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Daddy came home from work early on Friday afternoon, shouting for Mama as soon as he yanked open the back door. 

“We’re up here,” I yelled. 

After climbing the stairs two at a time, he found us in the bathroom scrubbing out the tub. He stood in the doorway, short of breath, a silly grin on his face.

Mama said, “Quiet down, Tom, the baby’s sleeping.” She was on her knees, leaning into the tub, her big belly almost falling in. She finished scrubbing, sat back, and wiped her hand across her forehead, her skin pinkened and moist from her exertions in the humid bathroom. “What are you all excited about, anyway?” She reached up for his hand. 

“Good news, Meg.” He pulled her to her feet. “You know that place I’ve been painting all week? The Tamarack Inn?” 

“That old place down by the lake?” Once vertical, Mama stretched cat-like with a moan of pleasure, massaging her lower spine.  A lock of her wavy dark hair escaped from the red bandana holding it in place, cascading down her back.

I knew The Tamarack Inn. It was a fancy restaurant on the other side of town, located in one of the old Victorian houses that bordered Trinity Lake. I called it the Creamsicle House because it reminded me of my favorite ice cream treat, painted a creamy white with pale orange trim. Daddy called it a “Painted Lady.” On summer Sundays, the owners let the town’s residents spend the entire day on the lake for free. Mama often brought us there for a picnic under the shade of an ancient maple tree. We’d watch the sailboats float across the lake, their bright colored sails flapping in the breeze. Every time, Mama promised we’d someday rent our own sailboat and float out on the lake, but we never did, probably because it cost too much money, and she and Daddy had to make every dollar count. 

“I finished the job today,” Daddy said, “and guess what? Mr. Robards, the owner, gave me a bonus.” He ran his fingers through his paint-speckled hair. Flecks of white floated around him, drifting down to the floor. 

Mama wrung out the sponge she’d used to clean the bathroom. Her eyes lit up when she heard the word “bonus.” Extra money was always welcome at our house. “How much?” she asked.

Daddy beamed, blue eyes twinkling. “A hundred bucks.” 

“Excellent timing,” said Mama, matching his grin. 

But before she could tell him how they should spend it, he said, “And I’m taking all of us out for Sunday dinner at The Tamarack Inn.” 

“What?” Mama’s smile froze on her face like a store mannequin’s. “You can’t possibly be serious, Tom.” 

“Oh, I’m very serious,” Daddy said. He leaned against the doorjamb in his paint-spattered work pants and T-shirt. “Listen. I worked there every day these last two weeks, dressing up that painted lady with two coats of fresh paint. The whole time, I watched through the windows while the kitchen staff prepared the dinner specials. The smell of slow cooked roast beef, roast duck, and baked ham almost drove me crazy.

“Then I watched the pastry chef whip up triple-layer cakes covered with thick, creamy icing, and these little tarts full of fresh fruit - apple, pear, blackberry, plum. You know how I love those tarts, Meg. It was all I could do to eat bologna and cheese sandwiches for lunch while all that good cooking was happening.

“After lunch, I watched the dining room staff spread linen cloths over all the tables and set proper place settings with real crystal, fine china, and sterling silverware. They put fresh flowers on every table.” He made it sound so real and wonderful I felt I’d been there with him, seeing the elegant table settings and smelling the delicious aromas wafting out of the kitchen. 

“I imagined how nice it would be to bring my family there as guests.” At this, a wistful gleam came to his eyes, as though he were wishing for something he could never have. “But I knew we couldn’t afford it. Not in a million years. So, after I packed up for the day, the last day on the job, Mr. Robards pulled me aside and complimented me on my good work. Then he slipped me an envelope with a hundred-dollar bill inside. And guess what? The Hunters are eating in the formal dining room at the Tamarack Inn on Sunday, right after church. We’re having a five-course meal served with class.” 

Mama shook her head with a bemused smile, the kind she used on us kids when we were being silly, and said, “That’ll eat the whole hundred, Tom, and we can do a lot with a hundred bucks. Blowing it on a single meal is a waste.” She pushed past him and left the bathroom, making her way slowly down the stairs, holding on tight to the railing, careful to keep her balance in spite of the added weight of her swollen belly. In a few weeks, the new baby would come, and Mama would be herself again. 

Daddy followed her down the stairs, making his case every step of the way.

I finished wiping the tub dry and trailed after them into the kitchen. On the way, I stopped to peek out the window where my sister Becca, just a year behind me, supervised the younger kids on the swing set. That had been my job before Mama called me in to help with chores and left the babysitting to Becca. She got all the fun jobs. As I was 12 and the oldest, Mama called upon me to help with the boring chores, like cleaning the bathroom and cooking dinner, while Becca had Sadie, just four, strapped into her swing seat, pushing her higher and higher into the crisp autumn air, our baby sister shrieking with delight. Eight-year-old Tommy hung upside down from the monkey bars, swinging by his feet, whistling the theme song from The Walton’s. My brother and sisters were having fun. I longed to be outside with them. Instead, when I entered the kitchen, Mama tossed me a peeler and a bag of potatoes, and I started peeling.

Daddy kept talking. “It’ll be great, Meg. Give you a break. You wouldn’t have to cook a meal.” 

“What difference does it make?”  asked Mama. “It’s one meal.” She unwrapped a tray of chicken parts and rinsed them off in the sink.

“You used to go there all the time with your parents,” Daddy said. “You haven’t been there since we got married. I thought you might like to go back.” 

“My father is a banker, Tom,” Mama said, dipping the chicken parts in a bag of Shake ’n Bake. “He took us there every Sunday mainly to keep up appearances.” 

Mama was an only child. Her parents lived more than an hour away, all by themselves in a big house surrounded by stretches of green grass. Mama didn’t see much of them since she’d married Daddy. They visited only on birthdays and holidays. Mama said it was because Grandpa spent so much time at the office. Daddy felt bad about this, and offered to bring Mama to visit them, but she always said she was too busy, or somebody didn’t feel good, or the car wasn’t fit for the trip.

Mama arranged the chicken parts in a roasting pan. “It’s a five-star restaurant,” she said, “and​[1] I’m afraid it’s beyond our means.”  

“But we’ve got an extra hundred bucks,” Daddy argued. “I know it’s extravagant, but we’ve never done anything like this before. We weren’t counting on this money, so why not go all out? Just this once I’d like to see my family enjoy a special dinner in a fancy restaurant.” 

“Since when?” 

“Since I saw the place. It’s magnificent and the food looks fabulous.” 

“The kids won’t eat it.” 

“They have a children’s menu.” 

“We can’t expect them to sit through a five-course meal, Tom. They’re too young and it will take too long, hours maybe.” 

“They’ll be fine,” Daddy said.

“I don’t know why this means so much to you,” she said. “It’s been years since I’ve eaten at the Tamarack Inn, and I don’t feel I’ve missed out on anything. And neither have the children.” She picked up a paring knife and started trimming green beans. 

“It’s something I want to do for my family,” Daddy said.

“Tom, we aren’t the kind of people who go to places like the Tamarack Inn for Sunday dinner,” Mama said.

“Why not? Because I make a living with my hands?” Again, he ran his fingers through his speckled hair, once more sending paint flecks through the air. “So? I know quality. I know good food, and I want my children to know it, too.” 

“We don’t even have clothes to get us in the door,” Mama pointed out.

“We’ll wear our Sunday best.” 

“What Sunday best?” She slid the roasting pan into the oven and set the timer.

Daddy looked thoughtful, eager to overcome her every objection. “Well, then, how about their Easter outfits?” It was the last time we’d all gotten new dress up clothes. 

Mama thought about it, wrinkling her nose. “That might work,” she said, scrubbing her hands with soap and water. 

“So, we can go?” Daddy asked. He helped me lift the heavy pot of potatoes and set it on the back burner. It was an old stove, and Mama lit it with a match. She blew out the match and studied Daddy. Something about his sagging shoulders and sad eyes must have changed her mind.

“All right,” she sighed. “Since it means so much to you, we can go, but I get to say what we do with whatever money is left over.” 

Daddy drew Mama into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “You’re a doll, Meg.” He grabbed the phone on the wall and punched in some numbers. “Good evening, is this The Tamarack Inn? I’d like to make a reservation for Sunday, one o’clock, party of seven. Two adults and five children. Yes, I will need a highchair. And a booster seat. The name is Hunter.” 
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