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				Where Wilted Flowers Bloom

			
			“Honest, unapologetic, and tender, Where Wilted Flowers Bloom doesn’t shy away from the hard edges of grief. The unlikely friendship at its center beautifully illuminates gentle pathways toward healing. Be sure to keep a box of tissues handy: The soul-cleansing tears this story stirred caught me by surprise.”

			—Amanda Cox, author of The Bitter End Birding Society

			“Where Wilted Flowers Bloom is a poignant exploration of grief, friendship, and healing when it seems impossible. Johanna Rojas Vann’s skill as a storyteller invites readers into the lives of her well-crafted characters with such authenticity, you feel every raw emotion, smell every fragrant flower, and find yourself examining your own journey through the painful life events we all face at some point. This book has the potential to help us see others who are going through difficult circumstances with new eyes.”

			—Michelle Shocklee, Christy Award–winning author of All We Thought We Knew and The Women of Oak Ridge

			“Johanna Rojas Vann has written a story that perfectly threads the needle between heartbreaking and heartwarming. When you turn the final page, the deeply drawn characters will stay with you, making you wish you could visit them just one more time. This story is a must-read for anyone who enjoys themes of found family, unexpected friendship, and hard-won restoration.”

			—Sarah Loudin Thomas, bestselling author of These Tangled Threads

			“There are streams of living water available to us even in the midst of our deepest grief. In this remarkable novel, Johanna Rojas Vann points us with poignancy, authenticity, and power toward the headwaters that can be our source of hope-filled, living, flowing water: the love of family, the gift of unexpected friendship, and the abiding love of God.”

			—Jeff Crosby, author of The Language of the Soul and World of Wonders

			“Life has a way of breaking the ground of a hardened heart. Where Wilted Flowers Bloom is a story about real pain, real struggle, and finding hope in the thorns. God sometimes uses unlikely people to lighten our souls for the journey ahead. This is a story that will do that.”

			—Chris Fabry, author of Saving Grayson

			“If you’ve ever carried a grief too heavy to name, this story will feel like it was written just for you. Johanna has a gift for weaving faith into the fabric of everyday life, not as a tidy answer to suffering but as a gentle presence moving through it.”

			—Carmen Schober, author of After She Falls and Pretty Little Pieces
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			To every mother who daily carries the pain of having lost a precious child. I trust that you will see God’s goodness in the land of the living.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Everything I ever bought for this home is in a box and about an hour away from getting loaded onto a truck. It took us two weeks to get it all packed up, and now I’m sitting here, on my front steps, wondering how, if we’ve boxed every single belonging up, I could feel like I’m forgetting something. Like something is getting left behind.

			My kids run up and down the steps, and I nearly have a breakdown every time one of them almost trips on the concrete.

			“Can you guys just find something else to do?” I say to them. All the other adults are still inside, and I wonder if they’re still whispering about me. They think I have no idea, but just because I’ve been a little checked out doesn’t mean I’m oblivious. They don’t think I can do this—or maybe they don’t think I should. From the conversation I overheard upstairs, it sounds like my mom thinks it’s too soon, my dad thinks I’ll be overwhelmed without any help with my kids, and my husband—well, he’s just going along with whatever I tell him to do but he’s not sure if that’s what he should be doing.

			Ezra starts climbing the ramp along the steps like he’s Spider-Man, the long strands of his dark hair blowing backward in the spring breeze. “No, absolutely not. Get down, please.” He ignores me, so I get up and go closer to him. “Ezra, this is not a safe place to play. Please get down, or I will pick you up.” He jumps down from halfway up the ramp, and my heart stops for a moment. He looks up at me with a wide, bright smile—he’s totally proud of himself for that jump, but he has no idea how uncomfortable it is to feel my heart beat this fast. Rebekah finds the old gardening shovels I’d forgotten to pack—well, not so much forgotten as didn’t know what to do with. “Put those down, baby. Those are metal, and they will hurt you.” This, of course, gets Ezra’s attention so he runs over to the collection and finds another shovel.

			“No, sir. Please leave that alone.” I walk over and take it from his hands. Rebekah’s hazel eyes pierce mine momentarily before she meanders onto the sidewalk beyond our little black gate. And, of course, Ezra follows. “Please, stay inside the front yard. You’re too close to cars out there.” Front yard is a bit of a stretch. This is more like a roll of turf that even a dog would find offensive.

			Once again, the kids ignore me—it’s their specialty. The only time they hear me speak is when I ask them if they want a snack. Otherwise, they are deaf. I walk out to the sidewalk and reiterate my request, but again they ignore me. Ezra starts wandering farther, and his two-year-old sister attempts to pick up her pace to keep up with him.

			“Kids, get back over here. Now.”

			“Why don’t we take them for a walk?” My head jerks back at the voice. It’s my mother. She must have floated over here because I didn’t hear her come through the front door.

			“I don’t like them walking on this sidewalk—it’s too close to the street. I can’t trust them not to just run out there into the cars. They’re never looking, these drivers. They drive superfast while staring down at their phones…it’s ridiculous.”

			“I’ll get the stroller, then.” My mom turns back and returns to my house, then reappears with the double stroller I keep in our entryway. She expertly puts each child in, and we commence our walk.

			“You strapped them in, right? Rebekah will just slide out from underneath her tray if you don’t.” My hand grabs my mom’s bicep so that she stops and I can buckle each child in.

			“She’s never done that with me. They usually resist the buckles, so I just let them be. We’re not climbing a mountain or anything.”

			“Mom, you have to buckle them in.”

			She gives me a blank stare with the same hazel eyes my daughter inherited, and I know I’ve given her something more to worry about. I keep trying to convince her that I’m okay, and instead I go and give her ten more reasons to worry anyway.

			“I talked to Aaron. You don’t have to go, you know? He said he can postpone the move. You can rent from the new owners for a few more months at least, and his company has already told him he can take another six months in this office if you guys need that. Why don’t you wait just a little while longer?”

			“It’s not necessary, Mom. The house is ready, his office is ready, and they’ve been waiting on him for a year now to be in Nashville full-time. It’s not right to continue holding things up just because—”

			“It is right. Everyone understands. These are extenuating circumstances, mi amor.” She grabs my arm, halting my steps, and her voice lowers to a whisper. “No one expected this.”

			I look straight into her eyes and don’t even blink when I tell her, “I’m ready, Mom. It’s happening. I wish things were different. I wish we were taking her with us, but that’s not what happened. Doesn’t mean we’re not going to go.”

			I hear my mother sigh. She’s probably holding back tears too. I know it wrecks her to see me like this, and it wrecks me to get testy with my mom but I need her to let me go. I need to get out of New York. Everywhere I look, I see…her. My own home has become tainted and even repulsive. I need something to change around me or I might not make it through this year.

			“You know none of this was your fault, right? You know there was nothing different you could have done, right?” I can tell she’s looking at me, but I stare straight ahead, not wanting to look into her sad, misty eyes.

			“How many times are you going to tell me that?” My voice is barely audible at this point.

			“As many times as it takes for you to believe me.”

			I shake my head. She’s wrong. There’s so much I could have done, should have done.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I hate it. It’s the first thought that comes to mind when I look up at my new house—the house we built. But when Aaron walks up beside me, extends his arm across my back, and pulls me close to his barrel chest, I lie.

			“Everything we ever dreamed of, eh?” he asks. I just nod slowly. The last thing I want to do is ruin this moment for him. Not after he spent a year diligently working with the contractors building our “dream home.” He’s had a lot on his plate this past year: starting the new job, traveling back and forth from his downtown office in Tribeca to his new high-rise office in Nashville, managing the build, while also remaining a present husband and father. He did everything I asked him to do with the house, and yet…I hate it.

			I can sense my eyes begin to water, a familiar sensation lately. But again, I don’t want to ruin this moment for Aaron—I ruin so many moments lately—so I tell myself to shake it off. Wait for a moment when I’m alone.

			“Need help with those books?”

			I turn and look up at him with a blank stare, then I follow his gaze to the basket of books at my feet.

			“Sure. There are more baskets in the trunk.” I pick up the basket, set it on my hip, and take a long, deep breath before walking up the steps and into the house.

			The basket belongs in the square-shaped room to the right of the front door. I put the basket down and slowly walk the perimeter of the foyer. There’s a grand staircase in the center, a hall bath just past that, and the kitchen peeking out in the background, but I’m not ready to walk back there yet.

			Aaron walks in with two more wire baskets of books.

			“Is this room going to be big enough for all your books?” he asks me with a wide smile, soft wrinkles forming around his eyes. His face is so sweet, so earnest and honest. I want so badly to return his warmth, but my chest feels heavier with every passing second I spend in this home.

			“It’ll be great,” I manage to get out with a half smile.

			There’s so much for me to be excited about. I’m standing in my own library, for goodness’s sake. The day Aaron showed me the blueprints for this home, he also handed me a wrapped gift in the shape of a rectangle. It was obviously a hardcover book, but I feigned surprise anyway.

			The book was Isabel Allende’s most recent release—he knows how much I love her novels. “There’s a special place in our new home where you can put your Allende collection on display,” he said to me as he unrolled the blueprints and pointed to a square-shaped room by the front door.

			“A library?” I asked, my heart picking up speed, my legs feeling tingly, my smile stretching to my ears.

			He nodded, and all I could think to do was throw my arms around his neck. I’d always dreamed of having a library in my home, complete with a system I could use to keep track of friends and family who borrowed my treasures.

			From the moment I met him, Aaron has been in the business of making my dreams come true. But now I’m not so easy to please.

			Now grief is a more familiar friend than he.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The movers finally left after completely unloading the truck that came all the way from Brooklyn. Aaron wipes sweat from his brow as he walks into my library where I’ve been color coordinating my books on the custom built-in shelves.

			“The boxes are all in their corresponding rooms upstairs. Want to come see? Make sure everything is where it needs to be?”

			I slide one more book on the shelf in front of me. “In a sec. I want to get all these books put away first,” I say, grabbing another small stack from the basket. I’ll have to come up with another excuse once this last one is empty.

			“How about lunch, then? I’m starving. It’s a beautiful day—maybe we can walk to one of the places at the end of the road?”

			He’s looking for my eyes, I can tell. He knows I was born with my heart on my sleeve, so I avoid looking in his direction. If he catches even the smallest glance, he’ll know the truth. He’ll know I want to be anywhere but here right now, and it’ll dampen the entire day, even week, for him. I turn around and dust my hands on my shorts, giving in this time. “Sure, that sounds great.” With my eyes looking in every direction but his, I walk out of the room, grab my purse that I’d left at the bottom of the staircase, and head outside while he locks the door behind us.

			He meets me on the sidewalk where I’ve had a few seconds to gather myself and choke down the hard feelings that have been threatening to thrust out of me.

			“How cool is it that we can walk to all these places? The guys on my team said East had all the best places for coffee and brunch.”

			“Two of our favorites,” I say, giving him a genuine smile this time. Aaron has always reminded me of a fluffy Labrador retriever: loyal, family-oriented, and extremely excitable. He lives for a new adventure, and I’d always found that to be such a charming trait in him. I never had to work hard to get outside my comfort zone because he always stood ready to pull me there with him.

			Within seconds, I feel the early summer sun warming my cheeks and causing sweat to pool on my back. Summer in New York doesn’t feel quite so piercing as it does here—if you’re not counting the time spent underground waiting on a train. I guess I never gave all the skyscrapers enough credit for keeping us cool.

			I catch a glimpse of our next-door neighbor. Because we bought the lot at the corner of the street, we only have one. He’s mowing the lawn, so he doesn’t hear Aaron when he yells, “Afternoon!” But he does catch a glimpse of us before we’re out of eyesight and waves at us over the loud buzzing sound.

			“He looks nice,” Aaron observes. “Wonder who else lives on this street?”

			“I like that it’s quiet,” I reply.

			“Yeah, feels quaint.”

			We don’t exchange any more words as we walk hand in hand. There are homes on either side of the street, each with a generous front yard and driveway—a luxury in this neighborhood, I’m told. Most of the homes are small, single-level cottages that look like they’ve been around for almost a hundred years. Not in a bad way, just in a historic way.

			I didn’t get to see what the house on our property looked like before it was torn down to be sold as land, but I’m certain it looked like one of these cottages. It’s just like New Yorkers to come in and build something completely obnoxious and just different. We may as well have tattooed New to Town on our foreheads.

			We turn right when we reach the busy main road and walk another two short blocks to a small rectangle-shaped restaurant with a cute rustic sign on the sidewalk. It reads Hearts and it reminds me that I promised Aaron eight years ago that I would give him my whole heart. These days, I need a daily reminder because it’s so easy to allow my aching heart to cloud over everything I know I should do.

			Hearts is small with only six tables, but just as trendy as any New York City café we’re used to. Inside, the place is quiet, perhaps recouping after a lunch rush. We’re seated in a corner table for two that offers a view of the entire place. I can’t help but notice all the lush green plants covering more square feet than chairs and tables combined.

			It reminds me of that first apartment we rented in Chelsea when it was just Aaron and me. I always told him the plants were my babies. And if I’m being totally honest, I used to talk to them sometimes too. I’d read about the benefits of the carbon dioxide that would flow from my mouth and nourish the plants whenever I spoke to them up close—literally giving the plants life. All the while, the plants released a constant stream of fresh oxygen for me to breathe in. It was a beautiful, symbiotic relationship that meant a lot to me.

			While I’d been able to move the plants with me to the next couple of apartments and even the brownstone we rented in New York, I decided not to bring them to Nashville. Aaron’s car had been completely filled with my books, and I just didn’t think they’d make it to Nashville alive if I put them in the moving truck. So instead of begging Aaron to take another trip to New York to pick up my plants, I stuffed as many as I could around my sister’s tiny apartment and gave the rest away to different neighbors on my street.

			I know it shouldn’t have made me as sad as it did—they were just plants after all. Home Depot is full of them. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that giving my plants away shattered another piece of my heart. I spent years nurturing them, reviving them when they fell ill, trimming and fertilizing and protecting them against pesky bugs. Each one I gave away felt like years of my life wasted. I’d already been so fragile at the time, and here was one more thing I couldn’t keep—couldn’t take with me.

			“What are you feeling?” Aaron asks, looking at the menu.

			I look at the top of his head; his soft brown hair looks wavy and a bit matted, likely from a long morning of hard work in the sun. My eyes drift back to the menu. “I don’t know. I’m not super hungry.”

			The waitress comes over and asks for our drink orders. We both order a black coffee and a tall glass of water.

			Aaron orders zucchini fritters, and I go for the bowl of muesli with yogurt. Probably the least exciting thing on the menu, but I don’t think I can stomach more. Moving day is proving to be a lot harder than I’d originally expected. Part of me thought finally making the move would help me in some way—provide distraction that keeps me busy with my hands so that my racing mind can take a rest. But being inside our new home had accomplished the opposite. All the memories, the feelings, the heartache covered me like an avalanche…I felt buried beneath the surface, deep enough that not a soul could hear my quiet screams.

			“Do you have travel plans for Marina’s birth? I know we don’t know when you’ll have to go, but I thought maybe I could come with you.”

			I cup the steaming mug between my hands. “You’re finally here, able to work in person at the office. I can’t ask you to take time off and travel back to New York with me.”

			Aaron places his mug down. “That doesn’t matter to me, honey. I’m the boss now, and you’re more important to me than anything here. I’d drop it all if you wanted me there, but I also know you and your sister like to do things on your own.”

			I smile. He’s right. My sister and I would have made more sense as twins—conjoined twins. Back in New York, our husbands often had to fight us to separate us. We did everything together. We even planned on raising babies together, until we learned that Marina had an “inhospitable womb”—the doctor’s words, not mine. We spent several nights together in tears. Me holding her while she completely released every tear her ducts could create.

			I had my first two babies a little over two years apart while still waiting and praying for Marina to have her first. But Marina loved me with such a tender sisterly love that she never once made me feel guilty for going on without her. She celebrated every positive pregnancy test—even the third one—and I knew that she really was happy for me. Jealousy was incompatible with our love for each other.

			“Thanks, babe, but I’ll be okay. I really don’t want you to have to travel anymore. I know you’re exhausted with so much traveling the past year. I’ll have my parents, plus it’s my turn to celebrate Marina. She deserves it. I want it to feel as normal and natural as if nothing had ever happened.” I stare down at my mug and take a deep breath, willing myself to believe the words coming out of my mouth.

			“If you change your mind, even if you’re already in the city, I will be there.”

			“I know,” I say. And I believe him.

			The waitress drops off our food and freshens our coffee.

			“I thought maybe we could drive around the neighborhood after we eat. See what else is nearby. There’s probably so much we don’t even know about.”

			“That’s a great idea. I’m still getting used to the idea that we can even drive around here.” I mix up my muesli and give it a try. Sweet, but not too sweet. I don’t hate it.

			“Maybe we can find a garden center and shop for some plants for the home too,” he adds. “The plants in here remind me of our first apartment. We lived there for almost five years, didn’t we?”

			I nod and smile, touched that he made that connection too. “That would be nice, but I think we’d better get the kids settled and all our things organized before we buy any plants. I need to focus on one thing at a time.”

			He tucks his bottom lip into his mouth. “Okay, whatever you say.”

			Was that the wrong thing to say?

			Sadness starts to weigh on me as we eat the rest of our food mostly in silence. Aaron and I never eat in silence. From the day we met, our relationship has been marked by long conversations about topics ranging from football to midterm elections. There’s always something to talk about. We’re always honest about our opinions, too, even if we don’t agree with each other. One of my favorite things about our relationship is how well we disagree. We can debate a topic, walk away disagreeing, and still drink from the same straw thirty minutes later when watching TV. Nothing could get between us.

			But nobody tells you that the key to a long and happy marriage is to avoid tragedy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I shut the door behind me. I’m alone this time in our new build. Aaron needed to run by the office to pick up his computer, so he dropped me off at home because I didn’t think my messy bun and denim shorts the right attire for a first impression.

			It’s eerily quiet in here. I drop my purse on the console table by the door and walk around the first level, opening any window I pass. I’m desperate for a little natural background noise to overshadow the intense quiet.

			In the kitchen, I stop at the island for a moment, look around without moving my body, just my head. It’s a gorgeous kitchen—everything I could have ever dreamed of. I didn’t do much cooking in New York, but I promised Aaron I would learn if he built me a fabulous kitchen—boy, did he deliver. All-white cabinets with an island painted the color of the sky on a clear day. A huge farmhouse sink with a tall window above it that overlooks the yard. I told Aaron I wanted to be able to watch the kids playing outside while I washed dishes. There’s a butler’s pantry with an appliance garage, chrome pot filler above the gas stove, and floating shelves above the coffee bar where I can display a collection of cookbooks that I will soon purchase to make good on my promise. The thought makes me smile.

			I walk back to the front of the home and stand before the staircase. I know what awaits me upstairs because I helped design it. There’s a large primary—bigger than all our bedrooms combined in New York—and three smaller bedrooms for our kids.

			The thought brings a sharp pain to my stomach that causes me to bend forward and grab at my shirt.

			Breathe deeply.

			I hear my mother’s voice in my head.

			Again. Another one. Deep breath—there you go.

			I’m not ready for this—not ready to go upstairs, but I also don’t want to see it for the first time while Aaron is around. I’m tired of being sad in front of him. Sometimes I worry he’ll grow weary of comforting me and leave me too.

			So I take slow, measured steps, making sure to take a deep, long breath with each step up. At the landing, I stare down the hallway. I know exactly where each bedroom is, so I start at the back. The door swings open with a gentle tap, and I see the beautiful bay window we chose for Ezra’s room. It overlooks the pool in the backyard. He’s going to flip when he sees that. I can already picture him stuffing all his favorite picture books on the built-in shelves beneath the cushioned seating. The movers built his full-size bed before they left and put the rest of his boxes by the far wall near his closet.

			I cross over into his bathroom that leads into Rebekah’s room. Her Jenny Lind crib is also put together, but it’s in the wrong spot. I carefully push it across the carpeted floor to the wall I plan to have my mother paint when she’s here.

			There’s one bedroom left. It’s across the hall, next door to the primary. It made sense for this to be the baby’s room because it was closest to me. The door is closed—I bet Aaron did that. He probably wasn’t sure whether I’d want to see the inside just yet.

			I place my hand on the doorknob and contemplate whether this is the right time. But I know Aaron will be home soon and in a few days my children will arrive with my parents. This is probably the last time I’ll be alone in this house for a very long time, so I turn the knob and let the door glide open.

			I stand beneath the doorframe for a few seconds looking at the nearly empty space. There is another Jenny Lind crib, but this one isn’t put together. The wooden pieces are lying against one of the walls as if abandoned. I should have told the movers to leave the pieces in the garage somewhere. Seeing it now feels like having a hot needle poke at an open wound.

			By the small closet, I notice there are two boxes taped shut. I walk over to the boxes and kneel in front of them. I don’t remember packing these, but I have a feeling I know what’s inside.

			Breathe deeply.

			Again. Another one. Deep breath—there you go.

			I open one of the boxes. I recognize the pattern immediately. It’s the embroidered quilt my mother started the day I showed her the positive pregnancy test. To this day, Ezra and Rebekah still sleep with the ones she made them. This one is a cream color with soft, red rose petals around the border.

			Breathe deeply.

			Again. Another one. Deep breath—there you go.

			At the corner, I see her name stitched in a blush pink font: Rose Emilia.

			I gently pull the quilt to my chest, wrapping my fingers tightly around it.

			Again. Another one. Deep breath—there you go.

			It’s not working.

			My heart picks up speed, my breath gets short. I can feel myself getting lightheaded.

			I tip forward, my head touching the ground before falling onto my side. My knees tuck into my chest as I grip the quilt tighter, tighter, tighter.
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			I don’t know how long I’ve been lying on this floor when I hear a knock at the front door. I slowly get back onto my knees, touching my palm to my forehead, trying to ease the throbbing pain.

			That can’t be Aaron—why would he be knocking? But who else could be here?

			I gently fold the quilt back into a neat square and place it back in the box I took it from. There’s another soft knock at the door.

			I splash water on my face in the kids’ bathroom before going downstairs to see who’s there. A peek in the side panel of the door reveals it’s the elderly man we passed on our walk to lunch earlier today—my next-door neighbor. He is looking behind him and doesn’t see me peek out, so I turn around and start walking toward the back of the house. This is not a good time to meet my neighbor.

			Halfway down the hall, I hear another knock, this one a bit firmer. I freeze for a moment and then rock my weight back and forth. I’m about to continue into the kitchen when I hear yet another knock. I let out a breath and decide to turn around, walking to open the door against my better judgment.

			“Good afternoon. Sorry about earlier. That ole lawn mower of mine can be hard to crank on, so I didn’t want to turn it off when y’all walked by earlier. I feel like a rude neighbor for not stopping to say hello.”

			I smile, and something inside me instantly relaxes, like my body releasing a deep exhale. He’s clean-shaven with a soft, round face and a thin layer of white hair on his head. His dark brown eyes are a bit misty, but there’s something about his bright smile of straight, white teeth that brings me comfort.

			“Please, don’t apologize. I’m Sandra.” I reach my hand out. “My husband Aaron isn’t here, but that’s who you saw me with earlier.”

			He takes my hand with his right hand and then covers it with his left. I look down at our hands, then back up to his smile. His hands are covered in wrinkles, but they’re soft and welcoming.

			“Marcus, but everyone just calls me Mark. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

			“Thank you. It seems lovely,” I say and mean it. It’s been a hard day for me, but I still don’t doubt this city, this neighborhood was the right move for us when Aaron was offered the promotion. I know our lives here will probably look different than what I imagined a year ago, but the fresh start is still needed right now.

			“Is it just you two moving in?” he asks.

			“We have kids—” I pause momentarily, swallowing before I continue. “Two little ones. They’ll be here soon. I hope they won’t cause too many disturbances on this street. I’m a little nervous; it feels a bit quiet around here.”

			He dismisses my concern with a laugh and a shake of his head. “Not at all! This street could use some more lively sounds. And there ain’t nothing like the sound of children laughing.”

			I smile, my head slowly falling to one side. “What about you? Any family with you next door?” I immediately regret asking him. Surely his wife would be here with him if she were around.

			“Just me. My Thelma left me almost ten years ago now. Breast cancer…”

			I touch my heart. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Thank you, ma’am. She would have been thrilled to get some young children as neighbors. And she definitely would have showed up here with a pie…unlike me, empty-handed.” I don’t know what to say, so I just hold his gaze with a small smile.

			“Well, I don’t want to keep you. I’m sure you’re busy getting unpacked and settled. I’d love to meet those children when they get here.” He starts to turn, preparing to walk away.

			“Thank you,” I let out before he reaches the first step.

			His head jerks back toward me.

			“For coming by. It was really nice to meet you, Mark. Please, come back anytime.”

			“You too, Sandra. Don’t hesitate to holler if you need anything at all.”

			I watch him a few moments longer before shutting the door and heading into the kitchen. I lean forward over the sink, looking out my window. I can see a sliver of Mark’s yard from here, but a large part of it is blocked by the wooden privacy fence Aaron insisted on. Before I know it, I see Mark strolling back there with a pair of pruning shears in his hands.

			“A gardener,” I whisper to myself.

			I can feel the muscles in my face relax further as I watch him walk over to a large hydrangea bush, and while I know it’s weird to stare, I can’t help myself. With the scissors, he snips off a few large flowers and takes them inside. My eyes stay glued to the bush. My view may not be perfect, but I can still tell the bush has been well tended to.

			I let out a long sigh, feeling my shoulders lower. I let my eyes close for a moment and take one more measured breath before I hear the front door open and close.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“I can’t believe we’ve been living without a grocery store this big for years,” Aaron says when we’re just a few steps inside the store. “How did we live off bodegas and 7-Elevens for that long?”

			“I don’t know, but man, I need sunglasses in here,” I say, playfully shading my eyes with my hand.

			He chuckles at my ridiculous gesture. “Yeah, it’s quite the upgrade—” Before he can finish his thought, a man in a bright-green polo shirt who is restocking shiny red apples turns to greet us with an equally bright smile. Aaron returns his “Hello, welcome in” before looking at me sort of perplexed. I can tell that totally threw him off and it makes me laugh.

			We’ve been alone all week unpacking box after box, putting furniture together, and cleaning all the remaining dust and debris leftover by the build crew. It’s been hard, laborious work that I’ve mostly done alone while Aaron worked at his new office. I haven’t minded. It’s felt good to work with my hands, stay busy, and bring this home together for my kids before they arrive later today. The work has occupied so much of my time that we’ve already sampled many of the local restaurants for lunches and dinners. But now that my kids are on their way, it’s time to get our fridge and pantry stocked so that I can start learning my way around a kitchen.

			Thirty minutes later, our cart is near full and I’ve lost Aaron somewhere in the cookie aisle. I keep moving toward the freezer section looking for one last thing: my kids’ favorite Popsicles. I find them almost immediately, throw them in my cart, and start heading toward the checkout when I spot something at the end of the aisle that stops me in my tracks: frozen dinner rolls.

			My hands slowly release the shopping cart, and I just stand there, staring into the freezer while the archive of memories inside my brain is thrown open and out come the vivid details of one of the happiest nights of my life. It’s been just over five years now since the day I first bought rolls just like those.

			My eyes are on the freezer, but what I’m really seeing is Aaron walking into our cute Chelsea apartment dressed in his usual garb of chino pants and a tucked-in button-down shirt. I see him slowly move the strap of his messenger bag over his head, and I smile at the look on his face when he realizes there are hot buns coming out of our underused oven. He’d been completely oblivious despite that being the first time I’d ever baked any kind of bread.

			I see the way his eyes slightly change shape when he finally catches on, and I can even feel his muscular arms wrap around me, lifting me into the air and spinning me around a few times. He’d been ready a long time before. He’d been so patient to wait on me to feel ready too…

			I let my lungs fill all the way up with air and release it slowly through my mouth.

			“Found them. They were—” I jump at the voice behind me, and my jumpiness causes Aaron’s eyebrows to squish together and his eyes to look from me to the freezer. One look at the bread and I know he gets it. It had become “our thing” after I did it the first time when I was pregnant with Ezra. Before I can think about what he might do next, he puts his hand on the small of my back and gently ushers me forward. “We’d better get going. Your parents will be landing soon,” he adds, which silences me the remainder of our time inside the store.
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			Later that day, we pick up the kids and my parents from the airport and give them a thirty-minute driving tour of Nashville, which includes a very brief drive through downtown where two parallel sidewalks house enough honky-tonks to welcome bachelorette parties from all over the country. My parents, who’ve lived in New York City for more than thirty years, watch in awe through their car windows at the number of women in bridal veils and cowboy boots who are bouncing around from bar to bar with a small army of women in matching clothes—and sometimes wigs. The kids are enamored by all the bright, flashing lights, and when I roll my window down, they throw their arms up in the air and wiggle in their car seats to the roaring sounds of country pop.

			“Mommy, can we get out of the car? I like this place!” Ezra yells over the noise. We all burst into laughter, and I’m filled with relief to finally have my children home. Not just because I’ve missed them but because they bring comedic relief when my heart feels heavy.

			We pick up dinner from a local taco shop near our new house and take it home where I serve it on my nice dinner plates, in my formal dining room that I was certain we’d only use on major holidays. It’s only now that we’re moved in that I’m noticing all the many things in this house that feel superfluous.

			I carry the last two plates from the kitchen into the dining room when movement in the corner of my eye catches my attention. There’s a large window in this room that looks directly into our neighbor’s house. It feels wrong to be able to see right in, but our homes are built fairly close together. Unless we want to live in total darkness, then windows that see into each other’s homes are unavoidable. It was the same way in New York.

			There’s Mark, who’s also sitting down for dinner, except he’s alone. From here, I can tell he’s eating on a paper plate where he takes slow, measured forkfuls of his food. There’s no TV on that I can tell. He just sits there with his food, staring out at the empty room in front of him.

			When I turn back to see my loud, busy family sitting around this humongous oak table I picked out, laughing and talking and even holding hands—Rebekah loves to hold her grandmother’s hands—the corners of my mouth turn downward momentarily. I look back out the window. Mark was so welcoming to stop by yesterday and introduce himself. He caught me after such a low moment, and yet his radiating warmth was palpable. I hate to wonder how many nights he eats alone like this. Without the sound of other voices, without someone to share all the details of his day, without a little hand to hold while attempting to keep a taco from falling apart with the other. I wonder about my own inseparable parents and what they’d do if suddenly the other weren’t around to share their meals with. I try to shake the thought away. The last thing I need right now is to worry about my parents growing older and leaving us one day.

			“We should invite him over for dinner sometime.” I turn to see Aaron’s face. He must have noticed me staring when he walked up behind me.

			I look back over at my kids and parents and picture Mark in this room, sitting at our table with us. It’s a nice thought, but part of me wonders how he will perceive this obnoxious house we built right next door to his modest one. Will he be resentful about the sunlight we now block from his windows in the first hours of the morning? Will he compare it to the house that sat on this land before we bought it? Surely, he’d been inside that one. Would he even want to come inside and share a meal with us? For all I know, he likes being alone.

			I’m so glad to have my kids home and to have my parents in town for a few days, but I haven’t forgotten about the countless more typical nights where Aaron and I look at each other during a meal with our kids as if we’d welcome a meal alone quicker than we’d welcome a three-hour massage or even a check for a million dollars. The noise can be so overwhelming at times, so overstimulating.

			But one more peek at Mark in his quiet home and I’m reminded of my first day in this house and all the windows I threw open when I was alone. I searched for ambient noise to fill the quiet spaces because what I didn’t realize until recently is that a quiet space can feel overwhelming too.

			My family and I take up six of the chairs around our table and yet we still have two empty ones. Once my folks are back in New York, we will have four empty chairs on a regular basis. We have more room than we need, and to think Mark is eating alone makes my chest feel pressed down—almost crushed. Loneliness is one of the most suffocating feelings. I only discovered that this past year, but I wonder about Mark. Does he feel that on a regular basis? How would anyone even notice? Part of me wonders if there’s something I can do. And the other part tells me my life is too crazy right now…too hectic and heavy. I’m carrying enough burdens that I don’t need one more piled on. But I only think that momentarily, before the memory of Mark’s soft eyes as he stood smiling on my front porch that first day comes to the front of my mind. He came, he knocked, he made the first move. The least I could do is welcome him in for a meal. Because if it were my dad sitting there eating alone, I’d want a nice family next door to welcome him in. I’d want to know that someone saw him and cared.

			I look back up at Aaron and nod. “That’s a nice idea,” I say, before we both join the rest of the crew at the table that is somehow already covered in crumbs of chips and drops of salsa.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			“Get down from there!” I yank Ezra off the barstool that he dragged in front of the fridge before he has a chance to grab the bag of grapes I know he was eyeing. He throws himself onto the ground in anger, but before I can talk him out of a tantrum, I notice Rebekah is in the hall bath and suspiciously quiet. I walk over, Ezra still yelling behind me, and the smile on her face plus the empty roll of toilet paper in her hand says it all. She has stuffed so much paper into the toilet bowl that I can’t even see the water beneath it.

			I hear my phone ringing from my back pocket. When I see it’s my sister, I answer immediately. My kids have only been awake for two hours, but I’m already looking for someone to help me with the chaos. I put the phone on speaker and place it on the bathroom sink.

			“You’re on speaker because my hands are in the toilet,” I say, knowing a greeting is not necessary.

			“Oh no, what did they throw in there?” I love that she knows me and my kids this well.

			“Rebekah stuffed the bowl with toilet paper—an entire roll.”

			As soon as I say this, I hear Rebekah whisper, “I’s sawy, Mama,” behind me.

			I hear Marina chuckle. It’s the sort of gentle laughter like she can see it all happening without seeing it all happen.

			“So, not a good morning then, huh?”

			“Depends on what you consider to be good,” I reply, my hands now sopping wet up to my wrists as I transfer what I can of the soaked paper from the toilet to the wastebasket.

			Marina laughs again, so I continue, “It’s kind of laughable how different my mornings are now compared to just a few months ago. What’s today, Monday?”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“There you go, that’s one big change—not even sure of the day of the week anymore.”

			“Hey, I have a job and I still struggle with that,” she quips.

			I check the time on my watch that I now wish I had removed before starting this cleanup endeavor. “Yup, just about now I would have been standing in front of the entire office during staff meeting giving an update on my team. At some point, I would have been shutting myself in my office to catch up on a flooded inbox. I would have called several clients by 10 a.m. and had meetings with my team.” With each new line that leaves my mouth, I drop another mound of toilet paper into the wastebasket that is slowly gathering excess water at the bottom. “We’d walk through their pitch decks together, they’d practice their client presentations with me, and I’d tweak their copy here and there.” I sigh as I dump the last giant wad of paper and give the toilet a flush to make sure it still works. There was seldom a day when I didn’t leave my office feeling satisfied with myself, my work, and my team as a whole.

			I’m washing my hands in the sink now, phone pressed between my ear and shoulder. “Not anymore. Now I’m taking toilet paper out of toilets. I traded my black slacks for black yoga pants, my expensive drip coffee on the subway for a Keurig cup of cold coffee, and presenting in front of staff meetings to begging my kids to stop sticking the cheese slices to the fridge door like they’re magnets. True story. I actually caught Ezzy doing that the other day.”

			I hear Marina chuckle again as I dry my hands, and then she says, “It’s just going to take some getting used to. It’s all still so new. Give it time. You’ve been through a lot of transition in a short amount of time.”

			When I walk out of the bathroom and into the kitchen, I find my kids plopped down on the ground on either side of the large bag of grapes I’d refused Ezra earlier. I fill my lungs all the way up with air—they expand so much, I feel my ribs stretch up through my shirt—before releasing the breath from my nose. I just don’t have the energy for this right now. I decide to surrender in this moment and ignore the blatant disobedience because one more outburst from my kids and I might explode.

			I grab my mug of coffee from the island and head for the front door. If I sit on the steps right now, door wide open, I predict I’ll have about five more uninterrupted minutes to talk to my sister before the kids follow me out there to play.

			Walking down our long corridor, I continue, “It’s not even just about that. I feel like there’s no, I don’t know, rhythm to my days anymore. No schedule, no order—just lots of chaos.” My sister doesn’t immediately respond, so I keep going; the simple act of saying things out loud feels like releasing a sort of weight off my chest. “You know, I know Mom and Pops had no idea what I did at work every day, but I could tell they were proud of me. Especially when we moved into that brownstone. I know Mom never stopped bragging about you, too, to her friends at church about mi niña, la directora de la escuela.” I say it mimicking my mom’s voice because Marina and I always laugh about the way Mom’s inflection changes when she talks about her daughters and their careers.

			“I pray I’m not like that when I’m older,” I hear Marina say, laughing.

			“You will be,” I respond, laughing too.

			Marina speaks again in an almost whisper, “You know they’re still proud of you, right? You don’t have to have a job for Mom to brag about you to her friends. She brags because she loves…not our jobs but us.”

			I quietly consider her words when Ezra and Rebekah run past me and into the grassy part of our front yard. From the steps, I notice my kids are still in their pajamas and Ezra’s hair has long streaks of white—evidence of the yogurt we had for breakfast. Marina must have heard me sigh once more because she offers one final small encouragement.

			“You know Mom and Pops would pick up and move if you needed them to, right? I know it must be lonely out there, and none of us want that for you.”

			I immediately interject because the last thing I want is for Marina to worry about me, especially when she is this far along in her pregnancy. She needs as little stress as possible.

			“What? No. I would never ask them to do that. Mom loves her church, and Pops finally got that promotion with the post office. Plus, you’re going to need Mom more than I do when that baby comes. Especially if you plan on going back to work. I appreciate you worrying about me more than yourself, but I promise you, I’ll be okay. I want you to have Mom there by your side when the baby comes; it’s really so helpful in those first couple of months.”

			I may be struggling right now, but Marina has waited years for this moment—her turn to become a mom. I would never take the grandparental support away from her, no matter how much I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts.

			“I know you,” I hear her speak again through our long break of silence. “You feel overwhelmed right now, and that alone overwhelms you, but in no time, you’ll find a rhythm and you’ll have those kids marching to your orders like a couple of cadets.”

			“Ha!” I mock. “If you can figure out a way to get these kids to do anything I ask them to do, I’ll pay you a million dollars.”

			“I just walked up to the school—I gotta go. Love you, sis,” she says.

			I send her an air kiss through the phone and hang up feeling a complex mix of emotions. There’s a deep sense of regret for having left my family in New York, a lostness as I wonder how often I will see them in the coming years that we live here, a grief that my and Marina’s kids won’t grow up together, sadness that my kids won’t have a connection to a vibrant Latino community like she and I had growing up, and a tiny twinge of jealousy that she just walked into her place of work—a place that appreciates her, a place that makes her feel smart and capable and leaves her feeling like she’s powerful and needed.

			I take a sip of my very cold coffee and look out to the street in front of us. The longer I sit here and watch every neighbor on this street head off to work in their nice, pressed clothes, with their tumbler of hot coffee, the more I feel like the last man standing—or more like the one left behind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			The sound of gravel shifting beneath the weight of four tires catches my attention. I turn to my right and notice it’s my next-door neighbor pulling into his driveway. I wave as he steps out of his car, but I say nothing. From my periphery, I can see him walking to his trunk and grabbing a few large brown paper bags. Just like me, he shops for groceries in the middle of the week. I’ve learned what a great perk that is for folks who are home during the day. We find the freshest foods before they get picked through on the weekends.

			He balances two bags in his left hand and slowly creeps toward his front door. My kids and I freeze when we hear a pile of groceries crash onto the ground. When I look over, I see one of Mark’s bags has burst open.

			I jump from the steps and run over to his driveway—my kids trailing behind me.

			“Here, let me help you,” I say as I pick up his groceries one item at a time.

			“I can help too!” Ezra screeches. He grabs a large plastic container of blueberries and takes only four steps before he loses his balance and every blueberry in the container is scattered around Mark’s front yard.

			“Ezra!” I yell with frustration painting my tone. But my voice is immediately—and embarrassingly—drowned out by Mark’s laughter.

			“It’s okay, little man. Help me scoop up whatever we can recover and we’ll wash them real good inside, okay?”

			I can tell Mark’s kind response is keeping my son from a full-blown meltdown, even as blood rushes to the surface of my cheeks. I try to hide my shame and avoid Mark’s gaze by watching Ezra a few seconds longer. His eyes had looked from side to side—my best indicator that I was in for about twenty minutes of uncontrollable tears. But Mark’s words seem to relax every muscle in Ezra’s body. I breathe a silent sigh of relief. I’m not prepared for my neighbor to witness an epic meltdown just yet.

			“I’ll grab the rest of the groceries while you two get those berries picked up and washed,” I say as I drop the bags in my hands on the front porch and head to the trunk for the last one.

			When I return to the porch with my cheeks back to a normal color, I stop beneath the doorframe and take in the sight. Mark has pushed a dining chair to his kitchen sink so Ezra can actually help with the washing. Mark sees me just standing there and says, “Please, come in. You can set those right on the table.”

			“Can I put these away for you?” I ask. I can tell they have a few more minutes of washing berries, so I need something to keep my hands busy while they work.

			“Sure, make yourself at home. I appreciate the help.”

			I notice Rebekah has gravitated toward the chair Ezra stands on, and without a thought or a question, Mark offers his hand for support as she climbs up onto the chair to “help” with the job at hand. I take a quick, quiet moment to look at the three of them, their backs turned to me, and feel the corners of my lips creep up a bit.

			Inside the grocery bags are a half gallon of milk, some bananas, a few packages of lunch meat, and a big stack of frozen TV dinners, which stops me in my tracks. I turn them over a few times as I remember the other night when I saw him eating alone. This sweet, gentle man is microwaving his dinner every night while I experiment with all kinds of beautiful, fresh ingredients that I serve on a table surrounded by four empty seats.

			I stuff them in the freezer and am about to start my invitation when I hear him speak first.

			“Now, see? All clean and like new,” Mark says as they dry their hands on a dish towel that hangs from the stove’s handle.

			“Mommy, look, we cleaned these blueberries! They’re beautiful now!” Ezra lifts up the bowl to show me before I quickly grab it and hand it to Mark. We don’t need another potential spill. And with that, I chicken out. I swallow my words and convince myself that Mark is fine and doesn’t need me interrupting his peaceful life and his meal routines—for all I know, he enjoys it.

			“We’ll get out of your hair before we make another mess.” I grab each child’s hand, but before I leave, I take a quick glance around. It’s a beautiful home. I can tell it has been well loved and likely unchanged since his wife passed, seeing as many feminine touches remain. From the white doilies under the table lamps to the paisley blush reading chair by the bookshelf, it’s obvious to me that a woman helped build this home and that the man who remains loved her enough to keep it all the same.

			When I’m almost at the door, a large silver antique frame catches my eye and draws me in. It’s round and looks just like one my parents have from their wedding day. The picture looks more than fifty years old.

			“Is that you and your wife?” I ask. There’s a young man in a black-and-white suit that’s fitted perfectly down to the hem, just barely brushing his shined shoes. Next to him is a tall, slender woman with the biggest eyelashes I’ve ever seen. They illuminate her eyes, which I can tell required very minimal makeup to look done up. Her hair is elegantly swept back into a low bun, and her dress fits her like a glove. It has quarter-length lace sleeves, a delicate collar, and a big hoop skirt that brushes her shins. She is striking.

			Mark walks up behind me, and I turn to see him staring at the photo.

			“That’s us. Would have been married fifty-six years next month.”

			“Wow. She’s stunning, Mark.”

			“Why do you think I married her?” We both laugh. “Wait till you meet my daughters—they look just like her. My sons look more like me…unfortunately for them.” We laugh again.

			“Sounds like she left a beautiful legacy.”

			At this point, the kids break free of my grip and run out onto the front porch. I head for the door when I realize I can hear them taking turns on the rocking chair he has out there. I turn and look back at Mark, feeling like he has something more to say.

			“Yeah, she’d be so proud. The kids all doing good, the seven grandkids. She worked so hard building this family—it’s a shame she had to leave us so soon.”

			Mark has stepped up to stand beside me, allowing me a closer look into his eyes that stay glued on the image of his wife. While a small smile emerges, a heaviness is there too.

			“I’m so sorry you lost the woman you loved.” The moment the words leave my mouth, a large pit grows inside my stomach again.

			Without looking at me, he responds in a near whisper, “Yeah, me too.”

			“Do you see your kids much?” I speak to fill the silence, not giving much thought to what I say. While I don’t want to pry, part of me does want to know if Mark is truly lonely. Briefly, I think about what it would be like for my dad to lose my mom. What would his days look like? His dinners? How often would Marina and I get a chance to put aside our family responsibilities to check on him or have a meal with him?

			“Yeah, they come around. To be honest, I didn’t think we’d survive her loss. I didn’t think I’d make it for one. I was sure I’d join her in heaven that same year because I wasn’t sure what life would look like after she wasn’t here. She was our glue…kept us so tight. But I’m grateful we made it. I miss her every day, and I feel her absence every day, but if I’m still here, it means God’s got something more He needs me to do. I’m just thankful my kids keep coming ’round.” He turns to look at me, ungluing his eyes from the photo for the first time since we walked over here. “You’ll see them around most Sundays.”

			“I look forward to meeting them,” I say, despite that unwelcome pit still working hard to weigh me down.

			Mark walks out onto the porch where my kids are still rocking. He takes one look at them before saying, “They are so beautiful. You are so fortunate.”

			His comment causes a lump to form in my throat, and suddenly I can’t swallow. I rub my chest and just offer him a nod and a tight-lipped smile. “I’d better get these kids off your porch before they break something,” I say as I herd my kids toward our yard.

			“Thanks again for your help!” Mark yells from his front steps.

			“Of course,” I yell back, before I shut and lock the door behind me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“What’s all that?” Aaron asks me at the kitchen island the next morning. The kids are still asleep—a rare occurrence that gives us the chance to have a quiet morning together.

			“Supplements…for the kids and me.”

			“Nothing for me?” He gives me a playful smirk, his overgrown beard hiding the dimple I know is there.

			“I’d be happy to get you some if you’d remember to take them.” Aaron often forgets to do the things I ask him to do for his health, but I’m also typically more concerned about what the kids are consuming than I am about what Aaron is. They’re my responsibility, but Aaron is an adult.

			“I was only kidding, babe.” He must have sensed the annoyance in my tone. I don’t mean to be so short and prickly with him lately. I really don’t. Sometimes the words come out and I can immediately sense how they sting.

			Before we moved, I asked him to give me grace—a lot of it. I warned him, like I did when I was postpartum with our first two, that my hormones were going haywire and that I was riding an intense roller coaster of emotions. So, I asked him for an advance payment of forgiveness and grace for any snarky comments, resentment, and hostility I might throw his way. Only this time around, I told him I’d need an extra measure of that advance payment because now I didn’t have a baby to nurse or snuggle against my chest to help my body release those bursts of oxytocin I desperately needed. This time, I was empty-handed with nothing to help soften the intense highs and lows.

			Despite the grace he continues to give me, this is one of those moments when I wish I’d answered differently. Aaron loves me—I know he does. He does so much for me, but lately I can’t shake this feeling of…is it resentment? I don’t know where it’s coming from, but I do know that he doesn’t deserve it.

			“Sorry.” I mean it. I am sorry. But it’s no promise that it won’t happen again.

			“Beef liver?” He grabs one of the bottles, trying to change the subject, I can tell.

			“It’s nature’s multivitamin—incredibly nutritious.”

			He makes a silly gagging face, and I plaster on a smile to go along with it.

			“Magnesium flakes for detox baths, a probiotic for gut health, and elderberry syrup to get ahead of cold and flu season.”

			Aaron stands to pour himself another cup of coffee. “We’re going to need to take out another mortgage to pay for all these supplements.”

			“I just want to make sure they’re getting everything they need, Aaron. It’s important for them to establish strong health at this young age. It sets the groundwork for their entire lives.” There it is again: my heart speeding up as I sense resistance. I’m sure it was just a joke, but it still bothers me so much.

			He stares at me momentarily as if trying to decipher what’s really going on beneath the surface. I wonder if he’ll tell me if he finds out because I’ve been trying to figure it out for months.

			“That’s great, babe. You’re a wonderful mother, and they’re so lucky to have you.”

			This is so like Aaron. To respond with kind and gracious words despite the dagger I just threw at his back.

			I give him a half smile and turn toward the stove to start breakfast.

			I add a few eggs and a couple links of sausage to a cast-iron skillet. Within minutes, the crackling sounds drown out the awkward silence I created. With my back turned to the living room, I rub my forehead a few times and take a couple of breaths. The last thing I want is for our morning to be completely overshadowed by my lack of grace, but I also feel shackled to a ball and chain that I’ll never be strong enough to break free from.

			By the time the food is ready, the kids are still sound asleep—it’s unfortunate they never sleep in like this on the weekends. Aaron and I sit together at the table in the breakfast nook and take a few bites without saying a word. I wonder if I’ve ruined his morning already. It’s barely seven o’clock, and he’s probably looking forward to leaving me for nine hours.

			I decide to speak first, my eyes looking at the top of his head. “Busy day today?”

			“Mm-hmm, I have to present at staff meeting next week, so I’ve got a big deck to finish before the end of the week. Might have to stay an extra hour tonight if that’s okay.” He finally looks at me, and I’m slightly relieved.

			“Sure,” I say, looking at the top of his head once more as he stuffs a piece of toast into his mouth. “I forgot to tell you that I got to talk with our next-door neighbor a bit more yesterday.”

			He looks up at me, his eyes softer and wider now. “Oh yeah? Same guy we saw mowing the day we moved in?”

			“Yeah. We helped him get his groceries inside yesterday. Seems nice. Very sweet with the kids.”

			“Good. Anyone else live there?”

			“No, just him. Widower.”

			“Bummer,” he says as he slowly shakes his head.

			I nod, agreeing and waiting to see if he has anything more to add.

			“Is he retired?”

			It’s my turn to speak with a mouth full now. “Yeah, I see him around most days. Working on his car, his lawn…He’s got some beautiful bushes in the back.”

			Aaron gives me a look like I just told him I was thinking about dyeing my hair purple.

			“You can see them from the kitchen window. I spend a lot of time there washing dishes, you know.”

			Aaron laughs. I can tell what he’s thinking, so I laugh too.

			“I’m not, like, watching him or anything.”

			“All right, all right, just making sure.” He stands and pushes his chair back, lifts his plate and cup from the table. “That was delicious, thank you,” he says as he walks over to the dishwasher where he slips everything inside. I sit there quietly staring out the large bay window that looks into our yard and at the giant pool I regret every single day.

			“You think you could get that chain-and-bolt lock installed on the door tonight?”

			Aaron hesitates as he grabs his lunch box and quickly stuffs some leftovers inside. “Sure. I can try and get to Home Depot before they close.”

			I don’t even take a breath before I respond. The words pour out of my mouth without any sense or care as to how they might land. “I did ask you to get to it over the weekend. This is really important. The kids could wander out there at any moment, and we still don’t have the fence. You’ve seen the way Rebekah climbs out of her crib when she’s mad. She could easily—” I stop, swallow. Someone flips the switch on the radiator sitting on my chest. I turn to look at Aaron even though I desperately want to avoid eye contact in this moment. He’s frozen, just staring at me and holding his lunch box midair.

			“What? This is really important, Aaron. How could you not think so? What if I’m in the shower or something and they break out…” I jerk my chair backward and walk my plate to the dishwasher. Aaron moves over to the island, still watching me.

			Finally, he speaks. “I’m sorry. I’ve been busy. I will get to it tonight.”

			“Weren’t too busy to finish that episode of The West Wing last night.” I regret the words immediately.

			Another dagger in his back. I hold my breath wondering what he’ll do this time.

			It’s worse than I can even imagine. Instead of responding right away, Aaron walks out into the hallway and to the front door, picks up his messenger bag, reaches for the doorknob, and pauses before saying, “That was a low blow, Sandra.”

			Aaron never calls me by my first name. His response completely sets me off. I follow him and practically chase him as he walks to the driveway and jumps into his car.

			“I need your help keeping them safe!” I blurt out as he starts the car and immediately puts it in reverse. He never once looks at me as he slowly backs out of the driveway and disappears down our street.

			I curse under my breath and throw up my hands in defeat before letting my face fall into my palms. I rub my eyes, then let out a few breaths before realizing I’m standing outside in my pajamas.

			“Everything all right?” I hear the familiar voice behind me and my cheeks fill with color. I take another breath before turning around to face my ever-present neighbor.

			I lift my palm up in a sterile wave. “Morning. I’m all right. Need to run in and check on the kids…” I don’t even give him a chance to respond or hold his gaze. These are not the first impressions I’m used to making.

			Once inside, I gently shut and lock the door, one hand on the doorknob, the other open palmed against the frame. I gently tap my forehead against the door a few times. I probably looked like a petulant child out there, and now Aaron is off to work in the worst mood possible. All for what?

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			I’m trying to cool down as I clean up from breakfast, but I’m struggling to steady my pounding heart. I throw the cast-iron pan into the sink, letting it slam into the stainless steel, causing a loud bang. My pulse only picks up when I realize the kids are stirring on the baby monitor—great, I woke them up. Now I have to force myself to calm down because the kids need to wake up to Happy Mom, not Angry Mom.

			I pull out my blender from our lazy Susan and begin to prep their morning smoothie. With each new ingredient, I can feel my muscles relaxing. I realize that working in my kitchen is sort of therapeutic and offers me opportunities to think and even calm my racing heart.

			The smoothie gets split into two sippy cups before I run upstairs to splash water on my face, change out of my pajamas, and grab the kids from their rooms. We head down to the garage where I pop open our double stroller, get them each seated, and hand them their smoothies. They’re quiet as I gather my headphones, diaper bag, and phone from the steps in the garage where I left them. We start down the drive. I’m pulling up my audiobook when I notice Mark in my periphery. He’s still sitting outside. I play the audiobook anyway and slide it into the stroller organizer before walking onto the sidewalk in front of our homes, doing my best to pretend like I don’t see him. If it weren’t for our dead-end road, I’d turn left and avoid him altogether, but there’s only one way for me to walk.

			“Hi!” the kids yell in unison. I’ve taught them to be polite and say hello to people we pass, and I regret that in this moment when all I want to do is keep walking and avoid talking about this morning’s awkward encounter. He greets the children and then looks at me with a question: “How are you this morning?”

			I pause my book, decide to skip the pleasantries, and cut to the chase. “I’m sorry about earlier,” I blurt out.

			Mark stands. “Oh, you don’t have—”

			“We don’t usually fight like that. Really…”

			He walks closer to me at the edge of his front yard. “Please don’t apologize, dear.” He looks back down at the kids. “I never got to ask y’all your names yesterday. I’m sorry about that.” I briefly close my eyes. Mark is so kind to save me any further embarrassment by changing the subject.

			“This is Ezra and Rebekah.” I gently pat each of their heads as I introduce them. “Ezra is four and a half, and Rebekah is two.”

			Mark reaches his hand out and shakes their tiny fingers like a true gentleman. “So nice to officially meet you.”

			“We’re going for a walk! Do you want to come?” Ezra releases the straw from his smoothie for the first time since I handed it to him.

			I lean over the stroller to try and catch Ezra’s eyes. “Oh, honey, I’m sure he’s very busy.”

			“Are you busy?” Ezra blurts out.

			“Ezzy, stop. We don’t want to—”

			Mark bends forward slightly to look Ezra in the eyes. “No, sir, not busy at all. I’d be happy to join if your mama don’t mind.”

			He looks at me now, and without meaning to, I hesitate. “Uh—” And that’s when I notice something tender in his eyes, something familiar in his soft smile that draws me in and shifts my desire to hide. “Not at all. We’d love your company,” I say, meaning it. Maybe it’s because I yearn for more adult conversation, or perhaps it’s because I’m secretly hoping he’ll show me those hydrangea bushes up close…Whatever it is, suddenly, his company really is welcome.

			“Well, I’m pretty slow these days, so as long as I won’t be holding you back.”

			I smile and shake my head. “We’re in no hurry, Mark. We’ve got nowhere to be. C’mon, it will be nice to have an adult to talk to for a change.” I wonder if he feels the same way.

			“Well, all right then,” he says as he grabs his fence gate and closes it behind him.

			Mark doesn’t walk with a cane, but there is a slight limp. He wasn’t kidding when he said he was slow, but neither was I when I said we weren’t in a rush.

			“You all settled in all right?” Mark asks, his hands clasped behind his back.

			“We’re getting there. Still have a bunch of boxes everywhere, but that’s a given when you have little kids who just want to pull everything out when you open a box. Getting to it slowly after their bedtime each night.”

			Mark chuckles. “That sounds about right.”

			“We love the neighborhood,” I say. There’s an air of enthusiasm in my voice that I haven’t heard in a while. “How long have you lived here?”

			“We bought that house in 1968, the year we got married. We were very fortunate. You should have seen Thelma’s face when I told her we were moving into our own home.”

			I look over at him and watch his eyes get misty and his smile grow wide.

			“Did you grow up around here?”

			“Grew up in Memphis. Thelma’s family lived up north near the Kentucky border in a small farming community for many years until they moved here when she was little. We met at MTSU—Middle Tennessee State. That’s where I got my seminary degree.”

			“Seminary? So, you were like a pastor or something?”

			“Was the pastor at First Baptist Church of Inglewood right down the road more than thirty years before I retired. It was shortly after Thelma passed that I took a step back.”

			I’m quiet for a moment, and he jumps in before I can respond.

			“What about you? Were you at home with the kids in New York?”

			I laugh as if it’s comical to think of me as a stay-at-home mom, but it’s just not a thing in New York City. Maybe it’s the cost of living or the natural hustle culture that runs through the city. At any playground, you’ll meet more nannies than stay-at-home moms. “No, I worked in content for a big advertising firm. Managed the copywriters, stuff like that, so I’m new to this whole staying-home thing. Still trying to figure it all out.”

			“What’s there to figure out?” His shoulders bounce a little when he laughs.

			I shrug. “I don’t know. Sometimes I just don’t know what to do with them.”

			“Aw, kids don’t need much—trust me, I raised four of them.”

			My eyebrows shoot up. “Four?”

			“Mm-hmm. We raised ’em all right there in that house.” He points back in the direction of our homes. “Might sound like a lot of kids, especially these days, but boy, it went by fast. We had a lot of fun.”

			Everyone tells me that—it goes by fast—but it just doesn’t feel that way right now.

			“So, what brings y’all to Nashville?” The air grows quiet for a moment as I blankly stare out the window at cars speeding down the road. Rebekah pulls Ezra’s hair and he screeches, snapping me back to the present moment. He’s about to grab one of her soft brown curls when I grasp his hand and tell them both to stop or we’ll turn around and go home, although I’m totally lying.

			I need these morning outings more than they do. Back in New York, they were often morning runs before the kids and the sun were up. It was the only time I could get a long-distance run in before I commenced our typical hectic morning with preschoolers and commuting into the city. Aaron thought they would end after we got home from the hospital, but instead the runs got longer and sometimes started earlier when I couldn’t sleep. It’s harder now that Aaron leaves for work so early—New Yorkers start work a lot later than Nashvillians—and I can feel the loss of those runs. The way they helped me find some grounding, the way they helped me halt my racing thoughts.

			“My husband’s job…” I finally respond. “He was promoted to run the finance office at Starling down here. So, here we are.” We go left at the main road, making a U-shaped turn to continue on our neighborhood walk. This street looks slightly more updated than ours—a few more renovated homes with additions and even a handful of new builds.

			“Oh, that’s that new building downtown? By the river? Read about it in the paper. Lots of new stuff getting built there.”

			“Yeah, we’ve had this move planned for about a year. Soon as my husband accepted the new job, we came out here, bought some land, and started building.”

			Mark smiles and is about to respond when Ezra blurts out, “Mommy, a school!”

			I follow his pointer finger and see the school he’s talking about. It’s an elementary school with picnic tables and swings on the front lawn. “Mommy, I want to swing.” He looks back at me with the sweetest smile, completely oblivious to the fact that we have a guest with us who probably thought this walk would be over quick.

			“Oh, honey, we don’t want to keep Mr. Mark—”

			“If you don’t take him, I will,” Mark says with a laugh.

			Mark finds a seat at one of the picnic tables near the swings while I plop both kids on and begin to push them gently.

			I lift my chin and allow the bright sun to warm my cheeks for a moment. I look over my shoulder, attempting to see more of this new place, this new neighborhood. The school looks inviting. There’s a large, colorful mural of the United States on the ground by the entrance. The swing set could use some love, but all the bushes and trees are trimmed and most of the homes surrounding the school have been updated and are very charming. It looks like a nice place to go to school.

			I’ve been pushing for a few minutes, enjoying the momentary quiet, when I decide to continue our conversation. “So did your kids go here?” I ask.

			“They did, and believe it or not, Thelma did too.”

			“Your wife went here?”

			“She did. In fact, she was the first Black student to attend Hattie Cotton.”

			“What? Really?”

			“Nashville integrated schools one grade at a time. Just so happens that she was a first grader that first year and was zoned for this school. She was the only Black kid, and it lasted only a day.” I tell Ezra to swing his legs like I’ve taught him because I feel the need to get closer to Mark to hear him better. I sit next to him, and he can tell I want to know more without me even asking.

			“Someone bombed the school that night. In the middle of the night. They wanted to send a message—and it was received loud and clear.” My chin is practically touching the top of the table now.

			“Are you serious?” It’s a stupid question to ask, but I’m speechless.

			“Thelma’s parents were so brave. It was the middle of the civil rights movement.” He shakes his head before continuing, “They were so brave to send their daughter as the first one. She always talked about her parents being involved in the civil rights movement here in Tennessee, but sending their child to this all-white school was another level of commitment to the movement.”

			“What happened after the bombing?” I want to know more, so much more. My heart breaks a little that I can’t ask Thelma for more. How much she remembers. What her parents told her the next day. If she ever felt afraid to go for a walk or play on a playground after the bombing.

			“The school was closed for a few days, but no one was ever convicted. Thelma’s parents sent her back to the all-Black school she’d attended for kindergarten up in North Nashville. Today, this school is mostly Black and Hispanic kids. Funny how those things work out…”

			It’s hard for me to find anything funny about this account of history, but I quickly find out that he’s right. A bell rings, and two groups of children run out the front doors toward the swings. I grab my kids and put them back in the stroller. I help Mark stand up, and we start walking back toward our homes. I don’t mean to be less chatty the remainder of our walk home, but I’m slowly processing so much about this neighborhood that I didn’t know before.

			I can see our homes in the near distance, but it’s barely been an hour. There’s so much more I want to ask Mark—about his home, this neighborhood, his family. Had Ezzy not invited him on our walk, I would have never known how interesting this man is.

			“Excuse me, are those sunflowers in your backyard?” Before Mark can answer my son’s abrupt question, Ezra jumps back in. “What’s your name again?” he asks earnestly.

			Mark and I both laugh. “It’s Mark, and those look like sunflowers, don’t they? They’re actually called black-eyed Susans. They were one of my wife’s absolute favorites to grow.”

			“Sunflowers are my mommy’s favorite,” Ezra contributes.

			Mark looks at me, and I nod. “He’s right. I didn’t have a garden back in New York, but Ezzy was always with me when we picked up sunflowers from the weekend farmers market.” I lean over and kiss the top of Ezra’s sweet head as I briefly remember those first two and a half years when it was just him and me doing normal life things before his sister joined our crew.

			“Well, I don’t have sunflowers quite yet, but if you’re not in a hurry, you’re welcome to get a closer look at my black-eyed Susans. I’d be happy to snip you off a few stems. I need to make up for not stopping by with a pie like my Thelma would have.”

			Ezra gasps again and presses his hands against each other. The wonder in his eyes makes it impossible to refuse him anything.

			“We’ve got nothing but time. Let’s see this garden,” I say as I get the kids out of the stroller so that we can follow him on the narrow path of large stones to his backyard.

			It’s my turn to gasp at the first sight of his backyard—it’s bursting with color and smells. Right off the bat, I notice several large hydrangea shrubs that are in full bloom and a couple of raised garden beds with colorful zinnias. I notice showy irises and the bright yellow Susans he mentioned. It’s every plant lover’s paradise back here, and I’m suddenly astounded that I get to live next door to all this.

			“This is the most beautiful garden I’ve ever seen,” I finally blurt out.

			“Thank you. Have a seat and I’ll grab us some iced tea.”

			I happily comply, not once taking my eyes off the view in front of me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Before grabbing our tea, Mark walks over to my children, who have been trailing behind me as I wander around the garden. Even though Mark told me to take a seat, the garden drew me in and I couldn’t resist.

			He hands my children a couple of child-sized shovels and rakes.

			“You just so happen to have those handy?”

			“They were for my grandchildren. Thelma used to have them dig in the dirt back there when she’d work on her garden.” He points at a large area of the backyard that looks bare and like a mole’s been through it. “Never got rid of the tools.”

			He walks my kids over to the pile of dirt and shows them how to work the tools. I haven’t seen my kids this happy since the day my parents brought them from New York and we showed them around our new house.

			Mark retreats inside his house once he has my kids set up, and I happily wander around a few more rows of flowers I don’t even recognize. When I hear his sliding back door open and close, I look up and see him coming out to meet me with two large glasses of iced tea in hand.

			“I truly have never seen anything like this, Mark,” I say as he hands me the glass that is quickly beginning to sweat in the morning humidity.

			“Thank you, thank you.”

			“Have you always loved to garden?”

			Mark looks at me and a small laugh escapes him. “Come sit. I ain’t as young as I used to be.”

			He leads me to a black cast-iron bench at the far end of the garden. The moment I sit, I notice the placement of the bench offers a unique view of the entire place. You can see every stem and bloom from this one vantage point.

			He takes a sip and answers my question. “Not at all. Thelma used to joke that I wasn’t allowed near her flowers and bushes—I might look at them the wrong way and they’d shrivel up. One time, she left town to visit her mother and I swear I didn’t touch her plants just like she asked, but when she got back, them flowers over there had been scorched by the heat. Instead of blaming the sun, she blamed me. Said that’d never happened to her till she left me alone here.”

			I laugh and my eyebrows squeeze together. “Oh no, I may have done the same thing a time or two to my husband.”

			“Oh yeah? So then, you’re a gardener too?”

			“Houseplants. A little different. I’ve never had a yard like I do here, so I might need your help taking care of my outdoor bushes for a while. Seems like you’ve really learned a lot over the years. Thelma would be proud.”

			“Well, it wasn’t always this nice looking. The first couple years after she passed, these bushes looked sad. They were all leaning over, growing sideways, looking just crazy. One morning I came out here to sit, and I heard Thelma’s voice in my head yellin’ at me like she did that one time she got home and found her flowers scorched. So, I did what I had to do: I went and learned how to take care of this garden so she’d stop yellin’ at me. Took a couple little classes over at the library, got some help from my daughters, and just kept learning through lots of failures. Haven’t heard her yellin’ at me in a few years now.”

			Hearing Mark speak about his wife brings a sense of calm and contentment to me that is difficult to describe. “Wow…” I’m momentarily speechless. I toy with the delicate gold necklace around my neck.

			My voice drops to a whisper. “Mark, it’s just so beautiful. She’d be so pleased with this garden. And the view from here…you couldn’t have picked a better place to put this bench.”

			Mark pats the bench. “Bought this for her one year for Mother’s Day. We used to sit out here together every morning once our kids left the nest. We’d drink our coffee, then I’d just sit and watch her tend to the garden before I had to leave for work. It was what I looked forward to the most each day. I went to bed excited for the morning—just drinking a hot cup of coffee, sitting with her, praying…I still do those things today, just on my own now. Not the same without her, but having a nice view of the garden helps.”

			“Do you still think about her every day when you’re out here?”

			“Oh yeah, I can’t look at this garden without thinking of her.”

			I look ahead, beyond the sight of my kids playing. Pausing for a moment, thinking about what I want to ask next. I almost tell him about my baby, but I take a sip of tea instead—swallow down the words because I’ve yet to be able to talk about her without crying.

			I decide to go with a safe question instead. “Can you tell me more about this neighborhood?”

			Mark laughs, which helps lighten a heavy feeling rising in my chest. “There’s a lot of you young families movin’ in. I don’t even half recognize this place lately.”

			“Oh, wait, you mean—” I think about the shiny new Publix Aaron and I went to and the Chase Bank that wasn’t there yet when we bought the land. There’s construction every hundred yards, it feels like, and a few homes with eviction notices on them. I look behind me at our two-story home and attempt to swallow but my throat has gone dry and scratchy. I take a few more sips of tea, and I think Mark can hear all the thoughts racing through my head because he jumps in to finish what I was going to say.

			“Hey, I didn’t mean to say that it’s bad or anything. Just not what it used to be. Well, there’s always been lots of families on these streets.” He leans farther back onto the bench as if he’s about to share the entire history of this neighborhood. “When my kids were still home, these streets were filled with kids playing football and tag and chalking up the sidewalk. These days, you don’t see too many older kids around here, just li’l bitty ones like yours. And the homes are getting bigger…much bigger. Lots of new replacing the old round here. Soon enough, I might get lost driving down these streets.”

			My cheeks flush because I feel there continues to be more to what Mark says than he lets on.

			“Well, now I’m a little embarrassed about the house we built. You should see the homes Aaron and I grew up in, nothing like the one we built. That’s not even an option in Queens.” I take another sip, quickly finishing my iced tea—not out of thirst but more from a desire to have a moment to process. “We didn’t need a house that big, and I sort of regret it. I miss our little brownstone in Brooklyn. It felt so big, like we could really stretch out, but compared to what we built here—” My head shakes from side to side, and I let out a puff of air. This feels like one more chance to bring up Rose, further explain why we thought we needed a bigger house, change the image in his head from one of excess to one of practicality perhaps. But who am I kidding? Is there anyone who would consider a pool in your backyard to be practical? So, instead of sharing all that, I swallow the words down one more time.

			Mark stops…puts a hand on my shoulder. Could he hear the regret in my voice?

			“I didn’t mean—Listen, I’m so glad you’re here. Your home is beautiful, and I didn’t mean to make you feel like it’s too big or something.” Mark starts talking with his hands swishing through the air, and it reminds me of my mother. I’m starting to believe that the more you move your hands when you talk, the more life you have inside you. “Everyone who’s moved in has been kind. Definitely not changin’ for the worse. The neighborhood is looking”—I can tell he’s searching for the right word—“new. It’s been different to watch everything change, you know? To watch some of the businesses leave and some of the familiar homes just get bulldozed for something shiny and new. It’s been hard, but I can’t say it’s all been bad.”

			Like the home that used to live on our land…

			“I hope my home doesn’t block the sunlight to your garden. I’d be horrified if I knew some of these plants might not make it this summer because of me.” It might sound silly, but I really would be. I took such meticulous care of my houseplants back in New York—I know what it’s like to care for something that needs just the right conditions to thrive.

			Mark laughs and shakes his head a few times. Part of me is glad he finds this comical because I’m genuinely concerned. He sits up straight, looks at me, but doesn’t speak until he’s done laughing. His tone has a more serious note when he finally says, “People matter more to me than this garden. I love this garden; it’s turned out to be a place for me to be with the Lord each day, especially on my hardest days, but it’s not more important than a nice family moving in next door.”

			I just stare at him for a moment. I don’t know what I’m looking for exactly—perhaps I’m trying to find proof that he means what he says—but the longer I stare, the more I’m inclined to believe him.

			“Thank you, Mark. I can already tell how fortunate we are to have moved in next door to you.”
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			I don’t stop to look at my watch until I notice Rebekah getting cranky. She’s throwing herself onto the grass when Ezra so much as looks in her direction. When she attempts to swing a fist to his back, I know the problem: It’s nap time. We’ve been sitting in the midst of Mark’s garden for a few hours now.

			“I’d better get that one home for a nap—otherwise no one will survive her wrath,” I tell Mark. Rebekah is running from me now, but even after three kids, I’m still quick on my feet. I throw her over my shoulder, tell Ezra to follow me home, and tell Mark that I’ll be back in a little bit to grab my stroller.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			The following morning, we spot Mark sitting on his front porch when we’re about to commence our daily morning walk. “Care to join us?” I ask from the other side of his gate. Mark nods.

			I look down at my children’s faces and note the wide smiles growing on their faces. They’re just as excited as I am to have company on our walk…or perhaps they’re hoping he’ll invite them into his backyard again where they can get back to digging holes of every size.

			“How are you this morning?” I ask after we’ve taken just a few steps.

			“Whew—” He lets out a long breath of air. “Living next to you is going to get my blood pressure down. I haven’t exercised this much since I played basketball at MTSU.” He laughs.

			I picture him as a young, handsome twentysomething. His wide shoulders were probably not slouched, and I imagine his hair was fuller and less tamed.

			On today’s walk, he tells me about each of his kids and his seven grandkids. I’ve seen cars pulling into his driveway now and then but have yet to catch a glimpse of any of his family. I tell him about my parents and the beautiful immigrant community they found in Queens when they came over thirty-five years ago—something I didn’t realize I’d miss so much—which prompts him to share about a city nearby named Antioch. He tells me to do a little research, but he’s certain I can find a Colombian restaurant there. When I tell him about my sister and the baby she’s expecting this fall after years of trying, his lips curl into a short smile.

			As we turn back onto our street, he invites me and my family to a future Sunday night dinner and I happily accept. If his kids are anything like him, then maybe I can make a friend or two this way.

			Mark walks on the path toward his backyard. “Come on back for a second.”

			Before I can even offer permission, my kids unbuckle themselves, jump out of the stroller, and run back to the yard to finish the mess they started yesterday. Mark and I look at each other and smile before I follow him to his potting table. There, I notice a vase filled with water and a beautiful bundle of red roses.

			He turns around and offers me the vase. “I was pruning my bushes this morning, trying to make more grow. Thought you might like some for your home. The rosebushes were Thelma’s pride and joy.”

			I don’t realize I’m staring at the roses and not accepting them until Mark gets a bit jittery, probably catching on that there’s something I haven’t told him.

			“You don’t have to take them if you don’t want—”

			I snap out of it, grab the vase from him, and look at the shiny flowers more closely.

			“I’m sorry; these are beautiful. I’d love them, thank you.”

			I’m still looking down at the flowers when he asks, “Is everything all right?”

			“Huh?” I look up at him, then back down at the bundle in my hands.

			“The roses. You won’t hurt my feelings if you don’t take them.”

			“What? No, these are beautiful. It’s just—”

			“Do you want to sit?” He seems to know that there’s something deeper going on here. Must be the pastor in him. There’s no telling how many families he’s counseled in his lifetime.

			I follow Mark to the bench from yesterday. We sit down as I stare at the kids for a moment. They have thrown off their shoes and have gone from digging with shovels to digging with their bare hands.

			“I had another daughter,” I start. The short sentence makes me feel like I’m getting something off my chest—like I’m revealing some secret that no one else knows about.

			The color in Mark’s face quickly drains.

			I look up at the sky and then to the ground. “Her name was Rose.”

			His head drops, his chin nearly touching his clavicle.

			“Oh dear…” he lets out. “I’m so sorry, and here I am giving you some silly roses.”

			I turn and place a hand on his shoulder. The last thing I want is for him to feel bad for welcoming us into his garden and sharing the bounty. “No, no, please don’t apologize, Mark. I wanted to tell you yesterday, but…” My voice stops midsentence as my throat dries up like it always does when I talk about her. I swallow a few times, try to get things moving again. “It’s just hard to talk about her right now.”

			He clutches his shirt where his heart is and looks me in the eyes as liquid gathers in his. “My deepest condolences, Sandra. I can’t imagine the pain.”

			I let out a deep breath and nod, my hand back by my side. “Thank you.” I swallow again, searching for the words to say and how much to share. It’s always so hard telling someone new for the first time. I decide to just tell him everything. He’s been so open with me about losing his wife, so why hold anything back?

			“We lost her just a few months before we moved here…in the hospital. I had a totally normal and healthy pregnancy, went into labor naturally, and everything was fine and then…” I shrug, let out another deep breath. “We lost her. Doctors did everything they could to save her life.”

			Mark leans forward, rests his elbows on his knees, and stares down at the soft grass beneath his shoes.

			“Not sure there’s anything more tragic a soul could walk through, and then y’all move to a whole new city. It’s courageous of you to leave your home after such a tragedy.”

			“There are many things I feel lately, but courageous is not one of them.”

			“I have to ask: How are you doing here? With your family back in New York, how are you coping on your own here?”

			A corner of my mouth pulls up in a smirk, and a quick exhale leaves my nose. “Not great.” I look down at the flowers in my hands again. “Everybody wanted us to stay. They wanted us to delay the move, even Aaron wanted to. But I don’t know—” My shoulders rise and fall, slumping lower than they were before. “I convinced myself that this would be a fresh start and would help me in some way.” My eyes roll upward. “Ridiculous, now that I think about it.”

			I swipe at my cheeks with my right hand, but I can’t keep up with how quickly the tears fall down. I try the sleeve of my T-shirt next, quickly soaking the right one before I’m forced to move on to the left one. “I’m sorry,” I let out between wipes.

			“Please. Don’t be. This bench here knows the weight of grief. Trust me, I spent many years sitting right here with my own heavy tears of sorrow.”

			I can tell he’s looking at me, but I can’t look back at him until these tears have stopped. I wipe a few more times, having to put the vase safely on the ground to use both hands. I draw in a deep breath, attempting to gather the strength I need to not fall apart completely right now. I don’t even really think about the question that comes out next—it just sort of falls out in almost a whimper.

			“Does it ever stop hurting?”

			Mark turns his body now to look at me, opens his mouth to speak but then pauses. He pinches his chin, looks at my kids and then back at me. He’s thinking about what he wants to say. “I’ll be honest with you: not really. When we lose people we love, we experience the greatest manifestation that we live in an utterly broken world. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.” Mark leans forward again, rests his elbows on his knees, and shakes his head like he’s trying to get rid of a few disturbing thoughts. “I don’t know what it’s like to lose a child—I can only imagine—but for me, I will say it did eventually get easier to manage.”

			I nod and wipe more tears, feeling them slow now. Not exactly the answer I was looking for, but I appreciate him just being straight with me. Mark continues talking as I gather myself a bit more.

			“I’ve been where you are right now. Those early years when the pain is still so fresh. I remember telling the Lord, I don’t need You to walk beside me—I need You to carry me. I lived with Thelma for forty-plus years, and then, all of a sudden, I was supposed to learn how to live without her?” He shakes his head again, and somehow we’re both able to tune out the loud but happy shrieking noises coming from my children. Mark watches as they turn a small dirt patch into a pigpen with a mess of holes. I stand, about to tell them that’s enough—no more water and certainly no more digging—when Mark stops me with a gentle touch to my forearm. “It’s okay,” he whispers. “You’ll never know how much joy this brings me.”

			I sit back down and watch them. The world around me goes silent while I watch my kids grab at their bellies and explode in laughter. Their joy is infectious, bringing a soft smile to my face despite the conversation Mark and I are having. He’ll never know how much I appreciate his hospitable welcome to my children. They’ve been living with a sad mother, and they don’t deserve that. This is the life they deserve—free of worries, full of delight.

			Mark starts talking again, and the background noise around us slowly returns.

			“I remember this supernatural sensation in those early years. I could feel that people were praying for me. My church would gather around me after a service and pray over me. I’d bump into friends at the grocery store, and they’d tell me they were praying for me. Random people I hadn’t talked to in ages would call me out of the blue and ask if they could pray for me and I really felt that. I knew they were actually praying for me because I’d feel this lightening—like someone was behind me pulling bricks out of my backpack or something.

			“And I kept praying for me too. I’d pray, Lord, carry me. I can’t get through today; carry me. Lord, I need You today more than ever. Most of those prayers I prayed right here.” He gently pats the bench we share again as goosebumps trail from my wrist all the way to my shoulder. I’m suddenly aware that I’m sitting in a sacred place.

			“So even though all those people were praying for you, things didn’t just get magically easier?”

			“No, but that’s not how prayer works. It’s not a magic wand or even a measure of your faith. Prayer is about relationship. It brings people closer to each other, but more importantly, it brings us closer to the heart of God. It was through those prayers that I realized God wasn’t going to just make the pain disappear from one week to the next. But instead, He was asking me to draw near to Him whenever the pain appeared. He offered me a regular opportunity to experience His peace even amid any grief that surfaced.” I watch Mark as he stretches his hands out in front of him palm-side up and slowly lifts and drops them like they’re on a scale. “The two continue to coexist in my life: my grief and His peace.”

			“You’re the first person to explain it like that to me.” Mark looks at me but doesn’t respond. He’s inviting me to elaborate, so I do. “All I’ve heard since I lost my baby is that I just need to pray harder and I’ll be all right. People at work told me she was in a better place; people at my mom’s church told me God would heal my broken heart; people on our street told me their thoughts were with me—whatever that means; other people told me time heals all wounds. It all felt very flowery and just…not true?” The last two words come out like a question, and I cock my head to the side as if I need Mark to confirm.

			“Everybody’s got their own theory. And some people just don’t know what to say, so they make something up.” We make eye contact for the first time in a while, and something in his eyes makes me feel like I’m sitting next to my mom.

			“You remind me a lot of my mom,” I say through a cracked smile. “She keeps telling me I need to find a church. I can tell she’s worried about me, but I don’t know, I think I need a break from telling new people about my baby. I’m just kind of tired of their responses. Tired of the pity in their eyes and the frustration I feel for days when I replay in my head all the things they’ve said to me. Part of me has been glad to be somewhere new, somewhere no one knows what happened so that I can get a break from all the stupid comments—” I cover my mouth. “Can I say stupid in front of a pastor?”

			“That’s a stupid question,” he says, immediately bursting into laughter and giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze. I’m leaning over now laughing too. This man is full of surprises, and I really appreciate it right now.

			“Anyway. Let me just apologize on behalf of any Christian who may have said something stupid to you.” I laugh again as I twirl my long hair into a bun at the base of my neck. “Sometimes, people genuinely want to say something, want to help in some way, but the words and the theology just don’t come out right.” I don’t say anything, just give him a little smirk.

			“Listen, dear, there’s no church on this earth that’s perfect or that’s filled with people who say all the right things. But that shouldn’t diminish your faith in the church or in God. Fact is, whether or not you’re surrounded by church people, you’re going have some stupid stuff said to you, so you might as well let the stupid stuff come from people who have a future hope. I can’t imagine living this life, living in this world, without any hope in a secure future where death is no longer a part of the picture. I would have never survived losing my wife without that reminder from my church family.” Mark says my with such an emphasis that for a moment I wonder if he truly is related to these people.

			This isn’t the conversation I expected to have with my neighbor today, but Mark’s voice and presence bring me this sense of comfort. Like I can say anything at all and it won’t scare him away or make him think differently of me.

			“I can’t remember the last time I stepped foot inside a church. My parents took us as kids. My mom is a very devout Baptist—like you…” I shrug and release a sigh. “But once I left home for college, I don’t know, I just stopped thinking about church. Now it’s been so long that I wouldn’t even know what to do inside one. I think Aaron would feel the same.”

			“Now, I’m sure that’s not true,” he interjects right away. “Tell you what: Why don’t you come with me to Bingo night next Wednesday? Aaron’s welcome too, of course. Might be a good way to check it out: Step foot inside and just get a feel for the place.”

			I look at my kids as I consider his invitation. He speaks again, “And if anyone so much as gives you a stupid look, I’ll—”

			I laugh out loud again, clasp my hands together. “Okay, okay. Sure, I’ll come. Why not?” I lift my pointer finger in the air like I’ve just had a eureka moment. “I’ll do it under one condition.”

			“What’s that?” he asks, his brows pinched together.

			“You have to come over for dinner one of these nights. I’m not the world’s best cook, but as a New Yorker who used to wonder why people needed more than two burners on their stove, I’d say my cooking lately is about ready for some outside feedback. Aaron keeps telling me it’s good, but I need someone who can give me some real, constructive criticism.”

			His lips split into a grin. “Now, that’s an easy trade. Don’t even seem fair.”

			“You might change your mind after you taste my chicken and—”

			Before I can finish my sentence, my sopping-wet kids rush toward us at full speed, and I grab Mark’s arm trying to brace myself—and warn him. Ezra jumps into my lap and Rebekah onto Mark’s, and soon we’re shrieking and laughing and soaked to the bone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			I’m in the kitchen pulling a roast chicken out of the oven when I hear Aaron’s distant voice at the front of the house letting me know that Mark is here. The temperature on the meat thermometer reads 168 degrees, and the skin on top has been crisped to perfection. One long stare at this large, beautiful chicken and I just smile. Never in a million years did I ever believe I’d be roasting whole chickens for dinner on a regular weeknight, but The Pioneer Woman promised it would be simple yet impress a crowd, and she was right. When my husband—who’s only been home for twenty minutes—and Mark walk into the kitchen, their eyes grow slightly larger.

			“Smells delicious,” Mark says. He’s holding a small box of cookies that he lifts momentarily when he says, “I brought some treats for the kids; I hope that’s okay.”

			I walk over to Mark, oven mitts still on, and draw him in for a side hug. “Of course, thank you for thinking of them. I’m so glad you could come.”

			“It was dangerous to invite me. Now that I see what you cook, you might find me on your front porch every day at five o’clock.” We all laugh, and a warmth spreads through my body when I hear Aaron say, “You’re welcome anytime.”

			I set the chicken in the center of the table along with a tossed salad, a bowl of steaming rice, and a tray of roasted carrots.

			“This looks beautiful,” says Mark. “Feels like Thanksgiving.”

			“If only I could show you what our dinners looked like in New York.”

			I strategically place the children on either side of Aaron and invite Mark to sit across from them. The amount they wiggle and stand and even jump off their chairs throughout one thirty-minute meal would make you think they’d had a bowl of sugar for dinner.

			“We’re glad you could join us, Mark,” Aaron says as I slide into my seat. I look from Aaron to Mark and smile, grateful that I can hear a genuineness in my husband’s voice.

			Mark smiles, too, and shifts in his seat. I tell him to serve himself first, and when he’s done, I get the kids served next before Aaron and I dig in. Within seconds, I’m asking the children to stay seated and Aaron is attempting to stuff as many forkfuls of chicken and carrots as he can into our children’s mouths. The quicker they finish, the quicker we can send them into the living room to wiggle to their hearts’ content.

			“Aaron, how’s your transition to the new office? I know it was your work that brought you all here.”

			“Good, it’s been good. It’s been funny comparing New York office culture to here. I spent my twenties and early thirties working in the city. Became so familiar with it—it was all I knew. So moving here has definitely been an interesting adjustment. Even simple things like driving to the office over taking the subway. Very strange not to stare at a bunch of strangers for an hour on my way to work each morning.” Mark laughs, which makes me laugh.

			“I can’t imagine living in a city with that many people. So I’m guessing you chose East Nashville to build your home because it reminded you most of New York City?”

			“Actually, Sandra chose it.” Mark and Aaron both look at me simultaneously, and then Mark says, “Oh yeah? I’m surprised the suburbs didn’t win out.”

			I shake my head. “Nah, I’m a city girl. Always will be.” I push a few carrots around my plate before continuing the explanation I feel that Mark is waiting to hear.

			“I fell in love with this neighborhood the moment I saw it,” I continue, the vivid memories of the first tour Aaron gave me swirling through my head. “We flew in—just the two of us—and Aaron rented a car and drove me around the entire city.” I put my fork down and rest my elbows on the table. My fingers interlock, and I allow my chin to rest on them.

			“He’d been here many times before on business and had slowly grown fond of Nashville. He showed me Green Hills and downtown, Sylvan Park and even Brentwood, but when he drove me around here—East Nashville—I fell in love instantly. The endless cozy coffee shops with locally roasted beans, the restaurants tucked into residential streets…I even liked the graffiti art and overall grunge factor the neighborhood exuded. If I was going to leave Brooklyn for the South, I told him this was where I wanted to live.” I momentarily meet Aaron’s eyes, which sends a slow wave of nostalgia from my head to my toes. It feels heavy but tender, which sends my eyes back to my plate where I push a few more carrots around.

			“And you were on board, then?” Mark asks Aaron, filling in my uncomfortable pause.

			“Oh yeah. I didn’t grow up in the city like Sandra did. I actually grew up in upstate New York, but after more than ten years of working and living in the city, I had already decided I was going to retire there. So when this job opened up, building here versus the suburbs didn’t feel out of the question for us. In fact, I was excited that she chose here. I remember her telling me at one of the coffee shops around here. We’d spent hours driving all around and had stopped at that small place in Five Points, and when she told me, I just looked at her and said…”

			Without even thinking, I join him in reciting the line I know he’s about to share: “ ‘Then East Nashville it is, baby.’ ”

			We meet each other’s eyes for a brief moment, and it pains me to see what I see. While the faintness of a small smile creeps through, there is more swimming in his eyes. Is it longing? Regret? Fear?

			And then I feel a pang in my chest like a quick squeeze. The look I’m seeing in his eyes is one of loss. Yes, loss of the life we had, loss of our daughter, but I’m also seeing his loss of a wife he once adored. A wife who was fun and carefree and full of life. Six months ago, he was traded that lovely wife for one who feels suffocated by sorrow most days.

			For a moment, I notice Mark look from Aaron to me a few times. He can tell, I’m sure of it. He spent decades probably counseling couples like Aaron and me, but he’s also the father of four adult children. This kind of stuff is probably not new to him.

			“And what drew you to this street?” Mark interjects, which brings me a small sense of relief.

			“On our next trip out here, Aaron brought me to see this slice of land—a local realtor had helped him find it. I asked why buy a piece of land when there were plenty of beautiful homes for sale—even plenty that I approved of. But he convinced me that building the home we wanted would be more fun.”

			“It was fun,” I hear Aaron jump in. I can tell he’s looking at me when he says that, and again, I can tell it comes from a place of longing—longing to go back to a simpler time when we were happy.

			“Yeah, it was,” I say with just one quick glance at him.

			Aaron looks at Mark and gives him more details. “We spent a year having Friday night date nights on the couch. We’d put the kids down a half hour early, order our favorite takeout, and talk and plan and shop and dream about our lives here.”

			I nod and jump in, the tightness in my chest slowly loosening with each new word I speak. “It was on one of those date nights that we chose that gorgeous blue color on the kitchen island.”

			Aaron adds, “And where I introduced the idea of putting in a pool. She was nervous at first, but once I explained all the safety precautions I’d looked into, she was on board.”

			That one I do regret, but I decide to keep that thought to myself. Instead, I say, “I remember insisting the window in the kitchen needed to be at least twice as big…”

			“Yes, because you wanted more light for the plants.”

			I look at Aaron, braving his eye contact, and give him a tight-lipped smile. People always say building a home from scratch is stressful and can even tear couples apart. Not us. Building our home brought us closer together.

			“Well, y’all sure did build a beautiful home together.”

			I nod as I cut into my chicken. When I’ve taken a forkful—despite the hole in my stomach that stole my appetite—I look at Mark and just nod again. Aaron is suddenly quiet too. I know what he’s thinking, because it’s what I’m thinking. But rather than say anything more, I ask Mark to tell us more about his time raising kids in this neighborhood.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			He’s as hot as a furnace. I felt it the moment he got out of bed the next morning and snuggled up against me on the couch where I’d been reading and drinking coffee. I press my palm against his forehead before I jump up to look for a thermometer. He has a loud, barky cough too. I find my old thermometer in my medicine cabinet. As I steady it, he manages to keep it underneath his tongue long enough. The thermometer confirms it: 103 degrees.

			I curse under my breath. We haven’t found a pediatrician yet. How could I have waited so long to do that? Where am I going to take him? Who can I call? I feel a tingling in my fingers and toes; my hand is shaky, and I can feel my muscles starting to get twitchy too, making it hard to try and search on my phone for a pediatrician nearby.

			Countless pediatric offices pop up, but none of them open for another hour. I find an urgent care down the main road that’s open, so I get Ezra some water before I run upstairs to change out of my pajamas and get Rebekah up. I call Aaron several times on my way upstairs, but he doesn’t answer.

			I send a text: Please call me back. Ezra has a high fever. I need a ride.

			No response. I call a few more times.

			No answer.

			We’re all downstairs when I grab my phone once more to find a rideshare that can pick us up and get us there.

			I’ve been so lax about getting a driver’s license. Part of the reason I chose this neighborhood, this exact location for our home, was because of all the places we could walk to. It reminded me of where we lived in Brooklyn, where I could walk to the pharmacy for cough medicine, the corner bodega whenever we ran out of milk, and our favorite spot that sold coffee and bagels for breakfast on my way to work. But one thing I’d forgotten about was getting somewhere fast in an emergency. We couldn’t walk to the hospital or a doctor’s office from here. How could I have been so reckless?

			I get the kids outside and grab the spare car seats we have in the garage as we wait for our ride to arrive.

			“It’s pretty early to be getting out.” I hear Mark—he’s sitting on his porch. It’s become a familiar sight since our first week here.

			I respond but never stop moving. “Ezra has a fever. Taking him to urgent care.” My heart is racing, a combination of fear and the heaviness of the car seats I’ve just carried to the end of our driveway.

			Mark shoots up, walks toward our shared fence. “You waiting on a ride? Why don’t you let me take you?”

			I look at him, then down to my phone—the car is still eight minutes away. Before I can respond, he’s propped the back door of his car open. “Come on now; get in the car. You don’t need to be lugging those car seats around. I’ll wait on you outside the clinic.”

			“Are you sure? I’d hate to make you sit around and wait. I don’t know how long it will take.”

			“I got nowhere to be.” He flashes his familiar smile that momentarily brings a sense of peace over me.

			My legs spring into action quicker than my mind can. In a matter of minutes, the car seats are secured in the back of Mark’s car and I’m buckling my two sleepy kids inside.

			We’re pulling into the parking lot in five minutes flat. I unbuckle my seatbelt, and we both jump out of the car. I grab Ezra while Mark gets Rebekah unbuckled and holds on to her hand as we cross the street.

			There’s a woman sitting behind a large white desk. I walk to stand directly in front of her, but my mind is scrambled with thoughts, so when I open my mouth to speak, only nonsensical sounds come out.

			“Um…I need…he woke up with…there’s a…cough…it sounds strange, almost like a…” I rub my forehead, trying to will the words to come together cohesively.

			“What’s the child’s name, ma’am, and how old?”

			“Um, almost like a…”

			“Ma’am, I need a name.”

			“Seal, like a seal.”

			“Ezra. His name is Ezra and he’s four…” My head jerks backward when I hear Mark’s voice. He looks at me with crooked brows, as if he’s wondering if he remembered the age right. It takes me a few seconds to answer, and when I finally do respond, it comes out in a nod rather than actual words.

			When I turn back around to the lady at the desk, she gives me a look of pure confusion—if it’s possible, she’s more confused than I am. “Yes, he’s four. His name is Ezra. Ezra Brown,” I spit out.

			She says a few more things, but I barely comprehend any of them. I take the clipboard she hands me, but before I can find a seat in the waiting room, she pushes her chair back and tells me there’s no wait right now and to follow her to the back. I breathe a sigh of relief.

			Before I’m more than a few steps away from Mark and Rebekah, I look back into his eyes and mouth a “thank you.” He nods and then takes Rebekah to the waiting room where there is a short kid-sized table with a few puzzles that she settles into.
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			After two hours in the urgent care, we’re sent home with a croup diagnosis and instructions for Ezra to drink plenty of fluids, sit in a room with a cool mist humidifier, and use Motrin for pain management. Aaron finally called me back halfway through our visit, so I let him know we were okay and didn’t need him to leave work.

			We’re driving home when my heart is finally beginning to slow. My throat is so dry I can barely swallow, and there’s a slight ache behind my eyes. Everyone is silent in the car until we hear the familiar sound of gravel crunching beneath the wheels.

			I take off my seatbelt and say, “Thank you so much for your help today. I don’t know what I would have done without you, Mark.”

			“I’m happy to help anytime.”

			He really was a tremendous help. Rebekah is normally so clingy, but by some miraculous act of God, she didn’t protest staying back with Mark.

			“Sometimes”—I swallow, look out the windshield and then back to Mark—“the fear kind of overtakes me and I forget words, and you know…”

			“Yes, I know, dear. There’s no explanation needed. We have both seen our greatest fears manifested. I know what it’s like to hit a wall and feel like someone just came through your head and swept everything clean. Can’t move a muscle. Can’t get a coherent thought together. I’ve been there more times than I would like to admit.”

			I bite my lower lip and let out another deep breath before I thank Mark one last time. He helps me get the kids and their car seats out of his car and the seats back into the garage before I let my kids sprawl out on the couch with a movie so that I can catch my breath, get food in my system, and, more important, find us a pediatrician. I can’t ever let that happen again. This time wasn’t serious, but I know better than to think the worst could never happen to us.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“Who in their right mind would pay this much for patio furniture?” Aaron asks, picking up a tag on a navy chaise longue.

			“Let’s just do a quick walk through of the whole place and get an idea of what we want. We can always order things online. The kids have about fifteen minutes in them before we’ll need to get the heck out of here.” Ezra and Rebekah are strapped into the stroller, each with their noisy mechanical book that is loud and a little annoying but usually gives me just about fifteen minutes to walk through a store.

			“Three thousand dollars for an outdoor coffee table? This will barely hold four cups!” I laugh at Aaron and the way he gets worked up about the most random things. He never flinched when we got another invoice from the contractor or even from the interior designer we used for the house, but let him loose inside a fancy furniture store and he’ll ask to speak to the manager for an explanation on their prices.

			I take a left toward bright, neon patio sets just for fun. Who in their right mind would want a neon-green beach umbrella in their yard?

			“Oh, by the way, Mark invited us to a weekly Bingo night at his church tomorrow night. I kinda want to go. Do you mind getting the kids to bed alone? I’m not really ready to hire a sitter yet.”

			Aaron tilts his head to the side and raises the corner of his lip. “You’re going out with our next-door neighbor?”

			Do I sense resistance? I’d been having a pretty good day, but suddenly my shoulders tense and my pulse picks up speed. “I know it’s a little weird, but I don’t know anyone else in town yet, and I just thought it would be nice to get out. Do something besides watch TV after the kids go down.”

			Aaron touches the base of his neck, searches for the words he wants to say next. I watch as his lips purse tightly as if he’s holding back what he wants to say.

			“Never mind—I won’t go.” I turn and walk in the other direction with the stroller and pretend to look at a set of wicker chairs with a matching round table.

			“Sandra, come on. Don’t walk away from me like that.”

			My head snaps back in his direction. “Can you stop saying my name like that?”

			He just stares at me now as I hold his gaze, waiting for him to make the next move. His mouth is slightly open, his body frozen.

			I drop the stare and instead busy my hands by brushing the various chairs and glancing at the laminated price sheet. Aaron clears his throat in what I know is his preparing to give a controlled response despite probably wanting to rip my head off.

			“I wasn’t going to say you can’t or shouldn’t go—not even close.”

			“Then what is it? Why are you making such a big deal of this?”

			Aaron sits down on one of the showroom chairs and rubs the arch of his eyebrows with his fingertips before looking up at me. “I’ve been trying to take you out somewhere since we moved here.”

			“We don’t have any sitters here, Aaron. You want me to let a complete stranger into our house to put our kids to bed?” I can feel my voice and my hands getting shakier with every second that passes.

			“I tried even when your parents were here.”

			A quick exhale escapes my nose, and my eyes glance sideways. He’s right. He did try when they were here, but I just wasn’t in the mood. Why is that so hard for him to understand? I never know when I’m going to have a good day or a bad day. Sometimes, I have several bad days in a row and, no matter how many times I tell myself that I can turn my day around, I just can’t. The happy feelings don’t come. If Aaron is my soulmate, why doesn’t he get that? Why does he have to make me feel bad for needing space on those days?

			Aaron’s voice grows louder as my thoughts slow. “I found all these shows, restaurants, things for us to do while we had them here to watch the kids and you refused all of them even then. I’ve tried to bring you by the office, show you around, and you’ve not so much as allowed me to buy you an ice cream cone. Forgive me for wondering why Mark gets to take you out before I do.”

			“Aaron, you’re making it sound like we’re going on a date. He wants to show me around his church, and I want to see it. Bingo is just a casual way for me to see the church.” I notice the eyes of two salesmen look in our direction.

			“It doesn’t matter. It still hurts that you immediately accept an invitation from him when I’ve been trying to take you out for weeks.”

			I plop down on the chair in front of him, painfully aware of the ticking time bombs we have in the stroller, but this is a conversation I know I can’t skip over. Before I can speak, Aaron continues.

			“Babe, I want you to go. I really do. Mark is great. I enjoyed having him over for dinner, and I’m happy for you to check out his church. I’m sure he needs your company just as much as you need his right now.”

			“But?” I say, crossing my arms and leaning back in the chair. I’m sure I look a bit ridiculous right now, but sometimes it feels as if I don’t even have control over my extremities.

			“No buts. I mean that. I want you to go, and I’m sure you’ll have a great time. Maybe we could go someplace too?”

			“All you did was replace but with maybe…”

			“C’mon, Sandra.”

			I release a long, low sigh. “Okay.”

			I can see Aaron’s shoulders relax a little, and there’s a gap between his eyebrows again.

			“All I’m asking is to take my wife on a date. I will hold down the fort anytime you want to go to Bingo night, but I’d like a turn too. Is that fair?”

			I move closer, closing the distance between us, and offer him a soft, albeit forced, smile.

			“Sure.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			My emotions have been flying haywire since the moment I woke up this morning. Aaron and I were on good terms when he left for work, but for some reason, I still feel some frustration around last night’s entire conversation.

			While the kids are distracted in the living room stacking magnetic tiles, I decide to direct my complicated feelings into some serious cleaning. I haven’t deep cleaned my kitchen—let alone mopped my floors—in weeks. I throw all the windows open to let in fresh air and the birdsong and get to work on my neglected kitchen. I start by unloading the dishwasher and filling it back up with the morning’s breakfast dishes. Then I clear my counters of everything but a bowl of apples and lemons. I spray the counters down and scrub until my biceps begin to tremble.

			When the counters are completely free of crumbs and fingerprints, I move on to the floors. I push my stick vacuum through every inch in the hope that my kids will remain distracted long enough for me to finally mop the floors as well.

			“Hey, guys, I’m about to mop, so the floor will be slippery. Please stay in the living room, okay? I don’t want you falling in here.” They stare at me as if they know I’m talking but haven’t a clue what even one of the words out of my mouth means. I go to work anyway, hoping the floors will shine and we’ll all feel some sense of accomplishment today.

			By the third wring of the mop, I have sweat running down my temples and back. Whoever said keeping a home wasn’t also excellent cardio? I only have about two more small sections of the floor to wash before I hear the doorbell.

			Who could be ringing the bell at this time of the day? I lean the mop against the refrigerator and walk to the door where I peek through the side panel. Shoot. Pest control salesman. Ugh, he saw me.

			I open the door, über-frustrated that this person, whom I’m definitely going to turn away, has now delayed me in accomplishing the one thing I’d hoped to get done today.

			“Hello, ma’am! My name is Josh. I work for—”

			There’s a sudden screeching noise behind me. When I look back, Rebekah is face down on the floor and Ezra is pulling his hands out of my dirty mop bucket—caught red-handed.

			I look back at the young man on my front porch and say, “I’m sorry, this is not a good time,” before closing the door and running toward my kids.

			“Ezra! What are you doing?” I can feel my cheeks getting hot with rage. There’s dirty water all over the floor now and the front of Rebekah’s shirt is soaked. My voice gets louder as my heart picks up pace. “Didn’t I tell you to stay in the living room while I mopped? I told you the floor would be slippery! Now look at your sister—she’s hurt! Ugh, can you just listen to me for once?”

			Ezra just stares at me, completely immobile while Rebekah continues wailing. I pick her up and then sit on our stairwell, trying desperately to calm her down with hugs and rubs to her head. But her yells only make the pressure in my head grow more intense. “It’s okay, it’s okay, Rebekah. Shh, calm down…” I rock her back and forth now across my lap, her feet brushing the steps.

			“Mommy, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” And before he can finish his sentence, Ezra slips on the wet spots he created when he splashed the dirty mop water. He falls on his side, and his screams pierce my eardrums. I feel like my eyes bulge out of my head.

			“I’m going to LOSE MY MIND!” I let out a yell like I haven’t heard since the pangs of transition during childbirth. Both of the kids stop crying and look up at me. They look confused, their eyes watery, their cheeks red, their eyebrows wiggly.

			I recognize the look on their faces: fear. My head drops into my palms where I take a couple deep breaths. My kids don’t deserve this. They don’t deserve this mother who loses her cool so quickly. Within a few seconds, they’re wrapping their tiny arms around my legs probably because they’re scared, but the problem is they’re scared of the person who is supposed to make them feel safe. Who is supposed to protect them.

			“I’m so sorry, guys.” I run my fingers through their hair—and will my heart to stop racing. I bring in each child for a hug and kiss their forehead. The thought of my own childhood comes to mind and how I can’t remember a single time my own mother lost her cool like I did. Never once did I feel afraid of her.

			“Why don’t we go into the living room and watch a movie together?” Their eyes light up, and they race toward the couches where they each find their favorite comfy seat. I get the movie going and plop down on the love seat, throw my head back against the cushion, and try to give myself a few more minutes to bring my cortisol levels down.

			When my heart feels back to a regular rhythm, I pick up my phone and check my email, completely giving up on the idea of any more deep cleaning this morning. I check my email most days. And most days, it’s a waste of time. Bad habits die hard. I usually just end up deleting a bunch of emails trying to sell me stuff. Today is no different. I’m not sure why I still check my inbox. Who would possibly need to reach me?

			Except today, I notice something unusual. There’s a message from someone on LinkedIn that came to my inbox as a notification. I stare at the profile photo of the woman who’d sent the message, trying to figure out if I recognize her from anywhere.

			I launch LinkedIn to get a closer look. The title underneath her photo is Senior Recruiter at Starr Recruiting. A recruiter? What could they want with me? I open the message and read:

			Hello, Sandra. I’m on the hunt for the next creative director for a medium-sized agency in Nashville. Your profile is impressive. I think your experience is something my client would be interested in. Would you care to hop on a call to discuss more?

			I read the message two more times to make sure I understand it correctly. I guess it’s just sort of shocking that anyone would be interested in hiring me right now. If they could have seen what had just happened at home with my kids, there’s no way they’d be interested in me. But then again, I have to admit, my résumé is pretty impressive. If my LinkedIn profile is all you take into consideration, then yeah, I can see why they might think I could be the woman for the job. But if they saw me in real life—that would be another story.

			There’s no mention of who her client is, and I’m pretty confident she’d make me get on the phone with her before revealing it. Before responding, I decide to meander through the app.

			The first post I see is from Meghan, a former co-worker. She’s been promoted—not surprising. I scroll through post after post of former friends and colleagues announcing job updates, awards received, more promotions, and even a couple advertising more positions that need filling. I click on a few of them that sound interesting, scrolling through the job description and experience required. Several of them sound intriguing, even fun. Man, some days I really miss working. I thought being home with my kids in a new city would be a good distraction for me, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe what I really need is to get back in the workforce. Put on nice clothes every morning, commute somewhere, spend the day with other adults—having conversations, launching things together, doing important things. Maybe being in an office again would help me find some regularity to my days, some structure that could even be good for me right now.

			I go back to the email from the recruiter and read it one more time before I start typing a response: Hi Stacey, thank you for reaching out…

			My fingers slow on the keyboard. I’d be happy to hop on a call with you…

			My fingers pause. I look at each of my children’s faces totally entranced by the animated movie on the television right now. They look so sweet.

			If I took a job right now, I’d have to figure out childcare. My kids have never even had a babysitter before—my mom not only babysat my kids for me while I worked, but she or my sister jumped at any chance to keep them overnight so Aaron and I could go on a date. I wouldn’t know the first thing about picking a daycare or a preschool. And could I really leave them with strangers right now?

			I let out a long breath, and instead of finishing the email, I lock my phone and put it back on the armrest. I use my fingers to massage my temples and my forehead. I lift my legs onto the love seat and curl into them as my eyes, which feel so heavy, slowly close. Why do these ordinary days feel so hard?

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			I prepped Aaron and the kids a casserole—something I didn’t even know was a thing until I moved here—and got it in the oven before we all went upstairs so that I could get ready for Bingo night at Mark’s church. The kids play in the bonus room where I can see them on a baby monitor, and I take a quick shower before walking into my closet where I slide hanger after hanger across the clothing rod. I can’t remember the last time I put on clothes without elastic, let alone brightened my eyes with a few coats of mascara.

			“Getting ready for Bingo?” Aaron appears at the door of our closet, snapping me out of my indecisiveness. I throw an easy summer dress over my head and grab a pair of neutral-colored sandals.

			“Are you making fun of the fact that I’m hanging out with a group of seniors tonight?” I say as I’m about to walk out of the closet and toward the bathroom where I can work on my face and hair.

			He’s already loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt when he grabs me by the waist and gently pulls me toward him. Our faces are mere breaths away now, and we take a few moments to search each other’s features as if they are all new to us. After a few seconds, he speaks in a soft, balanced tone. “Maybe a little…but only because I’m jealous.”

			I smile and let him kiss my cheek. I feel him linger and wonder what he’s hoping I’ll say or do. When he releases me and proceeds to finish changing, I feel my shoulders relax a little, not realizing until that moment the tension they’d absorbed in that short encounter.

			After he changes into a T-shirt and some gym shorts, he comes over to the bathroom and leans against the doorframe. “I found a Colombian spot about twenty minutes from here.”

			I finish adding another coat of mascara to my lashes before I look at him. “Really?”

			“Yeah, thought maybe that could be our first date here. Low-key, just dinner. And we could even put the kids to bed before we go so you’re not worried about someone else putting them to bed.”

			I turn back to the mirror for a moment to process his idea. After a few swipes at my cheeks with a fluffy powder brush, I ask how we’re ever going to find someone to babysit—someone I trust, I want to add but don’t.

			“Already figured that out.”

			“Oh yeah?” I turn around and lean back against the sink.

			“Mark,” he says.

			“Mark?” My arms cross against my chest. “You want me to ask our elderly, widowed neighbor to babysit?” I know the tone of my voice is a bit condescending right now, but Mark’s name is the last one I expected Aaron to say.

			“You don’t need to ask him because I already did.”

			“What? Aaron, why didn’t you talk to me about that first?”

			“I thought you’d want me to take care of the entire date—babysitter and all—to make things easy on you. I wanted you to just have to show up, that’s it.”

			I take a deep breath in, feeling my stomach squeeze all the way in before I release the air through my nose.

			“Babe, c’mon. I thought we’d talked about this. I thought you were on board with going out sometime soon. Did I get something wrong?”

			My eyes dart to the floor, unable to hold his gaze any longer. Yes, I’d said that, but I guess I wasn’t expecting him to cash in that coupon this soon. I look from one corner of the tiled floor to the other before I finally brave his stare again. One look, and my ribs squeeze together at the look in his eyes. I’ve done it again: disappointed him.

			I let my arms fall to my side and let out one more breath before responding, “Thank you. I love that idea. We’ll get them to bed before we leave, so all he has to do is watch the baby monitor.”

			“And you can watch the baby monitor from your phone as much as you want from the restaurant.” Aaron smiles but it only makes me feel worse. I hate that I am still so quick to think the worst of him when, in reality, he works tirelessly to meet me where I’m at.

			Why do I continue to push him away?

			“That sounds good, babe. I’d better get going. Don’t want to be late.” I give him a kiss on the cheek as I pass him on my way out of our bedroom. When I run into the playroom to kiss the children, they scoot past me to jump into their father’s arms. Then they all follow me downstairs and out onto the front porch where they stand together and wave goodbye.

			“Don’t stay out too late,” Aaron yells as I climb into Mark’s car. Mark and I roll down our windows and wave goodbye as we pull out of his driveway.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			We’re about to turn onto the busy main road when I notice Mark slow down a bit and check his mirrors repeatedly. His two hands tightly grip the steering wheel when he says, “Young lady, you’re gonna have to get comfortable driving soon. I’m getting too old to be driving us all over creation.”

			“Aw, c’mon. Driving keeps you young, Mark. I would be doing you a disservice if I started driving us around.” He gives me a quick smirk. “So, where are you taking me first? A diner, right? I’m starving.”

			He chuckles and responds, his hands beginning to loosen their grip a bit. “Not quite a diner, but close. We call them a meat and three here.”

			“Meat and three?” I ask, perplexed.

			“You get served one meat and three sides. Whatever specials they got that night, that’s what you get. My Thelma started restricting me to once a week when she was still with me…said the place was impacting my cholesterol. But why’s an old man like me gotta worry about that?”

			I love that he calls her my Thelma. “Maybe it was your Thelma who sent me here to live in your neighborhood. I’ve got a new, delicious kale smoothie recipe we’re going to try out on Monday.”

			“You know, I wouldn’t be surprised if that were true. She was a funny one. She’d love to watch me choke down some green drink.” He looks over at me and then back at the road before adding, “No offense,” and we both laugh.

			We pull up to a small white building. It’s only one floor and looks like it could use a good power wash. The restaurant’s name is painted to the right of the front door: Dane’s Meat and Three.

			“Am I overdressed for this place?” I look down at my dress, suddenly feeling self-conscious and wishing I would have just gone for the plain T-shirt and old jeans.

			“They take people as they are here. Come on now…” He slowly pulls himself out of his seat and into an unsteady-looking standing position. I jump out of the car and offer my arm for support. The first thing I see inside is a beautiful woman with a shiny black bob wearing a white apron.

			“Well, hello Pastor Mark. It’s been a little bit since we’ve seen you here. And who’s this?” she asks, looking at me with a wide, bright smile.

			“This here is Sandra. She recently moved in next door to me. She’s from New York.”

			“There’s a lot of you showing up around here these days,” the woman says.

			“That’s what I told her when I first met her. Sandra, this here is—” Mark pauses for a moment as if searching for something. I stare at him and quickly realize he’s forgotten her name. Before I can come up with a way to save him from embarrassment, the woman jumps in.

			“That’s what happens when you stop coming around, Pastor Mark. You’ve forgotten us!” She looks at me, smile wider now, bringing out soft wrinkles around her eyes. “I’m Martha. Welcome, dear.”

			“Thank you,” I respond before following her gesture to have a seat at an empty booth near her.

			The restaurant is about half full, and now I feel silly for having asked Mark if I was overdressed. There’s a wide range of people inside. Men in their work uniforms, women in simple summer dresses, and even a young couple that may or may not be tourists based on the cowboy boots the young lady is wearing—Mark told me that cowboy boots in the city usually mean tourist.

			After we’ve been sitting at our booth for about ten minutes, Martha brings over two Styrofoam trays covered in steaming food. She sets one down in front of me, and I just stare at it for a few moments until Mark’s voice snaps me out of it.

			“You look nervous,” he says with a sly look on his face, on the verge of laughing.

			“What? Nervous? Not at all, just…taking it all in. It looks amazing, actually.”

			My plate has two large fried chicken thighs alongside beautiful dark collard greens, mashed sweet potatoes with a crunchy, sugary topping, and a big scoop of mac and cheese.

			“Go on, now. Stop staring and dig in before it gets cold.” Mark has already bitten into everything on his plate and taken a few gulps of the sweetest sweet tea I’ve ever tasted—Martha insisted I try it.

			I go for the mac and cheese first. After one bite, I look up at Mark again, wide-eyed, and he just smiles back. He must know what I’m trying to communicate just by the look in my eyes.

			“Just wait till you try everything else,” he says between mouthfuls.

			He isn’t lying. The chicken is extra crispy on the outside but juicy and flavorful on the inside. The greens are slightly bitter, but contrasted with the sweet potatoes, there’s a dance of textures and flavors in my mouth I don’t want to end.

			“Well, I understand why you ate here so much as a bachelor, but I also understand why Ms. Thelma would have limited your visits to this diner after you reached a certain age.”

			Mark laughs and looks up at the ceiling for a moment as if searching for her presence.

			“She made exceptions at times. We’d come every few months after church with the kids.” He pushes the greens around on his plate, which makes me wonder if those are good memories or sad ones. I haven’t met any of Mark’s kids yet. I’ve seen a few of them stop by on Sunday nights, but I haven’t wanted to impose when they’re visiting. Even though he’s invited us to join them, I know Mark sees them only about once a week, so I don’t want to take that time away from him.

			“Is it weird for you to be here with me instead of your family?”

			He shakes his head and smiles, but I’m not convinced.

			“Of course not. I used to meet buddies here too. I’d catch up with old friends. One time I even counseled a guy here; probably didn’t need to do that…” We both laugh.

			I want to stand up and hug his neck. While I know that this isn’t the most conventional friendship and that I probably wouldn’t ever be able to convince him to get a mani-pedi with me, it doesn’t matter to me anymore. Mark has quickly become the best surprise about moving to Nashville.

			“This place reminds me of a diner in the Bronx that Aaron and I went to after our first date.”

			“A diner? On a first date? Doesn’t seem like Aaron to me,” Mark says.

			I’m surprised by how well Mark already knows Aaron because he’s right. Aaron never would have taken me to a diner on our first date—not intentionally, at least.

			“Well, it’s where we ended up after the Yankees game.”

			“That makes more sense. Y’all met at work?”

			I nearly spit out my food when I laugh at his question. He passes me a napkin, and I shake my head as I remember the day I took the train all the way up to the Bronx to meet up with an absolute, complete stranger.

			“No, we actually met in my favorite boutique plant shop in the East Village. I had just gotten a promotion at work, so I left the office a little early and went straight there.” I put down my fork and dab my lips one more time before I lean back against the bench to share the full story. “This place charges an arm and a leg for their stuff, but it didn’t matter to me. I love their stuff so much that anytime something big happened—landing a big client, hitting a milestone at the cycling gym, batting a home run on my weekend softball league—I’d run over there and on my way convince myself I’d earned another hundred-dollar plant.”

			“Hey, I get that now. Flora ain’t cheap,” Mark says between bites.

			“Well, I was in there flipping through the various coffee-table books they had on display when this guy walks in talking on his cellphone. I’d been the only person in the store before that, and I remember thinking it was so peaceful. I could even hear the dripping water from the tabletop fountain nearby until this man walked in yapping away.

			“He scanned several plants while continuing his conversation and I pretended to look through another book without watching him—but I was totally watching him.” We both laugh, and it brings a lightness inside my stomach.

			“Every few plants, he’d pick one up, turn it over a few times, look underneath it.” I use my hands to act out how Aaron inspected each plant that day. “I don’t know if he was looking for a price tag or the name or maybe the watering instructions, who knows. He just looked unsure. Finally, I heard him ask the person on the phone, ‘You know anything about plants? Need something for my mom.’ Of course, my ears perked up.

			“He finally hung up the phone and walked over to the counter looking for the store clerk but couldn’t find her.”

			“And that’s when he noticed you standing there?” Mark asks.

			“Yup. He looked a bit flustered when I told him I didn’t know where the store clerk was, but man, one look into his green eyes—he was wearing this olive-green shirt that day that just brought out the color in his eyes in a striking way—little did I know then that no matter the color of his shirt, his eyes always shone that brightly…”

			Mark’s cheeks lift into a smile, and he lays down his fork, too, before leaning back in his bench.

			“Anyway, she didn’t show for a while, so I did all I knew to do—I kept talking. I told him to check out the wandering prayer plant if he needed something for his mom. He looked totally clueless, so I showed him where one was and then babbled about it being a great beginner plant because it’s low maintenance and very forgiving. Not to mention, pretty fun to watch. I just kept rambling. I don’t even remember everything I said—I was so nervous—but he never took his eyes off me.

			“He ended up buying the plant, and I convinced him to get the macrame plant hanger to go with it because it’s a trailing plant, which he did. We chitchatted a bit more before the store clerk finally showed up. He bought the plant, and I went back to looking at the books.

			“When he was about to walk out, he stopped and thanked me one more time and then introduced himself. I could sense him hesitate, but that’s when he asked me out. He was like, ‘I know this sounds crazy, but my buddy just bailed on me for the Yankees game tonight. Any chance you’re free?’ ”

			“Brave man,” Mark says with a grin.

			I nod and smile, looking down at my plate for a second.

			“He promised he wasn’t an axe murderer before I finally spit out a ‘sure’ without giving it too much thought. We exchanged numbers, and he asked if I’d meet him at the stadium stop uptown.”

			“That was brave of you,” Mark adds.

			“I know, crazy. I called my sister and told her everything. I thought she’d tell me I was crazy and forbid me from meeting him or something, but she egged me on. Told me to go for it since we were meeting in public and going to a crowded, public place. We landed on a couple safety measures to make sure I wouldn’t be kidnapped, and then I did it. A swarm of butterflies crowded my stomach the entire thirty-minute train ride. As the train slowed, I just remember my heart racing so fast I could hear it thumping in my ears.

			“And when the doors slid open, there he was. Standing on the far side of the platform. He was wearing relaxed jeans, a Yankee’s T-shirt, and a blue baseball cap. He looked normal and sweet and…fun.” My shoulders rise and fall as if trying to convince Mark I wasn’t crazy for going through with this. “And from that day on, my life was never the same.”

			“That’s a beautiful story. Where does the diner come in?” he asks, an earnest look of curiosity on his face.

			I sit forward and pick up my fork again to finish my meal. “Oh yeah, the lines at the concession stands were so long that night that we left that game starving, so afterward, we popped into the closest diner we could find that was open late. We ended up staying there until three in the morning.”

			“Wow, I can’t remember the last time I stayed up past eight-thirty. Food must have been fantastic.”

			I throw my head back and laugh before shaking my head. “It was awful, actually. Soggy fries, cold burgers, milkshakes that were as thin as water.”

			Mark knows where I’m going with this. I can tell by the way his eyes grow misty. He spent forty-six years very familiar with what it looked like to be deep in love. Where you could have the worst meal of your life and convince yourself that it was a Michelin-starred restaurant because it was the time spent together that colored the entire memory.

			“But none of that mattered.” Mark nods and pushes sweet potato around his plate. “We went back to that diner every single year. Even when the kids came and we’d moved to Brooklyn, didn’t matter. We’d leave them with my parents and spend an hour and a half on the train each way to get there.” Mark’s eyes grow big. He’s got no idea how we New Yorkers live. “Didn’t matter how long it took, we made sure to get our annual soggy meal at that diner. We’d talk and laugh until the waitresses would bring out their mops—that’s when we knew they were kicking us out.”

			“Sounds like you two have a beautiful marriage.”

			There is a sudden heaviness in my chest when he says that.

			I clear my throat and take a long sip of my sweet tea.

			“Everything all right between y’all now?”

			Sometimes I forget I’m hanging out with a counselor. He can probably read my body language like a book, so I’m not sure why I bother offering anything but the truth.

			“We had many happy years…too many. I kept waiting for the shoe to drop…and then it did.”

			“That’s not how life works, dear. You don’t get punished for being happy. You know that, right?”

			I lift my left shoulder in a single shrug, take another deep breath before I attempt to change the subject. The last thing I want is another man in my life whom I’m always sad around.

			“So what can I expect from this infamous Bingo night?” I ask with a pasted-on smile, and by the look in Mark’s eye, I can tell he’s totally on to me—but I’m thankful that he goes along with it anyway.

			“Not many ladies your age—let me just start there.”

			“Aw, that’s all right. I like being the youngest one in a group. Makes me feel young again.” This time, we both smile and it’s genuine.

			“Well, you’ll certainly be the youngest one there. No doubt about it.”

			“Okay, what else?”

			“Follow me to where we’ll sit. There are certain tables you just don’t want to sit at.” Mark’s eyes bulge out a little as if he’s seen some things that are not appropriate to share here. I nod and shovel another spoonful of mac and cheese in my mouth—the last bite on my plate.

			“Watch out for Estelle. She always ends up at my table. She’s nice, but she cheats like a dog. No one ever calls her out on it because she’s so sweet. Robert will talk your ear off, so if he ends up at our table, just be warned. Sometimes we can tone him down a bit with a little coaxing. And Bill, he’s the announcer. He does not like it when people show up late. He’ll call you out on it from his microphone—make an example out of you.”

			I bring my wrist up to check the time. “Well then, we’d better get going,” I say.

			“I can’t believe you finished everything,” Mark says as he pushes himself up from the booth.

			I laugh. The man has no filter, and I’m okay with it. “I’ll pay the price tomorrow, but it was worth it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			“So, this was your church, huh?” I take a good look around the outside before following him to the door. First Baptist Church of Inglewood is a simple square building made of brick with a slanted roof. It doesn’t look like more than 150 people can fit inside comfortably.

			I have a strong feeling that Mark invited me to Bingo night because he sensed I was nervous about a Sunday visit. And I have to admit, there’s some truth there. The thought of just coming to a Sunday service feels a bit overwhelming right now, but Bingo night seems like an easy way to get a taste for what’s inside before committing to a Sunday.

			“It’s God’s church, Sandra. I only pastored—not a big job if you think about what He’s in charge of.” I smile at his response. This man really loves his God.

			I catch up to him and stop again beyond the large wooden doors to look at the beautiful room full of wooden pews. There’s a stage directly in front and, in the center of the stage, a wooden cross that nearly reaches the ceiling with a lavender cloth draped across it. A few stained glass windows line either side of the sanctuary, but other than that, there’s not much frill to the place. It doesn’t need any frills. I immediately sense that if I ever needed to find peace, I could find it within these walls.

			“What a beautiful room.” My voice echoes across the pews and reaches Mark, who turns around at a door by the stage.

			“Yeah, it’s my favorite place in the world…except my home, I guess.” I watch him take a deep breath as if the sentiment behind the words takes something out of him.

			“Do you ever wish you were still preaching here?” Maybe I shouldn’t have asked that right now, but there’s something in his eyes I want to know more about.

			“I knew when my time was up. It was very clear. I didn’t want to stay a day longer than the Lord needed me here, but many of my fondest memories happened inside this room.”

			“Like what?” I’m not ready for Bingo yet. If I don’t ask him now, he might give me a watered-down version later.

			“Well, I baptized every one of my children up on that altar and I had my wife by my side for each one.” It’s been more than fifteen years since I’ve been to a baptism, but his words bring back memories of weekends spent at Rockaway Beach—attendance required by my mother—watching baptisms at my childhood church. I’d never asked to be baptized myself, because my parents felt strongly about not pressuring us to do so, and now I wonder if Mark had needed to pressure his kids or if they’d asked to be baptized on their own.

			I watch his gaze travel the room as he continues. “I’ve met countless people in these pews—some brokenhearted and some just looking for a place to escape. I watched a woman dance down this aisle when her son woke up from a coma and a different woman dance down this aisle to meet her groom.”

			“That’s beautiful,” I whisper, hoping he’ll tell me more.

			“But it’s not all been happy either. I’ve had to speak at countless funerals.” He pauses after saying funeral and I hope I didn’t trigger a sad memory about his wife.

			“My Thelma’s service was held here.”

			“I’m so sorry, Mark,” I say before he continues.

			“Don’t be. It was the most beautiful service I’d attended. Anyone who was here wouldn’t even call it a funeral or a memorial service. It was a celebration of life. Everybody wore white, and there was more dancing and worshipping than the Pentecostal church down the street sees on a Sunday morning. I’ll never forget the view from the stage. I looked out and saw a sea of joyful people dressed in white, and I couldn’t help but think, This must be what heaven looks like right now. All the angels celebrating as they welcome a saint home.”

			My eyes get misty as I picture the view. I can’t think of a more beautiful way to remember someone’s life than to celebrate all they lived. Mark walks over to the first pew and sits down looking up at the stage. I walk over and join him.

			“Sounds like she lived a life worth celebrating.”

			“Oh yes. She would have been so happy to see the party we threw here for her.”

			“I guess I never realized a funeral could be a joyous event and not just a sad one.” I stare ahead at the stage as well, looking up at the cross as I remember my baby’s funeral. I never stopped crying long enough to say any words during the service. At the cemetery, I took a bit of comfort at watching them bury her little body next to my grandmother’s grave. My grandmother was a faithful volunteer in her church’s nursery for more than thirty years and would often tell us that when she went to heaven, she wanted the job of rocking all the babies. I pictured my Rose meeting her great-grandmother in heaven and being rocked to sleep beneath the sound of her Spanish lullabies. It was that image that brought momentary relief from the suffocating feelings that day.

			I turn to look at Mark when he speaks again. “Death will always be a tragedy for those of us left behind. But for those who get to meet Jesus face-to-face, to stand in His presence in a new body, that’s what we celebrate.”

			I look at his eyes and want to ask more about what he means, but a sound from behind me pulls my attention away. We both turn and see an elderly couple walking through the door.

			“Evening, Mark,” they say together from across the room. Mark and I stand up and wait for them to reach us at the front.

			“Georgia, Richard, this here’s Ms. Sandra. She moved in next door not too long ago, and she’s interested in seeing my church so I thought Bingo night would be a good first introduction.”

			They smile as I reach out my hand. Georgia takes my hand first and holds it between hers. She looks into my eyes while I get lost in hers. They’re deep brown and filled with something I can only describe as goodness.

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she says to me, but I’m too lost to do anything more than smile and nod.

			I follow the three of them as they catch up on their week. We walk through the door to the right of the stage and then down a flight of stairs to the church basement.

			The room can’t be more than five hundred square feet, but it’s more than enough space to fit the five folding tables and chairs needed to host Bingo night. We walk over to pick up our cards and markers, then find a seat at a table that’s nearly full. If we had gotten here just two minutes later, we’d have been called out for sure.

			I’m the youngest person in the room by at least thirty years. I don’t think I’ve ever spent an evening with this many seniors, but as I scan the room, I sense they’re about to show me a better time than I’d find at any bar in New York City.

			It’s not long before the room fills with laughter, endless chatter, and even a little trash talk. Anytime someone wins a round, they fly out of their seat and yell “Bingo!” with as much energy as my preschooler Ezra. It never gets old. Every time someone jumps up, I look at Mark and we both laugh.

			“Looks like you might be next up to win,” Mark leans over to me and whispers in my ear. I’d been so entrenched in people watching that I hadn’t noticed I was in fact just one number away from winning this round. When they call my lucky number, Mark grabs my shoulder and tells me to yell. “You got it—that’s you! Go on now!”

			“Uhhh, Bingo!” I finally let out, and the entire room looks up at me and cheers. I’m waving the card in the air feeling like a Little Leaguer who’s just scored a home run.
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			We leave Bingo night with two coupons to Jefferson’s and a free ice-cream cone from the family-owned place next door.

			“That might have been the most fun I’ve had since moving to Nashville,” I tell Mark once we’re back in the car.

			“I’m glad you enjoyed it. I look forward to Bingo every week. We always have a good time. You know, most of those folks been going to that church since they were children.”

			“Really?” I ask, furrowing my brows in the dark car.

			“Mm-hmm. We’ve watched each other’s children grow up and have their own children. Georgia’s son is the pastor now.”

			“Wow, that’s really cool. Maybe we can come soon to hear him speak.”

			“You’re welcome anytime.”

			“Okay, so I’m up to pick the next activity. Tonight was awesome, so I’d better really step up my game.”

			“Anything but one of those green smoothies, please.”

			“What if it were beet red?” I give him a sly smile, and he turns just in time to notice as we pass a streetlight.

			“Well, I already know what I’m choosing next,” he says.

			“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

			“Driving lessons.”

			“Aw c’mon, why driving lessons? This is so much more fun. I really don’t think I’ll ever need that skill…Nashville is growing so much. Before you know it, they’re going to be building a train around here.”

			“I doubt it. Plus, even if that does happen, it will be ages from now. What are you going to do when the kids start school?”

			“We’ll choose one of the schools we can walk to.”

			“And when it rains?”

			“Ponchos.”

			“And what about when the kids start playing sports—Wait a minute, I think I took a wrong turn…” He slows the car and looks around, eyes squinting.

			“Isn’t the main road just down that way?” I ask, confused by his confusion. The bustling road is within eyesight, and surely he’s taken this road for most of his life.

			“Oh yes, that’s it. Okay, we’re all good now. So, how about next week, then?”

			“Huh?”

			“Driving lessons. Next week? I taught four kids to drive; I think I can teach you too.”

			I let my head fall against the headrest and stare out my window. He’s worn me down. I’m going to have to start driving, whether I like it or not.

			“Fine. Next week, then.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			“Do you think this will be enough?” Aaron grabs a chip from the hot pan and throws it in his mouth before nodding. “Mmm, these are excellent. Thanks for making that.”

			“Remind me of their names again,” I say, swatting his hand as he tries to reach for another bite.

			“Robby. He’s head of marketing—thought you two could connect on that. And his wife is Ashley. She stays home with their kids too. I think they’ve got two like us.”

			I feel a sharp pain in my stomach when he says that. If two strangers weren’t about to walk into our house, I’d correct him and remind him we have three children. One is just no longer with us.

			I decide to let it go and focus on something else. “The games are upstairs in the bonus room if you want to grab them before they get here.”

			We’d gotten the kids in bed early, and I had prepared a large pan of homemade nachos because Aaron had the “super fun” idea of inviting over another couple for a game night at our house. I really tried to be enthusiastic about the whole thing—trying to make up for my brushing Aaron off at the furniture place—but now that they’re about to arrive, I’m feeling a little pressured and unsure.

			I used to be so good with strangers. One of my main jobs at the agency in New York was bringing in new clients, but ever since we moved here, I struggle with finding things to talk about when the niceties have ended. Maybe it’s the fact that I don’t have a job anymore or that I can’t remember the last time I had a conversation with another woman who wasn’t my mom or my sister. Whatever it is, having these strangers over to my house today is putting a lot of pressure on me. If the conversation stalls, there’s nowhere for me to run. While Aaron runs upstairs, I quickly pull out my phone and look up icebreakers online. I can’t believe I’m this desperate.

			“All right, I’ve got Trivial Pursuit, Password, and Ticket to Ride. You think that’s enough?” he asks me when he’s back in the kitchen.

			I nod, and just then the doorbell rings. I set the nachos in the middle of the table in the breakfast nook and smooth my shirt before putting on a big, wide smile for our guests.

			We gather around our kitchen island and get through all the niceties that seem required. Robby and Ashley are kind and welcoming people. Before she had kids, Ashley worked in medical sales. She’s been home almost five years now—I can’t imagine being out of the workforce for that long.

			“How old are your kids?” I ask as I turn to pull plates from the cabinets behind me.

			“Five and just turned three,” Ashley responds. “And actually…” She pauses and looks at her husband for a moment as if looking for confirmation that it’s okay to say what she’s about to share. He smiles, so she places her hand on her belly and says, “We’re expecting number three.” She’s been standing behind one of my tall barstools, so I hadn’t noticed the now obvious swell in her stomach. I force a smile and take in a long breath while I gather the plates and walk them to the table.

			“Congratulations!” Aaron blurts out.

			I walk back to the island and offer my congratulations as well. “That’s wonderful news. When are you due?” I ask, doing my best to make my smile look genuine.

			“October. So, yeah, it’s been a long summer already with this huge belly and the end feels nowhere in sight. I get so big when I’m pregnant,” she laments. I feel a stiffness in my neck and jaw but continue to force a smile anyway.

			It’s obvious that Aaron can tell this isn’t going well for me because he swoops in and changes the topic without another mention of her pregnancy. “Let’s sit. The nachos are getting cold,” he says.
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			“That was really fun, wasn’t it?” Aaron says. “I can’t believe we ate that whole tray.”

			“They’re hard to stop eating.” We both laugh as we work together to clean up the kitchen and load the dishwasher.

			“I think Ashley takes the kids to some swim school nearby. Maybe you could reach out and get our kids enrolled too. Might make you feel better about the pool in the backyard.”

			We’ve only used the pool a couple times since we moved in. Even with the fence now installed, I don’t feel comfortable using it when I am alone with the kids. Every once in a while, we play in it on the weekends when Aaron is home, and sometimes I catch him going for an evening swim by himself.

			“Sure, maybe.”

			“What’s the matter? You didn’t like Ashley?” Aaron asks as he scrapes the remains of another dish into the trash can.

			“No, she’s great. I just don’t see myself reaching out to her and hanging out one-on-one anytime soon.”

			“How come? You two seem to have a lot in common. And I get along really well with Robby. Might be nice to have couple friends in town, don’t you think? I miss our game nights with our friends back in New York.”

			I scrub the counters and return some drinks to the fridge. “I do too. Just don’t…I don’t know, it’s hard to get together with complete strangers. Might need another night together like this before I’m meeting her for swim lessons.”

			“But you spend time with Mark almost every day. That wasn’t hard to build, was it?”

			I shut the fridge with force and turn to look at him. “What are you trying to say, Aaron? Do you have a problem with me hanging out with Mark?”

			He sucks his teeth. “Not this again. I’ve told you already that I think it’s great for you to spend time with Mark. But I can also think that it might be nice for you to have some friends who are women. You can’t just spend every single day with him.”

			“I can’t?” If I could step outside my body and look at myself right now, I imagine I’d look like a pawing bull. My feet kicking up dust and soil as smoke blows out of my nostrils.

			“You know what I mean, Sandra.” There it is again: my first name. I walk around the island and stand a few feet away from where he is at the sink hand-washing sippy cups from earlier today. I stand there, just staring at the side of his head, unsure of what to say next.

			Game night was a regular occurrence for us back in New York. Once, when the kids spent the night with their grandparents, we even had three couples over—the most we’ve ever had. It felt like a party. I made nachos, like we always did, and it was all so effortless. I wasn’t looking up icebreakers before they arrived or wondering if we would talk about my job. Everything felt predictable, in a good way. I knew what to expect, and I knew it would be fun. Now, every time Aaron asks to invite someone over or meet colleagues somewhere or even attend the office party he’s brought up to me a time or two, it just makes me want to run away. I don’t want to do it, and yet I can’t totally explain why.

			He puts the last straw in the rack beside the sink, dries his hands on the towel hanging over his shoulder, and slowly turns to face me. He lets his weight fall on the sink behind him, and for a moment, I lower my head and stare at our granite.

			“I’m just trying to build us a life here,” he finally says.

			Without looking up at him, I respond, “Are you trying to build us a life or push me to move on?” It clicks. That’s why I’m resistant to all of this. I didn’t even know it until I said it out loud.

			“Is that what you think? You think I’m pressuring you to move on?” I don’t want to, but I look up at him anyway. There is a look of shock in his eyes but also something different: He looks confused and like he’s looking at something unfamiliar all at the same time.

			“Isn’t everybody?”

			His eyebrows meet, and he shifts his weight to the other side. “Are they?”

			I look down again, unsure how to respond.

			“Look—” He pauses, considers what he wants to say. “I brought us here, so I feel responsible. I feel responsible for you and the kids acclimating, meeting people, finding things you love about living here, all those things. Nothing in me wants to pressure you to do anything, and it hurts that you would even think that. I would never”—he emphasizes that word and now I feel bad for assuming—“tell you to move on. From what happened, from our lives in New York, from your family. You know me better than that, don’t you? If you feel pressure to move on, it’s not coming from me. I would never.”

			I fiddle with an orange on the counter for a few seconds before responding. “You remember that lady who was at the funeral? My mom’s co-worker…” I see Aaron nod. “She told me that with God’s help, I wouldn’t feel so sad. And my Aunt Ingrid…she called a few weeks ago and asked how I was doing. It had been a hard day, and I guess she could tell in my voice. So she told me that God’s joy was enough to temper any depression or grief.”

			Aaron scoffs, clearly angry at these comments. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe because I wonder if it’s true. I wonder if I’ve been sad for too long or if something’s wrong with me or if I’m not religious enough to end the pain I feel and so maybe I’m just out of luck. I don’t get to heal because God doesn’t love me enough.”

			Aaron grabs the towel on his shoulder and throws it onto the island before taking two steps toward me so that I can feel his breath on my cheeks. “That’s nonsense. Those women don’t know what they’re talking about.”

			I swipe at my nose with the back of my hand before Aaron continues. “Babe, that’s not what I’m doing here. You know that, right? I would never tell you not to think about Rose or be sad about her life—I would never do anything like that.” He brushes a loose strand of hair away from my eyes and tucks it behind my ear.

			“I just want you to have more people to talk to, to spend time with during the day. I don’t want you to be alone all day when I’m at work. And Mark is great. I love that you two have become good friends and that we can be friends for him too. You have to believe that I’m not trying to take you away from him.” I nod, reassuring him and myself that my friendship with Mark is not at risk.

			“I just thought some other mom friends, like the ones you had at home, would be nice.”

			I nod again because I do trust Aaron. He’s never given me a reason not to trust him. I also nod at the reassurance that he doesn’t agree with those older women who’ve made me self-conscious about the sadness I still endure some days. Not every day is so hard, but when it is, I can’t help but hear their voices in my head, great pity etched on their aged faces. Those are the hardest days—when everything feels heavy and I hear their voices reminding me that I shouldn’t or needn’t be so sad. Aaron comes even closer and gently pulls me in. I allow myself to sink into his chest, my arms hanging limp beside me.

			Later, before retreating to our bed, I sneak into Rebekah’s room and gently lay my hand on her chest for a few seconds. Aaron stands in the doorway staring. He never tells me not to do this, but he doesn’t have to say it for me to know how sad he feels watching me do it almost every night. I peek my head into Ezra’s room next. He turns over in his bed and pulls his comforter up closer to his chin, which is enough for me. I shut his door and give Aaron a small smile. Everything is in order. The kids are safe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			The next day, while the kids are napping, I hear a loud thump coming from my front porch. I crack open the door and see a delivery truck speeding off. Man, I hate how fast they drive down this street.

			I recognize the return address immediately: It’s the cold plunge tub I ordered online the other night after I could feel my anxious nerves getting riled up. It was after the kids had gone to bed and Aaron was at the gym. Those overwhelming feelings love to get all worked up when I’m alone and the house is quiet. I got online and looked up methods of calming anxiety attacks. I’d already tried many of the ideas the AI-generated internet search had gathered for me except this one: plunging my body into a tiny pool of ice-cold water.

			According to the article I clicked on, the shock of the cold water would stimulate my “parasympathetic nervous system” and this could help reduce my feeling of being in “flight or fight” mode and possibly even trigger the release of some happy hormones so that I could become more resilient to stress. I’m sure there was a lot more to it, but the first couple sentences were enough to convince me to try it because all other alternatives pointed toward medicine and I just didn’t feel comfortable with that route yet. I ran it by the therapist I still sometimes talk to online, and she told me it was worth a try.

			I don’t even bring the box inside. I immediately drag it down my front porch steps and through the grassy front yard, looping around some tall boxwood bushes and down our side yard until I’m in the back by our deck. I rip the box open and follow the instructions to put it together. Then I start to use our hose to fill the tub.

			“What kind of contraption is that? Some kind of dog pool?”

			Mark’s head pops up from his side yard. Our backyard fence is six feet tall, but once it reaches the back corner of our house, the fence actually shrinks two feet, which means we can see into each other’s side and front yards quite easily. “Now, Mark, you know I would never in a million years get a dog. I have enough little people to walk and feed every day.”

			Mark laughs and says, “I support that decision.”

			“This is a cold plunge tub.”

			“A what now?”

			“A small tub filled with ice-cold water that I can plunge my body into.”

			Mark gives me a look of wordless bewilderment.

			“It will hopefully help me reset my nervous system when I’m feeling…you know, jittery and just out of sorts.” For some reason, I avoid saying the words anxiety and even panic to him. I don’t want to sound dramatic, but I guess I might already look that way as I install this outdoor bathtub.

			He draws out a long ooohhhhkkaaaaayyyy and then says, “Can’t you just go for a swim? Got that big pool over there.” His chin juts out toward our pool that sits unused most days, even during these scorching hot days.

			“Not cold enough. The water needs to be somewhere between fifty and sixty degrees to do its job.” His eyes almost bulge out of his head. “Don’t worry, Mark. This isn’t one of those things I’m going to make you try.”

			“Good, because I like my nervous system just how it is—warm and toasty.” He laughs at himself as he waves the pile of mail he’s holding in his right hand. “Enjoy yourself; I’ll see you later.” Before Mark is back inside his house, he yells out: “Got some bushes that need pruning, if you and the kids want to swing by after nap and…plunge time.”

			“We’ll be there!” I respond without looking up from the instruction manual in my hands.

			He closes the door behind him just as I finish filling the tub with water. I notice when the thermometer finally reaches the ideal temperature, which means it’s ready for me. I have about one more hour before the kids will be up, so it’s the perfect opportunity to give this a try. If I try to do it when they’re awake, they’ll kick and scream about trying it for themselves, which will completely undo any potentially positive effects for myself.

			I run inside to find a step stool in my kitchen and push it up against the tall black tub. I take the two steps up, watching as the small waves invite me in. Mark thinks I’m crazy, and I know that Aaron will too when he sees this thing in our backyard later tonight, but I’m absolutely desperate. The hardest part is that I never know when the waves of grief and anger are going to strike. Some days, I wake up feeling fine. I can go about my day, care for the kids, even play happily with them. And other days, I wake up feeling exhausted, like the simple act of getting out of bed might actually stimulate a heart attack. Then there are the days where I experience a mix of both. Where I’m okay one minute, maybe even laughing at something silly, and then the next minute, a wave of anguish hits me or I’m fuming in anger so I yell at my kids and scare the living daylights out of them because I haven’t yet figured out how to stop the invasion once it starts.

			That was when I bought this tub. I wonder if jumping into this ice-cold bath—which will remain full and cold at all times but also covered so that my kids are safe—when I feel one of those waves coming on will help me produce enough serotonin, endorphins, and dopamine to bring me some relief. The mere thought of even needing this thing right now is beginning to make me feel resentful. I hate this feeling, hate feeling like I’m not in control. Because that’s what these attacks make me feel: like something foreign has taken over every nerve in my body. My mind is racing, my heart is pulsing into my throat. I feel like my extremities are vibrating—like at any moment I will pass out and my poor children will have to run outside screaming for help because their mother is unconscious.

			That’s when I finally take the plunge. Without another thought, I step into the tub and quickly submerge my body. A loud gasp escapes me. I feel as if all my organs have constricted, and also my rib cage, all of which creates a stabbing sensation around my midsection. My hands and feet go from tingling to completely numb in a matter of seconds. I can hear my breathing getting heavier and faster, but it’s not enough for me to want to jump out. After about another minute, I can feel my hands again. My legs have stopped shaking, and I’m able to sink a little bit lower into the tub. I can feel my shoulders relaxing and my heart—while still racing—searching for a steadier rhythm.

			I sit there for another few minutes, rest my head against the edge of the tub. My eyes blink more slowly, and I’m breathing more through my mouth than my nose.

			I’m about to close my eyes when a loud “Mommy!” jerks my body forward and brings me back to the present moment. The baby monitor is propped up on the steps that lead down from the deck. One look and I can see Rebekah attempting to climb out of her crib.

			Shoot!

			I jump out of the pool and then realize I never grabbed a towel. So, I drag my sopping wet body inside and leave a messy trail through the kitchen until I find enough dish towels to at least dry off my feet and legs so that I can get upstairs and quickly change my clothes before my toddler hurts herself falling out of her bed.

			I was almost there.

			Almost feeling better.

			But now my cortisol is spiking again because I’m reminded that young children can’t empathize with their struggling mother. They need you whether you’re ready or not.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			“So, this is called deadheading?” I ask. Mark nods. “What a strange name,” I say. I’m glad we’re in his garden again because every day that I delay driving lessons feels like a major win for me. At this point, I’m wondering if perhaps he’s forgotten because he hasn’t brought it up in a few days.

			“It’s ’cause we’re cutting off all the heads that are dying off so that the stems can grow new flowers. Otherwise, I’ll have a bunch of bushes with sad-looking flowers.” As soon as Mark says this, he yanks his hand out of the bush and then sticks his finger in his mouth.

			“Oh no, one of the thorns get you?” I say.

			He lowers his finger to take a look at the damage and then slowly begins to stand. “Couldn’t find my dadgum gloves this morning.” I have a sinking feeling my kids might have had something to do with that. They’re always finding a new something in Mark’s yard to play with. While I always do my best to clean up the yard before we leave, I wouldn’t be surprised if I’ve left something misplaced.

			“I’ll be right back. Gonna go find me a Band-Aid.”

			When Mark is on his way back to the bushes, Ezra trails behind him. “Can I help?” my son asks, using his three favorite words at the moment and my three least favorite.

			“Maybe not with this one, buddy,” I respond. “It’s got a bunch of thorns that could hurt your fingers. Look at Mr. Mark; he’s already got a boo-boo.” Ezra’s mouth opens as he stares at the new Band-Aid on Mark’s index finger.

			“Yeah, roses are a funny thing. I didn’t want my Thelma to plant these originally because of all the prickles, but she told me too bad. Said I didn’t buy her enough roses throughout our marriage, so she was growing some so she could have some anytime she wanted.” Mark tousles Ezra’s messy hair, and I smile up at both of them. I reach for another stem with a sad-looking flower on it and snip it off.

			“Who turned these thorny flowers into a romantic gesture anyway?” I ask as he resumes his crouched position beside me. I’ve tried many times to get him to sit on a short stool when we prune and work on his garden, but he refuses every time. Something about it being part of his exercise routine and the importance of elderly people getting up and down from the floor frequently. He calls me a crunchy mom, but I find him doing a lot to take care of himself too.

			“They’re not actually thorns. Thorns are woodier. Prickles are a part of the plant’s skin. They’re softer and come off easily, unlike a thorn.”

			“I didn’t realize you were an expert.” I laugh.

			“I told you I did all them classes when I became responsible for this garden.”

			“Okay, so who made these prickly flowers a romantic gesture? When you think about it, it’s kind of macabre. Don’t you think?”

			“Not at all.”

			“Can’t you just agree with me for once?”

			Ezra walks over to sit beside me and quietly begs me to give him a chance with the shears. I kiss his forehead before placing my hands over his to help him snip a few of the flowers that really stick out of the bush, being careful to avoid the sharp outgrowths.

			Mark laughs as he searches the bush more carefully. “If you think about it, we wouldn’t get to enjoy this beautiful flower if it weren’t for the prickles. The bright colors would attract all kinds of animals, and they’d chew it to shreds if the plant didn’t have the prickles to defend itself.” I stop and pull Ezra into my lap, give him a little squeeze and a kiss on the cheek. That is enough for him to spot his sister grabbing a watering can, so he runs over and asks her to help him find another one.

			“I see where you’re going with this. There’s a reason for the prickles, eh?”

			“It sounds crazy to some people, but I really do believe there is great intention behind the world that God made. His perfect world had order, but even now, in the aftereffects that we live in, He finds a way to create order and—even better—finds a way to give us all these little gifts.” Mark reaches a little farther into the bush and snips off a bright, blooming stem. He expertly uses his shears to strip off the prickles before he reaches out to offer me the rose.

			“The prickles are there on purpose. They don’t feel nice on your skin and can even draw a little blood, but when handled carefully, they’re the only reason we can enjoy the beauty of this flower,” he says with a wide grin on his face.

			“You have a way of turning everything into a sermon,” I say, and we both burst into laughter.

			Mark might fall over the way he’s leaning back and holding on to his stomach. He finally comes up for air enough to respond. “I like to think that the Lord has given me eyes to see all the good He’s given us in this world. I know this because I’m old.” There is a moment of silence before he continues. “You named your daughter Rose…I would have figured you had some kind of affinity for roses.”

			“Actually, no. Never cared for them that much. Aaron bought them for me only one time…because, you know, living in our apartment, I wanted plants that I could keep alive year-round.” My voice is flat even though the memory of that one time is a happy one.

			“So why Rose, then?” he asks.

			“I kinda have to share the whole story for you to understand the context.”

			“I’m all ears.” Mark smiles and moves to the other side of me where there are many more roses waiting to be snipped.

			“Well, I had a suspicion I was pregnant when we got our favorite takeout one night and it repulsed me. I didn’t say anything in the moment, but the next morning, it struck me while I was on the subway on my way to work. Literally, just like a lightbulb turned on, and my stomach dropped. I popped into the drugstore and picked up a pregnancy test. I might have been the first person to use one in my office’s bathroom, but I was anxious to know. Mainly because we hadn’t been trying, and yet something told me I was pregnant anyway.” Mark is expertly moving around the bush, pruning, adding fresh mulch, and even snipping a few beautiful ones to take inside. Even still, I can tell he’s listening intently.

			“Sure enough, the test was positive. I was a little shocked—the kids were only three and one at the time—but it wore off pretty quickly. I mean, babies are just so sweet, it’s hard not to be excited about a new one.”

			I hear Mark laugh and see him nod as if he remembers his own experience like it was yesterday. “On my way home from work, I picked up some frozen dinner rolls and ran home to bake them before Aaron got home. I’d done the same thing when I told him about Ezra and Rebekah, so I thought it would be fun to do it again. Turns out, he wasn’t as excited as I thought he’d be.”

			“Oh no…” Mark freezes, waiting for what I’m going to say next.

			“When he saw me pull those rolls out, I thought his eyes were going to pop out of his head. I can still remember him saying, ‘You’re kidding, right? Please, tell me you’re kidding.’ ”

			Mark is now shaking his head, and I imagine he’s wishing he could go back in time and give Aaron some advice around how to take the news of your wife’s pregnancy—whether you’re truly excited or not.

			“Been there,” Mark says, surprising me.

			“Really?”

			“Oh yeah, after the second kid you start wondering how you can possibly afford to send more children to college.”

			“Well, I guess that’s how Aaron felt because he was massaging his temples, running his hands through his hair—all his nervous ticks. I was pretty upset about it and just went to bed early. The next morning, I left the apartment early, barely saying two words to him other than to let him know he needed to drop off the kids at my mom’s for me. I had a long day at work, couldn’t think of anything else but how angry I was at Aaron, until I was leaving the office for the day. I walked through the automatic doors of my building and just outside…” I close my eyes for a moment and smile. “He was standing there holding two dozen gigantic roses.”

			“Now, that’s a smart man,” Mark says.

			I laugh and nod. “He apologized for his reaction and told me he’d just been caught off guard. Like you said, he was just nervous about lots of things and, you know, our kids were just so little and required so much from us—he wasn’t sure how we’d be able to add one more so soon. Valid concerns, but anyway, he apologized and told me he was so grateful for any child we brought into this world together.” I slip the gloves off my hands, one at a time, and smile when Mark hands me a rose—he’s stripped off the outer layer of prickles again.

			“Sitting on the subway, on our way to pick up the kids that night, I remember bringing the flowers to my nose, breathing in the scent.” I do the same now, lift the single rose to my nose. “And I leaned my head on his shoulder and told him if the baby was a girl, I’d like to name her Rose. Sure enough, a few months later, we got the news that our baby was a girl, and Aaron grabbed my hand when I was lying there on the ultrasound table and said, ‘Guess we’re having a Rose.’ ” Goosebumps trail up and down my arms. So much about this child’s short life had gone right.

			“That’s a beautiful story,” Mark says.

			“Yeah, just wish it hadn’t ended the way it did. Would have been so sweet to tell her the story of her name.” I dust my hands against each other, stand up, and walk the tools I’d been using back to Mark’s potting table. Mark is quiet, and in that moment, I feel so grateful that he doesn’t fill the silence with some empty platitude or preachy sermon. He just lets me feel sad. I imagine that there will come a day when I can talk about her without conjuring up a rain cloud, but for now Mark is so kind to make me feel like it’s okay to be a little down when we’re together.

			“Daddy!” I hear Ezra yell and it pulls me back into the moment. He runs to the front yard where Aaron is standing behind the fence waving hello.

			“Hey, guys! What are you up to back there?”

			I’d completely lost track of time. A quick glance at my watch and I realize it’s thirty minutes till dinner time and I have zero plans. My lower back is sore as I finish organizing the gardening tools back on Mark’s table. I follow Ezra to the front with a wide smile across my face. I love watching the kids jump into Aaron’s arms when he gets home from work. A luxury I never had when we both worked in New York.

			“We’ve been doing some pruning. Trying to get some rosebushes under control,” I say before Aaron leans forward over the fence and wipes a dab of soil off my nose.

			“I’d love to see them.” He follows me to Mark’s backyard, and I give him the grand tour as if it were my own garden. I show him the giant hydrangeas that match the ones up front. I show him the black-eyed Susans that have grown several inches since we first saw them and the peonies that only recently bloomed but are already the star of the show. I even show him the little corner where the kids love to make pools of mud that they splash and dig in. He’s watching me more than he’s observing the plants I show him, and the smile on his face never fades.

			Aaron helps me wrap the hose back up and straightens out Mark’s patio chairs before we say our goodbyes and head home together. I make sure not to leave without the stem Mark snipped for me.

			“I’m sorry I haven’t even thought about dinner yet. We just lost track of time,” I say as we’re walking up our front steps. Aaron helps the kids out of their muddy boots before we walk inside. He looks up at me from his knelt position and says, “Would you like to have some plants and bushes like that? We could do something similar to what Mark has. Put a garden together that you and the kids could tend to…I’d be happy to take you—”

			“Oh no, it’s okay. It’s easier to just help Mark with his next door. The kids love it, I love it; there’s no need, really.” I shuffle inside and head straight to the kitchen where I fill a small, short vase with water and nestle my rose inside before placing it on the windowsill behind my sink. I release a deep exhale before I move on to open every cabinet in my kitchen as I try and figure out what I can throw together for us in twenty minutes. Without looking back, I can tell Aaron’s eyes are watching me. Maybe he’s wondering if I’ll share more about my afternoon with Mark, but instead of chatting, I keep moving, keep working.

			For some reason, it’s become easier for me to talk about Rose when I’m with Mark, but I can’t say the same about when I’m with Aaron. The thoughts are all there in my head, but even when I open my mouth to speak, something ties them up so they can’t escape. I don’t know what it’s going to take for that to change, but it’s more than I have time to figure out right now.

			“We can just order takeout—I really don’t mind,” Aaron says, still standing in the kitchen.

			“No, it’s okay,” I respond. “I got this.”

			He stands there for one more second before walking away to join the kids in the living room. While he didn’t say anything more, I know he left a bunch unsaid.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			As soon as we wake, we get dressed and have a quick breakfast. Making sure the kids get time to run around on a playground every day means early starts on the hot summer days. Mark’s vacuuming his car when we walk outside to load up the double stroller. “What’s he doing, Mama?” Rebekah asks me, her thick, bushy brows coming together at the bridge of her nose.

			“He’s cleaning out his car, darling. Although I’m not sure there could possibly be any dirt in there—not like our car, at least.”

			“Maybe you should ask him to clean our car, Mama,” Ezra adds. I laugh and tell him that maybe he should do the asking because I require enough of Mark’s help right now. We walk out of our front yard and approach his when he spots us out of the corner of his eye.

			“Care to walk with us to the playground?”

			“Sure, but just so you know, there are nicer ones we could drive to. A big, wonderful one by my church with a splash pad and everything. It’s always full of little kids.”

			So he hasn’t forgotten. Ezra’s ears and eyes perk up when he hears splash pad, so I give Mark a look like he’s just betrayed me. But it does nothing to intimidate him. He just smirks back—it’s official, the hints have gone from subtle to painfully obvious.

			“Message received loud and clear, Mark,” I say in a robotic, monotonous tone.

			“Mommy, pleeease can we go to a splash pad?” Ezra squeals. Then he looks at Mark with misty puppy-dog eyes. “Mr. Mark, you can take us, right?”

			“You know, I think this is one of those parks that only mommies can drive to.”

			Mark takes his handheld vacuum back to his front porch where he lays it on one of his chairs before walking back toward us. When he’s standing beside me, I angry whisper, “I can’t believe you’d go so low as to lie to a poor, innocent child.”

			He doesn’t bother whispering back. “My other tactics haven’t been working, so I’m moving on to more effective measures.” I playfully push Mark on the shoulder, which actually makes him wobble a bit, so I grab his elbow and hold on to his arm until he feels steady again. We’re walking to our typical playground now, the one we visit at least twice during the week. It’s a perfectly respectable playground with a lot for the kids to do. It might be lacking in shady spots to sit, but coming from the concrete jungle, I don’t have the highest expectations.

			“Been trying to tell you since you moved here. Gotta get out there, dear. This city’s got a lot to offer you and your kids.”

			“I’m a New Yorker, Mark. I’m used to walking to everything.”

			“Yeah, yeah, that excuse is going to dry up soon enough. You’re going to get sick of seeing the same ole things any day now…including me.”

			I scoff. “Stop it. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”

			Mark scoffs back but doesn’t say anything. I’m not sure he realizes how completely serious I am when I say that. His friendship gives me life. I hate to admit it, but sometimes, I’m even nicer to Aaron after I’ve spent time with Mark. I know it shouldn’t take spending time with a friend to be kind to my husband, but I’ve yet to figure out why I feel so much resistance toward him. Like when I try and get even an inch closer to Aaron, a strong, uncontrollable force pulls me away.

			We arrive at the playground, and I notice three other moms huddled together on a picnic blanket. They’re watching their preschoolers play, but mostly they’re chatting and laughing. It looks pleasant, like they’ve known each other for a long time and perhaps meet here regularly. I never did anything like that in New York. It never even crossed my mind that people did that during the week.

			Life looks so different now.

			One mom pulls out a small container of cut-up fruit when her daughter plops down beside her, which causes the other moms and children to gather for snacks as well. I’m pushing Rebekah on the swing but also watching as the kids and the moms smile and talk so effortlessly. Within a few minutes, the children have devoured the food and jump back up to play while the moms clean up the mess and get back to their conversation.

			I wonder what they’re talking about.

			“Why don’t you go up and talk to them?” Mark is suddenly behind me waiting for Ezra to scoot his bottom onto the swing so Mark can give him a push.

			I look at him like he acquired an additional head and set of eyes in the last five minutes. “What?” I ask. I can feel my forehead squeezing together at the center.

			“Those moms. Go say hello. Might be nice for you to meet some more friends in the neighborhood. Maybe they live around here.”

			“You’re nuts—” Ezra gives me a shocked look and Mark laughs silently. “I mean, that’s silly, Mark. I’m not walking up to a group of strangers and saying hello.”

			“Why not? They’ve got kids your kids’ ages, and they’re here in the middle of the week, just like you. You obviously have a lot in common.”

			“Are you and Aaron conspiring behind my back?”

			He gives Ezra a big push. “What’s that?”

			“You and Aaron. He must have talked to you. He said the same thing to me over the weekend. He pretty much set me up on a blind date with his co-worker’s wife. Invited them over for a game night, but I think he had ulterior motives.”

			“And so what if he did?”

			I give Mark a look like he’s switched sides and I don’t appreciate it.

			Mark keeps talking before I can respond. “He cares about you, Sandra. Is it so wrong of him to want you to meet some nice women in town? I can’t be your only friend forever, you know.”

			It definitely sounds like they’ve been talking behind my back.

			He continues. “Now, don’t get me wrong. I enjoy spending time with you and your kids, but it might be nice for you to talk to some women for a change. Especially women who have young children. That used to be the only respite my Thelma got. She’d meet other moms so the kids could play together and give her a break from all the requests.”

			I look at him and back to the group of moms. One of them is reapplying sunscreen to her child, and another is encouraging her child to take long sips of water. It’s getting warmer by the minute, and I’m wondering how I could have forgotten to bring my own sunscreen, hats, and water bottles. I’ve been doing this long enough, and yet somehow I’m constantly reminded that I’m not doing enough.

			“That sounds nice, Mark, but there’s no way I’m walking up to a group of strangers and asking them to be my friends.” I let out a forced laugh, and he nods.

			“Fair enough.” After a few moments of silence, he speaks up. “Don’t be so hard on him.”

			I turn and look at him. His comment catches me off guard.

			“Aaron. Don’t be so hard on him. I can tell he loves you and he’s trying his best. Even if he doesn’t help perfectly, he’s trying.”

			I take in a deep breath and release it. “Yeah. I know.”

			I watch the moms pack up their diaper bags and strap their very sweaty children into their strollers. Within a few minutes they’re walking down the sidewalk in different directions. I watch as they each disappear and wonder how they will spend the rest of their summer day. Mine will involve a lot of time inside our home, hiding from the scorching heat. But they probably have cars. They probably have the ability to venture out a little further to find indoor activities to keep their kids busy. They probably have it all figured out while I’m trailing behind them, trying to keep up, trying to figure out how to be a good mom in a new place.

			“Hey, you doing anything tonight around seven-thirty?” I ask, hoping to move on to a new conversation.

			“Just the usual,” he says.

			“Aaron told me you’d be open to watching the baby monitor for us one of these nights so we could go out to dinner.”

			“Yeah, I’d be happy to.”

			“How about tonight, then? I think I’ve made him wait long enough. I won’t even tell him until he gets home from work. He loves a good surprise.”

			“I think that’s a really good idea. Count me in.”

			He gives Ezra another big push before he turns to look at me and I notice a quick shift in his eyes, like a spark just caught. “Under one condition,” he says.

			“Oh no. What’s that?”

			“Driving lessons. You need a permit to start, so we’ll get that going tomorrow so we can get you behind a wheel. No more delaying.”

			I throw my head back and let out a big breath through my mouth.

			“Fine,” I say flatly. I feel butterflies swarming my belly. I don’t know why cars intimidate me so much. Whatever it is, it’s time for me to move on. I think we’ll all be better for it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Aaron finds us in the kitchen. The kids are eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches at the island while I finish washing dishes at the sink.

			Aaron walks over to me and greets me with a kiss on the cheek. “We’re not eating tonight?” he says with a smile.

			“Not here. We’re going out.”

			I love the way his eyebrows shoot up. I don’t get many opportunities to surprise Aaron, but when I do, he always makes the effort worthwhile.

			“Are you serious? Where are we going?”

			“You said you wanted to take me to that Colombian spot in Antioch, so I figured we’d go tonight. Mark is on board with sitting here after we get the kids down.” I shrug my shoulders and dry my hands on the dish towel hanging off the oven handle. Aaron gives a quick shake of his head. I’m playing it down, but he can read me like a book. This is totally not like me, and no amount of pretending this is not a big deal will convince him that it’s not.

			“I guess I’d better get changed then.” He turns with a small bounce in his step. As he disappears down the hallway and heads up the stairs, I lean forward on the island and reach across to Rebekah’s plate where I steal one of the blueberries she requested with her sandwich. I toss it in my mouth and watch as her eyes narrow and her smile stretches. “Hey!” she squeals. Ezra bursts into laughter, so I reach across again but this time I grab his sandwich and nibble off a tiny piece of the corner.

			“Mommy! That’s mine!” He can barely get the words out between his cackling, which makes us all laugh even harder. I’m about to reach across again when they both grab their plates and pull them close to their chests.

			“No worries, I’m all done. I won’t steal any more of your food.” I swing around to face the sink again and wait as they both slide their plates back onto the island, letting their guard down. That’s when I swing back around and yank another blueberry that I throw into my mouth. We’re all shrieking and laughing, and I’m wishing that I could bottle up this feeling swelling inside me.

			Joy. Ease. Lightness.
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			“Are you sure this is it?” Aaron says, looking from the busy road to the apartment complex next door.

			“I think the old bus painted the colors of the Colombian flag all but confirms this is it.”

			“Looks like an old gas station,” he says, pulling into one of the few parking spots.

			“Very creative. I like it.”

			Inside, we’re greeted and seated by a young woman who couldn’t look more like my baby sister. They have the same thick, shiny black hair, same deep brown eyes, and I even notice her long painted fingernails—my sister has never missed a nail appointment in her life. The hostess—who ends up also being our waitress—hands us each a menu and shares tonight’s special with us in Spanish. She walks away and returns with tall glasses of water before she tells us to take our time perusing the menu.

			“It’s so nice to hear someone speaking in Spanish again,” I say. Aaron just gives me a tight-lipped smile. I’m sure he feels guilty some days for bringing us here. Far from the only world I’d ever known.

			A subtle warmth spreads throughout my body as I scan the menu. From top to bottom, it’s full of all the meals I miss. Meals my mom made us regularly and ones I had quick, easy access to in the neighborhood. When we decided to move to Nashville, it never occurred to me how much I would miss the food my parents raised me on.

			I settle on the bandeja paisa for a good, well-rounded classic, and Aaron goes with a steak covered in onions and served with fries.

			We have easy conversation about the kids, things around the house that need fixing. We even talk about Mark and checking out his church soon.

			“He’s going to take me to get my permit tomorrow so he can teach me how to drive,” I say between bites of crispy chicharrón.

			“You’re going to learn how to drive?”

			“I guess so. He’s been encouraging me to learn pretty much since I met him.”

			Aaron lets out a small laugh. “That’s really cool, babe. I think that’s a great idea. But I can’t believe he would let you practice in his only car.”

			“He definitely has ulterior motives. He’s tired of being my driver.”

			“Well, you do keep car seats in his car.”

			We both laugh because it’s true. “He doesn’t mind! Told me a while ago to stop getting them out every time if I’m just going to put them back in the next day”—I shrug—“so I did.”

			“Well then, I guess it’s time we get you one of those supercool, trendy minivans I’ve seen around town.”

			“Not sure you can put supercool and minivan in the same sentence.” I cut into my steak, take a bite, and close my eyes for a second as the flavor of the tender meat melts in my mouth. “Mmm…”

			“Yeah, mine’s really good too. Back to the minivan discussion.”

			“C’mon, Aaron. I’m way too young to drive a minivan.”

			He laughs and shakes his head. “Think of all the trunk space we’d have! You’d be able to stow away the double stroller with ease and still have room for your family when they visit.”

			Aaron always thinks about my family. Sometimes I feel like he thinks about them more than I do. I tilt my head to the side and just look at him. He’s totally serious: He wants me to drive a minivan. “I can’t believe our lives have come to this. We go from being totally cool parents living in the city, toting our kids around on the subway like it’s no big deal, to a…minivan?”

			“Don’t say it like that. You’d look totally hot in a minivan.”

			I laugh so hard that I notice a few pieces of food fly out of my mouth. “Aaron, it is absolutely impossible to look hot inside a minivan. Everyone on the planet knows that. That’s not how you’re going to sell me on one, but the whole family thing, that one might get me there. It would be nice for all of us to be able to fit into one car when they’re here. I’m hoping once Marina’s baby comes, they’ll all be able to visit more.”

			He reaches across the table with his fork and cuts off a small piece of my fried sweet plantain. “How about this: Let’s go to the dealership this weekend and just look at them. We’ll take the kids and even go for a test drive.”

			One of my brows arches upward as the other sinks down low. “I don’t trust you,” I say with a smirk.

			“No commitments. We’ll just look,” he responds with his hands raised in surrender.

			I narrow my eyes at him now and bite the corner of my lip. “Fine,” I relent as I reach for his fizzy orange Colombiana soda. He sucks his teeth as he watches me take a long sip. “I told you to get your own—why didn’t you just get your own?”

			“Because I don’t want a whole one, just a few sips.”

			“You’ve already drunk more than half of mine. Next time, I’m ordering you one whether you want a whole one or not.” I purse my lips at him and flutter my eyelashes a few times. I can’t remember the last time we had such easy, back-and-forth conversation like we’re having tonight. This was how it used to be. Every day felt simple and just normal. I took it for granted. Took for granted how easy it was to talk to my husband and just be with him. All it took was one dinner in the right mood for me to realize how desperately I want to get back to this—need to get back to this.

			I miss us, and while I realize losing our daughter has left a permanent mark on our marriage, I have to believe that it is possible to get back to a place where we can do this. Where we can eat together, chitchat, even poke fun at one another. I have to believe that there is a road back to normal where I don’t just feel so wilted all the time.

			“Let me get my license first. I have no idea what to expect. Who knows, it might be months and months before I pass.”

			“Nah. I know you—you’ll figure it out.” Aaron winks at me, and it sends a tingling sensation down my spine.

			We finish our dinner, full and satisfied, and once he’s paid the check, I see him reach out his hand to receive mine. I grab it, and we walk to our car hand in hand. He opens the passenger door for me, but before I can slip inside, he cups my chin with his free hand and kisses me. My heart stops momentarily; my eyes close. They slowly reopen, and the two of us spend a few more long seconds just looking at each other as if suddenly discovering something new.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			“But are you sure I can’t use both feet? I just don’t think I’ll ever get comfortable only using one. It doesn’t feel natural!”

			“I’m certain it’s against the law.”

			We’re sitting in Mark’s antique car in an empty lot a few blocks from our homes, and my kids are in the back giggling at the idea of their mother behind the wheel—a sight they’ve never seen before.

			I can’t see Mark’s face because I’m intently focused on what’s ahead of me, but I have a feeling he’s scowling at me. Our time together has allowed me to grow very familiar with all of his facial expressions, and I love it.

			Judging from the rusting sign on the corner, this lot housed used cars at one time. I’m certain, in less than a year, this land will be cleaned up to house yet another slew of coffee shops or restaurants with those trendy garage doors. It seems like every day there’s something new and shiny popping up in this neighborhood. But now, rather than get excited about a new business opening, I can’t help but think of Mark and our conversation around his changing neighborhood.

			“Okay, just try it. Move your left foot to the rest spot over there, put the car in drive, and gently touch the gas pedal. Gently, okay. Just a tap.” Why does he sound like he’s out of breath?

			“Is there a reason you have a tight grip on that grab handle? We’re in a parking lot for goodness’s sake,” I say as I press my right foot to the pedal.

			“Whoa, brake, brake, brake!”

			He grabs at his chest. Okay, I guess I’ll admit that my tap was more of a bang. This car must have a gentle pedal. We were both jerked forward, but sheesh, it wasn’t that hard. Of course, the kids are hysterically laughing now.

			“Mommy drives superfast,” Rebekah belts out between giggles.

			I put the car in park and turn my upper body to look at Mark. “I think you’re being a bit dramatic. It wasn’t that much of a jerk, plus, for the fiftieth time, we’re in an empty lot! The only thing I could possibly hit is that dumpster over there.”

			He doesn’t look too happy when he turns to make eye contact with me. “You know, I taught four kids how to do this, and not one of them had my heart racing this fast.”

			“New Yorkers just don’t have these kinds of innate skills, Mark. I was born without the gene. This is your fault. I told you I was better off waiting until they build that train.”

			“You’ll be waiting your whole life!” He takes another deep breath before continuing. “C’mon now, let’s try again. Put the car in drive and gently tap. Very gently.” He presses his hands into the air as if trying to help me picture what he means.

			Maybe if I just use my big toe, it’ll be gentle enough not to jerk us forward again. I look back at my kids—their eyes are shining. Is it pride I’m seeing? Or are they watching to see if I can actually do this without scaring Mr. Mark?

			I sit back against my seat again and take a long breath. I’m going to figure this out even if it kills me. I have to be an example to my kids, and I want to show Aaron that what he said to me last night was true: I can figure this out. That I am still me—even after all that has transpired. Besides, fifteen-year-olds are doing this every day. It can’t be that hard to figure out.

			With the car in drive and my foot pointed ever so gently, I tap on the gas pedal and we slowly creep forward. After a few seconds of gliding across the lot in a slow and measured way, Mark speaks again.

			“There you go. That’s it. Now come up to this light pole and go around it. We’ll just drive down end to end until you’re comfortable with the pedals.”

			We drive in circles for another thirty minutes. Mark doesn’t allow us to end the driving lesson until I can prove to him that I don’t need my left foot to drive.

			With every subsequent session, he spends the first five minutes just watching my feet. I can’t imagine what he put his children through. He must have been a real stickler of a dad, which reminds me a lot of my dad. But I know deep down that Mark was also the sweetest dad. No doubt he would have driven this lot with any of his children every night, no matter how long it took for them to get comfortable. I’m still amazed that he would do it for me too.
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			After I finally master driving with one foot, Mark graduates me to our neighborhood roads where our driving lessons continue for two more weeks.

			I’m driving twenty miles an hour down a local road adjacent to our homes when I ask, “How many more lessons before I can take the practice test?”

			“You haven’t even been on the interstate yet.”

			I lean forward against the steering wheel and exhale sharply through my mouth.

			“There’s no rush, Sandra. You don’t want to go to the DMV to take this test until you’re absolutely ready. Trust me. Between all the waiting and the long lines, we’re going to have to be there for a few hours. And if you fail, we’ll have to do it all over again. And I gotta tell you right now, I’m not taking you there more than two times.”

			I turn and look at him. “Is that a threat?”

			“If a threat is what it takes for you to pass the first time, then yes.” He crosses his arms over his chest so I know he means business.

			“Fine. I won’t go until I’m absolutely confident I’ll pass.”
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			After three more lessons driving around the neighborhood, Mark finally thinks I’m ready to try the interstate. We wait until Aaron gets home from work one evening, and while Aaron offers to be the one to put his life on the line by taking me on the interstate for the first time, I politely ask Mark to be the one. Aaron’s like me—took a subway everywhere for most of his young adult life. If I’m going to experience the crazy rush of I-24 for the first time, I’d like for it to be with someone who’s been driving on it for more than fifty years.

			Before I leave the house that night to meet Mark, Ezra comes running down the hallway. I kneel down thinking he wants a hug goodbye, but instead he grabs my face with his two tiny, soft hands, looks me square in the eyes, and says, “Don’t be scared, Mommy. You’re a good driver.” I bring him in for hug, my right hand cupping the back of his head, and I just linger there for a few long seconds.

			It’s been so long since I felt like I was good at something—like I was doing something that proved I was intelligent and capable. I love being home with my kids, but I still worry that my heartache is ruining something between my kids and me. I worry that I’m too sad some days and that they notice. And then Ezra does this and it makes me feel like maybe I’ve got it all wrong. Like perhaps everything is going to be okay. Perhaps the tides are finally changing. We’ve definitely had more days lately where we’re all smiling and laughing together on a regular basis. Mark has a lot to do with that, but I also think it’s helped for them to watch me do something I’ve been afraid to do since we moved here. Finally, I feel like they’re proud of me rather than just burdened by me.

			Mark and I spend an hour practicing merging onto the interstate from the same street and exiting from the same exit a few miles down. The next time I’m merging onto I-24, he tells me to drive a few extra miles and exit further north. We’re coasting at sixty-five miles an hour when a pickup truck that looks about twice as big as Mark’s car slams on their horn behind me. I gasp, and my arms lock at the elbows. My shoulders hike up as I frantically look from the rearview mirror to each side-view mirror.

			“It’s okay. Keep it cool. You’ve done nothing wrong; he’s just trying to get around you. Try to relax and just keep going.”

			Mark’s gentle voice helps me remain calm. I feel my shoulders slowly lower and my grip loosen. While I’m feeling better by the time I take the next exit, I am relieved to be off the busy highway. We take local roads home, and when the car is finally parked in Mark’s driveway, I close my eyes just for a second before getting out of the car.

			He takes me to drive on the interstate three more times that week, and on the last lesson, when I turn off the engine in his driveway, I turn to him and say, “I think I’m ready to take the test.”

			“You think?”

			“I know.”

			A wide grin stretches across his face, and he nods.
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			The next day, we load up the kids in his car and drive downtown. Mark stays outside the DMV with the kids while I go inside to wait for my name to be called.

			Two hours later, I run outside with a sheet of paper in my hand. I hold it behind my back until I see Mark. He’s throwing a ball back and forth with Ezra on the lawn while Rebekah naps in the stroller.

			When he spots me, he and Ezra stop and just stare at me.

			“Well?” he finally asks.

			I yank the paper from behind me and wave it in the air. “I passed!”

			A chorus of clapping and cheering ensues, and it’s the best view I’ve seen in a while. My babies and my best friend cheering me on for something I thought I’d never have to do.
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			Aaron comes home from work with a cake, so I invite Mark to come over and join us. The cake has Congratulations written across it.

			“Today, we celebrate your official transition into the real world,” Aaron says as he cuts into the red velvet cake smothered in white cream cheese frosting.

			“And what did you plan to do had I not passed today?” I ask with a smirk.

			“There’s another cake in my car that’s currently melting.”

			“I’d love to know what that one says,” Mark interjects.

			“Oh, that’s not important…”

			I playfully punch Aaron’s arm. “C’mon, I can take it. Tell us!”

			“It says, Good luck, Mark!”

			Mark squeezes Aaron’s shoulder as we all burst into laughter.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			It’s only my second time walking into Mark’s church, but this time it looks vastly different. The altar at the front is lined with large baskets of fresh flowers. There’s the wooden cross that almost reaches the ceiling with soft lavender fabric draped from one side to the other. I tap Ezra’s jittery leg when I notice the choir walking onto the stage. Each singer wears a matching white choir gown with a gold yoke on their chest. They line up in two straight rows and open white binders uniformly.

			I look over to the right where Mark leans back against the pew. His eyes are closed and his chin tilted up as if he’s praying and speaking directly to God in heaven. He looks relaxed. He’s always relaxed, but this is different. He looks so light, he could float. To see him here, in his element, feels like a peek into a more intimate part of his life that he’d yet to share with me. I feel a soft smile slowly forming across my face.

			Ever since I came here on Bingo night, I’d been wanting to make it on a Sunday. There’s no legitimate reason why we haven’t come yet. Just us following the rhythm we established many years ago of taking it easy on those mornings. But earlier this week, when Mark insisted we join him and his family for Sunday night dinner, I knew we needed to join him for church too.

			A woman with long shiny curls that are pinned back in a low ponytail steps forward from the choir line and slowly brings a microphone to her lips. A keyboard plays a slow tune, and she opens her mouth to sing.

			
				Why should I feel discouraged?

				Why should the shadows come?

				Why should my heart be lonely

				And long for heav’n and home,

				When Jesus is my portion?

				My constant Friend is He.

			

			Goosebumps trail up my arms and legs. I feel as if her voice is making the walls of the church vibrate. I understand why Mark’s eyes were closed because I now instinctively close mine too. The words and the sound of her voice move through my spirit. It deeply relaxes me and brings a kind of sensation that makes me want to sigh…deeply. My limbs feel lightweight, my stomach flutters. My hands rest on the pew I’m sitting on, palms down, not looking for a place to hold on to but a place to rest. I sit this way until she finishes the hymn.

			My eyes slowly open, and I watch as the keyboardist goes from gentle motions across the keys to more striking ones. The tune amps up. Mark shifts in his seat as if bracing himself for something new. Within seconds, I know what that new is. The choir goes from a gentle sway to a bounce. Some clap their hands; others slap their palms against tambourines. Before I know it, the entire church congregation is on their feet bouncing, swaying, and clapping to the rhythm.

			Even Aaron is standing and clapping along. I shoot up when I realize I’m the only one still sitting. But how could I be the only one still coming down from the high of that first hymn?

			The strong voices from the choir and the congregation swell all around. It’s not long before I can’t even hear my thoughts anymore…and maybe that’s the point. Maybe these people sing as loud as will make them believe what they sing. Where nothing else can distract them or pull them away from this moment…from these words.

			Aaron leans over to whisper in my ear, “Do you think this is what heaven will look like?”

			Before I respond, I take a moment to look around the entire sanctuary. I smile from ear to ear when I see three elderly women dancing up and down the various aisles. One even waves a translucent scarf in the air. I see men in dark suits stomping and clapping with their eyes closed, not caring who’s watching them. Small children stand on the pews bouncing with raised arms. Mark leans on the pew in front of him for support, but his voice isn’t impacted one bit by his relative instability.

			There are people from every age and stage of life completely resolved to do nothing more than worship with their community.

			I look back at Aaron and nod. Witnessing this worship right now, I feel no doubt heaven will look something like this: a joyful celebration. The thought makes me think of Rose and what she’s doing right now and what it will be like to see her there one day. Will I recognize her? Get to hold her?

			After thirty minutes of rapturous gospel music, the congregation sits down to hear the pastor speak. When I see the young man step up to the pulpit, I remember meeting Georgia and Richard at Bingo night. Pastor Anthony is their son. He’s in a navy pin-striped suit, and I watch as he carefully opens what looks like a large, worn Bible. With the wrong handling, that Bible would easily become shreds. I wonder how long he’s had it. While I own a Bible, the same one my parents gave me for my fifteenth birthday, I can’t remember the last time I opened it—let alone read it.

			“And that’s what I want to talk about today.” The pastor’s voice brings me back to the sanctuary, my hands looking for a place to grip on the pew. “I want to talk about how fear can get a foothold in our lives when we listen to the voice of the enemy over the voice of the Spirit, which is the Spirit of wisdom. Paul says in 2 Timothy chapter 1, verses 6 and 7…”

			My ears perk up because I know this scripture. It’s the only one I remember from my childhood because my mother repeated it to my sister and me again and again. It’s funny how you think you’re ignoring someone for eighteen years but somehow your subconscious records the memory anyway. I lean in and listen to what he has to say about this passage.

			“Paul gives us an important reminder here: Fear will take you down.”

			Voices from around the room shout their agreement.

			“It will paralyze you.” Anthony puts so much emphasis on that word that his voice sends what feels like an electric shock from my toes to the top of my head.

			“Especially when we’re talking about the unique gifts God has given each and every one of us. Did you know that? Did you know that just like Paul reminds Timothy that he needs to fan into flame the gift God has given him, you too have received a gift you must fan into flame? That’s your job, church. But what happens oftentimes is that we become ineffective…We become inefficient…We become po-wer-less…”

			I hear “Preach!” and “Yes!” and even “That’s right!” coming from all over the room. It’s clear that this man is fanning into flame his gift of preaching.

			“That’s why I want you to be alert, church. Because the spirit of fear is sneaky. It will show up as anxiety or false humility or even pride. It can show up with all sorts of different masks on, but the point is that it is fear disguised and it will keep you trapped. When we are surrendered to the Holy Spirit, He fills us with power, with love for others, and with a sound mind that will make us effective for kingdom work.”

			From the corner of my eye, I watch Mark wipe his nose with his handkerchief. I reach my hand out to his and give it a squeeze. He’s such a joyful person, but sometimes I wonder what he’s like when he’s alone. He spends so much time alone that I wonder if he ever feels this way: ineffective, inefficient, powerless. I imagine the loneliness that comes with losing his soulmate must hit him hard every once in a while. The thought makes my chest feel heavy and my stomach hollow out. Despite being surrounded by a husband and two children every day, the loneliness of living in my sorrow hits me hard now and then. I feel my eyes beginning to water, so I look up and blink rapidly trying to make them stop, but it’s futile.

			I let a few tears fall and then do my best to turn my attention back to Pastor Anthony as he wraps up his message with a few more practical ways to spot the spirit of fear taking over your ability to think, to function, to progress. I check all those boxes lately, but I’ve yet to figure out what to do with that fear.
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			I sneak out of the sanctuary during the last song and find a bathroom where I clean up the mascara that ran down my cheeks and splash a little cold water on my face. The walls are thin, so I can hear the chorus of voices singing together one last time. When the song begins to fade out, I grab another paper towel, dry my cheeks one last time, and hurry out to the corridor between the sanctuary and the big front doors. I spot Mark shaking the pastor’s hand, so I walk over hoping to catch him. Before I can say anything, I hear the pastor telling Mark about a vacation he’s going on in a few weeks and asking whether Mark is interested in preaching the Sunday he’s out.

			I take a step back, not wanting to get in the way of the conversation yet wanting to stand close enough that I can hear the snippets of the rest.

			“Preach on a Sunday? No, my time for that has come and gone. I don’t belong up there anymore.” I try to hide the shocked look on my face that Mark would turn down this opportunity. He’s shared with me how much he loved his job here. Jumping in to preach while the pastor is on vacation feels like the perfect opportunity for him to do something he loves—and I’m sure misses—without committing to doing it regularly.

			There’s an arm across my shoulders. Aaron pulls me in and kisses my forehead. He scoops Rebekah up into his arms and says, “Ready?”

			“Just one sec. I want to say goodbye to Mark.”

			I reach Mark before he’s pulled into a conversation with someone else. “That was such a beautiful service,” I tell him.

			“Oh yeah, we’ve been so blessed to have Anthony step up to the pulpit.”

			“Did I overhear him asking you to fill in for him?” Maybe I’m a little too eager to talk about this, but I feel like my wide smile comes off a little like a child who just spotted the carnival setting up shop.

			Mark brushes me off. “Aw, yeah, but that’s not for me anymore. Better to let someone else—someone younger, someone who needs some practice—do it.” Mark heads for the doors and slowly takes the steps down onto the sidewalk as I follow close behind.

			“But are you sure about that? I know you loved your job here. Don’t you want to get back up there? I could help you. That was my job, you know? I worked with writers to build their pitch decks.”

			Mark turns around when he reaches the sidewalk with a puzzled look on his face. “What? No, really, I don’t want to do that. That was so long ago that I did that. I can’t just get back up there all willy-nilly. These people deserve better than that. They deserve someone who can really bring a word. That was ages ago for me.”

			I’m starting to feel a little frustrated that he won’t budge. I cross my arms over my chest and lean my weight onto one hip. “That’s hogwash.”

			“Hogwash?”

			“I don’t know, I heard someone at Publix say it.” Mark laughs and so do I. “C’mon, Mark, let me help you. I want to do something for you. You’ve done so much for me, after all. You’re the reason I could drive us to church this morning.”

			“You drove here this morning?”

			I pause for a second, looking out to the road behind him. “Well, no, but I could if I needed to. Mark, it would mean the world to me to help you and to watch you up there doing your thing. Just think about it, will you?”

			Mark gives me a smirk as he turns to walk toward the parking lot. “I’ll think about it!” he yells with his back toward me. Before he gets too far, he turns and says, “Y’all still coming for dinner tonight, right?”

			“Yes, sir!” I yell back and then I run back up the stairs to find my family chatting with a few parishioners. I join them, feeling Ezra instantly wrap his arms around my legs, and my heart swells. At the experience we just had, at the possibility of seeing Mark preach a sermon, at the beautiful people who surround us right now in such a warm, Southern-hospitality kind of way.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			I worried all weekend about how my pies would turn out. It actually kept me up at night, so I remind myself of three things this morning. One, it’s just pie. Two, it’s just Mark and his kids. Three, it’s a recipe made up of mostly sugar, so what could go wrong? Nonetheless, I still worry that the pies won’t taste good and that my one contribution to our first dinner with Mark’s family will be a flop.

			“That looks incredible,” Aaron says as he peers over my shoulder at the pies.

			“I even made the pie crust from scratch. Who am I?” I turn around and face him, and he doesn’t back up one bit.

			“You never cease to amaze me,” he whispers as he takes my face gently into his hands. I stare into his eyes, and while being this close sometimes still feels a bit awkward and new, I lean into it anyway.

			When I back up, I ask if we should taste a piece of one of them, make sure it’s edible. “What if it didn’t solidify all the way? Joanna Gaines said to pull the pie out of the oven while it was still jiggly in the middle and that it would solidify as it cools. But how can I be sure?”

			“Jiggly or not, I’m sure it will be delicious. Your cooking lately is out of this world. This kitchen has been good for you.” He’s right, it has been good for me. I never imagined learning how to cook would be so much fun—even therapeutic. Kneading bread, simmering soup, rolling out pie crust—it feels as if working with my hands has helped heal a small part of my heart.

			I gather the still-warm pies into my hands, being careful not to let them slip out of my oven mitts. “Can you get shoes on the kids and meet me at the door?” Aaron herds the kids to our coat closet where he helps them into their Velcro shoes before we’re on our way next door.

			The moment I open the screen door at Mark’s, I’m greeted by an array of wide, bright smiles. Mark’s four adult children and seven grandchildren are all here, and it’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him. He’s quickly by my side pulling me in and introducing me to each one.

			There’s Mallory, who’s the youngest. She has wild curls that she tames with a large butterfly clip at her crown. Mallory, her husband Peter, and their two kids live in Chattanooga where she is the director of private banking for a small local bank. She looks the part, too, in her smart navy blazer. Next is Jonathan who seems to be the life of the party. He was cracking up when I walked in and grabbing his brother’s shoulder. Jonathan has a teenaged son with his wife—they apparently decided not to follow in his parents’ footsteps and opted for a small family instead. He’s a pharmaceutical sales rep, and I can’t think of a more perfect job for him.

			Robert is the second oldest and the one with the most kids. He claims the other four of the seven grandkids, telling me his wife is one of seven but they compromised at four. Robert and his wife are both professors at Fisk—a local HBCU.

			Finally, there’s Margaret, Mark’s eldest child. She owns a fitness studio in The Gulch, and it’s quite evident by the size of her biceps pushing out of her T-shirt. She confidently shakes my hand before introducing me to her husband, who is slowly transitioning out of his job in healthcare so that he can help her at the studio—a dream come true for them.

			“Hey, Pops, what happened in the hall bath?” I don’t think Jonathan means to catch everyone’s attention, but everyone stops to hear the answer.

			“What’s that?” Mark asks, obviously embarrassed that everyone is looking at him now.

			“The floor in the bathroom. There’s a big water stain in the corner. What happened?”

			I tilt my head to the side and wait for an answer, wondering why Mark’s face suddenly looks like he’s a bit humiliated, like he has a secret that was just unveiled inside a crowded arena.

			Mark shakes his right hand in the air and busies himself in the kitchen. “Oh, that’s nothing. Just a little water damage from the tub. All right, now that introductions are out of the way, let’s gather hands and pray so we can eat. The chicken’s getting cold!”

			I’m pretty sure everyone notices Mark brush off that question, but we all do what he says anyway. Very quickly, we form a circle and reach for each other’s hands. Mallory is on my right and Aaron to my left. The last time I held hands with family around a table to pray was last Thanksgiving—I remember it being the only time we did that, actually. When Mark starts praying, I peek to look around the circle slowly. It’s a beautiful sight. A sweet family joined together with their loving father. I haven’t missed my own family this much in a while. There’s a preteen who catches me peeking, so I quickly jerk my head back down, just in time for a chorus of “Amen.”

			Mark has added two extra chairs to the dining table, and I finally understand why a man who lives alone keeps such a large table and extra folding chairs in the attic. The smaller children are sitting around the coffee table on their bottoms, while the older kids grab a seat on the couch.

			The center of the table is covered in white porcelain casserole dishes. There’s a dish piled high with carved chicken that Mark must have smoked in his yard. I hadn’t seen him doing it, but I definitely smelled it. There’s a creamy potato salad and a green salad, roasted green beans with a crunchy onion topping, a tray of deviled eggs, and baked beans.

			“Who made all of this?” Aaron asks.

			“Everyone contributes a li’l something. Sometimes we just order catering to make it easy, but sometimes it’s nice to pull out Mom’s recipe cards,” Mallory answers.

			My eyes meet hers. “Oh, these are your mom’s recipes?”

			Mallory nods, and suddenly I feel like this meal deserves more reverence than I was initially giving. I take a bite of the chicken and my heart almost stops. Mallory can tell because she laughs and says, “Good, isn’t it? It’s her famous smoked chicken. Makes a big difference to brine the meat overnight.”

			“Mmm, yes, it does,” I say and everyone laughs. It’s hard to hide my enthusiasm for this chicken. The rest of the food elicits the same response. Even the green salad provided a nice surprise with pomegranate seeds.

			“You all must have eaten really well with Ms. Thelma as your mother,” Aaron says.

			Mark responds first. “She always cooked a warm meal for the family. Every single night whether she had a shift that day or not—didn’t matter. She was in the kitchen making sure everyone had something fresh and homemade to eat.”

			“It’s what I remember most vividly about my childhood,” says Jonathan.

			His comment makes me look over at my kids. They’re picking the onions out of the potato salad, but I can see that their chicken disappeared first off their plates. There have been days when I’ve felt like my work at home with my kids was meaningless. Yes, I was spending quality time with them, but I was also spending hour after hour washing dishes only to turn the stove back on and start cooking the next meal or a special dessert. Maybe they see it differently. Maybe they don’t see a mom with messy hair and a stained apron every day—maybe they see someone they love preparing something that will bring the whole family joy and fulfillment.

			“You know, I can’t believe I’ve never asked how you and Ms. Thelma met, Mark,” I say. While I know they’d met in college, it’s hard to believe after all our walks, porch hangs, and backyard gardening that I’ve never asked him for the full story.

			“Oh no, not this story.” Margaret laughs. “Dad thinks he’s mister charming, but he was more like mister stalker.” Everyone around the table except Mark laughs and nods in agreement.

			“No, no…not stalking. Just placing myself in very convenient locations at very opportune times. Whoever said there was anything wrong with that?”

			“I completely agree,” says Aaron, also laughing. “There’s nothing wrong with that. But I have to hear more.” I catch him licking one of his fingers and elbow him to stop.

			Mark goes on to share all the details of his “following” Thelma around campus after seeing her for the first time in the freshman dining hall. He learned the times she ate her meals and made sure to take note of what time of day she was most likely to be alone so that he could have a better chance of catching her attention—or even joining her for a meal. It finally happened after about two weeks. Thelma was sitting alone with half a sandwich, a bowl of tomato soup, and a book in her hand. He approached her with a tray, his hands shaking from nerves. He asked what she was reading—being a theologian in training meant his head was often in a book as well.

			Thelma showed him the cover: Mere Christianity. From that moment on, Mark said he knew he’d just met his wife. A few eye rolls circle the table, but not from me. I just stare blankly at Mark and smile, feeling as if I am watching it all play out in a movie.

			“So, I’m guessing she invited you to sit with her that afternoon?” Aaron asks.

			“Oh yeah. Once I told her I was studying theology, her eyes got all bright. Her daddy was a preacher too. Ever since that day, we pretty much had every meal together, and we were married two weeks before graduation.”

			“Love just don’t happen like that anymore with everything online. It’s a shame,” says Margaret as she twirls a few green beans on her plate.

			Mark stands from the table and carries his plate toward the kitchen. He picks up my pies that have been cooling on the kitchen counter and brings them to the table. “We had a great marriage, but it wasn’t perfect. We had our ups and downs just like everybody else.”

			“What are you talking about, Pops? I can count on one hand how many times I heard you and Mom argue,” says Jonathan as he reaches for the pie without invitation. Mark swats his hand away.

			“Just ’cause you didn’t hear it doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. In fact, there were years I wasn’t sure we’d make it.”

			Forks slow as heads around the table turn to face him, but Mark avoids eye contact, choosing to cut into one of the pies instead.

			“You don’t have a long marriage simply by not arguing or by having some sappy story of how you met. That stuff isn’t what keeps you from drifting away when hard times come. When bitterness starts to fester or resentment takes root in your heart…can’t nothing keep you from tearing down your spouse piece by piece other than submitting yourself to the boundless grace of Christ. Because, trust me, it’s hard to stay angry or bitter toward your spouse when you remember just how much you’ve wronged the Lord.”

			Mark passes small plates of pie around the table, but he doesn’t lift his eyes until both pies have been cut and served.

			“When we get all comfortable in our marriages thinking we’re hot stuff, like we’ve got it all together and we know best, that’s when the devil starts to creep in little by little making you believe you deserve it all. Assuring you that you’re always right and the other person is the one with flaws, the one who needs to seek repentance and change. Now, that’s dangerous and we’ve really got to guard our marriages against that—well, y’all have to. Y’all still have each other, so make sure you’re on guard. Your mom and I, we held on tight. Not just to each other but to the Word of God. If it weren’t for that, I’m not sure we would have made it as long as we did.”

			I look down at my serving of pie, but suddenly, I’ve lost my appetite.

			“You’re right, Daddy. We have to guard against getting too comfortable,” Mallory says while the rest of the table continues to stare in silence, me included. I know Mark doesn’t mean to speak to me directly, but I feel like he is.

			Rather than sit in this uncomfortable feeling a moment longer, I get up and walk to the bathroom at the back of the house. While inside, I take a few breaths, and when I’m washing my hands at the sink, my eyes wander to the massive water stain on the ground between the toilet and the tub. Suddenly, my thoughts shift from my marriage to the fact that Mark lives alone. I wonder how old the water damage is and whether I should be concerned that he tried to brush away Jonathan’s concern.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			After dessert the crowd moves outside because Mark’s daughters and daughters-in-law want to check on the garden and snip a few stems to take home. This must be a common occurrence because Mark has the most beautiful, elaborate string of lights that stretch from his back door across the many rows of zinnias and other flowers that love to be cut. My heart aches a little—if only Thelma could see this place now. See how it blesses the generation she raised.

			At the cast-iron table we often sit at throughout the week, I’m sipping decaf coffee with the rest of Mark’s kids when Jonathan asks about Pastor Anthony and how he’s doing—they grew up together and spent many years on the same basketball team. Mark shares a few kind words and then surprises me when he brings up that Anthony asked him to fill in for him in a couple weeks. “I turned him down—just don’t have it in me anymore—but I gotta admit, felt good to be asked.”

			Margaret walks up behind him and puts her hands on his shoulders. “Dad, you haven’t preached in ages. You should do it! I miss seeing you up there. Would give us a good reason to get together for service like we used to before we all ended up at different churches.”

			“No, no, there are lots of other reasons we could get together for church. I already told him it’s just not in me anymore. I don’t think I’d feel comfortable up there like I used to.” I notice Mallory in the background standing still and looking at her dad. I wonder what she’s thinking—there is a look of concern on her face. I decide not to jump in since his kids do a good enough job encouraging him to step out of his comfort zone. I enjoy watching the way they scoff and shake their heads anytime Mark mentions not having it in him anymore—as if their father were the Michael Jordan of preachers.

			“I’m going to let you all keep trying to convince him while we get our little ones to bed,” I say as I push back from the table. “Because I agree, I’d love to see him up there too.” I walk up to each adult and give them a hug goodbye like I would do in my own family. “Thank you so much for inviting us tonight. It was really so lovely to meet all of you. Mark can’t stop talking about you, and now I understand why.” All of their bright, smiley faces look at me and express their gratitude for my keeping their dad company. Meeting his kids tonight has only made me more grateful for having moved in next door to him.

			I walk inside, drop my mug inside the dishwasher, and gather my pie dishes that have been scraped clean when Mallory walks up behind me and asks if she can walk us out. She has her father’s eyes—kind eyes. There’s a bit of small talk as we descend Mark’s steps and walk out his front gate, and then she finally admits there’s more to why she wanted one more minute with us.

			“I’m really grateful to have met you. It’s so comforting to know Daddy has such a sweet family living next door to him. Would you mind if we exchanged phone numbers?”

			“Of course not,” I quickly interject.

			“Thanks. Sometimes I worry about him being here alone all the time. I promise I won’t bug you; it just would be nice to know there’s someone nearby I can call in an emergency. He doesn’t always keep his phone on him no matter how many times we ask him to. We even tried to get him to wear an Apple Watch, but he refused.” She laughs, but I can see the deep concern in her eyes growing.

			“I completely understand, Mallory. Please, call me anytime. We’ve been spending a lot of time together lately, so you don’t have to worry about him being alone all the time. Unfortunately, ever since we moved in, my kids don’t really give him too much quiet time on his own.” I laugh now to try and soften the mood, but I’m not sure it works.

			“Can I ask you something?”

			“Of course.” Aaron has shuffled the kids to our front porch and stands beside me now, probably interested in hearing about Mallory’s concern.

			“Have you noticed anything off about him? Any events that would lead you to believe his memory might be struggling?”

			An enormous pit forms in my stomach, so big it threatens to cut off air to my lungs. My mouth opens slightly, but I just stare at her as the last couple of weeks flash before my eyes. Moments I’d paid little mind to now come rushing back to the surface.

			Forgetting Martha’s name at the meat and three. Getting lost on the short drive home from his church. The water damage in his bathroom and the times he’s left the hose on outside. Not wanting to fill in for Pastor Anthony.

			Could it be?

			Aaron jumps in for me when he catches my blank stare. “Mark is getting older—could it just be age-related?”

			Mallory shrugs, raises her bottom lip as if she’s trying with all her might to believe the best in this. “I don’t know. I guess it could be, but something tells me there may be more going on.”

			I try to swallow but have trouble—my throat is bone-dry. “I mean, I guess so. I can think of a few things here and there that I didn’t notice at the time, but I guess it could mean something. When he took me to Dane’s, he couldn’t remember Martha’s name…” Mallory looks from Aaron to me.

			“Martha? She’s worked there for thirty years. No way Daddy would have forgotten her name.”

			“And I remember him getting a little lost on our way home from Bingo night, and he’s left the hose on outside once or twice—I didn’t even bring it up to him. Just turned it off thinking it just slipped his mind. I don’t know, I do silly things like that all the time. The other day, I found my wallet inside the fridge.” I shrug and feel the corners of my mouth twitch. That really did happen to me, the product of sleep deprivation, I guess. Mallory attempts to find the humor in my comment, but I can tell it ultimately falls flat. She’s really concerned about her dad.

			“Mallory, now that you’ve shared this with me, I will pay closer attention. My parents are nearing his age, and they have lots of forgetful moments.” I reach across and lay a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s not think the worst just yet, okay?”

			Mallory swallows slowly. “Okay. You’re right. Well, thanks. It was really nice to meet your family. I meant what I said—I’m truly so thankful you’re here. Sometimes I just want to pack us up and come back to Nashville and be closer to him or even move him in with us, but Peter’s got this big job he loves and the kids love their school—you know how it is.”

			I nod and smile. “I’ll be in touch if anything comes up that you need to be aware of. Thank you for tonight; we had a lovely time.”
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			I meet Aaron downstairs in the kitchen after I’ve put the kids down to bed. He’s at the sink cleaning up the disaster I left from my pie making earlier.

			“Kids are knocked out. Mark’s grandkids really wore them out,” I say as I walk over into the living room and plop myself down on the couch.

			Aaron places the rolling pin he’d been washing in the dish rack, turns off the water, and comes to join me in the living room.

			“Did you tell Mallory the whole truth?”

			I look up from my phone, and my heart goes from zero to sixty in one beat.

			“What?”

			“About Mark. Were you being totally honest with Mallory about his memory? Because I feel like you kind of played it down.”

			I plant my feet firmly on the ground but remain seated. I can’t believe what he’s accusing me of right now. “You think I would put Mark in danger like that?”

			“No, I don’t think you would put him in danger, but I do think you might try and ignore a real issue simply because you’re too afraid to address it.” My breath gets short and my cheeks get hot. I can feel a rush of fiery hot blood coursing through every vein in my body. But before I can respond, Aaron continues.

			“I haven’t spent nearly as much time with Mark as you have and that’s why I didn’t speak up, but even in our few encounters, I’ve noticed little things here and there that could indicate his memory is struggling. More than just the few things you mentioned.” He throws the dish towel over his shoulder. “He couldn’t remember the name of the football team the other day when he was over here!”

			“Okay, first of all, I didn’t remember that. I’ve had three babies in four years; my mind isn’t as sharp as it used to be either. Second, he’s in his late seventies, Aaron! You expect him to just remember every little thing like that?” I snap my fingers in the air, and it takes everything in me to soften my voice before I all-out explode. “I can’t believe you’re accusing me of lying right now.”

			Aaron takes a deep breath. I can tell he’s trying to calm himself down too. These days, it feels like we find something to argue about every other day, and I think we’re both growing exhausted from it. He even takes a seat on the love seat across from me.

			“Sandra, I know you care about Mark. I know he’s your only friend right now, but you have to be completely honest with his family about his health if there’s more they need to know about. You spend more time with him than any of them right now, and they could really help him if they’re sure something is wrong. This is really serious.”

			I stand, and my voice gets louder as my legs get tingly from the adrenaline pulsing through my body. I try to calm myself down, but Aaron’s making me feel like I lied to Mark’s daughter really sets me off. “I know that, Aaron! Don’t you think I know how serious this could be if it’s true? He’ll have to leave! I’ll lose him!”

			“Like you lost Rose? That’s what you’re worried about, isn’t it?”

			“This has nothing to do with her.” I drop back onto the couch and let my face fall into my palms that are cupped together. Aaron gives me a few moments to try and catch my breath before he continues.

			“This has everything to do with her. You have yet to address this loss that we both have endured, and I just don’t want you to avoid this one too.”

			I look up at him, my vision blurry from pooling tears.

			“I have tried again and again to talk to you about Rose, but every time I do, you push me away. You change the subject, you lie about how you’re doing, and you turn down any offer of help that anyone brings. You’re living this alone, and you know what? That forces me to live through it alone too.”

			Aaron’s eyes are watery now. It’s rare that he cries. He cried at the hospital a few times and at Rose’s funeral. And he’s cried one or two times simply because I was crying uncontrollably. Before we lost Rose, I could count on one hand the number of times I saw Aaron cry. He dries his eyes with the dish towel before speaking again.

			“We both lost a daughter, Sandra. And I know it’s different for you as her mother, but sometimes it feels like there’s no space for me to grieve. And you push me away as if I’ve done something wrong. You can’t keep ignoring this between us, and you can’t ignore these signs from Mark either.”

			Looking into Aaron’s glassy eyes right now makes something glaringly obvious—something that I hadn’t realized until this very moment: Grief is my enemy, not my friend. It wants my marriage, my family, my existence. If I continue to allow it, grief will spin uncontrollably through my life like a vicious tornado wrecking everything in its path. I have to do something to stop it—and fast. The only problem is, I haven’t figured out how to stop it.

			I’ve been pulling away from Aaron ever since we lost our daughter, but I just figured that it was the grief separating us and that, in time, the grief would disperse and we would be able to close that gap together. More than six months have passed since we lost her, and yet the gap only feels wider. Who am I kidding? Time will not heal this gaping wound. That would be like expecting a gauze pad to stop the bleeding of a gunshot wound to the chest. It was asking too much of time. But if time wouldn’t heal me, wouldn’t close the gap, what would?

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			There’s no time or space to wallow or get in my feelings the next morning, so I put my hands to work making us banana protein muffins. We end up with twice as much as we can eat in a week, so Ezra asks if we can take some to Mr. Mark next door.

			I allow him to grab a Ziploc bag and slide a few inside. I’m still not sure what Mark eats on a regular basis when he’s not eating at our house. I know he’s not smoking whole chickens every night just to feed himself. He’s been eating dinner with us at least once a week for a while now, but I do worry about all the other days he must eat alone. Hopefully a little something homemade will serve as a thank-you for inviting us to dinner with his family last night.

			Ezra gets to his door before I can—the kid walks at sixty miles per hour. He bangs his fist and yells, “Mr. Mark! We have muffins for you! Open up!” The great thing about having young children when you’re working through something difficult: They make you laugh, even when you don’t want to.

			“Why hello there, young sir,” says Mark when he swings the door open.

			“We made you muffins!” Ezra yells again.

			“Ezra, we’re all right here—there’s no need to yell.” I look up at Mark and hold the airtight bag in front of him. “And I made you muffins.”

			“But I added the chocolate chips on top.” Ezra’s right. At the last minute, he convinced me nothing would taste better than if these muffins were topped with chocolate chips.

			“These look incredible, please come in.” Mark steps aside and welcomes us in. It’s not very common for us to come inside Mark’s home, since he’s usually sitting out front or in the backyard from dawn until about dinner time. He takes a long break in the middle of the day—like we all do—and retreats inside to stay cool, but otherwise, we almost always find him outside.

			“I hope we’re not interrupting anything,” I say as my eyes meet a big stack of open envelopes with letters torn out on his dining table. Underneath the pile, there’s a large, weathered Bible barely peeking out that reminds me of the floppy one Pastor Anthony had at church and the one my mom has had since I was a child.

			“Oh no, not at all. Was just opening some mail.”

			“Looks like you have a ton of it,” I say, standing by the door awkwardly, waiting for his direction. The kids, on the other hand, have found knickknacks on the coffee table to explore.

			In the kitchen, he slides the muffins onto a plate and brings them over to the table. He moves the letters to the edge of the table, sits, and then motions for me to take the seat beside him, so I do. “Unfortunately, it’s nothing important. Just a bunch of rich people trying to convince me to sell them my house. Developers, realtors, even some families asking if I’d consider selling.”

			“What?” My hand instinctively reaches out and grabs one of the letters. I know I probably shouldn’t because it’s none of my business, but the mama bear starts rising out of me. I can’t let anyone take advantage of Mark. I glance down at the letter, and he doesn’t stop me. The one I’m holding offers Mark more than half a million dollars for the land beneath his twelve-hundred-square-foot cottage. My eyes grow wide. Depending on his retirement account, I wonder if Mark should, in fact, take one of these offers.

			“Do you get these all the time?” I ask. Mark eats half a muffin in one bite and nods. When he’s done chewing, he says, “Feels like I get a stack every day.”

			“But why?” I hope this doesn’t come off as offensive; I’m genuinely curious. Why this house? Why this piece of land?

			“East Nashville’s blown up. We’re close to downtown, the new football stadium is coming, and new companies are building headquarters here every day…Not to mention, we can walk to many of those places from here. You’re probably not getting any of these letters because your home is new and big, but lots of other folks on this street do, not just me. If they can get my land, my home, they’ll flip it for more than twice as much as they pay me. It’s a great investment for them.”

			I get it. We do live on a great street when you think about how quickly you can get to any part of town. And we did buy a piece of land here and build—just like these other people want to. I just wish I’d been a part of seeing what was here before we bought it.

			“Have you ever considered one of these?” I pick up a letter and hold it midair.

			Mark just shakes his head as he takes another bite.

			“It’s an incredible amount of money,” I continue, not trying to convince him but also wondering how he could pass it up. While I don’t know what his and Thelma’s financial life looked like before she passed, I do know that my parents will definitely need help in their retirement. Something like this would be life-changing for them.

			“That stuff doesn’t impress me. Lord willing, I have what I need to make it to the end just fine. I won’t be going on any cruises, but my heat will be paid and my fridge will have enough.”

			I put the letter I’m holding back onto the table, and my shoulders relax a little. “Well, I’m glad because I’d prefer if you didn’t go anywhere.” There’s a twinge in my heart when I say that as I recall my conversation with Mallory the night before.

			Ezra and Rebekah move on to a tall shelf of books near Mark’s TV stand. I walk over to move the kids—tell them not to touch any of his books—but Mark insists it’s okay. Walking back to the dining table, I can tell there’s something on his mind, so I prod.

			“You’ve really seen this neighborhood change, haven’t you?” I take a seat at the table and try to make eye contact, but he’s staring at the ground.

			Without looking at me, he responds, “The barbershop at the end of the road is closing. Just saw the For Sale sign this morning.”

			I consider what he’s talking about. “You mean that old house before the main road?” He nods. I never gave that old, weathered Victorian-style home a second look because it appears, well, old and a bit abandoned.

			“Was that your barbershop?” I ask. He nods again, occupying his hands with another muffin. “It was where I took the boys. It was where they got their first haircut and the one right before their high school graduation.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mark. You must have such fond memories there.”

			He looks at me now with an emptiness in his eyes I haven’t seen before.

			“It seems silly—a barbershop. How could that mean so much? But it’s just one more relic in this neighborhood that’s getting shut down. These days, feels like every month, another place I love is gone and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

			I look down at the pile of letters again. “And that’s why you’d never give up this home, isn’t it?”

			This time his eyes narrow at me. “Never. It’s the only relic I can control. If I sell this home to somebody and they put up two of those tall-and-skinny homes on it, this neighborhood will be unrecognizable in a matter of years. I love this home, but I love this neighborhood, too, and maybe this is childish of me, but I’m clinging to a piece of the old East Nashville. I know I can’t stop it from changing, but I can keep a small part of what it’s been alive.”

			I smile and reach my hand out to lay atop his. I want him to know that I understand—that I think his home is beautiful too.

			“If I have to, I’ll tie myself to your cherry blossom tree out front if anyone rolls by with a bulldozer. And you’d better believe Ezra would do the same.” His little head perks up when he hears his name.

			“Do you have any games?” Ezra asks. I almost respond, but Mark beats me to it. Once again, I’m amazed at how young children can keep you from feeling too deeply for too long.

			“Actually, I’ve got some great board games and puzzles in the attic. Want to see?”

			Ezra pops up off the ground and nods with fervor.

			I whisper to Mark, “You don’t have to do that. We were going to walk to Publix after we stopped by.”

			“Why don’t you leave the little guy here while you go? I’m sure he’d be better behaved here than walking through some produce aisle.”

			I smile because he’s right. It’s never easy to take the kids anywhere, and since it’s just down the street, I decide it’s okay. While I’d never say this out loud, especially if my parents were around, I hate that my children no longer live near their grandparents. I know Mark will never take their place, but there’s so much my children can learn from people of their generation. Things I can’t teach them. So I’m happy for them to spend quality time together—and I’m happy to shop for groceries with just one child instead of two.

			Ezra follows Mark toward the back of his home while I scoop up Rebekah and take her outside. I’m situating her into the stroller when I hear the sound of running water. I walk around to the side of Mark’s yard and notice the hose is on by the bushes near the steps to his crawl space. This is the third time now that I’ve found his hose on. The bushes are drowning, but who knows how long this hose has been running. I walk over to the spigot and turn it off before I feel that pit in my stomach forming again. It used to appear only when I thought about Rose, but now it’s Mark who’s really worrying me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			My walk to Publix is slow as I work through my conflicting thoughts. Mark’s children are obviously worried about him—noticing things I’ve been ignoring—and now there’s no denying what Mallory asked me about.

			I pull out my phone and call my mom, hoping she can help me clear up some questions. She’s already heard so much about Mark on our daily phone calls, maybe she can shed some light on everything running through my mind.

			I tell her about the family dinner with Mark’s kids and the questions Mallory had for me. I tell her about the few instances I can recall since I’ve met Mark where he couldn’t quite remember a person’s name or recognize a street. When I tell her about the hose I’d just turned off and the bushes that were utterly drowned, I hear her release a long and slow breath.

			“So, it’s true, then?” I ask. “This is really happening? My only friend here is losing his memory?” My voice begins to break. How could this be happening?

			“Well, there’s no way to know for sure until he sees a doctor. He’s older, so it could very well have to do with his age. And even if it’s true, maybe it’s a mild case and everything will be fine. He’s been on his own for a long time. You never know, maybe everything will remain the same.”

			“I doubt that. We’ve been getting along so well. He’s got this beautiful, vibrant family and grandchildren who adore him. His home and property feel like the last piece of the old East Nashville, and he takes such good care of it…Of course this would happen. Of course this would happen to him.”

			“Sandra, we don’t know anything for sure yet. Slow down.”

			My steps pick up speed, and the urge to yell fills every ounce of space from my chest to my stomach. Once I walk through the automatic doors of the brightly lit grocery store and I return the smile of the middle-aged man restocking herbs in the produce section, I feel my body begin to relax and transition from anger to dread.

			I stop in front of the apples, pick one up at a time, and gently examine them, mindlessly looking for bumps and bruises. “Do you think I should ask him about it directly?” After I’ve asked the question, a produce clerk walks over to us with a banana in hand. He looks at me first, and I can tell he’s asking permission. I nod and smile, and he hands it to Rebekah. I open the banana for her, and it keeps her quiet and occupied.

			My mother sighs again as if I’d been asking her a personal question that she didn’t know the answer to. “It’s so hard getting older, mija. So much of your pride gets stripped away when you start realizing how much your body and brain betray you. You feel like the same person you’ve always been, but at the same time, your body tells a different story.”

			“So what do you think I should do then? Say something? Ask him?” Since I met Mark, he has been a bright spot in my days and weeks. Our time together always involves lots of laughs, lots of long-winded stories that I’m happy to sit through, and, best of all, lots of time in his garden. The last thing I want to do is taint our time together with a question that might produce a defensive response…or worse, what if he pushes me away?

			“If you really think something is wrong, then yes, I think you should talk to him. The most important thing you can do is be gentle. I can’t imagine being his age and living alone. It really is so important to have someone looking out for you and, you know, to have some companionship. It’s easy to get lonely.”

			I nod even though I know my mother can’t see me.

			“It might actually be better coming from you than from one of his kids. Sometimes it’s hard for us to take advice or hear concerns from our adult children.” I open the refrigerator door that houses the various cartons of mushrooms. I look at each of them closely and remember the number of times my mother has shooed my sister and I away in exasperation when we bring up—what we believe to be—poor habits she hasn’t been able to shake. It infuriates us, the way she tells us she doesn’t need our help reviewing what’s in her fridge or what time she takes the subway. I roll my eyes and laugh softly enough that I don’t think she hears.

			“We spend years changing diapers, taming tantrums, disciplining teenage rebellion, and then one day the kids become adults and act like they suddenly know more than us. It will bring you to your brink.”

			I shake my head. “Uh-huh…”

			“So maybe he’ll actually listen if it comes from you, someone he never watched throw food at the wall.”

			“Yeah, maybe you’re right. I do feel like we’ve become really close friends. It’s kinda strange, Mom. He’s one of the closest friends I’ve ever had, and he’s an”—I cup my hand over my lips and phone to whisper—“old man.”

			This makes my mom laugh hysterically. “Ay, mi amor, thankfully there aren’t age restrictions on friendships. He is so lucky to have you.”

			“No, Mom. I’m the lucky one.”

			“It’s so good to hear you speak like this. Fills my heart up.”

			I hang up the phone and finish my shopping. I take my time walking through each aisle as I rehearse the words I want to say to Mark once I get back to his house. Before I walk out of the store, stroller full of groceries, I even say a little prayer that Mark would receive my words well and that nothing between us would change.
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			The sight I see when I walk through Mark’s front door warms my heart. Mark and Ezra are sitting on their bottoms on either side of his coffee table playing a game of dominoes. Mark must have sat there and patiently taught Ezra how to play because neither Aaron nor I taught him. Why they hadn’t chosen to sit at the dining table, I have no idea, but I suspect Mark can no longer feel his legs by the way he is sitting.

			“This little fella is bright as a dollar! Only had to show him how to play once before he got it.” Mark is beaming with pride as if Ezra were his own grandchild, which makes it all the more difficult to bring up this conversation I know I need to have with him. One glance at his dining table and the stack of envelopes that are still there, and I’m reminded that he’s already had a tough morning thinking about his barbershop closing. The last thing I want to do is bring up another topic that will bring a dark cloud over his day. Against my better judgment, I decide this isn’t the right moment to bring up his memory, so instead, I let Ezra play a little while longer before I gather the kids to get them home for lunch.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Ever since Aaron bought me a minivan and Mark helped me get a driver’s license, I’ve had no excuse not to drive myself places. It’s a bit of a bummer most days. While it’s nice not to have to move the car seats, I miss when Mark would drive us around. I miss the oldies he’d find on the radio and the feeling that I was safe because I was in a car with someone who’d been driving since he was sixteen. Despite my recent concerns about his memory, I always felt safe in Mark’s car—like I did with my own dependable father.

			I’m glad to see Mark sitting on his front porch when I’m loading up the kids in the car. Finding him inside yesterday felt like confirmation that the For Sale sign in front of his barbershop had really hit him hard.

			“We’re going to the library for story time. Want to come?” I yell over the fence that divides our front yards.

			“Please, Mr. Mark! Come with us!” Ezra yells from his car seat where he’s already fully strapped in.

			Mark laughs and pushes down on the armrest to stand himself up. “Here I come.” Ezra and Rebekah cheer and kick their legs up and down, getting mud all over the seats in front of them.

			Once we get to the library, the kids run ahead of us. They expertly find the large, colorful area rug where toddlers and their caregivers are already gathered for a story and a few activities. I take a slow look around. These are the moments when I’m starkly aware that Mark is still my only friend in town. He’s a great friend, but I’m finally seeing the wisdom in what Aaron and Mark have said to me. I’m starting to long more for a small group of other moms to talk with—in person. I long to vent about tantrums and find comradery around potty training.

			When story time ends, I let Ezra and Rebekah wander around the kids’ wing. There are tables with puzzles, Lego bricks, crayons and coloring pages, and of course endless books they can touch without any resistance from me. They play alone, they play together, and then they get a little louder than I’m comfortable accepting. I do my best to shush them and ask them to use their indoor voices, but too much fun is being had for me to grab their attention or command obedience. It’s not until an extra-large man with slumped shoulders and a lanyard around his neck walks over and shushes my kids that I think it might be time to just head home.

			Before I can say anything, Mark jumps in with a stern voice, “Well, that’s no way to treat children in a library. You put toys and activities here, didn’t you? And you expect them to be quiet?” The librarian towers over him, but Mark doesn’t seem intimated in the slightest.

			“They need to use a quiet voice—for the other patrons.”

			Mark mock looks around the small library before responding. “I don’t see anyone in distress. These children have every right to be here, and it’s unrealistic to expect them to be quiet the entire time. Do you know children at all?”

			My heart swells. Had I been alone, I would have gathered up my children and just left with a rage in my bones. I would have never returned to this branch, and that would be that. But there’s a great sense of satisfaction in watching Mark defend my children. People always talk about the mama bear and her ferocity, but I’d just witnessed the equally powerful and intimidating effect of a papa bear.

			The librarian is speechless. He turns and walks away, and I mouth a thank-you to Mark. He gives me a nod before he picks up a few books my children have left abandoned on the floor.

			“What was it like being a preacher?” I ask as I bend down to help him pick up books and pieces of various puzzles.

			“Well, that’s a complicated question,” he begins. I pick up several Lego bricks and throw them into the cubby of a nearby table before I realize, as the adult, I should probably place them there to keep noise levels down.

			“But did you enjoy it?”

			“Oh yes, there was so much that I enjoyed about it. The study mainly.”

			“You mean studying the Bible?”

			“That and commentaries, history, all of it. I’ve always been a voracious reader, and being a pastor allowed me to keep doing that while earning a little money.”

			“If someone paid me to read, I’d be a millionaire,” I add, even though I can’t for the life of me remember the last time I sat on a comfy chair and read uninterrupted for more than twenty minutes. Even Aaron interrupts me a bunch these days.

			“Definitely a perk of the job. Preparing sermons was always my favorite part of the week, but looking back, it was actually a rather small part.”

			“Yeah? What else was there—Rebekah, too far. Come back over this way.” Shockingly, she obeys and wanders back toward us where she finds a tall, squishy stuffed dog to bounce on. Ezra has been focused on building a Lego tower that, no doubt, is taller than any creation any other child around the table has attempted. I can see him watching the other kids while adding more and more bricks on top. I’m holding my breath for the moment that tower comes tumbling down. That will be the moment the librarian finally kicks us out.

			“There was always somebody in trouble. Whether it was a member of the congregation or their kids. I often took on the role of a social worker. Helping people find or keep housing, finding them money for groceries, counseling a married couple on the brink of divorce.”

			The comment about divorce forces me to gulp.

			“How did you even know how to do all of that? Did you learn that in seminary? Sounds like a lot of jobs in one.”

			He chuckles as if the thought brings back memories too vast to share in one lifetime. “You learn it all with time. Your people need help, and you just figure out a way to help them, not much more to it than that. After a few years, I knew most of the leaders and policymakers in this community, which helped me a lot. Other ministers helped me too.”

			“Sounds like the perfect job for someone like you. You seem to have that, um, nurturing quality to you.” I smile and almost laugh out loud because of how ridiculous that must have sounded—like I was calling him motherly or something. He gives me a funny smirk, so I say, “You know what I mean!”

			“I do enjoy serving people if that’s what you mean. I can’t remember a time when that didn’t feel like my life’s calling. Just been hard since…” He pauses, stumbles, and then grabs onto a bookshelf to steady himself. He slowly walks over to a nearby adult-sized chair and sits.

			“Since what?” I stop looking for things to pick up and organize and stare at him instead.

			He grabs a magazine that is sitting on the table next to the chair he chose, obviously trying to avoid eye contact. He must feel my stare burning a hole through the top of his head because he finally looks up from the magazine and answers my question.

			“Since I’ve been alone, I guess. Since my Thelma passed, since my kids all left the nest. Sometimes seems there’s no one left to help but myself, I guess.”

			“What are you talking about? Did you forget who drove us here? I wouldn’t have been able to do that without your help. You’re the reason I drive a dang minivan even though I spent my entire life declaring I would never cross that line.” He smiles at me, thanks me, but from the look in his eyes, I think he’s also a little embarrassed at the pity in my voice.

			“I mean it, Mark. I don’t know what I would have done without you. I’m not sure I would have been able to last this long in Nashville had I not met you.”

			“Well, that’s very kind of you to say, but I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit. You’re a strong woman, Sandra. You would have figured it all out just fine.”

			I shake my head. He has no idea how broken I was when I got here. Despite the days getting shorter, I’d really begun feeling like the dark cloud that followed me was beginning to disintegrate, bit by bit. And much of it was due to his friendship.

			“I hate to bring this up again, but have you thought any more about covering for Pastor Anthony? Part of me wants you to do it for selfish reasons—I want to hear you preach.” I sit on the chair opposite him so that we can keep our voices low.

			He waves his hand a few times as if trying to shoo a fly away.

			“Mark, they obviously miss you, and this would give you a chance to do some research, some reading, all that stuff you love. Why not do it one more time? You’re there every week anyway.” He looks back down at the magazine lying open on his lap.

			“You sound like Jonathan. He won’t stop calling me about it.”

			“Everyone wants to see you back in your element,” I say, smiling.

			“Eh, I don’t need any of that. I don’t need to feel ‘young again’ ”—he uses air quotes—“or prove anything.”

			“It’s not about proving anything. Just about doing something you love.” I shake my head to reassure him that I agree: He’s got nothing to prove. I genuinely believe he’s got it in him to do this, despite Mallory’s concerns. Part of me hopes this could even help prove to Mallory and his other kids that he’s okay. Besides, getting back into the rhythm of reading, writing, and speaking could only help keep his mind sharp.

			He nods again but faintly this time. I decide to back off, feeling as if I’ve said more than enough to encourage him—the last thing I want to do is pressure him into this.

			I’m still looking at him when he finally responds, “Look, I’m not as sharp as I used to be, okay? There’s no reason for me to get up there with some sermon that I won’t be able to remember.” At this point his eyes finally meet mine, and he continues, “I did my time in ministry, and now it’s over and I’m okay with that. I don’t need to stand behind a pulpit to feel like there’s purpose in my life.”

			I let out a subtle sigh and nod. “Okay, Mark. I’m sorry for putting any pressure on you.” I decide then and there to drop it. I know he’s capable, but I want to respect his decision and boundaries, so he won’t hear from me about it again.

			Our drive is mostly silent. I regret not dropping it sooner as I wonder if I’ve just tainted our friendship with my prodding. Tiny knots begin to form in my stomach as I conjure up the right words to apologize. I clearly pushed too hard and made things uncomfortable.

			Once home, he looks deep in thought as he helps me get the kids unloaded, and then he finally speaks. “I’ll do it under one condition,” he says.

			I look up and smile, my eyes growing wider with every passing second. “What’s that?”

			“You’ve got to coach me.”

			“Mark, are you sure? I was starting to wish I hadn’t brought it up at all. I don’t want to pressure you into something you don’t really want to do.”

			He nods sharply and smiles. “You’ve just got to promise me one thing.”

			“Anything.”

			“You’ve got to be there that Sunday.”

			I feel my shoulders sink down and the knots in my stomach relax. I shut the sliding door with gumption and walk over to the other side of the van where Mark stands.

			“I’ll be the one with the cue cards,” I say with a wink.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			The kids are miraculously asleep in their rooms for nap time and I’m tiptoeing down the stairs when I notice my phone is buzzing in my back pocket.

			It’s Marina. I feel the muscles in my stomach clench when I accept the call.

			“Really? Okay. When did contractions begin? Are you okay? Sounds about right.” We go back and forth asking and answering questions.

			There’s silence for a moment. She must have put the phone down when the next contraction hit. Sixty seconds later, she’s back on the line, breathless. I immediately hurry into our office and sit at the computer.

			“Okay, you need to focus. It’s going to be okay. I’ll book the next flight out and meet you at the hospital. I love you. You’re going to do great. Keep it up, Mama. Okay, I love you, bye.” I send her an air kiss through the phone before hanging up.

			I call Aaron and tell him it’s time. He tells me he’ll wrap up what he’s doing at work so he can hurry home and drive us to the airport. When that’s done, I book my kids and myself on the next flight to New York. It costs an arm and a leg booking the tickets last minute like this, but being with Marina in this moment will be worth every penny.

			I’ve got four hours before we board, so I start by making a quick list of things I need to pack. Monitor, sound machines, loveys, snacks for the plane…I prop my chin up on my fist to think of what I might be forgetting, and my eyes wander over the desk and the few photos I’ve framed and placed on it.

			My eyes stop at the framed maternity shoot we took in Prospect Park. Aaron is holding Rebekah. She looks like such a baby—no wonder Aaron was so nervous when I told him I was pregnant, with our youngest barely over a year old. Ezra’s arms are wrapped around my thigh—his face has matured so much since then. I was about thirty weeks pregnant in this picture, and while I’m smiling in the photo, I remember feeling so heavy and tired every day. It was my first pregnancy with lower back and sciatica pain. I remember that the long walk to the bridge where we’re standing felt endless, especially because Rebekah yelled the entire time, begging me to carry her. I would have if I could have, but I could barely carry myself there. I stupidly kept telling her that as if she could understand the very real reasons I couldn’t do it.

			I pick up the frame and bring it closer to me. Despite all the physical pain of that pregnancy, I never once felt nervous about adding one more to our family. I wanted that baby so bad. I feel a sensation in my lower abdomen like a corkscrew being turned again and again, but then I realize that looking at this photo right now and having all those memories resurface—as they often do these days—doesn’t immediately make me cry.

			Maybe that means I’m making progress. Maybe that means that, one day, I’ll not only be able to look at photos like this one without crying, but perhaps I’ll even get to a place where I can feel a sense of peace about it. Peace over what took place, rather than torment. Maybe I’ll get to a place where, like Mark, I can talk about her, think about her, look at her photo, and even smile.

			I put the frame back down and push my chair back. My packing list in hand, I sneak back upstairs and start gathering our things. It’s a small mercy that Marina called me right at the beginning of nap time. Traveling with two preschoolers will be no easy feat, but there was no way I was leaving them behind. Not only are they so attached to me, but my parents would be disappointed to not see them while I’m in town. It will be a long flight, but at least they will be rested.
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			The kids are ecstatic for what they think is a surprise opportunity to see the grandparents they dearly miss. I can feel the adrenaline pumping through my blood, causing my heart to race and my thoughts to scatter. I run through the bustling airport pushing my sturdy double stroller in a bit of a panicked state, feeling like a singleton version of the Home Alone airport scene.

			We make it onto the plane with minutes to spare, and we’re taking off before I finally have a moment to catch my breath. The kids are occupied with a movie on a shared tablet, so I take a deep breath and look out into the wide, cloudless sky we’re ascending into. I take a few measured breaths, attempting to prepare myself for what’s to come. I know the hospital where my sister is planning to give birth—it’s the same one I used less than a year ago. I haven’t been back there since March, since the day I lost my baby and was forced to do the unthinkable—leave the labor and delivery floor empty-handed. The wounds are still fresh, the memories clear as the sky we’re flying through. I remember her scent; I remember the feel of her wispy hair on my lips; I remember her hands and feet growing cold first. I remember them wrapping her in a blanket, and I remember trying to hold back the tears while they took a few photos. I remember the nurse carrying her away. I remember curling up into a ball on my hospital bed and begging my body to stop bleeding, to stop lactating, to stop betraying me.

			Breathe deeply.

			I hear my mother’s voice in my head again.

			Again. Another one. Deep breath—there you go.

			I can’t let this happen when I’m with Marina. This is her moment, and I’m genuinely excited to meet this new baby too. To become an aunt and return all the love Marina has given to my children over the years. So, I practice taking more deep breaths so that when the moment comes, I’ll be ready. Ready to keep it together. Ready to do whatever Marina needs me to do. Ready to rip the Band-Aid off and walk into that hospital again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			The smell and warmth of a new baby is unmatched. My mother always says you can smell heaven on them when they’re this new. Fresh from above, it’s no wonder a mother’s first instinct is to hold her baby close whether or not they’re still covered in blood and vernix.

			Watching Marina with a baby boy curled up on her chest fills my heart with immense joy. She named him Mateo—Spanish for Matthew—our parents are going to love it.

			“Want to hold him?” I’m so enamored by watching her that I don’t hear her at first.

			“What? Are you sure? Take your time with him,” I respond, even though I’m dying to hold him.

			“Hold him while I go to the bathroom.” She wraps him tighter in his cotton hospital blanket before passing him to me. She then rolls to the other side where her husband Andy stands ready to help her out of the bed for the first time.

			I turn Mateo from a cradle position and gently lay him on my lap, one hand beneath his head and the other on his bottom. His eyes are closed, his mouth periodically opening and closing as he practices this new reflex. My head lowers closer to his, and my eyes well up with tears.

			“You’re beautiful,” I whisper. I kiss his cheek and take another look at his face from this view, hoping never to forget it.

			I hear the bathroom door open when I’m wiping my cheeks, being careful to keep Mateo well supported.

			“You did so good,” I tell my sister from across the room. “He’s absolutely perfect.”

			She lies back down in the bed, shifting around looking for a comfortable position before I bring the baby back to her. A new baby should spend as much time as possible on their mother’s chest. There is no bonding time like those first few golden hours.

			“Thank you for being here,” she whispers, her eyes blinking slowly. She’s exhausted and could use a few hours of sleep. Marina labored for sixteen hours at home before she finally came to the hospital.

			“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” I gently push a stray hair back before kissing her forehead. “You need rest. Nurse that baby and then try to sleep, okay? I’m going to go check on my kids, but I’ll come back if you need anything at all.”

			She nods, her eyes completely closed now. I quietly grab my purse, wave goodbye to Andy, and slip out of the room.

			I’m not four steps out of Marina’s room before tears start rushing down my face faster than I can wipe them clean. I didn’t feel them coming on this time. I follow the Exit signs as my heart picks up speed and I begin to lose the sensation in my hands. What is happening to me?

			I run my left hand over my right arm again and again trying to find something to hold on to. There is a bathroom coming up to my right, so I run inside and lock the door behind me. Before I know it, I’m bent over the toilet releasing everything from my stomach—food, stomach acid, anxiety, adrenaline. All of it escapes into the porcelain white bowl before I can do anything to stop it.

			I can feel my stomach continue to convulse, but there’s nothing left to liberate. My chest feels tight and heavy, like an eighteen-wheeler is sitting on top of me and keeping me from any sudden movements.

			My body falls backward against the wall where I attempt to catch my breath. But I quickly realize that trying to take deep breaths with your body convulsing, your head throbbing, and your vision blurry is like trying to open your mouth at the bottom of a pool.

			The sounds, the lights, Marina’s hospital room…the memories crash over me in this bathroom. I see Aaron by my bedside gliding his hand over my hair again and again. I feel him kissing my soaked cheeks. I hear him whispering in my ears, “I’m so sorry. This was not your fault. This was nobody’s fault. I’m so sorry, my love.”

			And I hear my voice telling him to go home and take it all down. He hadn’t been sure what to do. He wasn’t sure if he should follow my orders or stay by my side. It wasn’t until my whispers became full-fledged yells that he did what I asked him to do.

			“Get the crib out of there. Take down the art. Put the clothes away. I don’t want to see any of it when I get home. You hear me? None of it!”

			I remember him asking me if I was sure. I could barely make out his face, my eyes clouded by tears that wouldn’t stop coming. My voice returned to a whisper, my throat burning from the angry yells. “I want all of it gone, Aaron. All of it. Please.”

			With each memory that pops into my head, another convulsion courses through my body until I finally let my bottom fall to the ground. I try my best to relax my shoulders and limbs. Everything that therapist in New York taught me to do when these attacks come over me.

			Deep breaths.

			Positive thoughts.

			Gentle pressure over my chest and stomach.

			After a few minutes, I feel my heart rate start to slow—I can no longer feel the pulse through my shirt, a good sign the attack is diminishing in intensity.

			I keep taking deep breaths. The last thing I want to do is walk out of this bathroom—so close to my sister’s recovery room—in this state.

			When I feel steady enough to stand, I wash my hands at the sink before I give my face a thorough scrubbing. One look in the mirror before me, water dripping down my cheeks, and another wave of sadness comes over me.

			I don’t recognize this woman.

			I grab a couple paper towels and slowly dry my face.

			Aaron used to say I had shiny eyes, but that’s not what I see in the mirror. Instead, I see deep wells of hopelessness.

			I take one more deep breath before opening the door and following the Exit signs again. The large double doors to the corridor swing open. Before I can look for the elevator, I notice a short wall with stained glass windows across the front. There’s a small plaque by one of the doors that says Chapel. I don’t know why, but I change direction immediately and walk through those chapel doors.

			I breathe a sigh of relief when I notice it’s empty inside. There are four short pews on either side of the room and a large wooden cross at the front. There are no windows in this room, and the lights are dim—I’m grateful for that. In this moment, all I want to do is hide somewhere dark where nobody can see me.

			But that’s not going to happen because a few moments after I sit, I hear the door gently open and close behind me. I’m tempted to turn around and see who it is, but I choose to pretend like I’m deep in prayer instead.

			I look up at the cross periodically. My blank stare is a good reflection of what’s happening on the inside. I don’t know why I came in here except that my mother used to walk to the church three blocks from our house when she was sad, angry, even afraid. We went with her when we were young. It was our gauge of how our family was doing—how often did Mom walk to the church this month, this quarter, this year?

			Sometimes she shared with us what she’d been praying about in those church pews, and other times we walked home in utter silence—that’s when we knew things were really bad. Like the time my abuelita passed. Or the time my dad lost his weekend catering job.

			But I’m not like my mother or Mark. I don’t know what to do here, in these pews, before this cross. It feels familiar while also so foreign.

			I lean back in the pew, then slide my body down so that there is a small curve in my lower back. A breath escapes me when I notice whoever walked in behind me is slowly approaching me now. I turn to look and instantly recognize her.

			“Summer?” I whisper.

			“Hi…Sandra, right? I wasn’t sure if you’d remember me.”

			I straighten my back, turn and face her, but don’t stand up. Instead, I invite her to sit next to me.

			“How could I forget you? You were the last person to hold my baby after me.”

			“I hope you don’t mind that I came in behind you. I saw you walk out of that other room and run into the bathroom. When I realized it was you, I just needed to make sure you were okay.”

			So, I wasn’t as invisible as I’d thought…

			“Thanks. I’m okay. I was visiting my sister. She just had a baby boy.” I wipe my eyes and cheeks with the backs of my hands several times.

			Summer smiles. While she works on the happiest floor of the hospital, her smile makes me think she doesn’t tire of celebrating a new life.

			“That’s wonderful.” She reaches out and lays a hand over the one I have resting on the back of the pew. It’s probably sopping wet, but she doesn’t pull away. “You’re so kind to be here for her, but that must have been so hard for you.”

			I bite my bottom lip and nod. “But I love her. I would have moved mountains to be here.”

			“The two can coexist,” she responds. “Is there anything I can get you? Or can I help escort you somewhere?”

			“Thank you. I think I’m going to sit here a while longer. Try to get myself together before I see my kids.”

			She nods and begins to stand. “If anything changes, call me, okay?” She pulls out a Post-it note and a pen from her pocket, jots down her number, and hands it to me. Summer is almost out the door before I call her name. Her head jerks back, and she waits for me to speak.

			“I’ve not forgotten the way you cared for me and Rose…” Before I can continue, my eyes well up again. I drop my head into my hands, and I hear her footsteps approaching me once more. I’m sobbing now, almost curling into the pew when she scoops me into her arms and allows me one more opportunity to mourn the loss of my baby in someone’s loving arms.

			“I count it a privilege,” she whispers in my ear. “I will never forget you or baby Rose. I only wish I could have done more.”

			Her words penetrate my heart. Anytime someone says her name, it’s like my daughter is revived in some sense. As a tear escapes Summer’s eyes, it suddenly dawns on me the vast number of people who were impacted by my daughter’s short life.

			“Thank you for saying her name.” I lean back, wiping my eyes with the backs of my hands again. “It’s proof that she really existed. I know that might sound crazy, but I worry that everyone will just forget her and it will be as if she was a figment of my imagination. Like I’m the only one who misses her and longs to be with her.”

			Summer shakes her head and grips my hands now.

			“I can assure you that I will never forget your baby. And I know I’m not the only one.” She hugs me once more and asks if she can sit with me for a few more minutes. I nod because her presence is warm. We stare at the cross together, not saying a word. Before she leaves, she brings me in for a side hug once more, and when I turn and look at her, I feel as if her face is radiant. She stands, and I watch as she floats out of the room and goes back into the loud, bright place where she will continue the work of nursing mothers and welcoming babies into this dark, cold world.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			My parents still live in the same duplex in Queens they’ve been renting since I was ten. The small two-bedroom home has seen some upgrades along the years, but for the most part, it’s exactly the same. The kitchen still has the same vinyl sheet flooring from my childhood that my mother tried to cover up with area rugs and the same tablecloth on the round dining table. The kitchen windows are still dressed in the same white ruffled fabric my mother sewed herself, and the fridge is still covered in photos of young Sandra and Marina. Plants clutter every room—I inherited my dad’s obsession, not my mom’s—and my and Marina’s bedroom remains completely untouched despite many reassurances that they are free to turn our childhood bedroom into a proper guest room.

			My dad installed a taller bedrail on the top bunk of the bed so that Ezra could sleep up top. And I pop open a Pack ’N Play for Rebekah that my mother recently bought to keep in her home now that she is the proud abuela of four grandchildren.

			When the sleeping arrangements are set up, my dad retreats to the living room with my unruly kids while I sit in the kitchen with my mom as she prepares dinner—because if she’s not cooking a meal, she’s cleaning one up or preparing ingredients for the next one. She never seems to mind, and I never complain. Her food brings all my senses home.

			She also always gets straight to the issue at hand. “How are you and Aaron doing?”

			“We’re good,” I say immediately, and then I want to kick myself for responding so quickly. That’s exactly what I do when I’m nervous, and she knows it.

			“Are you sure?”

			I can see the look on her face even with her back turned toward me. I lived with her long enough to have memorized the many faces she wore on any particular day, at any particular moment.

			“Do you have a reason to believe we’re not good?”

			“I’m just checking in. Hard times can wear on a couple. Your dad and I lived through more than I can count.”

			I have another flashback of my mom in that dark, empty church where she loved to pray alone. Part of me wishes I’d asked her back then what she was saying in her prayers because I felt so lost in the hospital chapel. Unsure of where to look, what to say, where to even put my hands.

			“It’s done some damage, but we’re still clinging to each other.” It’s mostly true. Yes, I feel myself trying to pull away from him sometimes, but I think it’s a good sign that I know it is happening and that Aaron hasn’t stopped trying to reach me.

			“Good. I’m glad. He’s a good man, and I know he loves you dearly.”

			I nod because it’s true—but there’s something about the way she says it that bothers me.

			“He’s coping okay over there, then? New city and job and all?” My guess is that she’s not done digging.

			“Oh yeah, he seems to have adjusted just fine.”

			My mother lays down the large chef’s knife she’s holding, wipes her hands on her apron, and turns to face me. “Why do I sense a tinge of resentment in that sentence? Are you upset that he’s adjusted?”

			“I mean, I’m not upset about it, Mom. He’s my husband and I want him to be happy—it’s why I was completely on board with moving from the beginning.” I pause for a moment, look for something my hands can occupy themselves with. I settle on a bowl of green beans that need snapping. “I don’t know, I guess I just feel alone sometimes in my lack of adjusting.”

			She turns back around to the counter to smash and mince garlic. I can see her nod, but I’m confident her eyes swiped right to left a few times. Like all the women in my family, her feelings are always etched on her face. We can’t help it—that’s why we turn our backs to people sometimes. Trying to avoid the other person seeing through us more clearly than we’re comfortable with.

			“Men are different, mi amor. They cope differently; they adjust differently. You can’t compare your healing journey to his.”

			“I know, Mom. I just feel so—” Before I can finish the sentence, my mom’s arms are wrapped around me, enveloping the two of us in an intense, spicy smell. It happened so fast that I didn’t even see it coming, but mothers have that kind of intuition. They know when the tears are about to reach the surface.

			“Don’t believe the lie that you’re alone, mija. We are all still grieving. We all feel the hole, but you are her mother. No one’s pain will look like yours.” She gently lifts my chin so I can look at her.

			“Thank you for saying I am her mother and not I was,” I whisper. The flow of tears slows but continues.

			“You will always be her mother, mi amor.” She takes a thumb swipe to my cheeks. My two hands rest in hers now as she’s crouched in front of me. “God knows. Talk to Him. There are a lot of things we don’t understand while here on earth, but we have to trust that He is working all things for good.”

			My mother is like so many Hispanic women of her generation, spiritual and biblically literate. Every morning, you can find her at this very table with a hot cup of coffee and the same giant Bible she’s had for as long as I can remember. There were years when she’d read aloud to us while we ate breakfast before school. Other years, she’d read silently, perhaps tired of our eye-rolling when the reading began.

			She did her best to teach us what she knew, but if I’m being brutally honest, I haven’t thought about God since, well, I guess since we first visited Mark’s church. I remember feeling a sense of comfort when I was in his church, but right now, her words hit differently.

			I draw a breath and then my lips pinch together. “What good can possibly come from this?”

			“I don’t mean that God caused this or that He chose not to save her for some twisted reason. That’s a lie that the devil would love for you to believe. What I mean is that we are subjected to the brokenness of this world—there’s no way around it. It doesn’t matter how much faith we have; we don’t get to escape the troubles that come with living in a world where evil is present and rampant. But, and I want you to hear me clearly, God is always able to take our brokenness, take our troubles, our regrets, everything—He gladly receives them all—and if we will let Him, He will exchange our ashes for a crown of beauty.” Her hands start at the top of my head and slowly move down on either side as if she has just put an imaginary crown on my head. She holds my gaze with soft, misty eyes. I desperately want to believe the words coming out of her mouth right now, but something stops me. It’s the flashbacks of the hospital; it’s the softness of Rose’s skin when they laid her on my chest; it’s the funeral with the tiniest casket I’d ever seen. All of it feels like an anchor forcing me under, keeping me from reaching the surface long enough to take a breath, to see the light, to find hope. It feels as if I couldn’t believe her words even if I wanted to.

			My mother kisses my forehead before she stands and returns to her counter. I choose not to say anything more. There’s not much I can say right now because I don’t know what to do with my mother’s encouragement. I choose instead to let the words do a slow simmer in my head and in my heart.

			We finish preparing the meal, and we all eat together around my parents’ cozy round table—the same one I sat at to snap green beans. I watch as my kids chow down on abuela’s pollo guisado, my favorite as a kid too. Memories of my childhood come flooding to the surface. Memories of conversations over meals, stupid sister arguments that required two referees, but mostly lots of laughter. I get up from the table to refresh my drink, and on my way back, I kiss the top of my dad’s head before I do the same to my mom. She grabs my hand, rests her head against it for a moment, and closes her eyes.

			I know I need help. For them. For me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			The next morning as I head into the kitchen, I almost laugh at the sight of my mother stirring the contents inside her giant stockpot. It’s so tall, she can barely see over it. She’s still in her nightgown and robe, which makes the sight all the more pleasant and reminiscent.

			“Did you sleep in here?” I mock.

			She smiles at me before pulling me in for a little hug. I get a peek inside the stockpot, and just like I predicted, it’s soup. There are large chunks of chicken drumsticks, potatoes, corn, and various other vegetables that will feed my sister for at least a week.

			“Marina is going home today. I wanted to get this food in her fridge before she gets there.”

			I grab a warm arepa from a plate in the center of the stove and eat it with one hand while I pour a cup of coffee with my other hand. “And how did you manage to get a key before they even had kids?”

			“For this very purpose. I told Andy I needed to stock the kitchen before they left the hospital.”

			The smell of slow-simmering soup has overwhelmed my senses and is probably reaching the living room now too. It takes me back to my postpartum seasons. For each one, my mother insisted on staying with us in the brownstone—because we had a bedroom to spare—to “help” us with the new baby, but it was quite obvious that she was really there to monitor everything I ate and drank. My mother fed me slow-simmered soup filled with tender meat and a different variety of veggies every day. There was always a big mound of steaming rice on the side and endless cups of warm tea to drink. She said it was the best remedy to heal a body, replenish nutrients, and create lots of milk for a new baby.

			She didn’t allow me to drink anything cold, and for the first few days, she didn’t even want me getting out of bed very much. There were a few times she even spoon-fed me. It was a little weird at first, but then I relinquished my desire to look like a mature adult and allowed myself to be a daughter again, well cared for by a loving mother. And here she was, doing all the same things for her other daughter. There was so much I admired about my mother.

			“They don’t have any extra beds in her apartment, so I have to find a way to transport all of this soup.” I watch as my mother gives the contents inside her enormous stainless steel stockpot a few more stirs, each one another reminder that Marina and I have it so good. “I offered to stay on the couch, but Andy didn’t think it was a good idea.”

			I burst into laughter, nearly spitting out a sip of coffee. Andy is a good guy to protect his wife from a well-meaning but meddling mother who will be completely oblivious to any clues that a couple is ready to be alone.

			When I’m done eating, I help her finish the soup and make a large pot of rice. We pack it all up in individual containers that Andy can easily warm up and carefully stack them in boxes that we carry to my mom’s car.

			We’re underneath the East River in a dark tunnel when I hear my mother’s voice interrupt my wandering thoughts. “Do you want to stay until they arrive? See Mateo once more before you have to go back?” she asks. “You certainly don’t have to. If it’s all too hard, she understands—”

			“No, Mom, not at all. My pain doesn’t keep me from feeling joy for Marina. She deserves this, after all those years. Sometimes I feel guilty for all the kids I have and even for maybe still wanting more…more children. Like it’s selfish or something. Here is Marina trying for years to have just one. I would never take that joy away from her.”

			“I know you wouldn’t, but it’s not selfish to want more children. Being a mother is one of the most selfless things you can do. You know that better than anyone right now raising two little ones.” My mother presses down on her horn with all her might as a sedan slams on their brakes in front of us. When we’re moving at a normal speed again, I peek at the food on the floor of the seat behind me. Nothing has spilled.

			I don’t know how or why it took me so long to get my license in Nashville. Driving there is nothing like driving here, and the proof was in my sweet and gentle mother’s ability to turn her road rage on and off like the switch of a lamp. Traffic in this city could turn Mother Teresa into a foul-mouthed sailor.

			“Well, even if I could get pregnant, I don’t know if I can put myself through that again. I haven’t told Aaron this because I don’t want to give him false hope, but deep down I know I want more children. We always wanted more after Rebekah. We didn’t plan on the next one coming so soon, but we were both sure there would be more kids in our future. I don’t know, now that this has happened, I worry I’ll be too afraid, too anxious the entire pregnancy if we try again for more. I worry that Rose will think we’ve replaced her or that my body will do the same thing all over again and I’ll have to endure another season of this. How could I put myself through that when I’m barely hanging on right now?” I reach for my water bottle and take a sip, hoping it will help settle my stomach.

			I instantly regret saying that out loud. I shake my head, look out the window again as we emerge from the underground tunnel. I take a few more sips as my eyes adjust to the light. When Aaron and I were first married, we both dreamed of a big, loud family. But when we lost Rose, I couldn’t help but wonder if that would also be the end of that dream altogether. While I am deeply grateful for the lives of my two healthy children, something deep inside me still longs for more—more kids, more life. This is the first time I’ve admitted it to someone, and the words alone feel so outrageous it makes me wonder how my dream could ever find life again.

			“Don’t let fear paralyze you, mi amor.” Her eyes are on the road, flashing among all three mirrors, all the while my eyes are fixed on her. Had I spoken to her about Pastor Anthony’s sermon at Mark’s church? Surely, I’d brought it up when I told her about our visit last month. How else would she know that I’ve been thinking about fear since then, and how, along with grief, it’s seeping into every crevice of my life like melted butter on a hot cast-iron griddle? No matter how many cold plunges I do, how many three-mile runs I go on at the crack of dawn, or how many calls I have with the therapist they recommended to me in the hospital, I just can’t seem to get the intrusive emotions under control.

			“I know my fear is not completely rational. I know that anything can happen,” I add. “I know all of these things, but it’s like my brain won’t communicate that message to my heart. I can believe it all I want, but I just can’t feel it.”

			“You don’t have to get there right now. You don’t need to make any decisions right now. You have every reason to be nervous about growing your family—I would be, too, if I were you. But even in the what-if moments, God asks us to be courageous by trusting Him with our future. To hold it all with an open hand. And it’s okay if that takes time.”

			I nod but have nothing more to say.

			When we’re back in the car after stocking Marina’s fridge and visiting with my sister and her sweet family, my mom pauses before turning the car on. After a few seconds of silence, she twists her torso to look at me, a look of concern on her face.

			“What is it, Mom?”

			She swallows. “Do you want to visit Rose before you head home in the morning?”

			Now I pause and swallow, considering her invitation to visit my daughter. I have been thinking about this every day we’ve been here. I’m not sure when I’ll be back in New York, so if I don’t take this opportunity now, who knows how long it will be.

			“Will you hold my hand?” I ask, holding her tender gaze.

			She reaches across the gearshift and takes hold of my hand. “Always.”

			I nod and she turns back around to her steering wheel and proceeds to drive us back to Queens where my parents began a family burial site when my abuelita passed away many years ago. It’s a long, quiet drive where I do my best not to think about the panic attack I had at the hospital. While I don’t want another one of those to overcome me, I can’t allow the fear of one to keep me from visiting her grave.

			When we pull into the cemetery, the sound of gravel crunching beneath our tires drowns out the racing thoughts I’d had the entire forty-five-minute drive here. My heart picks up speed a bit as we get closer and closer, but then I remember the countless containers of food we stuffed into Marina’s fridge not long ago. I remember the twenty minutes I spent cuddling Mateo on the couch while Marina took a shower when she got home from the hospital. I recall the adorable ticks in Mateo’s eyebrows whenever I kissed his nose and the final glimpse I got of Marina’s eyes when she looked at her fresh, new baby when I finally put him back in her arms. Somehow those memories seem to heal a small part of my heart. My mother parks the car, and as I reach for the door handle, I notice my heart rate has slowed and my breaths feel steady. Maybe this is proof that love really can conquer all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Aaron picks us up from the airport, and within five minutes of us pulling away from the terminal, the kids are fast asleep in their car seats.

			“How was your trip?” Aaron whispers, reaching across the center console to wrap his fingers around mine.

			I take a moment to sit with the question. It was nice to spend four days in New York with my family. Being in Marina’s birthing room restored a sense of hope in me. Yes, the hospital brought all kinds of memories to the surface, but watching my sister give birth to my first nephew—what felt like effortlessly—had been the reminder I needed that some people still get a happy ending. That while the worst is possible, more often than not, the best happens.

			Witnessing my baby sister become a mother brought this deep love out of me, like when you watch your child reach a significant milestone and suddenly become acutely aware of how fast time moves. And being around Andy and Marina and all their new-baby bliss had also made me miss Aaron. The plane ride home was a series of different longings to breathe in his familiar scent, and for the first time in a long time, I was glad to feel that desire again.

			I look toward the back where my kids are sleeping. Rebekah’s head is totally slumped forward. I’m tempted to reach back and push her head toward the side of her headrest, but I resist.

			My head pivots against my headrest to look at Aaron’s profile. “New York was…good.”

			His head turns momentarily for brief contact with my eyes. “I can’t believe you made it on time to see the baby born. Truly a miracle.”

			I tuck my lips in and nod. It was the gift I desperately needed. “I’ll never forget it. I’ve never seen a baby born—not even my own. You know that mirror they offered freaked me out.” We both quietly laugh, and our eyes connect for a moment again.

			“But wow, watching a baby come into this world, it’s incredible. Especially a baby you love so much…the whole situation. All those nights I spent holding Marina, telling her everything was going to be okay. All those days she looked at me with tears in her eyes because she still wasn’t pregnant.” My eyes water, but one deep breath dries them up. “It was redemptive to see it all finally happen.”

			We’re cresting a hill on the interstate, the sparkling lights of the Nashville skyline in full view, when I feel Aaron give my hand a gentle squeeze. The sky is dark, but the city is bright and all is quiet except for the humming sound of the car.

			With the interstate clear, we’re home in just over ten minutes. Aaron holds my hand the entire drive but doesn’t say another word until we pull into the driveway.

			He puts the car in park and turns the engine off. But before he unbuckles his seatbelt or I unbuckle mine, he leans his head against the headrest and looks at me. “So, it was okay, then? Walking back into that hospital?”

			I knew the question was coming, but I hadn’t figured out what I wanted to say. I shrug as I think about it—what I want to tell him. I meet his eyes, then look back down at our hands. There’s no reason to lie to him: He knows everything about me and about what happened to us more intimately than anyone else.

			I bite my lip, then release a long breath. “It wasn’t. I kept it together for Marina, but once I stepped out of the hospital room, I had another one of those attacks. Haven’t had one since our first day here.” I notice something fall in Aaron’s eyes. “I thought I was okay or at least getting better, making progress. But being back there again”—I shake my head again, run my fingers through my hair—“sucked. Not sure I need to do that again for a long time.”

			“Why didn’t you call me?” he asks, pulling the hand he’s holding to his lips.

			“There’s nothing you could have done for me in that moment. Nothing anyone could have done. I didn’t see it coming, but at least it was over not that long after it started. I guess it’s just always going to be this way.”

			“No,” he says, “I have to believe that it’s not always going to be this way. It might take a while, but it won’t be like this forever.”

			I meet his eyes again, searching for something. Maybe I’m looking for some kind of affirmation that what he’s telling me is true, but I know better than anyone to believe that life offers any kind of guarantee. “I feel like I’ve tried so many things, you know? The therapy, the meditating, the magnesium, the ice baths, the long-distance running. I just can’t shake that feeling like my skin is on fire,” I say as my hands begin to tremble. “None of it lasts for very long, you know? I feel okay for a couple hours or a few days, but then all the heaviness comes rushing back. I just want something to work, and for it to last.”

			“You should talk to Mark about it?” He says it more like a question than a suggestion.

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“Look, I know when you first started hanging out with him, I was a little bit jealous. Jealous that he was getting so much time with you, but also jealous because you’re different after you’ve spent the day with him. I don’t know how to describe it other than you seem lighter, a bit happier, more at peace.”

			“It’s probably because we’re usually out working in his garden or walking or doing some other thing outside that does bring me some momentary peace.”

			“But I think Mark’s presence has something to do with it too. You’ve said it yourself, that he’s different than any other friend you’ve ever had.”

			“Yeah, because he’s in his seventies and home all day like me.”

			“There’s more to it than that, though. Why don’t you talk to him about it?”

			“Have you been talking to my mom? Did she call you?”

			Aaron shakes his head. “I promise, we haven’t.” He puts his right hand in the middle of his chest. “I’ve noticed something different about you after you’ve been with Mark. I want you to have more of that. That’s all.”

			I nod.

			“Talk to him. He might have some answers. If nothing else has worked, maybe it’s because we’ve been trying all the wrong things.”

			“Religion? That’s what you think we’ve been missing?”

			He shrugs, opens his mouth to speak but nothing comes out for a few seconds. “Maybe it’s religion, maybe it’s something else. I just want you to find something that sticks because I need it too.”
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			The next morning, I’m back in my familiar, happy place: Mark’s garden. I forgo the gardening gloves, preferring to allow my hands to become familiar with the soil we’re digging up. Mark needed to replace a few azalea bushes that never bloomed in the spring, and I was thrilled he waited until we were back in town so we—I mean, I—could help. The kids are watching him water the hydrangeas while I slowly, intentionally, dig up the dirt around the azaleas by hand. One look at my kids—they’re reaching their hands in front of the hose’s shower stream—and my heart fills up knowing this is their happy place too.

			“How was your trip?” he asks over the sound of the spraying hose.

			I pause for a moment, trying to think through how much I want to share and how to explain the crazy roller coaster of events I experienced on my short trip. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand. “Well. Yeah, it went well.”

			I love the way Mark never responds right away. He has this way of dropping these long pauses into our conversations. I don’t know whether it’s intentional or not, but it certainly gives me time to carefully process what I just said and what I might want to add. I go back to digging, allowing the moist soil to help me sift through all the thoughts racing in my mind.

			“Being there with my sister, watching the baby be born and her hold him for the first time—it was all very wonderful. All very redemptive. She’s waited so long for this, so I’m just grateful I got to be a part of it.”

			“Why do I sense a but coming?” he asks, holding his hose up high above the tall bush, trying to give the flowers a good shower before soaking the roots. Even in early fall, the afternoon heat will radiate with intense animosity, and if he doesn’t soak them well, the flowers will be dry before we can even prep our lunch.

			I carefully consider how I want to respond, knowing my kids are within earshot. Ezra is at the age where he loves to listen in on my “grown-up conversations” and ask lots of questions. But this is not one conversation I’m ready to explain in depth to him. Throughout my entire pregnancy, he understood that we were getting a new baby in our family. He joyfully helped us fill her dresser with new clothes, put tiny diapers in her closet, and even choose the paint color we would use in her nursery once we moved. I don’t know everything Aaron and my mother explained to him; all I know is that it was sufficient for him—he hasn’t asked too many questions since then.

			“It was just harder than I’d expected. I knew it would be hard to walk inside that place again, but I’d hoped meeting my first nephew would, I don’t know, just soften the blow a bit.”

			Mark doesn’t say a word again, just turns off his hose before walking over to Ezra and asking him if he wants to play in the sprinkler. Ezra gives him a look like he just asked if he wanted a new puppy that fetches ice cream for you anytime you ask. The kids are drenched in seconds, but their laughs and yells make the muddy mess completely worthwhile.

			“Come on over here. Sit with me on Thelma’s bench.” We’ve sat on this bench a few times since our first walk together, but it’s the first time I notice the beautiful design of hummingbirds and flowers across the back, and like everything on Mark’s property, it’s easy to see it’s been well cared for.

			“You know that my eldest Margaret doesn’t have any kids, right?”

			I immediately feel regret. While I know I can be sad about losing my baby, I still have two beautiful, healthy children, and it never dawned on me that perhaps Mark has witnessed and even counseled his own daughter through trials in growing her family. Now I feel like I have nothing to complain about.

			“I know,” I begin. “Ugh, now I feel like a jerk. I should be grateful for the children that I do have.”

			Mark shakes his head. “No, no. That’s not what I was going to say. You have every right to miss that child and wish she were still here. All I was going to say was that Margaret did go through a couple hard years—and I know she wouldn’t mind my sharing this with you because she’s very open about it. She and her husband really wanted children. Never in a million years did she think she’d get to her forties without any children, especially after growing up in a big family like ours.”

			I feel another wave of regret roll through me. She had such a joyful, optimistic air about her when I met her that I never stopped to wonder how many years she may have spent waiting and hoping only to end up without a child. How could I have been so naïve to think she was just okay with it all?

			“I hate that for her. She would have made a beautiful mother.”

			“This world’s not perfect. In fact, every year I get older, I only see the brokenness more acutely. Especially walking through that with Margaret. Her mom was here for some of it, and that helped. It was actually my wife who encouraged her to pray that God would help her find a way to turn her suffering into hope. Margaret was on the brink of despair at one point—and for good reason. But she was obedient. She told us she started to pray that she would see the Lord’s goodness in the land of the living.”

			My head drops, my voice barely a whisper. “But she never got that baby.”

			Mark leans forward to meet my droopy posture. “That’s not what God promises to give us, dear. He doesn’t promise us every desire of our heart. He doesn’t promise that with enough prayer, we’ll have whatever we want, no matter how desperately we want it.” His voice picks up a pitch. “He promises peace in this lifetime. He promises contentment. But best of all, He promises a future. A future where all that desperation we experience, that suffering, all that pain”—he says that word like it hurts just to say it—“will cease to exist. And nothing that happened in the here and now will have mattered because we will be in our new home.”

			I sit up, lean back against the bench, and cross my arms and legs. “So just like that, Margaret was happy again?”

			Mark chuckles and shakes his head like I’m his defiant teenager who just said something ridiculous. If I’m being totally honest, it kind of makes me upset. “What?” I ask.

			“It’s not about being happy.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Young people today are always trying to look for happiness like it’s some golden ticket inside a chocolate bar or something.”

			“What’s wrong with trying to be happy?”

			He sits up, his spine creating a perfect right angle. He lifts his left knee onto the bench, and his torso twists to face me. “Life is not about happiness, dear. It’s about purpose. You can search for happiness until your head falls off, but if there isn’t a deep, underlying sense of purpose in what you’re doing in your life, then you’re never going to be done looking.”

			I can tell Mark’s looking at me, but my gaze is fixed on the fence on the other side of me. I’m trying to understand every word he’s just said, but it feels like a puzzle with more pieces than I can even keep track of. Before I can respond, Mark leans back and speaks again, but now his tone has softened.

			“Margaret eventually started a YoungLives club at her church and became a mentor to teen moms. Did it take away all the pain of never having had her own kids? Noooo…” Mark really draws out that no and I guess he’s trying to emphasize that pain tends to stick around no matter what we do. “But it did give her new purpose. It gave her this unique opportunity to be a sort of surrogate mother to these young women who had chosen the hard path of keeping their babies.”

			I breathe in slowly but release it quickly. “So, I need purpose then, huh?”

			“We all do. More than happiness, more than money, more than anything, our lives need a greater purpose. Otherwise, we will sink beneath the depths of despair.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			“Try it one more time. This time, try not to flip through the Bible so many times unless you can mark the pages and get there more quickly.”

			Mark is over to practice the sermon he’s written. In the living room, my kids sit entranced by a bright and colorful animated movie while Mark and I are in the kitchen. I know this sermon is important to him, and we need undistracted time to rehearse.

			“And this time stand up so you can get a feel for speaking and pacing a stage,” I add. I can tell he’s growing a bit frustrated from the steady stream of long breaths he lets out, but I’m not sure if he’s frustrated because I’m working him too hard or if there’s something else going on.

			He stands from my table and releases another long breath.

			“Do you want to take a break?” I ask, reminding myself that he’s much older than I am and doesn’t have quite the stamina of the church’s current young pastor. He once was the “young” pastor at the church, but those days had come and gone long ago. And in a way, I understand it. While my situation is different—I’m more than forty years younger than he is—I feel like I can relate to the feeling of being forgotten.

			He doesn’t want to take a break, so he stands by my island ready for another take of his sermon.

			“Okay, let’s look back at the scripture in Acts…You know, it says, um—” He clears his throat, obviously trying to fill the empty space. “Let’s see…in chapter 6, verse…no wait, chapter 8, verse…I’m sorry, it’s chapter 9. Turn to chapter 9, verse 23…I mean…” He grumbles loudly, louder than I’d ever heard him grumble before. He sets the Bible down on the island and walks back to my breakfast nook table, his head and shoulders slumped.

			“Why don’t we take a break and make some index cards instead?” I interject, hoping to encourage him that we can find other ways to help him stay on track.

			He flicks his wrist in my direction as if to tell me it’s no use.

			“Is there, like, some sort of teleprompter you could use?” I’m trying to figure out any way to get him to keep going. I think getting back on that stage and behind that pulpit would be so good for him. It would give him a sense of purpose and accomplishment, something I’m sure could be beneficial to him in a time when he feels like nobody needs him. Although I need him, I don’t think any amount of my telling him that would make him believe it.

			“Can we please just let this go?” he asks in a quiet, desperate voice.

			I walk over to the table and sit in a chair in front of him. “Let what go?” I ask. I want to hear him elaborate so that I can know if there’s more to the story.

			He looks up at me with tired eyes. “C’mon, Sandra. We all know my mind isn’t as sharp as it once was. It doesn’t matter how many index cards we write, how many Post-it notes we add to my Bible, or even if there’s a fancy screen in front of me telling me what to say. I’m still going to make a fool of myself. I’m not gonna get up there and ramble and stumble and look like the old man that I am.”

			My heart slowly begins to crack in several places. His eyes fill with disappointment, and I so badly want to hug him and reassure him that he is anything but a fool. I reach my hand across the table and grab his.

			“Mark, don’t say that. You’re not going to look like a fool—”

			“Some of those people who will be sitting in that church heard me speak in my prime. They’re not going to recognize this man.” He pats his chest with his palms, growing more frustrated. “I’m not the same person they remember! I’m slower, I’m tired all the time, and we all know I can’t remember anything older than three minutes ago. I’m not a pastor anymore. I have no right getting back up there and desecrating that holy altar. I won’t do it.”

			“That is not true, Mark, and you know it.” Now I’m getting frustrated. I’m upset about the way he’s talking about my friend. He’s spreading lies and belittling a man who’s responsible for helping me believe that I can find purpose and maybe even joy in this season of my life. I watch him lean back in his chair and cross his arms over his chest, like a child refusing to listen to the chastisement of their concerned parent.

			“You don’t know what it’s like, Sandra. You don’t know what it’s like to retire and wake up alone every day. No plans, nowhere to be, just sitting around most days hoping someone will call and give me something to do.”

			Now my eyes are watering and my heart has gone from having small cracks to shattering into a million pieces. My tone shifts to a mere whisper as I stare at his eyes, begging him to look back at me.

			“Mark, you know you’re not alone, not really. We’re right here. And you know your kids are there for you, only a car ride away. There are people here who love you, think about you, and need you…” I pause for a moment to give him a chance to look me in the eye, but he doesn’t. His gaze is set on a painting of a wild pasture I have on the wall.

			“In a much different way, I can understand a little of what that’s like. You think anyone from my past life as a working mom thinks about me much? You think any one of them cares about what I do every day nowadays? You think any of them would know if something happened to me if it wasn’t posted on social media?” I reach my hand out again even though his arms are still across his chest. It’s my invitation to come back to the table and believe my words. “We have each other, Mark. And I’ve seen the way your Bingo friends look at you—they do care and they’re going to be so proud of you when they see you shining in your gifts again.”

			Finally, he turns his head and looks at me.

			“You don’t have to memorize any of this. Let’s try the index cards and see if that helps before we move on to anything more technological, okay?”

			“I just don’t think I should do this, Sandra. My heart’s not in it.”

			“Is your heart not in it, or is your head not in it? Those are two different things. Because I’m pretty sure you loved being a pastor. You loved doing research and preparing sermons and hearing from the church members after a service. You loved all of that, so what’s different now? Are you just afraid?”

			He looks across the room as if weighing my question. “Sure, I guess you could say I’m a little afraid.”

			“Well, that’s no reason not to do something you love, now is it?”

			A smile slowly creeps across his face, and instantly I know he’s back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			A noise suddenly blows through my open windows that sounds like a small explosion. “What was that? Did you hear that? Sounded like it came from your house.” My hands press down against the table as I stand, my chair scraping backward against the hardwood floors.

			“I don’t know; I didn’t hear anything.” Mark doesn’t move from where he’s sitting, but I notice the look of concern on his face as if he just remembered something he doesn’t want to tell me.

			“Wait here with the kids. I’ll go check it out,” I tell him, nearly running to the door.

			“I’m sure it’s nothing, Sandra!” Mark yells behind me, but it’s too late. I’m already jogging down my steps and up Mark’s before he can stop me. I throw open Mark’s door and follow the smell. In the kitchen, my jaw hits the floor. There are beans everywhere. I instinctually call out his name, and within sixty seconds, he’s by my side.

			“What happened in here?” I whisper.

			Mark runs over to the stove and turns off the burner that’s been lit for who knows how long. Then, I imagine without thinking, he grabs the old-fashioned pressure cooker with his bare hands—one hand on the handle, but the other directly on the side of the pot. Clearly surprised by the intense heat to his left hand, he drops the pot to the floor, sending more beans flying through the air. He yells and bends over, grabs the wrist of the burned hand, and stares straight ahead, seemingly in shock.

			“Mark!” I run over to him, grab him by the arm that wasn’t burned, and lead him to the sink where I instruct him to let the cold water run over his hand while I get my kids in the car. Within seconds, I notice a few blisters forming on his palm. “Don’t move your hand from the water. We need to get to the ER right away. I’ll come get you when everyone is loaded up. Got it?”

			There is a look of fear in Mark’s eyes like I’ve never seen before. “Everything is going to be okay. I’ll be right back,” I reassure him.

			My kids are not happy that I’m pulling them away from their movie, and no amount of explaining that Mr. Mark is hurt and that we need to get him to the hospital calms the protests, so I force their flailing bodies, one at time, into their car seats before running back to Mark’s home and helping him into my car. I quickly punch the name of the hospital into my phone’s map before we’re speeding to the emergency room.

			Mark doesn’t say a single word the entire drive there. I’m not sure if he’s embarrassed, afraid, or something else, but my adrenaline is pumping too hard for me to ask. I pull into the underpass of the ER entrance, throw my double stroller open, plop my kids in, and watch as Mark walks ahead of us with a wet towel wrapped around his palm.

			When I get to the automatic doors, they slide open, inviting me in, but I freeze. I see the bright lights, the people in scrubs walking about, the sick people waiting inside. The last time I was in a hospital, I had one of those attacks. I can’t go through that again, not when my kids are with me.

			I begin to slowly back up, pulling the stroller with me when I notice Ezra slipping out of the stroller from underneath his snack tray. “Mommy, what are you doing? We have to go with Mr. Mark,” he says. I see the triage nurse come around the desk to give a quick look at Mark’s hand, and then she places a hand on his back and directs him to follow her. Another pair of big, wide doors blow open, and they’re crossing through them when I hear Ezra again. “Mommy, c’mon!” Ezra runs behind me and gives my thighs a shove, throwing me into motion before Mark and the nurse disappear down a long hallway.

			We catch up to them and follow them back to triage where another nurse takes over and covers Mark’s burned hand in some cream and then wraps it in a long bandage until we can be seen by a doctor. They put us in a room without a door, just a large curtain to give us a little bit of privacy. Mark still hasn’t spoken a word to me, so I build up the courage to ask how he’s feeling. If he’s in any pain. He just shakes his head and I’m more worried than ever.

			“Would you like me to call one of your kids? Let them know you’re here?”

			“It’s not that serious. I’ll call them once I get home from here.”

			I nod, but something tells me he’s lying and he’s going to try and hide this event from all of his kids. My conversation with Mallory comes rushing back. When she hears about this, there will be no doubt left in her mind about her father’s memory.

			My mind is racing when the doctor walks in. He slowly unwraps the bandages on Mark’s hand and leans in close to examine the burns. I watch as Mark winces and squeezes his eyes shut when the doctor begins to pop a few of the blisters. More had emerged on our way here.

			“I’m sorry I have to do this,” the doctor says. “I need to be able to assess the burned tissue underneath the blisters.” The doctor sits silently as he debrides the palm, pops a few more blisters, and then slathers on more cream before wrapping Mark’s hand in fresh gauze.

			Mark is still quiet, so I feel the need to ask the doctor questions Mark might be thinking but doesn’t want to ask. “How bad is it?”

			“Well, Mark, that pan got you pretty bad. I can see that there are sections where part of the dermis has been damaged—that’s the layer underneath the epidermis, or the very surface of the skin. So, this could qualify as a second-degree burn.” He twists his lip as if contemplating his diagnosis. “Yeah, unfortunately, we’re going to have to admit you. I’d like the burn surgeon to get a good look at this and watch it for a few days.”

			Mark finally speaks up. “Now, Doctor, is that really necessary? I’d really like to avoid a stay in the hospital if at all possible.”

			The doctor scoots his chair back, moving closer to Mark’s head as opposed to his hand. “I really think it’s in your best interests to have us monitor how your hand heals for a few days. This is a very significant part of your body to burn. There’s a lot of dexterity in your hands and even a first-degree burn can inhibit that. The burn surgeon will want to watch to see if any areas aren’t healing, especially the burns around your fingers.” As he continues, the doctor traces a finger on his left hand with his right to show us exactly where some of Mark’s unfortunate burns are. “Any kind of circumferential burn—like the one around your finger—can cause swelling, which can lead to compartment syndrome, which can cause permanent nerve damage or even loss of fingers. I really think we should take this seriously.”

			My heart sinks, and I grip my throat.

			Mark’s head drops, nearly touching his chin. The doctor gently places a hand on his shoulder. “We just want to take every precaution to get you the best care possible. What I’ve described is the worst-case scenario, but I’d really feel better if you stayed a few days and let the burn unit make sure you get everything you need.” He offers Mark a soft smile, which Mark returns with a tired nod.

			When the doctor leaves our room, Mark speaks to me in a voice that is barely a whisper.

			“Was just trying to make some beans like Thelma used to make them. She used that same pressure cooker our entire marriage and never had any issues. Must be old and malfunctioning.”

			I give Mark a close-lipped smile when I feel a sudden coldness hit my core.

			He’s going to deny it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			Mark is still waiting to be transferred to the burn unit when Aaron swings by to pick up the kids. Although Mark continues to insist that I don’t have to stay, there isn’t a chance I’m going to leave him before he’s settled into the burn unit upstairs, especially since his family doesn’t know he’s here. Once Aaron leaves with our kids, I venture to the cafeteria to find coffee, allowing sufficient time for it to cool off before I even take it to him upstairs.

			He gratefully receives the cup and tries to make light of the moment. He huffs and says, “Sure gonna be a headache to clean up those beans on my ceiling.” I know what he’s doing, and it infuriates me. I should take a breath, excuse myself for a moment, and walk around the hospital until I can control what I say. But I don’t. Instead, I spit out the concerns I should have voiced a long time ago.

			“Mark, I think there’s something you’re avoiding here. Something you know is happening but aren’t telling me or your kids.” The color drains from his face and I’m filled with regret—but I know this can no longer be put off.

			“What’s that?” he says with a cold, dark stare.

			My heart pounds harder with every new point I make. “How often are you forgetting things like this?”

			“Things like what?”

			“Like the beans on the stove. And the other day, I had to turn off your hose that was still on and drowning your bushes. It’s the third time I’ve done that since I met you.” He sits up straighter in the hospital bed and clears his throat. My voice turns soft. I want to be gentle and tread lightly, but I can’t allow him to pretend like nothing is wrong.

			“Mark, what really happened in your bathroom? Your son asked about it—the water damage. Did you forget to turn off the water in the tub?” I watch him grab his thigh with his good hand and look the other way.

			“And when you took me to Dane’s for the first time, you didn’t remember Martha’s name. And you got a little lost on our way home from Bingo. Your kids are worried about you, and now I’m wondering if—”

			Mark cuts me off with a stern voice that I’ve never heard come out of him before. “I may be old, young lady, but I’m not demented.”

			“Mark, please. I just want to make sure you’re safe. You know I think the world of you; I need to make sure you feel safe when you’re alone.”

			His voice gets a little bit louder, giving no concern to the fact that we’re not in a soundproof room—heck, we don’t even have a door yet. “Of course, I feel safe. I’ve lived alone ten years now and do just fine. Yes, I forgot about the tub running a few weeks ago and maybe I leave the hose on sometimes when I’m trying to get my bushes good and soaked. Big deal! I hadn’t forgotten about the beans. The only mistake I made was not staying home to keep an eye on that old pot. Something went wrong with the pot that had nothing to do with me. Plus, it’s not anything serious. I’m perfectly capable on my own.”

			“How can you say it’s not that serious? We’re at the hospital. We’re waiting to be transferred to the burn unit. This is serious, Mark.”

			“Sandra, anybody could have done this. Lots of people, who are not old and not losing their memory, burn their hands while cooking. Lord knows even chefs get burned every day! I’m fine.”

			I can sense that it’s time to back off. This is not going how I had hoped it would go, but before I lift my hands in surrender, I ask one last question. “Then why haven’t you called your kids yet? They need to know you’re here.”

			Before Mark can answer me, a nurse with a chipper voice blows past the curtain and announces it’s time to be moved upstairs.

			Saved by the bell.
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			The nurse gives a few follow-up instructions before she leaves us alone in the room again. Mark scoots back on the bed, uses his good hand to adjust the pillow behind his back, then finally looks at me.

			He’s about to speak when he pauses to clear his throat. Butterflies swarm my insides as I wait to hear what he’s going to say.

			“Listen, I appreciate your being concerned about me. I know it comes from a good place.”

			I sit forward, cock my head to the side. “It does—”

			“But I need you to understand something…”

			I scooch my chair closer, letting my body language speak to how closely I’m listening.

			He clears his throat again, which gets me thinking that I’d better get him some water soon. “I’m old, Sandra. I know it. I feel it every day. I’m slower than I used to be; I forget things sometimes; I fall asleep the moment I sit down in a chair. I know I’m old because I’m constantly reminded of it. I automatically get the senior discount anywhere I go, people are constantly asking if they can help me to my car, those dang AARP magazines keep coming to my house even though I never asked for a single one of them. I. Know. I’m. Old.”

			“But Mark—” I try to interject, but Mark gently asks me to let him finish.

			“Today is just another reminder that I’m getting older, but what I need you to understand is that I’m not incapable of taking care of myself. I’m not so old that I can’t keep on living in my house, cooking my own food, fixing up the grass and the garden—I’m still good enough to do all those things.”

			I nod as I listen. While I desperately want to believe him, I can’t help but wonder how much of this is true and how much he’s brushing under the rug.

			“I wouldn’t be surprised if one of my girls reaches out to you because they’re worried about me. But I need you to promise me one thing.”

			I don’t answer, just keep eye contact with him.

			“Please don’t say anything to them that is going to make them worry unnecessarily. They’ve got enough on their plate—they all do. They don’t need to be worrying about me, because I’m fine. Can you promise me that?”

			I stare at him a moment longer and take a deep breath in before I nod. While my head is moving, my head and my heart are feeling something different. Do I really believe him? Can I really chalk up everything I’ve witnessed to him “getting older”? How would I know the difference anyway?

			“I’m going to get my hand fixed up, and then I’m going to get out of here. I’m going to throw that old pot away, and then I’m going to get back to my old life, all right? Ain’t nothing more we need to worry or talk about.”

			I nod again before I let out a reluctant, “Okay. But will you at least just let them know you’re here?”

			He gives me a single nod, and I’m not sure whether to believe it or not.
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			The next day, Aaron comes home for a long lunch break so that he can watch the kids while I visit Mark. I wasn’t totally convinced he’d call his kids when I left yesterday, so I want to check on him in case he didn’t go through with it.

			Before I get to the hospital, I swing by Dane’s Meat and Three and pick him up today’s special. I’m walking through the burn unit wing, approaching Mark’s room, when I feel relief at the familiar voice I hear. Rather than walk in, I stand just outside the door, not wanting to interrupt their visit.

			“This has nothing to do with my memory, Margaret. That pot’s just old! I shouldn’t have been using it.”

			“But, Dad, I’m worried about you. You’ve lived alone long enough. It’s not safe any—”

			“Margaret, I’ve had enough of this conversation.”

			I’m about to turn and walk in the direction I came when Margaret spots me.

			“Sandra?”

			I spin around and try to pretend like I didn’t just hear the tense argument inside Mark’s room.

			“Margaret, hi. I was just swinging by to bring Mark some lunch. I didn’t know you would be here. I can just leave it with you—I don’t want to interrupt your visit.”

			“You’re not interrupting. I was actually just running to the cafeteria for a little breather. Please, go on in. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”

			“Okay.” I smile and walk forward but pause when she gently grabs my wrist. “Thank you for being here. It means a lot to me that you’re around.”

			“Of course.” Margaret disappears through two large swinging doors, and then I knock with one knuckle on Mark’s door.

			“What is it?” His voice is flat and monotonous.

			“Hey, I brought you some lunch. Thought Dane’s food might be a little more exciting than whatever they’re serving here.”

			Mark looks at the Styrofoam container in my hands, and for the first time in days I see a smile creep onto his face that reminds me of the Mark I’m used to. The knot in my stomach loosens a bit with the affirmation that I’m still welcome here. That my questions yesterday didn’t put any distance between us. That we can get back to the way things used to be.

			“Thank you, I’m starving.”

			I push the overbed table closer to him and place the tray on top. “Mind if I sit for a minute?”

			“Only if you promise to talk to me about anything ’cept my burn.”

			I lift my hands in surrender. “Yes, sir. I was actually thinking about your sermon before I got here.” I slip a few index cards out of my purse and show them to him like it’s a pile of cash. “Want to practice? Get your mind off the hospital for a little?”

			He laughs and shakes his head. “So, this burn’s not enough for me to get out of this gig?”

			“I’m pretty sure you can preach a sermon one-handed, unless you were planning on doing a handstand in the middle of it?”

			“Would you believe me if I told you I once did a cartwheel across the altar?”

			“What?” My words explode out of me so fast that I instinctually cover my mouth, trying to stifle a laugh. “I find that very hard to believe, Mark.”

			“Good, because it’s not true. All right, let me see those cards.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			I spend an extra hour at the hospital with Mark because Aaron encouraged me to take as long as I needed. Told me it would be no problem for him to take the rest of the calls he had that day from home. It’s difficult not having family around to help us, but Aaron makes it hard to complain—he shows up for me again and again.

			I throw my keys and purse onto the console table by the front door. I’m exhausted—physically, mentally, emotionally. Mark and I had a great time practicing his sermon, and he really improved since the last time we worked on it, but I also felt distracted the entire time. I couldn’t get my mind off his memory and the fact that he asked me not to say anything to his kids about his lapses. While I’m sure this event pretty much confirmed it for them, I wonder if there’s more about his memory that I should share with them.

			I’m about to walk down the hall into the kitchen when I hear Aaron’s voice coming from the library. “Hey, I’m in here.” I turn the corner and see him sitting on one of the two emerald chairs the designer picked out for this room. I don’t think they’ve ever been sat in until now. Aaron has his computer on his lap. “Kids are still napping. Come sit for a minute,” he says to me, closing his laptop and placing it on the desk. I welcome the opportunity to rest beside him and process all the thoughts swirling in my head.

			“How’s Mark’s hand?” Aaron asks me.

			I throw my head back against the chair and release a long, slow breath. “He should be released in a few days. He’ll have to do some physical therapy but overall should be okay. I’m worried about him—but not because of his burn.”

			Aaron knows exactly what I’m talking about even though we haven’t really discussed Mark’s memory much since the conversation with Mallory.

			“You think this had something to do with his memory? Not an old pot?”

			I’m doing everything in my power to give Mark the benefit of the doubt. To believe him when he earnestly told me that he was fine and that he felt safe on his own. But deep down, something keeps nagging at me—assuring me it’s all denial, for both of us. I nod to Aaron’s question because even though my brain is in denial, my heart knows the truth.

			“I almost walked in on him talking to one of his daughters about it. She must have brought up his memory because he was pretty upset. Even yelled at her. I confronted him about his failing memory too, but he denied it. Even asked me not to share all the details with his kids. Doesn’t want them to worry about him ‘unnecessarily.’ ” I use air quotes for that last word. “I really want to believe Mark. I want to believe that he is safe on his own, but what do I do with everything I’ve seen that speaks to the contrary?”

			“Man—” He shakes his head. I know he’s just as heartbroken for Mark as I am. What could be harder, scarier, more overwhelming than living more than seven wonderful decades, only to slowly lose your memory? What could be more difficult to accept than realizing in the near future you might not recognize the people you raised? The thought alone makes me want to throw up—makes my eyes water and my head throb more intensely. I did my best to keep an optimistic attitude at the hospital, but now that I’m home, it’s all hitting me: Mark’s future is blurry. He’s the last person on the planet who deserves this.

			“What am I going to do, babe?” I ask, then wonder if Aaron understands the question beneath the question. What am I going to do without Mark?

			“I don’t know, babe. This is really tough.”

			“It could have been so much worse.”

			“Yeah—”

			“And I think about my own dad and your dad. What would I want if they were living alone and possibly endangering themselves like that? I don’t know. Mark loves his home so much. If he had to leave, had to move somewhere else, I know he would be devastated.” What I don’t add is that I would be devastated. I’ve not lived in Nashville more than a few months, and yet I’m sure that I will never have another neighbor—and friend—like Mark.

			“Why don’t we just wait until he’s home?” Aaron says. “Wait until he’s discharged and settled back home—we don’t need to make any decisions right now. This is a lot for everyone to process, especially Mark.”

			I throw myself back on my chair and rub my temples and forehead with my hands. After a few moments, my head still resting against the chair, I look over at Aaron and say, “I didn’t want to stress out Mark anymore, so I didn’t tell him, but I saw Pastor Anthony at Dane’s earlier when I was picking up lunch for Mark.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			“It’s weird, isn’t it?”

			“In what way?”

			“That I would bump into him today of all days, when all this has happened to Mark.”

			Aaron shrugs, so I continue. “I thought about telling him that Mark was in the hospital. I hesitated—he didn’t see me, but now I wish he had. Wish he had seen me so that he could have stopped me and maybe asked me about Mark.”

			Aaron continues to look at me but doesn’t say anything.

			“I can’t stop thinking about his sermon—about fear.” I pull my hair into a ponytail, suddenly feeling really hot. “And I’m wondering if Mark is making a decision based on fear that he’ll have to move or that things will just have to change.

			“Makes sense,” I add. “If I were him, I wouldn’t want to leave either. He’s lived here so long that he feels like he’s one of the relics of this neighborhood.”

			I scoff when I think about it a little bit more. “I’m one to talk, though. Every decision I’ve made ever since Rose died has been based on fear. Even little things. It’s like this leech that I can’t get off me, but the longer I let it sit there, the more life I feel it sucking out of me.”

			I’m staring up at the ceiling now, my head fully resting on the top of the chair, but I feel Aaron’s thumb rubbing against the back of my hand, which is splayed out on the armrest.

			“You’ve had every reason to be afraid,” he whispers. My head drops to the left so I can face him; my eyes fill with tears.

			“But I’m tired of being afraid,” I say, then feel him grab my hand and wrap his fingers around mine. I can barely get the next words out, my chest feeling tight and heavy. “I’m exhausted.”

			“Me too,” he says, before he catches a teardrop that slides down my left cheek. He lays his hand on the other side of my face and gently strokes my cheekbone. I know he’s trying to look into my eyes, but I feel mine pulling away from his, staring at the room behind him instead.

			“It’s paralyzed me—like Anthony said.” I breathe in, lift my head, sit up straight. “That’s exactly how I’ve felt, like something was slowly taking over my body and paralyzing my ability to think clearly, to make decisions I feel good about, to just be me.” Aaron sits up straight too, then turns his entire body to face me. “I can’t live like that anymore. Living like I’m trapped.” I use my middle fingers to gently dab beneath my eyes, trying to be careful not to smudge the little bit of mascara I put on this morning, even though I’m pretty confident it’s already ruined.

			Aaron waits until I’m done to respond. He looks around the room as if remembering everything Anthony said that morning. “So, we need the Spirit of wisdom, then? The opposite of the spirit of fear Anthony talked about?”

			“I guess so. But I don’t know what that means or what that looks like.”

			Aaron immediately interjects, “I think your mom would tell us to pray.”

			A smile cracks through the surface of my face. He’s right. That’s exactly what she would tell us to do. “But I’m not really sure how to do that.”

			“Me neither.” Aaron sticks his hands out, palm side up, inviting me to place my hands in his. “Maybe we can figure it out together.”

			Even though Aaron is my husband, I suddenly feel so awkward and uncomfortable sitting here with him. I feel like a teenager on a first date, like this is too much vulnerability to share with someone I barely know. But I do it anyway because I know I can trust him with all of me. I put my hands in his and close my eyes.

			Aaron takes the lead and says all the words. His prayer is honest and straight to the point. Is that enough? I wonder. Do we need to ask for something more specific? Do we need to say more?

			He asks God to help us stop living in fear, to help us make a decision based on wisdom, and he asks for peace. For peace for us and for Mark. It might have been a short prayer, but it’s longer than any prayer I’ve ever spoken in my life.

			When he’s done, I look at him, my eyes dry now but probably red and swollen, and I ask him, “What now?”

			He releases a small laugh and shrugs. “We’re the blind leading the blind here, babe.” I laugh too now, and it sends a small surge of airiness through me. We both sit back in our chairs, then scoot down a little so that our heads are partly resting against the back and pressing against the wall behind us. There is a long moment of silence before I ask one last question. “Hey, Aaron?”

			“Yeah, babe?”

			“You know what would look really beautiful in here?”

			“What’s that?”

			“A whole bunch of plants. The natural light is incredible.”

			“For sure.” I see the start of a smile form on his face.

			“Could you take me somewhere to pick some out?”

			“I thought you’d never ask.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			The next morning, we’re driving on a long country road with the most spectacular views. “How did you find this place?” I ask Aaron as I look toward the back of the car. The kids are so quiet I wonder if they’re asleep, but they’re not. They’re just as entranced as I am by the views.

			It’s a breath of fresh air to be out here. Sometimes, city life starts to feel a bit claustrophobic, but you don’t realize it until you’re somewhere with wide-open green spaces and you start to breathe a little easier. Especially after everything that’s happened the last couple of days—I really needed to get out of the city for a few hours.

			Now we’re passing cows grazing on lush pasture, endless signs for farm fresh eggs and local honey, beautiful ranch homes with red barns and green tractors, and with each new sight, my body feels a little bit lighter. I look over at Aaron again, endlessly grateful that he always seems to know exactly what I need. He’s not taking us to some Home Depot down the road; he’s taking me somewhere beautiful.

			“Asked a co-worker,” Aaron offers. “They should have everything you’re looking for here—inside and outside stuff.”

			We pull into the parking lot of a large outdoor nursery and get the kids out of the car, each taking the hand of one child.

			The search begins inside a large white tent where all the indoor plants live. We wind through each aisle as I carefully search for any of the plants I had back home. I probably won’t find them all, but if I could at least find two familiar plants, I think my home will start to feel more alive…more like mine.

			I let the kids each pick out a plant they can—sort of—take care of on their own. Ezra chooses a tall, mature snake plant simply because it’s called a snake plant, and Rebekah goes with a beautiful monstera because she says it looks like cheese—the girl is cheese’s biggest fan, and I don’t blame her.

			I’m thrilled when I find a ZZ plant in a beautiful stone pot, but it’s no match to the way my eyes light up when I see a bird-of-paradise plant that is taller than me.

			“This would look great in your library,” I hear Aaron say behind me. My closed fists are pressed against my chin like a child preparing to sit on Santa’s lap. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.” He scoops up the plant and puts it on the flatbed he’s been trailing behind me.

			“How many more can I get?” I ask.

			“However many will keep that smile on your face.” My smile gets a little bigger.

			A few minutes later, Aaron is thumbing through a few gardening coffee-table books on display when he asks about Mark. “So, he’s getting discharged tomorrow?”

			“Hopefully. As of now, yes. He just needs to get clearance from the burn doctor and then he’ll be out. I’m worried about him. I wonder if his kids know any more yet or if Mallory has come to town. She’s the most worried about him, I think.”

			“Why don’t you pick something out for Mark?”

			“That’s a great idea.”

			I gather a few more plants from inside the tented area including a tall lavender plant that’s already potted and ready to be set on a front porch. It will be the perfect plant to welcome Mark home tomorrow.

			We move outside next, where there are rows and rows of flowers and plants designed for the outdoors. The kids have beat me to it, having run out to a lush green field behind the nursery. They’re chasing each other, pulling up grass, and shrieking in laughter. “I guess it’s better they stay out there than in here where they can knock over plants,” I say to Aaron when I find him among some bare bushes.

			“Hey, how about some of these?” he asks me without turning around.

			I walk around the flatbed to see what he’s looking at. He’s holding up the tag on the bush—it’s a hybrid tea rosebush. I look up at him, wondering what he’s thinking.

			“This might be a nice way to commemorate her life, don’t you think?”

			I look back down at the bush and then up to him. Not only does this bush remind me of my daughter, but it also reminds me of Mark. He’s the reason I’ve learned so much about this flower the past couple of months. I know exactly how to take care of one simply because I’ve spent so much time helping take care of his.

			“We could plant a whole bunch in the back, behind the pool. A beautiful rose garden, and when they’re blooming, we can bring some inside. Vases of roses to remind us of our beautiful Rose.”

			A smile slowly creeps up my face as I watch the way his eyes grow a bit dewy, and suddenly it dawns on me how much he’s been hurting all along. He’s been keeping it to himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if he thought he couldn’t share his grief because he was too busy trying to comfort me to think about his own heart.

			I move closer to him, wrap my arm around his waist, and gently pull him close.

			“I love that idea,” I tell him.

			He gets straight to work placing six rosebushes onto our flatbed, and when we get home that afternoon, we work together to get them planted up against the back of our fence while the kids nap inside.

			When we finish, we’re covered in dirt and sweat and looking at each other wondering why we decided to plant these bushes during the hottest part of the day. Together, we flop down on a pair of chaise longues we bought for beside the pool. I slip off my gardening gloves and throw myself back onto the frame. I look over at Aaron who has his eyes closed beneath the sweltering sun. There’s sweat dripping down his temples that lands on his bright-red ears.

			As I watch him, I think it’s time to admit that Aaron’s done nothing but try to be supportive since we lost our girl. He offered to postpone or even cancel our move here. He offered to ask his office to move him back to a position that would allow us to stay in New York. He’s hugged me during some bouts of grief and given me space during others. Somehow, he’s known exactly what I’ve needed most days, and yet I’ve given nothing in return but unmerited hostility. I’m suddenly wondering how lonely he must feel here. I know he worries about me constantly, but how often have I stopped to worry about him? He lost a daughter too, after all.

			I finally speak. “Thanks, babe. That was really fun. Like, the most fun I’ve had since we moved here.”

			Aaron slowly lets his head fall to the side so that he’s facing me, then opens his eyes and searches for something in mine.

			“Me too.”

			“I’m glad we moved here. I’m glad I married you. Thank you for sticking by my side this whole time.”

			“Through thick and thin, isn’t that what we said?”

			“That’s right.” A smile creeps over my face before we both turn and face the sun again. I’m pretty sure Aaron has nearly dozed off when I speak again.

			“Hey, babe?”

			“Hmm?” he whispers.

			“I have to call Mallory, don’t I?”

			He doesn’t respond, but his look says it all.

			I let my lungs fill up with air, feel my ribs expand and push against my shirt, and let it all come out through my mouth.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			I couldn’t sleep last night. I thought about going down to Margaret’s fitness studio to talk to her in person about Mark’s well-being but decided to call Mallory instead. Not only because she’d given me her number and specifically asked me to call her if I ever saw anything more that might indicate Mark isn’t safe at home, but also because I don’t think I have it in me to talk to one of his kids in person. Call me a coward, but a phone call is the best I can muster right now.

			I sit on the bench in front of my bed while Aaron feeds the kids breakfast downstairs. My palms are sweaty and my mouth goes completely dry when I hear the first couple of rings. Finally, an answer.

			“Mallory? It’s Sandra, Mark’s next-door neighbor.” I try to swallow but can’t.

			“Sandra, hi! I’m actually in town. Dad’s getting released today, so I wanted to be here.”

			“That’s great news. How’s he holding up? Any update on his hand?”

			“Not bad. No damage to his fingers, thank God. The doctors seem to be pretty optimistic about his healing. He might have a few spots that lose some feeling, but overall his hand should be okay. I’m so thankful. You know how much he loves to garden.”

			I smile and stand. Slide my free hand into my back pocket and start pacing my room unsure of how to detour this conversation into something more serious.

			“Thank you for bringing him to the hospital. Dad can be so stubborn! If you hadn’t been there, he might have stayed home and tried to take care of it himself.” She laughs a little, but I can tell there’s a twinge of concern in her voice.

			“Yeah, I’m glad I was there. You know—” I clear my throat, using every last second to find the right words to tell his daughter her concerns are valid.

			“Is everything okay?” she asks.

			“Well…no. Not really. Mallory, I’m so sorry—”

			“What is it?”

			“I just feel that I need to tell you your dad is going to try and really downplay this.”

			She lets out a long, audible sigh. “Yeah, he already is.”

			“He didn’t want me to talk to you, but I really feel like I need to because I’m worried about him. I need to apologize because I feel like I may have downplayed your concerns when you came to me after the family dinner. I shouldn’t have done that because I think you’re right to be concerned. Just the other day, I had to turn off the hose he left on outside again. It’s getting more frequent. The last time he was over for dinner, he couldn’t remember the name of the football team—”

			“The Titans? No way Daddy forgot the name of the Titans.”

			“We’ve spent many days together where I don’t notice any fogginess, but after this whole burn thing, I do think it would be prudent to see a doctor.”

			There is silence on the other line. I know Mallory’s been thinking this for a while, but it’s a whole other thing to have someone confirm it. “I’m so sorry, Mallory. I had to call you because I know he’s not going to be totally honest with you.”

			Mallory sighs again. I know I’ve just broken her heart into a million irreparable pieces. I can only imagine how I would feel if someone told me my dad was losing his memory. It would wreck me.

			“If there’s anything else I can do, please—”

			“Thanks, Sandra.” She pauses, then takes another deep breath. “I know you’ve been a good friend to my dad lately. I’m really thankful he’s had you. I’ll talk to my siblings about all of this and together we’ll decide what we have to do next.”

			“Yes, of course.”

			She’s quiet for a second and then blurts out, “Ugh, this really sucks.” I can sense her composure relax when she says this. Like she’s taking off her professional mask and putting on the robes of a daughter. It may not be the most appropriate time to ask this, but I have to know, so I do it anyway. “Do you think he’ll have to move? Leave his house? He loves living here so much.” Maybe I’m holding on to hope that something can be done to keep him in his home.

			“I don’t know. I really don’t know what’s next, but we can’t risk him hurting himself again, you know?”

			I nod but don’t say anything. After another moment of silence, Mallory wraps up the call and hangs up, unknowingly leaving me with a broken heart too.
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			Slow tears cascade down my cheeks. Why is this happening?

			My bedroom door slowly creeps open. Aaron peeks his head in to see if I’m off the phone. When he spots my watery eyes, he walks over and sits by me on the bed.

			“Why do I feel like I totally betrayed him?” I say through trembling lips.

			Aaron pulls me close, and I bury my face in his chest.

			“You didn’t betray him, honey. You did the right thing.”

			I pull out of his embrace and look him in the eye. “It’s just not fair. He’s the last person who deserves this. He’s going to lose his memory, his home, his garden, this neighborhood. It’s not right. And what about his grandchildren? This is going to be so hard on them.”

			“You’re right. It’s not fair. He’s a good person, and this shouldn’t be happening to him. This is not the way it should be, but you have to believe that you didn’t betray him. You had to do this. I know you love him, and it’s because you love him that you have to choose what’s in his best interest right now.”

			Everything Aaron says is true. I know this, but I still don’t want to believe it.

			“Do you think he’ll ever talk to me again?”

			Aaron grabs my shoulders and looks me in the eye. “Of course he will. Mallory might not even tell him you had anything to do with this. Either way, Mark cares about you a lot.”

			“Yeah,” I whisper. I walk into the bathroom and splash some water on my face before I head downstairs to eat with my family. Mark will be home later today, and I’ll find the right moment to take over his lavender plant. All I can hope is that he’ll have no idea I spoke to his daughter and that I can have a few more weeks or months with him in his garden.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			The kids are playing on the front lawn when I notice a large black SUV slowing down near Mark’s home. I sit forward a little and watch closely from the porch. When the SUV pulls into the driveway, my heart picks up pace a little. Is Mark home?

			It’s been three days since he was admitted to the hospital—so much longer than any of us expected him to be there. Margaret jumps out of the car and runs to the passenger side to help Mark out of the car and up his steps. I so badly want to run over there and give him a big bear hug. He really scared me when he hurt himself. I’d never seen Mark so worried, so fragile, so confused. I restrain myself and decide to wait until his daughter leaves to pay him a visit. I want to make sure he is settled back into his home before we come barging in.

			An hour later, we’re still outside and I see Margaret jump back into her car and leave. I decide to wait until Aaron gets home later that afternoon so that I can say hello without the kids in tow. I’m not sure what his hand looks like right now, and I’m worried it could scare the children.

			Before I even prep dinner, I kiss Aaron hello, grab the lavender plant, and head next door. I have no idea if Mallory or any of his other kids have said anything to him about our conversation, but I’m hoping for the best.

			I knock softly on the door, my stomach beginning to twist into all kinds of abnormal shapes. Why is he taking so long to answer? Could he be asleep? Should I come back later? He’s probably tired of visitors.

			After a few more seconds, I knock again. If he doesn’t answer this time, I’ll leave and try again tomorrow. I set the plant down by his favorite porch chair, and that’s when I finally hear the lock turn and see the door creep open.

			“Hi, Mark. I brought you a new lavender plant. Thought the smell might be nice on a breezy day.” I stand from my crouched position and walk back to the screen door that is closed, blocking me from his home. I grab the handle, open it like I’ve done countless times, except this time he doesn’t open his door any wider than a few inches. I keep talking anyway. “I’m so glad you’re home; I wanted to see how you’re doing.” There’s a small smile on my face, but Mark’s expression is stone cold. He looks serious and maybe even a little upset. We’ve never gone this long without sharing a smile between us.

			“I was just about to lie down for a rest,” he says in a monotonous tone that I’m not familiar with. Mark’s voice might not be high-pitched and cheery, but it’s certainly not abrasive like it feels now. A hollow space forms in my stomach and grows bigger and deeper with each awkward second that passes. This is all the confirmation I need: Mark is mad at me.

			“I’m so sorry for disturbing you. I’ll just come back another time.” I turn to walk away and notice he’s about to shut the door when I decide to say one more thing. “Wait, is everything okay, Mark?”

			The door reopens and he gives me a flinty stare.

			“My kids want me to hire a nurse to check up on me every day.”

			My heart picks up, pushing at my chest. My cheeks fill with color and radiate heat. So, they talked to him. He knows I went behind his back and talked to his kids.

			“Not a nurse. A glorified babysitter. Like I’m some kind of child.”

			“Mark—”

			“Because of what you said to them.” The door opens a bit wider but not in a welcoming way. Just so that he can plant two feet in front of me and point at me when he says you in that ominous way. “They think I can’t be on my own anymore—”

			“Mark, I didn’t mean—”

			“Been here fifty-five years and now all of a sudden they think I can’t live here anymore. Like they’re the parent now and I have no say. They’re off living their lives, and I’m supposed to get some babysitter to check on me? Now, why did you go on and tell them I couldn’t live on my own? Isn’t that precisely what I asked you not to do?”

			My mouth is dry, and I can’t feel my legs anymore. I’m at a loss for what to say. I open my mouth to speak, but the words don’t come. They’re stuck somewhere inside my brain, searching for a way out, any route that will help me out of this mess, but the likelihood that they’ll come out in time to make any sort of impact is slim.

			“Mark, please. Mallory asked. I just told her what I knew. I didn’t mean—”

			“You didn’t mean to do what? You didn’t mean to get my daughters all worried about me? They’re over here crying about my being in danger.” He throws up his bandaged hand. “This ain’t that serious! Everybody has an accident in the kitchen every once in a while. Just because I’m old, does that mean I can’t make mistakes anymore? How many times do I have to tell you this was an accident? Now you’ve gone and ruined my life. I’m not your kids, Sandra! You don’t have to hover over me like you do them!”

			I take a step back suddenly feeling like I’ve just had a boulder thrown at me. My thoughts are swirling; sweat is pooling on my stomach and my back. I take a few more steps, adjust my stance, trying to confirm there is still ground beneath me.

			“I just told…You don’t understand…If it were my dad…This was more than just an accident. You can’t take these chances. I care about you. It could have been—” The words stumble out with no semblance of organization or purpose; everything at once just pours out of me.

			“Could have been what? I never asked you to concern yourself with my safety. I was just fine living here before you moved in. You moved in here, what? Not even six months ago? And now you think you know everything about me?”

			“No, I don’t. I’m not trying—”

			“You overstepped, Sandra. I asked you not to get involved and you did, and now, because of you, my kids are panicking. Well, let me tell you what: I’m not leaving my house, and I’m certainly not hiring no dadgum babysitter.”

			“But, Mark—” Before I can finish my sentence, he gives me the stern look of a furious father and I get the hint. He wants me to leave. He can’t stand to even look at me.

			“I’m going to take a rest because I’m tired. And I’m not tired because I’m old and demented; I’m tired because can’t nobody sleep in those hospital beds.”

			I look down at the ground and whisper, “Okay.” I release the storm door, then let it slowly close in front of me before I search his eyes one more time for the Mark before the accident. But he doesn’t look at me—just closes the door until I’m left standing there alone, staring at the fading red paint.

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			For the first time in I don’t know how long, I’m not sad—I’m filled with rage. My feet feel heavy as I stomp back to my house, throw the door open, and grab the keys on the table by the front door. Aaron’s words barely get a chance to escape before I respond, “I need a minute!”

			I jump into my car, turn on the ignition, and reverse the car so fast that I’m certain I’ve just left tire marks on my driveway. I don’t know where I’m going, but I know I need to get the heck out of here or I might just explode. My fingers grip the steering wheel so tight that my knuckles turn white. Every couple of seconds, my toes press down on the gas pedal a little bit harder, and before I know it, I’m driving faster than I’ve ever driven in my short tenure as a licensed driver. I merge onto the interstate still unsure of where I’m going but confident that the farther I drive, the better I’ll feel.

			If I had to guess, I’ve probably driven about twenty miles north on the interstate going eighty miles an hour when a red light flashes on my dashboard—I’m low on fuel. Of course.

			I merge onto the ramp at the next exit and notice signs for a state park. Looks like there’s nothing but grass and trees around so I follow the signs until I’ve arrived in a near-empty parking lot. I turn off the car and take a deep breath before my next impulse takes over.

			Open fisted, I bang on the wheel over and over again and yell at the top of my lungs. My hair falls out of my loose bun and covers my eyes. I feel like the most belligerent fool beating up my minivan, but it also feels like my limbs are in control, not my head, instinctually releasing every ounce of wrath that has been welling up inside me since the day I left that hospital room empty-handed.

			I didn’t get to keep my baby.

			I hate living in a home that reminds me of her.

			I prayed that God would help me know what to do about Mark, and He didn’t help me. Mark hates me and I hate me because I still can’t trust myself—can’t trust my instincts.

			I’ve lost my only friend.

			I release one final loud and long howl before my hands give up. Gripping the wheel again, I stare ahead and try to find my breath.

			There’s a sign for the start of a trail in front me. It’s been a while since I’ve done one of my long-distance runs. In the early weeks after we lost Rose, a long run was paramount to helping me get through the day.

			While this isn’t exactly the same, I sense the wilderness calling my name. I slam the door of the car and run toward the trail, following every marker higher and higher up this mountain that leads nowhere. My heart has been racing at top speed since the moment I left my driveway, and with this hike, there’s no slowing it down now. But I don’t care. I feel indignant, and the racing heart, the lightheadedness, the sweaty palms, the shaky legs—they’re like detox pathways helping me expel the anger, the rage, the fury.
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			My phone is at home and I never got on board with smartwatches, but I know by the way the sun has moved downward that I’ve been hiking alone in this secluded state park for more than an hour. There are rocks and leaves shifting and crunching below my sneakers, and sweat has gathered on my lower back and trailed down my tailbone. That’s when I finally reach the top. My pace slows to a crawl as I approach the lookout point.

			I lean forward and rest my hands on my knees as I attempt to catch my breath. I creep closer to the edge of the cliff, the sound of ginormous trees swaying back and forth the only sound I hear. The view is spectacular, and any other day it would have taken my breath away. Brought a smile to my face and maybe even a few goosebumps. Today, though, all I can muster is a blank stare. My heart slows with every second that passes, but my vision begins to blur. While my mind feels like it’s racing, I don’t know exactly what I’m thinking about. I just want it all to stop. The thoughts. The rage. The heartache. The unknowns. They’re taking up so much real estate in my brain that it feels like any moment now my head will explode into a million pieces and scatter all over this mountaintop.

			My knees drop to the ground, and the top of my head falls into my hands. Before I know it, I feel myself growing more lightheaded until everything is completely black.
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			“Ma’am? You all right, ma’am? Chef, get back! Stop that!” My eyes slowly blink open to the sight of a middle-aged woman and her unleashed cocker spaniel. I wipe my cheek with the back of my hand—gross. There’s a quizzical look on her face, and I guess for good reason: There’s an unconscious woman lying on the bare ground in the fetal position. How could things have gotten this bad?

			I grab at my forehead—it’s pounding—and slowly start to stand, dusting off my knees in the process. She tries to give me a hand, but I tell her I’m fine.

			“Sorry about my dog,” she says. “Are you okay? Are you here alone?”

			I clear my throat. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah, yeah. Just felt a little lightheaded for a minute.”

			“You shouldn’t be up here hiking all by yourself. It’s not safe.”

			I decide not to mention that she, too, is up here by herself, because I have a feeling she’ll tell me she has her dog who could somehow call for help if something happened to her.

			“Yeah, I’m going to head back down. Thanks—”

			“Care for company? We’re heading back down.”

			“I’m okay; I’d actually prefer to be alone. Thanks. Have a good one.” I give a weak wave and start the trek down the mountain. Nothing looks familiar. If it weren’t for the mile markers, I’d have no idea if I were headed in the right direction or not. I’m such an idiot. I shouldn’t have done that. Shouldn’t have stormed out of my house like that. Aaron has no idea what happened, no idea where I went. I just up and left him hanging. All for what? To pass out on the top of a mountain?

			When I reach my car, I pull my hair back up and look in my rearview mirror. There’s a brown spot on my left temple that I scrub off with my fingers. I look frazzled and tired and like someone I yet again don’t recognize. I start the car, put it in reverse, and proceed to look for the closest gas station before I head back to the interstate and drive south. I have no idea what I’m going to tell Aaron. He’s probably worried sick about me seeing as he’s had no way to reach me. I wonder if he’s gone to talk to Mark or maybe even got in his own car to look for me. I give my steering wheel another thump.

			As I enter East Nashville, I decide to pop into a coffee shop before I head home. Not only because I need coffee desperately right now but also because I need a few more minutes to gather my thoughts before I face Aaron at home. I pull into Living Waters Brewing and sit at the bar where I order a tall espresso. I take small sips, feeling the caffeine quickly soothe my throbbing head.

			“Sandra?” My head turns, and I mutter a cuss word under my breath. I just needed a moment alone—a moment to gather myself and figure out what I wanted to say to Aaron—but now I’ve been spotted. I should have known better than to stop here. Should have just gone straight home.

			“Ashley, right? So good to see you again.” I paste on a smile, and my heart sinks when I notice there’s a small mound attached to her chest in a floral fabric carrier. She must notice me staring because with a cheery smile she says, “I had our baby a few weeks ago!” She turns to the side and gently pulls down on the fabric to show me the baby’s sleeping face.

			I smile and nod, and all I can get out is a flat “Wow, congratulations.”

			Ashley reaches across the bar for her to-go coffee that’s ready. “Thanks! We named her Annie Rose. Isn’t that cute?” I give her a blank stare, but she doesn’t notice because she looks down instead to kiss and nuzzle her baby’s head. “She’s been such a sweet baby, but you know, I still need lots of coffee!” My eyes narrow, turning my stare more pointed. I’d better walk away from this conversation before I say something I regret. Instead, I take one last small sip of my espresso and tell Ashley I’m late to relieve my babysitter, so I have to run. I can tell she’s a bit thrown off by the lack of oohing and aahing over her newborn right now, but I just don’t care.

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			I pull into the driveway. It’s about dinnertime, and I have no doubt that Aaron and the kids are probably sitting down together eating a meal and wondering where I’ve been the last several hours. There has to be something better I can say than “passed out on a mountain.”

			The car is in park when I step out and slam the door behind me. One look over at Mark’s house and I can see a pair of window blinds close on the side of his house. Did he hear me? See me? Walking in front of my car, I notice the backyard from the corner of my eye and my gaze turns to the rosebushes Aaron and I planted together. They’re bare, and we’ll have to go through months of winter before even one bud appears. For now, they just look like long, sad twigs sticking out of the ground. Kind of like me. Just there, an illusion of something pretty but not actually producing anything worthwhile. I stand there frozen for a moment, just staring at them. Then Ashley’s face comes to my mind again and the name she chose for her daughter and the thought that she got to keep her Rose but I didn’t. And the thought that I had to move here, away from my home in New York, and meet Mark and ruin his life and lose someone else I love.

			I change direction. Instead of walking up the steps to the front door, I head to the back of the house, picking up a small hand shovel that is lying on the ground on my way. My feet feel heavy and loud. If it weren’t for all the lush grass that Aaron pays an arm and a leg to maintain, our neighbors two doors down would probably hear me stomping back here.

			There are six bushes lined up against our privacy fence, so I start at the one closest to me, jamming the shovel into the ground over and over again around the root. I periodically drop the shovel and dig up dirt with my hands, removing as much as I can before I have to use the shovel again. Despite the cooler evening temperatures lately, the ground is still soft from all the sun we get during the day. I maneuver the shovel in different directions and for different purposes, sometimes stabbing, sometimes pricking, sometimes just whacking at whatever hard piece of earth I find.

			I don’t stop until I can see all the roots of the bush splayed out and it’s easy for me to yank the bush and throw it behind me.

			All that’s left is a big dirt hole that I stare into for a moment as I try to catch my breath.

			It’s not long before I take my shovel and move on to the next bush, which requires more effort, more stabs, more strength to dig up the roots. I welcome the additional effort needed because with every jab into the ground, I feel as if I am purging something. Maybe it’s pent-up anger that’s been simmering below the surface. Maybe it’s rage I’ve yet to find an outlet for. Maybe it’s just plain old resentment at the world that continues to turn as I remain planted in the same stagnant place.

			When most of the dirt is removed from this next bush, I heave it by the roots with two hands and release a loud grunt when I throw it behind me. I can hear the way it crashes on top of the other one, which only makes the thumping in my chest grow more intense. My breaths are labored, and I can feel a trickle of sweat sliding down my temple. I’m about to lift the shovel and stab the ground around the next bush when I hear a loud shriek coming from behind me.

			“Mommy! Mommy! What are you doing?” Ezra runs down the back deck and through the yard with a frightened look on his face. I drop the shovel and try to catch my breath before he reaches me.

			“Baby, go back inside,” I say, breathless.

			“But Mommy, what are you doing to our bushes? You’re destroying them!” Then he gasps and I can tell he’s looking at my hands. I look down, and that’s when I notice there’s blood all over them. The adrenaline pulsed so fervently that I hadn’t even felt the prickles piercing my skin.

			I wipe them on my shorts before trying to pull him in for a hug, but he yanks away from me, using his hands pressed against my shoulders to keep me at a distance.

			“I’m not destroying them, baby. I’m just—”

			He escapes my grip and runs over to the bushes that are lifeless on the ground. “Yes, you are—look! You ruined them! What’s wrong with you?”

			We look into each other’s eyes for a moment, and my heart sinks because I see it: There is fear and loss in his eyes. He’s afraid of me. He doesn’t recognize me.

			Before I can say anything to Ezra, Aaron appears on the back deck with Rebekah on his hip. When he notices the mess I’m making back here, he walks toward us with a quickened step, grabs Ezra’s hand, and surveys the damage. I’m motionless, ashamed. When Aaron finally looks at me, I wish he wouldn’t. I’m still trying to catch my breath, trying to swallow but can’t.

			His eyes narrow and his brows nearly touch. “What the hell are you doing, Sandra?” he yells. I just stare at him because the truth is, I don’t know what I’m doing. I fall back onto the heels of my feet and brace myself by letting my weight fall onto my hands. The ground is cool and moist and soft against my bruised palms—not what I was looking for. I’m looking for something sturdy, something solid to hold my weight because I feel as if I am falling.

			He gives me one last long stare before scooping Ezra into his free arm, and with a dark, cold voice, he says, “Stop this. Now, please.” He turns around and takes everyone inside.

			When he’s shut the door behind him, I pick up the shovel and throw it against the fence in one final release of this fury that’s been bubbling up inside me since we moved here. I take a few more minutes to catch my breath and steady my racing heart. It’s dark now, so I can see inside our well-lit home very clearly. Not wanting to have to look into his eyes again—or the eyes of my children—I wait until he’s taken them upstairs for bedtime to finally go inside. As I pass by the sad, bare bushes lying dormant on the ground, I feel nothing. The whole time I was digging them up, there was a tornado of feelings whirling all around me, but now I feel nothing. Which is why I go straight upstairs to our bedroom where I shut myself in. Alone in the darkness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			I wake up to the sun shining directly on my face. The night before, I’d crawled straight into bed with my clothes and shoes on, never bothering to shut the shades or even kick my shoes off. I was briefly awakened by the sounds of Aaron creeping around our room, probably grabbing clothes and toiletries. He must have slept in the guest room because he’s not beside me right now. There’s a throbbing in my head again, but I’m still not ready to face Aaron downstairs, so I kick off my shoes and then shut the shades before I lie back down and drift off into another deep sleep.
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			The doorbell rings, which wakes me. I check the time and see that it’s noon. How could I have slept this long? There are distant, muddled voices downstairs. I get up and peek through the window to see who might be at the door right now. I can’t see anyone—just hear the voices. I crack the window open to see if I can tell who’s there, and I immediately recognize Mark.

			I hear something about my not feeling well and something about a pie. They say their goodbyes, and that’s when I see Mark walking down the steps, head bowed and shoulders slumped. My heart sinks.

			I should run out there. Call his name. Tell him to come back so we can talk. But my feet are two giant cinder blocks that keep me from motion. I do the only thing that I can: I get back in bed and fall fast asleep.
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			There is a gentle knock at my bedroom door. It’s four o’clock now, nearing twenty-four hours that I’ve been shut up in this room. I know I can’t stay here much longer. Aaron will have to go back to work, and I’ll have to get back to watching the kids. This is the first time I’ve heard a knock at my door. The first time Aaron has tried to talk to me. I guess he needed just as much time to cool off. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen that angry look in his eyes. He’s been so patient with me, always present, always ready to forgive, and always available when I need him. Maybe his grace ran out. A person can only take so much before they decide they’ve had enough of someone else’s abuse. I don’t blame him for yelling at me the way he did—I deserved it.

			I don’t hear another knock, so rather than get up, I grab my computer that I notice on my nightstand. My inbox is open, so I scroll through and look for the message I’d received from a local recruiter when we first moved here. The link with the job description is there, so I open it up and read. After just a few bullet points, I know I have all the experience and qualifications needed for this job. In fact, I couldn’t be a more perfect match. Without Mark, I’m going to need something new to keep me busy. I can’t sit around, locked up in my room, holed up in this house forever. I need something to keep my mind busy, to distract me from everything.

			I read the recruiter’s email one last time and decide to respond.

			Hi Stacey, things have changed a bit. I’d love to talk to you about this role if you’re still looking.

			Within minutes, I have a response.

			Absolutely. It hasn’t been filled yet. Are you free for a call tomorrow?

			That’s when I hear the door slowly creep open. I guess he decided he didn’t need to knock one more time. But when I look up, I don’t see Aaron’s face—I see my mother.

			“Mom?”

			She pushes through the door and takes a step forward. “Can I come in?”

			I nod, still wondering how she got here and why. “Did Aaron call you?”

			She shuts the door behind her and walks over to the bed where I’m sitting. She sits in front of me and places her hand on my knee before responding. “Yes. He’s worried about you, and so am I.”

			I shut my computer and push it aside. “He didn’t need to do that. I’m fine, Mom. I’m a little upset, yes, but I’ll get over it. I just need a little time, time to reset and maybe find something to keep me busy. You didn’t need to fly all the way out here.”

			“He said you haven’t left this room since last night and haven’t eaten or anything.”

			“I’m not hungry.”

			Tears swim in my mother’s eyes.

			“Mom, c’mon. I’m fine. Yes, I’m a little sad, but I will be fine. Don’t we all need a little alone time sometimes? I’m going to go back to work, and it will be a good way for me to—”

			“Avoid?”

			I twist my mouth to the side, shake my head.

			“You don’t need to go back to work. That’s not what you need right now,” she says.

			Her voice is pleading with me. “What would you do with the kids? What would you do about—”

			“I don’t know, Mom, okay? I. Don’t. Know! But what else am I supposed to do? Just sit around here and continue being a sad, depressed mother—who’s now angry too—for my kids? They don’t deserve that!” I’m yelling now and I hate it.

			“But they also don’t deserve a distant mother. You don’t want to go back to work right now, and you know it. You’re looking for an escape.”

			I scoff, cross my arms, and turn my face away.

			“You’re looking for a way to avoid the pain. It’s not possible, mi amor. You cannot avoid dealing with it. Thinking about it. Wrestling with all the hard questions. Going back to work isn’t going to help you or the kids.”

			“Then what do I do, huh? Tell me, please!”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know what you need, but I know that you love your kids, I know that you love Aaron, and I know that you love Mark, and this is not how you repair those relationships.” I shake my head again when I hear her say Mark’s name.

			“You know he came to see you, right? Aaron told me he stopped by this afternoon with a pie.”

			“Yeah, after he told me I had no right meddling in his life. I understand why he was upset with me. I only met the guy a few months ago. It wasn’t my place to walk into his life and start meddling—sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong—but he didn’t have to ice me out the way he did.”

			“You mean like you’ve been doing with Aaron?” One of her eyebrows is raised, and yet I still feel warmth radiating from her. I knead at my eyes, wanting to avoid her knowing stare.

			“Let me assure you, you did the right thing when you spoke to Mark’s kids. You care about him. You were protecting him, and I think he knows that now. You don’t have to be afraid to talk to him. Aaron either. No matter what happened last night, I know he loves you, and I know he stands ready to move forward with you.”

			My head drops to the point that I can feel my chin pressed against my chest. I breathe in trying to keep my eyes from watering, but I know it’s useless. I know the tears are coming because they always come and my attempts to stop them are always futile.

			I look up at my mother and ask, “How many more people can I stand to lose?”

			She scoots in closer to me and pulls me into an embrace so that my face is resting on her shoulder. My mother holds me tight as I let the tears cascade out, as I catch my breath, as I grieve a life I’ve been trying to hold on to, trying to revive, trying to re-create. I know what she’s trying to tell me. It’s time to let that former life go. Grieve it, bury it, and build something new. With Aaron, with my children who are still with me, and with Mark, if he will let me.
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			An hour later, I walk out of my bathroom in clean clothes and my hair wrapped in a towel. My mother is still sitting on my bed, hands crossed on her lap. I have a flashback to when I was a young girl at home and my mother did all the things she did tonight. She talked to me, listened to me, held me close, and then encouraged me to take a shower, clean my face, and make the best of what God had provided for that day. My children deserve a mother like mine, but all they’ve received is a sad, distant one who often doesn’t know what to do with them. It was Mark who told me to “just be with them,” and it’s my mother who shows me how.

			“Can I make you something to eat?” my mother asks.

			“I’m not really hungry.”

			“Why don’t you come downstairs anyway? The kids have been asking about you.”

			I take a deep breath, shake my hair free of the towel, and agree to follow her downstairs.

			The kids are at the table eating spaghetti with Aaron. My mom and I grab small bowls of food from the stove and join them. I talk with the kids for a few minutes, grateful they don’t ask too many questions.

			“Mommy, look, I have a mustache,” Ezra says with a long spaghetti noodle hanging on his upper lip. He tries to cross his eyes at the same time, and it turns my soft smile into laughter. Aaron and my mother laugh too, and for a split second, I catch Aaron’s eyes. Despite his laugh, his eyes look tired, weary, even sad, and I get a pit in my stomach because I know it’s me who’s caused that. I’ve taken all the life out of his eyes. I take a few more bites and feel a sense of gratitude in that moment for a child’s way of bringing some comedic relief to tense moments. It helps me feel like I can breathe again.

			I get up from the table and place my bowl in the dishwasher before looking over at my mom and Aaron: “Do you mind if I go out for a little? I won’t be long…I promise.”

			They both nod, so I kiss the tops of my kids’ heads, grab my keys, and head to our car.

		

	
		
			Chapter 45

			I drive a few minutes, take a couple turns, and park the car on the street in front of First Baptist. I don’t know if the doors will be open, but if there really is a God in heaven, then He knows how desperate I am and surely He’ll unlock those doors for me.

			When I reach the top of the steps, I place one hand on the doorknob, and that’s when I notice my hand has a small tremble. I hold it there for a second, trying to still it. After another moment, I turn the knob and push the door.

			It’s open.

			I walk into the beautiful sanctuary, stand at the end of the middle aisle looking around. The last time I was here, it was a Sunday morning and every pew was full. It was loud and filled with an energy that was palpable. I’m suddenly regretting all the Sundays that followed when Aaron and I chose to stay home rather than join Mark here.

			The room is empty now, and I’m struggling to find the words to describe what I feel radiating from the seats, the walls, that altar in front of me. It’s like there is a mist or a vapor coming off the floors and pews.

			I take steps forward, slow and measured, and the only sounds I can hear are my feet hitting the hardwood. When I reach the center of the aisle, I pause and my eyes scan the vastness of the wooden cross in front of me. I swallow and my chin juts up when I reach the top. It looks so much bigger today than I remember.

			Rather than walk closer to the front, I slide into one of the pews beside me, my eyes fixed on the cross still. I let my body fall onto the seat and release a deep breath when I feel my back hit the solid wood behind me.

			I just sit, listen for my breath. There’s something so tranquil and restful about being here alone, in the quiet. And that’s when I hear the sound of distant voices—there must be a small gathering in the basement.

			I scoot a little further back into the seat so that my lower back is flush, laying my hands palms down beside me. I take one more long, slow breath before I close my eyes and bow my head. For the first couple of minutes, I don’t say anything or even think anything, just sit there and be.

			But then, out of nowhere, I hear Mark’s voice in my head. Without even thinking, I begin to repeat what I hear him saying: I don’t need You to walk beside me, God. I need You to carry me.

			I say it several times in a row as if the repetition will conjure up something tangible that I can see and touch. With every line repeated, my eyes well up, my head drops lower, and my stomach makes all sorts of twists and turns.

			I don’t know what else to say. I don’t know how to pray, but I know that I need You. I can’t do this on my own anymore.

			I’m so tired.

			The words leave my head when I suddenly feel an arm reach across my back and pull me in gently. The slight pressure pushes me a bit lower; I feel the person’s head close to mine, bowed with me. My vision is blurry, my thoughts still scattered. Soon I hear the person’s voice start to pray, and all I can think to do is nod with every line I hear:

			
				Lord, You are her light and salvation—she has nothing to fear. You are the stronghold of her life—whom should she dread? She asks one thing from You, Lord; it’s what she desires: to dwell in Your house, all the days of her life, gazing on Your beauty and seeking You in Your temple. For You will conceal her in Your shelter, in the day of adversity; You will hide her under the cover of Your tent; You will set her high on a rock. Lord, hear her voice when she calls; be gracious to her and answer her. Show her Your way, Lord, and lead her on a level path, for she is certain that she will see Your goodness in the land of the living. While she walks this earth, fill her with Your peace that surpasses all understanding. Guard Sandra’s heart and mind through Christ Jesus. Amen.

			

			I whisper an “amen,” wipe my eyes several times, and even pull the collar of my shirt up to help me dry the moisture covering my face. When I finally feel together enough to face the person who sits beside me, whose voice just prayed over me so eloquently when I didn’t have the words, my heart stops.

			There is no one there.

			Goosebumps emerge and cover my entire body. I turn in every direction looking for the soul whose arm I know I felt wrapped around me just a second ago. Whose voice I so vividly heard even use my name. After a few more scans of the room, my eyes stop on the cross in front of me. I feel the tension in my jaw loosen, my heart rate slow to a gentle, steady rhythm. My hands fall to either side of me, and for the first time in ages, a sense of peace covers me like a delicate blanket.

		

	
		
			Chapter 46

			The drive home feels different. My mind isn’t racing, nor is my heart. I feel what can only be described as lighter and a bit readier to be with my family again. I’ve avoided them for far too long. I’m done with that. Done with avoiding, done with trying to distract myself, done with not confronting the grief head-on.

			The house is quiet when I walk in. I set my keys on the console table and walk to the back of the house. My mother is alone on the couch reading. She smiles and somehow hears what I’m about to ask. “He’s outside. In the back,” she tells me.

			I nod and walk through our back doors. In the quiet of the night, I can hear Aaron breathing heavily and the clanging of metal tools. I loop around the pool before I finally see him. My heart sinks. He’s replanting the bushes I tore up. How could I even look him in the eyes right now?

			Aaron sees me walk up behind him. He gives me a tired face like he’s unsure of what to expect from me. “Please let me help you put them back,” I whisper. He points at a pair of gloves that are still lying on the ground and I take that as a reluctant invitation.

			With my hands safely covered, I pick up the last bush that needs replanting. Its roots stretch in every direction, so I’m careful not to damage any part of it. I carry it to the hole where it used to stand and slowly begin to pile dirt back in.

			When Aaron is finished with the bush he replanted, he comes over to mine and firmly presses down the fresh dirt with his boots. I smooth out his footprints with my palm and feel this massive sense of relief when I look up and see our rose garden back in order. I plop down on the ground, slip my gloves off, and look up at Aaron. “Can we talk?”

			I stare down at my feet because looking into Aaron’s eyes right now feels too hard.

			He sits down in front of me. “Babe—” he starts.

			My head shoots up and I look at him. “No, please let me start. You’ve done enough initiating. It’s my turn to come to you.” He nods, so I continue. “I’m so sorry. So sorry for what I did back here, for abandoning you yesterday, for running off like that—I don’t know what got into me.”

			“It’s okay,” he whispers.

			I shake my head. “It’s not okay. This has gone on for too long now. You don’t deserve any of this. I’ve been icing you out since we lost Rose, and I don’t know how to make it up to you except to say I’m sorry.” My hand rests over my chest, and I swear I can feel my heart beating through my shirt. “You lost a precious daughter too, and I’ve been so cruel to ask you to grieve on your own, in private. I let my grief run rampant and ravage everything in our lives. When I should have been leaning on you, I pulled away and looked for distractions. I abandoned you and—” I take another deep breath in.

			“You don’t have to apol—”

			“Yes, I do. I love you, Aaron. And I want you by my side through all of life’s ups and downs. I couldn’t stand to lose you too. I’m sorry for not being someone you could come to when you were sad, for hogging all the grief, and for making life with me miserable.”

			Aaron grabs my chin and turns my face to his. “Stop. There’s no need for any of that. I love you. I know your heart has been fragile and broken, and I would never leave you, no matter how long it took for you to heal. You know that, right?”

			I nod and wipe what feels like gallons of tears off my face.

			“I never needed you to let me grieve; I just wanted you to let me in. I wanted you to let me hold you and be the shoulder you cry on and be the one who holds you until you fall asleep. I want us to heal, but I also want you to know that it’s okay if it takes a really, really long time. I’m not going anywhere. But—” He pauses, looks away and then back at me. I can tell he’s thinking about what he’s trying to say. Perhaps wondering if he can even say it or not.

			“Just say it. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

			“I was just going to say that these kinds of things—the bushes, the leaving for hours without telling me where you are, the picking fights, all of that…I love you, Sandra, and I will stick by your side, but I can only take so much too.” I nod and reach out to grab his hand because he has every right to ask me to stop the madness.

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“I don’t need you to apologize; I just want to know that you’re okay. And that you’re still you. We used to have so much fun together. I don’t expect life to go back to the way it used to be—I know that things are just different now and Rose’s death has altered our lives and our family in a permanent way, but I need to believe that we can still have a marriage that is marked by love and joy.”

			I grab both of his hands now and look at him with pleading eyes. “I believe it, babe. I really do. I didn’t for a while, but I know now. We can and we will.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 47

			The next morning, I wake up to the sun peeking through our shades. I don’t know what time it is, but I do know that for the first time in a long time, I slept so deeply that I don’t even remember if I had any dreams. It was so good to have Aaron back in our bed too. Waking up this morning feels like a reawakening. Like a true fresh start.

			There is a loud, joyous commotion downstairs, so I slip out of bed, throw my hair in a bun, and head down to see what’s happening.

			It’s been nearly a week since Mark hurt his hand, since we’ve talked like we used to. But today is the day I marked on my calendar: Mark preaching. He will give his sermon—assuming he hasn’t backed out—and I promised him I would be there. The problem is, I haven’t spoken a word to Mark since that dreadful day he came home from the hospital. I haven’t even seen him sitting on his front porch or tending to his garden.

			Last night at dinner, Ezra asked me when we would see Mr. Mark again. The best I could think to tell him was “soon.” He looked at me like he thought I might be lying or brushing away his question, which only affirmed my decision to talk to Mark today—for my kids’ sake and for mine.

			“Hey, you’re up,” Aaron says from the stove. He’s wearing my pink apron, the one with the ruffles around the skirt.

			“What is going on down here?” I walk over to the coffeepot that is full and pour myself a cup. My mother is on the floor in the living room building a tower of wooden blocks with my kids. One slow look toward her and back to Aaron, and it really does feel like things are getting back to normal. Like it’s not so hard to breathe in here anymore, and the windows aren’t even open.

			“I thought I’d let you sleep in and try my hand at some French toast. Even picked up some challah bread like The New York Times recommends.”

			I peek over his shoulder, and I guess I do something weird with my face because Aaron laughs and says, “I’m going to need you to give me the same grace I extended you with your cooking when we first moved here, okay?”

			I throw one hand up in surrender. “Hey, I didn’t say anything! That looks delicious. Can I help with anything?”

			He asks me to get bacon going in the oven, and I do as he says.

			“Did you sleep okay?” he asks in an almost whisper.

			“Better than I have in…Well, I can’t remember the last time I slept that good.”

			He doesn’t say anything—just lets his lips split into a grin.

			I take a sip of coffee, letting the warmth fill me from my head to my toes. “I was thinking we could go to church this morning?” I say.

			“Well, I wouldn’t mind going,” Aaron says. “It’s been a while, but isn’t today the day Mark is preaching?”

			“Yeah. I haven’t spoken to him yet. Since, you know—”

			“Maybe he’s home. Maybe you can catch him before he leaves for church.”

			I peek through my kitchen window where I have a good view of his driveway. His car isn’t there.

			“He’s gone already. I should have spoken to him yesterday. Hate that we’re not on good terms before he goes up there to speak.”

			Aaron flips a slice on the buttery skillet. “There’s no way you can miss this. You’ve got to be there for moral support, whether you’ve spoken to him first or not.” My eyes stay glued to Mark’s house, the steam from my coffee rising like a soft tickle to my cheeks. I nod, unsure of whether Aaron is looking at me or not.

			“I keep going back and forth. I feel like he would want me there because we worked on it together, but I also don’t want to be a distraction. What if he sees me from the pulpit and the feelings come rushing back and it keeps him from being able to focus on the sermon? I don’t want to be the reason he messes up.”

			“He came over here looking for you. I think your presence would be very welcome there. I really don’t think he holds anything against you.” I nod again but don’t respond.

			“What if you went alone?” Aaron asks. I turn and watch as he sprinkles a generous amount of cinnamon onto the fresh slice that is quickly turning golden brown around the edges.

			“Alone?”

			“I’ll keep the kids home so they don’t cause any kind of distraction. And that way, if you want to talk to him after the service, you can.”

			I’m contemplating Aaron’s offer when I grab my pot holders and pull the sizzling bacon out of the oven. Aaron puts the spatula down, wipes his hands on my girly apron, and turns to look at me. “You have to go, babe. You will regret it if you don’t.”

			I know he’s right, so I just nod and arrange the bacon on a plate that I then carry over to the dining table. I don’t know what I’ll say or who will make the first move or if I can even get there on time, but something inside me feels confident that the right words will come as they’re needed. Just like they did the last time I was in Mark’s church.

		

	
		
			Chapter 48

			I scarfed down a few bites of Aaron’s French toast—which was actually very, very delicious—and got ready for church in record speed, but I’m still ten minutes late. When I walk in, a few heads turn and give me a surprised look. Now I’m grateful I’m a bit late so that I don’t have to answer questions like “Where have you been?” or “Where’s the rest of your crew?”

			Aaron was right. I need to be here today to hear this sermon and to show Mark that I want to be a part of his life, no matter what happens, but that doesn’t mean that I’m ready to field all the other inquiries. At least, not until I’ve spoken with Mark. I find a seat in the very last pew where no one else is sitting. From back here, I can see Mark’s four kids and each of their families sitting near the front. They take up two full rows, and it makes me wonder how proud Mark must feel to see them all together like that from the stage.

			Everything is exactly the same as the first time we visited. There’s thirty minutes of joyful worship with extraordinary voices that send a tingly sensation up and down my spine and remind me that people who love Jesus truly do look like a family. It makes me sad to think about how many weeks—and years—we’ve missed out on being in a church like this simply because Aaron and I never really made a decision to include God in our lives. It is clear to me now that our lives moving forward will never be the same. From my first visit here on Bingo night, I’ve been embraced and loved by strangers in a way I’d never experienced before, and if I’m going to continue on this journey of healing, then I know I need that in the weeks and months and years to come.

			After the music ends and the offering is collected, a man in gray slacks and a perfectly pressed white shirt introduces this morning’s guest preacher. He shares a short history of Mark’s time at First Baptist, where I learn more about his career as a pastor than he ever cared to share with me. How many sermons he’d preached: more than fifteen hundred. How many people he’d baptized: more than two hundred and fifty. How many people he’d counseled and lives he’d touched: too many to count. It is obvious this man had a real, tangible impact on this congregation, and suddenly I feel like I’ve been hanging out with a celebrity the past several months and had no idea.

			Mark walks up to the stage and embraces the man who introduced him before stepping up to the pulpit. He lays his Bible down and scans the crowd before saying a word. He spots me, and I hold his gaze until he breaks it.

			“Thank you, Martin. I don’t deserve those generous words. My work here was fruitful only because the Lord is kind and gracious. I was simply a vessel for the work of His hands, and I feel forever indebted to Him for that.” He clears his throat and takes a long sip of water.

			“When Anthony asked me if I would fill in for him today, I immediately said no.” The crowd laughs. “I was pretty set on not speaking today, until a kind soul whom the Lord brought into my life this year convinced me that I was allowing fear to make my decision, not wisdom. And we all know there’s a difference, right?” Mark makes eye contact with me from across the room and I smile while a few shouts of “Amen” and “Mm-hmm” bounce off the walls. I release a breath knowing that this dear friend of mine has chosen not to hold a grudge against me.

			“And you know what that made me realize? That all those storybooks and all those movies we watch have fed us a lie. They always end in happily ever after, don’t they? The guy gets the girl. The city is saved from destruction. The man falsely accused is let go.” Mark grabs a stack of cards that are on top of his Bible and places them underneath it. Are those his notes? What is he doing?

			I scoot back in my seat hoping to hear Mark transition into the sermon we spent so many afternoons practicing. What I’m hearing now doesn’t sound the slightest bit familiar.

			“Let’s just get real honest this morning. How many of you know that, here on earth, most of us are not going to experience that kind of happy ending? Let me see your hands. How many know?” Mark lifts his right hand straight into the air and the entire congregation follows, raising their hands and nodding.

			“We will lose jobs. We will lose people we love. We will watch family reject the good news of the gospel again and again. We will experience disease and unexplainable pain.” Mark pauses, looks down at his Bible before lifting his eyes again to face his congregation. “And some of us, like me, will wake up each day wondering how much more we can possibly forget.” I notice a few people in the room glance at one another with confused looks on their faces. A few others whisper to the people next to them. I bite my bottom lip and squeeze my brows together. This is not the sermon we prepared and practiced together—not even close. I’m not confident in Mark’s ability to go off the cuff, but there’s nothing I can do now except say a little prayer that God would help him remember everything he wants to say right now.

			“Life has rough edges. Many of them. But, my friends, there is good news.” I turn my attention to an older woman who shouts “Amen!” Mark continues, “The Bible clearly tells us: In this life we will have trouble. He says it right there in John: We will have trouble. It’s not a matter of if but when. I know this may not sound like the most encouraging sermon I’ve ever given…” A gentle laughter fills the congregation. “But it ends well, I promise. The rest of that verse in John 16:33 gives us the good news. In this world you will have trouble. But. I want us to really focus on the but. ‘But take heart!’ He says. ‘I have overcome the world.’ ” A roar of applause and shouts of joy and victory fill the sanctuary. I can’t help but smile. One woman even stands and claps at these words that are clearly very good news to her. Goosebumps trail my arms and legs again.

			“What does this mean, church? What does it mean that He, our Savior, has overcome the world? Well, let me tell you. This is the very best news we can ask for, especially when we think about our trials, our disappointments, our losses. Take a look at this cross behind me. It’s not just up here for decoration.” He points at the cross and pauses while he stares at it momentarily as well. “When we sing about the wonderful cross, we’re not singing about how beautiful a cross looks in a church. No! This was a horrific instrument of death. It represents the cruelest way to execute. It’s wonderful because of what happened when an innocent Man was obedient to His Father. A Father who desired to redeem this world—to redeem us.”

			Exuberant shouts of “Yes,” “Amen,” and “Hallelujah” fill the room again.

			“Yes, we experience trouble. Yes, we experience injustice, pain, death, but Jesus tells His disciples to get their hopes up.” He steps out from behind the pulpit and paces the stage now. “He tells them to be courageous through the rough edges because of what’s been accomplished. Jesus’s death and resurrection mean we have hope beyond this world. We have hope beyond this life, beyond our current circumstances. It’s not our destiny, church. Our destiny is heaven, where our forever home awaits. And now, isn’t that some good news?”

			The entire church, including me, shoots up to their feet and applauds. Tears fill my eyes, but for the first time in years, they are tears of joy, not sorrow.
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			Toward the end of Mark’s sermon, he’s getting so impassioned up there that one of the musicians jumps up and starts playing a tune on the piano as Mark encourages the congregation to be courageous when facing their current and future “rough edges.” I clap intermittently, nod some, but mostly I just smile from ear to ear as I watch Mark in his element. No wonder he’d been the pastor here for more than thirty years. He speaks boldly, confidently, with conviction, and it’s obvious that his words have pierced the hearts of everyone in the room, including me. The applause doesn’t end until he walks off the stage and sits back down in his seat.

			The choir sings a few more songs before the man in the gray slacks prays over everyone and dismisses the congregation. I gather my things and start walking toward the door. I figure if I linger long enough on the front lawn, I might catch Mark before he heads home and can speak to him on neutral ground.

			I spot Mark’s kids gathered together outside, so I walk over to them first and catch up. We talk about Mark’s sermon, and they’re blown away when I tell them he went off the cuff.

			When Mark finally walks outside, Mallory notices first and directs her siblings to allow us a moment to speak. I’m relieved to see a wide, warm smile growing on his face as he approaches me on the lawn.

			“Thank you for coming,” he says.

			I press my palm to my heart. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. You were incredible up there, Mark. I can’t believe you ever thought for a second that you couldn’t do that.”

			“Yeah, well, a fading memory will cause fear to grow. I need to thank you for encouraging me to do it. It was you who reminded me that I needed to consult with a different spirit.”

			“Mark, I’m so sorry for—”

			Mark reaches out his hand and gently grips my shoulder. “There’s no need, dear. I needed some time to accept this. I was going to come and talk to you and just apologize for the way that I spoke to you when you stopped by my house.”

			“No, please, you have nothing to apologize for.”

			His head shakes. “Should have never said those things. I didn’t mean them. I was angry and in denial—”

			“I never meant to meddle—”

			“You were doing what you thought best.”

			Before I can say anything else, Mark speaks again. “But I do want to share that I’ve decided to move in with my daughter Mallory in Chattanooga.”

			My mouth falls open as the giant pit in my stomach returns. I wasn’t prepared for this news. Never in a million years did I think Mark would leave his home. I thought he might do as his kids recommended and hire someone to check up on him, but move? Leave East Nashville? Leave the home he bought with his precious wife, where they raised their kids? That’s the last thing I thought he’d do.

			Mark must have noticed the look on my face shift because he proceeds to explain, “I figured it would be better than having some stranger come to my house every day to check on me. Plus, Mallory prefers it. Says she wants me to come, so why not? There are worse things than having adult children who invite you into their home permanently.”

			I force a smile and nod, but the truth is this really sucks. I can’t even call it bittersweet right now. It just sucks. Even if I make new friends in the coming months, I just know not one of them will compare to the friendship I have with Mark. None of them will have a massive garden that I can work on, none of them will listen like he does, and none of them will love my children and welcome them into their lives like he has. None of them will teach me as much either.

			“Mark, you’ve been such a good friend to me. I don’t know what I’m going to do without you. Honestly, the last week has been so hard for me, just not knowing where we stand and not having your companionship during the day. Even the kids have asked about you.”

			Mark smiles. “Yeah, I’d really gotten used to having y’all in my yard every day…But I know you’ll be okay. Just keep coming back here. Don’t stop coming just because I’m not here anymore. This church will love you like family if you let them.”

			I know he’s right because, in the few visits we’ve had, we have felt so welcomed. I tell him we’ll keep coming and then ask him one last question that I’m a bit afraid to ask. “So, when are you moving?”

			“Couple weeks. We’re putting the house on the market this week, packing up, and Mallory’s coming to get me. The sooner I get there, the sooner she’ll get back to being able to sleep, so she says.” I detect a bit of sarcasm in his voice, but it’s also just like Mark to do what will bring his daughter peace of mind.

			“I want to help in any way I can.”

			Mark hugs me, and I lay my head against his shoulder.

			“What am I going to do without you?” I whisper, unsure if he will hear.

			“You’re never alone, dear. Your future is bright.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 49

			When I pull into the driveway, I spot my family playing outside in the backyard. I walk back there, and when the kids spot me, they shriek and come running toward me. They grab my legs and yell, “Mommy, you’re back!” I kneel down and bring their little bodies in for a tight squeeze. “Yes, my darlings. I’m back.”

			“And you’re happy!” Rebekah says, her big, round eyes looking into mine.

			“Yeah, we love when you’re happy, Mommy,” Ezra adds.

			“I know you do, baby. And I’m sorry for not being very happy lately. But I promise that’s going to change, okay? I’m going to be your happy mommy again.” They giggle and smile, and then they’re each pulling one of my arms and telling me to get my swimsuit on because we’re going swimming. It’s been a really warm fall, so we never closed the pool, and in this very moment, I’m so grateful we kept putting that off.
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			After an hour of splashing around in the pool, we change into dry clothes and walk over to the back deck where my mom has set out lunch for us. She’s prepared fried rice with sausage—just like she used to make when I was kid anytime she had leftover rice from the night before. I kiss the top of her head before I ask my kids to look at me because I have something important to share with them.

			I tell them about our dear friend Mr. Mark and how, in a few weeks, he will be moving away to live with his daughter. My son gasps and it makes me want to cry. But I keep it together and tell him that we still have some time together before he leaves and we’ll make the best of it. Rebekah doesn’t totally understand what I’m telling her, so all she says is “I love Mr. Mark.”

			“Me too, baby,” I say, “but we’re going to be all right.”
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			Later that day, I take my mom to the airport while the kids get ready for bed with Aaron. Halfway through the drive, she takes my hand that is resting on the gearshift and says, “I’m so proud of you, mi amor.” I look at her momentarily and smile.

			“I’m sorry you had to come out here and see me like that.”

			“Don’t be. You’re my daughter, and I would drop everything to be there for you.”

			“Thanks, Mom. You don’t have to worry about me anymore, okay?”

			She nods, and I wonder if I’ve truly convinced her. My mother tends to worry. I don’t know whether it’s her Latin blood or maybe just that she’s lived long enough to have experienced the real brokenness in this life too. I know I have. It may have taken more than thirty years for me to get there, but now that I have, I can understand why a mother would never stop worrying, no matter how old her children are or how many smiles they plaster on their faces. But my mother taught me something really important before I left New York. Even though we risk so much heartache when we build families—biological and spiritual ones—it’s worthwhile. As long as we know where to go when that heartache hits, there’s reason to believe we can grieve like those who have hope, not like those who don’t.

		

	
		
			Chapter 50

			Every day the following week, we stop by Mark’s home in the morning for a few hours and help him pack and sort another area of his home. The dining room is dedicated to things he won’t be taking with him to Chattanooga—things like spare room furniture, dishes and utensils, and even more than half of the books he owns. By the end of the week, we’ve made several trips to the local Goodwill, and on each trip there, he prays that those specific items would bless numerous people in divine ways.

			Everything else we carefully pack into boxes and bring as many as we can to the front of the house where they will be thrown into a U-Haul truck and driven to his new home two hours away. Despite all the packing we’ve done, it doesn’t really hit me that Mark is leaving until a realtor stops by one morning with a black-and-white yard sign that reads For Sale.

			“Realtor said she’s already gotten calls and emails from other realtors trying to get the scoop on this home.”

			“So, it’s going to go fast, then?” We don’t look at each other, our eyes glued to the sign in the yard.

			“Probably. I’ll do my best to pick you a good neighbor.”

			“Nobody will compare to you.”

			“Eh, you never know.”

			I suck my teeth and turn around to walk back inside the house. “C’mon, let’s get back to work before I drop-kick this lawn sign.”
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			About six days later, Aaron and I, along with Mark’s kids, load the last box into the rented moving truck. He hugs each of his three kids who live in Nashville before walking over to Aaron and me.

			“It’s been a true pleasure living next door to you,” he says, looking at both of us.

			Aaron doesn’t respond, just throws his arms around the man, which brings instant tears to my eyes. I know in that moment that Aaron is thanking this sweet man for his contribution to healing our marriage. Aaron knows as well as I do that Mark has helped me see how I was keeping Aaron out and how I was allowing my pain and grief to suffocate any kind of love between us. If God hadn’t moved us in next door to Mark, I’m not sure where our marriage would be today.

			After Aaron, I give Mark a long hug too, and when I finally pull away, I ask him to please let me know anytime he’s in town so that we can get together at Dane’s Meat and Three. He bends down low and embraces each of my children. He looks them each in the eye and says, “Be kind to your mother, you hear? She’s a good woman.”

			The kids nod as my eyes continue filling with more tears.

			Jonathan helps his father into the passenger side of the U-Haul, and Mallory’s husband gets in the driver’s seat.

			As they slowly pull away from the curb, we hear a few honks and all wave together, saying goodbye to the man who helped us create something beautiful out of the ashes we brought to Tennessee.

		

	
		
			Chapter 51

			I don’t want to be the nosy next-door neighbor, but I can’t help watching from my library window as a giant moving truck parks outside Mark’s old house. At some point, I’ll have to go over and introduce myself, but it still feels strange to welcome someone new into Mark’s home. That’s all I ever knew that house as—it was his home for so long after all. I’ll have to get used to seeing new people every day, but I can’t imagine they will be the kind of friend Mark was to me.

			“What are you looking at, Mommy?” Ezra’s voice startles me, causing me to spill a few drops of coffee onto the floor.

			“Oh, hi, honey. Just looking at that big truck. Looks like we have new neighbors in Mark’s old house.” I smile down at him, but the smile feels forced.

			“Can we go meet them? Maybe they’ll have a dog!” My smile is genuine now. A dog would actually be a welcome neighbor right now.

			“Let’s give them some time to get settled into their new home and then we can stop by later this week. How’s that?”

			Ezra nods and asks if we can play outside, so we head to the front yard for a better view of the new people next door. I sip what’s left of my coffee on the front steps, letting my bare feet graze the grass beneath them. Periodically, I lift my face to the sun. I take in a slow, long breath as I receive the now familiar sounds of my children yelling, laughing, and shrieking with so much gratitude. A gratitude I may never have known had I never moved here, had I never left my job, had I never met Mark. Mark taught me to love what was in front of me, to receive the presence of my family as a true, unmerited gift, and to find bliss in all the small moments of ordinary life. Even now, months after he’s moved away, I still hear his voice in my head telling me to just be with them.

			Mark’s home has seen some pretty significant changes since he left. The new owners didn’t move in immediately. For three months, we anxiously waited to get a glimpse of who would be moving in, but instead, all we ever saw were—what we assumed to be—contractors and manual laborers. The outside of the home was painted a blue-gray color, and the front porch received a new cedar railing and a coat of white paint. Maybe one day I’ll get to see what they did to the inside—no doubt a massive kitchen reno as I remember at least four straight weeks of the buzzing sound of an electric saw outside. Thankfully, it was in the dead of winter when my windows were typically shut.

			I lower my head to take another sip of coffee when I hear another voice that startles me. “Good morning!” I look over into Mark’s yard—I’ll probably always call it that—and see a tall, slender woman with gorgeous big, black curls. She’s wearing a pair of loose denim jeans and a T-shirt that she tucked in the front. Spring has been warming the earth for a few weeks now, allowing us all a break from our coats and sweatshirts.

			“Hi,” I respond. “Welcome to the neighborhood.” I stand and walk closer to the fence. The kids are so engrossed in their sidewalk chalk drawings that they don’t notice me move.

			“Thanks! We’re so excited to be here, you have no idea. I’m Vanessa, and that’s my husband, Drew.” I can immediately tell by the inflection of her voice that this woman is outgoing and very chipper. Her husband waves from inside the moving truck, and I smile and say hello back.

			“I’m Sandra. My husband is at work, but his name is Aaron. It’s a pretty great street.” I don’t know what else to say, but I want her to know she picked a great home.

			“Oh, you should have seen the number of bids this home got. Our realtor had us write the owners a letter! That’s how desperate we were to get it.”

			“Owner.”

			“Huh?”

			“There was just one. Owner. His name was Mark; he was my friend.”

			“Oh, well, please thank him for me. It’s the perfect home for my family.”

			“Family?”

			“Yeah, we have two kids. They’re five and three. You’ll see them here tomorrow—they’re with the grandparents today while we move our stuff in.”

			He chose a family.

			“That’s wonderful.” I smile and shake my head a bit. He’s still taking care of me—making sure I have a friend move in next door and not some bachelor or something. I wish her well and am about to turn back to check on my kids when she calls out to me again.

			“Oh, before I forget,” she says, “the previous owner—your friend—he left you something. Asked me to let you grab it from the backyard.”

			“What—But I helped him move. What could he have left?”

			“Come on back. I’ll show you.”

			I instruct the kids to follow me to the yard that we’re so familiar with but that now makes me feel like a complete stranger.

			“That bench back there. The letter said you would want it…for your garden?” Vanessa looks confused, and then, when my eyes fill with tears and my hands cover my mouth, she looks uncomfortable. “Is everything okay?”

			I look at her and nod. This is not the time or the place to explain everything this bench means to me. I’m in awe that Mark would leave this to me. Would think me worthy of inheriting it.

			“The previous owner must have been a master gardener.” Vanessa is either trying to fill the awkward silence or change the subject altogether. I smile and nod again, even let out a little chuckle because the person she’s imagining in her head is probably vastly different from the man who actually lived here and nurtured this garden.

			“I would love to have it; thank you for letting me know. Do you mind if my husband comes by later to pick this up?”

			“Of course not. I wonder why he didn’t bring it over to you before he left.”

			“Probably because he wanted us to meet.” I look from the bench to her and smile.
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			Ever since Aaron moved the bench to my rose garden, I’ve made it a practice to finish my coffee here. I admire my bushes, pray for the day ahead and for Mark, and then I just sit here for as long as my children allow. It’s the most peace I’ve felt in a long time. Mark’s bench turned my rose garden into holy ground. I’d written him a long letter to thank him for the bench. For some reason, it felt more personal to write a letter than to call. And this morning, I held a response. It arrived last night, but I knew I wanted to wait until my morning ritual to read it. I open the envelope that’s been sitting beside me on the bench, pull out the piece of white loose-leaf paper inside, and begin to read:

			
				Sandra,

				It’s nice to hear from you again.

				I have to say, the last year as neighbors has been some of the most fun since my Thelma lived there with me. That’s enough for me to offer you a lifetime of thanks.

				While there is so much I miss about East Nashville, Chattanooga has not been bad for me. It is a joy to wake up to the sounds of my grandchildren every day. I help Mallory get them off to school each day, then I walk to the end of the street in the afternoons to meet them at the bus stop. They’re simple moments, but they fill my heart with great joy. Have you ever heard someone say, the Lord can use all things for good? I think this is what they mean by that.

				I would have never wished that my memory would fail me or that I would have to leave my home. But if those things hadn’t happened, I’d never have what I have now. No, it’s not an empty platitude or what they call “toxic positivity” these days. I really mean it. I have a family again. A family to go through ordinary life with. It’s been a great blessing.

				I’m sad to tell you that Mallory did insist I see a neurologist here to confirm a diagnosis. As it turns out, I am losing my memory. It’s dementia but not too advanced yet. Only God knows when it will advance or if it will be fast or slow, but I’m content to wake up each day with the memory I do have without dwelling on the memory I may not have tomorrow. Today has enough worries for me to be concerned about my tomorrows.

				Thank you for your kind words around what I “taught” you, but I’m not sure I taught you any of those things—except for the driving thing. I do believe I deserve credit for that one for it nearly took my life. All the other things, my dear, you learn with time and experience. You learn when you open your heart to sacrificial love. You learn when you take your eyes off yourself and instead focus them on the people in front of you. That’s what you’ve done, dear, and I’m so proud. You are a phenomenal mother and wife, and I feel privileged to have witnessed it for a short time.

				Finally, I’m so glad you’ve continued attending First Baptist. You may think you need them, but they need families like yours. Oh, how we longed to hear the voices of children interrupting the sermon again! Your children are a gift to that congregation, as are you and Aaron.

				There’s one more thing I want to say. The bench I left you is not just a hand-me-down gift. I hoped it could serve as a place for you to lay down your grief and pain. It’s where I laid mine down for a decade. Over and over again.

				One of my favorite scriptures is from Matthew 11 where it says, “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” I know you’ve been carrying some heavy burdens for a long time, and I wanted you to have a physical place where you could symbolically lay them down.

				Any time you sit there, I want you to remember that Jesus has offered to carry your burdens for you. They’re too heavy for you, dear. Lay them down and find rest.

				Hug those beautiful children of yours for me and come for a visit sometime! The aquarium here is fabulous.

				With all my love,

				Mark

			

			The tears cascading down my cheeks begin to smudge the last sentence. I set the letter down and look up to see Ezra observing the bushes. They have slowly been growing more and more green leaves as the weather has gotten warmer.

			I wipe my cheeks and get closer to him as I can tell he’s observing something closely. When I get near, all the air is forced out of my lungs. The first bud has popped out.

			“Is that a rose?” he asks me.

			One final tear slides down my cheek. “Yeah, honey. It’s our first bud.”

			And in that moment, I feel a flutter in the depths of my belly. I gently place a hand on top, squeeze my eyes shut, and smile toward heaven.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			These days, it’s hard to sit, but it’s also hard to be on my feet. When I’m sitting, I feel all my organs pressing up against my rib cage and it makes breathing feel like I’m attempting an Olympic event. I sit with a mountain of pillows behind my lower back, attempting to expand my rib cage and create more space for everything growing and shifting inside me. And then I move to standing, trying to avoid this rib discomfort altogether, but of course, the standing causes my feet and ankles to swell and for me to search for new positions that can bring momentary relief. But none of that matters right now as I lie flat on my back—despite the warnings, this is currently the most comfortable position I can be in—reviewing the different paint colors I need Aaron to pick up from Home Depot so we can get to this long-anticipated project.

			He shuffles the kids out the door because he wants me to take a catnap while they’re gone. He’s always like this when I’m pregnant. It’s very sweet. He checks on me throughout the day, puts pillows under my ankles when we’re watching TV at night, tells me I look beautiful about a bajillion times a day. And when he’s home on the weekends, he tells me to take naps even when I don’t want to. I’m just not the napping type, even when I’m this heavy and swollen and sleep deprived.

			That’s why, once they’re all out the door and I hear the car pulling out of the gravel driveway, I roll onto my side and use my hands to slowly push up off the bed. I take a couple breaths when I’m on my feet again before I begin the slow waddle to the room next to mine.

			I haven’t been in there since the day we moved into this house, and I think it best if I look inside while I’m alone. Because if I’m being honest, I’m just not sure how it’s going to go.

			I freeze in front of the door that has been closed for over a year now and whisper a short prayer that has been my lifeline since Mark left: Go before me, Lord, and strengthen me where I am weak. I trust that I will see Your goodness in the land of the living.

			My hand rests on the doorknob. I take a deep breath, turn it, and push it open.

			Everything is exactly where it was. I’m sure that Aaron has wondered if he should move things, unpack things, and clear the closet out, but I’m also sure that he’s been afraid to ask me, to bring it up. And I don’t blame him. I’ve given him every reason to be nervous about that. Staring at the room now, I’m glad he hasn’t brought it up and I’m glad he hasn’t touched a thing.

			I need to be the one to do it. I need to face this brokenness.

			The Jenny Lind crib is still resting against the wall, and the box that I opened is still lying abandoned by the closet. That box is where I need to start, so I walk over and kneel in front of it. The tape comes off with ease. I lift each flap and am met with the quilt that my mother made for her. I bring it up to my face, letting my cheek brush against the softness of the cotton. I gently refold it and move it to the ground so that I can see what else is inside this box.

			A quick search and I realize I don’t recognize most of these items. There’s a long frame with three rectangular spaces, each housing a different angle of my twenty-week sonogram with Rose. Below it, there’s a small box that looks like it once held jewelry. Inside, there are two tiny hospital bracelets with our last name on them. I recognize them as the bracelets that were on Rose’s wrist and ankle. Tucked in the corner, I find a small, old-school photo album with about ten photos from that dreaded hospital day.

			I remember feeling so uncomfortable, even angry, when my nurse Summer asked if we wanted the hospital photographer to come in for a few photos of the baby. I wanted to tell her that she’d just asked me the most ridiculous question you could ask a mother in mourning. Hey! I know you’re crying and angry and absolutely heartbroken, but can we take your picture?

			The look on my face probably said it all so that my mouth didn’t have to, and yet Summer gently persisted. She placed her hand on mine and told me that one day it might be nice for me to have a few photos of my baby and even a few of me holding her. When I didn’t immediately respond, she went on to convince me that right now it might feel weird to pose for a photo in my hospital bed with my baby who was no longer with us, but that one day I might really cherish the opportunity to see her little face again. I looked at Aaron who just gave me a nod that said, I think we should. So, I held Rose a little tighter and kissed her nose before I whimpered a small “okay.” We took the photos, each one of me looking down at her. I never once dared look at the camera—what I didn’t need to remember were the puffy eyes, the reddened face, the desperate look.

			There are a few photos of Rose in the bassinet; there’s one of my parents holding her and Aaron’s parents too. Aaron is standing beside me in one and cradling her in a blanket. The last few are of Rose and me in our last moments together. I close the album and hug it to my chest. Summer was right; I’m so glad I listened to her. These are photos that I want and need right now to remember her perfect features, her head of shiny black hair, her long fingers, the sweet little birthmark on her right arm that peeks out from beneath the blanket. My heart is heavy, but it’s also grateful to remember her so vividly.

			I rest the album on her quilt and finish going through the box. I find the cotton swaddle blanket the hospital wrapped her in, a teeny-tiny T-shirt with the hospital’s logo on it, the soft pink gown I’d bought to take her home in, and the knitted booties I’d picked out to match.

			A lone tear trails down my cheek, and I wipe it away with the tips of my fingers. I release a long, slow breath and recite my prayer once more:

			I trust that I will see Your goodness in the land of the living.

			I carefully put all the items back in the box and store it on a high shelf inside the closet, then I walk over to the crib and get to work putting it together while I wait on my husband and my children to get home with the paint. Together, we’ll decorate this nursery and grieve the child that should have been here while we await—with great hope—the child that will.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			I first became a mother on January 4, 2021. I was living in East Nashville at the time and had only moved into our home two weeks prior to my son’s birth—likely what sent me into labor two weeks before my due date! I had made the decision to leave my job in corporate America when he was born, so I wasn’t just new to “mom-ing” but to staying home all day too.

			As many moms discover, fresh air can cure all kinds of ailments in a baby. Any time my son would cry or fuss, I’d take him for a walk or rock him on my front porch. He’d often doze off to the peaceful sounds of our city street, and I’d just stare at his sweet little face as time went on. It was in this season that I was inspired to write this story.

			Many of those mornings and afternoons that I’d spend on my porch or on a walk around the neighborhood, I’d see my neighbor also sitting out on his front porch. Like Mark in this story, this neighbor was also an elderly widower and retired Baptist preacher. He had adult children who often stopped by for a visit, and he had lived there, in his well-cared-for 1930s home, for decades. While we never became best buds like Mark and Sandra, I often felt a sense of peace knowing there was someone else home, sitting outside, living a similar existence to mine while the rest of the neighborhood was off at work.

			In 2021, I was in the middle of writing what became my debut novel, An American Immigrant, so while I couldn’t stop thinking about the potential of this story, I knew I had to set it aside until I finished the first one. I’m so incredibly thankful that no matter how many years went by, my desire to write this story only grew stronger and stronger—the mark of a book that must be written.

			I wish I could tell you that all the elements in this story that seem to flow together so seamlessly—Rose’s name, the fact that Mark was a gardener, Sandra being a “plant lady,” the meaning behind the bench in the end—were perfectly planned and outlined from the beginning. That would make me look like a really organized writer.

			But none of that would be true. This book was the most magnificent example of what I’ve always believed: God writes the most creative stories. It was He who wove all the pieces together without much forethought from me.

			I named the baby Rose because it’s my daughter’s middle name, and I just think it’s beautiful. Mark wasn’t even a gardener until a very late version of this story—that was my husband’s idea! He has all the best ideas. But can you imagine this story without Mark’s garden? Especially when you think about God and the way He placed humanity in a garden in the beginning of time. The sermon that Mark preaches at the end of the book was inspired by a beautiful sermon I heard in Gadsden, Alabama—my husband’s hometown—preached by Pastor Mat Alexander, a wonderful preacher who always brings a good word.

			There were so many moments throughout the writing of this story where God showed up and reminded me I was on the right path too. Here’s one I want to share with you because it really did take my breath away and I hope it encourages you to invite God into whatever work you’re called to.

			You know that line toward the end when Sandra has just finished reading the letter Mark sent her from Chattanooga and she sees the first bud on one of her rosebushes? You won’t believe me when I tell you that the day after I wrote that line, I went to the library to work on my manuscript, chose a random desk by a window, set down my things, and was about to start typing when my gaze drifted out the window. I got chills: Right in front of me was a rosebush with just one flower blooming. It was in that moment that I felt God reassure me that He was writing this book with me and that this story would help people in all walks of life find rest in His love and tender care.

			From the moment I started working on this book, my prayer has been that it would be a story that brings hope to anyone walking through a challenging season. As I wrap up the writing process, I still pray that if you’ve read this book, it would leave you with a longing to offer your heavy burdens, your baggage, all your tears, and your broken heart to the only One who is willing and able to both carry them for you and exchange them for a crown of beauty.

			He’s done it for me time and time again, and I know He will do it for you too.

		

	
		
			Readers Guide

			
					
					Who was your favorite character and why? With whom did you relate the most?

				

					
					What surprised you the most about the story?

				

					
					How does friendship play a role in hard life challenges? Can you share a personal example?

				

					
					How did you feel about the ending of the book? Is there anything you would have changed?

				

					
					What moment, if any, surprised you in either the plot or the characters’ choices? Why?

				

					
					In what ways was faith portrayed in a way that resonated with you (or not)?

				

					
					What, if anything, about Sandra’s or Mark’s story do you wish had been explored more deeply?
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