

  [image: Cover]




Sarahlyn Bruck

Designer You





  
    First published by Hamilton Street Press 2020

  

  Copyright © 2020 by Sarahlyn Bruck


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  
    
      
        Editing by Maureen Vincent-Northam

      
        Cover art by GoOnWrite.com

      
    

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  





  Dedicated to my mom,

who is the strongest woman I know.







  Praise for Designer You



“A tenderly written story of a mother and daughter’s struggle to move on after loss, with characters so authentic you find yourself cheering and laughing.”

Kelly Simmons, international best-selling author of One More Day and The Fifth of July




“Sarahlyn Bruck’s touching debut is a beautifully written novel about love, grief, redemption—and the art of personal and professional recreation. This is a tender mother-daughter story that will stay in your heart long after you turn the final page.”

Dawn Ius, author of Anne & Henry, Overdrive, and Lizzie




“Sarahlyn Bruck’s debut novel Designer You is a story about the unexpected, and the hope that can be found after a tragedy. Once I started it, I didn’t want to stop reading. This well-written and intriguing novel will draw you in and take you on an emotional and satisfying journey.”

Elizabeth LaBan, best-selling author of The Restaurant Critic’s Wife and Not Perfect




“Can a professional fixer-upper repair her broken family and business after the tragic death of her husband? Designer You is a story of grief, motherhood, reinvention and growth…told with humor and an unwavering belief in the power of love.”

Sonya Terjanian, author of The Runaways and The Objects of Her Affection




“This is a gorgeous debut from Sarahlyn Bruck. Heart-wrenching and beautifully-written, Designer You starts with a gut-punch and only gets better. My soul ached for Pam from page 1, and I didn’t want to stop reading. I can’t wait for Bruck’s next book.”

Laura Heffernan, author of the Reality Star series








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Pam found him.

Thank God she’d made the gruesome discovery herself. If she’d been held up in traffic or stopped someplace else on the way, Grace would’ve arrived home first after school.

And Pam would never have forgiven herself.

Now, a mere twenty-four hours later, she could no longer avoid it.

It felt too soon, too unreal to share the unavoidable news with their legions of followers. She closed the door to her home office, sat at her laptop, and forced herself to type.

It’s with a sad, heavy heart I must inform you, our faithful readers: Nate died yesterday.

She paused after she typed that sentence. Her husband would’ve hated having his death announced on their lifestyle blog. Better than on Good Morning America or in the pages of This Old House. An inappropriate giggle escaped Pam’s lips, followed by more tears. In one day, she’d cried more than maybe her whole life. She grabbed a Kleenex and blew her nose. This was the hardest thing Pam had ever written, but it was necessary. Their fans deserved to know, and the full story needed to come from her.

You may have already read about it in the ‘People’ section of the newspaper, or heard about it on a brief report on the local news last evening, or this may come as a complete shock to you. It did to me. And I’m still in shock. I haven’t fully absorbed the fact that Nate is gone. That he’s never coming back.

Pam wheeled her desk chair away from her computer and rose, pacing the length of the tiny room. The converted home office-slash-guest-room closed in on her – the dresser and queen bed and file cabinet and bookcase and TV encroaching on her personal space like domestic topiaries sprung to life. With the door shut, she had no space to roam, no way to avoid this awful task that idled on her screen, patiently waiting for her to return.

He’s never coming back.

It seemed impossible. Pam almost expected him to burst through her office door asking, “Hey, hon…help me pick between these two ties. Got an on-camera interview in New York and I can’t look like a slob.”

Pam sat back at her desk.

He’s not going to return home from doing an interview in New York or consulting with a client in Lambertville. That’s over. You’ve all been so kind to follow us, some for a matter of days or weeks, many for years. We’ve met some of you at design shows across the country and at book signings. We could not have built Designer You without your support. And I feel a responsibility to be open and honest with you, our loyal fans.

Pam closed her eyes, which in her mind, only seemed to sharpen the horrific discovery of her husband’s lifeless body and made her dizzy with despair. She opened her eyes and pushed away from her desk, knowing there was no facing this vision without help. Pam cracked open her office door and peered out. Down the hall, muffled music drifted out from Grace’s room. She let her alone this time – the perpetual checking in on her shocked and grieving daughter had become a writing avoidance technique. Maybe a reality avoidance technique, too.

Pam crept down the stairs to the dining room, opened the door to the buffet, and inspected the meager selection of alcohol – a warm bottle of chardonnay and a near-empty liter of tequila. She grabbed the Patrón and squinted at the contents – maybe a couple shots worth? That’ll do, she thought, and wandered into the kitchen.

She pulled off the top, poured the remains of the bottle into a juice glass, and sipped. The alcohol clung to her throat and made her cough. Pam didn’t drink much hard alcohol. Wine? Yes. And an occasional margarita or gin and tonic? Sure. But straight shots? Hardly ever.

Last time she’d felt compelled to drink a shot was last year at her sister-in-law’s bachelorette party, where she’d suffered through the usual bride-to-be silliness – paper hats and feather boas and male strippers – with a group of women fifteen years her junior. Taking the shot had been more of a way to get through the evening.

Booze, the world’s #1 coping mechanism. She took another timid sip of the tequila. Smoother. Glass in hand, Pam walked upstairs to her office and settled into her desk chair.

Nate died yesterday while installing a deck I’d been pestering him to build for the last four years. Ever since we moved into this old house, I thought it’d be fun to write about a home project again – our home this time, not a client’s – and I imagined we’d be sipping a glass of wine out there by the end of May. We thought that by chronicling our progress in early spring, we might inspire some of you to tackle your own outdoor projects and enjoy the finished products all summer long. Anyway, this winter Nate mapped out the design, I had a few ideas for lighting and furniture – it was meant to be fun and a way to return to where we started.

A way to ‘reinvigorate’ the brand, their nervous publisher had advised in February, when Pam had bounced blog ideas to them that could provide a lead up to their third book, a book she’d hadn’t even finished outlining and had already missed a deadline on. An outdoor project would also pair well with their new line of gardening tools set to launch that spring. And when the deck was finished, Pam had envisioned that she, Nate, and Grace would eat dinner out there on a warm summer evening while watching fireworks blast over clear skies above the Art Museum on the 4th of July.

That would never happen now.

Pam took another helping of tequila. It burned as it slid down her throat. She fixed her gaze on the computer screen and raised her fingers to the keyboard.

Designer You began with home projects just like the roof deck, and we were so excited about it. Nate thought he could get a jump on building it as soon as the weather turned, which those of you East Coasters know it did…sort of. Our spring has been all over the place, with snow showers one weekend to temps in the 70s the following week to thunderstorms again the weekend after that. Those of you who follow our blog know that this past week we had a patch of dry weather at last, which we’d been waiting for, and Nate wanted to take advantage of it. The support beams were up from the week before, and he was in the process of installing the wooden framework when he died.

Pam withdrew her fingers from the keyboard and stared at the screen. When he died. The words stabbed at her. It would be easy to just stop. Let the mainstream media do its job of offering this bit of salacious news to hungry consumers and give Pam permission to step away from the computer and begin the grieving process in peace.

She imagined the likes of twenty-four-hour news channels and celebrity websites offering digestible tidbits such as, ‘Nate Wheeler, DIY guru and one half of the popular brand, Designer You, died yesterday while installing a deck on the roof of his Philadelphia home.’ Or, ‘Design genius, Nate Wheeler, succumbed to gravity yesterday and died. He was forty-five and is survived by his Designer You partner and wife, Pam, and their teenage daughter, Grace.’ Or maybe, ‘Nate Wheeler was found dead after a fall yesterday. In a dazzling career spanning almost twenty years, Wheeler was a pioneer in the lifestyle blog trend of the early 2000s. Often described by their predominantly female fan base as ‘brilliant,’ ‘funny,’ and ‘gorgeous,’ Wheeler founded Designer You with his sidekick wife, turning their popularity into multiple book deals, appearances, and high-ticket clients.’

Gorgeous, funny, brilliant – Pam had always been the ‘lucky’ one according to the press. A sidekick. An afterthought.

Still, their fans didn’t deserve to find out about his death through the press.

Pam and Nate had built Designer You by reaching out to the very people who felt that they knew them. Their beautiful, restored home, Grace’s private school, all of the spoils of their success resulted from that personal touch.

It’s been a difficult and surreal twenty-four hours – I lost a husband and partner of twenty years. Over the last day, I had the worst news to give our daughter, Nate’s parents, my parents, and our dearest friends. In truth, I haven’t had the time to process anything. I almost expect him to walk through our front door and ask when dinner will be ready and I have to remind myself it’s not going to happen.

As horrific and shocking as this news is, I wanted to be the one to tell you, our DIY community. I owe it to you. As the writer, I feel a special connection to you. Many of you have followed our work for years, and I feel a particular responsibility to reach out to all of you, just as I have our friends and family. I know how much you adored Nate because I was as much of a fan of Nate’s as anyone. I was floored by his talent and ambition right from the start.

A sad smile crawled across her face as she remembered how they’d met during their last year of college. By the time she was twenty-two and in her final semester at Penn State, Pam still didn’t know what she wanted to do – she had no plan. It seemed everyone she knew had secured jobs or internships or accepted offers from grad schools. Panic about her post college no-plan had started to invade every corner of her life – her friendships, her school work, her sleep. And then she’d met Nate in her last class. Charming, brilliant, gorgeous Nate. She was smitten, and lucky for her, he was just as attracted to her.

Turns out, she did have a plan. It was Nate. She would have followed him anywhere…and had.

Please keep us in your thoughts during this difficult time. And thank you so much for your support.

Pam exhaled, her muscles depleted as if writing the post had sapped all of her strength. She was done for the day and hoped that after the tequila, which was already making her eyelids heavy, she would sleep better tonight.

* * *

That night, Grace, who’d just turned fifteen in March, crawled into bed with Pam like she used to when she’d been spooked in the middle of the night as a little girl. Grace drifted off as soon as her head hit the pillow and slept like she was in a coma, but not Pam. Invasive thoughts danced in her head. The looming urgency of planning Nate’s funeral, making arrangements for the cemetery, flowers, catering, finding places for family from out of town to stay, and dealing with everyone else’s grief on top of her own had become separate fists squeezing her throat. At last, she nodded off sometime after three in the morning, slept fitfully, and awakened just a few hours later at dawn confused, relieved that the day before had just been a bad dream before realizing it wasn’t.

Instead, she experienced his death for the first time all over again.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




In the moment that Nate had died, Pam had been out shopping at one of her favorite local haunts, Artifact Salvage, which sold anything that could be reclaimed from demolished row homes and brownstones. Unaware of the tragedy at home, she’d been sifting through old light fixtures and door hardware such as hinges, doorknobs, mail slots.

In the twenty-four hours since, Pam’s mind had that doomed afternoon on repeat, and she wished she could rewind her life by one day and make the choice to stay home.

She tucked a loose strand of dark brown hair behind her ear and pawed through the doorknobs, picking out a large brass piece with an intricate pattern on the handle. This would be perfect on the Meinhardts’ front door, she thought, which she and Nate had just stripped. The door itself was more than one hundred and fifty years old, and for decades, the wood finish had been hidden beneath layers of dark forest green paint. Once they stripped that off, a beautiful walnut revealed itself like buried treasure. A door like that needed a touch of bling to show it off, and this intricate brass doorknob would do the trick. She grinned, thinking about how much Nate would love it. So would the Meinhardts. See? I have ideas, too.

Pam handed over her credit card to the cashier, while stealing one last longing look around the large, open space. She didn’t get the opportunity to visit Artifact Salvage and its artful arrangements of treasures often enough, and she soaked it in now.

In one section of the expansive warehouse, doors and windows hung with care from their displays, so that customers could flip through them like pages in a book. Kitchen and bathroom sinks engulfed another section, where century-old porcelain was polished to a pristine sheen. A neat row of elevated toilet tanks stood in their own designated area. Overhead, chandeliers twinkled and captured the light of the afternoon sun. Pam and Nate frequented this place all the time while renovating their first house, but over the last few years, Pam came alone. Nate’s schedule often meant that the details were left to her. She didn’t mind – her obsession with details served a vision that was all her own.

Pam scowled at her watch. It was getting late. Grace would be home from school soon, and Pam couldn’t put off the day’s blog post any longer. Until next time, my love, my Artifact Salvage, she thought as she signed the credit card receipt.

She opened the front door when she arrived home and shouted, “Home!” to Nate, wherever he was. She hung up her parka and purse on the coat rack in the entryway and slid off her shoes. It was early April and the snow was gone for good, but not the cold. Rubbing her bare arms that prickled in the drafty entryway, she pulled on a discarded cardigan draped over the banister of the stairway.

“Nate?” Pam padded into the kitchen and placed her doorknob on the butcher block, running her fingers over the texture of the handle one last time. She half expected her husband to be standing at the kitchen counter, a cup of coffee in his hand, waiting for her and Grace to come home, impatient to impart deck details so she could start on the blog. He wasn’t. “Nate, let’s talk deck!” she called up the stairs. “I gotta write the post.”

Feeling a familiar pang of irritation return, Pam started up the stairs. It’s just like him. I wait while he is immersed in his project. And I have to write about it – now. As she arrived on the third floor and walked to the rear room’s door that led outside to the top of the third-story roof, her annoyance increased. She opened the door, surprised that Nate was nowhere to be found. His tools were out. The steel beams were in place. Pam reached for a discarded Coke can to bring downstairs to recycle, but it was still full…and cold, with drops of condensation clinging to the outside of the can. He just opened this and left it? What a waste. Where the hell is he?

“Nate?” she said again, quiet this time, thinking maybe he hadn’t gone far. Pam peered over the railing down into their backyard and spotted something. Her stomach clenched. No, that can’t be... She raised her hand to her mouth and stifled an anguished scream.

Nate had fallen off the roof and now lay still with his back on the collapsed, wrought-iron patio table, facing skyward with his arms open wide. An alarming amount of blood pooled onto the bricks below.

* * *

One glance was all it took for Pam to be certain that the sight of a lifeless Nate was not an image her daughter would ever witness and have imprinted into her brain for the rest of her life. Is it too late? she thought, slipping her cell from her pocket and running back inside the house. With her heart in her throat, she scrambled down two flights of stairs while punching 9-1-1 on her phone.

“9-1-1, where is your emergency?”

“Please come now,” she said, her voice shrill. “My husband—” Pam couldn’t form the words. The grotesque image of him in the backyard looped through her mind. Maybe it was some sick hallucination?

When she reached Nate, Pam stared at his body, praying for some kind of rise and fall of his chest. Nothing. She placed her hand over his wrist and then his neck, but couldn’t detect a pulse. His eyes were sightless through half closed eyelids. This was no hallucination.

Pam started to hyperventilate. If she didn’t get help right that second, she might pass out. Once the 9-1-1 operator collected her address, she hung up, and then called the one person she knew who might be able to help her, help Nate right now: her closest friend, Becky, who lived just a few doors down. Becky was about the strongest person Pam knew. She was a nurse-midwife, and Pam was sure she’d seen it all – though the sight of her husband sprawled out on the patio table could traumatize her friend forever. She also knew that Becky would be home today.

“Please, something’s awful happened to Nate. I think he fell off the roof. It’s bad, Becky.” Her voice shook into her phone. “I didn’t know who else to call.”

“Did you phone 9-1-1?”

Pam nodded.

“Pam, are you there? Is 9-1-1 on the way?”

“Yes, yes. But can you come? Are you home?” Pam said, her voice high pitched and raw.

“You stay put,” said Becky, with authority. It didn’t hurt she was British and sounded authoritarian to begin with. “I’ll be right there.”

Pam pocketed her phone and with tears streaming down her cheeks, she crouched beside her husband and cradled Nate’s still face in her arms, not caring who saw or what nosy neighbors thought. Maybe she wanted them to know. If it was all too real for her it would be real enough for them too. She looked up at the backs of the row homes behind her house, defying anyone to gawk at her from the windows above. No one. She was all alone. She was exposed and helpless and one hundred percent unequipped to handle any part of this horrific scene – in her backyard, of all places. Pam knew just by looking into his blank, staring eyes that Nate was gone. There was nothing she could do. He couldn’t be saved.

Seconds, minutes later – time seemed to have stopped – Becky swooped in and took over just as the ambulance arrived. As Becky explained what happened as best she could to the paramedics, Pam took Nate’s right hand in hers – it was still warm in her palm, and though lifeless and beginning to stiffen, felt so familiar. It was the same hand that had just made steak tacos for dinner the night before. It was the same hand that had grasped (and learned to let go of) the seat of Grace’s bicycle as he ran along beside her when she first learned to ride. It was the same hand that kneaded away the knots in Pam’s shoulders after a long day sitting at her writing desk. It was a hand she’d known for more than twenty years.

“It’s time to say goodbye, just for now, OK?” Becky gently separated Pam from Nate’s hand and led her down the side path to the front porch, where they sank on the steps facing the street. Pam’s chin started to tremble again and the hot tears returned to her eyes. As if she was floating outside of herself and watching down on some, poor, grieving, middle-aged woman, whose insides felt raw and on display. She didn’t even know this person crumpled on her front steps, her sweater and jeans spotted with Nate’s blood. Couldn’t identify with her, let alone be her. Her brain hadn’t caught up with her reality yet, and all she could envision was the gruesome image of her husband dead on the patio. She started to sob again with forceful breathlessness, as a small circle of bystanders gathered across the street – neighbors and passersby probably wondering what was going on at the Wheelers’ and why there was an ambulance parked outside. She hated the gawkers and their idle curiosity, while she melted down on her front steps.

Becky hugged Pam to her as the EMTs wheeled Nate’s body to the awaiting ambulance. The one thing on earth she was grateful for at that moment was her friend for being there, protecting her. Pam leaned into Becky’s strength.

And now it was unpretentious, unafraid, understanding Becky, who was there to hold Pam up as the paramedics closed the back doors of the ambulance and drove away with Nate inside. Pam realized there was, all of a sudden, a mountain of things to do – clean up the back yard, funeral arrangements, and dozens of excruciating phone calls – but nothing could be done until she could break the news to Grace. She’d called the school, but Grace had already left on the school bus.

For this brief moment, her first without Nate, Pam existed in a weird holding pattern. She couldn’t call or text anyone, not even her or Nate’s parents, until she’d told Grace. She would be violating the first in a long line of unwritten codes and rules about death and dying and the grieving process, all things she knew next to nothing about. Over the span of about ten years, after college and into her early thirties, all four of her grandparents had died. Pam remembered there were rules in place that everyone seemed to come to the table understanding but her: on her father’s side, there was a proclivity toward open casket, on her mother’s, closed, the order in which family and friends filed in and out of the sanctuary, who took care of the funeral arrangements, who was in charge of food, and which unfortunate family member was assigned the task of sorting the estate.

Pam’s head swam with all of these urgent responsibilities and it had not even settled into her chest that Nate was…gone. Poof. Just that fast. It didn’t feel real. Can’t be real. She shut her eyes with the brief hope that when she blinked them open again, she would return to the roof and discover Nate setting wooden slats over the steel support structures. She’d try to persuade him indoors to go over that day’s blog post.

She opened her eyes to her unfortunate reality. Everything about her body – her dark hair and inky eyes, her pale face, her legs and arms – felt heavy as she waited for her daughter to appear from the school bus. Moments later, it pulled up to the curb. She shook her head back and forth, not even knowing how to begin.

Becky gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “You just need to tell her,” Becky said, quiet but firm. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. But you need to do this.”

Her eyes red and brimming, Pam met Grace at the sidewalk. Grace emerged from the bus with her backpack dangling from her shoulder, laughing and waving her goodbyes to her friends. But as soon as she caught sight of her mother’s stricken face and bloodied cardigan, she sobered, as if she knew something was wrong.

“Mom?” It took just a second for Grace to absorb the scene. “Is it Dad?”

Pam nodded and folded her arms around Grace, hugging her close.

Grace buried her face into the crook of Pam’s neck and sobbed. What Pam would do next, she had no idea.
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Pam stacked the last of the dessert saucers on the remaining space on the counter and surveyed the kitchen. Stacks of plates, piles of forks, serving trays, serving ware, cloth napkins, coffee cups, and glassware covered most of every available surface. She sighed and opened the empty dishwasher. Now that friends, family, work associates, a few top clients, their editor, agent, publicist, and Nate’s high school and college friends had all left, Pam was alone to face the dishes.

Finally alone. She couldn’t believe how much she longed to be alone, but after days of people – the constant presence of well-meaning friends and family – descending on her like she was an unhinged person on suicide watch, Pam craved space. She didn’t want to kill herself, she just wanted a few moments to hear her thoughts.

“It takes time to process,” said Pam’s widowed Aunt Martha, who’d cornered her during coffee in the sanctuary after the funeral service that afternoon. Pam tried to remember that Martha was trying to be helpful, but it was like she’d appointed herself as Pam’s personal expert on dead husbands. “It gets easier,” she assured her when she’d arrived with Pam’s parents that morning. And “Nate would have wanted you to be happy,” she’d mentioned an hour ago, as she gripped a tiny plate of cheese and crackers in their living room, pointing at Pam with a slice of cheddar for emphasis. Martha, Pam decided, had no clue. She was in her mid-seventies and Uncle Larry in his eighties when he died three years ago. They’d enjoyed a long and happy life together, raising their family and seeing their grandchildren come into the world. They traveled. They sized down. And when Uncle Larry got sick, Martha was by his side. Together. Pam didn’t want to diminish Aunt Martha’s grief, but this was not the same.

What is ‘happy’ without Nate? Pam wanted to ask. What is life without Nate?

But she didn’t even have a chance to entertain the questions that had started to bloom in her head. Between the day of Nate’s death and the funeral today, Pam’s only time to herself was when she closed herself off in the bathroom for a few minutes of peace. And still, beyond the closed door, she could hear the steady murmur of voices downstairs peppered with ‘Nate’ this and ‘Pam’ that. She resented everyone trying to understand how she felt – guessing wrong some of the time and more infuriatingly, guessing right. How dare they try when she hadn’t had the opportunity to begin to ‘process,’ as Martha had so aptly put it?

Pam reminded herself that all of these people, too, were heartbroken and in shock. Nate attracted almost everyone he came in contact with, and Pam discovered early on she was far from alone in her grief. In countless ways, she was grateful so many loved Nate; he could make anyone feel like they were the most important person in the room. But she was also very protective and territorial about her grief. Nate was hers. She was the one who would wake up every day without him lying by her side from now on. She was the one who had to cope with their teenage daughter’s anguish in all its unpredictable glory day in and day out. She was the one whose tiny family went from three members to two in a split second.

But he was also not hers. She thought about how Grace clutched to her and Pam’s parents today. How Nate’s parents shook with sobs in the front pew at the funeral. The service overflowed with mourners this morning and Pam guessed she had at least two hundred people through her house today to pay their respects.

But she was grateful to take off her brave face like it was a mask and relieved not to have to make small talk with the people she’d invited to share something uniquely painful and private. Now that it was all over, without the immediacy of a funeral to plan and all of the other arrangements surrounding Nate’s death, Pam saw little beyond the stacks of plates and cups that surrounded her in her kitchen. What was her purpose beyond these dishes? She had no clue.

Pam peered out the window at her bare patio. She’d had the grisly furniture hauled away to the landfill and the bricks scrubbed clean after the accident. Two weeks into spring, no signs of life appeared in the backyard yet, no buds had popped through soil. The beginning of April looked just as cold and lifeless as the end of winter. She never wanted to go out onto that empty patio ever again.

“Pammy.” Her father, Thomas, ambled into the kitchen. “Can I help you with these dishes? I’ll scrape, you load.”

She snapped out of her daze. “Sure, Dad.”

In his mid-seventies, her dad remained trim and robust, though he’d slowed bit by bit through the years, and his salt-and-pepper hair was just starting to recede. Pam had inherited her compact physique from him, and the two stood side by side as he rinsed the dishes and she loaded them one by one into the dishwasher.

“I’m so proud of you today, honey. So’s your mother. We’re heartbroken, but we’ve never been prouder of you either,” Dad said. Pam watched her father’s chin quiver for a second before he forced a tight smile. “To be honest, I don’t know if I would have handled it as well or with as much class.”

Pam looked at her feet. She was grateful for the sentiment, for sure, but she was so…lost. What, exactly, was handling the death of one’s husband ‘well’ or with ‘class’? ‘Stunned,’ ‘numb,’ and ‘wrung-out’ better described her feeling. And God, trying to be there for Grace – how many times had she paused outside Grace’s closed bedroom door and lacked the courage to knock? She didn’t know how to comfort her own child. And her father couldn’t have known that beyond the loss of Nate – her love, her partner, and Grace’s dad – she had no plan. There was no Plan B. In fact, she and Nate had been working on Plan A since they were in their twenties, chipping away at it together. That was it. If she didn’t do something soon, Plan A would be gone just as sure as Nate was.

With the plates and bowls loaded, Pam placed the forks, knives, and spoons into the dishwasher’s silverware section. “Thanks, Dad. I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow, though. Grace goes back to school and I have to go back to…I don’t know what. My life isn’t my life anymore.” She squeezed liquid detergent into the dispenser, closed the door, and started the dishwasher. Her gaze skimmed across the remaining dishes on the countertop. “You and Mom don’t need to stay up. There are at least two more loads after this.”

“I don’t mind,” her dad said, reaching out to hug his daughter’s shoulder. “There’s a lot of work to be done, and it’ll feel nice to wake up to a clean house tomorrow.”

“An empty house is more like it,” Pam said. She cocked her head. “It’s quiet. It’s unnerving. Where’s Grace? And Mom?”

Her dad sank into one of the chairs at the butcher block. “Last I saw, they were going through Nate’s Facebook page on Grace’s iPad.”

“I can’t bear to look at those photos or read the comments.”

Pam scanned the kitchen, which was in many ways also an album of the life she and Nate had put together, just as those Facebook photos. The whole house was. The floors were the original wood, which Nate refinished himself before they moved even one box in four years earlier. Pam’s blog posts those weeks when they were moving into their current house were so popular – over six thousand clicks on each bi-weekly post – she and Nate decided to compile all of the posts plus bonus material in their second book, and This Old House had given them a photo spread.

Pam had found the butcher block. She loved trolling the big-garbage pick-up days in the well-to-do Philadelphia and New Jersey suburbs. One September morning, three and half years ago, just as the sun was starting to rise, she stumbled across it. She’d pulled over and was pleased to see that she’d discovered an old, beaten up John Boos butcher block out on the curb in front of a very large Morristown, New Jersey McMansion. Pam couldn’t contain her excitement as she heaved the thing into the back of her Subaru and drove off, a big smile spread across her face. The table needed a lot of work – the top required sanding and one of the legs had broken clean off. This allowed Nate to re-imagine the piece, and he ended up lopping off the legs and using the top to create a large butcher block table the family could sit at on barstools and eat breakfast. It was Nate’s genius to re-imagine that butcher block, but Pam loved to remember it was her find. Details – she loved the details. Still, the butcher block was little comfort to Pam today. She couldn’t look at it, or anything in the house, without it all reminding her that Nate was gone forever.

She rubbed the worn edge of the table with her thumb. “This whole house is like a museum to Nate.”

“I know it’s hard now, Pammy. But it’ll get easier,” her dad said, his tone uncertain.

She hoped that was true, but for the first time since she was a teenager, she doubted her father. Every night since the accident, Pam lay in her bed, the bed that less than a week ago she’d shared with Nate as man and wife for more than two decades, wondering if it really would get easier. It didn’t seem so. I can’t even bring myself to wash his scent from the sheets yet, let alone even think about life after Nate. But now she couldn’t put it off much longer. She would need to start wrapping her foggy head around running Designer You without him.

Pam had avoided her computer since the blog post the day after Nate’s death, which was unusual. On any given day, she could be found hunched over her laptop, not only writing, but answering email, scheduling design projects, and managing the website. But she couldn’t face the feedback, knowing it would be a combination of sympathetic well-wishing comments and messages from fans mixed in with a dash of vitriol from internet trolls. All of it, she could do without.

She was going to have to figure out a next step whether she felt up to it or not. Usually, she could plan her time away from her laptop. Even when they went on vacation, Pam made certain she had a few blog posts stored to upload like magic into the universe at their scheduled days and times. Was there a virtual version of the sign in the window that could read something like, ‘Grieving: Be back soon!’ with a little clock she could position to a particular time? How long was considered long enough? How long was too long?

Pam cozied up to her dad and wrapped her arm around his, resting her head on his shoulder like she had when she was a little girl. “It’s official. I think I’m overwhelmed. I wish I could just crawl into a hole. Maybe I’ll bring a case of merlot with me.”

Her father kissed the top of her head. “Mom and I are here for you. We’re going to get through the rest of this day together. And we’ll get up and do it again tomorrow and the next day and the day after that.”

Pam raised her head and looked in her father’s warm brown eyes. “You’d stay for me?”

“We’d stay for both of you. As long as you need. I can always ask Jimmy to step in and run the diner on his own for a few days. Your brother pretty much does it all himself anyway. And he’s desperate to help you in any way he can.” He offered her a sad smile. “We’d do anything for you, you know that, right?”

“Thanks, Dad. I do know that.”

“So your mom and I moved all the furniture back to their original spots in the living room,” said Becky, as she wandered into the kitchen. “The dishes are cleared out – wow, looks like they all made it in here. Can I help you wash these by hand while the dishwasher runs?”

Pam shook her head. “You should go home.” She walked over to her friend, whose bloodshot eyes and slumped shoulders gave away that she was as drained as Pam. She hugged Becky. “Thank you. I couldn’t have gotten through the day – this whole long weekend, actually – without you.”

“You are very welcome, honey,” said Becky, giving Pam a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll stop in tomorrow after Grace is in school – see how the morning went, OK?”

Pam offered a weary look. “Thanks,” she said, waving off her friend.

The front door opened and closed with a click in the distance.

“I don’t even know where to start with Grace,” Pam said to her father. “It’s like real life starts again tomorrow, but it’s going to be so hard on all of us. And Grace going back to school – do you think it’s too early?”

Her father shook his head. “She’s going to have to go back sometime. You can’t just shield her from life.”

Pam agreed. “You’re right. I keep telling her that I’m here if she wants to talk, but she doesn’t. Not that she was all that into confiding in me before…” She cleared her throat. “She’s been so up and down lately, which I guess is part of being a teenager. But I think I thought she would come to me over the last few days, and instead she spends all this time crying and listening to music alone in her room. Aside from the first night, she doesn’t seem to want to have anything to do with me. I don’t know if she blames me a little, or if she’s angry, confused.”

“You both lost the most important person in your lives. Your family is hurting. You need to give her – and yourself – a break,” her father said. “And know when to maybe give her a little space.”

“Maybe we should go to counseling or something, I don’t know.” Pam sighed and looked up at her father. “Just you and Mom being here helps. At least she’s got Mom to talk to now.”

He smiled. “I’m glad. They’ve always had a special bond.”

At that moment, Pam thought she knew what could make things better, at least for the time being. “You and Mom – can you, just, stay?”

“Yeah, I told you. We can stay the next couple of days. It’s no problem.”

“No, I mean, can you move in for a little while? A few weeks? A few months, even?” Pam put her hand up, curling her fingers into her palm. “Just think about it. I know you need to discuss it with Mom and it’s a big commitment. And I know you have your own lives that you enjoy very much.” She shook her head. “I’m scared, though. We’ve got the insurance money in a trust that I don’t want to touch – that’s for Grace. Or emergency, I suppose.” She swallowed. “But I have to think how to keep Designer You afloat right now. Nate and I were partners, but it was his baby. If I don’t start paying attention to it right away, I could kill it. And I would never forgive myself if I were responsible for ruining his legacy. He worked so hard – we worked so hard – and I could so easily just screw it all up by doing nothing because I’m too overwhelmed doing it myself.”

“A few months is a long time, honey.”

Pam looked at her father, eyes shimmering. “Please, Daddy. I could really use the help around here.”








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




“The Utah home expo’s at the end of the month,” announced Liz, Pam’s assistant, over the phone one afternoon, a mere week and a half after the funeral. After almost a decade, Pam considered Liz, who was in her mid-sixties and seemed to favor wearing tailored jackets and pencil skirts 365 days a year, like a second mother. A much more formal, scolding, disciplined mother, who delivered gentle prodding and kind reminders whenever she needed them, which was often.

Pam cradled the phone between her chin and shoulder and smeared jarred frosting onto her fifth graham cracker with a knife. Lunch. She closed her eyes.

Utah home expo. Shit. Part of the job as a popular ‘lifestyle brand’ – Pam cringed at the label attributed to Designer You, even more so since they helped define the term – included presenting at several home expos throughout the year.

Liz continued, “You both killed it last year and I know they were eager to have you back. It’s been on the schedule for months. Think you could manage it?”

“Do I have to?” Pam touched her slick dark hair, now piled on top of her head and precariously secured with a plastic clip. She recoiled, as her fingers slipped through the greasy strands.

Did I shower yesterday?

The days melted into each other, each as indistinguishable as the previous. Liz would be disgusted if she saw her now. “Where’s the adorable wife?” Pam heard her say in her head, in a tone that admonished her slovenly appearance in the nicest possible way.

Liz sighed into the phone. “Look, it’s an easy gig. Utah loves you. You need to start hawking the gardening line. And quite frankly, it’s a good way to get you out of the house.”

Pam looked down at her pajama bottoms and a ratty tank top, which she was still wearing at two in the afternoon. “It feels too soon. We can’t cancel? I’ll do the next one.”

“Pam,” said Liz. “I know you don’t feel ready, but it’s time. We have to publicize the garden line now before summer. If we don’t, you can say buh-bye to any further Lowes contracts. And they may decide to sue you if you don’t play your part in the marketing.”

“What if we hire out? Hire an actor or something.”

“Designer You was always you and Nate, which is now just you. If you hire an actor or anyone that’s not you, people are going to feel cheated,” said Liz. “You need to get out there and represent.”

Pam fought back the rising, angry tears. Her tears were always at the surface now, ready to spring into action the moment she became upset.

“It wasn’t me! It was never me. They want Nate,” she said, all of a sudden overwhelmed by resentment toward her charming, dead husband.

“I think they’ll love you even more for coming out, showing the product, signing a few books. You’ll see.” Liz’s voice had turned soft and soothing. “They love you and want to see that you’re OK.”

“But I’m not OK. That’s the point. I’m not OK and I don’t feel like putting on heels and getting on a plane to go to this damn home expo.” Pam swallowed the emotion in her voice. She was too raw. It was too soon. The sight of the frosted graham cracker idling on the kitchen counter now turned Pam’s stomach. “It’s only been a couple of weeks. I’m not ready.” An extended silence made Pam think the phone had cut out. “Liz?”

“Lowes needs you to be ready. Your publisher needs you to be ready. Your clients are starting to wonder if their projects will ever be finished,” said Liz, like someone who was about to lose her patience with a petulant child. Pam detected a quiet desperation in Liz’s voice. “You need to do this whether you think you’re ready or not. You have a mortgage to pay, food to put on the table, Grace to take care of. You lose Lowes, the future of Designer You will be in jeopardy. I know you don’t want that. Nate wouldn’t want that, either. You need to take action now.”

Pam was glad Liz couldn’t see her bent over her kitchen counter, hand cradling her forehead.

“I’m emailing you your flight details.”

“Shit, OK,” Pam said, sobering. It wasn’t fair. It was too hard to be an adult right now. It dawned on her that her days of extended self-absorbed grief were over – her non-decisions were starting to affect the people she loved and needed, like Liz and her agent, Jackie. And paying clients. And Grace. “I’ll be there.”

When Grace arrived home from school later that afternoon, Pam had showered, changed, and was hunched over her laptop sipping a cup of coffee and nibbling a plate of cheese and apples.

“You’re up early today,” Grace said, as she stood in the doorway.

“Ha ha, funny,” said Pam, swiveling around in her desk chair to see her tall, ponytailed daughter. Even with no make-up and sweaty in her workout clothes, she looked more grown up every time Pam saw her, which, now that she thought about it, wasn’t much these days. She’d foisted the bulk of the household responsibilities – meals, laundry, cleaning – on her parents, probably too much. And Grace got herself to and from school and practice. Any spare time, Grace spent with friends. It was as if they all existed in separate bubbles.

And in this rare, brief moment, Pam took in her daughter, the girl-woman standing in front of her. Worry, grief, and love pinged inside her chest. Pam ached to share the uncomfortable combination of joy and sadness with Nate that she felt as her little girl grew up before her eyes.

“How was school?” she said.

“Fine.”

“How was lacrosse practice?”

“Fine.” Grace narrowed her eyes. “What are you up to?”

“I’m making arrangements to present at a home show at the end of the month.”

“You’re going back to work?”

“I’m going back to work.”

“Why?”

“I have to.”

Grace raised an eyebrow. “Do you want to?”

Pam thought about it for a moment. Want didn’t have anything to do with going back to work at this point. She needed to. “I do. I think.” She forced a smile, as if to twist her words into truth. “Yeah, I think I want to.”

* * *

From the moment she stepped off the plane at the Salt Lake City International Airport, Pam’s body buzzed with anxiety. Liz had arranged for all of the materials for the garden line to be shipped direct to the Dream Home Expo, a detail that Pam was grateful not to worry about, yet she still fretted about how she was going to get there. Should she catch a cab to the Dream Home Expo just outside Salt Lake? Or maybe she should call for an Uber? No, cab – cab drivers didn’t have to rely on Google to tell them the fastest route, and today she needed as many people surrounding her who knew what they were doing, because she sure didn’t. She cursed herself for being so nervous and second-guess-y. After all, this was the part she was supposed to
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