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To all the wives and mothers who need 

a reminder of who they are!

You are enough.
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"You are allowed to be both a masterpiece and a work in progress, simultaneously." — Sophia Bush


Chapter One

 

The car came at one.

Mom had been ready since eleven thirty, sitting at the kitchen table with her coffee untouched and her hands folded in her lap, dressed in her travel clothes. Caroline had arrived ten minutes earlier with two small rolling suitcases.

I stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the front hall, holding my own coffee, watching my mother.

She hadn't slept much. I could tell by the small habit she had always had, smoothing the front of whatever she was wearing whenever her hands had nothing to do. By twelve fifty she was at the front door with her purse over her shoulder and her passport in her hand. Then she set the purse down again. She turned and looked at me.

"The medication schedule is on the counter," she said. "I marked the morning and evening times in blue. The Wednesday refill—"

"Mom."

"Vivian at the pharmacy. She has the prescription ready, but you have to remind her about the new dosage on the blood pressure pill, Dr. Pearson changed it last week and the system sometimes—"

"Mom."

"And the cardiologist. Dr. Lim. His number is the one with the Houston area code, not the Glenn Lake one, that's Dr. Pearson. If anything feels off with his heart you call Dr. Lim first because—"

"Mom."

She stopped. Closed her eyes for a moment. Opened them.

"Sorry," she said. "Sorry. I know. You know all of this."

"I do."

"I just need to say it."

"I know you do." I crossed to her and took her hand. "Say it all. I'm listening."

So she said it. Where the medication list was and where the spare list was, which days were appointment days and which doctor handled which thing, which pharmacist to call after hours and which one not to bother because she was new. The lawn guy's number. The plumber if the upstairs toilet started doing that thing again. The woman at the church who would bring a meal if anybody asked. She named all of it without quite looking at me, looking instead at the wall above the bench where she had set her purse, talking in the careful steady voice of a woman who was holding herself together by listing things.

I let her talk.

When she ran out, she looked at me.

"I know you have all this written down," she said. "I know you do."

"I do, Mom."

"It's just—"

"I know."

She set both hands on my shoulders. Her eyes were the same eyes that had told me, at fourteen, that crying about a boy was understandable but not a long-term strategy. The same eyes that had told me, last fall, very gently, that whatever I was avoiding about my own life was waiting for me when I was ready to look at it.

"You can do this," she said. "He's fine. You know what to do. If anything goes wrong, you call."

"I will."

"I mean anything."

"I know."

"And do you have everything?" I asked her, gently, because someone had to ask her. "Passport, tickets, your phone charger?"

"I have everything."

"Caroline's number written down?"

"Yes."

"Mine?"

"Yes."

"Good."

She pulled me into a hug that lasted a beat longer than I expected. She was thinner than she should have been. I hadn't let myself notice that until just then.

"I'm proud of you for telling me to go," she said into my shoulder.

I didn't trust my voice, so I didn't answer.

She let go. Caroline was already at the front door with both suitcases. She caught my eye over Mom's shoulder and gave me a small steady nod. I've got her. I've got her completely. I nodded back.

Mom crossed to where Dad was sitting in his recliner. She bent and kissed him on the forehead the same way she had kissed Brooklyn when she put her down for a nap thirty years ago, careful and concentrated. He looked up with the smile that was only ever for her.

"Have a wonderful time, Fran."

"I will."

"Eat something fancy and think of me."

"I always do."

She straightened, and her hand brushed his shoulder once, and then she walked back to the front door and picked up her bag. Caroline opened the door. The afternoon air outside was warm and bright, mid-September still holding on to summer.

I followed them out.

The hired car was waiting at the curb, a black sedan with its engine running. The driver was loading their suitcases. Mom turned at the bottom of the porch steps and looked back at me one more time.

"Two weeks," she said. As if reminding herself.

"Two weeks. Go."

She nodded. Got into the car. Caroline gave me one last look and a small confident wave, and then she got in too. The driver shut the door. The car pulled away from the curb and turned at the corner, and just like that they were gone.

I stood on the porch and watched the empty street for a moment.

Then I went back inside.

Dad was still in his recliner, his book open on his lap. He looked up when I came back in.

"All right?" he said.

"All right."

I crossed the living room and sat on the arm of the couch near his chair, where I had sat a hundred times as a child waiting for him to put down whatever he was reading and ask me what was on my mind. He set his book on the side table.

"Almost cried," he said.

"Almost."

"Did she?"

"She came close."

He nodded slowly. "She hasn't been on a plane in over a decade. She was due."

"She was."

"Two weeks will go fast."

"Will it?"

He looked at me, that quiet steady look of his. "For you it might not. For her it will."

I let out a slow breath.

For three years my mother had been the one who got up first and went to bed last and listened for the small noises that meant my father needed her in the night. For three years she had been the one who tracked the appointments, counted out the pills, sat by the chemo recliner reading aloud from whatever book they were partway through. For three years she had been the one keeping my father alive.

This afternoon she had walked out the front door and handed all of that to me.

The weight of it landed somewhere just below my breastbone, quiet and heavy.

Not panic. Not exactly fear. Just the recognition that the woman I had told go, Mom, two weeks is nothing had handed me the most important thing in her life and trusted I wouldn't break it.

I was going to have to be very careful.

I was going to have to be very, very careful.

"You okay over there?" Dad said.

I startled. He had been watching me without saying anything, long enough to notice my face doing whatever it had been doing.

"Yes."

"You sure?"

"I'm sure."

He let it sit a beat, then picked up his book again. "If you say so."

I got up and went into the kitchen. Through the window the yard was doing its slow late-September turn, the green hanging on stubbornly as Texas green always did, the old magnolia at the corner of the lot keeping its waxy leaves through everything. The garden Mom had let go a little while she had been carrying Dad through the worst of it, the perennials slightly overgrown. The bird feeder she still filled every Sunday morning, no matter what.

I rinsed out my coffee cup. Set it in the dish rack. Stood at the sink for a moment looking out.

Three weeks I had been in this house. Three weeks of finding the right drawer for the dish towels, the right shelf for the cereal, the right way to put away the groceries so Mom wouldn't have to say oh, sweetie, I keep that here when she came in later. Letting myself be a daughter in a house that was still very much hers.

Caroline had proposed the Europe trip back in early September, at lunch one afternoon at this same kitchen table, and Mom had hesitated the way she always did when something was for her rather than for someone else. The wanting was right there in her voice, the wanting she didn't quite let herself name, and I had set down my fork and said, go, Mom. I'm here. Two weeks is nothing. Caroline had silently mouthed thank you, and Mom had let out a breath she had probably been holding for three years.

I had pushed her out the door.

Now she was on her way to the airport, and somewhere over the Atlantic tonight my mother would sit by a window and let herself feel whatever she hadn't let herself feel in a long time.

That was the whole point.

I picked up the dish towel and dried my hands.

My phone buzzed on the counter. Kevin.

She get off ok?

I typed back. Just now. She was good. Almost cried but pulled it together.

Good. Tell Dad I'll call this weekend.

I will.

I set the phone down. Kevin from Dallas, checking in the way he had been checking in for three years, careful and steady and a little too cheerful. He was useful. He just didn't know it.

I went back into the living room. Dad was reading. I picked up the throw at the end of the couch and curled up under it, the afternoon turning slowly around us, the light through the front window going from gold to amber to deeper amber. Dad turned pages. I read two paragraphs of a paperback I had picked up at the used bookstore the day before, then set it on my chest and let my eyes close.

I was tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep.

Three weeks ago I had dropped Larson off at his dorm and watched my youngest set up his life without me. I had picked up the phone a few days after that and called my mother and said, I'm coming back. The relief in her voice had been too quick, too bright, the relief of a woman who had been waiting for the call without quite letting herself hope.

I had been here ever since.

In the grocery store yesterday three women had hugged me. Ashley. Honey. At Mary's Bakery last week Becca Torres had set my chai latte in front of me without asking what I wanted, like she had filed the order away from one of my handful of earlier visits and kept it ready. She had remembered.

Glenn Lake was claiming me back. Whether or not I had decided to let it.

I lay on the couch with the throw pulled up to my chin and felt the size of that. The way the town held on to people. The way it had held my name in trust the whole time I was gone, waiting for me to come back.

I dozed. Dad must have dozed too. When I opened my eyes the light through the window had gone from gold to gray, and the kitchen clock was reading just past six.

"Hungry?" I said.

"A little."

"Soup and grilled cheese?"

He smiled. "You're going to spoil me."

"That's the plan."

I made the soup from a can because we were both too tired for anything more ambitious, and grilled cheese on Mary's sourdough, and we ate at the kitchen table in the easy quiet of two people who knew how to be quiet together. Dad cleaned his plate. I cleaned half of mine.

He went back to his recliner after dinner. I did the dishes.

That was when it found me.

I had been carrying it around all day without quite looking at it, holding it tucked under one arm and ignoring the strain in my shoulder. In a few weeks, Mom will be home. The thought arrived at the kitchen sink while my hands were busy and my mind had nowhere else to go.

In a few weeks Mom would walk back through that front door with her stories of England and Paris and Rome, and everything in this house would rearrange itself back to the shape it was supposed to be. She would take over the kitchen. Dad would brighten around her, like a plant turning toward the sun.

And I would have no reason left to be here.

I rinsed a plate and set it in the rack.

I wasn't sure I had anything to go back to, either.

The house in Chicago. Troy at the breakfast table. The silence between us that had been there for years, papered over by the steady noise of children, by carpools and homework and lacrosse practice, by all the things that filled a house full of children. With Larson gone the silence had nowhere left to hide. Three days of breakfasts across from Troy without the buffer of someone asking for orange juice or a permission slip. Three days of walking past empty bedrooms. Three days of feeling more alone than I had ever felt in a life I had built specifically so that I wouldn't feel alone.

It wasn't only the silence. That was the part I had been careful not to look at. It was what lived inside the silence. The comments wrapped in smiles. The jokes that weren't quite jokes. The ones about my weight, delivered with a laugh so that reacting made me the problem. The observations about how I used to be more fun, more this, more that, said lightly enough to deny if I pushed back. I had pushed back, early on. Eventually I had stopped. Eventually I had started to wonder if he was right.

I rinsed the second plate. My hands weren't entirely steady.

That wasn't a rough patch. That was something else.

I had been telling myself for a long time that I was tired. That every marriage went through phases. That I had married a good man and a good man didn't become unkind by accident, and so the small unkindnesses must have been mine to absorb, because that was what you did, you absorbed them, you stayed warm, you kept the house running, you raised the children, you didn't turn into the kind of woman who left her marriage over jokes.

But the jokes hadn't stopped. And the woman in this kitchen tonight was no longer entirely sure she was the same one who had decided to stay.

I dried my hands on the dish towel and stood there for a moment looking at the bird feeder out the window in the last of the gray light.

Two weeks of Mom in Europe.

Two weeks of me here with Dad, taking care of him, finding my rhythm without the buffer of my mother in the next room.

And then she would come home, and I would have to decide what came next.

I didn't know what came next. That was the part I kept circling without landing anywhere. I knew what didn't come next, which was the breakfast table in Chicago and the careful politeness and the small unkind jokes. I had a clearer picture every day of what I was walking away from.

I had no picture at all of what I was walking toward.

I hung the dish towel on the hook by the sink.

"Dad?"

He was already asleep in his recliner, his book open across his chest. I crossed the room quietly and lifted the book off and put it on the side table. He stirred. Didn't wake.

I covered him with the throw and turned off the lamp on his side.

"Night, Dad."

He murmured something I couldn't make out and was gone again.

I stood there a moment in the half-dark and looked at this man my mother had spent three years keeping alive. He looked smaller in sleep than awake. There was a fragility to a sleeping body that the daytime version managed to disguise.

I was going to keep him alive for fourteen days.

I was going to.

I walked through the dim hallway to my childhood bedroom and turned on the lamp on the dresser. The rainbows were exactly where they had always been, pink and yellow and blue, marching in a cheerful parade along the wall just below the ceiling. I had picked them out myself when I was six, standing in the wallpaper store with Mom's hand in mine, absolutely certain they were the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Dad had hung them on a Saturday morning while Kevin napped, and I had stood in the doorway afterward staring like he had hung the actual sky.

I undressed and got into bed.

The house was quiet around me. Only the small ordinary sounds of an old house settling.

Mom was somewhere over the Atlantic by now. Four hours into a nine-hour flight. She would be sleeping, maybe, or pretending to. Caroline would be reading. They would land in the morning London time, and Mom would have her first English breakfast at the hotel and walk to the British Museum if the weather cooperated.

I hoped the weather cooperated.

I turned off the lamp and lay in the dark looking at the ceiling.

Three weeks ago I had picked up the phone and called my mother and said I'm coming. And here I was. Fourteen days alone with my father in the house I had grown up in, with the question of what came next sitting on my chest as patient and steady as the rainbows on the wall.

I closed my eyes.

The doubt was already waiting.


Chapter Two

 

The second morning began at the kitchen sink.

I had been up since five, prowling the quiet house. Checking on Dad's sleeping form down the hall. Making my coffee. Doing whatever small ordinary things I could find to do, because the alternative was lying in bed making lists of things that could go wrong.

I stood at the sink now with my hands submerged in cold dishwater, washing a single mug that didn't need washing, and tried to remember the last time I had felt fully like myself.

For most of my adult life I had introduced myself by listing other people. Brooklyn, Forrest, and Larson's mom. Troy Fontaine's wife. Norm and Frannie Dailey's oldest. I hadn't been entirely sure who I was outside of that sentence in years. I wasn't sure I had ever really tried to find out.

Mom would be having breakfast in London by now. Six hours ahead, so eleven her time, give or take. She and Caroline had pored over Caroline's itinerary at this same kitchen table three nights before they left, and the first morning had a proper English breakfast at the hotel followed by a walk to the British Museum if the weather cooperated. Mom had laughed more during those three nights of trip planning than she had in three years of cancer recovery. I held on to that thought now and let it warm me a little.

I rinsed the mug. Set it in the rack. Dried my hands.

Out beyond the kitchen window the world was doing its slow Texas morning, the air cooler than it would be by noon, a mockingbird going through its repertoire on the back fence. The bird feeder Mom kept full. The garden Mom kept loosely tended. The whole house arranged around her absence, all of it slightly different now that she wasn't in it.

Dad would be up in another hour. I would make him oatmeal. The steel-cut kind that took twenty minutes. Dad never said outright that he preferred steel-cut, but Mom had been making it for him every morning for three years.

I poured a second cup of coffee and went to sit in the front room to wait for him.

The day moved slowly through its ordinary parts.

I made the oatmeal. Watched Dad eat it and then watched him settle into his chair on the back porch with his book and his second cup of coffee. The mockingbird had given up by then, replaced by the soft coo of a mourning dove somewhere in the magnolia.

I took a short walk around the block in the late morning sun, returning a wave from a woman watering her flower beds and another from a young mother pushing a stroller past. I didn't know either of them. But that was Glenn Lake, friendly with no need for introduction.

Dad napped after lunch. I caught up on email I had been avoiding for days, none of it requiring anything of me.

By late afternoon I was back in the kitchen.

I pulled a chicken out of the refrigerator that I had moved down from the freezer last night to thaw, along with potatoes and green beans, nothing complicated. Comfort food. The kind of meal that didn't require much thought and filled the house with a smell that made it feel less quiet.

I started pulling out cutting boards and pans, moving through my mother's kitchen with the muscle memory of a thousand childhood meals watched from the other side of this counter. Her pans were in the same cabinet they had always been in. The colander still hung on the hook by the window. The good wooden spoon lived in the crock next to the stove.

Some things didn't change.

I focused on that thought while I worked, the steady rhythm of it, the comfort of knowing where everything was. Peel the potatoes. Quarter them. Season the chicken as Mom always had, salt and pepper and a little garlic powder, nothing fancy. Heat the oil. Let the routine carry me forward because forward was the only direction that made any sense right now.

Dad slipped in without sound. Quiet people did that, their presence arriving before the noise of them. He stood in the kitchen doorway in his slippers and his old cardigan, watching me with an expression I remembered from childhood. Patient. Knowing. The face of a man waiting for me to get to something I wasn't quite ready to say yet.

"Smells good," he said.

"It will. Give it twenty minutes."

He moved slowly to the kitchen table, lowering himself into his chair with the careful deliberateness that still caught me off guard sometimes. He had gotten so much stronger over the past months, but there were still moments when the cost of the illness showed. He had been such a solid, physical presence my whole life, the kind of dad who could fix anything and lift anything and never seemed to get tired. Watching him move carefully around his own kitchen was its own kind of grief.

"You don't have to cook every night, you know," he said. "I can manage."

"Dad." I gave him a look over my shoulder. "Mom was here to take care of you before, and even if she wasn't, you would have eaten frozen dinners every single night and you know it."

"That's managing."

"That's surviving." I kept my eyes on the pan. "There's a difference."

He made a sound that might have been a laugh. "Your mother says the same thing."

"Smart woman."

The oil was hot. I laid the chicken in carefully, listened to it sizzle, and adjusted the heat. Behind me Dad watched, still in that quiet way of his. Not pushing. Just present.

"You've got that look," he said finally.

I glanced at him over my shoulder. "What look?"

"Like you're thinking so hard about something you forgot there's a chicken in the pan."

I turned back to the stove. "I'm fine."

"I didn't ask if you were fine."

I didn't say anything for a moment. Just watched the chicken brown and listened to the comfortable sound of something cooking. Outside the kitchen window the backyard was going gold in the late afternoon light, long shadows stretching across the grass from the pecan tree and the magnolia at the edge of the garden.

"Did you and Mom ever have rough patches?" I asked. I kept my voice casual, as if it were the kind of question you just asked while you were standing over a stove. As if it meant nothing. "In your marriage?"

"Of course," Dad said. "Every marriage does."

"Like what?"

"Oh, the usual things. Money was tight when you were little, and that puts a strain on anyone. We disagreed about how to raise you kids sometimes. Big decisions about the house, the cars. Your grandfather drove us both crazy for about a year before he moved in with Uncle Ted." He paused. "Normal stuff."

"Oh." I flipped the chicken. "Right."

The word sat there between us. And in the space of it, something in me reached for what he had just said and held on to it. Every marriage does. Normal stuff. Money, kids, decisions, the ordinary friction of two lives pressing against each other.

Maybe that was all this was. Maybe what felt enormous from the inside was just the accumulated weight of the normal stuff, the kind of thing that passed when you pushed through it together, the kind of thing couples looked back on from the other side and called a rough patch. Maybe Troy and I just needed to push through it. Maybe I had been running from something that had an ordinary name and an ordinary solution.

I flipped the chicken again, even though it didn't need it.

Behind me Dad shifted in his chair. The small creak of it carried.

"Ashley."

"Hmm."

"That oh did not sound like someone asking about the normal stuff."

I pressed my lips together and focused very hard on the green beans I was supposed to be trimming. My hands had gone still without me noticing. I picked up the knife and started again.

"Things with Troy aren't great," I said. It was the most I had admitted out loud to anyone besides Claire. Even saying that much felt like opening a door I had been leaning against with all my weight.

Dad didn't say anything right away. The refrigerator hummed. The chicken sizzled. Somewhere outside a bird was singing the same four notes over and over.

"How not great?" he asked.

I set down the knife. "I don't know how to answer that. Not great enough that when Larson left for school and we drove home together, we didn't say more than a dozen words to each other in three hours." I looked down at the green beans. "Not great enough that between the summer and now, I've spent more time in Glenn Lake than at home, and neither of us has brought up when I'm coming back."

Silence.

"He hasn't asked," I said. "That's the part I keep coming back to. He hasn't once asked when I'm coming home."

Dad exhaled. Slow and deliberate, the kind of breath that meant he was thinking carefully about what to say next.

"Come sit down for a minute," he said. "The chicken can wait."

"It'll burn."

"Turn it down and come sit."

I turned the burner to low and wiped my hands on a dish towel and sat across from him at the table. He looked at me for a long moment, and I had the strange sensation of being seen all the way through, the only way a parent could see you. Both comforting and slightly terrifying.

"I want to tell you something," he said. "And I need you to hear all of it before you react. Can you do that?"

That wasn't what I was expecting. "Dad..."

"Promise me."

"Okay. I promise."

He folded his hands on the table. They looked older than I remembered. Everything about him looked a little older these days, and I understood in a way I hadn't when I was younger that this was simply what happened to people, that time moved through everyone whether you were watching or not.

"Your mother and I almost didn't make it," he said.

I went very still.

"Not because of money, or the kids, or any of the normal things I mentioned." He kept his eyes steady on mine. "There was a woman. Her name was Susan. She worked in the same office, same department, and we had become close, as people who work closely and spend long hours together get close."

He paused.

"It was the year I had been talking about retiring. I had been with that firm almost forty years, and I was not at all sure who I was going to be on the other side of that. Whether I was going to be anyone at all, without the work to point to. So I started saying yes to things I should have been saying no to. New projects. Late hours. The young people in the office coming to me with their questions, looking at me like I still had something to teach them. Susan was one of them. She was good at her job, and she came to me when she needed something, and I liked being someone with the answers. It made me feel useful in a way I was scared I would not be useful much longer."

He looked at his hands.

"Nothing physical happened. I want you to know that clearly. But I was having some emotional need met by her, some part of my ego fed at a time when I was watching the rest of it get smaller, and it was not hers to feed. It should have been your mother's, or it should have been mine to make peace with on my own. I told myself it was just friendship. For a long time, I believed that." He looked down at his hands again. "I knew better. I did know better. I just was not ready to be honest with myself about what I was doing."

I couldn't speak. I was staring at my father, this man I had known my entire life, this solid and steady and decent man, and I was rearranging everything I thought I understood.

"Your mother found out," he continued. "Not because I told her. Because she's your mother, and she sees things. She always has." A beat. "It was the worst thing I have ever done to another person. And the worst year of our marriage. She almost left me. Had actually started planning it. Had the whole thing worked out in her head."

He paused, his eyes on the table for a moment before they came back to mine.

"And then I got sick, and everything changed, and we never really finished the conversation." He held my gaze. "We're finishing it now. That's part of why this trip with Caroline matters so much. She deserved the chance to make that choice from a place of strength instead of obligation."

"Dad." My voice came out smaller than I intended. "That was just a few years ago."

"I know." He said it steadily, without flinching from it. "Tough times in a marriage don't care how long you have been married. A year, two years, ten years
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