. Let them think it was the faith differences that had driven them apart.

She hadn’t been entirely honest with her mom about attending church. She had been attending services at the non-denominational church at the college. She liked mixing with students from different faiths. Her first official date with Jeff had been attending a Thanksgiving service there, during their sophomore year. She remembered hanging out with him at the social hour after the service and thinking how fortunate she was to have found someone she could share her faith with, even if they came from different backgrounds. After that they started attending church together on a regular basis. She attended Jeff’s church at times, other times Jeff attended her church.

Jeff had been so supportive of her art. In fact he had been her primary support in choosing studio art as a major her sophomore year when her more practical side had told her to go into teaching.

“And now, here I am, graduating with a useless degree, no job prospects and no husband,” she thought to herself. “Why had I listened to him? I should have gone into elementary education with an Art minor, like my dad had wanted. Then I could have gotten a teaching job,” she told herself, although she realized that in the current economy and poor job market, a teaching certificate was no guarantee of a job. Jeff had also encouraged her in design, learning computer design programs. Maybe she could get a job using those skills while pursuing her art on the side. She guessed she had him to thank for that.

So many of her friends were seriously dating or engaged. It seemed they had come for their “MRS” degree rather than a B.A. It was hard, feeling like she was being left behind once again. Just like in high school where she had struggled to fit in. And dates? They were few and far between. It had been so nice to have someone to go places with, to have a regular Friday and Saturday night date. Someone to meet for lunch, someone so she didn’t have to go to parties alone. Jeff had been that someone for her. How would she get along without him? And New Year’s once again without a date? How could she face that?









Chapter 5

“So how did it go with Sara?” Mike had been waiting for his call.

“I don’t know. She seemed to be in shock. I’m not sure she heard me.”

“Well, give her some time. After all, you’ve been thinking about this for years. She didn’t know this was coming. You didn’t come to this realization overnight. It may take her a while.”

That he didn’t, Jeff thought to himself as he hung up. He had been struggling all of his life, only he hadn’t realized it until recently. He wasn’t sure exactly when he had started to recognize that he was different from the other kids. Then in high school, doesn’t every high school student feel like they are different even as they strive to fit in? It’s the ordinary high school angst. He had been active in sports, football in the fall, baseball in the spring. He had never been good enough for the basketball team, but football reigned supreme at his school so it had been his entry into the “popular” crowd. He had had his share of dates but usually as part of a “group” date as he and members of the football team would go out together, hook-up with willing girls and share their exploits afterwards. Alcohol had flowed freely. Those exploits left him feeling lonely and out of place, wanting more. They just didn’t satisfy a need in him.

Then he had met Sara. They had hit it off right away. He had thought, maybe she was the one. Maybe she could fill the emptiness inside, maybe with her he could forget the other urges, temptations he was experiencing. They hadn’t been sexually intimate, Sara insisting they wait till marriage and he was okay with that. It took the pressure off of him. They were physically close, touching, kissing, giving each other back massages but nothing further. He found this surprisingly easy to do.

While with Sara, he forgot about other women and other men ... Well, he hoped that once they were married he’d forget about that as well.

He had met Michael at the Catholic Student Parish on campus at one of their functions. Mike had come with his roommate Chris. Jeff had liked both of them immediately but had been surprised when he found out they were part of the Dignity group on campus, a support group for gays and lesbians. He had avoided them after that until his best friend from high school had come out to him.

“You’re what?”

“I’m gay. I’ve been wanting to tell you for years. I just wasn’t sure how you would take it,” Doug had told him. He hadn’t been sure how to take it. Their friendship, that had been so free and easy up to that moment, was suddenly filled with tension and awkwardness.

“I’m not sure what to say,” Jeff said.

“I was hoping you’d say it was okay. That we are still friends.”

“Yeah, I mean, yes, we are still friends, but are you sure?”

“Would I have said something if I wasn’t sure? Are things going to be weird between us now?”

“No, no, I hope not. I just need to think about this.”

“Sure, you do that.” Doug prepared to give him a hug before he left, as had been their custom, then switched to a handshake.

“A manly handshake,” Jeff said to himself. How many times had he and Doug slept in the same room, even sharing the same bed over the years? And he had not known? Impossible. But if Doug, what about him?


Chapter 6

She hadn’t made the cut. Esther had tried her best but she couldn’t keep up with the young people. One of the first changes had been to get rid of the check-in desk. In its place was a podium. No more sitting during the day. Everyone was to be standing and active all day. It had been hard on her back and feet. Still, she had thought she had a chance. She suspected her dismissal had more to do with her seniority and pay rate than her ability, but she had no way to prove that so was forced to accept her dismissal. She had given it her best. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. At least she was eligible for unemployment. She could collect unemployment while she figured out what to do next. 

Esther sighed, some Christmas this would be, she thought as she sat down at the kitchen table. She felt like the ground was shifting underneath her, leaving her shaky and confused.

“What’s up, Grandma?” her oldest grandson asked. She had been raising Josh and his brother, Scott, since Josh had been four, when her daughter had left.

“Nothing, Josh, nothing you need worry about.”

“Grandma, I know there’s something wrong. I’m not a child, tell me.” He definitely wasn’t a child. At not quite fourteen, he was older than many twenty-year-olds. 

“What’s up, honey?” her father asked, coming in from the front room.

“Where’s your walker? You know you are supposed to be using your walker,” she scolded, hoping to deflect attention from herself to her dad.

“I can get along fine in the house without my walker. It’s a nuisance anyway, always banging into things and snagging on the carpet.”

“You know what the doctor said.”

“Yeah, yeah, so what’s wrong with you? You look terrible.”

“Thanks.”

“You know what I mean.” She knew what he meant all right. She wished she could hide her fears and feelings from him, but it didn’t work. Her face was an open book where he was concerned.

“I didn’t make the cut.”

“At work?”

“Yes, they aren’t going to keep me on. Those youngsters can run circles around me.”

“But how reliable will they be? And how long will they stay? They don’t know the residents like you do.”

“I know that. I just wish management knew it.”

“They do. They realize it, I’m sure, but it’s a lot cheaper to hire someone still in high school than to keep on an employee that has been there for twenty-five years who works full-time and receives health benefits. How else are they going to provide all the savings they claim they will be able to provide?”

“I know, the bottom line is money, it’s always money.” They had already discussed this numerous times over the last month so when the inevitable came, it wasn’t a complete shock. Still, it was hard. At loss for words, her dad had re-iterated what they both already knew.

“Don’t worry, Grandma, I can help with my paper route,” Josh joined the conversation.

“No, that money is for you to save for college.” Esther had been talking to him about college for years, implanting into his brain the message, priming him to be the first in their family to attend. “You are not going to give that up.”

“I can take a second route.”

“And when will you find time for school work? No, don’t worry about it. Your great grandpa and I will work this out, like we always have.” She hadn’t made it this far without hitting a number of speed bumps along the way, as well as some collisions. Losing her husband, Dale, at a young age had been a collision. He had died when the kids were four and two, much the same age as her daughter’s two children had been when Kathleen had left them. Too much of a painful coincidence, Esther had thought at the time. Two more small children for her to raise without the benefit of a father. About the time she adopted Josh and Scott, Esther’s dad had moved in, ostensibly to help with raising the pair, but also because living alone was no longer a good option for him since his wife, Esther’s mother, had died the year before.

Too many losses, Esther had thought at the time. Life had given her way too many challenges to deal with. Sometimes she didn’t think she would make it. The memory of her husband’s love and support helped, but it didn’t make up for the loss of his physical presence. But there was also new life, young life, as she was given a second chance at parenting, raising her grandchildren. At forty-five she still had some energy left to help her with this challenge. Now at fifty-five, she felt like she had nothing left, what energy she had a decade earlier had been drained by this latest challenge. 

Fortunately, the children were also older and needed, not less attention, but different attention. They still needed her involvement in their lives, but they no longer required as much physical labor, changing diapers, running after toddlers. They were old enough to help out some now. This was good as her dad was slowly losing functions and was starting to need more attention. They were able to help her with their great grand-dad at times.

A life of care-taking, she thought. When was someone going to take care of her? Not any time soon, she figured.

She was grateful that Dale Jr. had successfully navigated the transition to adulthood and was self-sufficient, married to a wonderful young woman. Dale’s wife was a great mother to her grandchildren and a good wife to her son. Who could ask for more in a daughter-in-law?

Fortunately there had been life insurance after her husband’s death. He had died on the job, a freak accident. He had worked for the local energy company, climbing poles, installing wires, trouble-shooting problems in the field. Perhaps that was another reason for her light-headedness, she wondered, fear from watching her husband climb high poles, supported only by a belt. She remembered getting dizzy just watching him.

“Be careful up there,” she would admonish him each day before he left for work. He would laugh and dismiss her fears.

“You know I’m always careful,” he said giving her kiss. 

When the transformer registered trouble, it had been shut down, or so they had thought when sent to work on it. It had been a quick, relatively painless death, or so she had been told, as if that would ease her loss. Besides the insurance money there had been money from the company to help make up for the loss of the family breadwinner, but, of course, nothing could make up for the loss of Dale. Over thirty years later, she still missed him. She wondered if that was what was at the heart of Kathleen’s rebellion and drug use. No one can replace a father in a girl’s heart.

Her friends wondered why she never remarried. She wondered herself, but with two small children to raise and then two grandchildren, who had time for dating? And she couldn’t bring just anybody into her home, not with children to consider. Maybe someday she would have time for that as well as all the other things in her life that she had never had time for. Maybe someday she would have time for herself. She could always dream.

She had used the money to pay off the mortgage on their three-bedroom home. She also put some aside in a trust for both children to pay for college for them. When Dale Jr. decided college wasn’t for him, he used the money for a trade school to become a licensed plumber and eventually was able to start his own business with what was left of the money. When it became obvious that Kathleen would not be going to college and couldn’t be trusted with the money, Esther changed the trust, putting it in Kathleen’s children’s names. Fortunately she had maintained control of the money so Kathleen was not able to get it and use it for drugs. The remainder of the money had paid the bills until the children were both in school and she got a job. Between that and Social Security payments for her children, they had gotten by.

That money was long gone, except for the money in trust for Josh and Scott.

Josh and Scott’s mother had been another collision. They had been on a collision course ever since inception it seemed. Strong-willed had not been the word for it. Kathleen had always wanted to do everything her way.

“Don’t worry,” her pastor had assured her when Kathleen had been in her terrible twos. “The strong-willed ones, if they can be tamed, are the future leaders. They are the ones most likely to buck the system, take the lead rather than give into peer pressure.”

“Or end up in jail,” Dale had cracked. It had seemed funny at the time.

“Or that,” Pastor Jim had laughed. And so Kathleen had ended up in jail. She had had to go her own way. It didn’t help that she didn’t have her father’s strong hand to guide her. She had been pregnant at twenty-two, again at twenty-four, and in and out of jail by the time Josh was four. Twelve years for breaking and entering, another offense after multiple earlier charges for drug possession and uttering and publishing – writing fake checks. Kathleen had to learn the hard way. And yet God was good. She seemed to be getting her life together while in jail, drug-free and attending college classes at the state’s expense. She had served seven years of her sentence and hoped to get out earlier than the twelve years for good behavior. She might end up being the first in their family to get a college degree, even if by an unorthodox means. Still a degree was a degree.

Her beautiful baby girl, Esther’s heart ached each time she thought about her. Josh looked so much like his mother, was smart like her too, but in a good way. Kathleen always used her brain for trouble. Josh applied himself to his school work. Where Kathleen had used her brain to get ahead, in a negative way, dreaming up schemes to get rich without having to do the required work, Josh had a good work ethic. Esther was relieved at this. If he had been anything like his mother she didn’t know what they would have done. And Scott, while he didn’t have his brother’s brains or work ethic, was as easy going as they come. He would be another builder, following her dad around the house as he did repairs, hanging out in her dad’s workshop. As it was, they were both proving to be blessings in her old age, not that she considered herself old at fifty-five.

Their son, Dale Jr., had been as different as night from day from their daughter. Not anywhere as smart, he had been easily manipulated and mislead by his older sister until he learned to distance himself from her. It had been a painful lesson for all involved. It had hurt Esther to watch her son’s wide-eyed adulation turn to distrust, yet she knew it was a necessary lesson. She suspected that it had hurt Kathleen as well, somewhere deep inside her where Esther had not been able to reach. Still she believed that there was a kernel of good in her child, waiting to grow to life.

Dale Jr. had been as stable as Kathleen had been unstable, taking after his father, rock solid, someone you could count on. He didn’t excel in book learning but was good with his hands. 

He had two children whom she adored, not more than Josh and Scott, but in a different way. It was different when you were raising your grandchild, being mother and grandmother rolled into one, not to mention, father as well, rather than just grandmother. She had to be disciplinarian for Josh and Scott; fortunately they didn’t require a lot of discipline.

But if Dale Jr., took after his dad, who did Kathleen take after? Certainly not her. She didn’t know where Kathleen got her IQ and will of steel.

“Just like your uncle Steve, my brother,” Esther’s mother had commented once. When Esther tried to find out more about him, her mother always evaded the question.

“He was the black sheep of the family,” she had finally told her. “Haven’t heard from him since he left home at sixteen. As far as I know he is long gone,” was all Esther had gotten out of her.

At least she knew where her wayward daughter was, safely tucked away in prison, out of harm’s way, so to speak. If anyone had to be worried, it would be the other inmates as Kathleen always had a way of coming out on top, even in the worst situations. No, Esther didn’t worry so much about her safety while in prison. It was almost a relief not having any more late night phone calls or worrying when or if her daughter would show up. Yes, there are worse things than jail. Now if only she would discover religion while in prison, develop some type of relationship with God, then all of her worries would be lightened. She would say this time in jail had been worth it.

“Josh, don’t you have homework?” Esther wanted him out of the kitchen so she could talk freely with her dad.

“You’re not going to get rid of me that easily,” he replied. Josh knew the ruse.

“All right. What will it take to get you out of here so Grandpa and I can talk?”

“Just that last piece of pie from dinner last night,” he said with a grin.

“What’s going on in here?” Scott joined the group.

“Is your homework done?” Esther asked.

“Yes, can I watch TV now?”

“Sure, and take your brother with you. Josh, you share that pie.”

“Oh boy, pie!” Scott said as Josh pulled the last piece out of the refrigerator

“Hey, that’s mine,” her dad protested.

“Take it, go on. Dad, let them have it,” Esther said feigning anger even as she smiled. Her dad just grumbled. 

“How about ice cream? It’s not much if I have to share it,” Josh asked.

“Yes, you can have ice cream, now get out of here.”

“What are we going to do?” her dad asked once Josh and Scott left, lowering himself into a kitchen chair.

“I don’t know,” Esther replied, resting her forehead into her right hand. “I can file for unemployment. That will help. And with the holidays coming up, maybe I can get some part-time work at a store.”

“But what will you do for health benefits? Josh and Scott can get coverage through MIchild, I’ve got Medicare. You can’t go without health care.”

“COBRA is so expensive. It will take more than half of my unemployment to pay for it. I guess I’ll have to go on-line and take my chances getting health care. Since I’m not working, I’ve got plenty of time to waste trying to get through,” she said. “Hopefully I will qualify for a subsidy, being unemployed and all. Or maybe I’ll just have to not get sick and go without for a while.”

“No, you can’t do that. Don’t worry. Something will turn up.”

“I know, it always does,” Esther agreed, but why did God always have to take so long? Yesterday would have been none too soon for her. She felt every bit of her fifty-five years. She was too young to retire, too old to compete with people half her age. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to retire. Her family counted on her income. She was the only one gainfully employed. They couldn’t live on her dad’s Social Security, would never consider it. That was for him. She knew he wanted to help though. One night last week she had come home and surprised him lifting weights and doing the exercises he had given up on a year ago.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting back in shape. Time for me to come out of retirement.”

“What are you talking about?”

“We can’t have both of us on the government dole. It’s time I start pulling my weight around here.”

“Like you haven’t been pulling your weight. You’ve been so much help with Josh and Scott, watching them so I could work. And what about all those years raising us kids, like that wasn’t pulling your weight.”

“That was then, this is now. I’ve still got some good years in me.”

“And I want you to be able to enjoy them. I appreciate the thought but I’ll take care of everything. Besides I haven’t lost my job just yet.” That had been last week when she still had hope of keeping her job. This was this week, the ax had fallen.

“I’ll be able to get something,” she assured her dad. “They need people to give out food samples at Sam’s Club on the weekends. Some of the other people who were let go are doing this. They told me about it. It’s not a lot, but it will be something. I’ll apply first thing tomorrow, right after I apply for unemployment. It will help us get through the holidays, and who knows, maybe it will lead to a real job with benefits.”

“At Sam’s,” her dad laughed, “fat chance.” 

“At least it will be a start until something better comes along. We’ll get by.” How, Esther didn’t know, but they would.

Chapter 7

Christmas went by without too much fanfare. Sara had managed to come back to East Lansing two days after Christmas, insisting she needed the time to work on her senior project and that she had plans for New Year’s Eve. In actuality the plans were a bottle of wine, popcorn and a rented video, but she wasn’t going to let her mom know that.

She hadn’t been able to entirely avoid a “heart-to-heart” talk with her mom. Christmas Eve and Christmas Day had been filled with family. With her brothers and their families and her sister Joy and her husband and two children coming and going as they made the rounds between in-laws, the house had been in non-stop commotion. When Joy announced that she was pregnant again, it took the attention off of her, to her relief. Still she knew she wouldn’t be able to avoid having a talk with her mom forever so she had resolved to have the conversation the next day. That way she could leave the following day and not give her mom a lot of time for rebuttal.

“So nice to just be us,” her mom had said that morning over coffee. “I love having all you kids home and the grandkids, but it’s also nice to just be the two of us, like it used to be. I miss that time.”

“I know, Mom,” and well she did because her mom reminded her every time she was home, retelling the story of her birth over and over again. 

Sara had been a surprise. Fourteen years after their daughter Joy had been born, along came Sara. Her mom had thought she was entering menopause when she missed her period, only to experience the tell-tale signs that she was pregnant: morning sickness, that strange taste in her mouth, her sudden loss of her coffee craving. It had all brought back memories to her mom from her past three pregnancies. 

Her mom had laughed at the possibility, assuming she must have made a mistake, until the pregnancy test came back positive. Then she had shared a laugh with her husband so that they decided to call her Sara, after Sarah in the Bible who had laughed when she conceived Isaac in her old age.

It had been different this time around, she had told Sara. She felt so much less stress, was confident about her ability to parent, although she lacked the energy she had had in her twenties. Sara had truly been a gift to her as she aged. Her mother had found she had more time to delight in her little girl than she had with Sara’s brothers and sister.

Sara, for her part, took the center stage in the life of her family with daring. She accepted the accolades of her older brothers and sister as her rightful due, relishing their ohs and ahs over her youthful art work and thus forming her desire to be an artist, happily supplanting the role formerly held by her sister Joy.
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Joy had been perturbed at first by the news her mom was pregnant, or so she had told Sara. Joy had grown comfortable in her favored role as the youngest and only daughter.

“Mom always liked you best.”

“Yeah, you were Dad’s little princess,” her brothers, Matthew and David, often teased her. Now she had to share that attention. Joy didn’t know whether she liked that. Besides, if her mom were pregnant, that meant she and her dad ... Joy had shuddered at the thought at the time.

“That means they actually, you know, did it,” she had self-consciously told her best friend, Dale.

Dale had laughed, “They aren’t dead you know. I certainly hope they did it.”

“Yeah, but they’re old. I have to get this mental image out of my mind. As far as I’m concerned, they only did it three times, once for me and my brothers, and now this fourth time.”

“You think what you want to think. Anyway, I think it’s great.”

“You do?”

“Yes, with your mom preoccupied with a new baby, she won’t be so focused on you. You’ll be able to do more with less interference from home.”

“Think again, you don’t know my mother.” Joy knew that would never happen. No matter how much her mom was busy with the baby, there was no escaping her eagle eye. Besides, between school and her dance classes, how could she find time to do anything more than she was already doing? She had no time to get into trouble. The addition of a new brother or sister wasn’t going to change that.

Joy loved to dance. She remembered finally getting her coveted toe shoes after nine years of lessons. She couldn’t wait to try them on. They hurt her feet, left her toes bloody, but, oh, the joy of the dance, of seeing what her body could do, pushing herself to her limit and then going further. It was every bit as daunting and consuming as playing football or basketball or running cross country or track. It consumed her life, was her passion. Dale hadn’t always understood what it meant to her, often complained about it taking too much of her time, until she pointed out all the time he spent running, cross country in the fall, track in the spring and training during the in-between time.

“I do like running, but it’s not an obsession for me, not like you and dancing.” Still he had been supportive of her efforts, as she was supportive of him. It had only been in their senior year that she realized she wanted more than friendship.

Joy’s dream was to dance with the Ballet Magnificat, a Christian dance group. She had wanted to dance since she had seen her first Nutcracker Ballet production at five. That dream took on flesh once she had seen the Ballet Magnificat when she was six. She loved to dance, lived to dance, and she loved to dance for God, to give God the glory with her whole being. There seemed no worthier goal in life for her. Dale had been supportive of her in this goal as well, even though it meant years apart.

Dale had always been there for her, and she for him, through both of their first crushes and first boyfriend and girlfriend. Dale’s dates had resented Dale’s friendship with Joy, despite Joy’s insistence that they were just friends. On his part, her dates never paid much attention to Dale, perhaps because they had such confidence in their physical prowess and looks. She tended to fall for the star football players but the relationships never lasted long once they realized she would not “put-out” for them. Dale had been different. She had never thought of him that way until he started dating Diane. For some reason Diane had been different from the other girls Dale had dated. The other ones had never been right for Dale, as she had told him. Diane though was different. She was a good fit for Dale. Suddenly Joy felt threatened.

“Is something wrong?” he had asked. “Don’t you like Diane?”

“No, she’s great, just great. You make a great couple.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

“I feel like I’m losing my best friend.”

“We’ll always be friends, Joy.”

“No, we won’t be able to be friends if you and Diane get serious. Not best friends, the way we have been.”

“Joy, if you want me to break up with Diane, I will, but you have to give me more.”

“What do you mean?”

“Joy, it’s always been you. You’re the one for me. I’ve just been waiting for you, to see if you felt the same way.”

“Dale, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying, would you like to go out with me?” Dale waited for Joy to take this in.

“But what about our friendship?” Joy said after a few minutes.

“We’ll be even better friends, what better than dating my best friend?”

Joy paused again to think about it.

“Don’t think too hard,” Dale said and planted a kiss on her lips. 

Joy pulled back. “I still want to dance. I’m still planning on joining the Ballet Magnificat after graduation.”

“We can work that out. What do you say? I’m not asking for a commitment, just a date.”

She paused and smiled. “Yes.”

And they’d been dating ever since. While she was busy touring with Ballet Magnificat, Dale became a licensed plumber. Then after years working with other plumbers, learning the ropes of the business, he had started his own business so that when Joy was ready to quit touring, he already had his business established.

“But what will I do? I can’t give up dancing entirely.”

“Why don’t you start your own dance studio? I can help with the start-up costs and the business aspects. You just have to recruit students and teach. What do you think?”

Much as she loved dancing, she was feeling the burden on her body. Maybe it was time to move into a new phase of her life, she thought. She had been offered a position with Ballet Magnificat as an instructor but she was ready to return to her roots and her high school sweetheart, so she quit her position and returned to her parents’ home, but not for long as she married Dale a year later, setting-up house while establishing her school of dance. 

By this time Sara was in middle school. If she had been a precocious child when Joy had left, she was an even more precocious and determined pre-teen as she progressed. Joy was happy to be around to watch her sister’s progress in the world and help her mother with this spontaneous burgeoning young woman.
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Sara, for her part, was happy to have her big sister around. She was more like a second mother than a sister because of the age difference, still a younger version than the one she had. Sara could talk to Joy about things she couldn’t share with her mother.

Still there were good times with her mother, times spent cuddling in front of the TV when school was cancelled because of a blizzard, sipping hot cocoa, laughing and talking. Then as she got older, they would spend mornings sipping coffee together at the kitchen table and go on shopping trips, eating lunch in the food court before going on to another mall in search of bargains. Those had been good times.

“So, how are you doing?” her mother asked. 

“I’m fine. I wish everyone would stop asking me that.”

“Hey, this is me, Mom. No one else around. You can tell me.”

“Okay, I’m not okay, but I will be okay if everyone would leave me alone.”

“Oh, honey, you don’t really want that, to be left alone.”

“Yes, I do, at least I think I do.”

“What kind of life would that be? You don’t want to end up all alone either. That’s why this hurts so much. But you won’t be alone, a pretty girl like you. You’ll find someone else. So what happened, was there another woman?”

“No, Mom, not that at all.”

“Then what? He seemed like such a nice young man despite being Catholic. What happened? Are you sure there wasn’t someone else?” 

Sara debated how much to tell her mom. Finally she gave in because of her mom’s prodding.

“No, there wasn’t another woman.”

“Then maybe it’s just a misunderstanding. You can work it out.”

“No, Mom, we can’t work it out. There wasn’t another woman, but there was another man.”

“What? What do you mean by that? You didn’t cheat on him, did you?”

“No, it’s not like that. There was another man because Jeff’s gay.”

Her mother paused in shock before saying, “No, that can’t be. He was such a nice young man, he can’t be ... one of those.”

“Gay, Mom, say the word. It’s okay. It’s not swearing.”

“I, just ... I ... he stayed in our home, ate with us.”

“It’s not a disease you can catch, Mom.”

“He played with the grandchildren.”

“Mom, he isn’t a monster. He’s just gay.”

“It’s an abomination.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Yes. Scripture says so.”

“Then Scripture is wrong.” 

Her mom stood up. “Sara, how can you say that?” she said then shook her head, turned aside and continued, talking to herself as much as to her daughter. “It’s all because of that awful university. I knew you should have gone to an evangelical college like we wanted you to. Then there would have been none of this, no gay boy-friend, no blasphemy.”

“Look, Mom, maybe it’s not that Scripture is wrong but that our interpretation of Scripture is wrong.” Sara continued sitting as her mom paced about the room.

“Oh, no, that’s heresy. There is one Scripture, one interpretation.”

“Mom, even my friends who attend the evangelical college don’t believe that. Anyone who has studied Scripture knows there is room for interpretation.”

“I won’t listen to this. I’ll not have it in my home. And as for your gay boyfriend, I don’t want to discuss it any more. We won’t talk about such things. And we won’t tell your dad, okay?” Her mother turned her back on Sara and started banging dishes in the sink.

“Sure, Mom. Whatever you say,” Sara agreed, glad to have the conversation over even if it wasn’t how she had wanted it to end.
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She went over to Joy’s home that afternoon, happy to get away from her mother and the unspoken words.

Once the youngest was down for his nap and the oldest occupied by a video, she had time to talk to Joy one-on-one, just like they used to when Sara was in middle-school and Joy was still living at home. She thought Joy would be more understanding than her mom and she was right.

“Gay? That’s too bad, Sara. How are you handling it?”

“I don’t know. It feels so strange. I keep wondering, how did I not know? There must have been signs. Why didn’t I see them? I feel so stupid.”

“But if he didn’t even know himself, hadn’t come to terms with it ... Chances are he was pretty good at hiding it, from himself and others. Some gay men are married, living heterosexual lives on the outside, while secretly gay, living double lives of deception.”

“But what about their wives? How could they not know?”

“Just because they are gay doesn’t mean they can’t perform with a woman. Maybe they were able to get away with it. Besides, different people have different levels of sexual desire. Some have sex daily while others are content with once a month, or even less frequently. There are sex-less marriages. I don’t know the numbers, I just know they exist, and sometimes they are quite content. Marriage is more than sex.” Joy got up and poured herself some more tea.

“I think you dodged a bullet. So much better to know now than to find out after ten years of marriage,” she added.

“I guess. I wouldn’t want a sex-less marriage. How did you learn so much about this?”

“Sara, I’m a dancer. I’m not saying that every male dancer is gay, still enough of them are,” she stated as she sat back down.

“Mom freaked out when I told her.”

“Why did you tell her?” 

“I had to. She kept prodding and prodding. She wouldn’t leave it alone, asking me about Jeff and whether we might get back together again. Now at least she won’t ask me that again. She won’t even mention Jeff’s name.” They both laughed.

“So, enough about me. How are you and my newest yet-to-be niece or nephew doing?” Sara shifted the conversation to Joy’s life until disrupted by waking children, a happy diversion.
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Chapter 8








Sara felt better after talking to Joy, so much so that she was able to get through dinner at home with her parents with a minimum of discomfort despite a little awkwardness. Still, she was ready to head back to her apartment. Let the self-pity begin, she told herself with a laugh as she faced New Year’s alone. She was surprised when Anne came back early as well.

“I thought you weren’t coming back until after the New Year,” Sara commented.

“I did too, but after a week at home I remembered why I’m always so happy to get away. It’s nice to visit and nice to leave. Besides I heard about a good party. I’m going and so are you.”

“But I have plans,” Sara protested.

“Unless your plans include a date with a great guy, you’re going with me.”

“No, but it was a date with a great movie and I’ve got a bottle of wine with my name on it.”

“You can save the movie and wine for another time. If this party is lame, we’ll leave early and both enjoy your wine. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Now get out of those sweatpants and into some tight jeans.”

Sara was glad for the company. She had had enough time to herself that week, enough time to brood over how her relationship had ended.

“What you need is to get back on the horse, find someone else to date,” Anne kept saying whenever she caught her brooding.

“Anne, did you know Jeff was gay before he told me?” Sara asked on the way to the party.

Anne took a deep breathe, paused and looked at Sara before commenting. “I suspected it, yes, but I didn’t know.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“What could I have said, Sara? I think your fiancé is a fairy? That would have been well received.”

“I guess not. I wouldn’t have listened.”

“Besides, I didn’t know. How could I say something when I wasn’t sure?”

“What made you wonder?”

“I’m not sure. Little things, hard to say. Maybe because he wasn’t pressuring you to sleep with him, I guess. That always raises questions.”

“I thought he was just being a good Christian – that he wanted to wait until we were married because of his beliefs, not because he wasn’t interested.” They started walking again. 

“How could I be so naïve,” Sara sighed. “Do you think there is something about me that I just can’t find the right guy? That I fell for a gay man?” The question had been plaguing Sara for months, ever since she had found out Jeff was gay. Was something wrong with her, she kept asking herself. If she were engaged to a gay man, what did that say about her?

“Sara, don’t beat yourself up over this.”

“I mean do I give off some radar that scares men away?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Jeff had been attentive, supportive and very affectionate.”

“You make him sound like a lap dog.” 

Anne laughed. “See, now who couldn’t like someone with your sense of humor. If I had a mirror I would hold it up in front of you and show you just how great you are.”

“Do you think I’m afraid of a ‘real’ man? Maybe I should just give my virginity away, get it over with. Who am I saving myself for? I may be the only virgin on campus.”

“Don’t talk nonsense. Sex is not something you just ‘give away’ to get it over with. You’re right to want to save it for the right person. I wish I had.”

“But you and Brian were a great couple.”

“Were is the operative word, now it’s over. Still I’m not beating myself up over it. It didn’t work out. I can never go back, just forward.”

“At least you know the parts work,” Sara said while Anne laughed.

“Sara, trust me, the parts will work when it’s the right time and the right person. We have got to find you someone else, and me too,” she said as they approached the house with music blaring out of the rafters. “Look out guys, here we come!”
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Sara woke up the next day a little hung-over but at least she had refrained from doing anything else she might regret. They had met some men at the party. Brian showed up with some of his friends. It was obvious he had been hoping Anne would be there. Sara wasn’t exactly sure what had caused the break-up just before Thanksgiving. She thought it had something to do with family expectations for the holidays, either not wanting her to meet his family or wanting her to meet his family and Anne resisting. Anne hadn’t wanted to talk about it and Sara had been so wrapped up in her own problems, she hadn’t pursued it. It had been two weeks before she even realized Brian wasn’t around anymore.

“Where’s Brian?”

“We broke up,” Anne stated nonchalantly.

“What? When?”

“Before Thanksgiving. It’s no big deal.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Nothing to tell. It’s over. I don’t want to talk about it.” And so they hadn’t. Brian and Anne weren’t back together but they had talked most of the night at the party. Brian had introduced her to his friends. She talked to them for a while but they were clearly not interested. They escaped to get a beer, leaving Sara feeling pathetic and awkward, alone at the party where she didn’t know anyone.

“Sara, right?” Sara turned at her name. A man she vaguely remembered from one of her computer classes handed her a beer. “Here, you look thirsty.”

“I do, and what does thirsty look like?”

“Like you.”

“Do I know you?”

“Sure, we took computer design together last year. I remember you. You sat next to the window and sketched designs while gazing outside instead of paying attention.”

“Yeah, that sounds like me.” Sara didn’t know what else to say. She looked at his face and all she could think of was Jeff. He was shorter than Jeff but at least he was here and appeared to be interested which was more than she could say about Jeff. She accepted the beer and filled the awkward silence with drinking.

“Lame party,” he commented. “By the way, I’m Larry.”

“Hi, Larry, I’m ...”

“Sara.”

“That’s right. You already know my name. What is your major?”

“IT – computer technology.”

“You’re a good person to know. I’m always running into problems with my computer.”

“Then you’ve got the right person. Here, let me give you my phone number. Next time you have a problem, give me a call,” he said as he wrote his number on her hand. Sara was relieved when he excused himself. She decided it was time to find Anne and go.

“Hi, Sara.” Someone else who knew her name, Sara thought. She turned around and saw Craig from the basement apartment.

“Hi, Craig.”

“I heard you and Jeff broke up. Sorry.”

“Yeah, well these things happen.”

“So how are you doing? I’ve been hoping for an opportunity to talk to you.” 

“You have?”

“Sure. I wanted to say something when we passed in the hall but it had never seemed like the right time. I even tried to figure out when to run into you in the laundry room but with washers and dryers on each floor, it would have been obvious if I had started using the laundry room on your floor.” Craig leaned in closer. “I hadn’t planned on coming to this party but I’m glad I did.”

“Oh.” A creep factor started to tell her to walk away. Then she saw Jeff come inside heading for the keg. Craig nodded his head in Jeff’s direction to alert Sara to his presence.

Sara gasped. Too late. He had seen her and saw that she had seen him. There was no easy escape route. She looked at Craig and grabbed his arm, clinging to him and laughing. She didn’t want Jeff to think she didn’t have a date for New Year’s Eve.

“Hi,” Jeff said, “how are you?”

“Great, just great,” Sara responded, still clinging to Craig’s arm, using it to keep her steady. “How are you?”

“Oh, I’m good.” A man Sara didn’t recognize called Jeff away. “I’ve got to go. It was good to see you. You look really good,” Jeff said as he was led away.

“Awkward,” Sara said, letting go of Craig’s arm, her face no longer laughing.

“I kind of liked it,” Craig said. “That guy’s a jerk. He was a fool to let someone like you get away.”

“You think so,” Sara said, moving away from Craig lest he get the wrong idea.

“Sure. I’ve seen you coming and going for some time now. You’re too good for him.” 

Sara was relieved to see Anne coming her way. This was her escape route.

“Ready to go?” Anne asked.

“You bet. See you around, Craig,” Sara said as they headed for the door. 

“So sorry, Sara,” Anne said once they were outside. “I didn’t think Jeff would be at the party or I wouldn’t have insisted on you coming.”

“That’s okay. I can’t avoid him forever, can I? Did you know Brian was going to be there?”

“I didn’t know but I had hoped so,” Anne responded.

“So ...” Sara tried to get her to say more.

“So ... nothing. We talked, nothing
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Discussion Questions for Dancing on a High Wire
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Q&A on Dancing on a High Wire
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Note to the reader:
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