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        For Tracy Eckert.

        Friends who believe in us are to be praised.
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      I don't notice the gleam of the mahogany or the pattern of the grain. It's not like me to bypass unexpected beauty, but I'm not certain I see anything at all. The room hums with life as I go through the motions; it is hard to remember how old I am.

      There's a lull and I take it. No one looks at me as I collapse into a folding chair; I might as well not be here. My mind certainly isn't.  It refuses to stay tethered to the present. I am a jumble and let myself drift for a moment.

      I was fourteen the last time I saw this place. I spent the night of Homecoming at my father's wake.

      Dad died on an ordinary day. We never notice the moments before our lives drastically change, do we? I was a freshman in high school, just starting to feel as though it might work out. I had made new friends and figured out my classes. It was the middle of October, the trees streaked with gold and amber. The air was crisp and thoughts of family were far from my mind.

      That day I was more concerned about my prospects for the Homecoming Dance. Brad Grath shared three classes with me and I had hoped he would soon notice what a wonderful Homecoming date I would be. With the dance mere days away, I didn't know what my chances were. But I stayed optimistic, the way lovestruck teenagers often are.

      I was oblivious to the world around me. From the moment the secretary interrupted Biology class, to seeing Aunt Elaine in the principal's office, I floated on the promise of young love. I'm still struck by the contrast of those dreamy minutes leading up to words never taken back. What child ever thinks their parent will die?

      Somehow life went on as always. Only years later did I wonder whether we'd missed a sign, something that might have prepared us for the shock.

      It's twenty years later. I stare at the coffin before me as I'm transported to another ordinary day.  I search and second-guess myself. My mind had been cluttered by the early morning and the contents of my to-do list. I didn't know to assign meaning to the number of red lights or the car that cut me off.

      I'm helpless and flailing. What comes next? Though I know it won't bring her back, I continue to comb my memory. Maybe this time I will understand the difference between before and after.  Maybe this time I will know what I could have done, what we all could have done differently.
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      I sensed the dark even with my eyes closed. I screwed my eyes shut tighter, irritated. It was too early to be awake. Was it the neighbors again? No, they were out of town. A rooster escaped from a farm? Highly unlikely. The squeal of bus brakes? Possible, but it would have stopped by now. My mind struggled to identify the source of my discontent from the comforts of bed. Finally, it connected.

      The blare of the alarm clock made itself known. My hand began the task of untangling itself from the sheets. One eye inched open, aimed toward the clock. It was only six in the morning.  If I could just hit the snooze button, I might be able to put this behind me; I wasn't ready for the day to begin. Finally free of covers, the noise mercifully stopped.

      I must have set it wrong.

      Just as I had given myself permission to go back to sleep, remembrance bolted through. Gram called a family meeting. While I've never been a morning person, no one in the Frasier family ignored matriarchal summons. Not even through an alarm clock.

      With this in mind, I stumbled from bed and rushed past the details. Ever since college, I’ve been a well-oiled machine once awake, or at least upright.  A shower, getting dressed, and fine-tuning hair and make-up were all accomplished in thirty minutes or less—anything to preserve precious minutes of sleep.

      I rinsed shampoo on autopilot. More time asleep made me happy, and a regular routine meant my thoughts could roam elsewhere. This usually led to daydreaming about painting or a great love affair. Today, however, my mind busily plotted the coming sequence of events.

      As I stepped out of the shower, I reviewed when I would need to leave my apartment in order to be on time. The drive from Oak Park to Geneva could be as fast as forty minutes or as long as...well, it was better not to think about it. I then considered how soon I'd have to leave Gram's to get to work. Had she mentioned why we were getting together? I paused to consider this, eyeing my reflection in the mirror. The circles under my eyes seemed more pronounced this morning. I practiced my happy face, which eased the pallor of my beige skin. It would have to do.

      I snapped back into routine. If I hadn't remembered needing to get up early, I wouldn’t remember the rest of Gram's phone conversation. Since I didn't know what the meeting was about, there was no way to predict how long it would last, though most of the family would need to leave for work sooner than I needed to be at the gallery.

      Applied mascara, added earrings. My hands never stopped, nor did my racing thoughts. In retrospect, I should have paid more attention, not to the minutiae of my morning routine, but certainly to consider what this family meeting was all about.

      As 6:30 drew closer, I upped my speed even more. Hair dried, or at least dried enough. It would end up doing what it wanted regardless. I wavered before my closet. April weather could change on a dime and I tended to run cold. Layers were the name of the game, culminating with one of my favorite cardigans. It wouldn’t hurt to dress cozy if I was starting the day off with family. I considered my reflection in the mirror once more. Not too shabby.

      Purse in hand, I glanced at the clock, then ran out the door. I hurried down the steps, then halted before my car. My foggy mind registered the lack of Irish Breakfast tea in my hand. Dammit. No morning was complete without tea. I wavered with keys in hand, debating whether to risk a traffic jam in favor of my most blessed morning routine. Fear of Gram’s wrath over a late arrival won out. Tea would have to wait.

      The Frasier family was known for last-minute family meetings; I had lost track of how many times I'd had to reschedule other plans for them. My great-grandfather decided long ago whether we worked at the family-owned bank or not, every family member played a role in its operation as share-holders.

      Now that I thought about it, Gram had glossed over the purpose of this particular meeting when we'd spoken on the phone last night. I'd been so busy mentally rearranging my day to make it work, I overlooked her omission.

      The familiar drive to Gram's house started smoothly. I was still on time, judging from the clock on my dashboard. This boded well for when I'd need to leave. This was my frame of mind: wake up, get ready, drive, go to the meeting, get to work. I couldn't think beyond that.

      Traffic increased a bit after I left the highway until I reached Beech Street. There was a parking spot close to the house, an unusual coup. It paid to be on time for any family get together. I didn't stop to see who else had arrived. I grabbed my purse and hesitated, then fished a notebook out from my work bag. If this was a meeting related to the bank, I would need to write down all the numbers and phrases that went over my head. Despite hailing from bankers, I was not a mathematician. I didn't know if this explained why I was drawn to the arts, but it was why I had hired an accountant for the gallery from the start.

      Finally there, it was time to deliver a pep talk. You love your family, I reminded myself. The whole lot could be a bit much this early in the morning. Or any time of day. My grandparents had raised their five children in Geneva and most everyone had stayed in the Chicago-area. Pop died many years ago but Gram carried on, rallying her family around her. Some had ventured elsewhere but eventually we all returned closer to home. Because of this, any family gathering could contain upwards of thirty people—and this was before we started adding great-aunts, great-uncles, and third cousins, twice removed.

      However, family meetings were solely for Edgar Frasier’s clan. With this firmly in mind, I considered my relatives and who to avoid. Who would give me a guilt trip for missing their child's latest piano recital? Who would passive-aggressively ask about my dating life?

      You love them, I reminded myself once more, but didn't move away from my car.

      I needed no such reminder about my grandmother. My parents had bought a house just a few down from my grandparents while I was growing up. My brothers and I invariably went to their house after school, always in the hope that Gram would have fresh-baked cookies. We were rarely disappointed. Mom might have made cookies, too, but Gram's always tasted better. Since Mom loved us as much as Gram did, I could only assume Gram used more butter, not love, when she was baking.

      I finally started toward the house. It had appeared enormous when I was young but now seemed perfectly suited for a family raising five children. I looked at the crisp green lawn and could almost hear the old games of tag, hide and seek, and teddy bear tea party. I smiled, loosening any anxiety about this gathering, and opened the front door, ready for squeals of “Olivia!”

      Uncle Jeff nabbed me first with a quick hug, then relinquished me to the next relative.

      “Liv,” Aunt Elaine exclaimed, as I made my way through the foyer. “I didn't know you were coming. I haven't seen you in a month!”

      My mood continued to improve as I laughed and hugged her. “It wasn't my fault this time. How was your cruise?”

      Elaine, my favorite aunt, was my godmother and had always played a big role in my life. When Dad died, Elaine not only came to my school to deliver the news but stayed at our house while Mom tried to figure out life without him. I marveled at how she’d pulled us through that time without neglecting her own family.

      We chatted for a few moments, catching up. I could hear others in the back of the house but I wasn't in a rush. It's best to ease into Gram's house, and the conversation with Elaine worked. Tension drained from my shoulders. So far, so good. Mom walked through the living room. She did a double take, then waved hello and continued on her way through the house.

      Elaine and I meandered our way back, as she impressed the importance of a cruise experience upon me. There's a movie that says otherwise but I've often thought Elaine came up with the original Bucket List idea. She's only fifty years old but decided long ago she didn't want to miss out on anything.

      I reached the great room, crammed with assorted couches and white people, and searched for Gram in the crowd. My morning-compromised brain noted fewer people than usual. In fact, there were only people over a certain age. As in, I didn't see any of my cousins or my brothers. Had I misunderstood my grandmother’s summons?

      I spied Gram perched in her chair and hurried over to greet her. Gram's face lit up when she saw me. She quickly took my hand and patted it before pulling me down for a hug and a kiss. She didn't seem surprised to see me, the way a few relatives had.

      “Am I supposed to be here, Gram?” I squirmed, as if a spotlight was on me. The granddaughter who screwed up once again. Why didn't I pay more attention on the phone?

      “Oh, Olivia Jane, of course you are!” Gram was the only one who got away with using my full name. I've tried telling her she hasn't lived in North Carolina in a long time, in an attempt to disabuse her of the Southern “two first name” tradition but I will always remain Olivia Jane in her eyes.

      “So the cousins are all just late? What about Ian and Scott?” My brothers must have been invited.

      “No, you're the only grandchild invited this time.” Before I could process this or ask more questions, she let go of my hand and directed me to take a seat.

      I waved to another aunt and found a spot on a couch in the back of the room, stunned and confused. I didn't feel awake enough to be the center of everyone's attention. There usually wasn’t much for me to say at family meetings.

      Except I couldn't figure out why I was the only grandchild there.

      This was unprecedented. Family meetings didn't always include the grandchildren but I couldn't remember a meeting with only one grandchild included. What was different about this time?

      I didn't like being singled out. My heart beat faster and my palms felt damp.

      Was this some kind of intervention?

      I froze, as a thought arose unbidden. Surely not.

      I flicked it away. No one knew about that and that's how it would stay.

      There had to be another reason. As the family's black sheep, it could be any number of things, but no recent shortcomings came to mind.

      My eyes widened as I realized what the morning was really about. Of all the things my family hated about my life, my singleness was at the top of the list. A dating intervention. They were going to force me to try online dating.

      Not if I could help it. I started to sweat. The conversation buzzed around me but I didn't notice. My heart thudded away, rhythmic in its distress. When it comes to fight or flight, flight was my option of choice. I needed to get out, but I couldn't escape without notice, especially if the meeting was about me. What if I suddenly received an important phone call? That could work.

      If I texted a friend to call me, then I could make some excuse up and get out. I mulled over this brilliant plan until I realized I'd left my cell phone in my purse. In the foyer.

      The room closed in and I struggled to take a breath. I could not afford to have a panic attack right now. I tugged at the collar of my shirt. My cozy layers of clothing taunted me and I leaned back into the couch to shrug off my cardigan instead of standing up to make the task easier. I didn't want to attract any more attention. Even so, Uncle Marcus eyed me with disdain as he yelled at someone on his Blackberry. No matter how much technology evolved, he’d never give up his first love. He paced back and forth, the way he did whenever someone was in trouble. I was grateful I wasn’t on the other end of the phone.

      How could I escape a family meeting potentially about me? If my cousins were here, I'd have enough people coverage to slip out undetected. At the same time, if they were here, I'd know my family hadn't been discussing me behind my back. At least not any more than usual.

      I tried to remember what my therapist told me about panic attacks. Recenter my mind. Breathe slowly. Remember your surroundings are the same as they were before. Know this too shall pass. As I focused on my breathing, my heart rate steadied, as did my mind.

      I took another deep breath and accepted my fate. If they wanted to berate my marriageless status, I couldn't stop them. I wasn't above walking out if they wouldn't accept “it's none of your business” for an answer.

      All this internal drama occurred while my family was none the wiser. I looked around the room at the clusters and cliques. There sat Gram, above the fray, taking everything in. She was smiling at something, a joke perhaps. Her forehead was furrowed slightly.

      I'd seen Gram a week ago for our usual brunch and bake session. All these years and Gram still had new recipes to teach me. Her kitchen was my second home, a respite. No matter what else was on my mind, I could put it aside over tea, coffee cake, and Gram's fresh perspective. This last visit had stayed light. I was unusually preoccupied with perfecting the hollandaise sauce, not ready for a second opinion about the thoughts roiling through my mind. Gram, bless her heart, hadn't blinked an eye at my evasiveness. Which, now that I thought about it, wasn't normal either.

      Maybe Gram had secrets of her own. No one would ever dare describe Gram as dull; she was forever planning the next charity event, dreaming up a project, or preparing for some exotic adventure. I hoped someday I'd be just like her.

      I often forgot Gram was in fact my grandmother. She had the curled gray hair, plump physique, and trademark cooking skills associated with grandmothers, but she was so much more. There were few topics we left unturned. Gram set people at ease, while inspiring them to create, to do, to be. She was a dynamo, a wonder woman. And she was my grandmother.

      Maybe the meeting wasn't about me after all.  Maybe it was about her.

      My breathing steadied as I considered Gram. She stabbed her hands through the air to punctuate a statement. She smiled and laughed with my uncle, but her jocularity didn't quite ring true.

      I searched her eyes, no easy task from my seat on the back couch. Her eyes looked dull. This was a woman going through the motions, wishing she were anywhere but here. I blinked, sure I was imagining things. I’d never seen this expression on her face before.

      My stomach clenched.

      Gram looked over, as if she sensed my concern. Our eyes met, mine with questions and hers without answers.  But she smiled her real smile and I relaxed. It was nothing. It had to be nothing.

      I grasped the mug of coffee proffered by Aunt Elaine. I was the only Frasier who preferred tea, so coffee would have to do. My hands shake after a fully loaded cup of coffee but I wanted warmth and comfort, to hell with the caffeine consequences.

      Gram cleared her throat and called for attention as people scattered to the chairs and sofas ringing the room. Time to find out why we were all here. All eyes turned toward her with anticipation.

      She stared down at her hands, as if in prayer. Sounds of fidgeting filled the room during this moment of silence. Frasiers were people of action, always go-go-going. They multi-tasked as if the bank was only one minute away from failing. It's no wonder I used to believe I was adopted.

      Whispers and nudges filled the air as Gram continued to contemplate the hands folded in her lap. Her timetable did not often match that of others. A woman of action, of course, but those actions tended to go in unexpected directions, like mounting a protest in the local park or impulsively buying a motorcycle to the family's chagrin and my delight.

      The restlessness was contagious. My gaze wandered around the room. Only respect for their mother kept anyone from tapping their watch. Uncle Marcus scrolled through his Blackberry and furtively emailed back responses, even though we could hear the click of buttons.

      Gram came to a decision and lifted her head. Restlessness faded as our attention returned to her.

      “Well,” she said with a slight smile, “there's no good way to say this.”

      Before we could process what she meant—was it the bank?—she let the words fall.

      “I have cancer. There is no cure.”
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      The grandfather clock filled the Great room with its tick tock. Tick. “I have cancer.” Tock. “There is no cure.”

      The family exploded into a flurry of words and questions. No tears. Just an insistence that Gram had to be wrong. I sat still, numb, my body heavy with disbelief. Those two statements resounded through my mind, back and forth, with the metronome of the clock. I couldn't hear anything else.

      She had to be wrong. This had to be a belated April Fools joke, albeit taking it to a sick level. Pop had died of cancer. Friends had lost parents to cancer. I couldn't remember what kind of cancer any of them had had. I racked my brain in search of someone I'd known who was diagnosed with cancer and lived to tell the tale. Empty.

      “I have cancer.”

      “There is no cure.”

      Matter-of-fact. To the point. My family couldn't tolerate people who spoke around issues and problems. If there was news, good or bad, it was best to say it and worry about the consequences later.

      The chilly spring air filtered into the house. The clock continued its cadence. I jumped in my seat as it sounded the time, the clanging overriding those words still etching themselves in my mind. “I have cancer.” “There is no cure.”

      If there was no cure, how much longer did we have?

      I slipped my arms back into my cardigan, conscious of the fabric against my skin, as if it could shield me from what would come next.

      The conversation drifted in and around me, as my aunts and uncles held court. They demanded to know the details, but I couldn’t pay attention to their tirade of words. I gave myself over to the cold dread snaking its way through my body. I didn't know why I was here. I didn't understand why Gram hadn't announced this to the whole family or why I was the token grandchild.

      I wanted to go about my day and for Mom to call me after work and fill me in on Gram's news. I wanted to burrow into the pillows on the couch, as if it could cocoon me from the drone of voices. More than anything, I wanted Gram to take back those words.

      My stomach turned uneasily with caffeine and shock.

      Gram wrangled her family into submission.

      “I understand y'all are upset.” Her lilting drawl became more pronounced, as if to soothe us. Gram's southern accent came out whenever she was upset. “This isn't up for discussion; I invited you here to fill you in.”

      Uncle Marcus opened his mouth but shut it as Gram pointed her finger at him and continued. “Y'all are upset because it's cancer and because I didn't tell you sooner and because I'm going to die. We are going to speak frankly about this and we're going to deal with it because that's what Frasiers do. Do not for a moment forget that I am your mother. I call the shots here. You will not railroad me into something I do not want.”

      “This is my life we’re talking about. I am still in charge of my story. I love you all, but I think we all recognize that my decisions might not be yours. Or the other way around for that matter. I'm too old and set in my ways to change. And that, my dears, is why you love me.”

      She took a breath to calm herself and then chuckled, defusing some of the tension in the room. “Moving on, then. We have a little time before Tom Abernathy gets here. I'll bring you up to speed on all that I know so far.”

      Tom Abernathy, the family lawyer. I really shouldn't be here for this meeting. Gram didn't seem crazy, and she'd been adamant that I was invited. She took risks, yes, but she didn't normally make mistakes. Still, if anything could throw that woman off her game, it would be cancer.

      I picked my coffee back up for another taste. Bitter, lukewarm. I wrinkled my nose and forced myself to swallow before turning my attention back to Gram.

      Ovarian cancer. Stage IV. The previous restlessness turned into embarrassment as we all considered Gram's lady parts. I didn't realize a woman needed to worry about ovarian cancer after a certain age. Women don't get PAP smears indefinitely. I would guess most women would be happy to eternally cross that off their list of annual exams.

      I'd never considered how the PAP smear could save my life. That's the whole purpose, of course, but no one my age worried about the results of the exam. Would it have made any difference for Gram?

      It turned out she had not felt well for a while. Not wanting to worry her children, Gram kept the family in the dark and ignored her symptoms for as long as she could.

      I'd noticed she wasn't eating as much as usual during our last few brunches but figured it was a part of getting older. It seemed like all elderly folks developed an aversion for eating at some point in their aging process. It turned out, that wasn’t true.

      The pain finally came to an unbearable point and she'd taken herself to the emergency department two weeks ago. Her best friend met her there and she swore Prudence to secrecy.

      Blood work led to scans, which led to a pelvic exam.

      Gram trusted the local hospital would pat her on the back, send her home with a pain prescription, and tell her not to worry. Instead, the word cancer dangled in front of her and she was referred to Rush Hospital in Chicago.

      “I told them I was fine with going there but I had a Sox game that night. A little bit of pain wasn't going to keep me from my boys,” Gram said with a girlish wink. Indeed, few things could separate Gram from her love of Chicago White Sox baseball, especially at the beginning of the season. The doctors may have been exasperated but it made perfect sense to me. Baseball couldn't cure physical ailments but it was a great distraction for life's other disappointments.

      Throughout the years, Gram took all of her grandchildren to a Sox game to celebrate the highs or cope with the lows. Counting pitches, yelling at umpires, cheering for players—it never failed to take my mind off of the day's troubles.

      So, yes, in spite of her pain, Gram knew enough to know she needed baseball. Given the glacier pace of most medical settings, she wouldn't let a few tests interfere with her season tickets.

      Even now as Gram filled us in, baseball comforted me. Which game might Gram have attended that night? Did she worry about having cancer as she cheered for her favorite players? I couldn't remember the most recent series. The Sox hadn't played all that well so far this season. I hoped they had at least won, that night of all nights.

      Gram shared the details of her diagnosis in her own way and at her own pace. Uncle Marcus tapped his feet, ready for her to move on; he was almost too practical for me to believe he was Gram's son, much less her firstborn. Whenever I looked at him, I wondered if Pop had been as intense and type A.

      While the family waited for Gram to share about the doctors at Rush, she instead talked about the game. The White Sox had lost the game but not until the 10th inning. This late inning loss was noted with pride. Gram, caught up in the grandeur of the game, wanted to elaborate, but she sensed attention waning and picked up at the oncologist's office the next day.

      The oncologist ordered another pelvic exam, an ultrasound, and a specialized blood test. Two weeks ago, Gram learned the local hospital was not wrong—ovarian cancer was highly likely.

      She continued to protect her family and scheduled a laparotomy for the biopsy. Prudence took her the day of the procedure and brought her back home. We were none the wiser, caught up in work schedules and dinner parties.

      I was both impressed and irritated she had kept this to herself. All through our last brunch, I'd chattered away about insignificant topics, and she never let on about her concerns. She never let me question why I was the center of that morning's universe.

      Two days ago the oncologist called with the results. Yesterday Gram met with him to discuss options.

      I expected Gram to say that there were no treatment options. After all, if there was no cure, there couldn't be options.

      “Dr. Barnes filled me in on chemotherapy and what that might do.” Gram halted for a moment. The furrow in her brow increased, as if she debated sharing this next piece of information.

      “The truth is, I could get chemo, but there are no guarantees it would help. It might buy me a few more months.” Murmuring filled the room, aunts and uncles dictating Gram's next steps. They forgot she still had a voice.

      “Now, y'all, stop.” Gram snapped in irritation. “I raised you better than to speak while I'm speaking.” The room quieted again.

      Normally lively and cheerful, this Gram reminded us she was a force to be reckoned with.

      “I am choosing to tell you what Dr. Barnes told me. I have made my decision; I don't want to go through chemo when it's not likely to help me. Those side effects could keep me from enjoying whatever time I have left. Do you think I want to miss out on Jonah's basketball games or holding Charity in my arms? If they're only prolonging the inevitable, then I might as well do it on my own terms.”

      Aunt Elaine broke in, speaking through her tears. “Mom, why would he bring up chemotherapy if it wouldn't help you? The side effects might not be that bad.”

      I reached across the space between us to grab Elaine's hand. Maybe Gram invited me to comfort everyone.

      Gram looked at her only daughter with compassion.

      “Oh, sweetheart. I didn't make this decision lightly. I've had two weeks to think this over. Two weeks to contemplate the pros and cons before I even knew what stage the cancer was. By the time Dr. Barnes sat me down to discuss options, I was well-versed in the treatment of ovarian cancer.”

      Gram paused again. A sheen covered her eyes.

      “If there was a way to beat this, really beat it, I would do it. No questions asked. But—and this is the hardest part—there is no cure. It's already spread to my lungs.”

      “I remember what Pop went through. Dr. Barnes says chemotherapy has improved since those days and I'm sure it has. Then I see Pop losing his hair, throwing up over and over again, slowly dwindling away until he became a shell of the man I married.”

      The timbre of the room softened and changed, each one lost in their recollection of Edgar Frasier's last months. Pop died when I was a few years old. I barely recalled a frail man in bed, forever contrasting his strong presence in pictures.

      “I refuse to put you children through that again.”

      Elaine's hand warmed in mine. My side started to ache as I leaned across the couch toward her. Comforting her was worth a moment of discomfort. She patted my hand and released it to mop her face.

      Sniffs and sighs abounded as a box of tissues made the rounds. With the exception of Marcus, even my uncles didn't hold back. Dry-eyed still, I felt out of place. Was it my nature to be contrary to my family, even in emotional displays? I cried when it was inconvenient for them, I made decisions they didn't agree with. I'd always been tempted to laugh while being reprimanded.

      But here now, while Gram sat in her chair bestowing our family with its death knell, I remained numb. My counselor would ask why I refused to cry in front of my family. Why did I continue to hold back? Why this need to punish them for something that was never their fault?

      More importantly, why could my mind not focus on the woman before me? I loved Gram most of all and soon I would lose my only advocate in the family.

      The great room felt more intimate now. Hushed and holy. Our family would not be the same after this morning. We would either unite or fall apart without Gram to lead us.

      I considered the milestones Gram would miss and the many roles she played in our family. A new peacekeeper would need to rise to the occasion. Another to be the face of the Frasiers in her stead. We'd need someone to remind us what mattered and what distinguished a good life, but I knew no one else could take her place in this regard.

      There would be no substitute for her and without her, there would be no need for me to stick around. They wouldn’t care anyway. Gram had been the glue. A resolve settled within.

      I grasped onto this sole silver lining. She'd be disappointed if she knew where my thoughts headed, as she discussed her decision not to pursue treatment.

      Her choice. I didn't remember much of Pop's decline but all of the grandchildren felt the ripple effect of his death. There was no fault in choosing another way when the outcome remained the same.

      Would I choose the same?

      I entertained the idea of sitting in Gram's chair, family members spilled around me as I told them about my own cancer diagnosis. Of course, Mom and Aunt Elaine would be horrified by the news.

      Uncle Marcus and Aunt Pam would go through the motions of concern but before long his fingers would itch for his Blackberry, while she'd inspect her most recent manicure. Marcus believed his primary role in our family included telling everyone what to do and how to respond. However, he rarely issued mandates to me anymore.

      The Who's Who of Doctors would be trolled out by Uncle Jeff and Aunt Tammy. Jeff and Tammy liked knowing Important People and letting everyone else know it. Surprisingly, they bit their tongues for Gram.

      My eyes grew heavy from my imagination's toll. Who envisioned their family's response to a fictitious cancer diagnosis while their grandmother spoke about the real deal?

      Emptiness filled me. The air static with, “I have cancer. There is no cure.” An echo that didn't reach its natural conclusion. Each time the words pulsed and took more than I had to give.

      I couldn't face losing her. My mind relentlessly skipped topics, trying to find something, anything, to take me away from what was being discussed in this room.

      Gram took in the verbal assault. Her shoulders and her facial expression relaxed. She knew how they would respond and yet she gave them the opportunity to do it differently.

      An emotion rose up like bile. Anger, familiar and preferable to numbness. It disgusted me no one accepted her choice. I supposed it was the Frasier way. Dictate now, apologize, maybe, later.

      All these years I continued coming to family functions for Gram. Events drained me. The pressure to conform and pretend all was well. Even now, their minds must buzz with how Gram's diagnosis and decision would be spun, not just in family lore, but around town.

      Yes, it would be very easy to walk away from them.

      I would see Gram through this time. I would say my goodbyes and then I would explore life without the Frasier mantle to protect and uphold.

      Free at last.

      Gram's voice broke my reverie. Plans for family-leaving put to the side, I refocused on the conversation before me.

      “Y'all are welcome to speak with Dr. Barnes if you need more information or to satisfy yourself about my decision. What's done is done.”

      Gram looked around the room, making eye contact with each of the adults before her. The matriarch ever in control and commanding the room.

      She didn't even look sick. Thin, but not sick.

      Her eyes rested on me, not as long as the others but long enough to imbue some message. My telepathy didn't work this early in the morning; I couldn't understand what she wanted to convey.

      Apparently satisfied, Gram continued.

      “Now the real conversation begins.” A twinkle appeared in her eye. “Dr. Barnes informed me there are options for dying.”

      Oh, dear Lord. Gram wanted to kill herself? Or she wanted us to believe she did. My eyes darted around the room, capturing the shock, anger, and confusion on my family's faces.

      Before the grousing could renew, Gram broke in.

      “It's not what you think. If I'd chosen to pursue treatment, I could enter a program called palliative care. Since I'm not, I'll be starting hospice.”

      Hospice. I'd never heard the term before. Good thing I'd brought my notebook with me. I prepared my pen to capture the details.

      “With hospice, a team will visit me every week to provide pain and symptom management. Their goal is to keep me comfortable. I want to be as comfortable as possible, but I don't want to sacrifice my activities quite yet either. This team should help me do that. I plan to enroll in a program this week.”

      This seemed like something the family could be on board with. Still, I waited for the dissent to come. If not here, then when Gram's eagle eye no longer observed the troops.

      Part of me felt special to be here for such a family meeting. The bigger part of me still questioned my presence.

      Gram told us she was familiar with Sanctuary Hospice. They'd cared for a few of her friends and the families had positive experiences. A positive experience with death. Wasn’t that an oxymoron?

      I didn't expect Gram would live forever. But this, death by cancer, would not be something I could ever wrap my mind around.

      My vision blurred, as I attempted to process the morning's events. Marcus insisted Gram meet with all the hospices in the area so we could compare and contrast. Predictable. A sigh escaped me.

      I stared down at the mug in my other hand. I'd forgotten it was there. I wanted to go back to bed. Gram's response to Marcus registered in the background as my anger welled up again. If she liked Sanctuary Hospice, it didn't make sense to talk to the others. Marcus claimed he didn't like to waste his time. Apparently, it didn't matter if others wasted their time.

      “Olivia Jane,” Gram declared. I startled, interrupted from my righteous indignation.

      Twelve sets of eyes swiveled toward me. The ceiling lights burned hotter from their scrutiny. I felt guilty but unsure why.

      With the room's attention fully on me, Gram continued.

      “I invited Olivia Jane here because I have a favor to ask of her. I do not know what the coming months will hold for me and I need someone to be my voice of reason.”

      “Olivia, I would like you to be that voice of reason.”

      I blinked, not knowing what she meant but well aware of the hardened glances coming my way. Gram had angered the gods. Asking a grandchild to fill the role one of her children or in-laws should fill did not appear a wise request.

      But Gram was Gram. I didn't want the family's hostility directed toward me. More importantly, though, I didn't want to disappoint her.

      For her, I would be the scapegoat again.

      Before I could squeak out a response, one of my uncles demanded an explanation.

      “Voice of reason? What does that even mean, Mom? No one knows you better than your kids.” He didn’t have to add, “especially not her.” I flinched at Dan's venom but his words weren't true.

      Gram's family loved her. No one doubted that. However, they didn't understand her. How quickly they forgot their response to her so-called “odd behavior” over the years. How quickly they grasped for control.

      I didn't know if I knew Gram best, but I resented the implication I was not worthy of the task. I forced myself to meet Dan’s eyes. I dropped the mask I honed so well and allowed the flint to take over. I chose not to back down.

      Palpable tension filled the room. Heart thudding, I held Dan's eyes. My body coiled, cold, ready for action. I silently dared him to say something, anything about me. I begged for a chance to spew everything I held within.

      Gram smoothly kept the peace.

      “Now, Dan. This is not a reflection on you or anyone else. Olivia and I have had many talks about what I want when I die.”

      We had?

      “Of course, you children know me well. You're also busy with the bank. I need someone with a flexible schedule. Y'all do not have flexible schedules. Otherwise we would not be here so early this morning.”

      They didn't have to say it—I would never be tied up at the exalted bank. I wanted to feel smug in this little victory, instead of slighted that owning my own gallery paled in comparison to the family business.

      “I know you would be here in a hot second if I needed you, but this is not about you. This is about what I need. Having Olivia take on this role will give me peace of mind. Would you argue with a dying woman's request?”

      She practically fluttered her eyelashes with this last line. Manipulation delivered with ease.

      I stared at her as if it would help her request make sense. I sorted through past conversations, trying to remember a time Gram conveyed her dying wishes to me but came up empty. Other than the occasional comment about passing her china on to me when she died, Gram stayed away from the topic of death during our brunches.

      Satisfied there would be no further argument, Gram redirected her attention to me.

      “Olivia Jane, we will talk further about what this responsibility means. For now though, are you willing to be my voice of reason?”

      I wanted to say yes, but little red flags distracted me. Never agree to something without knowing the expectations. The Frasier sensibility was imbued in me, whether I liked it or not.

      “Gram, what do you mean by 'voice of reason'?” I kept my focus on her, ignoring the snide looks, the exasperation that said, “of course, Olivia won't do what she's supposed to do.”

      I needed to know more. I did have a business to consider after all. I had to ensure I understood what was asking me to do. And make sure everyone else knew what Gram wanted me to do. Was it too much to hope for getting it in writing?

      If I was going to be the scapegoat, I refused to enter the role blindly.

      Gram's eyes narrowed the slightest bit. I'd passed the first test.

      “Very well then. Tom Abernathy is joining us to draw up papers naming you as my Power of Attorney for Health Care.” She held up a hand, warding off commentary, and continued to look me in the eye.

      “When I'm unable to speak for myself, you will make any decisions related to my health care. You and I will talk through what this could look like with the hospice folks. Marcus will continue as my Power of Attorney related to financial matters, just as we set up when Pop died.”

      That would make them happy at least, keeping me out of the finances.

      “Olivia, you’ll also be my point person in the coming days. You'll distribute information out to people as needed. I haven't accepted I'll do less and less but I know it's coming. You'll probably need to come out here more often, which I hope you won't mind.”

      We stared at each other as she talked and her eyes pierced me with an unspoken message, willing me to understand. Suddenly it came to me. She’d given me an out. Yes, my schedule lent itself to flexibility, but somehow, Gram had seen through my act. She knew my heart was not in my work. That as much as I lived and breathed art, the gallery always had been, simply, a job.

      Gram, for reasons she only knew, bestowed a chance for me to do life differently. The weight of responsibility settled. A chance to prove myself and an opportunity to repay in part all Gram had done for me. It was too much to take in, with all those eyes upon me, waiting for me to screw up once again. Long ago I'd learned the hard way not to make spontaneous decisions, but there would never be enough time to balance the pros and cons in this case.

      I said yes.

      I avoided looking at Mom or Aunt Elaine, knowing what my acceptance meant.

      I couldn't think about the days or decisions ahead. Gram chose me over the rest. The fallout would present itself soon enough.

      The family lawyer walked through the door, such a familiar presence he skipped the formality of ringing the doorbell.

      I pinned my hopes and fears on this decision, no matter what my family believed about me. Let the paperwork begin.
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      I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, willing myself not to think of lawyerly terms, hefty decisions, and a dying grandmother. Numbness lingered. I divorced myself from the reality of what lay before me. If I started crying now, I might not stop, and tears and traffic did not mix.

      Idling at yet another stoplight, I twisted my hair into a messy bun and boosted myself to check my reflection in the rearview mirror. I glanced at my wan expression, then turned my attention back to the road. The sun came out at last and I dangled my arm out the open window, trying to enjoy the improved spring weather.

      An unusual amount of traffic impeded my progress. Chicago area traffic could make or break a person's day. So much time was spent sitting in traffic, talking about traffic, and avoiding traffic. My thoughts wandered back to Gram. Dangerous territory.

      Instead, I searched for phone calls to return. Only I didn't want to actually talk to anyone. The daily to-do list could always be reviewed, but not right now. Thanks to the family meeting, a few items had been added to the list, but it would keep.

      On an ordinary day, music was an instant fix for whatever the mood. From the moment I bought my first CD, music was my first love. A whole world opened up outside of my parents' more limited taste. Music became a refuge, a safe place, a rallying call.

      In college, friends discovered my ability to often match artist to song within fifteen seconds. It may or may not have been my signature party trick over the years. The challenge was the perfect distraction. I decided to test my skills, turned the radio on, and listened.

      I'd recognize the lead singer of my old favorite rock band anywhere. Their first single had been overplayed but enough time had passed, so I didn't hold it against them. The song brought back good memories of high school, until I focused on the lyrics as he sang about falling apart. Great. Just what I didn't want to be thinking about. I switched the station.

      The options didn’t improve. From 80s power ballads to hip hop to hard rock, one song after another told me I was a loner, a loser, a failure.

      The message couldn't have been clearer. Errant thoughts threatened to unleash memories I kept locked away and I blinked back tears. This was not the time or the place. I jabbed the Scan button, hoping the next station would have something more innocuous. It sounded like Switchfoot, another band that reminded me of more carefree days. I started to relax.

      But then the lead singer’s voice pierced me by asking if I was who I wanted to be.  No, no, no. Anger surged.

      “Rub it in why don't you!” I yelled at the radio as I slammed the power button, turning off the music. Shaken, I glanced at the car next to me, the passengers' mouths gaping. I had forgotten the windows were down as I crept along the road.

      “Uh, I lost the contest,” I offered with a grimace, then groaned to myself. Fortunately, the cars began to move.

      

      I paused outside the door to Madison Gallery and smoothed my pants. Time to put my professional face on. I steeled myself then breezed inside, greeting staff. My assistant Suzy stood to the side hunched over her ubiquitous clipboard.

      A few inches taller and a few years younger than me, she was Chinese American, slender with shoulder-length jet black hair. She was dressed in her standard uniform of black, something the New York transplant hadn’t shed even after several years in Chicago.

      Suzy had worked here for three years now and truly was my right-hand woman. Her organized efficiency helped me adhere to my own systems. I had a feeling I’d be relying on her more than ever in the coming months. But for now, I wanted to pretend this was a normal day. I motioned her over.

      “Please tell me I have time to stop at Teapot.” The drive back to Oak Park had taken longer than usual but she’d texted earlier that the prospective artist was held up in traffic himself. If I couldn't wallow, I could at least have the comfort of Irish Breakfast tea. I wished I would've gone back inside my apartment, brewed the tea, and arrived late to the family meeting.

      “Like I'd enable you to drink murdered water. " She scoffed and shook her head so hard, the fringe of her bangs swayed with the motion. “He should be here in the next few minutes.”

      “Tea is not murdered water, Suzy. Black teas have caffeine just like coffee.” I nodded toward the ubiquitous mug in her hand. I embraced the comfort of our long-standing banter. “I guess it'll have to wait.”

      I wound through the gallery until I reached my office in the back, pausing at a mirror in the hallway to see if I looked presentable. Once at my desk, I rifled through the filing cabinet until I found the presentation folder for the prospective artist. Everything looked to be in order. I was fairly confident he would agree to exhibit.

      Nervous energy filled me. I glanced longingly at the closet stocked with paint supplies. If I didn't have time for tea, I definitely didn't have time to paint.

      Typically, I preferred finding prospective artists on my own, but my mentor had pointed me toward Reagan Murray's work. Few people could say no to Walter Booth, an African American curator at the Art Institute of Chicago. In any case, I rarely wanted to. I was impressed by Reagan’s approach to landscapes and portraits and the way his work revealed hidden worlds. When Walter told me Reagan was moving to the area, I agreed to a meeting. It wouldn't hurt to see more of his portfolio and see if he'd be well-suited to exhibit here.

      Suzy knocked on the door and announced Reagan's arrival. As I stood up to greet him, I caught the full impact of his piercing blue eyes. He was the kind of tall, dark, and handsome I tended to fall for. A magnetized charge grew between us. This wasn't good. My poor heart began racing again. Oh God. Knowing my tendency to become flustered around attractive men, I instructed myself to stay calm.

      After the introductions, Reagan apologized. “Sorry I'm a few minutes late. I had a flat tire and then the Eisenhower was backed up. It's just one of those days,” he finished with a rueful grin.

      Butterflies appeared at the sight of his smile. We chuckled together in commiseration and my guard mysteriously disappeared.

      “I'm having one of those days, too. My grandmother is dying of cancer.” The words hung in the air. I wanted to lasso them back, hold them close to my heart. What had just happened? My face flushed red and my eyes opened wide in horror.

      Oh. My. God. Some professional I was.

      Reagan studied me. I cringed, unsure if I should apologize for blurting it out or let my overshare stand.

      “I'm sorry to hear that,” he said. He looked deep into my eyes and something in his expression reassured me.

      “I'm so sorry I told you. I can't believe I said that. I haven't told anyone yet. I literally just found out this morning...” Words spewed out of my mouth, until I trailed off. Get a grip, you're only making it worse. “I'm sorry. You don't need to hear any of this. Let's start over. Why don't we go over the proposal and see what questions you have?”

      Reagan took a long look at me, as if trying to gauge what I needed, and I held my breath until he nodded. Relief descended as he finally sat down across from me.

      Back on solid ground, we discussed numbers and dimensions. Every four months, I selected three artists for the freestanding exhibition walls at the front of the gallery. We held a big party, which generated interest in the community, which translated to sales and publicity for the artists. The artists took control of the walls for those four months and refreshed them with new work as their pieces sold. Whatever was left at the end was integrated with the other artwork in the gallery. It kept things fresh and I loved the opportunity it presented to find new artists and support established ones.

      As we talked, I took in the man before me. He had light tawny skin and his russet hair curled at the ends. My fingers itched to wander through it. I surreptitiously slid my hands under my legs so I wouldn’t give in to temptation.

      I didn't have any rules against dating clients, mostly because the men were too old, too young, gay, or already taken, but it didn't matter whether I was interested in Reagan. It only mattered that he sign with the gallery.

      He could easily fill up an exhibition wall. I felt good about beginning a relationship with him. A professional relationship.

      I gestured to one of the prints in his portfolio. “What was your inspiration for this?” I asked.

      Reagan leaned back in his chair to reflect. “I started drawing from a young age and picked up painting in high school. Really, though, my interest in art started with Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray. Here's this guy who presents himself one way, while his soul is evil and wasting away on the inside. I wanted to tap into that dichotomy. We all hide pieces of ourselves, good and bad.”

      I nodded in understanding.

      “When Walter emailed a few pictures of your work to me, I was intrigued. You have a serious streak but then there was some whimsy at work as well. I see how it could appeal to different types of collectors,” I said. I hoped he’d keep talking.

      “Thank you,” he said, confident in himself and his work. I wondered if there was anything that made him feel insecure. I paged through his portfolio as he continued to talk about his pieces. I noted the detail in each print, whether little children playing in a woman's hair or the hidden kingdom lurking in a mountain. It could have easily been cheesy or derivative but the images arrested the viewer and gave homage to Reagan's talent.

      “I touched base with Walter when I decided to head to Chicago. He's a great guy, speaks very highly of you, by the way.”

      “Hmm. He must be up to something,” I said with a light laugh. My mentor did not dispense praise lightly. “How did you two meet in the first place?”

      “I came to the Art Institute to see the painting used for the movie version of Dorian Gray. I'd imagined it one way, of course, but what Albright painted for the movie was incredible. I had to see it for myself. While I was there, Walter was making the rounds and started up a conversation.”

      Walter was a genial man but not prone to discussions with random museum patrons. There must have been more to the story, at least from Walter's point of view.

      “He must have thought highly of you to keep in touch all this time.”

      A pleased expression crossed Reagan’s face. Our discussion continued. I could see why my mentor liked Reagan. He was engaging and passionate about his work. Best of all, he didn't have an arrogant bone in his body and he seemed genuinely interested in getting to know me.

      Our small talk covered a variety of topics. The Chicago music scene, of course. How he was settling into his apartment. My penchant for baking dessert. The hour quickly passed.

      Surprised by my reluctance, I drew the meeting to a close when I noticed the time.

      “If you don't have any more questions, why don't you look everything over and get back to me in a few days,” I suggested. My hands busied themselves with straightening the desk. I hoped he would agree to display here. I could stand to feel competent in one area of my life.

      He stood but didn't move. I looked up at him.

      “I do have one more question, actually. Can we get back to what you said when I first got here?”

      I stared at him. “About my grandmother?” Guilt descended. I hadn’t thought about Gram once since the meeting began. What kind of granddaughter was I? My brow furrowed in self-reproach.

      “You look like you might need the company and as the new guy in town, I happen to be free. Can I buy you a drink after you finish work?”

      My mind raced. I didn't get invitations from handsome strangers every day. However, processing Gram's diagnosis might not put me in the best light. Plus, I had a wonderful group of friends who would be willing to listen. Although, I wasn't ready to tell anyone. It would make it all too real. I'd told Reagan, though. This baffled me. When was the last time a man had slipped past my defenses without lifting a finger?

      I should say no. I should keep things strictly professional.

      The kindness in his eyes puzzled me and drew me in, weakening my resolve.

      A drink wouldn't hurt. What I wouldn’t do for a glass of wine or a good Manhattan. He probably didn't have many friends here yet. I would be doing him a favor, really.

      “Since you're new to the area, why not? I should be done here by seven,” I said.

      “I'll see you then,” he said with a wink, and headed out the door.

      Slowly I rose from behind the desk to shut the door, feeling dazed. I returned to the desk and sagged into my chair. Check that off the list, whatever it was.

      Overloaded on all fronts, my eyes darted around and tried to find a place to land.

      Sunshine poured through the window on the opposite side of the room. The flowering tree boasted tiny buds of pink and white. Distant bird songs called back and forth. A picture-perfect spring day.

      All wasted on me. My body felt one with the chair; I didn't want to move from this position.

      Reagan was unexpected. I could not label and categorize him the way I wanted to.

      I agreed to see him outside of work. Puzzling. I must not be thinking clearly about anything.

      The heaviness of this morning returned, but I didn't know how to absorb it. Trite though it may be, I wished for rain and thunder outside. Bad weather to match how deflated and disoriented I felt by Gram’s diagnosis.

      The dull ache in my forehead intensified. Slightly dizzy and disoriented, I felt lost. There wasn't a road map for what came next and I didn't know where to start.

      Of all the emotions running through me, fear took front and center. What if my family was right about me? What if I let Gram down? No matter what happened, I had to see this through. For Gram's sake, as well as my own.

      My planner loomed from the desk, scribbled with appointments and daily to-dos. I could not stay insulated for long. My first decision: fall apart now or later?

      Gram was dying of cancer. It didn't make any more sense four hours later. If she'd been propped up in bed in a tragic soap opera pose, it would have sunk in by now. A smile curled at my lips as I pictured Gram as a washed-up soap star, milking her lines with all her worth.

      The smile froze. I could smile, but not cry after receiving such news. How could I be so insensitive? This not an auspicious start.

      I sensed Mom’s disappointment all these miles away, but I still didn't know what she wanted of me. I couldn't please anyone today.

      Except Gram. She'd looked relieved by the time we were through. After the lawyer left, I was uncertain of my place. Uncles and aunts milled about, avoiding my eyes, no doubt casting aspersion on my new role. For once, it seemed they'd be late to work. Then equilibrium returned and they scattered. No doubt the phone lines had been busy ever since.

      Gram chose me, though. No one ever chose me.

      Gram somehow always knew what I was capable of before I did. I trusted this would be no different.

      Only, how does one prepare to make life and death decisions? I didn't know how to hold Gram's life in my hands. Hospice meant serious business. Gram was dying and before long, it would come down to me speaking for her.

      I could not go into this blind—Frasiers were always prepared. Much as I wanted to resist my family’s influence, I was glad this mantra had stuck.

      I snagged my purse handle to drag it closer. No need to move quite yet.

      I fished my cell phone out, took a deep breath, and looked to see how many calls I'd missed.

      Twenty-three. Nine voice messages. Sixteen texts.

      I'd better get used to it. I scrolled through the missed calls, hoping they were not all related to Gram.

      My meltdown would have to wait. The next exhibit was just days away, and I needed to devote my attention to the unique chaos of the gallery. I would have to balance my obligation to Gram with my obligation to my business. If only the show was behind us, I'd have time to sit and process how my life had been turned upside down.

      I set my phone down and tapped my fingernails on the desk, then my planner, letting the syncopations dash my whirring thoughts into the semblance of a plan. The maple desk shone, reflecting the day's good weather. The room was imbued with light.

      I'd taken such care when decorating the office, knowing it would be viewed as an extension of my personality. I'd wanted artists to feel comfortable with me, but also hopeful their work would do well at Madison Gallery. To that end, I'd prowled thrift stores in search of furniture to rehab, and borrowed from my traveling treasures. Framed pictures from my childhood added a personal touch, while the artwork on the walls spoke of my interests and dreams.

      The small couch by the window now beckoned but I remained immobilized in the chair. I took a deep breath and picked my phone back up. Best to get the voicemail messages over with.

      Gram's voice came on crisp and clear trying to atone for her decision. She didn't understand it wasn't me she needed to apologize to.

      “Olivia Jane, I don't want you to think I ambushed you this morning. Whatever they say, I am glad you said yes. The hospice will be trying to schedule the...evaluation, I believe it's called. I gave them your number so please schedule it at your convenience. Though sooner rather than later. Love you dear.”

      I started to question my sanity. Adding Gram's appointments to my already crammed schedule made my head pound further. I crooked my shoulder to hold the phone as I massaged my temples.

      The next two messages were from Mom. Bless her for her tendency to keep calling, even about minor matters, until the other party called her back. Her ratio tended to be one message for every three attempted calls. She’d likely forgotten I had a meeting first thing. Not that anyone considered this to be real work. After all, I only spent time with paintings every day.

      Frustration tinged her voice, more evident in the second message; she probably thought I was avoiding her. I made a mental note to text her later, if only to stave off her relentless calling habit.

      My nose wrinkled as Marcus' voice filled my ear, angry. Eyes rolled as his demands began. I stopped listening and stabbed Delete with relish. We can't choose our family but we can certainly ignore their voicemail messages.

      Finally, a familiar and welcome voice, Kristy, my oldest and best friend. When we were little, people used to ask if we were sisters because of our similar coloring and features. We didn’t look as similar anymore but she was the closer than a sister and I was better for it. Her voice rushed through the phone.

      “Livvie, please don't be mad.” Never a good start. “Mark has to go out of town for work tomorrow and he won't be back until Saturday. I've been trying to find a babysitter so we can still go to the game but no luck with such short notice. It's killing me to miss the game and miss you,” she exclaimed. It was killing me too. I scrambled to think of who else could take the ticket.

      “Anyway, I hope you can find someone to go with you. We definitely need to catch u—Reid! Get away from there. Oh crap, gotta go. Call me back.” I could only imagine what hijinks her toddler son had gotten into. He was a blur of energy, that one.

      Sox ticket, I scribbled on a piece of paper. That game was going to be my saving grace. A distraction for this low point. I'd go by myself if I had to.

      The next few messages were from random family members, all expressing dismay at Gram's news. No one directly questioned her choice in me as her decision-maker, but it was implied. One didn't need to be around the Frasier family for long before picking up on the things said and better left unsaid. There was an art to their passive aggression—an art form I'd unfortunately picked up as well.

      Finally, the last message played.

      “Hi Olivia, this is Beth Freeman from Sanctuary Hospice.” It became real. Beth left her contact information and wished me a good day.

      Good days did not begin with early alarm clocks, cancer diagnoses, and family drama. Then again, good days did include cute artists who invited gallery owners out for drinks. No wonder my head was spinning.

      I looked at the list of phone calls to return and compared it to pending work tasks. My shoulders slumped. Something would need to give. I hoped it wouldn't be me.

      

      The rest of the day passed in a blur. I worked through lunch, picking at a bagel as I scheduled the hospice appointment, confirmed details for the exhibit, and returned email. I held myself together as I filled Suzy in on Gram's news and how it might affect the gallery.

      Belying her caffeinated, hard-shell ways, my assistant cried. Her tears bothered me; I still hadn't cried myself. Another check mark in the “abnormal reaction” column.

      I should let go, but not here, not now. There were professional roles and obligations to consider. I worried about where a lack of control would lead me. The tears hovered beneath the surface. I knew they would come out eventually, no matter how much I tried to control the circumstances, but best to get through this day and then collapse in the privacy of my home.

      I pictured my bedroom, an inviting place to fall apart for a while. Preferably with hard rock playing in the background. Just as I gave in to the idea, I remembered my plans with Reagan. Why had I agreed to go out with him? If only there was a way to back out without impacting the gallery.

      I pulled my attention back to the office as Suzy asked how she could help.

      “I don't know yet, Suz. Tomorrow Gram signs up for hospice and then hopefully I'll know more. I can't really think about it.”

      She nodded with understanding. Her sympathy shouldn't have unsettled me, but I wanted life to go on as usual. I wanted her to pester me with updates and inane requests. If she offered to get me tea, I'd have to kick her. I needed to get us back on track.

      “Oh my gosh! I never asked you how last night went,” I exclaimed. Suzy’s girlfriend Mei had been planning a surprise for their one year anniversary and I wanted to hear all the details.

      Suzy’s smile stretched across her face. “You’re not going to believe it. She took me to Alinea.”

      My mouth dropped open. “No way!” It was notoriously difficult to get a reservation there and people usually had to plan several months in advance.

      Suzy nodded. “I know! She told me she knew a few months in that we were the real deal and booked it. I mean.” Her hand fluttered over her heart. “I felt so loved and cherished. She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “I’m so happy for you, Suz.” She deserved nothing but the best. I really liked Mei and the way they took care of each other.

      “I hope you get to go someday because Grant Achatz is some kind of mad scientist genius with food. It was the most incredible meal I’ve ever had.” Suzy’s rapturous expression faded. “But back to you. Is there anything I can do to help right now?”

      “I don’t think so. I’m going to stay a little late tonight because I'm not sure how much I'll be around tomorrow. Do you know how long hospice appointments last?” Suzy shook her head. “Me neither. Between that and updating the family, I'm guessing it'll be a while. And the show is Friday. This is our busiest week.” A hysterical note crept into my voice.

      Keep calm. Breathe. Don't do this now.

      I put my head in my hands and groaned. “Of all times...” my voice trailed off. There would never be an ideal time for this kind of situation.

      “Don't worry about the show. We'll figure it all out one way or another.” This I didn’t doubt. She handled business so efficiently, I sometimes felt irrelevant.

      The gallery belonged to me, but it had become her baby.

      If I couldn't be here, I was leaving the gallery in good hands. It would have to be enough.

      Suzy returned to supervising an installation for the show and I crossed off a few more items from my checklist. So far, the show looked like it was in good shape.

      I reentered the rhythm of work and lost myself for a while. I glanced at the clock, surprised to see it was almost seven o'clock.

      So much for taking time to freshen up before Reagan's arrival. This outing was decidedly in the “friends” category now. My forehead wrinkled at this thought. Did I want Reagan to be in the friends category?

      I straightened my desk as best as I could. A pile to work on first thing tomorrow morning. A pile of what could wait. A pile for future endeavors. The piles never ended. I glanced at the clock every few minutes, aware of the butterflies dancing in my stomach.

      If not for Reagan coming to pick me up, I might have worked all night. Though my body cried out for relief, there was simply too much to do in not enough time. As it was, I'd come in early tomorrow before heading back to Gram's house.

      A mindless distraction was just the ticket.
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      I headed to the front of the gallery, turning off lights as I went. Everyone else had gone home for the night. We were in good shape for the exhibit, all things considered.

      I debated whether I should wait inside by the door or outside on the steps. I didn't want to appear too eager. Then again, this wasn't a date. Remembering the warm view from the window earlier, I opened the door right as Reagan walked up.

      “Perfect timing,” I said, as I locked the door behind me. Instinct said I should hug him, my greeting of choice for friends. But I was his future employer, depending on how one viewed the artist-gallery owner relationship. I didn't want to shake his hand though—too formal.

      Instead, I patted him on the arm and laughed to cover up my awkwardness.

      Great. He probably wanted to run for the hills now. Friend Zone for sure.

      If this was going to turn into pity drinks, I determined we would at least enjoy ourselves.

      I asked about his day and as he answered, I tucked my nerves away. I was merely having a drink with a handsome man. A colleague. No big deal. People do this all the time. Nothing to see here.

      We stood in front of the gallery, caught in the trap of chitchat without knowing which direction to go. I took a deep internal breath and suggested a bar down the street. Corked boasted mood lighting and soft ambiance, good for two people getting to know each other without being romantic. It was a popular place, but it never felt crowded. Corked would give Reagan a taste of the neighborhood as well. He lived in the city, but Oak Park was always a nice escape. I enjoyed showing off my town.

      Once inside Corked, we found a fair amount of available seating.

      “Booth or bar table,” Reagan asked, one eyebrow cocked.

      “Oh, definitely a table. Better people watching that way,” I replied, not willing to risk the intimacy of a booth. Not a date, not a date, not a date.

      He guided me to a table near a wall with a full view of the room. He pulled out my chair for me. He was a gentleman but not pushy. He seemed sure of himself, in his words, his actions, but I hadn't detected any arrogance.

      We swiftly settled in. My favorite waiter served us. Our little familiarities, those that only come about from being a regular, set me at ease. A glass of merlot soon sat before me and a beer before him.

      “Smithwick’s,” I said as I nodded toward his drink. “I’m impressed.”

      “I got into it after spending time in Ireland several years back. I didn’t know much about beer before that and the locals enjoyed educating me after I tried to order a Budweiser,” he said with a chuckle. I laughed in response.

      “I can imagine. Gram took the whole family to Ireland and Scotland about fifteen years ago so we could trace our heritage. Some friends and I went to Dublin last year and it was even better than I'd remembered. Why were you there?”

      He leaned forward, one elbow propped on the table, his other hand encircling his beer. I moved closer in turn, as if we were about to conspire.

      His eyes danced. “Why, to look for leprechauns, of course.” His eyebrow quirked as he sat back and waited for my reaction.

      I laughed but the wheels turned in my mind. Not many men would joke about mythical gold pot-guarding elves. There had to be a story. I tipped my head, indicating he should elaborate.

      “Okay, not leprechauns. I decided to explore the ruins; mostly the Rock of Cashel, but a few other spots. I was on a ruins kick at the time, really exploring redemption as a theme in my work. I wanted the in-person visual of these powerful, beautiful places that are now wrecked. Then I took that and transported it to my work.”

      “In what way?” I asked. This was familiar ground, discussing the influences on one's work.

      “You already know I like to play with the thin line between that which is seen and unseen. So, you take a castle, which was impenetrable at one time.” His voice strengthened and the spark grew in his eye. “And now you've got rocky outcrops and grass growing everywhere. How did that happen? It made me wonder about the buildings we see today and how long it would be before they know the same fate.”

      I didn't know what became of this vision. He hadn't included any pieces like this in his portfolio. Either it became too personal or didn't live up to his expectations.

      He continued, “When I returned to my canvas, the castles appeared in all their glory, as they would today. The ruins were still there but instead of detracting, they added to the appeal of the castle, while also bolstering their protection. Instead of faltering from their past wreckage, the castles integrated it into something better. From there, I moved onto landmark buildings and imagined what they might look like if they fell into disrepair in the future.”

      He glanced down and chuckled, his finger tapping on his glass.

      “I'm sorry to take over like that. We had this morning to talk about art. We should—”

      I cut him off before he could turn the conversation on me.

      “Are you kidding me? No need to apologize. I live for this kind of conversation. Plus, those pieces sound fascinating. I don’t remember seeing them in your portfolio.”

      He shrugged. “They’re not in there. I guess they're more for me.”

      He didn't elaborate. I searched his face for clues to no avail, and decided to test the unspoken boundary.

      “How did the idea of redeeming ruins come to you?”

      Reagan didn't respond right away. He looked at his beer glass and bit his lower lip. It was a simple question and I wanted to know the answer.

      Doubt slithered around me as the silence held between us. I'd pushed too soon. Here was a nice man who understood the beauty in art. I disliked the tension of starting a relationship. Even finding new friends could be as angst-filled as dating. Never knowing how much of yourself to reveal. Wanting them to like you as much as you like them but not wanting to scare them off. Adding an attractive man to the equation threw me off my game.

      Even though we were destined for friendship.

      I sat still, my back leaning against the chair, trying to give a patient air. I took a sip of wine and waited.

      He finally looked up, rueful grin in place.

      “I haven't thought about this in a while,” he said. “Before Ireland, I went through a bad time in my life. Nothing made much sense those days. Not even art. I landed at the bottom and I was broken, ruined. But as bad things were, there was still hope.”

      He occasionally glanced at the table as if requesting guidance, only to swing his gaze back to me. He was looking for approval or reassurance, of what I wasn't sure.

      I nodded my understanding, not wanting to spoil the moment with words. I wanted him to trust me with whatever he had to share. I hadn't thought much about how this evening would go but a heart-to-heart was something I'd hoped to avoid. At least, I'd hoped to avoid sharing my own heart. It wasn't fair to pin that on an acquaintance.

      Reagan's depth wasn’t surprising, but I was surprised he’d let me in so soon. Yet, he still held back. What had this self-assured man gone through?

      He didn't seem like someone with a substance abuse history. Then again, how many people look like they’d abused drugs? He wore a long-sleeved henley shirt, making it impossible for me to see any track marks.

      It would be up to Reagan to fill me in. If I didn't feel ready to discuss Gram, I could only imagine how he felt.

      “One day I flipped through a magazine and saw a picture of the Rock of Cashel. Everything clicked into place and it was clear I needed to see it for myself. Once I was there, I knew I was that ruined castle.”

      Pain reflected in his eyes. I wanted to reach across the table to touch him but restrained myself. Remember your place, I told myself. Let him tell his story without trying to make him feel better.

      It's what I would want. I'd stopped sharing difficulties with my family long ago. They wanted to problem solve and apply logic when all I wanted was a listening ear. Gram was the only exception. I had great friends to talk to but there was something about a family member turned friend that lent itself better to my troubles. I wished I had another family member to confide in since I couldn't very well talk to Gram about her cancer diagnosis and the perfect storm she’d tossed me into. No one else would understand.

      He exhaled and ran his fingers through his hair. This simple gesture undid me and I tried not to let my gaze linger.

      “This is heavy. I'm not normally like this.” He rolled his eyes at himself. “Are you sure you want to hear this after the day you've had?”

      There was nothing I wanted more, I wanted to say.

      “It's nice to let someone else do the talking for a change,” I offered with a tentative smile. He smiled back. “Please keep going. If you want.”

      “All right,” he said. “Just remember—you asked for it.” We both laughed and I lifted my glass in tacit acknowledgment before taking a sip. It felt good to laugh, in spite of the topic at hand.

      “You headed to Ireland,” I prompted.

      “Yes. Have oils, will travel,” he deadpanned. “I was working at a bank at the time.” My stomach turned over at this information. He continued, “but it became a dead-end job for me. I got caught up in the rat race of success until I was forced to realize I’d screwed up what mattered most. And for what? I wasn’t actually fulfilled by any of it. I came alive when I was creating but everyone told me art was a hobby, not a career. I stupidly listened to them.”

      “No, that's not stupid, it's the way things are,” I told him. “My family feels the same way about art. In fact, they still don't understand why I don't want to be a part of the family business.”

      “But you didn't let that stop you,” he countered. “Unless the gallery is a part of the family business?”

      Mid-sip, I almost spit out my wine before managing to say, “Definitely not.” I composed myself, incongruous images of Uncle Marcus with a painter's palette and Aunt Elaine curating an exhibit dancing in my head.

      “My family is actually in banking too. My dad was the only one who didn't expect me to follow in their footsteps. He died a long time ago, so there weren't many people around to back me up when I decided to do this instead.” I gestured vaguely in the direction of the gallery, knowing full well I wasn't being completely honest. His words hit closer than I wanted to admit. Still, I didn't want to tread on ancient history tonight. I wouldn't see much of Reagan outside of the gallery anyway. There was no need to parade the skeletons in my closet.

      I avoided his gaze, as if he could see through my words. I shrugged. “Anyway, the bank apparently was not the best place for either of us. No matter when it happened, you realized that at some point.”

      He waited a few seconds to see if I would elaborate before picking his story back up.

      “I worked at the bank and painted in my free time. Ever since I was a kid, I imagined myself immersed in art. I never saw myself going the safe route but that's what I did. I was blinded by my achievements until it was too late. I woke up one day and I couldn't do it anymore. After everything I went through, even though painting did not come easily in those days, it was no longer a hobby for me. Honestly, it was the only thing keeping me going.”

      “No, I get that. Art helped you feel like yourself again,” I said.

      “Exactly. The one good thing about the bank was the salary. I’m not a Scrooge but I’ve always been diligent about saving money so when visiting Ireland popped into my mind, there was nothing to stop me from going. I gave my two-week notice and got on a plane my first day of freedom.”

      “Whoa! You quit? Just like that?” I stared at him, unsure what to make of it. I understood the allure of art but stopped short of her siren call.

      “Ireland was the catalyst. I hadn't been happy at the bank in some time, and with everything I went through, it was just a matter of time before I walked away.” Again, he alluded to a dark period in his life. Something brought him to the bottom and led to leaving his job. I wanted to ask him about it, but such are the limitations of new friendships. I could only hope he would fill me in.

      I recognized my hypocrisy. Wanting him to tell me his secrets and fears without disclosing my own. I brushed the thought aside and contemplated the man before me.

      Even though he'd spent much of our time talking about himself, it was entirely due to my encouragement. He continued to check in with me throughout, making sure I was an engaged listener. Everything about Reagan focused on me. I could imagine how his friends and family felt about him.

      He discussed his old job and what those final days there were like. How he'd felt sitting on the plane, unsure of what was next but certain he'd made the right decision. Then, seeing the Rock of Cashel for the first time and knowing he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

      “I stood in front of this amazing place. No job to speak of anymore, which should have freaked me out. I didn't know how I would pay my bills long-term or how long I would stay in the country. I only knew I needed to paint again. And not just paint, but grow my idea of people's hidden sides to buildings' hidden sides, starting with these ruins.”

      “When I was painting the castle as it might have been and how the ruins were still a part of it but not the sum, I realized I was painting myself in a way. This was my second chance. I had an opportunity to define my life and how I was going to live it.”

      “I painted like crazy for a few weeks and then I knew it was time to come home and see what it was like to call myself an artist.”

      “What happened to all your work?” I asked, hoping the canvases were stowed somewhere safe.

      “I gave a few away and sold the rest to a gallery in Cashel. They didn't stay for long, which I took as affirmation of my new calling. I have one hanging up. Or rather, it'll be hanging up once I get my place unpacked.” My eyebrows shot up at this news and Reagan must have caught on to my excitement. “Why? Do you want to see it?”

      “I bet you say that to all the ladies,” I said with a grin. I had to force myself not to jump on to the question and beg to see the painting. All in due time. Between the conversation and the merlot, I felt relaxed and ready for witty banter. This was the true test for any guy in my life, whether platonic or otherwise.

      “Only the ones I like,” he replied. Before I had time to process his meaning, he changed subjects. “Actually, I could use some help with my apartment. I sold most of my furniture before moving. I have a bed but I need a couch, table, that sort of thing. Any ideas?”

      I told him about a few furniture stores with an aesthetic that I thought would appeal to him. He talked about how his apartment was set up. When he shared he lived in Wrigleyville, I grimaced.

      “What, you don't like Wrigleyville?”

      “It's not that, per se. I mean, there are great shops and restaurants up there. I have a bunch of friends in Wrigleyville. I take issue with the Cubs, however. And they're the reason Wrigleyville is named Wrigleyville. Kind of makes me shudder.” My brow furrowed. “Please tell me you're not a Cubs fan. I'm not saying this is a deal breaker for our friendship,” I teased with a smile.

      Reagan's whole body began to shake with laughter. “Is baseball really that important to you?”

      “I suppose it's time I tell you this. Yes, yes, it is. I'm a White Sox fan, born and raised. It's in my blood.” A belligerent tone crept into my voice. To say I was passionate about the White Sox was an understatement. “Don't tell me you're not a baseball fan,” I added incredulously.

      “Are you going to hold it against me?” He cocked an eyebrow at me, daring me to do so.

      “No, of course not. Seriously, you don't like baseball?” I couldn’t let it go.

      “It's not that I don't like baseball. My family wasn't into it. We were more of a football house, Steelers fans. Maybe I'll have to give Wrigley Field a try.”

      My blood pressure rose. Those were fighting words. He had to be kidding me. “If you want to know what a real game is like with real fans, then you can come with me tomorrow night.” The words flew out of my mouth before I realized it. I did need someone to take Kristy's ticket after all. Reagan needed to learn about baseball from someone who was qualified, and definitely not a Cubs fan. I didn’t care how many people were on their bandwagon, Reagan would not be one of them.

      “Really?” he replied. His eyes danced and I couldn’t look away.

      “Actually, yes. My friend can't go anymore. We have partial season tickets together. There's no way I'm missing it. It's the perfect distraction whenever something's going down.” The more I talked about it, the more I liked this idea. “I promise you'll have a good time. We'll get beer and nachos. The Sox will beat the Twins. Everyone wins.”

      “Except for the Twins,” he noted.

      “Well, there's that,” I conceded, shrugging my shoulders in mock pity.

      “Seeing as I just moved here a few days ago, I should probably unpack and buy a couch. Or work on my pieces for your exhibit,” he replied.

      “Number one—you haven't signed a contract with me yet. Number two—unpacking can definitely wait. We're going. I promise it will change your life.”

      I sat back in my chair, triumphant. With that, he lifted his glass and we toasted to the start of his baseball fandom.

      

      Finally home, I paced my apartment. Head spinning from the day, I scarcely knew where to begin. My space showed evidence of neglect, as it often did the week before a show. It was close to midnight but sleep would not be greeting me anytime soon. The dishes piled in the sink called to me.

      My feet, freed of their heels, began adjusting to a flat surface. We all conform to something and I wasn't sure how the coming days would try to bend and break me. The sink filled with hot water while I stripped my wrists of bracelets. Soap bubbled as I plunged my hands in.

      As I scrubbed, my mind wandered through the day. Gram's news. Marcus' predictability. Mom and Elaine's hurt or, rather, disappointment that Gram did not choose them. And then Reagan.

      Reagan. Conundrum that he was. I rinsed off a plate. Inviting Reagan to the Sox game was not asking for trouble. Surely we could maintain a professional relationship. Becoming friends appealed to me. One could never have too many good guy friends and I was beginning to lack in that department thanks to relationships and out of state moves.

      He hadn't pressured me to talk about Gram's prognosis. He offered to listen but respected my wish to keep things light.  Instead, he kept me laughing as he shared stories about growing up outside Pittsburgh and his failed attempts on his high school debate team.

      Drinks led to a late dinner down the street. Before I knew it, eleven-thirty approached and we parted ways. I was left with only my thoughts for company.

      Was I in denial about Gram? Too much was unknown, at least in my opinion, for me to know how to feel and think and grieve. Gram refused to tell us what her actual prognosis was. She declared Dr. Barnes didn't give her one but no one believed it. Why all the urgency to set up hospice if time was on our side?

      The dishes barely registered as I thought about Gram. What would my old therapist make of all this? Gina would have said I was keeping a friendly distance from my feelings. If she'd been in the room with me, I would have agreed.

      My time in therapy taught me so much about myself, though it went against the Frasier Way. Frasiers managed problems on their own, after all. We didn't need to talk to strangers about emotions. No matter no one ever brought up the tough stuff.

      I couldn't recall the last time someone mentioned Dad's name.

      It was that kind of response that brought me to Gina's door twelve years ago. Panic attacks in full swing. Generalized anxiety permeated my days. I'd started therapy to survive.

      I never suspected the root of my troubles. I began stuffing my emotions the day Dad died. That's what I had tried to do today as well—keep them at bay until I decide to let them out. Now that I was home, a safe place to let go, the tears could fall into the sink and no one would be the wiser.

      Still, release wouldn't come.

      Dish washing led to picking up the piles accumulating around the apartment, which led to dusting. Which led to staring at the framed pictures propped about.

      Almost two in the morning but my mind continued to whir at top speed. Knowing a few hours of sleep would be better than nothing, I finally collapsed into bed.

      In the cover of darkness, I broke. I finally considered life without Gram. “I have cancer. There is no cure.” The words echoed as if I was still in the great room hearing them for the first time. I swiped at my face, trying to contain the tears before giving up the battle. The pillowcase dampened and it was just one more thing wrong with this day. Why her? Why now?

      More importantly, what would I do without her?

      How the fuck could this be happening?

      My body shook as a sob tore through me. She was the only one who really cared about me. Sure, my mom and brothers loved me but that was a love born of obligation. Gram took the time to see and understand me. There were no strings attached to her love. She may not have known about every skeleton in my closet but I was relatively sure she loved me unconditionally. I couldn’t say the same about anyone else in the family.

      As much as I wanted an excuse to walk away from them all, or at least most of them, what would life be like without that foundation? If I managed to drag myself to a holiday gathering, how could I survive it without Gram’s steady, if dramatic, presence?

      How could any of us survive without her?

      My heartbeat ratcheted higher. I grasped for control. My chest heaved as I tried to catch my breath, but this was the kind of heartache that demanded full-body involvement.

      The covers became a furnace so I kicked them back as I sat up. I tucked my knees up to my chest and tried to remember my counselor’s instructions as I rocked forward. I grabbed a hold of a mantra to stave off the impending panic attack. Any mantra would do. I just had to breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

      Breathe.

      Gram was not dying tonight. Probably not tomorrow. I almost nodded my head at the rationalization. I didn’t need to fall apart tonight. Slowly my body released its tension. Slowly control returned to me. It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.

      I needed to sleep. I took another breath, deeper this time.

      She was depending on me to do this. I could fall apart another day. Another day, when any of this started to make sense.
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      The traffic gods were not on my side this morning. The cold and rain rivaled my mood. Not even aggressive driving staved off the delay caused by an accident on Route 38. The windshield wipers smacked back and forth as I dared the surrounding cars to mess with me. Twenty minutes past ten, I screeched to a halt in front of Gram's house, one lone and unfamiliar car already parked there.

      At least none of the family attempted to hijack the meeting with hospice. They would already be here if that was the case.

      The effects of late night tears were evident in my bleary eyes. I managed a few hours of sleep before arriving at the gallery at 7 am. Pounding through paperwork and Irish Breakfast tea had kept me awake so far. I hoped I'd sleep well tonight, or at least for a few more hours.

      I ran into the house, any sense of decorum long gone. I hated being late.

      “Gram?” I called out as I stepped through the foyer.

      “In the kitchen, dear,” her clear voice refrained.

      The kitchen. A good sign for the hospice person to be invited into Gram's haven.

      I peeled off my raincoat as I headed back, enveloped by warmth and the aroma of apples and butter. Gram sat in the breakfast nook, along with another woman.

      “Sorry I'm late. I got caught in traffic,” I said with a grimace. I didn't want Gram to notice the dark circles under my eyes so I busied myself with stowing my purse.

      A white woman around my height with salt and pepper hair introduced herself as the Beth with whom I'd spoken yesterday. She looked grandmotherly, though decidedly younger than Gram. I'd been nervous about what to expect from someone who purposely associated with the terminally ill, but she quickly put me at ease.

      “Your grandmother has been singing your praises,” she said.

      I shot Gram a look, still uncertain about her end game. “She's trying to butter me up after what she put me through yesterday.”

      “Yes, I did hear your family has strong opinions about Ella May's decision.”

      Understatement of the year. A harsh laugh escaped me as I turned on the kettle and scooped loose leaf tea into a bag.

      She continued. “They're more than welcome to sit in on a visit, or the hospice team can arrange a meeting with everyone to answer questions. Of course, that depends on whether you and your grandmother would like them to be a part of discussions.”

      Gram and I exchanged glances. That was something we'd need to discuss later.

      I brought my mug with me and joined them at the table. Time to change subjects. “Did I miss anything?”

      “Not really,” Beth replied. “I took Ella May's vitals. That is, I took her blood pressure and heart rate. Everything looks good. She filled me in on yesterday's events and then you walked in.”

      Blood pressure, heart rate. The words settled into my marrow. I visualized future days sprinkled with Gram's health updates and nosy family members. Perhaps I'd been twenty minutes late to protect myself from this new reality. There was no turning back now, though. I had made my choice.

      A folder emblazoned with Sanctuary Hospice's logo rested in no man's land on the table, abandoned over by the napkin holder and salt and pepper dispensers. The detritus of Gram's newspaper and coffee cup almost concealed the folder. Almost.

      Beth followed my line of sight. “The folder is for you to keep. I'll refer to some of the handouts while we talk but it's fine if you want to start looking through it.”

      I looked up, startled. “No, no, that's OK.” I felt like a little kid, pretending I was old enough to be with the grown-ups but aware I wasn't fooling anyone. Play jewelry and a tutu might as well have replaced my favorite red cardigan. Thirty-four is a grown-up age. Life was filled with these moments of realization that I was in fact an adult doing adult things.

      I never pictured life turning out this way. I had envisioned adulthood as carefree, filled with art, passion, and joie de vivre. I'd have lived throughout Europe and loved well by this point. That was the life of a grown-up. Not this, sitting at a kitchen table preparing to discuss Gram's death.

      Beth began asking Gram about her health history. As words like “cancer” and “heart disease” hung in the air, I glanced about the kitchen. I hoped this meeting would not erase my feelings of warmth for this place. How many times had Gram and I sat at this exact table laughing, talking, and crying? This place held most of my secrets and many of Gram's. Her wisdom imbued from one chair to another.

      The rest of the house was updated but this kitchen provided a glimpse into the past. The wallpaper Gram chose in the 1970s, the table passed down from Pop's grandparents, the recipe box filled with tradition. The kitchen reminded me we are all the sum of our parts.

      The oven hummed as it baked an apple-based treat. Crisp the most likely suspect. Delicious, easy to make, and perfect for impressing company. Gram was pulling out all the stops today.

      I cupped my hands around the mug as I sipped tea.

      I may not have felt old enough to participate in this appointment but I could pretend like I did. “Fake it until you make it” had carried me through many a situation. I turned my attention back to the conversation at hand.

      Beth caught my eye. “Why don't I give you an overview of our program and then we'll talk specifically about your grandmother's situation.”

      A way to ease into the difficult. I silently voiced my appreciation for this kindness. Pen and paper readied, I prepared my heart to listen.

      Beth's information could have been dry but the brief history lesson proved interesting. “Hospice first began in England about fifty years ago and came to the US in the 1980s. The hospice of those days is very different from the organizations you'll find today. Sanctuary Hospice started in 1989 thanks to our founder Emily Browning, a nurse who had witnessed pain-filled deaths for her terminally ill patients and decided there had to be a better way. One of the main goals of hospice is to provide comfort care. With comfort care, we're looking at the whole person—physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. We also look at the impact on the family.”

      Her eyes softened as she continued. “We recognize no one wants to have hospice care. In order to be eligible for hospice, a doctor must believe the patient has a prognosis of six months or less. Who wants that?”

      My gaze cut over to Gram with this bit of news. I sagged against the chair. Six months or less? No wonder she refused to say so yesterday. The family would have been in even more of an uproar. Or they would take it literally and begin a countdown.

      Gram caught my eyes and smiled, reaching over to pat my hand. Six months or less until a world without Gram. I felt myself floating, untethered to this room and space.

      “I'm fine, Olivia Jane. I've made my peace.”

      Peace? I could use some of that right now. My eyes began to well with tears until I blinked them back. You’re stronger than this. I wanted to deny the truth of Gram's prognosis and live in a land where Gram would stay on hospice indefinitely, until we all turned old and gray.

      “I'm sure it wasn't easy,” Beth responded. Gram nodded, then shrugged.

      “If this is my time, then it's my time. I'm simply going to make the most of the days I have left.” Gram looked at me again. “And that's why I want hospice involved, because I know they can help me do that.”

      I nodded, struggling to keep my tears at bay. I didn't like crying in front of people I didn't know. Not that I liked crying in front of people I did know either. For Gram's sake, I needed to hold myself together.

      Beth looked at me but I focused on my notebook instead. I blinked my eyes quickly, unwilling to cede to the tears. If anyone spoke to me right now, the defenses would fall. I would kick myself for failing Gram in that way.

      Thankfully, Beth moved on. “Ella May, we will do whatever we can to help you. It's important to tell you we will provide our expertise, but you are the one running the show.” I stifled a snort, grateful for the reprieve. Gram loved running the show. “Our services are designed around your goals and wishes. The team will visit and develop a care plan around what you want.”

      She adopted a somewhat sterner tone. “Now, if you want something that goes against what we'd advise, we won't stop you so long as it's not an ethical compromise on our part. If at any time, you feel that hospice is not meeting your expectations, you can opt out. But I think you'll enjoy getting to know your team.”

      Gram perked up at the mention of a team. “Team,” she asked, a coquettish gleam in her eye. “Do tell.”

      I smothered a laugh at Gram's response. After years raising her brood and caring for her husband all while working at the bank, Gram enjoyed having some attention all to herself. No one could blame her.

      Beth smiled. “Primarily, you'll have a nurse case manager, social worker, home health aide, and a chaplain. We also have volunteers, pet therapy, a crew in the office, plus twenty-four-hour phone support and an on-call nursing team.”

      “Our staff covers certain territories so they can be more available to those needing their care. Since you live in Geneva, you'll be with the Blue team, which covers the area west of Route 59. Every week the Blue team meets to discuss the patients. This way concerns can be raised and the team at large stays on the same page. If one of your specific team members is out sick or managing another patient when you have a need, someone else on the Blue team will see you.”

      Hospice turned out to be a bigger deal than I thought. All these people, strangers, coming to the house for Gram and, by proxy, me. I scribbled in my notebook and tried to keep up.

      Beth paused, trying to gauge our understanding. “I realize this can be confusing and overwhelming. Please feel free to ask any questions you might have. There really are no dumb questions and we'd much rather have you ask than be uncertain. Especially when there may be an easy answer. Some of what I discuss this morning might not make sense until you meet your team and see things in action.”

      I checked in on Gram. She appeared her usual cheery self, despite the subject matter.

      “No problem, dear,” Gram replied. “Frasiers never hesitate to make their needs known. Please continue.”

      Beth opened the folder and drew out a postcard-sized paper. I read upside down and saw blanks after each role she'd mentioned. She began writing names in.

      “All right. If you decide to use Sanctuary, this will be your team. Let's start with your nurse, Justin Travers.” Beth glanced up after writing Justin's name down. “Justin has been a part of our organization for a few years and has been a nurse for about fifteen years. A big asset to our group. Plus, he has a wicked sense of humor, which I'm guessing you'll enjoy. Do you have any reservations about a male nurse?”

      A male nurse. That was unexpected. I didn't know if I'd want a male nurse. Luckily, only Gram could decide this one.

      “Is he handsome?” Gram asked slyly. “If you say he's an asset, then we'll have to see how his sense of humor keeps up with mine.”

      Beth laughed. “I'll let you decide how handsome Justin is. We think the world of him. If at some point, you do become uncomfortable then just let us know and another nurse will be assigned. Next on the list is your social worker.”

      “Cassie Santiago is probably around your age, Olivia. She's been working at Sanctuary for about four years.” Beth lowered her voice confidentially. “Now I'm not supposed to say this but truthfully, she's one of my favorite people to work with. She's compassionate, she's funny, and she goes the extra mile for her families.”

      I ventured a question. “What does a social worker do exactly?”

      “Great question. Cassie will probably address this better when she visits. In a nutshell, social workers are there to provide emotional support and assist with resources, which could include caregiving, financial limitations, and so on. There's much more to it, of course. Many of our families feel they could not make it through this without the support and guidance of their social worker. Our social workers help normalize a very difficult time in people's lives.”

      I wanted to tell Beth to stop right there. If I'd been given grief for seeing a counselor, there was no way the family would want a social worker around. Gram never weighed in on my decision to seek counseling, other than to tell me I should do whatever I needed to do.

      Gram surprised me.

      “That is marvelous,” she declared. “I saw a counselor after my husband died and I can't speak highly enough about that experience.”

      “You did what, Gram?” My jaw dropped. She'd never breathed a word about this before. A pinprick of hurt welled up inside.

      “I saw a counselor. No one in the family knows, Frasier Way and all that. But I did what I needed to do at the time.”

      Her past words came rushing back to me. I couldn't understand why the matriarch wouldn't put her children in their place when it came to her mental health. I puzzled over why she never put them in their place when it came to my mental health either. Or why she hadn’t shared her experience when I started seeing my own counselor.

      Gram turned her attention back to the admission nurse. “Beth, I don't believe the family at large will be amenable to Cassie's services but Olivia Jane and I will surely take her up on it.”

      “Sometimes people don't know what they need until they give it a try. We respect everyone's right to decline certain services but we do ask that each team member come out to visit at least once.”

      “That seems fair,” Gram replied. “I haven't decided how often family will be around when y'all visit. Other than Olivia Jane, of course.”

      That was a relief, at least.

      Beth began discussing the next role on the list. “The home health aide, or nurse's aide, or CNA—it's all the same, really—likely won't visit right away. From what I understand, you're not having any difficulty with bathing, toileting, getting dressed...” Her voice trailed off, as she let Gram respond.

      “No, thank goodness.”

      “A time may come when you will need more assistance. Certainly your family can help with these matters but a CNA is trained to help with what we call ADLs, or Activities of Daily Living. Justin, your nurse, will check in each visit on how you're doing and assess whether more help is warranted. At that point, he'll suggest that the aide come out to help or to teach your family easier ways of helping you.”

      It was crazy but until that moment, I hadn't equated Gram's death sentence with her inevitable decline. Pop died in a hospital. I'd never watched the process of dying before. The road ahead appeared darker and more challenging with each word Beth spoke.

      That Gram would need help taking a shower? That she would need help getting dressed? These thoughts hadn't entered the realm of possibility prior to this morning.

      The room felt hot. I shoved my sleeves up to my elbows, a welcome reprieve. I briefly closed my eyes, face down so I appeared to be studying my frantic notes. I breathed in, then out. Focus, Olivia, focus.

      Beth moved on to the last team member, the chaplain.

      “Norma Chambers is an absolute treat. Now I know some people hear chaplain and they're not sure what to expect or feel they receive enough support from their church. Just like the social worker, we ask that you allow the chaplain to come out once and explain their role to you. Chaplains are familiar with the feelings and doubts you might experience during this time, in a way that some pastors and churches are not. Chaplains also work closely with churches and are able to coordinate with your pastor.”

      Gram nodded. “That sounds fine. Faith has always been important to me. I don't mind meeting her.”

      Another schedule to coordinate. Three, eventually four, people who would visit Gram. The needs of the gallery began to compete with the needs of the house on Beech Street.

      Gram turned to me. “I can tell you're worrying about that gallery of yours. I don't expect you to be here all the time. I'm still too feisty for that. I do want you to meet these people at least the first time they visit.”

      I nodded slowly, still unsure how I could juggle these demands without breaking myself in the process.

      “I'll figure it out, Gram.” I smiled with false confidence. I asked Beth how often the hospice team visited. I needed a sense of the time commitment ahead.

      “Since I'm here today, I'll count this as the first nursing visit. Your grandmother hasn't mentioned any concerns so far and her pain appears to be managed well, which is how we'd like to keep it. Normally, your nurse will contact you within a day or two to set up the first visit so long as there aren't any problems. If something comes up in the meantime, you'll call us and he'll come out sooner.”

      That sounded doable. My heart eased that we would not be inundated with visits. At least not yet.

      “The social worker and chaplain will contact you in the next couple of days as well.  Let them know what works best for you. You'll find that our team is fairly flexible.” Beth's voice reassured me as she talked through logistics, insurance coverage, whether medical equipment was needed, and the rest of the services available to Gram.

      I wrote down as much as I could, knowing the family would call with questions. There was too much to remember.

      Whatever baked in the oven smelled about done and I needed a break, even if only for a moment. I retrieved oven mitts and pulled out the aromatic concoction. Apple crisp, I'd been right. I set the pan down to cool and turned the oven off.

      As I returned to the table, Beth rifled through the folder and pulled out several forms.

      “Do you have any other questions?”

      Gram and I looked at each other before shaking our heads no.

      “You'll find the questions come at the oddest times so feel free to keep a notebook for writing them down. That way, you can refer to that when anyone from the team visits. It's better than trying to remember everything,” Beth advised.

      I made a notation about this practical tip. It could also be a good way of keeping the family in the loop. They could add their own questions and read updates about each visit. Even better, it could take some of the burden off of Gram and me from conveying the same information over and over again.

      “Now that you've learned about Sanctuary's program, would you like time to talk it over or are you ready to make a decision?” Beth asked.

      Gram looked at me for a moment. Her face serene, eyes clear. She looked truly peaceful, though sadness still lurked in her expression.

      Gram took a deep breath and returned her attention to Beth.

      “No need to talk it over. I was impressed with how you folks took care of dear friends of mine and I know you'll take good care of me.”

      “Very well then. I'll just need you to fill out a few papers.”

      “Oh, goody.” Gram clasped her hands together like a kid in a candy shop. “There's nothing like signing my life away.”

      “Gram.” I shook my head and groaned at her attempt at black humor.

      Beth led Gram through the various forms for insurance, HIPAA, and hospice itself. She then showed me the parts I needed to sign as Gram's Power of Attorney for Health Care. It was official now.

      Beth separated the duplicates and triplicates, leaving our copies in the folder. She then withdrew a bright pink form.

      “This is not something you need to sign today but I would definitely encourage you to think it through. This is a Do Not Resuscitate form, also known as a DNR.” Beth let this sink in before continuing.

      “What I'm about to discuss may come off as stark or insensitive, which is not my intention. I do want to be up front with you, however. It is possible you will stop breathing or your heart will stop beating, possibly in conjunction with your cancer or due to something else. If your heart stops, we need to know if you would like to be resuscitated at that time.”

      I didn't understand the question. I looked at Gram, bewildered.

      Gram remained erect and resolute in her chair.

      “What do you mean by resuscitation? What does that involve?” she asked.

      “Most likely CPR, Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation, which would be a series of deep thrusts into your chest in an effort to restart your heart, followed by mouth-to-mouth to get your lungs going again. There's a risk of broken ribs because of the thrusting that must occur for effective CPR.”

      This didn't sound like the heroic rescues we saw on TV and in the movies.

      Beth continued. “Depending on where your incident took place, if a defibrillator is nearby, your heart could be stimulated by the shock. Even if one is not around, CPR could buy time until an ambulance crew arrives.”

      “I have to be frank with you, and I'm not trying to sway you in any one direction. I want you to have a clear idea of what you'll be up against, if this situation occurs. Though we may be able to resuscitate you, your body will still be physically ill. It may not tolerate these efforts, in which case you may need further interventions, such as a breathing tube.”

      “I don't want to be hooked up to any machines,” Gram interrupted adamantly. Her eyes flashed as they bore into me. I was shocked by her intensity.

      “Gram, I'm not going to do anything you don't want me to do,” I said. My voice shook and I tried to find the right words. “I don't know about any of this. When you asked me to help you, I didn't know we'd be talking about resuscitation and machines and...” My voice trailed off. Tears began appearing in the corner of my eyes. I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to gather my thoughts and failing. This discussion made me feel more helpless.

      Gram blinked and her face softened. “I'm sorry, sweetheart. I've asked a lot of you but I know you'll do me proud. I wouldn't trust anyone else with my wishes.”

      “It is a big responsibility, Olivia,” Beth quietly interjected. “All this is overwhelming. I've given you both a lot to think and talk through this morning. I know it might not seem this way now, but it is better to have everything out in the open.”

      My stomach churned. No matter what, I needed to be strong for Gram. We could talk later about why she chose me and what happened to make her feel so strongly about it.

      “I'll be fine. It's a lot to take in,” I offered, trying to smile at Gram in reassurance. “I'll support whatever you decide, Gram.”

      The three of us sat in silence for a few moments. I circled the rim of my mug with my middle finger, tracing the edge round and round again. This was not my decision, none of it, and I hadn't the first clue on how to guide Gram. I rubbed my temples, trying to massage the confusion away.

      Gram reached across the table for the bright pink paper and pulled it closer to her. She slid her reading glasses down to the edge of her nose and scanned the page.

      “It seems to me we'd only be prolonging the inevitable.” Gram spoke as she thought. “I don't want anyone guessing at my wishes; I want you to know them.”

      With that, she signed her name with a flourish before sliding the page over to me.

      “Your witness, madam,” she grinned with a wink.

      I couldn't find the strength to smile back.

      The kitchen suddenly felt small. I wasn't qualified to make these decisions. Why did Gram believe otherwise?

      I could hear the family's response from here, indignant that I didn't stop Gram. But stop her from what? She and Beth shuffled through papers, already moving on. Gram didn't doubt I would affirm her choice.

      I picked up the pen, heavy and clumsy in my hands. I added my signature in the appropriate spot, then looked over at Beth. Her eyes tried to give me the reassurance I sought.

      Inside I saw a little girl playing dress up, not a woman upholding her dying grandmother's wishes. The little girl believed this was all a misunderstanding. The little girl wanted a different option.

      I served us all a piece of warm apple crisp. I tasted nothing as I chewed, certain I'd signed Gram's life away.
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      The coffee shop bustled with activity. Children cried as mothers chatted, freelancers typed away on their laptops, and a group of elderly men held court in the corner. I waited in line and fought the compulsion to turn to strangers and tell them about my morning.

      It was noon and I remained unsettled about my role in Gram's demise. Not ready to return to the gallery, I decided a little indulgence was in order. That and a peace offering.

      Drinks in tow,I walked the few blocks to the bank. The rain had stopped, allowing the sun to peek through the clouds. As the granite building came into view, gleaming with tradition and dependability, I wondered how my great-grandfather's family responded when he decided to start a bank. After all, banks were not necessarily known for stability in those days. Although, work in finance maintained an air of prestige no matter how the economy fared. I sighed in concession.

      This building served as a stark reminder that I did not fit in nor belong, even though I bore its name. I only graced its halls under dire circumstances. Years ago I'd switched my accounts to a bank around the corner from my apartment and never looked back. My family added it to the list of my treasonous behavior.

      At one point, a trip to the bank was the highlight of my day. Skipping next to Dad as I helpfully “assisted” him with various tasks. Picking out my favorite sucker from the stash reserved for pint-sized customers. Being known as a Frasier by those coming and going.

      All well before Frasier became synonymous with controlling vitriol.

      I shook myself out of the reverie and marched inside. Best not to go down that road any further. I avoided eye contact with anyone who might know or be related to me as I headed toward the back offices. Finally, I wound my way to Aunt Elaine's desk.

      As she hung up the phone, I held out her favorite drink.

      She looked up from her desk. “Mint Condition?” Dark circles lined her eyes and she looked less polished than usual, though I couldn't pinpoint why. At least I wasn’t the only one losing sleep over this.

      “Of course.” I waited for her to take the first drink. Her eyes closed with bliss as the concoction hit her taste buds.

      “You didn't need to bring a peace offering, Livvie. You didn't do anything wrong.” She chastised me while taking another appreciative sip.

      “Everyone else is mad at me. I don't want you mad at me too. I need someone to be on my side.” I tried to keep the whine out of my voice, as well as the whispering tears at bay.

      “Since when has anyone's opinion mattered to you,” she drolly replied. “Mom made her decision. They'll get over it.”

      “Before or after Marcus sticks a knife in my back?”

      Elaine simply stared me down until I recanted.

      “Okay, he wouldn't do that. It's too obvious, not his style. I just—” my voice broke. “I don't know why she picked me, Elaine.” I couldn't admit I felt in over my head. She may have been my favorite aunt but she was firmly in camp with her siblings. She was a daughter, I a mere grandchild. That had been made clear to me on more than one occasion. Still, I couldn’t afford to lose her goodwill.

      Elaine sighed and set her drink down, contemplating her desk before speaking again. “The two of you have always had a special bond.”

      “Not any more than you and Gram do,” I responded.

      She came around from the desk to hug me and I sank into her embrace. Some of the tension left my body but I was still on edge. She patted me on the back before continuing, her voice vibrating in my ear.

      “That's very sweet of you to say but we both know that's not true. You and Mom have always been like peas in a pod. You have that same adventurous spirit.”

      Some adventurous spirit to keep us both in Illinois.

      “Don't worry about what happened yesterday. Everyone will calm down. When they stop and think about it, they'll realize you were the obvious choice.”

      “I know, I know. I'm the one with a flexible schedule,” I muttered as I broke the embrace.

      “It's not just that and you know it. We numbers-oriented people have a hard time with the unknown, while you're able to navigate uncertainty. You don't need all the answers ahead of time. You figure it out as you go. When I think of all that Pop went through and what Mom might experience, I know you'll handle whatever comes your way, even Marcus, with grace.”

      Elaine's words fell over me, soothing the rough spots.

      “Is that really how you see me?” I didn't think I handled uncertainty gracefully. It simply became a way of life. The art world was full of ups and downs. That I'd been able to make a living with the gallery and hire staff was the icing on the cake. The trick was making sure the cake kept replenishing itself.

      “You have no idea how capable you are, Liv. I admit I was hurt that Mom didn't ask me to be her POA. The more I thought about it though, the more it made sense. I am usually tied up at the bank. If I'm not here, I'm throwing dinner together for Roger or running to a grandkid's activity. I try to be superwoman but I can't do that for Mom. She deserves better than what I could give.”

      “I'll support you however I can and I'll be there for Mom to the best of my ability. It really gives me peace of mind knowing you'll be there for her. And if anyone gives you trouble, just send them my way.” I quirked an eyebrow at the thought of Elaine taking on her brothers for me. That would be unprecedented.

      A weight lifted. Mom and I had smoothed things over yesterday afternoon by phone but Elaine's silence had bothered me. We were fine for now.

      I filled Elaine in on the meeting with Sanctuary but glossed over the more serious discussions. Gram would fill her children in on that particular choice. After a few more minutes, I hugged her goodbye and headed back to the gallery.

      

      The installation was underway when I arrived. A shiver of excitement went through me as I considered this next exhibition. Of all the gallery tasks, showcasing new talent was easily my favorite part.

      Jane, the curator, met with potential buyers in the back corner, gesturing to a larger piece currently on display. A big sale would be a lovely pick-me-up. A few older women walked in behind me, then headed upstairs for an art class, talking animatedly the whole time. Suzy waved as I made my way through, then turned back to the installation in progress. We looked to be in good shape for Wednesday.

      As long as the other two artists submitted the rest of their work by the end of today, tomorrow and Friday would be a breeze.

      Madison Gallery surprised everyone with its success. Oak Park has its share of galleries, and naysayers weren't sure the town needed another. My vision for highlighting new artists and hosting classes for children and adults in the community had won them over, and we'd become a staple in the neighborhood. We were always hosting one event or another.

      When Walter Booth first encouraged me to open my own place, I thought he was kidding. I'd been curating at the Art Institute for a few years by then and enjoyed the routine and rhythm of museum life. He poked and prodded at my unspoken dreams, even my insecurities, until I finally saw the appeal.

      It helped to have him as a backer but since opening the doors four years ago, the gallery had bloomed under my watch, and I took pride in the results. Even so, a nagging feeling lingered. Was this enough for me? I couldn’t have been farther away from my old dreams, but people change. They grow up and the old dreams stay in the past. Or at least, they should. I kept shrugging off my discontent.

      If I didn't work at the bank or the gallery, what would I do? I had no easy answer to that question and so I ignored it.

      I wondered whether Gram's circumstances would change my feelings. Based on this morning's conversation, my fifty-hour work weeks wouldn’t continue much longer.

      Suzy appeared, sprite-like, at my elbow.

      “How'd the morning go?”

      I gestured for her to follow me in to my office. I collapsed on the couch and let my tote fall to the floor.

      “That good?” Suzy sank into the overstuffed chair next to me.

      “Oh, it was fine. As fine as a morning can be when you discuss your grandmother dying and what she wants you to do if her heart stops.” I looked over at her in a panic. “I have no clue how to do this. The hospice nurse gave us the overview and there are going to be a lot of visits from this team. I don't know if I need to be there for all of them or when people will come or how that's going to impact the gallery.”

      I paused and took a breath. “But what I really don't know is how I'm going to watch her die.”

      The truth of that statement hit me anew.

      Maybe it was my position on the couch or the lack of sleep but I found myself sharing my fears with Suzy. She became my confessor in that moment. As I let it all spew forth, my spirit felt lighter.

      There was a lot I didn't know, but I did know this—I would make sure Gram had a peaceful death, no matter what.

      “Thank you, Suzy. I know you’ve been wanting more of a challenge here and you’re about to get it. I don't know what I'd do without you.”

      “I'm here for you,” she said in return. “Whatever you need me to do, just let me know. Please. You were there for me when my mom got sick and when Alicia broke up with me.” I scowled at the mention of her ex-girlfriend. She’d really done a number on Suzy, which made me all the more grateful Suzy had met Mei. “All I’m saying is I want to be there for you. If I need to do more here, if you need a glass of wine, whatever. Promise me you'll keep talking to someone. You get so stressed from holding everything inside.”

      My head shot up in surprise. Apparently this was a day for people to reveal all sorts of information about me. I didn't realize those nearest and dearest read me so well.

      I saluted her. “Yes, ma'am. Now let's get back to work.”

      

      The train car opened and I flew out, pushing past people to get to the stairs. The Green Line was a few blocks from the Red Line entrance where Reagan awaited. As usual, gallery tasks had consumed me and I'd lost track of time.

      I felt ridiculous attending a game in my work clothes but there wasn't time to change. My trusty Konerko jersey thrown over my dress shirt would have to do.

      Reagan lounged in front, flanked by scalpers and vendors. Unlike those around him fiddling with their phones, he tapped his feet to the beat of the Bucket Boys pounding away across the street. He hadn't noticed me yet and I envied his carefree expression, as if he had all the time in the world.

      I tapped his arm. A smile split across his face and I lit up inside. Oh, man. I was going to be in trouble if I was already reacting like this.

      “Did you get the message that I was running behind? I hope you weren't waiting too long,” I babbled. I felt flustered by the day, as if I'd never catch up.

      “Yeah, I got it. I decided to leave on time anyway so I could see what the South Side is like.”

      “And your verdict is?”

      “Lots of interesting characters,” he mused, angling his head toward the scalpers and their staccato requests. “I'll reserve judgment until after the game.”

      With that, we began walking toward the stadium. I loved being around fellow fans decked head to toe in Sox gear.

      “I see you dressed for the game.” I noted his black t-shirt with curiosity. “I'm glad you were smart enough not to wear anything Cubs-related.”

      He laughed. “It's stupid to wear another team's stuff unless they're actually playing each other. I'd rather not get beat up tonight.”

      “I suppose I would protect you if it came down to that. Seeing as how you're a prospect for the gallery and all.” I looked up at him and envisioned myself fending off drunk fans. Reagan towered over me, making him the more likely protector. I liked to think of myself as tiny but mighty.

      We bantered as the crowd swept us through Gate 5 and then to our seats in the upper deck. Kristy and I rarely sat in the same place twice each season. It would have been nice if tonight's game was one of our lower deck options, but we had a good vantage point between home and first base.

      “Nice view,” Reagan commented.

      “This is my home away from home.” A smile teased my lips. This was exactly what I needed.

      He eyed me funny. “You're the first female artist I've met who is also a die-hard baseball fan.”

      “Oh, I'm not an artist.” His words pressed on a bruise. I tamped down the panic welling within me, along with irritation over the idea that artists couldn't appreciate sports.

      “You appreciate art, don't you? That makes you an artist on some level. Art and baseball don't seem like they go hand in hand,” he countered.

      I hadn’t expected this kind of sexist bullshit from him. Words rushed out hot and fierce.

      “Any more than art and football? Or is it more acceptable because you're a guy?”

      “Easy there, Liv! I know plenty of women enjoy sports. I was trying to compliment you but I guess it came out wrong.”

      “Oh.” This unsettled me. He'd called me Liv and he'd complimented me. I didn't know how to respond. “Thanks?”

      “You're welcome.”

      We sat in silence for a few minutes while I searched for a way to recover. I wanted to keep this evening light and breezy.

      “I'm sorry,” I finally offered. “I don't know why I’m being defensive. It's been a crazy day and I'm still reeling. But that's no excuse to give you a hard time at your first ballgame.”

      “You don't need to apologize. I know there's a lot on your mind. And this might not be the right time to tell you this,” Reagan paused for effect. “But this isn't my first baseball game.”

      I huffed out a laugh and my stomach unclenched at this unexpected news. I'd been worried he was about to tell me he wouldn't be showing at the gallery.

      “It's not?” I looked at him in disbelief. “But last night, you said—”

      “I said we were more of a football house, not that I'd never been to a game. You were so adamant about the White Sox being superior that I didn't want to let you down. I went to college in Boston so I took in a few Red Sox games while I was there. Do you forgive me?” His blue eyes pleaded. I was helpless against them even in a trivial conversation.

      “At least it wasn't a Yankees game,” I begrudgingly conceded and he laughed. “No more baseball lies, got it?”

      We shook hands in agreement and then settled back to watch the players warm up. Reagan flagged down beer and hotdog vendors for us, paying for both despite my protest.

      I told him about the Frasiers’ longstanding tradition of White Sox games. At a game, all animosity dropped away as we cheered for our boys. It didn't matter that I hadn't lived up to their expectations, we were a united front when it came to baseball. Outside the stadium, everyone reverted to our respective dysfunctions but here in the stands, we loved each other.

      Dad took me to my first game as a baby. Children were included in all the home openers and then brought to more games as we grew older and could understand the game. After Pop died, we toasted in his memory during the 7th inning stretch on opening day.

      Once I started talking about my family and baseball, I couldn't stop. I shared about my grandparents' season ticket holder status, something Gram continued even after Pop died. He taught her to love the team. She told me once baseball was a constant that helped her feel close to Pop after he was gone.

      I looked out on the field. It was after seven now and the game would soon start. My shoulder almost brushed his, magnetically drawn to close the small space between us. I was overly aware of the man beside me, the charge between us growing stronger. At least on my part.

      Reagan, and my response to him, mystified me. The more time we spent together, the less I could convince myself we would only be friends, but it didn't matter; I had no business considering a relationship right now.

      A video montage began to roll, then seamlessly segued into AC/DC's “Thunderstruck.” I leaped to my feet and began clapping in time as the starting line-up ran out. Ah, the promise all players held before the start of a game. Fans shone with hope that this game would lead to a win.

      Most of our section clapped along to the song. The music inspired even the most timid of fans into the spirit of the game, even if the lyrics had little in common with baseball. Reagan stood next to me, taking it all in.

      “Reagan.” As the music died away, I laid my hand on his forearm to get his attention, impressed by the contained strength. He looked down at me, expectant.

      “I told you I'm a big fan, but until someone goes to a game with me, they don't realize what that means. Please don't judge me.” I had no self-control when it came to baseball. It was liberating to take out my angst on an umpire or player who can't even hear me. When they played well, my joy knew no bounds. However, this could be embarrassing for a non-fan.

      “This is the other side of you,” he noted as we waited for the first pitch.

      I trained my eyes on the field, unsure of where he was headed with this line of thought.

      “This is where you feel carefree and relaxed. Even if it comes with a side of rabid fandom. I won't judge you. Much.” He said with a wink.

      It was a relief to fall back into a pattern of banter. The game began and I forgot about Gram, DNRs, Uncle Marcus, and whether the gallery exhibit would open on time. The men on the field were my only focus. Though if I were honest, the man sitting next to me proved equally distracting.

      Reagan appeared equally engaged in the game. He cheered the base hits and provided colorful feedback for the umpires. I gave him points for creativity but I still took home the prize in terms of passion and self-righteous indignation over bad calls.

      Having gone to games primarily with family and female friends up to this point, I hadn't realized how much touching occurred. High fives, tapping arms or shoulders to get attention, even hugs after home runs. Each time we connected, my body hummed.

      I couldn't delude myself with the veils of professionalism and friendship any longer. I liked Reagan. Therein lay the dilemma.

      I didn't know what to do with my hands, not when they were drawn to him. He could probably read the thoughts scrambling my mind. I smoothed my jersey and picked invisible lint from my dress pants. Face forward, I concentrated on the game and hoped my expressive face wouldn't betray me whenever I responded to his commentary.

      The Twins were trailing by three runs in the 6th inning. The Sox no longer required my dedicated focus. But what to talk about? An idea sprouted. I would tell Reagan about the morning's events. Surely discussing death and hospice would keep my distraction in check.

      I tried to keep my voice low so as not to distract fellow spectators, while staying loud enough so that Reagan could hear me over the roar. I told him of the hospice nurse and all that would be required of me. I shared Gram's response to signing the DNR. I described how my family had reacted when Gram selected me.

      First, Suzy had been on the receiving end of my verbal processing, now Reagan. And I still hadn't contacted my closest friends to even tell them of Gram's diagnosis. I was a coward. The moment I heard sadness in their voices, I would break. Instead, I played it safe with my assistant and a man I barely knew.

      Even though everything screamed in me to keep this surface level with Reagan, I couldn't stop myself from sharing more. Maybe my subconscious plan was to scare him off; there would be no chance of anything other than a professional relationship then. The game receded in the background, dwarfed by the unburdening of my heart. I'd never ignored a game before, no matter how many serious conversations had been held in these seats.

      I talked and watched players run in the periphery of my eye. But mostly I looked at Reagan listening to me. Not many men paid attention like this. He listened and also appeared to understand.

      He didn't once interject with a personal story or try to minimize my struggle. He didn't even appear annoyed we were no longer paying attention to the game.

      I could only conclude Reagan was not normal. In this moment, I was deeply grateful for that fact.

      I wanted to know why he responded with compassion and patience to my rambling tale. But selfishly, I wanted someone to focus on me for a while. I could return the favor at a later date.

      I concluded with Gram's choice to see her hospice nurse by herself for the first visit. “I would have made it work, but this lets me sleep at the gallery if I need to. I mean, just to be sure the exhibit is ready in time. Geez, I need to shut up now.”

      Reagan chuckled and reassured me that I hadn't monopolized the conversation.

      Everyone stood for the 7th inning stretch. People swayed to and fro as “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” played. Reagan put his arm around my shoulders and hugged me to him.

      “You're going to be fine,” he said into my ear, sending shivers down my spine. I glanced up at him and nodded. I didn't trust myself to speak.

      The rest of our time together reverted to lighthearted topics. The change of pace helped us pay more attention to the game.

      The Sox won, as I'd predicted. My smile stretched wide. I sang along to “Sweet Home Chicago” with an extra skip in my step as we filed out of the stadium. Temporarily free of worry, a White Sox win was the best antidote a woman could have.

      I turned to Reagan as we exited the gate.

      “So, what's your verdict? Aside from my emotional basket case-self distracting you from the game,” I tacked on. Don't let me down, self-deprecation.

      Reagan stopped me in my tracks and looked down into my eyes.

      “You would have distracted me no matter what you talked to me about,” he said slow and easy.

      I could interpret that sentence any number of ways. My heart thudded as I stared at him in wonder.

      “That being said,” he continued. “It was no Red Sox game, but it'll do.”

      With that, I laughed and slugged him in the arm. “I should turn you over to the drunkest fans for that kind of slander.”

      Instead I linked my arm through his and tugged him toward the sidewalk to head home. Tiredness crept through my bones and I wanted the comfort of my bed. His hand reached up to where mine was perched and grasped it. Our hands swung between us as we crossed the intersection with departing fans. The warmth of his hand wreaked havoc on my inner teenager.

      Maybe the interest wasn't one-sided. But I didn't have time or energy for another person. Who in their right mind would want to date someone with a complicated situation like mine?

      Reagan refused to let me drop him off at the Red Line. He walked me to the Green Line, telling me he'd simply transfer at the next stop. It was useless to argue against his gentlemanly behavior. I didn't want to let go of his hand anyway.

      Would this lead to a goodnight kiss? I hoped so, no matter what complications ensued. It had been too long since I'd had a normal relationship. Regardless, I didn't think there was any way to predict Reagan's next move.

      As the train neared Roosevelt station, Reagan kissed my cheek and then whispered in to my ear.

      “You're an adorable basket case.”

      My ear buzzed from the sensation. I tried to process these words as he strode out the opening doors, tossing back his gratitude for a fun night.

      I responded in kind. In theory. I had no idea what words left my mouth.

      My hand touched my cheek where he’d kissed me. No mention of when or if we'd see each other again. I deflated against the seat. The train propelled forward. I stared out the window as the buildings and city lights blurred into a kaleidoscope. Hope had risen in spite of my low expectations for this evening. Instead of letting myself be lulled by the train's movement, my mind scurried through explanations and excuses.

      I knew then that Reagan would break my heart and I would let him.
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      Rain pattered outside, gentle, rhythmic. The bedroom, gray lit by clouds, bathed me in peace. I curled into a ball, awake despite my exhaustion. Sunday mornings had their own cadence; I didn't worry about the gallery or an agenda, I let myself be.

      This Sunday, however, the unsettled nature of the week caught up with me. The clock beckoned an hour far earlier than I usually woke. Sleep had been fitful once it came thanks to my subconscious working overtime. I debated whether to stay in bed longer, on the off-chance rest would come.

      I loved rainy days. That would be the silver lining to my insomnia. I padded out of bed and headed to the kitchen. Tea was in order before anything else. I turned on the burner for the tea kettle, then wandered into the living room to make sense of life.

      Hazy swirls clouded my mind, a consequence of too little sleep and a wayward routine. The kettle whistled a few minutes later and I returned for my morning treat. A dollop of cream and sugar later, I grabbed an oversized cardigan and settled myself on the apartment balcony. The rain was light. Too soon to know whether it would last all day or not. My apartment didn’t have much of a view but I found cityscapes to be soothing, even if this particular cityscape only featured neighboring brownstone buildings.

      The warm mug in my hands counteracted the chill in the early morning air. I sipped my tea and allowed my mind to wander in tandem with the rain.

      The exhibit Friday night had been a success, like the others. The featured artists received great feedback and quite a few sales. The intervening months until the next exhibit would garner more opportunities for them all. Their success translated to mine.

      The bustle of the gallery and words of praise proved a fulfilling end to a difficult week. I mixed and mingled with the Oak Park's finest and talked about art and beauty until I was practically asleep on my feet. If I hadn't dealt with the minor hiccups that accompany every show behind the scenes, it would have been a perfect evening.

      Even Reagan made an appearance for an hour. I hoped this meant his completed contract would soon be in my possession. We'd waved at each other across the room but our paths never seemed to cross, although I remained aware of where he stood in the room relative to me. His presence drew me like a beacon, but it was probably better we hadn't spoken. I didn’t have time to wonder about whether there was something more between us. I should keep telling myself that.

      I'd made it through another week. Sunday was my one completely free day and I contemplated how I should spend it. An unusual urge to darken the doorsteps of a church crossed my mind. I had not considered God since Gram's diagnosis. Oh, for the days when my faith was simple and sure. I could use some borrowed certainty.

      Mom expected me at her house for our family lunch at noon. Once a month she gathered us back into her fold. Going to church would win brownie points, as Mom would inevitably ask. She'd worried about the state of my soul since high school, and every choice I made strengthened her concern. After all, I was the family's so-called wild child.

      As with many of our discussions, I gave up on reassuring my mother about my faith long ago. Mom preferred to believe what she wanted and she'd never understood outside the box thinking. I couldn't explain my penchant for finding God anywhere but church, nor my relentless doubts. This, of course, reinforced her case.

      I didn’t like capitulating to her expectations but sometimes I needed all the help I could get. As Gram’s news had certainly made the rounds through the family by now and my brothers would be at lunch, I definitely needed the help.

      I thought about where to go. A friend of a friend had started a church in a local warehouse, and it had drawn unexpected interest from several in my circle. No one was more surprised than me when I found myself back in a hallowed space a few years back. It was different and yet not different enough. I was glad for my friends but I felt no desire to return.

      It wasn’t the church’s fault. The moment Aunt Elaine told me Dad died, I’d whispered “oh my God” in supplication and disbelief. There’d been only silence. No matter how much I longed to hear from God back then, his silence endured and my faith was chipped away until only tattered pieces remained. God became a distant uncle. Not unlike Uncle Marcus, come to think of it. I could not find God in church but sometimes I glimpsed him in other people or song lyrics or on a hike. Or I could at least remember a time when I believed he cared.

      Frasiers went to church every Sunday and I’d dutifully gone throughout the rest of high school. I shed that edict the moment I went away to college. My friends’ church distinguished itself from the legalism of my childhood church but it was not different enough. I still chose not to go and didn’t worry much about the eternal implications. My mother did not understand one bit.

      A small piece of me wanted to remember how safe I used to feel in church. Life made more sense those days. I was more innocent and untested by its trials.

      The lack of sleep from the past few nights was taking its toll. I barely took in my surroundings as I continued to drink tea. My eyes were heavy but my mind worked overtime. There'd be no more rest until I fell into bed tonight.

      I'd checked in with Gram by phone after the hospice nurse visited for the first time Friday morning. Her voice bubbled with laughter as she described him. He had earned the Ella May Frasier stamp of approval. Her update flooded me with relief. I'd meet Justin on Tuesday for his next visit, along with the social worker. Knowing this piece of Gram's care was in place enabled me to check off the next item on my list.

      I'd finally picked up the phone and informed my closest friends of Gram's diagnosis in between frantic exhibit preparations. I still worried but I felt free to share. Emails and messages of love and support bolstered my hope that I could see Gram through.

      I no longer had to hold this news in, but I did not want to discuss it endlessly either.

      Yesterday I'd swept through the gallery early in the morning, then caught up by phone with various friends who'd materialized with offers of coffee dates and retail therapy. I put them off for now, touched by their gestures but not ready to commit to crying in public.

      They would keep checking in until they saw me in person. Perhaps waving at a few friends from across the sanctuary would buy me some time. It would appease the ones I saw and be my proof to anyone else that I wasn’t avoiding them entirely.

      I decided to go to the early service. Fewer people, less chance of being caught with tears in my eyes. I finished my tea, then hurried to get ready.

      Less than an hour later I settled in a back row as the music started.

      Every lyric, every refrain pierced me with reminders that Gram was dying. I could not fathom why this had happened to us. As if we hadn’t suffered enough. I’d never know the answer and this left me angry and raw. Emotions rushed through me with each song and I was glad to stare ahead toward the projected words. I was afraid of what I might say otherwise.

      I went through the motions, as if this Sunday didn't look any different from the previous times I’d attended. Focus eluded me and I regretted coming.

      I did not want to lose Gram.

      Tears seeped through no matter how valiantly I tried to prevent them. There weren’t any answers here. When the worship team reassembled for a closing song, I slipped on my sunglasses and quietly left the service before any of my friends could approach. At least they saw me there. I needed to calm down before heading to Mom's.

      I sat in my car for a few moments. Even though traffic was unlikely this time of day and even though I did not want to spend more time than necessary with my family, I left for Geneva. The drive would afford me time to reflect, as well as prepare me for the incoming interrogation.

      

      “Leave it to OJ to steal the show,” Ian crowed as I walked in the back door. I deposited my coffee cup in the trash, evidence of how I'd spent the extra time.

      “I wish you guys would stop calling me that,” I grumbled before making the round of hugs.

      My sister-in-law Laura laughed indulgently at her husband before chiding him. I didn't know what she saw in my goofy twenty-eight-year old brother, but he had grown up at least a little bit since marrying her a couple of years ago. We could all be grateful for that.

      Scott appeared around the corner with his fiancée Paige. Both of my younger brothers would marry before me but I hadn't done much by way of procuring a husband up to this point. Scott and Paige would marry in June, hopefully with Gram in attendance. Mom was already working on contingencies if Gram did not feel up to it. There couldn’t be a better distraction for her.

      “Why don't you like to be called OJ?” Scott asked, his face all mock innocence.

      “I'm not having this conversation with you two anymore. Whatever happened to respecting your elders?” The joke was familiar and worn. We all fell into our old roles in this house.

      I continued through to the kitchen to greet Mom. She pulled a roast out of the oven before leaning in for a kiss.

      She stood back as if to get a good look at me.

      “You were crying,” she pronounced. I swore she had a sixth sense.

      “I'm fine, Mom. It's just been a long week. You know I don't sleep well during exhibit weeks.” I avoided her prying eyes. There was no point in sharing my worries that I was in over my head. Anytime I attempted to unpack my frets and furies with her, she went straight to problem-solving mode. She didn't mean to ignore my heart; she simply didn't understand her daughter. And I, in turn, did not understand my practical mother.

      These family dinners were an exercise in futility. I returned each month because Dad would want me to.

      I offered to set the table but the task was completed, likely by Laura or Paige. Of course. They were perfect additions to the Frasier family. Numbers-oriented, busy, linear thinkers. Capable of holding their own in economic and political discussions. More importantly, they loved Ian and Scott. I got along with both of them, especially when we stuck to topics like reality TV and Chicago sports.

      I paced through the rooms. I needed something to do, anything, but no chore presented itself. I heard laughter and small talk in the other room and pretended to look at old family pictures until we sat down to eat. As the dishes were passed around, Scott peppered me with questions about Gram. Neither brother appeared miffed they were omitted from the family meeting; however, they could not believe Gram chose me of all people to be her “voice of reason.”

      “You're great, Olivia. Really, you are,” Scott mentioned, his brow furrowed. “But you haven't lived the most responsibly.” I started to protest but he continued. “All I'm saying is you're not the most likely candidate, but you love Gram and you're available, so that's good enough for me.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I replied dryly, as I rolled my eyes. “I'd like to note that owning a successful business is not irresponsible.”

      Mom said nothing during this discussion, as per usual. I feared she'd not been honest when we'd spoken on the phone. If she resented Gram's choice, she would never admit it. I hoped I wouldn't have to pick up on her disappointment through thinly veiled expressions.

      I played with my silverware, a question heavy on my mind as the others chatted around me.

      “What do you think Dad would say?” I blurted out. The chatter stopped. No one looked at me.

      The silence crept around the table. I stared at my plate. Would they answer? All these years later, Dad remained the elephant in the room. I may have been a daddy's girl but I couldn't understand why we never talked about him. Mom hadn't remarried but chose to stay in the same house. His pictures hung on the walls and the ghost of his presence lingered. Mentioning his name should not have upset the balance but my family made me feel I'd disturbed the peace.

      “What would he say about Gram's news,” I tried again. Maybe they'd misunderstood.

      “He'd have been heartbroken, of course,” Mom replied at last. “Everyone knew he was the closest to Gram. In fact, if he was still here, she probably would have named...” her voice trailed off.

      I nodded. “She would have named him to be her POA instead of me. That's what I thought.”

      I glanced at my brothers. They both hunched over their plates, shoulders tight with discomfort.  They refused to make eye contact with me. Even Laura and Paige sat stiff at their sides.

      “I'm sorry, guys. I know you don't like to talk about him but I think about Gram and I can't help but think about Dad.”

      They reassured me they were fine and then discussion moved on to more neutral topics. I smiled and nodded at the right places but considered Mom's concession in my mind. It was another piece of the puzzle. Perhaps Gram chose me to feel closer to Dad. Maybe she saw him in me, a great compliment.

      After lunch, I cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher while the boys found a game on TV. The women in the kitchen, the men in the den. The stereotype continued in our home no matter how often I'd argued we should have the same type of chores. They took care of the lawn in the spring and summer and shoveled snow in the winter. That was enough in their minds.

      I turned the dishwasher on and wiped my hands off on the towel hanging off the oven.

      “You remind me of him, you know.” Mom's soft voice caught me off guard.

      “What? What do you mean?” This was unprecedented. Sometimes I wondered whether Mom had really moved on after Dad died. Twenty years later and she rarely initiated a conversation about the late love of her life.

      “The bond you have with your grandmother. It's the way Brian treated her, with a mixture of awe and understanding. Your Gram is a force of nature. I love her, I do, but I haven't always understood her. I admit I didn't understand why she chose you at first.” A sad smile crossed Mom’s face.

      “I don't think she chose you because of your dad though, Liv. She chose you because you have never let others decide your path. That must be what she needs. Someone who will stand up for her.”

      I froze in place. She'd never said anything like this to me before. I wanted to preserve her words and make them last longer than the fleeting moment.

      She came near me and patted me on the shoulder. “You'll do just fine,” she assured me, as if she sensed my unspoken fears.

      I nodded and fought the ache in my chest.

      “Thanks, Mom. I'm sorry you felt hurt. I try not to get in the middle of Frasier things.”

      “Maybe you should try it a little more often,” she quipped, surprising me with her loyalty.

      We stood there a moment, silent.

      “Mom,” I said so softly she might not hear. My back was to her but I sensed her stillness at the sound of my voice. “Why don't we ever talk about him?” I whispered the words, as if the weight of them provided enough amplification.

      There it was, the real elephant in every room these past two decades.

      I couldn't see her reaction, but I didn't need to. She would flinch and stiffen, her eyes glassy as she tried to change the subject or leave the room. I didn't doubt my parents had loved each other. But I couldn't understand the shrine we’d created, as if mentioning his name would topple his image.

      He'd been a great dad in many ways, but he wasn't perfect. The longer he haunted our individual memories, the less people were willing to raise his specter. Brian Frasier remained forever jovial, understanding, and taken too soon.

      Mom didn't reply. She didn't leave the kitchen either. I turned around to face her, bracing myself for her response.

      She had tears in her eyes. Again. As if the accident had just happened.

      I wanted to remember Dad but this was the cost I paid. I struggled to remain tethered to the present.

      The sight of her tears overwhelmed me. We were transported back to that fateful day before either of us said a word.

      Freshman year, the middle of third period, I could see Aunt Elaine sitting in the principal's office. I was so consumed by thoughts of my crush that I didn't question why she was there. Until I noticed she was crying, a rare occurrence. Nothing could have prepared me for what came next.

      She'd told me Dad had been in an accident, hit by a car as he crossed the street. He typically walked to work as the bank and the house were so close. The route was familiar, the weather clear that day. If it had been raining, we might have been better able to understand the why and how of the accident.

      An elderly driver hadn't seen him. Someone whose pride kept them from surrendering their license long ago had surrendered my father instead. An ambulance rushed Dad to the hospital, but his injuries were too severe.

      I arrived in time to see him take his last few breaths in the ICU. Covered in cuts and bruises, his face bloated. The image was forever engrained in my mind. Seeing him lying there made it real. I couldn't pretend that Dad would waltz in the door at the end of the day the way he always did. Not when my last memory of him was seeing him in a hospital bed, so still, so unlike him.

      I didn't know Dad's memory would stay locked in that hospital room, that mentioning his name would force us to relive the accident every time. I didn't know I'd learn to stuff my feelings down deep inside, only releasing them on the pages of my journal or the space of a canvas.

      I didn't know my mother would not deal with his death all these years later.

      She struggled to compose herself and I took her in my arms. Another role reversal.

      “I don't mean to hurt you, Mom. I really don't,” I said, my voice low and gentle. She nodded her understanding against my shoulder. “This whole week I haven't been able to stop thinking about him.”

      I stopped there. She would not be ready to hear the rest: I did not want to spend the next few decades afraid to raise Gram's name. We didn't talk about Dad because Mom hadn't moved past it. Even though I'd mourned his loss, I lost him further when we couldn't mourn together as a family. I did not want to repeat the past.

      It wouldn't be fair to Gram or to us.

      

      My car on autopilot, I drove without thinking after I left the house. I blinked when I put the car in park and realized where I'd ended up. I unlocked the door and strode through the empty gallery until I reached my office. The closet contained all I'd need.

      The tarp unfurled next to the desk. Out came the easel and paints. I retrieved the canvas I'd worked on sporadically, a rendering of Gram and myself at a cousin's wedding.

      A few weeks ago, I'd started working off a moment captured by the photographer. Our heads thrown back in laughter, though I didn't remember the source of hilarity. Gram was beautiful and carefree in a way I could only hope to emulate.

      I'd started painting the image in spite of myself. Gram hadn’t seen my work since college and there I was dreaming this would be her birthday present in July. In reality, the canvas would be hidden away with the others.

      I considered my efforts thus far as I began to mix colors. Our heads hung suspended with only murky lines for bodies. Her face was more detailed than mine.

      I threw myself into each brushstroke. I needed to get this one right, more than anything else I'd worked on before. I squinted at the canvas and started blending colors until the right shade appeared, adding a dot of white here and there for light. Hours passed as forms emerged and I tried to capture the essence of my grandmother.

      When my stomach growled, I noticed it was past eight o'clock. I stowed the supplies and carefully set the canvas back inside the closet to dry. A brief squeeze of air freshener erased the trace of turpentine and oil, though the smell would likely return by tomorrow.

      That night, sleep came at last. If I'd known what the next week held, I might have never left my bed.
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      Every interaction related to Gram took some adjustment on my part. My usual “go with the flow” nature went missing. I tapped my feet and crossed my legs one way, then the other as I checked email on my phone while we waited for the hospice nurse to arrive. Gram eyed me with concern but I smiled and tried to pretend like this was an ordinary day.

      The knock on the door set me on edge. However, Justin Travers put me at ease the moment I greeted him. Tall and handsome, he looked like a Viking with his blond hair and neatly trimmed beard…this was Gram's nurse? I almost giggled. I’d barely processed the impact of his smile before he began discussing the topics he and Gram had gone over last Friday. He tossed updates over his shoulder as he washed his hands in the kitchen sink and informed me the hospice social worker would join us in an hour. I trailed behind him as he strode into the living room where Gram held court.

      My head whirled with new information. Fall risks. Symptom management. Safety precautions. Pain medication titration.

      Justin swiftly took Gram's vitals, pronouncing them all to be normal today.

      Gram reported her appetite was not the greatest. She'd started a new medication to increase her appetite at the end of last week but hadn’t noticed much of a difference yet. Justin encouraged her to give it a little more time and discussed other tips that might help. He also noted her appetite, or rather what she was or was not eating, would directly affect her output.

      I mentally added this to the Things I Never Wanted to Know About My Grandmother category as they discussed her bowel habits.

      Justin moved on to how she was sleeping at night and her energy level during the day.

      “I have no trouble retiring at the end of the day, but I do find myself napping more than usual,” Gram reported. “And yesterday I felt dizzy when I stood up, but it passed quickly.”

      My head whipped toward Gram. She hadn't mentioned that during our phone conversation yesterday.

      Justin appeared concerned as well. He asked a few questions about her dizzy spell before advising her to have transition time between lying down and standing up. He planned on checking in with her doctor to see if any of her medications could be adjusted, as dizziness was a common side effect for a few.

      “How is your activity level so far? I know you're involved in a lot of things. Has your health impacted that?” he asked.

      Gram avoided Justin’s gaze and picked at the knit afghan covering her.

      “Gram,” I prompted.

      “Yes, yes, dear. Just taking a moment before facing the facts,” she responded resolutely. “Very well. I canceled on my Bridge Group yesterday and I skipped brunch this morning.”

      “Brunch? Not that fundraiser you were working on...” Gram would never miss out on something that important to her. Anxiety pooled in my stomach.

      “That's the one, for the Auxiliary Club. Really though, they had everything under control. Betty called me afterward and said it was lovely. They were able to raise money and I conserved my strength. There's no need to worry, Olivia Jane.”

      I wouldn't get far trying to argue with her. I turned an expectant gaze to Justin and received the jolt of concerned blue eyes trained on me.

      He focused his attention back on Gram. “Have you been feeling weak?”

      Gram waved him off. “No, merely tired. Like I haven't had a good night's sleep in a year. When you've raised five children, you get used to feeling tired all the time.”

      “True,” he conceded. “But you're not raising five children now and you told me earlier that you've been sleeping well at night.”

      The front door opened and closed, followed by the staccato of high heels. Gram and Justin continued discussing the qualities of her fatigue. Aunt Mimi poked her head in the room, her eyes lighting up when she saw Justin.

      No doubt about it, Justin Travers did not look like the typical nurse. Not that all nurses are women; I know that's not true. But I'd pictured someone older and grizzled. Justin, on the other hand, could have stepped off the set of a soap opera.

      Golden hair that would make angels jealous? Check. Pristine white teeth? Check. Dimples? Check. Eyes bluer than the sea? Check. Don't even get me started on the state of his physique.

      It was no wonder Aunt Mimi just “happened” to pop by Gram's house during Justin's visit. She giggled and preened while I tried not to stare at my entirely maternal, normally composed aunt. Thankfully she held off on interrogating him.

      Justin appeared satisfied by Gram's current abilities, or at least satisfied enough to move on to the next order of business.

      “This is something Cassie will go over more fully with you when the time comes but I did want to start the conversation today,” he began. “At some point, Ella May, it will no longer be safe for you to live by yourself.”

      Aunt Mimi gasped. Gram nodded, as if she'd known this moment was coming. Meanwhile, the wind had been knocked out of me. I looked down at my stomach but found no fist lodged there. One more thing I hadn't seen coming.

      Justin held up his hands in reassurance. “I'm not saying that time is now. However, it would be wise for you all to figure out what to do when that time comes.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Gram replied. “I appreciate your honesty.”

      She turned to me. “Add that to our to do list, right after that wine tasting event. That'll put us both in good spirits.”

      I nodded my understanding and scribbled a few notes in the notebook glued to my side. Gram didn't appear bothered by the notion of needing help. This from a woman who'd lived by herself in a rambling home for the past thirty years.

      Before I could say anything else, the doorbell rang. Likely the hospice social worker had arrived. I heard Mimi and Gram complimenting Justin on the color of his shirt as I went to the door and tried not to smile. It was a nice color on him.

      A petite Latina woman perched on the steps, a riot of brown curls framing her warm face. She wore a jade tunic over slim black pants, the color complementing her warm terra cotta skin. She at least had good taste in clothes.

      “You must be the social worker,” I said.

      “Yes,” she smiled. “I'm Cassie.”

      I opened the door to let her in.

      “I'm sorry, I couldn't remember your name.”

      “Oh, don't worry about it,” she waved as she walked inside. “There's so much information coming at you right now; we don't expect you to keep any of it straight.” She glanced down at her feet and asked, “would you like me to take my shoes off?”

      “Oh no, that's fine.” I gestured to my own feet, clad in navy booties. “We tend to keep shoes on here.”

      “I love your shoes!” A radiant smile stretched across her face.

      “Thank you.” I smiled back in response. We were going to get along just fine. “I was in the mood for something fun and different today.”

      We continued down the hall until we reached the living room. Cassie and Justin greeted each other and their genuine affection was apparent. I wondered whether that extended beyond the workplace, then scolded myself for thinking of Justin's love life. Just because he was attractive and didn't have a wedding ring didn't mean that I needed to play matchmaker.

      Thinking of Justin's love life made me wonder about Reagan's love life, however. I hadn't heard from him since our brief wave at the gallery Friday night. He hadn't returned his contract, nor had he suggested we get together again. My forehead wrinkled. I must have really blown it with him.

      There was no point in thinking about this now. In fact, it was better if nothing happened with Reagan. I couldn't afford to be distracted, especially while Gram’s hospice crew was visiting. I jerked my attention back to the present.

      Justin let Cassie know he'd raised the issue of what would happen when Gram was no longer able to live by herself. Cassie nodded with understanding, encompassing both Gram and me with her compassion.

      She may have looked young but she appeared more than capable. Who was I kidding? Anyone would be more capable than me at this point. These visits served only to erase the confidence I had, what with mentions of bowel habits and medical equipment. I missed my carefree ways and my sense of humor. Somehow I was going to have to embrace this experience without losing myself.

      Cassie asked Gram if she wanted to discuss her caregiving needs now or at the end of the visit.

      “We might as well talk about it now,” Gram replied, shrugging her shoulders and then looking at Mimi. “It'll give the family something good to discuss.”

      “There are a few different options. It really is helpful to consider each one now before you're in the position of needing more help.” Cassie laid out the differences between private in-home caregivers, respite care, and nursing home care.

      “You might also hear people talk about assisted living facilities or retirement communities. What you'll want to remember with those options is this: hiring a private caregiver or nursing home care would still eventually become necessary as your abilities change. But we can cross this bridge when we come to it. You might need help getting up in the morning or medication reminders, or you might need assistance with personal care. Your family might prefer to do those things for you or you might want to hire someone. Whatever you decide, we'll back you up.”

      Gram nodded thoughtfully. “I do enjoy hearing I'm in charge.”

      Cassie laughed. “I can tell we're going to get along great.”

      After a few minutes of small talk, Justin bid us all a good day. He needed to move on to his next patient and it was already four in the afternoon. Not surprisingly, Aunt Mimi left shortly thereafter.

      “I do have some questions for you, but before I get started I'd like to know if you have any questions for me,” Cassie began.

      “That nice admission nurse filled us in on what a social worker does,” Gram replied. “I can talk to anyone but most of the family does not think highly of counselors. I don't want you to be offended by them. No matter how hard I've tried, they're as stubborn as my husband was about emotional matters.”

      “Ella May, thank you for letting me know that. I'm here for you and whoever else may need me. Most people aren't sure what to expect of my role or how a social worker will be able to help them.  I've found the more we get to know each other, the better we'll both understand how I can be of use.”

      As Cassie spoke about visit frequency and the various aspects of her job, Gram nodded along. She clearly liked Cassie and didn't seem fazed by her youthful appearance.

      I tried to stay engaged in the conversation, but my overloaded mind wouldn't cooperate. I was exhausted. Cassie must have sensed this because she asked if we could meet privately.

      I checked with Gram first. She nodded and declared she could use a little rest. Cassie agreed to come back next Tuesday at the same time.

      “It was a pleasure meeting you, Ella May. I look forward to learning more about you.”

      Cassie and I moved into the kitchen. While I made tea for both of us, I told her she'd be in for a treat if and when Gram shared her story.

      “I can honestly say my grandmother is one of the most interesting women I've ever known. She has lived through a lot but she didn't let that define her. She came up with her own definition of what makes a good life and has stuck with it.”

      “That's a gift,” Cassie responded. “Both her ability to rise above circumstances and your ability to learn from her life.”

      “Oh, I don't know how much I've learned,” I demurred. “My lot in life is to be the family's greatest disappointment. It's only fair you know that now.”

      “Hmm. But you're not a disappointment to your grandmother.”

      “No, I'm not. She's the exception to the rule. Though making me her decision maker was not a popular choice. That's Gram being Gram. She does things her own way. And I guess I'm like that, too. They just don't extend any grace to me.”

      I carried the steaming mugs over to the table to join her.

      “I will do whatever I need to do for Gram. Whether they'll agree with those decisions, well, our track record isn't the best. I try to maintain a healthy distance from the intricacies of being a Frasier. I show up at required events, I make small talk, and then I go home as quickly as I can. Gram told us about her diagnosis a week ago and I've had to interact more with my aunts and uncles in the past week than I have the past five years.”

      My voice grew loud and strident by the end of my tirade. “I'm sorry. You probably don't want to get in the middle of this.”

      “No apology necessary. This is exactly what I'm here for. If you ever need to vent, please call me.” She passed her business card across the table. “If things start to get dicey, I can mediate. Some people believe difficult times bring families together, and that might happen in some cases, but a family's issues don't disappear when a loved one is on hospice. If anything, they might intensify.”

      “Oh, great,” I muttered. She laughed in understanding.

      “I know that's probably not what you want to hear. We can't control how your family will react in the days to come, but together you and I can process through how you'll respond.” Cassie took a sip of tea and leaned back in her chair. “You looked ready to crawl out of your skin back there, in the other room.”

      I hesitated. Talking with Cassie could help with the jumble in my head. But I didn't know her and it wasn’t like me to open up quickly. My therapist saw me for an entire month of sessions before I risked vulnerability. Gina had an open-door policy, even though I hadn't seen her in a decade. Still, Cassie sat before me. We might have been friends under different circumstances.

      I took a deep breath. “I don't feel like myself anymore. I've always done my own thing and now I'm carrying a notebook filled with medical jargon and dealing almost daily with the uncle I like the least. Gram cracks jokes left and right and I don't even know how to appreciate that right now. That's not like me. I'm the family's wild child, the black sheep. And I feel like this is turning me into them.” My eyes widened at that terrible thought.

      Cassie waited a moment before responding. “There isn't a right or wrong way to act, Olivia. You found out your grandmother not only has cancer but that she needs to go on hospice, which I'm guessing you didn't know much about before. On top of that, you have to balance being a granddaughter with being a caregiver. Then, to add a little fun to the mix, you have a family you don't appear to find supportive.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Gram has always been on my side. Maybe part of me worries about the fallout after she...when she...you know. Like, I think if I can appease them now, they'll leave me alone later.”

      “How has that been working out so far?”

      “Terrible!” I exclaimed. “I'm not sleeping well because I can't shut my mind off. I keep trying to figure out how to handle my family but there aren't any good answers and they don’t think I do anything right anyway. And I know this, I do, but I still want to do right by Gram and get them off my back. I'm neglecting work. I know my assistant can cover for me but that's not fair to her.

      “What's worse is I know I'll spend less and less time at work, but I can't plan for any of it because we don't know what will happen to Gram when. I'm not this organized, type-A person, that's what the rest of the family is like. Don’t get me wrong—I’m good at my job but that’s because I’ve figured out the right systems. And those systems won’t work if I’m not there. All of this is out of my control and I don’t want my business to suffer because it’s the only thing I’ll have left when all this is done.”

      I blinked as the last words trailed out, the truth in them ringing clear. I couldn’t believe I’d said all that. Cassie probably thought I sounded like a lunatic. She didn’t make any excuses to leave. Instead she reached across the table and laid her hand on mine.

      “Then we have to figure out how to let you handle this in your way. Above all else, you have to take care of yourself. Self-care is going to be one of the biggest things I'll preach to you. If you don't take care of yourself, you won't be able to take care of anyone else. And then what will happen to your grandmother?”

      Cassie's response made sense. Unfortunately, I didn't see how anything would change. She read the doubt in my eyes.

      “One thing at a time. Have you had sleep problems before this?”

      Mid-sip, I tried not to spray my tea at the thought. “I’ve always been a night owl. When I turned twelve or thirteen, I started struggling with insomnia. My dad used to say it was the thinking person's disease. It hasn't been as bad the last ten years or so, unless I'm stressed out. Sunday night I finally slept well, so at least that’s one good night. I'm used to dealing with it.”

      “Something to keep an eye on. How about eating? Has your appetite changed at all?”

      I thought for a moment. “Not really. Sometimes the day gets so hectic I forget to eat but that's not anything new.”

      “What do you do for work that you forget to eat?” Her eyebrows were raised in either amazement or horror.

      “I own an art gallery in Oak Park. Between customers coming in, meeting artists, scheduling workshops, there’s always something different going on and I'm in the middle juggling it all. Now I'm juggling Gram's stuff too and I don't know how I can do it all.” My shoulders slumped as schedules and tasks danced in my mind.

      “That's just it. You can't do it all. People are going to offer to help and I encourage you to take it. Right now, you have to figure out a new routine. Your grandmother is doing fine so far and doesn't have a lot of needs. I'm not sure what you've worked out with her but you don't have to be here for all the team visits, though you're welcome if that's what you'd like. I'm sure Justin would be fine with giving you phone updates and you already have my number. As your grandmother's condition changes, you'll adjust your routine accordingly.”

      I studied the grain of the table. Phone updates sounded manageable, though I might miss seeing Justin's smile. Bad Olivia, I scolded myself. Focus.

      I looked back up at Cassie. “That seems doable. Are you sure Justin wouldn't mind giving me updates? I'm sure Gram and I will talk after every visit anyway.”

      She cast her eyes downward before looking back at me. Though her expression was kind, I wasn’t going to like whatever she was about to say.

      “It's great to hear about the visit from your grandmother's perspective, definitely. One thing you might want to prepare yourself for is she may start to have trouble with her memory. This could be due to the pain medications, or because she's getting more sick. She may not remember all the pertinent details. Or, if she's a private person by nature, she might not tell you about changes you need to be aware of. It's also important for you and Justin to get to know one another in the days ahead. This is all up to you, of course, but I wouldn't be doing my job if I didn’t tell you this.”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding. “I know. I appreciate how everyone has been upfront with us. There's so much about this that I've never thought about before. There hasn't been a reason to know these things. I don't like thinking about Gram losing her memory—I can't even imagine it. She has always been so smart and sharp-witted.”

      “The bottom line is that cancer sucks. Having a loved one on hospice sucks,” Cassie said emphatically. “Our goal is to help you through this time. We can't take the pain away but hopefully we can make it a little less painful than it would be if you and your family were going through it alone.”

      Her honesty won me over. I couldn't sugarcoat what was happening to Gram. She didn't gloss over harsh realities, proof I could trust her in the days ahead.

      We talked further about how I could balance my responsibilities. I brought her up to speed on family dynamics. Even if she wasn't there to take my side, she'd be better prepared for some of the personalities the hospice team would inevitably encounter.

      Cassie was good at what she did. Her questions forced me to think and consider other points of view. If she had an agenda, I didn't know what it was. She focused on me and me alone. Ordinarily that kind of attention made me uncomfortable, especially for not knowing her longer than an hour. Instead, I talked easily, even about that which brought me to tears.

      After a while, I glanced at the clock and apologized for the late hour.

      “This has got to be way past when you were going to get off of work. You should have cut me off.”

      “It's not a big deal. Our hours can be flexible and this is one of those times. I'm glad we had a chance to talk and I hope we'll get to do it again soon.”

      Cassie gathered her bag. We peeked in on Gram, fast asleep. I promised to tell Gram Cassie's goodbye and then escorted her out.

      I hated to wake Gram, but I didn't want to leave without telling her goodbye.

      I gently nudged her as I whispered her name.

      Her eyes fluttered, then opened. She blinked a few times, taking in her surroundings, then smiled.

      “I guess I really did need to rest. Did the social worker leave?”

      “Yes, but she'll see you again next week. It helped talking to her.”

      Gram reached up and patted me on the cheek.

      “Good, dear. I'm glad. Now you probably need to get going yourself.”

      “Are you sure you don't want to talk? We're getting a pretty big list of things to figure out.” I was torn. Leaving work a few hours early meant I'd have to work from home tonight.

      “No, no. As long as you're still planning to come for brunch on Saturday, we can go over everything then. That will give me a few days to make up my mind.”

      With plans in place, I kissed her goodbye and told her to call me if she needed anything in the meantime.

      I forgot, however, that Frasiers don't wait.
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      Tap, tap, tap. The pen seesawed in my hand as I gazed out the window. Mid-morning with a pile of papers before me and all I could do was stare and think. Think and stare. Two days had passed. I'd fielded post-hospice team visit phone calls from several family members and reassured them all seemed well with Gram. I'd considered Cassie's advice about self-care but hadn't arrived at any solutions.

      I didn't feel like proofreading contracts or planning the next children's workshop. I didn't want to look at expense reports or work on the budget. I definitely didn't want to be on the floor mingling with customers. Instead I sat in my cozy office staring out the window.

      Two more days without a word from Reagan. Two more days in which I tried to convince myself his lack of communication did not bother me. If he'd been a player, I could move on. But I did not enjoy the prospect of losing a talented artist. If he was any other artist, I’d call to follow up on the potential contract. I wrinkled my nose at this line of thinking, equally unwilling to consider Reagan as any other artist or as something more. I was a conundrum.

      I rooted around in my purse for my wallet. A trip to the Teapot should cure what ailed me.

      Before I could stand up, Suzy knocked on the open door.

      “Olivia, Reagan’s here with the contract. Do you have time to see him?”

      I gaped at her.

      “Sure, send him back,” I replied, throwing my wallet back in my purse. I hadn't a clue how I looked. The way sleep had eluded me last night, I was probably better off not knowing. I hastily combed my hair with my fingers, only to get them entangled in the waves. Oh well.

      I looked expectantly toward the door while cultivating a neutral expression. Whatever he had to say, I would listen and then we could both move on.

      Reagan filled the doorframe, his smile overpowering the weariness in his eyes. My stomach flip-flopped in response, as butterflies ran amok. I soothed the attraction into submission. There was no point in hoping he felt the same way. The beer likely influenced his baseball game flirtations, as his week of silence attested. This was just business.

      “Hi, Liv. Thanks for seeing me. I'm sorry I didn't think to call ahead.”

      “Oh, it's fine. I wasn't getting much accomplished at the moment anyway.” I indicated he should sit down in one of the chairs across from my desk.

      He folded himself into the chair, then presented me with some papers.

      “I meant to have this back to you on Monday but I had to fly back to Pittsburgh unexpectedly over the weekend. I just got back late last night.”

      That would explain the circles under his eyes and the slightly rumpled shirt he wore. It looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few days and the scruff looked good on him. I set the papers down without looking at them.

      “Is everything all right? You don't have to tell me if you don't want to,” I hastily added. I didn't want to overstep.

      “No, that's fine. I don't mind telling you. I wouldn't have brought it up otherwise.” He smiled in reassurance. “It's kind of a long story though. I have to start from the beginning for the past few days to make sense. Any chance you can sneak away from this place for a little while?”

      The phone rang, preventing me from immediately accepting his offer. My hand hesitated over the receiver. I didn't want an interruption, but responsibility won. I looked at the caller ID and saw Gram's phone number flashing.

      “Hold that thought. It's my grandmother. I need to take this.”

      “Hey, Gram. Is everything OK?” I asked her with concern, while motioning for Reagan to stay put.

      “Everything is not all right,” she snapped. A murmur of voices sounded in the background.

      “What's wrong? Who's over there?” I tried to remember whether any of the hospice people were visiting that day. A knot of worry bloomed.

      “It's Daniel and Mimi. They apparently believe I'm incapable of living in my house. And I won't have it.” Her voice rose as she directed these last words to them. “Olivia Jane, I know we agreed to wait until Saturday to discuss certain matters but your uncle and aunt appear to believe now is the time and they should be involved in the discussion.”

      I stifled a sigh. Aunt Mimi must have shared what Justin said about Gram's future caregiving needs. Why she had to open her mouth about it was beyond me. Uncle Dan had an unfortunate habit of latching on to ideas and cramming them down everyone's throat. I could only imagine what he'd come up with this time.

      “All right, all right, Gram. Can you guys wait until I get there?” I glanced at the clock. Almost two o’clock. At least traffic wouldn't be much of a concern.

      “That will be fine, dear. We'll see you soon.”

      I hung up the phone with regret and looked into Reagan's eyes.

      “Everything okay with your grandmother?”

      He wore concern well. Damn Dan and Mimi for making me miss out on whatever excursion he'd had in mind before the phone interrupted.

      “She's upset with my aunt and uncle. I hate to do this but I need to drive out to her house. I don't know what crazy idea Uncle Dan has come up with but I hope he doesn't make me want to strangle him in the process.” A thought struck me. “Crap. I'm actually going to have to be the calm one during this discussion. That never happens.”

      For once I wished I wasn't a slave to our family dynamics. I wanted to rise above the role delegated to me long ago. If they would stop making me so angry, it wouldn't be so hard to transcend the drama.

      “As if you haven't heard enough about my family, Reagan. I really do want to hear about your week and let you monopolize the conversation for once,” I teased. Bantering brought us to safe ground.

      “My week can wait. Go take care of your grandmother. I'll call you later?”

      “Oh. Yes, that would be great,” I said, already distracted by gathering my things.

      “We can talk about the contract.”

      I deflated a bit. Of course, he'd call about business. The very reason he'd come to the gallery in the first place. I rallied myself.

      “Perfect. Thanks for understanding about this.” I stood up, ready to leave.

      “No problem. I've been there.”

      Again, he alluded to some difficulty in his past. It made me more curious about what he wanted to tell me. I hoped he would offer to share his story another time.

      

      Gram's house was silent as I stepped into the foyer. Tension rippled as I headed to the living room, the most likely meeting place.

      Uncle Dan and Aunt Mimi perched on a couch across from Gram's easy chair. They looked in any direction but at each other. Not a good sign.

      “Hi everyone,” I sang. If I stayed positive and cheerful, maybe I could defuse whatever had happened earlier.

      I dragged a chair next to Gram and patted her hand. Gram perked up as if the cavalry had arrived and passed a folder over to me without a word. Heritage Manor, the logo proclaimed among bright pictures of seniors socializing and flowered lawns. I'd never heard of it.

      “What’s this?” I didn't know who to look at, finally aiming my gaze at Dan.

      Aunt Mimi spoke up first. “Heritage Manor is a new retirement community.” She made this sound like an amazing opportunity, a smile pasted on. “It's part of Resurrection Hospital but it's not on the hospital grounds. It's actually a few miles away.”

      As if that was a selling point. I couldn't make the connection.

      “Why am I looking at this?”

      “Mimi told me the hospice nurse said your grandmother shouldn't live by herself. This place is state of the art. She'd have companionship, activities, and the best nursing care anyone could ask for. Why, if I was old enough, I'd consider moving there myself,” Uncle Dan said with a chuckle.

      Mimi's laughter tinkled through the room. I risked looking at Gram. She did not appear similarly amused.

      I took a deep breath and channeled my inner zen.

      “Uncle Dan, I'm afraid Aunt Mimi was wrong. The nurse said at some point we'd have to consider caregiving options. At some point,” I emphasized. “But he didn't have any concerns about Gram living here by herself. If she couldn't live by herself, do you believe we'd have left that conversation for the weekend?”

      Uncle Dan lifted an eyebrow as if that was exactly what he expected of his wayward niece.

      “The answer is no, Uncle Dan. I'm not going to put Gram in an unsafe situation,” I grit out.

      “Sure, sure, Olivia. If that's what you say. At some point though, we're going to need to find a place for Mom to go. Why not now?”

      Dan seemed pleased by his logic. I, on the other hand, didn't see why Gram ever needed to leave her home. Gram, red-faced, sat stewing and silent. A silent Gram equaled unparalleled anger. Dan should have been quaking. I kept one eye on Gram as I talked.

      “I'm not sure how involved Gram wants anyone else to be in this decision. That's something we planned to figure out on Saturday.” I paused in case she wanted to interject but she indicated for me to continue. “Aunt Mimi, you left before you could hear what the social worker said about Gram's caregiving options. I don't remember everything she said but I know that a retirement community was not on the list.”

      “But it's not just a retirement community,” Mimi excitedly responded. Bless her heart for the way she could ignore the chilly reception. “They have an assisted living facility and a nursing home as well. You start out in a private home and then you can move through the other levels as needed. It's brilliant really, having all those options in the same place.”

      “And what, pray tell, will that cost me?” Gram finally spoke. Dan and Mimi flinched at the sound of her controlled voice.

      Uncle Dan gestured for me to give him the folder. He shuffled through a few papers before pulling one out.

      “Hear me out on this. The entry fee to reserve an apartment starts at two-fifty but it's ninety percent refundable if you decide to move out.”

      “Two-fifty? That doesn't seem too bad,” I said, trying to play nice.

      “That's two-fifty like two hundred and fifty thousand,” he informed me. “Then you have a monthly fee, which is only two thousand dollars. For all the amenities there, it's quite a good deal.”

      I stared at him in shock. Frasiers have a different view of money, to be sure, but this was excessive by anyone's standards.

      A crack of thunder sounded, as April lived up to its reputation. Rain hadn't been in the forecast today but nothing else was going according to plan. It amplified the emotions striking the surface in this room.

      Dan and Mimi trained their eyes on Gram and waited for her opinion.

      “Y'all are not being serious,” she finally said. “You want me to leave my house of more than sixty years, move into some place for old people, and pay them that kind of money? I'm not cheap but I can smell a bad deal when I see one.”

      “Mom, I know—we all know—how much you love this house but you're missing the big picture here,” Dan responded. I stifled an astonished laugh at Dan’s entitlement. This was about to get good. If only I had popcorn to enjoy the show. “You're going to need help and this place will provide it. You're always talking about making new friends and trying new things. This would be perfect for that. Don't think about how much you're paying but about the quality care you'll receive as a result.”

      “Olivia Jane, correct me if I'm wrong, but I do believe hiring a caregiver was an option. That would allow me to stay in my home. These walls are like friends to me. So many memories here and you'd have me leave them behind like trash. This place, this Heritage whatever it's called, would kill me. Is that your intention, Daniel John? To put your dying mother in an early grave?”

      “Mom, you know that's not true.” Dan began to backpedal. “We thought—”

      “There was no thought here. Only meddling. I raised you better than that.” She cut a sidelong glance at Mimi. Perhaps the rumor that Gram hadn't approved of Mimi as a suitable spouse for her youngest son was true after all.

      “I wanted everyone to feel free to stop by when the nurse or social worker visits but if I find anyone twisting the team’s advice for their own gain or going behind my back, I will kick them out the door myself. This is still my life and I will live it on my terms.” Mimi squirmed under Gram's withering glare.

      Gram changed tacks, sweetening her tone. “I do appreciate the information. Olivia Jane and I will discuss it thoroughly. If and when your opinion is needed, I'll ask for it.”

      Dan nodded, thoroughly chastened.

      “I'm sorry, Mom. I only want the best for you.”

      “I know, dear. All is forgiven.” She stifled a yawn. “It seems I'm due for my afternoon nap. Olivia Jane, why don't you see your uncle and aunt to the door?”

      Gram lay with her head back and eyes closed when I re-entered the room.

      “Are they gone?” she murmured. When I assented, she opened her eyes and straightened up. “Good. I'm glad they bought my act.”

      “Your act? You mean you actually want to go to that place?”

      “Of course not. I meant the 'I'm sick and need to rest' act. I may have to use that one to my advantage,” she mused. She turned to me. “I'm sorry I called you out of work for that. I was so mad I couldn't think straight. Then I worried that you knew something about my current abilities that I didn’t.”

      I knelt next to her chair and took her hands in mine, squeezing them gently.

      “Gram, I'm glad you called me. It's good for me to be a part of these discussions. You and I need to be on the same page. If you want to look into a retirement community, we can definitely do it. I'm not surprised, though, that you want to stay at the house.”

      “I may not know everything, but this is my home. This is where I want to spend my last days. I can't imagine being anywhere else,” Gram sputtered. “And that entry fee! I declare, I don't know why Daniel thought I'd ever agree. I'd have to put this house on the market and then completely downsize. I'd rather y'all go through my belongings when I'm gone, instead of me having to pack and pare down for some apartment.”

      “You don't have to go anywhere you don't want to go. Personally, I'm glad you want to stay. This house is you, Gram. If another place was better, I'd be sad to see this house go but I'd do it for you.”

      We sat in companionable silence and looked around the room. Our family rarely gathered in the living room but I could recall sitting on Pop's knee, one of my earliest memories. I'd also informed Gram about my change in college majors here. Her kindness then made all the difference, especially since she knew only half the story.

      “What do you think about when you look around this room?” I asked her.

      She pointed at the wood carvings mounted on the wall. “I see those and I remember the safari in Kenya your grandfather took me on for our twentieth anniversary. He hated traveling, such a homebody, but he tried to feed my zest for adventure. Of course, I didn't let on that a safari didn't appeal to me. Pictures of lions and tigers would have sufficed. But then we saw the wildlife up close and our hearts hammered as we took in these wild and wonderful animals. I never felt so alive. Edgar knew me better than I knew myself. He put my needs first and liked to keep me guessing. Every piece in this room reminds me of how he loved me.”

      These were the moments that I missed Pop. He formed in my mind, thanks to bits and pieces of others' memories, but a composite did not a grandfather make. What might he have said about his wife dying? Would the Frasier family look the same if he hadn’t died when he had?

      “Tell me how you and Pop met.”

      “That old story?” Her lips curled up and I could tell she was pleased.

      “It's been a while. The details are fuzzy,” I hedged, well aware it did not take much to convince Gram to tell a story. Gram and Pop had met after he returned from serving in the Army during World War II.

      “Those were different times after the war. I was twenty, practically a spinster in those days. Though the fact that most of our men had served overseas meant I wasn't the only single gal left. My mother forever pushed me onto the boys attending our church or would invite strangers over for dinner.”

      “No one managed to catch my eye. My friends and I'd go to the dance halls on the weekend. I wish those were still around for you kids. My, the fun we'd have! One night, I saw Edgar across the room. I couldn’t stop staring at him. He had a striking air about him, with his dark hair and mustache. Such a dresser too. He was the most handsome man I’d ever seen. Then we made eye contact and I thought my heart would stop. Before I knew it, he came over and asked me to dance. Just like that. He took me in his arms and I was a goner. There’d never be another man for me.”

      “He was in Charlotte for business, I learned. We danced and talked the night away. He both impressed and intrigued me. What's more, he asked if he could phone me the next time he came to town. When I asked if that meant he had more business to attend to, he said, ‘the bank doesn't have any more business here but I do.’” I mouthed the infamous words along with her.

      “I about swooned on the spot! Then he asked if he could kiss me.” Gram sighed with bliss, as if their first kiss had just happened. Her hands fluttered to her pink cheeks. All these years later and Pop still made her blush. “He came back to Charlotte the very next weekend and three weeks later, he asked my father for permission to marry me. We were married two months to the day from when we first met. That's not a timeline I'd advise everyone to follow, mind you, but it worked for us.”

      I loved looking through pictures of Gram and Pop in those days. The Southern belle posed with her soldier. Her family had been impressed with his service to the United States, which made her eventual move to Illinois easier to bear.

      Gram's voice grew wistful. “I've wanted to watch you fall in love, Olivia Jane. I want you to experience the same love Pop and I knew.”

      My throat closed up and tears threatened to spill. I didn't know what to say.

      “I know, Gram. I wanted that, too. Maybe I'm not meant to be married.”

      “Maybe not,” she replied slow and sure. “I don't know if you've given relationships a real try though.”

      “Gram,” I exclaimed, surprised she had raised the topic. “That's not fair and you know it.”

      “What I know is that something happened on that trip of yours that soured you on relationships. You haven't given anyone a fair chance since. I haven't said anything before because I want you to reach those conclusions on your own and because I love you the way you are. You don't need a man to complete you and you've accomplished more in your thirty-four years than I ever did. I don't have the luxury of time anymore. We can't make Mr. Right appear out of thin air but I want you to at least open your heart to the idea that he exists.”

      She wanted to talk about fairness when she wasn't playing fair herself. I couldn't argue with her assessment. Arguing would mean I'd have to finally share what happened in Paris. Gram didn't need to know about that. No one needed to know.

      I opened my mouth to reply but nothing came out. I could mention Reagan, but he'd given me nothing concrete to go on. I cleared my throat.

      “Okay, Gram. I'll open up my heart to the idea, but I make no promises.”

      Stick to the surface, it was better this way. Even better, change the subject.

      “I want to hear more about you and Pop. If I'm going to have hope of a love story, I want to learn about the best one.”

      “I know what you're doing,” Gram replied, narrowing her eyes at me as if she could see the secrets clouding my heart. “Lucky for you, I'm going to let you. It's been a while since I talked about the early days with Edgar. I miss him every day. Those first few years of marriage, we didn't have a clue about what the future would hold.”

      “Kind of like now,” I added.

      “Yes. I don't know how much time I have left. Back then, the future was wide before us. We believed the world, or at least Geneva, was our oyster. We had so much to learn about ourselves and each other. There I was, transplanted from Charlotte, the only home I'd ever known. Suddenly I'm living in a place where everyone has a funny accent, the winters are freezing, and porches are more for show than a place to sit every evening. To top it off, I had the responsibility of running a house and looking after Edgar. I was expected to know how to do it all. Mother had tried to teach me the ways of being a wife, but I'd been more interested in my friends and the allures of city life.”

      Gram was the consummate cook, hostess, and caregiver. I couldn't imagine a time in which she hadn't excelled as a homemaker.

      “Your poor grandfather endured a lot of trial and error each meal, but I proved to be a quick learner. Running a home wasn't enough for me, however. As I didn't get pregnant right away, I decided I should work at the bank myself. Edgar wasn't keen on the idea at first but I charmed him into it. Until Marcus was born, Edgar and I lived and worked together, sometimes to our detriment, but mostly to our gain.”

      As we talked through Gram's past, we moved to the kitchen while I prepared dinner. An easy pasta and chicken dish she'd taught me years before. She picked at the meal, while I packed it away. The showdown with Dan and Mimi had affected my appetite for the better.

      Eventually Gram yawned and declared she'd retire for the night. The clock tolled an hour too early for bedtime as I walked her to her room. I perched on her bed as she went through her nighttime routine. How many times had I watched her apply Pond's to her face, removing traces of the day? As a child, I had found this ritual to be the epitome of glamor. How many more nights would she have the strength to stand before the mirror?

      I let myself out of the house, quietly shutting the door. I tested it to be sure it was locked, then walked toward my car. Rain misted over me.

      I turned the car on, then sat for a moment. I retrieved my phone from my purse, scanning the missed calls and texts.

      Reagan hadn't called like he’d said. Disappointment settled over me. Thank God I hadn't mentioned him to Gram.

      The windshield wipers beat the rain into submission. I stowed the phone and headed home.
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      The aroma of the zucchini and feta quiche filled the kitchen. The breakfast nook boasted Gram's favorite cranberry-orange muffins and a fruit salad. The tea kettle boiled, ready to whistle. My movements had the cadence of someone familiar with a kitchen, but I continued to look over my shoulder, expecting Gram to direct my actions.

      True, I hadn't needed her tutorials for years now, but her cooking wisdom seasoned these Saturday brunches. She currently rested in the living room, tuckered out at ten in the morning, while I prepared our meal. I wondered how we'd ever missed the changes in Gram's health before. Had her body breathed a sigh of relief in having a name for what ailed her?

      I broke out the good china. Typically saved for holidays and special announcements, I didn't see the point in keeping it stowed away. Gram should enjoy the pattern while she could.

      The table looked nice. No matter what our discussion held, we'd at least dine like queens. I headed into the living room to wake Gram. She looked so peaceful asleep. If I didn't know better, I'd swear she was perfectly healthy, albeit thinner. Such a contrast from what lay ahead.

      Before I drew near, Gram's eyes popped open. She sat up in the recliner and stretched.

      “The smell of the quiche preceded you,” she announced.

      “Everything's set, Gram. Ready to eat?”

      “I do believe that appetite medicine is kicking in. I am more than ready.”

      We ambled together to the breakfast nook. My arms stayed helpless at my side, unsure if I should hover or take her arm to fully assist her. She didn't seem like she had trouble walking but I didn't want her to have an accident on my watch.

      I breathed a silent sigh of relief once we were both seated.

      We eagerly filled plates. I started to tell her how each dish was made before Gram stopped me.

      “Olivia Jane, you don't need to tell me all this. You have turned into a fine cook. I trust what you've prepared this morning will be excellent as always.”

      The serving spoon hung in midair as I looked at her.

      “Thank you, Gram. I appreciate the vote of confidence. I know you needed to rest but it wasn't the same without you in here.” I hesitated to say anything else. Her eyes implored me to continue. “You taught me everything I know about cooking and baking. Even when I'm in my own kitchen, your voice guides me on substitutions and when the bread smells ready and how to use up leftovers. But this morning, I was alone and it struck me this is how things are now. I don't know what to do with that.”

      I finished serving myself and waited to hear what she might say. The quiche steamed as I broke a muffin apart.

      “I wish I could make it easier for you, dear. Instead, I've put you right in the eye of the storm. Selfishly, this means you'll be here more often.” I opened my mouth to protest but she continued. “Yes, I know you'd visit anyway but I want you involved. No, I need you to be involved. The moment you agreed to be my caregiver, a weight lifted off of me. There are simply no words for my gratitude.”

      It's not that Gram hoarded words of praise. It's that her affirmation was doled out like a present, meaningful and on special occasions. Her words eased a tension in my shoulders I didn't realize was there. But I still didn't understand why she'd chosen me.

      I finished chewing, then took a sip of tea, buying time to think. My brow furrowed as I tried to make sense of the last two weeks. I didn't realize I hadn't responded until Gram poked me.

      “Sorry, Gram, I drifted away there for a sec.” I paused, not sure if I should come out and ask or save it for the serious discussion we'd be having later. I pushed forward. “Gram, why did you pick me?”

      She looked back at me, as if the question had never occurred to her. Or as if I should know the answer. She was the only family member who found her choice to be obvious.

      “Why wouldn't I pick you?”

      “Let me count the ways. I'm a grandchild, not one of your children. The whole family thinks I'm a screw up. I don't have an ounce of medical understanding in me.” I ticked each one off on my hand. “Do you want me to continue? I'm sure Uncle Marcus could contribute a few reasons to that list.”

      “You and Marcus, my lands. One of these days y'all are going to have to make amends.”

      I scoffed.

      One eyebrow arched as I stared back at her, unmoved. “Fine. The day he apologizes to me is the day I'll make amends.”

      Gram set her fork down and leaned back in her chair. Her gaze settled on me, but she didn't speak at first.

      “Olivia Jane, I chose you because not once have you bent to the old and familiar, the tried and true to which this family is accustomed. Even as a little girl you had your own way of doing things. I knew back then you weren't cut out for the bank, not because you wouldn't be good but because it wasn't your dream. Frasiers don't tend to be dreamers.”

      “You are,” I shot back.

      “Yes, I am. When I imagine what I could have accomplished if I'd grown up in another era.” She shrugged a shoulder. “It wasn't meant to be, however. I was happy to work at the bank because it meant I worked. The job itself didn't matter to me. Back then, we didn't have all the options folks have today. When I look at you, I see myself. That's part of why I chose you. Because you'll make the decisions I would make, when I'm unable to voice them myself.”

      “Okay,” I said, drawing out the syllables. “I'm honored you see any part of yourself in me. I'm going to do whatever it takes to live up to your faith in me.”

      “Have faith in yourself, Olivia Jane,” she admonished. “I trust you already.”

      “I know, Gram.” I cocked my head at her. “Now spill the rest of it. You didn't choose me just because I remind you of yourself.”

      Gram nailed me with her eyes. “Are you sure you want to know the answer?”

      I shifted in my chair, unsure of where she headed. Of course, I wanted to know the answer. An insight as to why I alone could bear this responsibility. A morsel of encouragement for the tough road ahead.

      “Sure, I'm sure,” I said.

      “What have I always told you, Livvie?”

      Livvie. Not Olivia Jane. Gram reserved Livvie for the most tender of moments, especially when she wanted to ensure her imparted wisdom stuck with me.

      “You've told me a lot of things. I don't know. Don't forget your sweater?” I wanted to make her laugh, to distract her. I knew what she wanted me to say. I didn't want to admit I had, in fact, failed.

      Her long gazes unnerved me this morning. Gram tended to say whatever she thought, not stare to the point of discomfort. I shoved a forkful of quiche in my mouth. I might as well eat before the interrogation began.

      “When,” Gram began, changing topics. “When is the last time you were happy? I mean, down to your toes, can't keep the smile off your face happy.”

      I looked at the assortment on my plate. The red strawberries contrasting with the brown muffin and yellow-white quiche. Happiness. Another stark contrast.

      I pushed my plate back, no longer hungry.

      “Why are you asking me this?” I didn’t want to talk about this.

      “I wish I didn't need to ask it. We both know why, just like you know the answer to my last question.” She popped a grape in her mouth and waited for my response.

      “Fine. What have you always told me? To live a storied life. Am I doing that? What do you think?” I retorted. Bitterness tinged my words and I couldn’t think how to soften the blow or end the conversation.

      “You don't need to hear what I think. I want you to answer the question.” Gram insisted, not unkindly. Love radiated from her eyes. I didn't know how to answer this question without incriminating myself. No one, including myself, was ready for that kind of honesty.

      I rubbed my eyes, not caring if my mascara smeared. The dull edge of a headache set in. So much for a lighthearted breakfast.

      Gram sat there, the epitome of her life's lesson. Live your own story. Make every moment count. Press through fears. Don't live with regret. Be authentic. Be yourself no matter the circumstances. If you have to make a decision, picture yourself telling someone what you chose and then go with whichever option makes the better story. Every situation, good or bad, sifted through Gram's equation of living a storied life.

      She practiced what she preached. She'd survived loss after loss. She'd risen above others' low expectations. She'd found the love of her life and raised a family who adored her. She remained involved in her community and forever came up with new activities to try. Gram had never been described as boring. She was a risk taker, an adventurer.

      She was my hero, but I did not want to examine the mirror she held before me.

      Although, I didn't know how much longer she'd be around to challenge me.

      “How do you do that, Gram?” I exclaimed.

      Gram snorted, always an unexpected sound from my genteel grandmother. “It’s my secret power. I only wish I could make your life be exactly how you want it to be. I know you don't think it's a bad life—and it's not. You've been living half-awake for too long, though, and I'm afraid I should have questioned you about it sooner than now.”

      “My life is not your responsibility though. I made these choices. I'm the one who didn't take your lessons to heart. I'm the one who feels like a fraud every day.” I stopped. I'd said too much. “The gallery is a bigger success than anyone thought it would be. That's because of me. I wish it was enough, but it's not. I'm not sure what else I would do.”

      “Really?” Gram arched her eyebrow again. “I'm certain you know exactly what else you would do. Paint. You lived and breathed art for so many years and then poof, that dream was gone. As if it had never happened.”

      “That was another time in my life. Plenty of kids dream of doing something, only to realize it isn't practical or they no longer want to do that in the end,” I replied. The plate of half-eaten food mocked me.

      “You don't have to tell me the truth if you don't want to but at least honor me by not lying to my face.”

      I blinked in surprise. “I don't know what you want me to say. I also don't see what all this has to do with you choosing me to be your POA.”

      “I thought that would be perfectly clear by now. Sometimes death can birth a new life in us. When your grandfather died, I was bereft. I had to figure out who I was all over again after so many years of taking care of others. I've always been the same person, just a new and improved version along the way. I'm giving you a chance to take stock of your life, not so you'll be like me but so you'll be more yourself. I love you the way you are, Olivia Jane, but you're missing out on what else life could hold for you.”

      Moisture gathered in my eyes, accompanied by a lump in my throat. I busied my hands with clearing the table.

      “I appreciate that, Gram. I do. Maybe this will help me figure out what to do next. Suzy does such a great job at Madison so this could be an opportunity for her to see what running the place is really like.”

      “I hope you'll use this time to discover your own opportunities as well.” Gram wasn’t going to let this go.

      I stood up and kissed her on the top of her head. “Thank you for looking out for me, Gram. I'm just going to clean up a bit in here and then we can have our discussion.”

      Gram had taught me to clean as I cooked so there was not much left by way of messiness. I took care of the brunch dishes and stowed the leftovers. Then I wiped off the counters and looked in the pantry to see what needed replenishing. I didn't purposely dawdle but I wasn't a beacon of efficiency either.

      Finally, I joined Gram in the living room. She'd settled into her favorite chair and smiled as though no tension had been present earlier. Fine by me.

      I pulled out my notebook and thumbed through the advice and questions raised by the hospice team. For the next hour, Gram talked seriously about her final days. She told me about yesterday's visit with the hospice chaplain. She updated me on her funeral arrangements and who she wanted to say goodbye to before her time ran out. She informed me of her wish to die naturally, no artificial feedings or tubes, no resuscitation, nothing.

      I sat and listened. Her answers weren't always easy to take in and I secretly hoped I would never need to use this information. Understanding her point of view was important though. There would be no guesswork involved if things did not go their expected course.

      Eventually our conversation drifted elsewhere.

      “Now, are you going to tell me about the guy in your life or do I have to pry it out of you?”

      “What? How did—who said—” I lost the ability to form a coherent sentence. I hadn't told anyone in the family about Reagan. Not that there was anything to tell. I looked bug-eyed at Gram, in awe of her power.

      “I've always been able to tell when you were interested in someone. First, you get just a bit distracted. Second, you start checking your phone a lot. Third, your eyes twinkle more than usual. You have all the classic signs.”

      I would not underestimate Gram again any time soon. I couldn't believe she hadn't said something sooner, especially the other day when she’d asked me to be open to falling in love. I smiled in spite of myself.

      “There it is,” Gram crowed.

      “Don't get too excited,” I cautioned. “There's really not much to tell.”

      “It's enough that someone's making you smile. Now fill in your dying grandmother,” Gram batted her eyelashes.

      “Are you going to keep using that line? Because it's going to get old fast.” Before she could tease me in response, I pushed through. “His name is Reagan. He's a prospective artist at the gallery. Well, that's how we met but he’ll be exhibiting with us at the end of August. There's something about him, Gram.”

      “Go on,” Gram prompted.

      “He's smart and funny and there's this depth to him that I haven't seen in a guy in a long time. Plus, he’s really good-looking. He’s practically a unicorn. I took him to the Sox game last week and hardly paid attention to the game.” At her gasp, I replied, “I know. Me, obsessed with our team and only half watching because we were so intent on our conversation.”

      I glossed over the content of said conversation. I owned my angst but Gram didn't need to be drawn into that particular cesspool. How I coped with her dying was my business. She didn't need to worry about anyone but herself right now.

      “Here's the thing. I can't figure out if he's interested in me or if this is solely a professional relationship. He gives me these ridiculous compliments. The kind that makes you hope there’s something more. We had a fantastic time at the game but then I didn't hear from him for over a week. The other day, when Dan and Mimi were here? He said he'd call me that night but when I left here, there was no missed call. Trying to read his mind was driving me crazy so I just wrote him off,” I concluded.

      Reagan had eventually called that night. When I’d gotten home, I’d decided a few hours in front of the TV were in order. I sat on my couch in my favorite pajamas eating and drinking a glass of wine. As the stress eased its way out of my body, the phone rang and my body automatically tensed back up.

      Naturally Reagan's name flashed across the screen. How do guys always know the moment you've moved on? The phone rang again and I debated sending him to voicemail but then I'd be left with the quandary of responding to whatever message he left.

      I answered. He apologized for not calling sooner, said he’d lost track of time. I deflected and directed the conversation to professional ground. We reviewed his signed contract with little trouble. I was about to wrap up the call—reality TV was calling my name—when he’d asked if we could get together for dinner this weekend.

      My heart betrayed me, thumping eagerly at this unexpected change in topics. It had been Thursday and he asked me out for the weekend. Gram's lifelong directive came through loud and clear: never accept a date for the weekend after Tuesday. Even though he didn't technically ask me out on a date. There's a difference between getting together for dinner and going out on a date. It was old-fashioned advice but I never could ignore it. Luckily, I already had plans or I'd have rationalized his delay and made an exception to the rule.

      I didn't have time to worry about the ramifications of being too busy to say yes. He reiterated that he wanted to tell me about what had happened back home and then asked if I was free Sunday morning.

      Before I knew it, I'd agreed to brunch.

      “So I guess we'll see what happens then,” I lamely finished. I hadn't broken Gram's rule about accepting a last-minute date. Because this wasn't a date. He probably viewed me as a nice woman he could talk to. Nothing more, nothing less.

      Gram gave me an appraising look. “I'd like to meet this young man sometime. Give him my stamp of approval. Or not.”

      “Gram, did you not just listen to me? He's not interested in me.” The more I thought about it, the more I became convinced nothing would come of this. The lack of timely phone calls, the supposed unexpected trip back to Pittsburgh. He was probably married, for all I knew.

      Gram made a noncommittal noise. “I wouldn't be so sure about that. I like the idea of watching you fall in love before I die.”

      I liked that idea too. Minus the pesky detail of finding a man with whom I could fall in love.

      “There's nothing I'd like more. You should probably find me a back-up guy. Like a Plan B. Would it be wrong to date your nurse?” I waggled my eyebrows at the thought of Justin, and Gram laughed as she waved me off. I continued, “you may be optimistic about Reagan but I'm not. Come to think of it, why have you never meddled in my love life before? Everyone else trucks out guys for me to meet. Not that they've been winners, they haven't been. You've never set me up with anyone.”

      “Olivia Jane, you despise when anyone interferes in your love life. That's why I don't raise the topic with you. I wanted you to bring it up first. Think about how you bristled at the mention of your trip to Paris and its impact on relationships since. If I meddle a little more, it's only because I don't know how much more time I'll have to meddle in the future.” She patted the back of my hand and I turned it over so I could grasp hers. She was right. I didn't want to talk about Paris and I didn't want to assume Reagan was interested. But she had me pegged.

      I realized anew my complicated view of myself and how others treated me. Why anyone bothered to unearth any of my goodness was beyond me.

      “You're right. If you'd sat through some of those blind dates the aunts forced me on, you'd understand why I don't want them to interfere. You know me, Gram, way better than they ever have. I think you'd have a good idea of what I need.”

      A grin settled on Gram’s face as her eyes fluttered shut. I chastened, aware of how much time passed. She needed to rest. As if talking about her final wishes wasn't tiring enough, I'd added my drama to her plate.

      Before I could tuck a blanket around her and tiptoe away, her eyes opened and found mine.

      “More than watching you fall in love, I want to see you end this vendetta against the family. We are all cut from the same cloth. Family is family. At the end of the day, you can't undo your blood relationships. You've tolerated gatherings for far too long. Whatever it is you have against them, settle it.” Her mandate raised every hackle. My left eye began to tic, the kind where you feel you must look like a crazy person but no one else notices the imperceptible spasm.

      “Gram, it's not me, it's them. You don't even know half of—”

      She cut me off. “It doesn't matter. Don't think my absence will absolve you from this family. If anything, my death will draw you in even further. That's how it should be. I'm not going to argue with you about it. Either you make amends or you don't. Think long and hard about your choice, however. Think about who you've hurt in the process. And then, think about what your dad would say.”

      I sucked in a breath at the low blow. After years of letting me figure out my path on my own, Gram left no territory uncovered. I respected my elder and held my tongue. I smiled and nodded, then took my leave.

      Turning a blind eye to their transgressions against me? Forgiving them? Over my dead body.

      Her words gnawed at me, however. Later that night, I threw myself into a show at The Metro with friends. I let Gram's roiling words fade into the music. For now, the pulsing bass carried me, until I stopped caring about anything at all.
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      Sunday morning Gram's words continued to reverberate through my mind as I sat on my balcony drinking tea.

      If Gram knew what Uncle Marcus had said. If she heard about the way my aunts and uncles had treated me, she would absolve me.

      Deep down I knew the past was in the past and this bitterness hurt only me. Three decades of hurt contained in one body made it hard to let bygones be bygones. Forgiveness came too close to amnesty and I was not in the habit of giving up grudges. Perhaps I was a true Frasier after all.

      How do you forgive the collective years of mistreatment? When Dad died, I lost my protector, the mediator between them and me. There were not so many defining moments as there were rolled eyes, barbed words, and ever-present condemnation.

      And yes, I played a part. I dished back what was served. My life intentionally veered opposite of banking, money, and numbers. I delighted in wearing sleeveless dresses and shirts so they couldn't miss the wildflower tattoo decorating my right shoulder and bicep: vibrant, mesmerizing, peaceful. To everyone else, at least. Ink affronted the Frasier family image but I'd stopped caring about that long ago.

      I became their contradiction, a reminder of what they could not control. Now it was simply the way we lived and related to one another. My cousins didn't remember I used to skip around the bank, eager to be helpful. Sometimes I didn't remember either. True, certain members got along with me better than others. Not every gathering was an exercise in futility.

      In those terms, forgiveness shouldn't be so difficult. I peered into my hard heart and wondered when it got that way. What part of me I would lose if I admitted to the burden I carried? I wasn't ready to find out.

      For now, my most pressing thoughts centered on how Gram fared and what Reagan would tell me. I'd imagined several worthy scenarios, including one in which I tossed a glass of water in his face and stormed out the restaurant. I didn't allow myself to dream up a happier ending. Best to keep some sort of perspective.

      

      Reagan sat across from me, handsome in jeans and a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up. The colors of his shirt reminded me of fall. He appeared at home with himself, from his clothes to his contented posture. I coveted a measure of that composure.

      The corner booth cozied us away from the bustle of the diner. In between bites of panini and salad, we discussed what we’d been up to over the weekend, the way we never quite felt our age, and debated the greatest movie of all time. The Godfather for me, Shawshank Redemption for him. We didn’t reach a consensus, but we both agreed Casablanca was overrated.

      Conversation with Reagan was never predictable. I waited for him to bring up his trip home but our discussion went in other directions. He asked about Gram and I updated him on the latest. He crossed his arms at the news Gram had a male nurse. I may have mentioned Justin looked like a hot Viking. Maybe. His reaction shouldn't have made me as happy as it did. We finished eating and I wanted to linger at the table longer. There was still so much more to say and explore, and I was relieved when Reagan suggested we cap off our meal with hot beverages. Coffee for him and tea for me.

      The tone changed and we both shifted into comfortable positions. We would be here for a while. Based on her response to Reagan's smile, the waitress didn't appear to mind.

      Reagan ran his hand through his hair, a nervous tic. My own nerves grew and rumbled in response. I waited for him to begin, not knowing what could make such a confident man stumble.

      He was probably married. How chivalrous for him to confess after caffeinating and dining me.

      “I have something I need to tell you,” he said. And then, nothing.

      I crossed my legs one way, then the other, unable to get comfortable as the silence continued. What was he having such a hard time telling me? This couldn’t be good.

      He started out slow, as if unsure where to begin, and then the words tumbled out, as if released from captivity.

      “I have to start from the beginning before I can tell you how it ended. I haven’t talked about this in a long time, but I want you to understand this side of me. Actually, I think I need you to understand,” he said. I could see this from his steady eye contact, his gestures, his voice. My mind worked furiously to keep up and process, already spinning with the possibilities.

      He'd met Katie while pursuing his MBA at Boston University. I tried to picture this girl with the nondescript name. She couldn’t have been nondescript herself to have attracted Reagan's attention. Their meet-cute was movie perfect—literally running into each other on the quad. He on his way to class, while she was leaving a speaking engagement for the School of Social Work. She worked at a non-profit, something he described as similar to Big Brothers, Little Sisters but with more hands-on community involvement. My rendering of Katie became more saint-like and dread filled me. I could never compare.

      An unlikely pairing, the social worker and the banker. His eyes softened as he described her passion for working with the poor and disenfranchised. Meanwhile, he finished his degree, returned home to Pittsburgh, and continued up the ladder at his corporation. After dating long distance, she moved to Pittsburgh as well. They were together for four years.

      Reagan's face reflected regret, his eyes downcast. He fiddled with his mug and tapped on the table, fidgeting moves that endeared him to me while also causing concern. I unconsciously mirrored his movements, grateful for the warmth of my mug and the distraction from the jealous bile roiling in my stomach. Who had this Katie been? Where was she now?

      “I was busy with work, consumed by it. I still painted here and there but I was caught up with surpassing goals at work and making more money so I could retire early. Then I could do what I wanted to do, right? Everything was on the back burner, even Katie. She wanted more from me but I thought I was setting things up so we'd have a better life together. I had a plan and I wasn’t going to change it, even if that meant I canceled date nights and missed dinner together on a regular basis.” He steepled his hands against his forehead, briefly closing his eyes.

      “I woke up one morning and realized she was still in bed. She usually got up first. She was always an early riser. I turned to her, wondering if it was the weekend, but no, it was a Wednesday. We both needed to go to work.”

      Reagan’s eyes were anguished as they fixed on me. He swallowed hard, as if summoning the courage to continue.

      “I nudged her a little, thinking maybe she'd come down with a cold and needed a little extra rest. But she didn't move. So I tried again but she didn't respond to my voice either. I still didn't get it. She looked so peaceful and I didn't get it.”

      Awareness flooded me. Of all the scenarios I'd concocted, I hadn't imagined this one. I didn’t want it to be true, not when I saw the pain in Reagan’s eyes. I didn’t want him to say the words.

      “She died in her sleep. Twenty-eight years old. She died and I didn't notice. Just like I hadn't noticed so many things that year.”

      “Oh my God, Reagan. I’m so sorry.” I grasped for something else to say, some way to carry this burden for him. My hands itched to touch him, to offer some tangible comfort. It felt intrusive to his memories of Katie. I cupped my mug closer instead.

      I didn't know what more there could be to his story or how it related to flying back home last weekend. But I didn't care. His pain gnawed at me and I wanted to make it better. Short of bringing Katie back to life, there was nothing I could do or say to erase his hurt. Instead, I let him continue talking and refused to analyze any part of this tale.

      “We were the same age. She did so much good with her work, while I worked for The Man. What made me more deserving? Not that I'll ever know the answer to that, but I couldn't stop beating myself up.” They were the same age when she died. I did the math—Reagan was a couple years older than me so this was seven or eight years ago. Did he still love her? Did he feel the way about Katie that Gram felt about Pop? If that was the case, we were twins in misery, but for entirely different reasons.

      “They never figured out why she died. The coroner said her heart stopped for no apparent reason. It wasn't an overdose, no fluke illness they could detect. No foul play. She was fine when she went to bed. She just didn't wake up again. It almost made it worse, not having a reason why. For so long I felt like I’d missed something, that I should have sensed it when she stopped breathing. Logically I knew I couldn't have done anything to save her, but my heart told me I'd failed. And failing was unacceptable,” he mocked himself.

      “So what did you do?” I wondered how this connected to the bits and pieces of himself he'd already shared. Katie's death must be the dark period he referred to. I guessed he hadn't coped well with her death. Not that I would do much better whenever Gram died. Another rabbit trail I couldn't follow.

      “I did the opposite of what Katie would have wanted. I threw myself into work even more. Our biggest argument had been about how much time I spent at the bank. Without her there, eighty-hour work weeks became normal. Sometimes even more than that. I didn't want to face the memories in our apartment. I didn't want to face myself. I didn't want to admit work wasn't fulfilling either so when I wasn't there, I rounded up buddies at the bar.”

      “I didn't have a drinking problem,” he reassured me before I could consider otherwise. “I'm not in denial either. Sometimes you need to forget for a little while; a few beers and friends relaxed me enough to face my empty place. On the other hand, it also kept me from recognizing how depressed I'd become. It took a while before I reached my breaking point.”

      Reagan described the effects of grief. The mind-numbing depression he internalized, unwilling to process the guilt, anger, and sadness he'd experienced once his girlfriend died. He stopped painting altogether, somehow pulled himself through each work day, and then alternated between sleeping once he got home or pacing the halls as he fought insomnia.

      “Katie had been so perfect in my mind. She had flaws, of course, but once she died, all of her irritating qualities disappeared. All I could think of was how the wrong person had died. How I'd screwed things up by not saving her and by not making more of a commitment to her. I'd wasted her life and now I was wasting mine.” Reagan continued to talk but he lost me once he'd mentioned her perfection. His dead girlfriend atop a pedestal. I couldn't compete with that. I wouldn't compete with that, if that's why he was telling me.

      My cheeks drooped with sadness and I struggled to remain composed. Nodded understandingly as needed. My thoughts raced as I glanced into my half-full mug. I didn't like this tension of wanting to comfort him but not wanting to hear more about Katie. I didn't know how to remain present to his pain or what this meant for us.

      Reagan reached across the table. He loosened my hand's grip from the mug and cradled it between his.

      “You're probably wondering what this has to do with you.” I started to deny it. “It's okay. I'd ask myself the same question if you told me about a dead boyfriend. You don't have a dead boyfriend in your past, do you?” The teasing spark returned to his eyes.

      I chuckled, and the sad demeanor hovering around us left for a moment. “No. A few skeletons, sure, but no dead boyfriend.”

      Reagan breathed an exaggerated sigh of relief. “Thanks for hanging in there. I promise it'll make sense in the end.” He paused. His index finger traced a mysterious pattern on the hand enclosed in his. I wanted to lose myself in the sensation but I made myself focus. He continued. “I don't talk about that time in my life much. Ever, really. There's something about you that makes me want to tell you everything.”

      I looked down at the free hand in my lap, suddenly shy. His grasp provided reassurance but I didn't know how to respond to such trust. He didn't know me. And yet, somehow, he did.

      “About nine months after Katie died, I was at work and I was overwhelmed with the feeling that none of this mattered. That my life didn't matter. It scared the shit out of me. Even though I struggled with thinking the wrong person died, I didn't actually believe I should have died. Now suddenly I did. It shocked me enough to go down to HR and take a leave of absence. I drove straight to my parent's house.”

      “My parents had been worried about me for a while. They dropped everything once I told them I needed help. It was hard to admit but, at the same time, I didn't care about much those days.” Reagan let go of my hand, vulnerability splayed across his face. I felt the absence keenly but grasped my mug instead. He'd thought about suicide? I couldn't believe he had once been in such a dark place. It was the last thing I’d ever guess about this confident, self-assured man.

      “It took time, but I started going to therapy. I finally dealt with my grief.”

      Reagan had no way of knowing how much this resonated with my own story, but it wasn't the time or place to share.

      “The leave of absence wasn't long and I had to go back to work. I developed a better routine but therapy had opened my eyes to what I really wanted to do with my life. I knew I’d leave the bank eventually. It was only a matter of when. You know I ended up quitting and ran off to Ireland so I won't bore you with those details.”

      “As if you could bore me,” I quipped, unsure if he'd receive my attempt at levity but wanting to smooth the way.

      “Very true,” he agreed with a wink. “You're lucky to bask in my greatness.”

      “Now don't get ahead of yourself,” I shot back with a laugh. These moments gave me hope, but I still needed to ask. “I don't want to interrupt your story but…” I stumbled for the right words. “Are you still in love with Katie?”

      The words hung between us as my heart thundered. In the silence, I regretted my need to know what, if anything, I meant to him. I shouldn't have asked. I shouldn't have assumed why he wanted me to know any of this.

      Reagan looked down. That brief glance sent my stomach plummeting. I steeled myself for his response.

      “There will always be a part of me that loves Katie,” he said, carefully choosing each word. “But when I look back on the relationship, I see all the ways we got it wrong. My grief over her death was intertwined with sadness over our relationship, the mistakes we'd both made along the way and the loss of a chance to get it right.”

      Reagan let out a sound of frustration, then held me with his gaze. “I'm doing this all wrong.”

      “Doing what wrong?” I asked, mystified.

      “I like you, Olivia. This feels like a lot to dump on someone. I planned on telling you eventually because this is part of who I am. But this is a lot to handle at the beginning of a relationship.”

      My eyebrows raised in question and I bit back the start of a smile. The beginning of a relationship? A pinprick of happiness swelled beneath the surface. Was he saying what I hoped he was saying? I tried not to read into his words, even as I rationalized his choice to share his past with me.

      “Wait. You want us to be in a relationship?” I dared to ask, uncertainty ringing in my voice. “We haven’t even gone on a real date.”

      Our hands reached out across the table and linked of their own accord. Reagan's smile answered my question before he said a word.

      “See, I really am doing this wrong,” he groaned, scrubbing his free hand over his chin. He squeezed the hand he was holding and pierced me with his gaze, his eyes dancing with amusement and vulnerability. “Like I said, Liv, I like you. I want to see where things go with us and I’m pretty sure you do, too.” He smirked. “The trip home distracted me.”

      The trip home, the reason Reagan had asked to talk in the first place. This was where the real story lay.

      “Is that what you were going to tell me next?” I asked, warmed by his admission.

      “Are you going to leave me hanging like that?”

      “What?” Confused, I reviewed the last bit of conversation until I realized I hadn't responded to his sentiment. I blushed. “Yes, Reagan, I like you, too. Now, will you tell me about your trip home?”

      I felt compelled to keep my hope sheltered in the basement. Something tethered him to his hometown beyond his family and Katie had everything to do with it. No matter how he felt about her now.

      “Wait, what did you say?” Reagan smiled broadly, and I feigned misunderstanding about what he wanted to hear.

      “Will you tell me about your trip home?” I emphasized each and every word, trying not to laugh. A glow lit from the inside out as I held Reagan's hand and processed his interest in me. Nothing about this day had turned out the way I had imagined. It had turned into something far better.

      Reagan shook his head no and his eyes crinkled with amusement. “I heard that part. What was it you said just before that?”

      “That I like you too?” The sounds of the diner faded away as we smiled at each other. My body hummed with awareness and I couldn’t quite grasp that Reagan actually liked me. That there was a very real possibility in front of me.

      “Yep, that's it. I like how that sounds.”

      Once appeased, Reagan launched in to the next part of his tale. “All right. So why did I have to go home last weekend? After Katie died, her parents decided to start a foundation in her honor, which would directly benefit at-risk children. The money went to several organizations in Pittsburgh, as well as Boston, including both of Katie's former employers. They asked me to be on the board. For a while, this seemed like a good way for me to remember Katie but once I quit the bank, I had less purpose there. But I still went to meetings and helped with the fundraisers.”

      “It's a great foundation and I think Katie would be amazed by all that's been accomplished in her name. A couple of years ago, I decided to step down from the board and be more of an adviser. Board members need to be more hands on than I could afford to be. The more I did with the board, the more I held on to Katie's memory and I started to realize it wasn't good for me. Someone had to take my place on the board so I nominated my younger brother, Teddy. He's an accountant so I figured he could help with the foundation's books, and he'd loved Katie like a sister. We all thought it would be a good fit. God, I feel like such an idiot now.”

      Reagan raked his fingers through his hair, the curls standing on end, before shaking his head. My stomach dropped. What more could have happened to him?

      “Unfortunately, last weekend Katie's dad called me and said the board had found some irregularities in the accounting. It turns out Teddy stole from the foundation.”

      Holy hell. His brother? My mouth fell open of its own accord.

      “What an asshole,” I said under my breath. Was there no limit to what one person could take? I wanted to hunt Teddy down and teach him a lesson. Or find someone who knew someone who could teach him a lesson.

      “We're still not sure exactly how much or when it started. I had to go home for an emergency board meeting to deal with the whole mess. Teddy was arrested and will face trial.”

      First, to lose your girlfriend at such a young age and now dealing with an asshole brother. I hated Teddy for betraying Reagan this way.

      “Teddy’s out on bond and I tried to see him while I was there. He refuses to talk to anyone. He hasn’t even apologized. It makes me want to wring his neck, but at the same time, he’s my little brother and I want to know what went wrong. We didn't see this coming. We managed to figure out it's related to gambling, but he’s never had a problem with that in the past. He's been going to work, his wife hadn't noticed anything. It's been awful.”

      “I can’t even imagine, Reagan. I'm so sorry.” I didn't know what else to say, an unfortunate theme this morning.

      “Now you know the sort of man you're getting involved with.” Reagan cocked his head, as if this was my cue to take off running.

      “All of that, that's not you, Reagan. Besides, we can't control who we're related to. I'm a prime example of that. I mean, do you have a gambling problem?”

      “No,” he answered. “I know my brother isn't me, but I feel responsible. I’m the one who recommended he join the board in the first place.”

      “You're not responsible for what he did once he joined. That was his choice and it was the board’s choice to accept his nomination. He’s the one who did this,” I insisted. “Will you be flying back home more often now that this is going on?”

      “I don't think so. Since I'm an advisory member, they'll keep me up to date. Because I'm in Chicago now, it doesn't make sense for me to be any more involved. I'm probably not a top candidate either, being related to an embezzler. It's just as well. Pittsburgh represents my past and Chicago represents my future.”

      This sparked something I'd been meaning to ask him. “You never told me why you decided to move to Chicago.”

      “It was time for a change. I made a decent name for myself in Pittsburgh but you don't tend to associate it with art. Ever since I came out to see the Dorian Gray painting at the Art Institute, this city has had a hold on me. That was probably six or seven years ago. I've come back every other year and most visits I'd see Walter.”

      “I didn't realize you and Walter became that close,” I said. There was certainly a method to my mentor's madness. It meant he wanted to cultivate Reagan's career. However, he'd pointed Reagan in my direction instead.

      “He's a good guy. He really sold me on the Chicago art scene. Really, he sold me on everything the city had to offer. I ran out of arguments. I need a fresh start. I left the bank but I’m still a workaholic at heart and I’m hoping this move will help me develop better habits, like calling when I say I will and not arriving late or canceling plans.” He grimaced. “I’m working on it, at least. After I almost missed calling you the other night, I started setting reminders on my phone for everything before I start painting.” This was good to hear.

      “Anyway, the nice thing about the painter's life is you can work wherever you are. There was a bit of risk in having to reestablish myself but Walter convinced me I had a good chance of working with you.”

      “He did, did he?” I asked with eyes narrowed.

      “He didn't guarantee it. Don't go getting me in trouble,” Reagan joked with his hands up in surrender. I smiled back at him before letting him off the hook.

      “I've already thanked him for sending you my way. Your artwork will be a true asset for the gallery,” I told him.

      “Is that the only reason you thanked him?” His eyes twinkled. He wanted me to say more than I was willing to.

      “That answer depends on whether you thanked him too,” I returned.

      I felt happy sitting in this booth and holding Reagan's hand. He liked me.

      As we left the diner, Reagan pulled me to the side of the building.

      “There’s something I have to do,” he said. He tipped my face up toward his and kissed one corner of my mouth, then the other, before claiming my lips. I leaned into him as an explosion of senses cascaded through me. This was a first kiss to end all first kisses.

      I couldn't say what would happen next. I didn't know whether his commitment issues with Katie would become a problem for us. I certainly couldn't point to a future beyond the next couple of months, but I was willing to see how it played out.

      Maybe Gram would live to see my happy ending after all.
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      Weeks passed and I settled in to a new routine. I moved with the cadence of the gallery, trips to see Gram, and phone calls from the hospice team and family. Some aspects were more pleasurable than others. Per the social worker's suggestion, I'd begun emailing the family weekly updates about any changes or concerns, an easy task given Gram's current stability. This cut down on the constant harping about her every move.

      And then there was Reagan, a bright spot in my life. Hope was such a tangled thing but he made me want more. We hadn’t slept together yet because I wasn’t ready. My body was willing but I also needed to feel safe and secure enough in the relationship before taking things further. I needed to trust he would be there the next morning, that it wouldn’t be a repeat of the past. Seeing him only once or twice a week— all that my hectic schedule allowed—dragged out the process longer than usual. Reagan was patient, as he should be, and we had fun testing the limits of that boundary. Lots of fun. There was no need to rush.

      Kristy and I attended Sox games and as the season progressed, I almost believed life would go on as usual. Chicago bloomed with activity. The summer sun warmed us and luckily did not have us begging for mercy quite yet.

      In this relaxed state, I succumbed to my friends' requests to meet Reagan. My college roommate Zanne had moved in with her boyfriend Patrick, and their housewarming party seemed as good an occasion as any. Before I knew it, we were standing on the front steps of their Wicker Park apartment one breezy night. I'd warned Kristy and Zanne to be on their best behavior, but this did not ease the foreboding feeling that rose the moment Reagan agreed to accompany me.

      I smoothed the skirt of my dress and glanced at Reagan, handsome in a dress shirt and dark jeans, as we waited for the door to open.

      “I apologize in advance for whatever happens tonight,” I told him. I rarely brought boyfriends to gatherings like these. Mostly because the relationships never lasted long enough to warrant a friend inspection. Maybe this wasn't a good idea after all.

      Reagan raised his eyebrows. “That's the sixth time you've said that. At least. Should I be nervous?”

      “No,” I exclaimed. “I mean, not really. They want to meet you.” He looked sidelong at me. “I want them to meet you,” I clarified. “You're going to do great and they're going to love you and I'm going to stop worrying about this right now.”

      I liked Reagan. I did. My friends would like him, too. Surely they would go easy on him. Surely they wouldn’t haul out any of my more blackmail-worthy stories. I started to sweat.

      Zanne yanked the door open with a squeal. Her burgundy halter top jumpsuit set off her golden brown skin and her ebony spiral curl fro bounced as she clapped her hands in delight. “Reagan, we meet at last. Come on in.”

      With that, she grabbed Reagan's arm and began leading him inside. “Make yourself at home, Liv,” she called over her shoulder. “Reagan and I have some catching up to do.”

      I laughed and shook my head at my friend. Only Zanne could get away with this.

      After numerous events over the years, Zanne and I naturally became friends with each other's friends. The apartment was full of people I enjoyed. As well as more people to interrogate Reagan. I tossed my purse in a corner and took a deep breath. Reagan could fend for himself. Tonight, we would have fun.

      I wasn’t alone for long. Patrick led me on a tour of their new place, pointing out architectural details unique to the home that now housed their apartment. His light brown eyes twinkled behind his dark-framed glasses as he talked about their plans for the place. Zanne always said she’d found her black Clark Kent in Patrick and I was thrilled they were taking this next step together.

      Zanne cornered me as soon as we returned to the living room. “I like him,” she confessed with her face screwed up in a comical expression. “I hardly ever like the guys you bring around! This is like some alternate universe. Are you sure he’s real?”

      “Hey, you dated some real winners before you met Patrick!” We both laughed and a smile stretched wide across my face until my cheeks hurt and warmth filled me.

      Zanne’s good opinion meant the world to me. I felt lit from within. My gaze pulled to where Reagan stood talking with my friend Dov and his husband. He immediately looked back at me, noting my dreamy expression and conversation partner. He winked. He knew he was a hit and I couldn’t fault him for it.

      From there, friends swept me up in a whirlwind of conversation. I laughed more than I had in a while, feeling at home in Zanne and Patrick's new place. From time to time, Reagan and I gravitated toward each other, to check in, steal a kiss, before we were pulled in other directions.

      Here I was, spending time with good friends and my boyfriend. The stress of the past month dripped away. I was free to be me again, whoever that was.

      Kristy yelled my name across the room, just as someone turned up the stereo. A pulsing beat filled our ears. I clapped my hands in giddy realization.

      “Living Room Dance Party!” Kristy, Zanne, and I yelled in unison while the rest of the room cheered. No party would be complete without it. The three of us could never quite remember how the tradition started but it involved our college dorm room and some tequila one weekend when Kristy visited. I set my glass down on a windowsill as a few of the guys began to push furniture to the side.

      I interrupted the conversation Reagan was having and grabbed his forearm. “Let's go,” I told him.

      He turned away from the people he’d been talking to but stood firm so I couldn’t move him any farther. “Olivia, I'm not much of a dancer,” he warned.

      “Tonight you are,” I shot back with a smile. I kept tugging him toward the dancing bodies. “It's an age-old tradition, since college. Consider this your initiation.”

      I waggled my eyebrows at him as I shimmied to the music pulsing through the room. His eyes locked onto my body, raking over me with appreciation. My purple fit-and-flare dress fit me to a tee and best of all, I felt confident whenever I wore it. This dress was made for dancing. I silently dared him to take the bait.

      Reagan shrugged and then laughed. I would never tire of his smile. “I'll dance with you and only you.”

      He took my hand and spun me around, my dress twirling around me. It was enough and it was everything. Reagan passed the test.

      

      I smiled as I looked at Gram's face on the canvas before me. I'd sequestered myself in my office after the gallery closed. I could have had my choice of plans on a Friday night but the oil paints called my name. There had been little time to paint the past few weeks and I could only go so long before the urge to create took over.

      Gram's birthday was a couple of months away. I don't know why I entertained the notion of finishing the painting and giving it to her then. She may have suspected that art remained my passion but I hadn't confessed. I couldn't admit it to myself, not even with a paintbrush in my hand. It was a nice hobby, something I did for myself. A career would not be built upon these notions.

      Gram might appreciate seeing this picture of us come to life. So far, my part of the portrait stayed blurred, a dim outline of myself at that time. Gram's body had more shape, but I'd chosen to focus on her face this evening.

      The familiar lines and wrinkles, the way her mouth curved upward in joy as she laughed. Looking at her in the photograph and remembering that moment made my heart happy. Trying to capture Gram's essence in paint, however, was a different matter.

      Besides daily naps and a steady regimen of pain medication, she was doing much better than anyone had anticipated. When she'd first sprung her diagnosis on us, I thought we'd only have days to weeks left with her. Here we were, almost two months later. Though her table dancing days appeared over, she was as spunky as ever. She'd even returned to her weekly bridge game and other social functions.

      My brother's wedding hovered ever closer. Mom had gone into overdrive with the plans, but Paige didn't seem to mind the interference. Then again, Scott and Paige said they'd do whatever it took in order for Gram to make an appearance. I'm not sure they knew that would lead to a backyard wedding at Gram's house. They'd have a grand reception at the country club in town, though, so they couldn't complain too much.

      My smile transitioned into a frown as I studied my work thus far. I softened her cheekbones, then set the paintbrush down. Her eyes weren't quite right, her lipstick a shade too red. I decided to move on to her clothes. If I continued to dab at her face, frustration would take over. I wanted to stay in this happy, nostalgic place.

      I stood back and stretched my arms over my head. It felt good to hunker down in this makeshift studio again.

      My phone rang from the recesses of my tote bag, “You Can't Always Get What You Want” trilling. I kept meaning to change the ring tone. I stared at the canvas and wavered on answering. Duty won and I fished it out.

      Gram's name flashed on the display. I took in the late hour and answered warily.

      An unfamiliar voice asked for me.

      “Olivia? This is Mrs. Kimball from next door. Don't worry, dear,” she cautioned, but it was too late. “Your grandmother had a bit of a fall. She managed to call me and we've got her sitting back up. She didn't want me to call you, but I thought you'd want to know.”

      “What? Is she okay?” My mind tore through a thousand possibilities of what had happened and what could still go wrong. I held my phone between my neck and shoulders so I could cap paint and set the brushes in thinner. My hands shook and it took a few attempts to twist the caps onto the bottles.

      “She seems all right. She's entertaining my husband with stories about bridge club at the moment. I'm not sure how she fell. We're glad we were home when she called.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Kimball.” I tried to think. It was already close to nine. “Do you know if Gram called hospice?” I didn't know what the neighbors knew about Gram's condition but it was too late to concern myself with that.

      “No, I don't think she did. Would you like me to ask?” Mrs. Kimball didn't seem fazed by the mention of hospice.

      “No, that's fine. I’ll call and then I'll head to Gram's. I hate to ask this of you, but would you mind staying with her until I get there? If you can't, it's fine. I'll call...” My voice trailed off as I considered which relative to involve. Gram would not be happy with me.

      “Don't you worry about it, Olivia. We'd love to stay. Drive carefully.”

      I hung up the phone, then scrolled through my contacts until I found Sanctuary's number.

      Instead of connecting to someone in the office, the answering service directed me to leave a message and wait for the on-call triage nurse to call me back. It was Friday night. Of course no one would be in the office waiting for my call. I left a hurried message and then raced out of the gallery.

      My phone rang as I directed my car onto the interstate. I cursed myself for stowing the phone in the recesses of my purse. My hand pawed through the contents while I pulled off the exit ramp and into the flow of traffic. This would not be a good time for an accident.

      Success. I grabbed and answered, hoping it would be the hospice.

      “Olivia? This is Sam, I'm the on-call nurse for Sanctuary Hospice returning your call.” The sound of his voice soothed me and tension eased from my shoulders. We were going to be fine.

      “Thank you for calling back so quickly. I'm sorry to interrupt your night,” I apologized.

      “Nonsense,” Sam replied. “This is what we're here for. How can I help you?”

      I sighed. “My grandmother's neighbor called about ten minutes ago and said Gram had fallen. She managed to get to the phone and call them and they were able to pick her back up. I'm on my way there from Oak Park right now—she's in Geneva. I don't know how she fell or if she's all right or how long she was on the ground. I was hoping someone could check on her?”

      “Did the neighbor say whether your grandmother was experiencing any pain?”

      “No, she didn't think there was anything wrong. Gram has been living on her own for years and has never fallen before. I'm worried about what this means. She's been doing so well…” my voice trailed off.

      “We don't usually come out when a patient has fallen, unless there's been a change in condition. If her hip appeared broken, we'd probably direct you to the hospital.”

      “Her hip could be broken?” My voice came out shrill. I hadn't even thought of that possibility.

      “I don't want to alarm you but that is a possibility when an elderly patient falls. But the neighbor would have known if that was the case,” he reassured me.

      I processed this information as I sped up my car. I hoped there weren’t any speed traps set up tonight.

      “Um, does that mean a nurse won't come out?” I asked, my voice meek and quiet. Nerves aside, I did not want to be the demanding hysterical granddaughter.

      “I can have the nurse come out this time and do an assessment. It might be an hour or two before she can get there, however. Are you willing to wait?”

      “Yes, we'll wait,” I responded with enthusiasm and gratitude. A pity visit I would take.

      “All right, I'll let the nurse know. If you get to your grandmother's house and anything has changed, please call me back and let me know. We can take it from there. Otherwise, the nurse will call when she's on her way.”

      I thanked Sam more effusively than necessary. I needed someone to tell me Gram would be fine, even if that meant the on-call nurse had to come out late on a Friday night. I'd bake cookies for him or her if I had to.

      The drive vanished in record time. Before I knew it, my car screeched to a halt in front of Gram's house. The front porch light lit up the lawn and the house was bright inside. Gram tended to be in bed by nine-thirty at the latest. To see the house still full of life at this time of the night left me uneasy. I ran in to the house, not stopping until I found Gram in her usual spot.

      Far from tired, she basked in the spotlight, regaling the Kimballs with tales from one of her trips to Asia. Only Gram.

      I halted in front of her. She didn't look any worse for wear. There were no pools of blood on the floor, no black eyes, no limbs askew.

      “Why, Olivia,” Gram exclaimed. “How marvelous of you to join us, though it really isn't necessary. I'm perfectly fine.”

      I traded glances with Mrs. Kimball.

      “That's not what I heard, Gram. I called Sanctuary and a nurse will be coming out soon to check on you. You scared me,” I admonished her.

      Gram's demeanor shifted from Southern belle to family matriarch. Frasiers learned to detect this subtle change at an early age. Once Gram decided she'd reached her limit, it was best to get out of her way but I would not budge this time.

      “Don't even start, Gram. You've never fallen before. What if you have, I don't know, internal injuries?”

      She fixed her eyes on me, which I met squarely. The sounds of the Kimballs standing and preparing to leave interrupted our stand-off.

      “We'll let you be for the night. Ella May, a pleasure to talk to you as always,” Mr. Kimball said.

      “Thank you for being here and for calling me. I appreciate it so much,” I called after them. They waved their goodbyes and left us to our own devices.

      “As I said before, I'm perfectly fine. Look at me, Olivia Jane,” she declared, gesturing to the way her body fully reclined in the chair. “My feet must have tangled with the rug. It stunned me, which is why I called the neighbors for assistance.”

      “Which rug?” I asked, my eyes narrowed. We'd removed the rugs back when Gram first signed up for hospice because they were fall risks. Had we missed one?

      Gram gestured vaguely toward any room in the house. “I don't know, but I'm sure it was the rug's fault.”

      “Gram, which room did you fall in?”

      “This one,” she replied more petulantly than I thought possible for a grown adult. “And yes, I know there are no rugs in here but please allow me to keep my dignity.”

      Duly chastened, I dropped my purse to the floor and sank to my knees in front of her.

      “I won't let my body fail me this close to your brother's wedding,” she remarked with resolve, her eyes straight ahead. She tipped her head down to me and our eyes mirrored the unknown and unsaid.

      “You're going to be just fine, Gram,” I responded automatically.

      Gram patted me on the head in acknowledgment.

      “For my own sake and peace of mind, will you please tell me what happened?” I wouldn't apologize for reacting the way I did or for calling hospice. Somehow, I needed to balance my concern with respect. Gram was still her own person. While I might call my family out for forgetting that, I didn't want to be guilty of it myself.

      Gram sighed. She had not been truly held accountable for her actions since Pop died. Oh, I was sure her friends were allowed to keep her in check at times, but her children and grandchildren rarely dared.

      “A friend dropped me off after a charity luncheon. I came inside, fixed myself some tea, and headed to sit down in this very chair and relax a while. Right as I entered the room, I realized I forgot to grab the saucer for the spent tea bag. I went to turn around and retrieve it. Instead I lost my balance and fell.” Gram pointed toward the coffee table. “Took a good thwack on that. I'm sure my leg will be black and blue for weeks. So much for showing off my prizewinners at the wedding.”

      I wanted to laugh at her conceit but the image of her falling and hitting the coffee table made me wince. If it happened after she got home from lunch and the Kimballs hadn't called until almost nine, how long had she been lying there hurt?

      “Of course, my perfect cup of Earl Gray went flying across the room. Luckily, it didn't break. Sally was a dear and cleaned up the spot. She said it hadn't stained too badly before their arrival.”

      “How soon were you even able to call for help?” I tried to keep a neutral tone.

      Gram pursed her lips as she thought. “I'm not sure. That coffee table hurt like the dickens. I might have passed out for a while.” She caught sight of my wide eyes and amended her report. “Or a few minutes at the most. I didn't feel steady enough to stand so I inched my way over to the phone. Don't ask me how long that took because I don't know. When you're in pain, a minute feels like an hour. I'm grateful the Kimballs were home. I don't know who else I would've called.”

      “Gram, you have an army of relatives nearby who would only be too glad to help.”

      “Exactly. I don't want them to see me like this. Everyone needs to think and believe the best about my condition.”

      “Did something change that I don't know about?” She was starting to worry me.

      “No, no, dear. It's a gradual decline, exactly as Justin said it would be. Some days are better than others. We both know how this family is. They need a strong leader and I'm the matriarch. I won't show them any weakness until I'm too sick to care.”

      “You don't have to be like that. If you show this side of yourself to me, you should be able to show it to everyone.”

      Gram chuckled. “Olivia Jane, you forget you're not like the rest. That's why I chose you. And that's why I let the Kimballs call you tonight. I could have easily not said a word.”

      “As in, you've fallen before and not told me?”

      “No, I haven't. But this isn't easy for me, any of it. If I get upset that my body is playing tricks on me, don't take it personally.”

      “You can be upset, Gram. On the other hand, when I tell you hospice is coming, you can't take it personally either. I don't want you to be in pain when you don’t have to be. Speaking of which, how is your pain?”

      “Not too bad. The neighbors slipped me a mickey after they picked me off the floor.”

      “One pain pill or two?” She was pretty coherent if she had two of those floating through her on top of her normal dosage.

      Gram nodded vaguely, then glanced at the clock. “It's late. Are you sure they're coming?”

      So much for a straight answer. I'd let the nurse sort it out.

      “Yes, they'll call when they're on the way. The triage nurse made it sound like it was a busy night. Why don't you rest until they're here?”

      The words barely left my mouth before Gram drowsily acquiesced. I tiptoed to the kitchen with my purse. I sank in to a chair and let this evening process over me. A restlessness replaced my foreboding spirit. I searched for dishes to wash or piles to sort but Gram's home had already been tidied up. I pondered making cookies for the nurse but I didn't want the stirring and whirring to wake Gram.

      Instead, I started the tea kettle and pulled out my journal. The journal I kept stashing in my purse in the hope that I would record the events of the past few months. I'd written and doodled my way through life until recently. The journals of my youth showed a marked contrast between before and after my father's death. That's when they transitioned from swooning over boys to sorting through the seasons of grief. Anything that could not be said to family was sorted out in the journal.

      But the words wouldn’t come now. A day or two after the family meeting, I sat down with the journal and a few colored pencils, thinking I would free form my way through it but I was stuck. I remained stuck. As if I believed putting the words down would make this more real. I could talk to my friends or Reagan—and these interactions helped—but my journal had seen it all. I didn't need to edit my emotions or backtrack to fill in details.

      However, the journal had stayed hidden for the past couple months. The list of things to write about snowballed. I itched to write about the night Reagan appeared at my apartment and asked me to dance with him in the rain but how could I do that when I hadn't written about Gram? For a creative person, I was surprisingly linear when it came to journaling.

      I opened the pages of the worn leather binding, thumbing through the last few entries. One in February, questioning my calling yet noting the gallery's success and what I enjoyed about my work. A few weeks later, some lyrics from a show and a rendering of a pooling waterfall. Two days before the family meeting, unpacking an offhanded comment made at book club. Nothing of great import and perhaps why I hated to sully the pages with such heavy news.

      It was time. An unknown quantity of hours stretched before me and I had no other form of distraction. I started with a sketch of Gram, the way my mind's eye recalled her the fateful day of the family meeting. I filled in the words and phrases that continued to haunt us. As I wrote, the confusion, anger, and sadness settled in once more. This was the reason I hadn't written. I didn't want to go back to that day and relive the frenetic emotions.

      Instead of lingering, I occupied myself with a drawing of Uncle Marcus. I exaggerated his scowl and added devil horns for effect. He'd never forgive Gram for choosing me over him but, as he couldn't stay mad at his mother, I remained the scapegoat. It served to add more fuel to the fire. No matter how badly Gram wished for reconciliation, it wouldn't happen until Marcus got over himself. Which was to say, never.

      This caricature was an equalizer in my mind. Lighter in spirit, I jotted a few notes about the hospice team and the rhythms my life had taken on the past few weeks. I turned the page, my mouth upturned with thoughts of Reagan. What to say about him?

      Hard to believe we'd only known each other since mid-April. He fit into my life easily, understanding so much about who I was. There was still much for him to learn about me but then again, not even my closest friends knew everything. For all my free-spirited ways, my many years as a professional Frasier had an unfortunate side effect—I was overly aware of public perception. I didn't know if my secrets would ever see the light of day. I remained torn between laying down these burdens and spoiling the image people had of me.

      It was too early in the relationship to consider any major revelations. Perhaps in a year it would be time, if we were even still together. Certainly not now. A disquieted spirit rose up in me as I considered the story Reagan had entrusted to me. He did not talk about that period of his life often or with many, but he had chosen to tell me. Why then could I not do the same in return?

      Because your story is different. I could handle a dead girlfriend. He would not be able to handle this. I could barely handle my past humiliation and I'd lived through it.

      I had the promise of “I like you” and nothing more. If not for the distraction of Gram's health, I'd have fixated on where we were headed and whether Reagan was too good to be true. Instead, I looked forward to the times we spent together and tried not to think about an inevitable end.

      I stopped my maudlin thoughts, instead focusing on Reagan's strength and his rugged confidence. I drew his hands cupping his coffee, adding a few ever-present paint streaks. Those hands amazed me with how they could create and caress.

      The clock chimed midnight. I took the opportunity to stand up and stretch. I scrolled through the notifications on my phone, hoping I'd been too immersed in journaling for a call to register. Unfortunately, there were no missed calls.

      And then, as if it were meant to be, the phone rang. Carol would be here in twenty minutes. When the tall older white woman with short cropped hair strode into the house twenty minutes later as promised, tension eased from my body. Her very presence radiated authority. We murmured in the foyer as I brought her up to date. Carol wasted no time with pleasantries and began asking questions.

      “Do you know when she last ate? Has she been complaining about feeling dizzy, anything like that?”

      “She told me she'd come home from a luncheon but she didn’t tell me what she ate. She doesn't give a straight answer about matters she deems to be private, unless a nurse or doctor is asking. You'll have better luck than me. She's never mentioned feeling dizzy and she's actually been more active lately. She's been doing so well,” I moaned. Anxiety crawled up my skin and made a nest in my stomach.

      “She might still be doing well. Falls happen even to the best of us. I'll look her over and rule out a fracture. Then we'll talk about what steps to take next.”

      Gram woke easily enough. She stretched her arms, reminiscent of a baby bird, and blinked sleep from her eyes. She obediently answered Carol's queries. No, she'd eaten very little before arriving home. Yes, she'd felt dizzy before. No, the pain medication was not enough, she'd rate herself at an eight.

      I tried to smooth my features instead of staring at her in horror. I needed to know these things. No wonder the family thought I was an incompetent spokesperson for her. We couldn't continue this way for much longer if her safety was at risk. At the moment, though, I needed to ignore that she refused to tell me the truth. Another conversation for another time. When there weren't any witnesses.

      She acquiesced to her pants leg being rolled up so the damage could be assessed. She winced with each turn of the fabric but remained stoic. A sea of black, blue, and green greeted us. Gram had been right—these marks would not be gone before the wedding. The only question now was whether she'd bare them as a badge of courage in a skirt or cover them up with pants.

      Carol went through the range of motion exercises and while Gram had some aches and pains, Carol didn't believe a hip fracture was indicated. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Gram's eyes drooped, a combination of potent drugs and the late hour. Carol received approval from the doctor by phone to increase Gram's pain medication regimen for the next few days and promptly gave Gram the next dose. She would likely be stiff and sore for a while. The nurse also told us she'd have a cane delivered on Monday, as well as have Justin follow up.

      Tired as she was, Gram resisted the idea of the cane. But, as Carol reminded her, safety came first and as long as she wanted to live independently, she'd have to make some adjustments. I liked Carol.

      As we finished up, Carol received a phone call with instructions for her next visit. I had no idea how she had the energy to do her job. She made a few notations on scrap paper and then straightened up.

      “If anything changes before Monday morning, give us a call back. I'd keep an eye on her the next couple of days. She reminds me of myself, stubborn and not used to taking orders.”

      I laughed at this accurate description. “I can hole up here for the rest of the weekend and then make sure family checks in on her regularly. Someone's always stopping by anyway.”

      I slumped against the door for a moment after sending Carol on her way. A cane. More pain medication. Gram barely eating. I didn't know what else lay around the corner. I couldn't control any of it. My head swam and my eyes were heavy with exhaustion.

      I tucked Gram into her recliner, then threw a blanket and pillow on the couch across from her. She slept peacefully, as if today had been like any other. I coveted her bliss. Instead, I lay awake on the couch for the next few hours, sensitive to Gram's every sound and movement.
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      I cursed as I raced around Gram's house picking up my keys, phone, and the detritus I'd acquired during my suburban weekend. Gram had, of course, protested that she didn't need anyone to stay with her. I persuaded her to see this as more of a grandmother-granddaughter bonding experience and less as me babysitting her. In order for her to truly buy it, I wound up buying fancy pajamas for both of us at a local boutique and then a few other odds and ends. It turned out to be a rather fun, yet expensive, day.

      I'd planned on staying this morning to ensure Gram stayed off her feet. However, she declared she would not miss church. Furthermore, she decided I would not miss my standing brunch date with Reagan and summoned Elaine as her chauffeur instead. While she'd consented to the family knowing about her tumble, she did not want to be treated as an invalid. Our bonding time effectively ended, though not for any lack of sentiment. Gram expressed appreciation for my efforts and promised she would take better care of herself. We would see.

      After watching Gram teeter down the sidewalk to Elaine's car—heaven forbid either of us assist her— I sprang into action. If I left now, I'd have enough time to swing home and change into my own clothes. Gram and I were about the same size but we had decidedly different tastes.

      I felt scattered on the drive home, running through details and checklists repeatedly. I'd originally delegated the weekend to catching up on work. I could probably take care of a few things today, even if Sunday was a day for rest. As I strode through my apartment and made preparations, I instructed myself to calm down. Over-caffeinated and under-rested, I couldn't stunt my mind's relentless cycling.

      Reagan's profile greeted me once I stepped in to the diner, the same one we’d frequented ever since he’d shared about Katie. My frets ceased at the first glimpse of that man. Sometimes the heart needs what it needs and I would not argue with anything that could occupy my mind for a while.

      I stood on my tiptoes so I could kiss him, lingering a little longer than was restaurant-appropriate. I’d missed him. He smiled wide after I pulled back and I responded in kind.

      “You hanging in there?” he asked, searching my eyes for an honest answer.

      “I need some sleep before I can answer that.” I gave a small shrug. “I'll be fine. I can only help Gram as much as she'll let me. And apparently, she's not letting me do much today. Feisty, stubborn woman.”

      “I still want to meet this grandmother of yours,” he reminded me. “She sounds like someone I know.” He raised his eyebrows at me and I laughed.

      The idea of introducing Reagan to my family made me panic. I couldn't control the outcome or the judgments or the inevitable defensiveness. All that mattered was I liked him and life was better when he was around. Family be damned. But Gram was in a different category. I made a decision then and there.

      “Well,” I began. “There is my brother's wedding. I don't know if you're ready to meet the whole gang, but I'd love to have you with me.”

      “Are you sure you're ready for me to meet everyone?” he countered. His expression was confident, relaxed. He would follow my lead on this.

      I quickly debated the pros and cons again. He deserved to know what he was getting himself into. More than that, it would be nice to have back up for a day. Maybe everyone would leave me alone for this one occasion. That is, if he didn't run away screaming.

      I nodded firmly, warming up to the idea. “I'm ready. Gram wants to meet you and really, hers is the only opinion that matters. She doesn't impress easily though, so get ready.”

      That last part was a small lie. Gram could put on her best Southern sweet face and easily charm any visitor. Many a person let their guard down. They'd walk away convinced they'd made a favorable impression but she saw through artifice while keeping her poker face intact. Reagan would be himself, I had no doubt. Gram would love him for it.

      “Don't you worry about me. It sounds like we have a date.”

      An ebullience rose within because of this plan. A date to my younger brother's wedding. I didn't dare imagine this when Scott had announced his engagement; it was an unexpected thrill. It wasn’t that I needed a date but it would be nice to have Reagan by my side. When our food arrived, I ate with unusual gusto. Maybe things were looking up after all.

      

      “Do you want to hang out for a while or do you need to crash?” Reagan asked as we left the diner, leading me out the door toward his car. A subtle hint toward the appropriate answer and hard to resist.

      “I could be talked into hanging out,” I said, batting my eyelashes at him. “Do you mind if we swing by the gallery first? I need to pick up a few files to work on later this afternoon.” I caught his expression. “It's nothing that will take long.” He cocked his eyebrow. “Fine. One file. I don't plan on working long.”

      “This is supposed to be your day off, Liv. No work, just play.”

      “Like you never paint on the weekend or even all night?” I retorted.

      Reagan opened his mouth as if to respond before shutting it again. “Caught me. I’m the last person to lecture you about workaholism. But even I know you need to relax. I'm sure you had fun with your grandmother but that sounded more stressful than anything else.”

      His concern melted me. “I relaxed by having brunch with you but if that’s not enough, I will allow you to give me a back rub.” I arched an eyebrow back at him. “Now come on. Gallery first, back rub second, happy Olivia third.”

      He crushed me toward his chest before lifting me so my feet dangled in the air as we twirled around the parking lot. The sun fell hot on our backs. Laughter flew out of me, released and wild. He set me back on the ground and pressed his forehead to mine before giving me a slow, sweet kiss. It seemed Happy Olivia was his first priority. Mission accomplished.

      The ride to the gallery was pleasant. Reagan took my mind off of Gram, hospice, and the threat of breaking limbs. But not enough to change my mind about stopping at the gallery. I knew I'd feel more at ease approaching the week ahead if I took care of at least one of the projects on my plate.

      He pulled through the back alley and came to a stop outside the door. “Okay if I come in with you?”

      “Sure.” I hopped out of the car, pleased he wanted to spend this time with me. I didn't want to be one of those couples that couldn't stand to be apart for even an errand but today it was endearing.

      The keys jingled as I opened the door and flipped on lights. I entered the code on the security panel, then took in the jumble of boxes and odds and ends that stood between me and my office. What a mess. I rarely used the back entry. The maintenance and installation staff “organized” the storage area as best suited their needs. I made a mental note to clear out the area sometime this week. It was probably a fire hazard.

      In fact, the whole gallery could stand for some belated spring cleaning, even my office. Something rubbed in my memory.

      Reagan and I continued walking in that direction. He jokingly compared the state of the storage area to his home. I started to suggest he finally finish the rest of his unpacking when it hit me.

      My office that I'd left so hastily Friday night. Nothing put away. Nothing.

      Oh dear God. I halted and pivoted toward Reagan. “Hey, why don't you wander for a few minutes? I'll grab what I need and let you know when I'm ready to go.” I prayed he would take the suggestion and go.

      “That's fi—” he stopped, his blue eyes narrowed as he glanced at my expression. I tried to adopt the most innocent look I could muster. “Wait a minute. What are you trying to hide? You don’t want me to know how messy your office is? This I've gotta see.”

      Before I could react, he swiped the keys out of my hand and bounded toward the door. I ran after him, heart thudding. A nervous laugh tumbled out as I tried to figure out how to stop this from happening. My hands were useless as Reagan shielded the keys with his body and attempted to find the right one.

      “Reagan, please, don't. I'm not hiding anything.” I searched for a plausible excuse, anything that would keep him away from the contents of my office. “I don't want to feel rushed and, really, this is a boring errand. You can look at your competition. It's been a while since you graced the gallery with your presence.”

      Those could have been fighting words, a dig at how our relationship had begun at the gallery but now stayed separate. I didn't care how he took any of it. I wanted him to go away. Why hadn't I realized any of this before he asked to come in?

      Reagan looked at me but let it slide, still believing this would lead to something good.

      “Olivia, what's the big deal? I’ll only tease you a little bit.” His smile was wide and trusting.

      The lock clicked and the door opened. I tried to wedge myself in front of him, as if my smaller frame had a chance at holding him back. The dim lighting obscured my furrowed brow, tense shoulders, and clenched fists. He interpreted my panic as a clue he was right that something good awaited him, as if I'd hidden a present within these walls. I had to stop him. There was no alternative.

      “No, seriously, Reagan. There’s nothing here,” I pleaded with him.

      A curse escaped me as the light flipped on and there sat the easel and canvas. Exposed.

      Reagan's laugh cut short, stunned into silence. I darted glances between him and the canvas, afraid of his response. That familiar old sense of revulsion crawled over me and I shuddered at the memories. What could I say for damage control?

      “What—did you paint this?” Reagan drew nearer to the canvas without waiting for a response. He peered at brush strokes, in full artist mode. My voice left me. I nodded my head, but he had his back to me and couldn’t see. I held my breath in agony. There was no escaping his indictment. However, I couldn't admit ownership.

      Breathe, I instructed myself. This will be over soon. Just breathe. My palms were clammy as my heart raced.

      Reagan turned around and I flinched. I took a deep breath and willed myself not to freak out. Whatever he had to say, I would listen and I would not cry. He would let me down gently, I guessed. It was unfortunate that I hadn't driven myself here. I wouldn't be in this predicament, for one. For another, I'd have to walk home. Sitting next to Reagan after hearing his criticism was out of the question.

      “Olivia, this is incredible,” he exclaimed. Incredible? I lifted puzzled eyes toward him.

      He continued. “How have you not told me about this?” He started walking toward the door. “You're showing your work here, right? I want to see your finished pieces.”

      I leaped in front of him, hands planted on his chest to keep him from going any further. “Reagan, stop. You don't have to lie to me.” I preferred honest assessment to honeyed lies. At least, I thought I did. Right now my sole thought consisted of getting out of here with what remained of my dignity.

      “I wouldn't lie to you. It's still in progress but it's good, Liv. You're good.” His voice conveyed awe and respect, the opposite of what I'd expected. It couldn't be true.

      I looked at the canvas and tried to see it through his eyes. Yes, that looked like Gram and yes, that looked like me. It wasn't horrible, I conceded. But display-worthy? Hardly.

      “Please promise me you won't ever bring this up again. I do this for me; it’s a hobby. I don't show my work to people and no one else needs to know about it.” I held his arm, still bracing him from going any further, and begged him to understand what I couldn't explain.

      “No one needs to know about it? You can't be serious.” He didn't get it. The laughter in his eyes, the joy at his discovery apparent.

      “I am serious. I'm not an artist. I have my work and I have my life. Painting does not play a part anymore,” I snapped. Don't make me say the words, I screamed inside. Don't make me go back there.

      Now Reagan tensed and his expression became sober. “Except painting does play a part because I'm looking at something you created. You're always talking about how artists need to share their talent and how creativity is a gift. Are you the exception to the rule?”

      “I told you I'm not an artist, Reagan. I don't want to talk about this. Can we please go?” I tried to tug his arm now. I forced a smile on the off chance our afternoon could be salvaged.

      Reagan stood firm, a battle of emotions fanning across his face. I held my breath, waiting for his decision. If he pressed me further, we would not be able to withstand the aftermath. I was not ready to say goodbye to him.

      His shoulders relaxed and his smile reappeared. “Sure, let's go. I won't take back what I said though, Liv. You are talented. I don't understand why you won't admit that to yourself. You don't have to tell me right now but we will talk at some point.”

      I exhaled. I would let him think the conversation would occur down the line.

      “Thank you.” We headed back out the way we came, all thoughts of work abandoned. Nothing needed to change. Not yet. Not ever.

      

      Clouds greeted us the morning of Scott and Paige's wedding. I'd slept over at Mom's house the night before to appease her. She'd said she didn't want to worry about me arriving on time. As if I'd be late to my own brother's wedding.

      The old house announced Mom's stirrings shortly after five o’clock. The glow of the clock read “too early.” I determined I would stay in bed until the last possible minute. Mom's wedding planning made me itchy and I didn't want to get caught in the crossfire. Best to sleep and rest, I decided and closed my eyes.

      I couldn't escape the noise. The creak of the stairs and floorboards notified me of Mom's presence. Down in the kitchen, the clatter of breakfast preparations interrupted my slumber. A quiet lull allowed me to drift off, until another round of noise began. What the hell was she doing down there? I burrowed further into the covers on my childhood twin bed, my hopes pinned to a sheet and comforter. By six-thirty, I gave up on tossing and turning.

      I shuffled down the stairs toward Mom's movements. I grumbled internally, ready to let her bear the full brunt of my grumpiness. The mature side of me argued she hadn't woken me on purpose. Or had she? Mom looked decidedly chipper for such an inhumane hour.

      “Good, you're up,” Mom said, barely glancing from the spreadsheet before her. “I'm going over my checklist one more time. Did you look outside yet? It's too cloudy. What if it rains? We have the tent outside but—”

      “Mom,” I said firmly, cutting off her ramble. “It's going to be sunny and in the seventies. It's not going to rain. Did you get any sleep last night?”

      “I slept like a rock,” she said, and I believed her. The woman fell asleep with ease, something I wished I'd inherited. I glanced out the window and noted the aforementioned clouds but it was too soon to make a weather forecast. Some days we had to believe the Chicago meteorologists knew what they were doing.

      “You can't possibly have anything else to do before you get to Gram's house. Why on earth did you get up so early?” I mumbled against the glass.

      Mom's laughter sounded like a bark. “If you ever get married, Olivia, you'll understand how many last-minute details there are.” The dig hit its mark. I turned back around and saw Mom make a few notations on her precious papers.

      “I'm going to go get ready now,” she said and looked at me. “You should think about doing the same. I want to leave here no later than seven-thirty.”

      “The wedding isn't until two,” I moaned. Lord have mercy. I should have stayed at my place.

      “And there's still plenty to do. Your grandmother might need help,” Mom prompted. Gram had reverted to her independent ways since falling. She conceded it took a little longer to get dressed but maintained she didn't need any extra assistance. The hospice nurse agreed with her so long as Gram used the cane. No one believed she used it as much as she said she did.

      “All right, all right,” I caved, yawning as I shuffled back upstairs.

      “You'd better not get back in bed,” Mom called after me. “I want to hear that shower running.”

      

      Upon arriving at Gram's house, I made sure Mom and I stayed in separate rooms, lest I be put to work on some inane detail. Paige and I had a different aesthetic. If Mom had me working on aisle bows, the results might inspire a bridal meltdown. Instead, I cloistered myself with Gram upstairs. Scott and his groomsmen were ribbing each other a few rooms down the hall; Paige and her bridal party were on the opposite end of the house in the great room. Never the twain should meet until the altar.

      Gram opted to proudly bare her bruised leg by wearing a dress suit. It looked better than it did after the fall but the bruises needed more time to fade away completely. She didn’t seem to mind the way her home had been invaded the past week. Whether workers were installing the tent or flowers were being delivered, the house stayed abuzz with wedding plans.

      When the doorbell rang twenty minutes past noon, I shook off the last of my sleepiness and positively skipped down the stairs. Reagan and Gram were planning to spend time together before the ceremony began and he was earlier than expected. Butterflies circulated on the off-chance Gram would not approve, but I wasn't too concerned. Who wouldn't fall in love with Reagan?

      Not that I was in love with him. I didn’t think. We liked spending time together but it wasn’t serious. Definitely not “I love you” serious. Still, I couldn’t deny how happy I was to see him.

      I pulled him inside quickly and enveloped myself in his embrace. “You're finally here to save me from the madness,” I chirped.

      “You look gorgeous, Liv,” he said, holding me at a distance so he could take in my peacock blue cocktail dress. I flushed with pleasure before I curtsied and thanked him, forgetting for a moment why he was there.

      “And you look handsome yourself,” I said, recovering. Reagan wore a suit well and it was almost a shame he didn’t need to wear one more often. We didn’t take our eyes off of each other until a few bridesmaids ran through the foyer, ostensibly under the bride's order. Reagan ran his fingers through his hair and tugged the ends. I looked at him from the corner of my eyes.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked with an incredulous laugh. Mr. Confident nervous about meeting the family? I hadn't seen that coming.

      “Maybe a little,” he gave a self-deprecating smile. “After everything you've said about them, I don't know what to expect today.”

      “You'll be perfect. Don't even worry about it. Gram's been looking forward to this for weeks.” With that, I led him upstairs and made introductions. Before I could sit down, Gram banished me, saying she wanted to be alone with Reagan for a heart-to-heart. My eyes widened. Reagan nodded he'd be okay. I had no choice but to comply.

      When I checked on them an hour later, laughter rang from the room.

      “Olivia, you have managed to find a marvelous young man here,” Gram declared upon seeing me. I peered at her expression, hoping this was not the Southern charm speaking. She did seem to mean it.

      “I have, haven't I?” I replied, a glow spreading throughout my body until my smile matched. Then I remembered why I'd come back to the room. “Mom says it's time for you to get in line to be seated. She must think you walk at a snail's pace now.”

      “Very well then,” Gram replied. She braced her hands on both arms of the chair to gain leverage. Reagan jumped up from his chair to assist her, though she was fairly upright by that time. She beamed as she looked up at him. I could see her noting good manners, helps the elderly. Another unofficial test passed.

      Gram began walking toward the door, when I noticed something amiss.

      “Gram, aren't you forgetting something?” I looked pointedly at the cane she'd abandoned by her chair.

      “Honestly, Olivia, I do not require that device. Not when I have such a strapping gentleman to escort me.” I had to hand it to Gram for her effective portrayal of a damsel in distress. She might have been the strongest woman I knew but she could still play dirty.

      “I don't mind escorting you, Ella May, but it's not a bad idea to keep your cane handy,” Reagan replied. They were on first name basis already. This was a good sign.

      I flashed him a grateful smile. I didn't want to argue with Gram about the cane, or worse, tattle to Justin when he visited next week.

      “Fine, fine. Olivia, you bring the cane. Reagan, you can hold on to me.  Tell me, how do you feel about upgrading on Frasier women?” Gram gave him the look that had captivated many a man in her lifetime. Reagan chuckled as he offered her his arm. I rolled my eyes, cane in hand. We filed down the stairs and out to the backyard.

      The guests sat beneath a white tent flanked by Gram's flower garden. We three hovered by the patio. I didn't know seating etiquette. Did Gram sit when Paige's grandparents were seated or had an exception been made to conserve Gram's energy? She looked like nothing would stop her but her energy faded easily. Ever since she'd fallen, she’d needed to take an extra nap. She refused to cut down on her usual activities but it was apparent she didn't have much left to give upon returning home.

      This afternoon, none of that mattered. Another grandson was getting married. Gram would be in her full glory. If she felt pain, she would ignore it. If she was tired, she'd push herself even harder. I didn't want to nag her, but I didn't want another late-night phone call about an accident either.

      Mom came tearing toward us. She apparently hadn't received the memo about the wedding planner coordinating this day. Before she could deliver orders, I introduced her to Reagan. Her eyes widened in shock, as if she'd forgotten that she'd be meeting my boyfriend.

      Boyfriend. I nearly tripped over the word. It was the first time I'd called him that. It sounded official and serious. It had weight when I wasn't sure there should be. There had been no relationship-defining moment. I hadn't brought a guy home to the family since high school and that particular instance had not gone well. I shook away memories best left in the past. Reagan was worlds above that boy, who probably deserved my family's poor treatment that fateful day.

      ‘It’s so nice to finally meet you, Reagan,” Mom said, all smiles and sincerity. “I was starting to think Olivia was making you up.”

      Thanks, Mom. I suppressed a frustrated sigh.

      “Meeting your daughter has been the best part of moving to Chicago. She’s a wonderful woman,” Reagan said, glancing at me and holding my gaze.

      No mother could resist this praise. Mom nodded with approval and I melted. I owed Walter for putting Reagan on my path.

      As the time for the ceremony drew nearer, I stood in the back of the tent with Reagan's hand in mine. I wouldn't sit down until Gram took her place. The sun shone at last. The outline of Paige's wedding dress was visible through the windowpane. The pink bridesmaid dresses swished about as they lined up. Music began and all the months of planning were put aside as we witnessed Scott and Paige say their vows.

      With Reagan beside me, my thoughts naturally slid toward wondering if our relationship would head down the aisle. Someday far, far away, if ever. I liked him, I did. But I didn't know what he saw in me and whether the burdens I carried would eventually drive him away. I couldn't foresee a happy ending but I couldn't imagine a dissolution either. It seemed I'd never learn from my mistakes.

      Then again, there was a first time for everything. Maybe Reagan would be my consolation prize for the road I presently walked with Gram. He would help me carry on once she died. I tore my attention back to the ceremony, as the pastor mentioned those who were not with us today. Dad's name interrupted my equilibrium. Another milestone missed, but not the last.

      At least Gram was still here. Lord willing, she'd live to celebrate her birthday in August. If I were to ask for the moon, I'd beg and plead for another round of holidays and birthdays and weddings. One more of everything, if you please. I couldn't reconcile the woman sitting in the front row with her awful prognosis.

      The pastor pronounced them man and wife and Scott kissed his bride to our applause.

      Reagan and I sat at a table with some of my cousins at the reception. We talked about the White Sox, of course, and my cousins got to know Reagan, asking about his artwork and what he thought about Chicago so far. They weren’t half bad when they wanted to be.

      If I was honest, the wedding turned out to be more fun than I expected, and not only because of my date. I could mostly leave the Frasiers as a collective. As individuals, however, I liked most of them and the wedding reminded me why.

      When the music started, I didn’t even have to ask Reagan to dance.

      “Only for you,” he said, holding his hand out for me to take. I glided into his arms and we moved to a slow song. I burrowed my face into the crook of his neck as he held me tight. Maybe there was hope for something more.
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      As soon as Reagan opened the door to his apartment, I launched myself at him. He'd asked me over to look at his new couch, which I thought was a pretext for staying in and letting the chips fall where they may. If I had anything to say about it, the chips would lead us straight to the bedroom.

      Reagan caught me in his arms and I wrapped my legs around his waist as we kissed. He pressed my back against the now closed front door. Months of foreplay meant I was primed for something more and this afternoon was the perfect time. After how well he’d done with my family at the wedding and all the big and little ways he proved himself to me in the weeks since, I was more than ready to take the next step. I wasn’t in the habit of leaving work early but my life was full of extenuating circumstances lately.

      Reagan broke the kiss and then gently lowered my legs to the ground. I stared up at him, panting.

      “A guy could get used to being greeted like that,” he said with a giant smile.

      “Keep playing your cards right, mister, and you will,” I answered. “I thought we could skip the tour of the couch for now and go straight to your room.” When I was ready for something, I was really ready.

      Reagan groaned. “You are so tempting right now.” He looked torn and I waited for him to make the right decision. Surely, new furniture could wait or could be incorporated into our amorous activities.

      Unfortunately, instead of exploring each other’s bodies, we were testing the limits of my patience and fears. The pretext for inviting me over was just that—a pretext. Reagan’s new couch wasn’t the real reason he’d invited me over because he knew I wouldn’t have otherwise come. He wanted me to paint and there was no talking him out of it. No matter how annoyed I was, I had to admit his stubbornness was hot.

      The blank canvas loomed before me, anchored by a wooden easel. The vaulted ceilings and bay windows in Reagan's apartment lent an open cheeriness to the room he'd designated as his workspace. I’d spent plenty of Sunday afternoons reading a book or catching up on paperwork in this room while Reagan painted. It was disconcerting to be the one in front of an easel and I hesitated. Unsure I could do this, I glanced at Reagan.

      “Go ahead,” he urged, standing to my side. His own canvas was already streaked with red and orange. “Don't think about it. Just paint.”

      “That's easy for you to say,” I muttered. I tried to gauge the space between the easel and the door. There might still be time to escape.

      Reagan set his brush down and covered my hand with his own. I leaned into him, hoping to absorb some of his creative confidence. He dipped my brush through the acrylic colors dotting the palette and traced a line through the canvas.

      I stared at the blur of blue, green, and red. Muddled together yet beautiful just the same. I thought back to years of art classes, people huddled together in a studio. We'd paint and muse and critique and encourage. The communal blessing of our work inspired us to keep creating.

      That was then, however. I hadn't painted in front of anyone in years. This canvas paralyzed me. Not because I didn't have ideas but because I was scared of what Reagan might think. I didn't want pity or fake praise. Or worse, scathing criticism.

      “Olivia,” Reagan said, turning me around to look at him. “You can do this. Aren't you the one who tells the kids at your workshops there's no right or wrong way to paint?”

      I glared at him. “Yes, but—”

      “No buts. Do you want to tell me what your hang up is?” I shook my head no. He shrugged in response. “Then, paint.” He firmly placed the paintbrush in my hand and drew it up to the canvas.

      I didn't know why Reagan insisted that I paint with him. He hadn't listened to my protests or excuses. If I'd known this was what he had in store for me, I never would have taken a half day from work. I sighed. Would it kill me to do this? No, I knew it wouldn't. Even so, I couldn't stop my heart from hammering or my insides from twisting.

      I stalled. “Why is this so important to you?”

      “Because it’s important to you. I want you to trust me with this. I want to see the look on your face as you’re painting.”

      “I can think of another expression you’d like to see.” My voice was laced with innuendo.

      Reagan looked torn for a moment before he shook his head. “I know what you’re trying to do and it’s not going to work. I already told you we’re painting first.”

      Damned man and his self-control.

      “That’s what you think,” I grumbled.

      “Trust me, Liv. It’ll be worth the wait.” His eyes glittered with promise and I nearly swooned before turning back to the easel.

      I closed my eyes for a second, then swirled the brush across the canvas. I sensed Reagan's nod of approval and then his absence as he returned to his own work.

      Now that paint had touched down, I surveyed the empty white spaces. If I was going to do this, then I would give myself over to the process. Without limitations, inspiration came to me. I added more paint to my brush and lost myself for a while.

      The room faded away, as did Reagan. A Ray LaMontagne song played in the background. With emotions swirling inside, I painted fear and freedom through color and brushstroke alone. It had been a while since I'd delved into more free form techniques. I was surprised to find I’d missed it, though I taught this to the workshop kids quite regularly. I guess it's true we should practice what we preach.

      I finally set my brush down and took a few steps back to survey my work. It couldn't have been more different than my typical portraits but I liked it.

      Reagan no longer stood by his easel and I looked around for him.

      He got up from a chair angled behind me and walked over. Anxiety returned as I realized he'd been watching me work. I couldn't guess as to how long.

      “Do you have any idea how beautiful you look when you paint?” He wrapped his arms around me and nestled me in his embrace as we both looked at my painting.

      “N-no,” I stammered, wanting to deny it but relishing the compliment just the same. My face flushed red with heat.

      “You concentrate so fully on what you're doing and the expression on your face is pure joy,” he continued. “I don't understand why you don't paint all the time. You're talented, Olivia.” He turned me around to face him and raised my face until I looked him in the eye. “You need to believe that.”

      I wanted to believe him. I did. He didn't understand the hornet's nest stirring beneath us. I struggled for words to distract him.

      I inched up on my toes to kiss him. A kiss could say so many things.

      As we broke apart, I stepped back. “Good thing I set my brush down first, otherwise you would have been my next canvas.” This was safer ground.

      “That sounds like a challenge,” he countered with a teasing glint in his eye. The conversation wasn't over but I felt relieved to move past it for now.

      “Oh, it's a promise, my friend.” A charge flew between us. We both ran for our respective brushes, thin and reedy though they may have been. A laughable Western started to take place in the room.

      I glanced down at my clothes. My favorite 7 For All Mankind jeans had been a worthy splurge and I didn't want them ruined. I should have thought this through a little better. On the other hand, I didn't think it would take too much elbow grease to get acrylic paint off. Not that I intended to let Reagan get near enough to cause any damage. The downward glance cost me, however, as Reagan zagged a streak of blue on my bare arm.

      “That's for calling me your 'friend.' As if that's all we are. We both know you can't get enough of me,” he crowed.

      “Au contraire,” I parried, wielding my weapon and searching for a point of weakness. “It's the other way around.” I stabbed forward and landed a dot of red on his hand.

      I retreated behind an easel as he let out a cry of surprise. I giggled at the thought of two grown adults in a paint war. I could see Reagan loading his brush with more paint and then edging closer to me. I backed away from the easel, cursing myself for not putting myself between the easel and the door originally. He would literally paint me into a corner unless I thought of something quick.

      I glanced around the small room but nothing would save me from Reagan's approach. Stacks of boxes and art supplies stood between us. It looked hopeless. Unless I got him first.

      “You should choose your battles more wisely, young grasshopper,” Reagan admonished. I didn't trust his grin.

      “You are such a nerd,” I shot back, then thought better of it. After all, he had the paint. “Just not my clothes,” I pleaded. “Or my hair,” I added, as an afterthought. Let him think he had the best of me.

      I crouched amid stacks of boxes as he neared. There was just enough room to feint to Reagan's left. He was so confident of his win, he didn't think to use his body to block my escape. I struck my brush on the nape of his neck as I ran past, cheering my mark.

      “Truce,” I called, laughing, as I scampered into the kitchen to wash off.

      “Of course you want a truce now,” Reagan called, tossing his brush to the side.

      I used my free hand to remove the paint from his neck, while Reagan tended to the paint on my other arm. It wasn't the most effective job but neither of us wanted to let go. The romantic, playful vibe continued as we swatted each other with the towels used for drying each other off. Reagan started to chase me around the room in a cleaner continuation of our paint war but this time I was ready to be caught.

      I collapsed on the ground laughing and he lowered himself next to me. We lay side by side, smiling. I rolled on my side to look at him.

      “Thank you, Reagan.”

      “For letting you win? You're welcome.” He looked content laying there on the floor, one arm slung across my waist.

      “Letting me?” I sputtered. “I won fair and square.” This man. I stopped before he drew me in further to his antics. “No, thank you for making me paint. This was fun. I think it was good for me. Our little paint war was the icing on the cake.”

      “I told you that you wouldn’t regret painting first. And now I’m going to prove this was worth waiting for.”

      He smiled lazily before drawing me in for a kiss. A thrill shot through me as the kiss deepened.  I wanted to lose myself for a while, from the canvas to Reagan. The wood floor pressed into my side but I didn’t care. Hard wood floor or soft bed, none of it mattered so long as Reagan was with me.

      He made me happy. I realized this more each day.

      He drew me back to his side and kissed me again. I pressed myself more fully against him, silently urging him to take. His hands moved from the nape of my neck down to my waist until he played with the edge of my shirt, his fingers barely touching the skin there.

      “Are you sure about this, Liv?” he asked. I protested as his lips left mine.

      “Yes, Reagan. I want you. I’m ready,” I said before yanking his head back down to mine. He groaned with appreciation and my body hummed in anticipation of what was to come. His hands bracketed my ribs under my shirt and the sensation was incredible. We were in no rush and Reagan seemed determined to take his time with me.

      I lost myself in his kiss, our mouths exploring one another, and nothing was going to stop me from fully having him this afternoon.

      My phone rang from somewhere. Damn it. It registered enough for me to reluctantly break the kiss. I sat up.

      “It could be Gram. I have to get it.” Reagan agreed but didn’t let go of me completely. I finally located my phone on the kitchen table, as Reagan trailed behind.

      I swatted Reagan's hand away with a laugh as I reached for the phone. Mom's name flashed across the screen. If I didn't answer now, she'd keep calling until I did.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said, breathless.

      “Olivia,” she said sternly in a tone that brokered no room for argument.

      My back straightened in response and I scooted away from Reagan, waving him off and straightening my shirt. I sank onto the couch.

      “What’s wrong, Mom?” Was something wrong with Gram? Or with me? I couldn't imagine what I'd done this time.

      “Oh, honey. I'm so sorry to tell you this.” Her voice wavered and my heart sank. Gram.

      “Olivia, Aunt Elaine died. She had a heart attack. I'm so sorry.”

      Elaine? Impossible.

      “But...what?” I stood up, antsy. I paced the floor as the news sunk in.

      My mind raced. It didn't make sense. Pictures of Elaine arose—laughing, dancing, traveling. Living. This couldn't possibly be true. Mom had to be lying. This couldn’t be true.

      “I don't know why you're saying this,” I said with grim resolve.

      “I know you don't want to hear it or believe it. I don't want to believe it, but it's true. Elaine is dead.”

      I didn't want to hear the compassion in her voice. The room grew hot. This couldn’t be happening. Not Elaine. Not my beautiful, smart, loving aunt.

      “You're lying!” I shouted into the phone. “Why would you make up something this sick and twisted?”

      Mom began to cry. “I'm so sorry, Olivia. I'm not lying. I wouldn't do that.”

      “I don’t understand,” I pleaded with her. “She was fine. She’s not sick. She’s never sick!”

      Gram was the one who was sick. All these months we’d prepared to say goodbye to her, not anyone else. Hadn’t our family suffered enough?

      Hadn’t I suffered enough? I couldn’t say goodbye to Elaine.

      Oh God. I would have to say goodbye.

      The truth clicked into place. A scream emerged. This was not happening. I sank to the floor, spasms of horror rolling over me. My phone fell to the side. I began sobbing, fat tears rolling down.

      Elaine is dead. Elaine is dead. Elaine is dead.

      The words pounded me and I wailed and I didn't know how to make it stop.

      Reagan sat next to me and folded his arms around me, rocking me slightly. He held me but I was immune to the comfort of his embrace. I looked at the phone next to me, unsure how I'd landed on the floor. It didn't matter. I tried to speak but I was incoherent.

      Reagan murmured reassurance to me, then picked up the phone and spoke with Mom. “I've got her, Carolyn. What happened?”

      Her tinny voice replied to him through the receiver and I closed my eyes against the sorrow lapping over me anew. I couldn't catch my breath through the sobs wracking my body.

      This couldn't be happening. My mind would not wrap around a world without Elaine in it. I'd just seen her the other day. We'd laughed about something inconsequential as we stole away for a coffee break. That was supposed to be the last time I saw her?

      First Dad left us too soon and now Elaine. Elaine was going to be my silver lining after Gram died, the one person keeping me in the family fold.

      Oh, dear God. Gram.

      I grabbed the phone from Reagan and tried to respond to Mom, my voice a garbled mess.

      “Slow down and take a breath, Olivia. I can't understand you.”

      “Does Gram know yet?” Panic tinged my voice. I had to get to her.

      This new purpose calmed me, as my breathing eased and the tears lessened. I had to be strong for Gram.

      “I don't know if she knows yet. Stewart is on his way over from the hospital. I think everyone plans on meeting there, as they're able.”

      Uncle Stewart. Thoughts of my steady uncle bereft of his wife, their grown children now motherless struck me. Somehow he had the strength to leave Elaine's lifeless body and tell her mother the light of their lives was gone. All this while the news spread through the Frasier grapevine.

      I sat up straighter, easing away from Reagan. “She needs me. I have to get to her.”

      “I don't want you anywhere near a car, Olivia. You're too upset to drive out here,” Mom instructed.

      My chest heaved in agreement as my body continued to absorb the aftermath of my tears. “I'm fine, Mom,” I lied. “I'll be right over.”

      Reagan plucked the phone out of my hand. “Don't worry, Carolyn. I'll drive her over. We'll see you soon.”

      He hung up the phone and put a finger to my protesting lips.

      “Let me do this for you. I’m so sorry, Liv. She was a wonderful woman.”

      I nodded in agreement. Hearing the past tense brought the tears back, though I stayed in better control. I sniffled, sure that I needed a tissue but not caring enough to find one.

      Reagan snagged one of the errant towels from earlier and handed it to me. I blew my nose hard and mopped up my face. I must have looked awful.

      Reagan cupped my chin and looked deep into my eyes. “You're going to get through this. Whatever you need me to do, I'll do it.”

      He helped me stand up and then hugged me for a few moments. I needed to get to Gram but I couldn't leave. Arriving at her house meant facing Elaine's death. Reagan's house was a welcome cocoon from the evidence of loved ones' tear-stained faces. Everyone adored Elaine.

      I tightened my arms around Reagan, trying to slow down my breathing and regain control. The warmth of his body seeped through my now clammy hands as we stood in a window's sunspot.

      “I'm not ready,” I croaked. I couldn't explain any further.

      Reagan's hands smoothed over my back and curled through my hair, my body relaxing with each pass. “I know, Liv. But you'll never be ready,” he soothed. “This is the in-between. I know you don't want to face this, just like I know you want to be there for your grandmother. There's no rush. We'll leave whenever you decide.”

      The mournful lilt of Ray LaMontagne continued to croon from the art studio. Reagan and I began to sway back and forth, a dance of before and after. I breathed Reagan in, that heady mix of turpentine and cedar. His shirt dampened from my tears as I focused on my breaths. My body moved to and fro, a soothing metronome.

      I couldn't control anything. I'd never thought to worry about anyone else since Gram declared her news. I didn't know how much more I could take.

      Though I remained unsure about Reagan's long-term intentions, I couldn't imagine being with anyone else. He knew the pain of unexpected loss. He'd fought the haze of reality and lost but he'd also found a way to move on.

      We swayed around the dining room, slow circles, until I found my voice.

      “I'm as ready as I'll ever be.” I tried to smile but the corners refused to turn upward.

      Reagan kissed my temple and ushered me out the door. After awaited.
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      Gram's house was never quiet for long and the silence was eerie. Family members gathered in clumps, wordless for the moment. We cried in rounds, the next person cycling through heartbreak as soon as another dried their tears.

      There were no words and there was nothing we could do.

      I sat in the great room with a few cousins. Mom and Aunt Tammy stayed with Gram in her room. I'd taken one look at Gram upon arriving and called hospice. Her gray coloring and shortness of breath concerned me. Her pain medications weren't what they should be but she refused to take anything more.

      I'd hugged Gram for a few moments, surprised by her body's frailness. Even though I saw her every few days, her carefully draped clothes prevented any of us from seeing her dwindle away.

      For now, I sat and waited for Justin to arrive. I didn't know what he could do but Gram's physical comfort was the only thing I could control at this point. If a medication to dull our grief existed, the whole family would storm doctors for a prescription.

      Thinking of Gram's health led to thoughts of Elaine's health. A heart attack at fifty. She'd always been the picture of health. Active, adventurous, a hard worker. All the while, a ticking time bomb laid in her chest. How had she missed it? How had we missed it?

      Bethie, Elaine's youngest, sat to my right while our cousin Dave sat across from us. We three were the same age and had banded together as little kids. At least until I became too eccentric for their tastes. Grief leveled the playing field. I forgot how they'd given me shit and they forgot my vindictive replies.

      Reagan stood off to the side, occasionally trading a few words with Bethie's husband. He possessed the innate ability to know when I needed him near. He didn't push himself on me either. He'd learned the lessons of grief. Sometimes only family will do and sometimes they're the last people you want surrounding you. For now, my cousins needed me and I needed them.

      My uncles' voices in the kitchen carried. They spoke of calling the church and picking a day and meeting with the funeral home. How could they be talking about Elaine instead of Gram? Understanding eluded me.

      “Do you want to be in there for the discussion?” I asked Bethie, tipping my head in the kitchen's direction.

      She shook her head no and curled next to me on the couch. “I can't do it. I don't even know what she'd want.”

      I grasped her hand in reassurance, remembering how we'd skipped around as children. Bethie and Olivia, forever friends. Mom and Elaine had been so proud of us. I didn't know where it all went wrong.

      Dave piped up. “I never would have thought to ask her that. I haven’t even asked my parents about their wishes. Maybe she and your dad talked about it?” His voice trailed off, uncertain if it was the right response.

      We thought there would be more time for the serious discussions. For making amends and declarations of love. Death caught us off guard once again. Even now, the finality wouldn't sink in until after each birthday and holiday and every moment they were no longer there to share with us.

      We tiptoed now, our hearts bruised and tenuous, no one wanting to set off a fresh wave of sadness by a careless word. The delicate response from my family surprised me but maybe it shouldn’t have. I couldn't remember if my father's death garnered a similar response.

      Bethie began to answer Dave when the doorbell rang. I patted the hand I held, then excused myself.

      “That’s probably Justin, the hospice nurse.”

      I hurried through the house to greet him at the door. A rush of relief flooded through me as he stepped inside. He was here. He could help Gram.

      His arms wrapped around me in a quick hug before I could formulate a greeting. Though we talked weekly on the phone after his nursing visits, I'd seen Justin less than a handful of times since meeting him. A hug was unexpected, but not unwelcome.

      “I'm sorry to hear about your aunt, Olivia,” he said. He looked deep into my eyes as if to gauge my grief.

      “Oh.” His compassion flustered me. I couldn't acknowledge his condolences. “I'm sorry I called you at the end of your day. I'm sure this is the last place you want to be. Gram didn't look so great when I got here and I started worrying about her pain meds and her blood pressure and I didn't know what else to do.”

      He brushed off my justifications. “This is what I'm here for. Telling us was the right thing to do. Cassie will check in with you at some point this week, too. How are you holding up?”

      “I'm fine. I mean, I’m not fine. As good as can be expected? I'll feel better when I know we're not losing Gram today, too. I’ve never seen her like this.” I backed further into the house, ready to lead him to Gram's bedroom.

      Reagan came into the hall at that moment. I introduced the two men, hoping this wouldn't interrupt our forward trajectory. I tried not to pace as they made easy small talk. Reagan put his arm around me, trying to keep me still.

      “Justin? If we could just get to Gram,” I entreated.

      “Sure, sorry,” he apologized with a grin. “Nice meeting you. Reagan, right?”

      Reagan nodded and replied the same. I unearthed myself from his arm.

      “I'll come find you when I'm done,” I promised. Gram wouldn't want extra company today. She still took some pride in her appearance. Although who knew if that mattered on the day your daughter died.

      Every thought kept me crashing back to reality. I couldn't dwell on Elaine. Gram required my attention and focus and that's what she would get.

      Aunt Tammy and Mom stepped back as Justin entered the room. “Mom, we'll give you some privacy,” Mom reassured Gram. “Olivia, let me know when you're done here. I'm going to fix a little soup for her. She needs to eat.”

      I nodded my understanding, patting her arm as she left the room. Gram's appetite had been in a holding pattern lately. Slowing down some but she ate a little something at each meal. She couldn’t afford to lose any ground.

      Gram and Justin quietly talked. She brushed away a tear as he expressed his condolences. I leaned against the wall, not sure if I should wait in the hall or draw nearer to the bed.

      “You didn't need to come here today, young man. I'm sure this interrupted your day. I'll be fine. Everyone's fretting over me like usual.” Gram was not one to roll her eyes but her annoyance came through clearly.

      “Ella May, you know I don't mind coming out here. Olivia was right to call me. I’m concerned about you. Let me just take your vitals and then we can talk.”

      Justin made soothing sounds after checking her heart rate and blood pressure. I honed in on his expressions, careful to watch for any worried looks or a furrowed brow. He did a quick physical exam and made a few notations on the clipboard that traveled everywhere with him.

      “Everything looks like it's in normal range,” he pronounced, rattling off a few numbers. “Now let's talk about your pain. Can you rate it on the scale for me?”

      “Oh, it's probably a six or seven right now,” Gram said, as if this high number was of no concern.

      “Gram!” I exclaimed. A six or seven out of ten? And she hadn't said a word.

      Gram waved off my concern. “No need to worry, Olivia. I have a high pain tolerance and lying down helps; there's not as much pressure down there.”

      I averted my eyes, as if she'd bared all at the Moulin Rouge. Oh, for the day I got used to these discussions.

      “That does seem a bit high,” Justin interjected. “How was your pain over the weekend?”

      “A three or four, like usual.”

      “When did it change? That's quite a jump,” Justin stared Gram down, as if to say he expected an honest answer.

      Gram's eyes filled with tears. “After Stewart told me about Elaine. My baby girl,” she whispered. I perched on the bed and took her hand. My tears mingled with hers. We both knew pain medication wouldn't fix what ailed her.

      Justin asked a few more questions about the nature of her pain. How it felt. The duration. The location of pain in her body. Once satisfied the current regimen was managing her pain well, he insisted she take a breakthrough dose.

      “Just to get you over this hump, Ella May. If we don't stay on top of your pain, even if it's related to circumstances, it'll be harder to keep it under control. These next few days and weeks are going to take more out of you so it's even more important that you take care of yourself.”

      Justin retrieved the Oxycodone and gave Gram the pills, along with a glass of water. She took the medicine like a good patient, too exhausted to fight him on this. She may have wanted to stay aware of all that occurred in her home, but it couldn't come at her own expense.

      “I want you to eat what you can and be sure to rest.” He consulted his clipboard. “I'd like to stop by and see you tomorrow, just to check in. If your pain isn't under better control, then we'll talk about increasing your dosage or switching to another drug.”

      Fine by me.

      “Do you know if you'll be around tomorrow?” Justin asked, looking at both of us.

      Tomorrow. I had no idea what the day held. Would I go to work? Should someone stay with Gram? Decisions needed to be made about Elaine's arrangements, perhaps were being made downstairs that very moment. I looked at Gram, not knowing how to respond, before we both shrugged our shoulders.

      “That's fine,” he reassured. “I'll plan on calling you tomorrow morning, Ella May. If there's a lot of activity here and you're doing better, then I'll drop by Wednesday instead. Otherwise you can let me know what time to visit tomorrow.”

      “That would be great, Justin. Thank you for understanding,” I replied, standing up to see him out. Justin leaned over the bed to hug Gram goodbye. She expressed her appreciation for his time, then closed her eyes to rest.

      Justin spoke as we headed back downstairs.

      “Is someone planning on staying with her tonight?”

      I massaged my temples. “I think. Yes? I don't know. We haven't figured out the next few days. Would that be best for her?”

      “Given her current pain level and how stubborn she is, I'd feel better knowing someone is nearby if she needs something in the middle of the night. I don't know if she'd agree to having someone stay with her but that would be my recommendation.”

      “Then that's all I need to hear. We'll figure it out,” I told him. We had reached the door. I slid my hands into my back jeans pockets, suddenly unsure of how to proceed. “Justin, thank you for coming. I didn't know what to do.”

      He waved off my appreciation. “Thank you for calling and letting me be there for you. For all of you.” He pressed a slip of paper toward me. “This is my direct cell number. I should have given it to you before but we're not really supposed to.” He rolled his eyes and smiled. “Promise me you'll call if you need me.”

      I reassured him I would and then he turned to go. I shut the door behind him, then collapsed against it. I closed my eyes, sapped of energy.

      “Is it that bad?” I heard Reagan ask. He stood at the edge of the foyer.

      “No, he said Gram's fine. She needs to stay on top of her pain meds, but her numbers were all in the normal range. I don't think I could handle anything else going wrong. I'm exhausted.”

      I pushed myself off the door and walked over to him, sagging against him instead.

      “You don't need to worry about the gallery at least.” I lifted questioning eyes to him. “I called Suzy to tell her what was going on. She sends her love. You're under strict orders not to come near work for the next few days. She says she has it under control and to let her know what else she can do to help.”

      A small smile turned up my mouth as Reagan delivered Suzy's instructions. I could practically hear her staccato reply.

      “Work might be a good distraction,” I replied innocently. We both knew I didn't want to think about work.

      “Whatever you say, Olivia,” Reagan responded, mock patting me on the head before swooping down for a kiss.

      “Thank you for taking care of that for me. I’m not used to having someone look out for me.”  Reagan hugged me tighter and I relaxed into him. I didn’t know what I’d do without him. I wanted to stay in the hallway with him forever. At the same time, it felt wrong to stand there and feel happy in his embrace. I untangled myself, a pattern I was growing to resent.

      “I need to find Mom and let her know that Justin left.” Reagan could hold his own against my family. They were all on good behavior, too shocked by Elaine's death to resort to their usual tactics. I headed toward the kitchen.

      Mom sat at the kitchen table, staring out the window. A prepared tray of soup and crackers sat next to her, ready for delivery. I didn't want to interrupt her reverie.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said softly. She turned toward me with a half-smile and held out her arms to me. I half slid on to her lap, not wanting to crush her, but grateful for a return to my childhood. We sat for a few moments, as I tenuously balanced between her lap and my feet.

      “Justin left. He thinks she'll be fine but he's going to check on her tomorrow. She's under strict orders to keep eating and to keep on top of her pain medication.”

      Mom nodded in understanding against my head.

      “We'll be sure she does then.” Mom cleared her throat. “It sounds like the wake will be Wednesday and the funeral Thursday. Your uncles finalized a lot of details in the last few hours.”

      I absorbed the information. Eight hours irrevocably changed our lives. Elaine collapsed at work at 10:37 am. Marcus attempted CPR while they waited for the ambulance. The EMTs still attempted to revive her but she was pronounced dead upon arriving at the emergency room. Stewart got to the hospital, then waited for their three children to arrive. By one o'clock, the news began to spread to the siblings. Mom called me two hours later, moments before Gram learned that her only daughter had died.

      Here we were now. Gram tucked in bed. Arrangements made. Figuring out that Elaine would not join us as details came together.

      “I'm going to stay here tonight, if that's all right with you, Olivia.”

      I was surprised, then relieved. The idea of staying here while so many family members came and went made me twitchy.

      “That's great, Mom. You don't need my permission to do that. I'm sure Gram would appreciate it. That will help me out.”

      I sighed. “How are we going to get through this?” There wasn't an answer, but I asked the question just the same.

      Mom shifted in her chair but she didn’t say anything. It was the question she'd asked herself for the past twenty years. I stood up to release her. She gathered the tray. “I should get this up to your grandmother before her pain medicine really kicks in.” I nodded.

      She began heading out of the room. “Oh, Olivia,” she called back. “Uncle Stewart was looking for you before. I'm not sure why.”
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      I trailed behind Uncle Stewart on the path leading to their home. He'd said little on the drive, his face strewn with sadness. Ever the strong and silent type, Stewart was not one to talk about his feelings. He and Elaine made quite the team. She, full of laughter and excitement; he, providing a steady anchor.

      I liked Stewart but I didn't know him that well. Funny how Elaine's absence forced me to realize this. Would he continue to be a part of the family the way Mom had? I didn't know. His gentle giant presence might have avoided the limelight at our gatherings but I couldn't fathom losing one more person.

      Why did we lose the ones we loved instead of the ones we tolerated? I silently offered up Marcus if God needed a new target, but I took the thought back just as quickly. No need to tempt fate.

      The rattle of keys in the doorway centered me. I couldn't remember the last time I'd visited Elaine in her home. Further still, it had been years since I'd visited without Elaine there at all. As children, my cousins and I played together occasionally as we waited for our parents to return home from the bank. Those days were long gone.

      A trickle of fear ran through me as I crossed the threshold. The house had always been warm and inviting. What would it be without Elaine? The setting sun greeted us through the windows, the newspaper sections graced the table of a well-worn home. It did not feel her absence yet.

      Uncle Stewart cleared his throat. “It's in her study.” He gestured for me to follow him.

      He hadn't explained what he wanted to show me or why it needed to be now. I didn't ask too many questions. I welcomed the chance to get out of Gram's house for a little while. My car remained stranded in Wrigleyville. Reagan had offered to drive me over but I sensed this, whatever it was, should stay private. The drive over lent few clues as to what Stewart needed to show, instead of tell, me.

      Stewart opened the study door and took a few steps inside. Though Elaine ordinarily took pride in her organization skills, the study remained free of structure. Piled high with books and papers, the office testified to her travel souvenirs and photos, as well as her secret taste for the color red. This room made me question Elaine's decision to stay in the family business and her motivation for encouraging me to do the same.

      My eyes traveled the walls until they stopped in one spot and my breath stole away.

      I looked at Stewart and willed myself not to cry. My lips trembled. “She kept that?”

      The canvas hung unframed between two windows. My piece from junior year of college, for the spring Art Fair. It took first place and paved the way for my European misadventure. Elaine insisted on buying it from me but I never knew what she'd done with it.

      I hadn't wanted to know.

      I'd used an old picture of Bethie, Ben, and Laura as inspiration. They'd smiled directly at the camera, a brief break from playing in the raked leaves. My first attempt painting children, I'd wanted a challenge. I'd manipulated a candid moment in paint until I captured their personalities at play. Instead of looking out at us per the picture, Ben held up a leaf for inspection, while Bethie looked in wonder as she threw leaves up in the air and Laura tried not to get dirty. The result looked more like a black and white photo than a painting. I hadn’t used much color in those days.

      Back then, everyone believed art was the little hobby I'd soon outgrow. The unspoken rule mandated all Frasiers work at the bank or, if not there, in finance or business. Definitely not anything art-related. I'd told them finance classes were going well, when really I'd dropped them before the first semester of college began. I'd decided to live my life instead of fight their battles.

      But Elaine had wanted the painting. I'd chalked it up to nostalgia at the time. I proudly took her money. The idea of the starving artist was such a romantic notion then, even though my college tuition and board costs were covered.

      “She loved that painting. I don't know how many times I'd stop by here and catch her staring at it and smiling.”

      She'd never mentioned that to me. Or had I simply been unwilling to hear it?

      “She loves your kids,” I offered. I didn't know how to take this in.

      “Yes,” Stewart concurred. “She loved you, too. Do you know why she bought this?” I shook my head no, baffled by the contents of this room. “She told me someday you'd be a famous artist and she wanted to be able to say she'd bought your first piece before anyone else believed in you.”

      A tear slid down my cheek before I could stop it. Elaine thought I would be a famous artist. She believed in me and I had failed her.

      Stewart awkwardly patted me on the shoulder before pulling me in for a hug.

      “She never told you that?” I shook my head no against his chest. “She was so proud of you, Olivia. She didn't always understand your choices but she admired how you forged your own path. She said that's how you lived out your Frasier blood, by doing a new thing.”

      A new thing. The gallery. She didn't know about the paintings in the closet or the reason I sometimes lost sleep from anxiety.

      Now she'd never know. I gasped as the tears came faster. She believed in me but I hadn't believed in her enough to be honest. Nausea swirled.

      Stewart continued to talk, pointing out various items in the room and what Elaine said about them. We settled into two stuffed red chairs and allowed ourselves to be. He talked more in that room than I'd heard him speak in the previous year. It could have been the comfort of his home or perhaps the Frasier way forced us all to play the same diminutive roles. I soaked up these Elaine anecdotes just the same.

      “I'd like you to have it,” Stewart finally said. He unhooked the canvas from its resting spot and handed it to me.

      I looked at the work I'd created. I didn't know if I wanted it but I couldn't imagine leaving it here either.

      “Are you sure? It sounds like this is a good memory for you, too.”

      Stewart shook his head. “Elaine would want you to have it. In fact, I'm surprised she didn't give it to you herself.”

      Elaine in the present tense. We didn't mention the past tense coming our way. At some point, no one would want to mention her at all for fear of others' reactions.

      “Thank you, Uncle Stewart,” I managed.

      He smiled briefly. “It’s the right thing to do. I can't control anything right now but I can do the things my wife would want me to do.” He slapped his hands on his legs. “Let's get you back to the house. I'm sure we're missing out on a take-out feast of some kind.”

      The veil fell back over his vulnerable admissions. We'd return to the house and pretend like the stories never happened. But I'd seen through Stewart. He chose when and to whom he wanted to speak. I felt grateful I'd made the cut at least for tonight.

      The canvas lay bulky in my lap as we returned to Beech Street. Worry surged. I didn't know where to hide my art from prying eyes. The odds of getting it inside the house and stowed in a random room undetected were not in my favor.

      The five minute drive didn't buy me enough time to figure it out.

      “I'll meet you inside,” I called to my uncle. I set the canvas on the hood of his car. “Thanks again for everything.”

      My appreciation was minuscule compared to what he'd given me. It was infinitesimal compared to all we had lost today.

      He waved back and trudged inside. I scanned the windows but didn't see anyone looking out. I texted Reagan and asked him to meet me outside.

      A few minutes later, Reagan appeared at the door. He jogged over.

      “Everything go all right?” He braced my arms in his hands as he looked first into my eyes for reassurance and then tipped his head in question at the covered canvas beside me.

      “Better than that. I think.” I sighed. “I feel too much right now to explain any of it. I painted this years ago and Elaine kept it all this time. I had no idea. And then Stewart and I talked, and you've probably picked up that he's not a big talker, but he shared some special things that Elaine told him about me. All I want is for her to be here so I can tell her I love her and appreciate her.” I was babbling. Inside, I wish I could tell her the truth resounded. But I'd never have that chance.

      Would the canvas remind me of the secrets locked away?

      Reagan listened and didn't argue when I asked him to put the canvas in his car, sight unseen. The reprieve might not last longer than tonight but I'd take it.

      I held onto Reagan. Soon I would have to speak the words out loud but not today. I wanted to trust but I didn't want anyone to view me differently. I knew they would.

      You don't change your entire life for nothing, after all.
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      A vacuum enveloped and protected me. I didn't notice the gleam of the mahogany or the pattern of the grain. Pendleton Funeral Home buzzed with life. Person after person moving through and around. Shaking hands, nodding, comforting. It had been a relief to make it to the visitation but now memories and exhaustion consumed me.

      I couldn't help but think of Dad as we prepared to bury Aunt Elaine. Another Frasier who died too young.

      I remember pecking Dad on the cheek as I flew out the door that morning, almost late to catch the bus. Nothing unusual about that. I had been a freshman in high school, just starting to feel as though high school might work out. Looking back, I longed for the days when my biggest worry was whether I’d have a date for Homecoming.

      The day Dad died split my life into before and after for the first time. I pictured Elaine sitting in the school office. My beautiful aunt with tears in her eyes, hating her role in telling me such a thing. She never said how she'd felt about being the messenger that day. Once she told me about the accident, I didn't question where Mom was or ask how Elaine felt. I was fourteen, after all. Consumed with myself and utterly unprepared to lose my father.

      Twenty years have passed since that day. I stared at the coffin before me without noticing. This would not be our last funeral. Gram's future demise stretched before me.

      We could not plan the when or how. Waiting for another tragedy was unreasonable in my eyes. I wanted to go back and change the trajectory for both Gram and Elaine. Did focusing on Gram mean we had lost sight of Elaine?

      The hardness of the folding chair crept into my thighs and kept me tethered to the present. Once again, I appeared calm and collected to the loved ones gathered in Elaine's memory. Inside, I was helpless and flailing.

      What came next? A desire to make things right overwhelmed me. Though I knew it wouldn't bring her back, I continued to comb my memory for anything we could have done to prevent this. There had to be something we could point to, some missed sign, someone to blame.

      Tears of frustration surfaced but I blinked them back. I'd reached the point where crying no longer helped. I picked at the skirt of my dress, tempting myself into becoming lost and distracted by the print. Anything to avoid crying.

      Visitors continued to pour into the funeral home. I should check on those in the receiving line or at least mingle with the people extending condolences. Instead, I lingered in my seat among the rows of chairs. Her coffin remained in my line of sight, though blurred by those paying their respects.

      That awful moment looking at her still and waxy form made me shiver. It was Elaine and yet not her at all. I wanted to believe she was sleeping; we all wanted to believe it. No matter how hard the funeral home had tried to arrange her body in her image, that lifeless person was not my beloved aunt.

      I didn't want to say goodbye but I was ready for them to close the coffin.

      The faint hint of turpentine preceded Reagan. I looked up as he appeared by my side. His hand rested solid on my shoulder. He didn't say anything, for which I was grateful. I didn't want to reassure one more person I was fine. I didn't want to make small talk. I didn't want to suppress my true feelings as another idiot remarked, “God needed one more angel in heaven.”

      I took a deep breath, then grasped his hand and squeezed. He squeezed back, the Morse code for the bereaved.

      Hours passed before Elaine and Stewart's pastor summoned the remaining crowd for a brief time of prayer and remembrance. A glimpse into tomorrow's funeral service. We all filed into the rows of chairs. Immediate family stayed mostly up front, with cousins spread throughout the other rows.

      I hesitated about my place, whether to sit with Mom but I saw my brothers and their wives tethered to her. I tried to catch her eye but her head turned resolutely toward the front. She didn’t seek me out. She didn't need me. Reagan noticed my hesitation and drew me to the chairs closest to us.

      I wanted this night to be over.

      

      It had been years since I last set foot inside Geneva Baptist Church. The pews looked the same, as did the stained-glass windows. A few people milled around at the front, likely taking care of last-minute details. Without anyone to propel me forward, I hung back.

      To others, this church was a place of comfort and refuge. They didn't notice the judgment radiating from parishioners until it was too late. I learned that lesson young.

      Elaine had pestered me about a return visit to my childhood church. She insisted it was different once a new pastor took over several years ago. I always brushed off her attempts.

      Well, Elaine, you won. I came back.

      The sun streamed in through the open doors. Though early July, the morning was still relatively cool, a temporary state. I stood behind the last pew. I didn't know how or what to feel in that moment. The service would start in thirty minutes. Stewart had requested the family arrive early so we could be seated together but the open doors beckoned me to go back outside.

      I half-turned toward my escape as Uncle Marcus walked in. My mouth pursed in sour reflex. There was my sign to go find a seat. My eyes dropped down. I pretended as if my intention had always been to walk around the pew and up the aisle. I didn't care whether he bought my act, only that he left me alone.

      The family may have survived these last few days of togetherness but certain tensions lingered.

      “Olivia,” Marcus greeted me. I nodded and kept going.

      “Olivia,” he called after me. I stifled a groan and pivoted toward him. I cocked my head and waited for him to talk.

      Marcus cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable. If he wasn’t going to say anything, why hadn't he let me keep going?

      “I wanted to be sure you'd sit with the family this morning.” My brow wrinkled in confusion. Like I’d sit anywhere else. “Your mother was hurt that you didn't sit by her during the prayer service last night.”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I muttered under my breath.

      She was what? She hadn't so much as saved me a seat and seemed perfectly content to be surrounded by her sons and daughters-in-law. Old resentments filled me. This was not the time or the place, but they festered just the same.

      “If my mom has any concerns,” I responded evenly, “she can speak with me directly. She doesn't need to use you to do her dirty work anymore.” I would not let him have the upper hand.

      He began to sputter about respecting one's elders. All done in a low tone so no one at the front or currently walking past us would guess anything was wrong. His sanctimonious face bobbed and weaved. He might have physically resembled Dad but they couldn't have been more opposite.

      My ire grew until I bit my tongue. I wanted to tell him to go to hell, to let out all the anger I’d suppressed for years. Screw the consequences. Screw the family reputation.

      I quickly squeezed my eyes shut and reminded myself that I stood in a church. And he was my uncle. And it would not do well to hit him on the morning of Aunt Elaine's funeral.

      I cut him off mid-sentence. “You seem to forget how very much a part of this family I am. Elaine was like a mother to me and I would not do anything to let her down, not even argue with you this morning. If you'll excuse me, I'm going to take my seat and remember why we're here in the first place.”

      I spun around, breathing hard. My hands curled into fists. I wanted to scream or punch something, just to get it out of my system. More friends and family piled into the sanctuary by the moment, however. I schooled my face into something more serene. I smiled and nodded my way down the center aisle. I looked anywhere but at the closed coffin at the front.

      Ben and Bethie stood to the side with the pastor, while their spouses tended to the kids traipsing about. Children weren’t allowed to run around the sanctuary when I was their age, unless we wanted to face the wrath of Pastor Wilbur. Elaine must have loved seeing the freedom of their personalities in such a place.

      I looked for signs of Gram amongst the other gathered. Dan and Mimi were in charge of her arrival this morning. She hadn't allowed anyone else to stay over since the day after Elaine's death. Her pain was in better control, though she looked pale to me. No one argued with her, however. If she felt safe by herself, we had to abide by her wishes.

      Hugs and murmurs of hello distributed, I slid into a pew on the left, a few rows from the front. I smoothed out the skirt of my jade dress. Not everyone would approve. An unusual color for a funeral but Elaine's memory begged for pizazz and brightness. When I'd lived in New York, I'd had difficulty adopting the all-black uniform. Once back in Chicago, black was relegated to one clothing item, if at all. Even on the saddest days, my eclectic clothes prevented me from sinking into a funk.

      I craned my head toward the door, checking for Gram again. She'd sit with Stewart and his family but I wanted to see her for myself. An undefined restlessness plagued me. I'd attended other funerals since Dad died but his stood out the most, for obvious reasons. Dad and Elaine had been close, just as I'd been close to them both. Memories of Dad haunted me this morning.

      I dreaded listening to the pastor's eulogy. Would anyone be able to do Elaine's life justice? Especially here, this church that elicited such warring emotions in me. If I could make it through the next couple of hours, I'd be fine. I could escape to my home. I dreamed of comfy pajamas, mac and cheese, and a glass of red. Then I could let myself fall apart for a while.

      While I’d cried here and there, I mostly felt numb. The magnitude of this loss had not sunk in. My mind could not comprehend that the wrong person died, and that Gram's death still lay ahead for us. I went through the motions; my interactions had a hazy, removed quality to them. Gram's well-being stayed in the back of my mind at all times. I half-feared she would collapse in church this morning and that would be it. Even though Justin had visited again and reassured me her vitals were normal, everything felt like it was slipping through my fingers. I could not control Elaine's death or Gram's illness or Marcus' self-righteous nature. I could not even control my own life.

      Reagan slid into the pew next to me and gave me a quick peck, interrupting my reverie. My hand reached for his of its own accord. I could scarcely believe Reagan hadn't been a part of my life for longer than a few months. Most men would have run once they witnessed my family turmoil and I would not have blamed them. So far Reagan had stayed. My spine relaxed now that he was by my side. It had been years since anyone had had that type of an effect on me.

      Voices grew louder at the back of the church. I turned and saw Gram had arrived. I started to stand up but saw she had a crowd of hands and arms offering their assistance. She waved them off and slowly walked to the front of the church, her cane echoing with each step. She looked calm and dignified, though she kept sunglasses on. Gram exemplified what a Frasier woman should be like—capable, in charge, commanding. No matter the circumstance, the public and private worlds did not collide. Gram might have driven a motorcycle up the courthouse steps but she would never invite the community into the rawness of her grief. If anyone said I was a complicated woman, I simply pointed to Gram.

      While I understood the dichotomy of Gram's behavior, I'd stopped caring about such concerns long ago. I didn't care what people thought of my green dress or whether my tears were off-putting. The old-school ways held no appeal.

      Once Gram settled into the first pew, the rest of the family crawled out of the woodwork. My brothers and their wives, along with Mom, pushed Reagan and I further down the row instead of stepping over us. I no longer had a central view of the coffin but I did not mind.

      Mom's profile was barely visible from my end of the pew. Had she purposely put my brothers between us? Uncle Marcus' words rang in my ear and my hands balled up into fists again. She would never bring up the hurt herself. I resigned myself to sniping comments for the next twenty years.

      This morning yawned giant and slow. Everywhere I looked I found someone or something that wore me out. The coffin. The church. Mom. The rest of the usual suspects.

      Reagan talked baseball with Ian, occasionally bringing me into the conversation. I enjoyed seeing how knowledgeable Reagan, the non-baseball fan, had become about the White Sox. My right foot tapped staccato. I chimed in from time to time as I scanned the sanctuary.

      I caught sight of Kristy and Zanne toward the back of the church. My body turned fully toward them, my hand finding its way to cover my heart. While several friends and employees attended last night's wake, I hadn't expected anyone to come to the funeral. A lump filled my throat. Love for them overwhelmed me. They noticed I'd seen them and waved. I waved back and mouthed thank you.

      I nudged Reagan and pointed in the direction of my friends. They all waved at one another.

      “Your friends love you, Liv,” he murmured in my ear.

      Something settled within, though my foot wouldn't stop tapping. My back-up was here. I didn't know why I'd need back-up, but I felt equipped to make it through this service.

      The pastor stepped in front of Elaine's coffin and welcomed everyone to the funeral. A stillness hung over the room, equal parts joy and sadness. She would want a celebration of her life, we knew this. But it would not be easy or fair to set aside our grief to honor her wishes.

      The pastor led us through a prayer. A reminder of God's faithfulness during difficult times, his sovereignty even though we didn't understand our circumstances. He asked for God's peace and comfort over Stewart, Ben, Laura, Bethie, and their family. Tears welled with each name. They needed Elaine. We all did, but needing her would not bring her back.

      I didn't know how to look for God or if I even wanted to. It didn't seem like he particularly cared for my family anymore. Aside from what certain members believed, we didn't deserve special treatment. However, a break from tragedy would have been appreciated.

      The piano began pounding away, a hymn I didn't recognize. I hoped we could escape singing “On Eagles Wings.” There were few songs I hated more. Elaine hadn't liked it either.

      A cousin read one of the Psalms and then Laura's eight-year old daughter read Elaine's favorite verse in Philippians.

      Finally, the pastor spoke. I quieted my distrusting, cynical spirit. If Elaine thought highly of him, he would do her life justice. And he did. He expounded on the ideas presented in his prayer and gave examples of how Elaine lived out her faith, as well as her determination to live fully, thanks to her bucket list.

      A few of the stories had the congregation reeling in laughter. The relief was palpable and carried us to the end of the service.

      Elaine had had the foresight to tell Stewart she wanted to be cremated. There would be no parade of cars to the graveyard. No huddles of people as the coffin lowered into the ground. I accepted her choice, though part of me missed that last piece of closure.

      Afterward, most people walked across Third Avenue to convene for lunch at The Owl Tree. We filled the back room, eating chicken Kiev and raising toasts. Laughter outweighed the tears. My friends were unable to stay for the luncheon but I didn't mind more mingling with family. I'd have a break after this. For now, I wanted to be with the people who knew and loved Elaine best.

      I floated through the meal and then took my leave. I reassured everyone I'd be fine on my own. Reagan offered to come over.

      “I appreciate the offer, I do, but I think I need to be alone for a little while. It's been nothing but nonstop activity these last few days. I want to sit in my PJs and not think for a while.”

      “PJs, eh?” Reagan asked, with a rakish grin.

      A zing shot through me as I remembered where our afternoon had been headed only a few days before. God, I wished we could pick up where we’d left off but it wouldn’t have been fair to Reagan. My mind was all over the place.

      “Don't get any ideas,” I laughed, as I reached for him. “Give me that line tomorrow though and I’m sure you’ll like my answer. Until then, I need a night in by myself. I’ll be fine, I promise.”

      This was true at first. I put on my pajamas and poured the wine. I started to catch up on Real Housewives but my attention soon strayed and the endless cycle of anxiety began.

      Six hours and eleven minutes after we’d left each other, I called him in tears.

      “I know I said I wanted to be alone, but I lied.”

      Before I could say another word, Reagan replied, “I'm on my way.”
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      Tears streamed down my face as I opened the door. I'd tried to stop crying since hanging up the phone.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” Reagan said and took me into his arms. I heaved and sighed, struggling to get the past few hours of damage out of my mind.

      “What happened?” His voice reverberated through his chest.

      I opened my mouth but nothing came out. Words and images swirled. I felt my failure in every bone of my body. The attempts to numb myself had not ended well. I surrendered to the strength of his arms around me and cried until I couldn't.

      When Reagan ascertained he could release me from his embrace, he glanced into the kitchen. The empty wine bottle sat on the kitchen counter.

      “Did you drink all that tonight?” he asked. I ignored the worry in his eyes.

      “No, no, no,” I laughed. My head buzzed but I wasn’t drunk. At least, not much. Maybe a wee bit. Emotional hysteria mellowed to calm acceptance. “Two glasses.” Two very full glasses. Or maybe it was three? Had I started another bottle? I peered at the bottle and blinked. The wine went down so easily.

      He looked at me skeptically. “Two glasses, huh? Did you eat anything tonight?” He opened the refrigerator door. It was endearing to see him act so familiar with my home.

      I gestured toward the refrigerator’s contents. “I haven’t had time to go grocery shopping in a while. The luncheon ended late so I wasn’t hungry when I got home.” I shrugged, as if there wasn’t a connection between a light lunch and scads of wine.

      “You barely ate lunch,” he noted and busied himself with eggs and half a pepper. He was going to cook for me. I barely suppressed a giggle, as I carefully settled into one of the bar stools behind the counter. I propped my chin on my hands and watched him work.

      “I did so,” I retorted. “You’re just used to seeing me eat more. That was a healthy portion.”

      He rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. “Fine. It will make me feel better if you eat something.”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied with a jaunty salute, slightly swaying. I felt better having him around. My eyes were dry and I almost forgot what had led to my tremulous phone call in the first place. Reagan did not have the same alcohol-induced amnesia.

      “How are you feeling right now?” He turned from the sauté pan sizzling on the stove to look at me. His eyes told me he wouldn’t accept anything other than an honest answer.

      My gaze dropped. The phone call seemed like a good idea at the time, like all ideas after a few glasses of wine. The stripes on my pajama bottoms were more appealing than the ensuing heart-to-heart.

      My mouth screwed into a grimace. An honest answer required delving into the past. I could not stay in this in-between place. Reagan might view me differently but he deserved the truth. He’d trusted me with his hurt and pain. The longer I held out, the more undeserving of his affection I felt. While I wished I could say all this to Elaine, she wasn’t here and he was. The conflict stirred a pit in my stomach, sloshing around with the wine.

      I couldn’t live this way anymore. I couldn’t control the outcome but the promise of possibility tantalized me. Liquid courage prompted me to speak or forever hold my peace.

      “I’m a fraud,” I croaked. I couldn’t look at him so I played with the handle of the steaming mug of tea that had mysteriously appeared in front me.

      Reagan plated the omelet and placed it before me. His silence bid me continue.

      I took a bite of the omelet on auto-pilot and acknowledged its goodness before continuing.

      “I’ve never told anyone this before. I hoped I would never have to. I thought I could come back from France and lock that part of my life away.” A hollow laugh escaped. “I was so stupid. So, so stupid.”

      “About what?” Reagan settled into the bar stool across from me. Kind, patient, trustworthy Reagan. If only he were too good to be true, this would be easier. Tears welled up but I forced them back. He deserved to know how a careless decision had shaped the last thirteen years of my life.

      “About everything. I don’t even know where to start.” I combed through my memory. The pieces I’d purposely forgotten in order to live my life. I wasn’t that person anymore and would never make the same choices given a chance to do it over again but that twenty-one-year old girl was irrevocably a part of me.

      “Junior year at New York University, I entered a painting in the spring Art Fair.” I took another bite of omelet, then held up my index finger as I walked into the living room. I grabbed the canvas, still covered by a sheet, and carried it back into the kitchen. “This painting.”

      I removed its shroud, then propped it against a counter. The images of my cousins as children stared back at us. I didn’t give him a chance to respond.

      “It won first place. Because of that, I was eligible to go on a trip to France that summer. Placing at the show, in addition to the portfolio I'd put together paved the way for me. There were only a few spots available for a month-long painting intensive study abroad.” I remembered how excited I’d been when Professor Benoit told me the good news. At the time, it had been a dream come true.

      “Who wouldn't want to go to Europe for part of the summer? I couldn’t wait to paint under the tutelage of artists I admired, especially to have a chance at debuting one of my paintings at the exhibit that closed out our time in Paris. I was a long shot but, then again, I’d placed at NYU and was just confident enough to believe I could do it. There were about thirty of us all together, several from NYU and the rest from other colleges. We’d paint like crazy all day, then stay up all night talking and drinking in smoky cafes. That was the life.”

      My plate emptied of food, I pushed it away from me and hugged my knees up to my chest on the bar stool. I needed to be comfortable for this next part.

      “I don’t understand how it happened. I was riding high on Paris and all its charms, of course. It felt like this was the life I was meant to lead. Painting, living with artists, Paris. I couldn’t imagine returning to the States and what I considered a mundane existence there. Other than Gram, no one in the family believed I’d walk away from the bank. They thought art was a cute little hobby of mine, and I’d never pushed the issue. Spending time in Paris simply affirmed my dreams. I had to paint.”

      Reagan’s eyes were full of questions but he didn’t interrupt me.

      I exhaled. “Before I knew this trip was a possibility, I’d had a crush on my professor. All the girls did, even a few of the guys. Arturo Benoit. The name alone screamed mystery and excitement. And then when you met him, you were drawn into his world where artists were respected, creativity demanded, and senses needed to be explored. I took three or four of his classes before we left for Paris. We had a pretty good relationship, a little flirty but always aboveboard. I didn’t think anything of it. He was my professor, I was his student. Never the twain shall meet, you know? Plus, he was at least twenty years older than me. Crossing the line between crush and relationship never occurred to me.”

      Reagan’s muscles tensed and his brow furrowed. Understanding of where the story led washed over him. My stomach knotted. I only wished I had known then. I wondered how differently my life would look if I had.

      “See? You don’t even know everything yet, but you know it’s not good. How could I have been so stupid?” I spat out. Self-loathing overtook me. All the good of therapy undone by a simple admission. I hadn’t even told him the worst part.

      “I have a guess about what happened but that doesn't mean I'm right. Whatever you did or whatever happened to you isn’t going to change how I feel about you. You’re an artist and I want to know about whatever caused you to stop living like one.”

      I nodded, taking his words in and hoping they would stay true. I pressed on with the story.

      “Arturo took a special interest in me on the trip. He’d given good, challenging critiques when I’d taken his classes, but this was different. I felt like he’d chosen me, like I was somebody special. No one had made me feel like that before, not even old boyfriends. He didn’t view me as a student, but a peer, someone who was on equal ground with him. It made me wonder if my little crush wasn't so little after all. That was my first mistake.”

      “Sometimes we’d go off on our own at night. His mother was French and his father Italian, making him the perfect tour guide. I had the European experience I’d dreamed of. And even though I wondered what he saw in me, I didn’t question his attention or his intentions. My second mistake.”

      “Aside from all that, I did some of my best work there. I try to remember the good moments because no matter what else happened, Paris was magical for me. The instructors challenged and inspired me. Benoit told me I was a front-runner for the gala exhibit. With only senior year between me and graduation, winning the exhibit space would have launched my career, or at least been a stepping stone. I pictured myself in a studio apartment in Paris. I wanted nothing more. When you want something that badly, you don’t see things as clearly as you should.”

      “About three weeks in, Benoit asked if I would model for him. We used nude models in our classes but I’d never thought about posing before. He flattered me, called me his muse. He didn’t say so but I got the impression that if I wanted my painting at the exhibit, I should go along with the idea. But that’s not why I said yes. I liked the idea of this man wanting to see all of me. It made me feel powerful. Plus, it was supposed to be for his private collection, not anything he’d show at a gallery.” My face grew hot with shame. I shifted in my chair, avoiding Reagan’s eyes. Looking at him would be my undoing and I needed to rid myself of this secret.

      “He tracked down an empty studio and brought me over there. Nothing but a couch and an easel in the whole place. I was nervous.” A different kind of nervous compared to how I felt now, unearthing dirt from my soul. I forced myself to look up and confess. “I took my clothes off and sat on the couch, like it was no big deal. I let him stand close and arrange me the way he wanted. I let him caress me. How many times had I painted a nude body for class? It was different being that nude body but I still did not think anything of it.”

      My skin crawled at the memory. I had been so trusting and naïve.

      “For three afternoons, whenever class was over, I posed for him. He wouldn’t let me see his work until he finished. Each night we’d eat dinner together afterward. The first night, he kissed me after he walked me home to the hostel. I enjoyed kissing him. It felt like a turning point; I thought he really cared about me. My daydreaming took off over what could be. I wouldn’t be able to take his classes anymore but that didn’t compare to the possibility of dating this supposedly magnificent man.” I shuddered in revulsion, remembering what came next.

      “The exhibit was a Friday night; Saturday we’d fly back to the States for the rest of the summer. Thursday afternoon, I posed for Arturo for the last time. They hadn't announced whose painting would be shown at the exhibit yet. I hoped he was going to tell me it would be my work on the wall. He didn't mention my painting at all, focusing on his instead. I didn’t know what approach he’d taken to the painting. He tended toward modernism but the final product was more true to life. You could tell it was me, though it wasn’t a direct profile. Seeing my body on canvas was like looking into a mirror.”

      I took a deep breath. I didn't want to relive what happened but it was too late to stop.

      “That’s when everything changed. Arturo suggested we make use of the couch, as an ‘homage to the beauty created here.’ It took me a few seconds to realize that he meant we should sleep together. It wasn’t the location I’d imagined for our first time but the fact that Arturo wanted to sleep with me? It was everything I’d hoped for. I thought it meant we would have an actual relationship. But then he spelled it out for me. If I slept with him, my painting would appear at the exhibit. I was crushed. I would have slept with him willingly, but to know I was just a stupid student to him, someone to manipulate…I couldn’t do it. I give him this much credit though. It took him a while to understand I wasn’t going to do it, but he didn’t force himself on me.”

      “That asshole!”

      I cut Reagan off. “I have to believe not all of it was a lie. If I don’t, it takes me down a bad road. I wasn’t completely innocent; I could have made other decisions.”

      “That doesn't excuse him,” he shot back. “He was your professor and he took advantage of you. I hope you pressed charges.”

      I smiled wanly. “I suppose that's what should have happened. That's not even the worst part. He didn't understand why I wouldn't sleep with him but, like I said, he didn't force himself on me. Things did get ugly though. His true colors came out.”

      Benoit's reaction had transformed into someone I didn't recognize when he realized he would not be getting his way that night. Cruelty imbued his features as hateful words embedded into me. The confusion of those moments left me without armor to defend myself. I felt armor-less now as the memory came crashing back. I would never be the same again.

      “What did he do?” Reagan, ever my would-be protector, warily asked.

      “He told me the only reason he had approved my spot on the trip was because he thought I'd sleep with him. That I'd been coming on to him that whole semester, begging for it.” All these years later, I wondered if it was true. Had I been sending out those signals unaware?

      “He screamed I had no talent and that I'd never make it as an artist. He said the whole cohort laughed at me behind my back because of how clearly I didn’t belong with them. Then he screamed at me for blowing my one opportunity. If we’d had sex, my painting would have been chosen for the exhibit and I was ruining my chance at having a career.”

      Clothed only in a robe since the session had ended, I had felt all the more vulnerable to his attack. I’d wanted to get away, wanted to wash the night off of me.

      “He changed his tactic one more time, trying to sweet talk me into it but by then I was too upset. I'd gone from high to low in just a few hours. The idea I didn't deserve to be there in the first place...” I trailed off, the devastation still too fresh.

      “Somehow I made it back to the hostel. It was late when I returned and I just crawled into bed. I couldn't talk to anyone; I was positive they'd been making fun of me the whole time, that they knew I didn't belong there, just like Benoit said. I couldn't see past his judgement of me. The next day, I avoided him. Another professor announced the exhibit space winner. Which, of course, was not me.”

      “I made it through the last day and went through the motions at the exhibit. My friends asked me what was wrong but I couldn't say anything. Later, when I overheard a few classmates joking that Veronique's painting won the spot because she'd slept with Benoit, I was pretty sure it wasn't a joke. Had he gone to her after I refused him or had they already slept together? I have no idea. It still makes me sick to think about him and what could have happened.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. That was that. I could see Reagan wanted to respond but I continued on.

      “It was one thing to avoid Benoit for a day in Paris and another to avoid him as an art major.” I shuddered. “God, he was so awful. There was no way I could be around him when classes started. I didn't want the reminder of what had almost happened and I couldn't shake the fear that he was right about me. With few supporters in my life, I lived and breathed by my professors’ opinions of my work. Benoit shattered me that night. My family didn't want me to go into art anyway. Choosing another route and failing at it was not an option. Senior year loomed and all I knew for sure was that neither the bank or painting were options.”

      “Luckily, I'd taken a ton of art history classes, not as an official double major but out of sheer appreciation. On the flight home, I figured out that if I doubled up work for one semester, I could change majors and still graduate on time. As an art history major, I could spend time in the world I loved.”

      “Once home, I glossed over my time in Paris if anyone asked. The next week I told my family I wasn’t going to work in the bank and I was so numb their reactions went over my head. I didn’t care about much of anything then, but I got through it. I didn't know where art history would take me and I definitely didn't think I'd end up owning my own gallery one day. But here I am.”

      My body sank with relief into the hard back of the bar stool. Now he knew.

      “Come on,” Reagan prompted, standing up and extending his hand to me.

      I raised questioning eyes as I offered my hand.

      “This conversation calls for more comfortable seats.”

      I hopped off the bar stool, then paused to recover my balance before I plodded behind him. A bleary haze muffled my every move. I was probably going to have a wicked hangover in the morning despite Reagan’s efforts.

      We settled on to the living room couch, facing each other. I tucked my feet under me. The air conditioning must have been set a shade too high because I started to shiver. Or maybe it was the after-effect of a secret released.

      Sitting there in the comfort of my home with a good man across from me, an awkwardness settled into my spirit. What must he think of me? I couldn't explain why my foolishness led to so many hang-ups or why I'd kept everyone in the dark. Yes, Benoit had taken advantage of me but he hadn’t raped me. This wasn’t the worst thing that could have happened that night, but I couldn’t shake off the shame and betrayal. Benoit’s actions were not my fault, yet I continued to live as though they were.

      Reagan cleared his throat. I looked at him and waited for his indictment.

      “Do you know where that professor is now?” He cracked his knuckles. A fierce protector in action. If only he'd been around back then, my story might have turned out differently.

      “I assume he's somewhere in New York. A few years after I graduated, I heard he resigned because of a scandal. He pulled the same stunt with some other girl but she didn't keep quiet like me. I don't know if it was the exact same circumstances. Of course, that made me feel guilty I hadn't said something sooner.”

      “It wasn't your fault, Olivia,” he insisted, his eyes boring into mine, willing me to understand.

      “I know that now. He was a dirty old man who took advantage of me. My skin crawls thinking about it; I couldn't think clearly then. I didn't want anyone to know I'd been so stupid and that there was a nude painting of me floating around somewhere in Europe. I wanted to put it all behind me and move on with my life.”

      “You think the painting is out there?” Reagan asked with a steely glint in his eyes.

      The dreaded painting, an eternal reminder of my mistake. “I made a half-hearted attempt to find it when I first got back from France. For all I know, Benoit rolled it up and brought it back with him. I hate that he ruined an experience that made me feel so empowered at first. In any case, I learned my lesson. Don't let professors charm you into posing for them.”

      “I hate that asshole for doing this to you,” Reagan said, his voice low and harsh. “I understand why you couldn't be around him but I don't get why you dropped art as your major. He said those things because he was pissed you wouldn't sleep with him. Didn't you realize how talented you are?”

      “Reagan, when you're that young, what people say about your work matters more than it should. You might believe in what you’ve created and say you don't care what anyone says, but at the end of the day, you crave praise. There were other professors and classmates who encouraged my talent but sitting there in Paris, I forgot it all. I felt so used, and then I was terrified he was right about me.”

      I tried to remember my thought process back then. Frasiers didn't fail. Those words rang through my mind as I'd struggled to make a decision about what came next.

      “Frasiers don’t fail. You’ve spent enough time around my family to understand some of what I faced back then. I had to figure out what I could do that would give me some measure of success. I'd given up on pleasing them, but I didn't want to be the black mark on the family name either. Becoming a curator wasn't an outlandish idea and it certainly appealed more to them than the starving artist idea. I couldn't admit why I changed paths, so I pretended I'd always intended on art history. They were used to me making last-minute decisions or doing things to annoy them anyway. It wasn't a hard sell.”

      “You couldn't have told your grandmother or Elaine at least?”

      Tears burned to the surface. “You don't know how much I wish I had. Back then, I thought the truth would cost me my only allies. Elaine didn't understand my career decisions but she loved me nonetheless. Finding out her niece posed naked for someone? She wouldn't have respected me if she'd known.”

      “I don't know about that. They all love you, Liv. Even the ones you think don't.”

      “Maybe. But I didn’t feel like putting that theory to the test.”

      Reagan nodded, sensing that I could not be pushed further. “Then, tell me this. When did you start painting again?”

      I glanced out the window across the room before looking back at Reagan and confessing.

      “I never stopped. Not painting was never an option. I decided I would do it for myself and never show anyone. Until you happened upon that canvas, no one had seen my work since I got home from Paris.”

      Reagan looked confused. I took pity on him.

      “I can't make sense of it any more than you can. This has been my life the last decade or so. I work at the gallery, I help other artists, I occasionally teach kids how to paint. And then I deal with my family issues on the side. I'm good at what I do but I feel more alive when I paint. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to see my work on the wall.”

      “Then why not do something about it?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Until recently, I thought this was how life would be. In the past year, I started to feel trapped by my decisions. Gram sensed that about me and that's why she chose me to be her decision maker. She thought the time away from the gallery would help me figure out what I want from life.”

      “What do you want from life?”

      I choked out a laugh. “As if it's that easy,” I said, exasperated.

      “Then why did you show me the painting from your aunt's house?”

      I looked down at my lap. Why indeed? “I don’t know.”

      “It's inside of you, Olivia. You can't turn that off. That's why you've kept at it all these years, because you know you have a gift and because you can't not do it. And that's why you feel miserable, because you refuse to admit it.”

      “It's not that simple, Reagan,” I shot back. “It doesn't matter if anyone knows or not. Gram doesn't need to know what happened, and it's too late to tell Elaine. I let her down. She believed in me all these years and I threw that belief away. Do you know why she bought that painting? She told Stewart she wanted to have a piece of my art before everyone knew my name. So what's the point now? I might as well let everyone think what they want about me. It’s better not to get my hopes up for more.”

      “You're not making any sense.”

      “Of course I’m not making sense! I’m drunk!” I returned, throwing my arms out for emphasis. Damn wine had really loosened my tongue but I didn’t want to take it out on him. “This is just how things are, Reagan.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair before rubbing his eyes. “It doesn’t have to be that way. It’s not about what your family thinks or why your life turned out this way. It's about what you were meant to do. You don't want to tell Gram because you know what she'd say.”

      “Of course I know what she'd say. She'd tell me to start selling my own stuff or at least let friends see my work.” My voice raised. I didn't like where this conversation was headed.

      “And that terrifies you,” he pointed out.

      I didn't say anything in response. He knew it did.

      “You don't think I was scared when I quit the bank and headed off to Ireland? You don't think I faced everyone's doubts and concerns about the mess I was going to make with my life?” I saw his point, but we had entirely different situations.

      “Olivia, one of these days you're going to wake up and realize which battles are yours to fight. I can’t tell you what to do. Maybe you're supposed to run the gallery as well as paint. Maybe you're supposed to do something else entirely. Keeping part of your life hidden away from everyone has not done you any favors.”

      “I know,” I said in a small voice. I did know. I would live with the guilt of not telling Elaine for the rest of my life. I didn't feel ready to tell Gram, but I didn't want to live with that guilt either. The possibilities paralyzed me.

      “I'm not trying to pick a fight with you. You've had a rough enough week. I care about you and I want the best for you.”

      “I know,” I replied. “Be patient with me?”

      Reagan reached out for me and I slid across the couch until I lay in his arms.

      “You got it,” he said and kissed the crown of my head. I tipped my chin up toward him, inviting him to kiss my lips. A quick peck turned into another and then another. I turned my body slightly, adjusting our angle.

      Kissing drove away the hurts and fears. My frustrations went by the wayside. Nothing else mattered but the man beneath me. My body turned liquid as I responded to Reagan's ministrations. I wanted to go back to where we’d left things before my life turned upside down.

      Between his touch and the red wine flowing through me, I was flying high. I didn't want the kiss to end. I wanted to finish what we started.

      I nestled closer to him and rolled my hips into his. We fit together perfectly, his hard to my soft. Each juncture of our bodies lit a fire inside and all I could think was that I needed more of him. I wanted to stop thinking for a while. I wanted to replace the ugly memories with anything else.

      Reagan left a trail of kisses down my neck and lingered on my collarbone before continuing further down.

      “Don’t stop,” I whispered. I whipped my tank top off so only my bra stood in his way. “I just want to forget everything for a while.”

      Reagan jolted forward and I almost tumbled off the couch as he stood up and walked to the other side of the room. I couldn't wipe the confusion and longing off my face.

      “We can't do this, Olivia. Not right now. We got carried away,” he said, taking a deep breath. He scraped a hand through his hair and tugged in frustration.

      “Don’t tell me what I want. I’m a grown woman, Reagan. You make me feel better and I don't want to be alone tonight,” I said, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice. He paced between the wall and the coffee table. He'd already made up his mind to reject me, I could tell. This night had gone downhill fast. “Don’t you want me?”

      He scowled and gestured at the bulge in his jeans. “You know I do.” He was right. But there had to be a reason.

      “I don’t understand what the problem is. We both want each other. It’s not like we hadn’t planned on having sex!” I balled my hands up into fists at my side. Couldn’t one goddamn thing go my way? I wanted to forget about this day and have sex with my boyfriend. Any other guy would have been thrilled. I grabbed my tank top from the where it had landed on the coffee table and put it back on.

      “You’re right and you have no idea how much I want to stay. But it’s been an emotional few days, you just reminded me you’re drunk a few minutes ago, and on top of that, you unloaded a secret you’ve been carrying for more than a decade. You’re saying yes now but I don’t know if you’ll regret it in the morning. I’m not going to take that chance. I don’t want to be like your asshole professor and take advantage of you.”

      I huffed an astonished laugh. “You couldn’t be more different from Benoit. You’re not taking advantage of me. I know it took me awhile to be ready but I want this, Reagan. Trust me.”

      “I’m not sure if you want me or if you want to escape your memories. I don’t want you to have any regrets. This means something to me. I—” His expression froze and he cut himself off.

      The silence hung between us and I wondered what he’d wanted to say.

      “You?” I prompted him.

      He waited a beat before saying, “I really care about you. We can wait at least one more night. That’s what you wanted this afternoon.”

      I disagreed with a frustrated groan and my body protested as well. “I didn't know what I was saying this afternoon.”

      Maybe Reagan was right. Post-crying sex didn’t work out so well in When Harry Met Sally, at least not at first. I couldn't blame him. Meg Ryan looked pretty even when she was crying, unlike me. I was not a pretty crier. And I was maybe possibly still buzzed from all the wine I’d drank earlier. In any case, there was no hope of changing Reagan’s mind. I reluctantly agreed with him.

      “Freaking gentleman,” I muttered, and he chuckled.

      He strode back over to the couch and pulled me up next to him. “It's late. I should get going. I’ll call you in the morning.”

      I pouted. The heart wants what it wants. As does the body. I begrudgingly agreed to talk in the morning. A chaste hug and kiss later, Reagan left.

      I locked the door behind him, then leaned against it. What to do with all this pent-up energy? For the first time in a while, I regretted not having any art supplies at my place. I glanced at the clock. It was close to midnight but I wasn’t tired.

      I changed into jeans and grabbed my purse. If the art supplies wouldn't come to me, I'd go to the art supplies. Even if I had to walk to there.
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      I rubbed grit from my eyes, bleary and hungover after only a few hours of sleep. Suzy had ordered me not to come near the gallery this week, ironic since she was my assistant. Even if her responsibilities had increased the last few months, Madison belonged to me and I could not keep away from its doors any longer. Those stolen hours with a new canvas last night had settled me. Being the sole person in the dark gallery made me want to touch my finger to the pulse of what I'd created. I needed to spend time with Suzy, Ricardo, and the rest of my team. I needed a distraction from grief and regret.

      No text from Reagan awaited me when I woke up. I worried over last night’s disclosure. I picked at my words and fragmented memories like a scab. I thought of how I could have rephrased things, or said nothing at all. I glanced at my phone to see if Reagan had called; he still hadn't. Maybe he’d forgotten to set a reminder.  Fear slithered through me all the same. A voice taunted that Reagan would walk away from me now that he knew my secret. Clearly, I needed something to occupy my mind.

      When I walked into the chaos that Madison Gallery thrived on, my staff froze as if I were an apparition. It was going to be harder than I thought. I waved and kept going. I didn't want to answer questions about the funeral or listen to heartfelt words. I wanted to lose myself in work. While I had a good work ethic, I'd never felt less like myself than working when I should have been grieving and trying to find order where I'd once thrived on freedom. I craved margin.

      I'd barely flipped the light on in my office before Suzy barged in. I gauged her expression, unsure if she was there to hug or lecture me. I decided not to give her the chance to do either.

      “I know you told me not to come in but I needed to do something normal today. This past week has been draining. Today I need to be with my people and my work. I'm not going to stay all day, just enough to remember who I am again,” I said.

      Suzy's eyes flashed. She had a hard time not speaking her mind. For once, she simply gathered me in her arms for a quick hug, murmured she was here if I needed anything, then stepped back and began rattling off the phone calls I'd missed, including some sort of pipe issue in the bathroom, paperwork the accountant needed, and an ordeal with an artist who claimed he hadn't been paid properly.

      That was all it took. I threw myself into the day and pretended as if Elaine was at the bank and Arturo Benoit was the name of a cheap French wine. I ignored my phone when I heard it trill. Since Reagan hadn't called earlier when I needed reassurance about last night, I couldn't muster the energy to talk to him now. Never mind that I could have called or texted him myself. I was ashamed to face him in the light of day.

      Knee-deep in invoices, the knock on the door barely registered.

      “Just a second,” I muttered, my finger trailing the column of figures before giving up. I looked up and froze. Damn it. There stood Reagan bearing two cups from Corrupt Coffee.

      “You didn't answer your phone so I got you Irish Breakfast tea and a Caramel Mocha. I'll drink whichever one you don't want.” He raised the cups in my direction.

      “You don't even like tea,” I said, for lack of a better response. I stood up from the desk and walked over to Reagan. I should have kissed him hello but I had no idea why he was here. Instead, I zeroed in on the reinforcement he carried. My hand hovered between both cups as I contemplated the amount of caffeine I required. I opted for the tea.

      “I banked on the fact that I probably wouldn't have to drink it.” Reagan sat in the chair in front of my desk while I returned to my own. He looked like he hadn't slept much last night. “I stopped at your place first and when you weren’t there, I figured I’d find you here. Are you avoiding me?”

      Words escaped me as I struggled to respond.

      “No.” I sounded out the word but it ended like a question. I tried again, gesturing at my desk. “I haven't been here all week. I've been distracted.”

      “You were going to take the whole week off,” he stated, not accusing or angry. That had been the original plan.

      I looked around the office and then squeezed my eyes shut for a moment. I didn't want to have this conversation. Why couldn't he simply let me cope the way I wanted?

      “You're right. I was going to,” I conceded, while I figured out how to explain myself without giving too much away. “But the thought of waiting until Monday was too overwhelming. I wanted to get a jump start on things and be around my staff for a while.” That was a safe answer.

      “And maybe ignore everything that happened last night?”

      I stared hard at him. That conversation wasn’t happening here. “Are you not working today? Remember, you owe me a full slate of pieces by the end of August.” The moment we'd decided to date, Suzy took over as Reagan's primary contact concerning the exhibit. While he showed me his work from time to time, we'd agreed to keep his work separate from our relationship. I didn't mind using this to my advantage at the moment.

      Reagan smiled wryly. “I haven't forgotten. Speaking of which, I had an—”

      The office phone rang before he could continue. Saved by the bell. I gestured to it. “I have to get this. I won't bore you with the details but I've been untangling a nightmare of a situation and hopefully this is one of the people I've been waiting to hear from.” I answered the phone and then put the caller on hold.

      With the receiver cradled against my chest, I thanked him for the beverage and visit. “We'll talk soon, I promise.”

      “Tonight?” he asked. If he hadn't brought me tea and if he didn't look so cute, I'd have kicked him out of my office then and there.

      Since I'd been out of commission all week, I'd made very few plans. My heart warred with my mind. I wanted to spend time with Reagan but I didn’t want to be rejected again, nor did I want to discuss the status of our relationship, or my dreams. I also recognized the wisdom in staying home and starting to process my jumble of feelings. If I gave in to this need for distraction and busyness, I'd set myself up for repressed grief and panic attacks.

      The weight of the phone reminded me to make a split decision. I couldn't leave the caller on hold indefinitely. I let out an exasperated sigh.

      “Not tonight. I need to sleep and do whatever I need to do. Without the influence of red wine,” I reassured. “I don't have the energy to do anything else. And right now, I need to take this call.”

      Reagan nodded. “You’re going to have to deal with me sooner or later, Liv. I’ll give you tonight.” Then he walked out of the office, closing the door behind him.

      I groaned in frustration.

      “I heard that,” Reagan called from behind the closed door and chuckled. I barely resisted the urge to throw something in his general direction.

      I didn't have time to analyze his mood or mine. He was sweet to have stopped by with my favorite tea, I knew. Self-protecting quills shot up around my heart. I couldn't afford more rejection. Surely, I could avoid him for a while longer.

      

      A knock sounded on the doorframe the next morning. My gaze yanked away from the window as Reagan appeared. Relief flooded my body before tension replaced it.

      “Suzy told me you came back in,” he said. Traitor. Suzy and I needed to talk about the inherent sacred confidentiality of my whereabouts. His eyes bore into mine and I looked away. I’d come into work because my apartment reminded me of him. It was too quiet, too full of memories. There was no better solution than to come back into work.

      But I hadn’t accomplished anything and that frustration filled my voice as I finally responded.

      “Yep.”

      “Olivia,” he said, his voice strong and commanding. My eyes turned back to him of their own accord. “We need to talk. And then we need to not talk,” he added with a gleam in his eye.

      A lick of heat shot through me. I narrowed my eyes at him. Was he saying what I thought he was saying? Did I want him to be saying that?

      He walked around the desk and took my hand in his. “Come on, let’s go.”

      “Reagan. You can’t just—” I protested but my voice came out weak and unsure. I gestured to my desk with my free hand. “I’m at work.”

      “On a day when you’re not supposed to be here. I gave you yesterday. We need to deal with the fact that you’re my girlfriend and you’re avoiding me.” A hurt expression crossed his face and remorse washed over me. In trying to protect myself, I’d swept his feelings, whatever they may be, aside.

      “Come on,” he said, and tugged me to my feet. He pulled my body flush with his and it felt right. No matter what happened with us, being in his arms felt right. One of his hands palmed the nape of my neck, while the other rubbed soothing circles on my lower back. I shut my eyes and burrowed against his chest for a moment. If there was any hope for us, we had to talk about what happened.

      He pressed a kiss onto the top of my head. “Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?” Not that the whereabouts mattered. Once I accepted our need to talk, I was putty in his hands.

      “My place.”

      My eyebrows shot up in surprise. My apartment was closer, but I never minded spending time at his loft. I grabbed my purse and let Reagan escort me through the gallery and to his SUV parked out front.

      He reversed from the space and then made a U-turn on Madison. My gaze toggled between him and the road, unsure if Reagan meant for our conversation to start now or wait until we got to his apartment.

      As we approached a red light, Reagan took my hand where it rested in my lap. His thumb brushed back and forth, as if he couldn’t help but soothe me any way possible. The weight of his hand in mine comforted me. He glanced at me. “Where do you want to start?”

      What a question. My stomach roiled with nerves.

      “I’m not avoiding you.” He pinned me with his gaze and arched an eyebrow before looking back at the intersection. I amended my words. “I’m not not avoiding you?”

      God, I was making a mess of this. My insecurities scurried for a foothold and threatened to drown me out. I took a deep breath and tried again.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for throwing myself at you the other night. I’m sorry for not wanting to deal with it and for ignoring your calls and for being irritated with you and for not enjoying your surprise visits at work and—”

      “Whoa, slow down, Liv.” Reagan squeezed my hand in reassurance. “You didn’t throw yourself at me.”

      I huffed out an unamused laugh. “Pretty sure I did.”

      “A woman throwing herself at a man implies she’s trying to give something he doesn’t necessarily want. And I want you, Olivia. So goddamn much.”

      I wanted to believe this was true. The haze of grief and the lack of sleep clouded my judgment. The right words eluded me so I went straight to the heart of my rejection.

      “How many men turn down the opportunity to finally have sex with their girlfriend?” My voice came out quieter than intended, hushed by my hurt feelings.

      Reagan’s eyes whipped toward mine before wrenching back toward the road, but I couldn’t read his expression.

      “Maybe talking about this while I’m driving wasn’t the best idea,” Reagan muttered. He let go of my hand and raked his hand through his hair. I looked out the window as we passed the familiar restaurants and businesses lining the streets leading us toward the ramp for the highway. His hand grasped mine again a moment later and I looked back at him.

      “All I want to do right now is pull you across the seat and show you exactly how much I want you,” Reagan said, as if he’d never paused. As if his words weren’t designed to set me on fire. My heart raced and my body anticipated what it would be like if he pulled the car over and settled me into his strong arms.

      My eyes widened at the heat in his expression before he looked back at the road.

      “But if we weren’t going to rush things the other night, I’m not going to rush things now.” He said with finality. I almost whimpered with regret and he must have sensed this based on the smile ghosting his lips.

      “I should have called you first thing yesterday morning instead of painting,” he said. “I meant to set a reminder on my phone but I got distracted and lost track of time. By the time I realized what had happened and called you, you didn’t pick up. That’s on me and I’m sorry. That’s what threw you off, isn’t it?”

      He knew me so well and I didn’t know what to make of it. The Chicago skyline loomed ahead and it wouldn’t be long before we shot up the Kennedy. Reagan and I were going to have sex this afternoon, come hell or high water. I wanted us to have a clean slate beforehand and that required my honesty. I summoned my courage.

      “You said we’d talk in the morning and when I didn’t hear from you, I might have assumed the worse.” He snorted. “And I might have felt embarrassed and I might have been worried that you didn’t want me as much as I wanted you.” He opened his mouth to interrupt. “No, let me get this out. I was a drunk emotional wreck, but I wasn’t so drunk that I would have regretted sleeping with you. You were patient enough to let me set the pace for our relationship but then you didn’t trust me enough to know my own limits, especially when we’d already decided it was time.”

      Reagan waited a beat. “Can I talk now?”

      I gave my assent.

      “I do trust you to know your limits. It about killed me to leave the other night but when you said you wanted to forget everything for a while, I didn’t know what you really wanted. Was it the alcohol talking or you? I didn’t want you to regret it and more than that, I want you to remember every moment of our first time together. I didn’t want to risk taking advantage of you. Especially when you’d just told me about what happened in Paris.”

      “I can understand why you said no. I can even appreciate that now. But that night, you were just one more person telling me I wasn’t enough.”

      “Oh, Liv.” Sympathy filled his voice. “That wasn’t my intent at all. Since we met, there isn’t a day that’s gone by that I haven’t felt lucky to know you. You are one of the most incredible women I’ve ever known.”

      His words reverberated through me as he exited the highway and waited to turn onto Armitage. I wanted to trust him. I wanted to believe he was different from the men who’d let me down, one after another.

      “You really mean that? I feel like I’ve done nothing but complicate your life.”

      Reagan took advantage of the red light and framed my face his hands.

      “You, Olivia Frasier, are amazing. You are an accomplished businesswoman, talented artist, and the way you take care of your grandmother puts everyone else to shame. The way you take care of anyone important to you puts everyone else to shame. Your passion for the people and things you love is such a turn on. If anything, I should be asking what you see in me.” His mouth quirked up at the corners. He didn’t need any such reminders.

      His words of praise were almost too much. I blinked back tears and glanced at the light. “It’s green.”

      Reagan let go of my face and put the car in gear.

      “Just don’t shut me out, Liv. That’s all I’m asking. If you need time or space, fine. But don’t avoid me. If I’ve hurt your feelings, I need to know so I can make it right. I’m still figuring out how to balance work and a relationship but you’re worth it. I’m not going anywhere. I want you and I want this.” He gestured between us before reclaiming my hand.

      “I want this, too. You’re more than I ever hoped for,” I said. I questioned my sanity for ever avoiding him in the first place. I could be such an idiot when it came to relationships. “I really am sorry. I’m going to do better, I promise. No more shutting you out.”

      “So we’re good?” Reagan asked.

      I smiled at him. “We’re good.”

      “And we’ve established we both want each other.” Reagan’s answering smile turned wolfish.

      I laughed. “I wonder what we should do about that,” I murmured, tapping my temple as if searching for an idea. The energy shifted between us.

      The stoplights were on our side as we hit a string of green lights. Reagan made quick work of zipping through Wrigleyville before parking in his building’s garage. I waited in giddy anticipation as he came around and opened my door. Reagan’s lips were on mine as soon as I got out, pressing me against the SUV.

      “Much better,” he said. My knees weakened and I held onto him as we made our way to his apartment.

      Once we arrived at his door, he asked me to wait outside. My eyebrows lifted in question but I agreed. I shuffled my feet and turned in a slow circle, too much pent-up energy to stay still.

      I turned back around once Reagan opened the door. His stormy blue eyes hypnotized me. I launched forward, forgetting about anything other than my need to be close to him. I stood on my tiptoes to kiss him but before it could turn deeper, he broke the kiss.

      He pulled me inside. The door shut behind me and I gasped as I took in Reagan’s living room. It was strewn with white twinkle lights hanging from the ceiling and another set led from the front door and down the hall. Soft music played from the stereo, Ray LaMontagne again.

      I turned to him. “When did you do all this?”

      “After I left your office yesterday.” He smiled at my reaction.

      It had to have taken him hours. No matter what he said, I didn’t deserve him.

      “My way of making things up to you for the other night. Did it work?” His eyes danced.

      I put one hand in the center of his chest and pushed him in the direction of his room.

      “You are about to get so lucky, you don’t even know.” I looked up at him with heat and promise as his head lowered toward mine. He kissed me and pleasure coursed through my body. This was finally happening. We crashed into the wall as we headed down the hallway, unwilling to break apart for even a second. Until we made it to Reagan’s bedroom. His hands grasped my shoulders and turned me around so I faced the room, my back to his front.

      The twinkle lights on the hardwood floor lit the room, as did the glow of candles on his dresser.

      “This is what you deserve,” Reagan said in my ear before nipping it. “I’m going to make mistakes but I swear I’ll always make it up to you. You are everything to me.”

      “You’re everything to me, too,” I said, overwhelmed by my feelings. I turned around and took his hand, drawing him toward the bed.

      It was worth the wait.
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      Elaine left a void we could not fill. There were obvious holes, such as finding a replacement at the bank and missing her at family functions. We also learned the many ways she'd held us together, whether serving as a liaison or organizing the next get together.

      Though Elaine and I hadn't talked every day, I ached knowing she was no longer a phone call away. I couldn't drop in to see her whenever I liked. She wouldn't surprise me at work with lunch. My mind refused to accept these changes. I'd call her cell phone to hear her voice prompting callers to leave a message. Living in Oak Park afforded me the chance to believe her death was all in my head.

      This healthy bit of denial powered me through long days at the gallery and frequent trips to Geneva to check on Gram. Each visit I left her house worried by what I saw. Her trademark strength and sass seemed to have left with Elaine's death. Her appetite dwindled again and she'd canceled most of her plans. The summer humidity kept us at the mercy of air conditioning, and she added this excuse to her arsenal for why she didn't need to leave the house. Prudence wouldn't let Gram become a true hermit, but even her best friend couldn’t coax her to do much beyond an occasional breakfast, where Gram barely ate.

      “I don't have it in me to grieve another child,” Gram had whispered to me the other day. Speaking firmly and resolutely had been added to her “too much energy” list. She slipped into a shell of her former self and this frightened me more than the cancer growing inside her. I held her hand and massaged her back, hoping my strength would transfer to her, but these efforts did little to help. Even the hospice team braved concerned glances in my direction.

      Justin talked her into allowing the nurse's aide to visit once a week to help her shower but she remained adamant that she didn't need anyone to stay overnight with her. She complained about needing to go to the bathroom more frequently but refused to let Justin order a bedside commode. After a close call in the middle of the night, she did agree to the purchase of a plastic cover for her mattress. Just in case, she said. She wouldn't address her body's betrayal any further.

      The days passed and while she didn't get worse, she didn't regain the ground she'd lost either.  Gram, who'd weathered many other losses and difficulties, seemed to have met her match. She was giving up, but I couldn't give up on her.

      She needed something to look forward to, I reasoned. We all did. The somber air adhered to our days did no one any good. Elaine would have been disappointed by our attachment to the mourning rags we bore. However, grief was grief and Elaine would not have denied us that.

      Elaine had been in charge of plans for Gram's upcoming eighty-fourth birthday. Gram liked being the center of attention but hadn't been overly invested in this particular birthday. It would likely be her last and ideas were tossed around on how to celebrate her properly. Elaine's penchant for detail made her the perfect party planner. A venue had been chosen and the date set. We knew to show up and she'd take care of the rest.

      With Elaine gone, the party plans lay abandoned. No one wanted to page through Elaine's party binder and figure out what still needed to be done. Gram talked about not being in a party mood, the first time those words had ever been uttered from her mouth. While party details weren't my strong suit, Gram could not turn eighty-four without fanfare. Some day we would regret it.

      One day after work, I knocked on Stewart and Elaine's door and made the exchange. I whipped up a batch of margaritas while Uncle Stewart brought me up to date on Elaine's plans. I had a week to tie up loose ends and make it come together. Before I left, he bequeathed me with the party binder, the very one used for all manner of events the past fifteen or so years. I did not intend to take the party planning mantle for good, I assured him. We would fete Gram and then a new organizer could be anointed.

      Of course, the best laid plans of art gallery owners did not happen as intended. There was debate about whether the party should be a surprise or not, as some felt Gram would refuse to attend if she knew it was going on as planned, while others thought knowing would do her good. In the end, someone leaked it to her. She called me, furious. I didn't know whether to be happy to see life sparked back into her or irritated she was taking it out on me.

      We would celebrate Gram's birthday whether she liked it or not.

      

      I led Gram through La Trattoria Ristorante, waiting with each step as she plunked her cane down ahead of her and dragged the rest of her body forward. Every few feet, she'd grumble, which I chose to ignore. Rain or shine, La Trattoria had witnessed family occasions for decades. Tonight, they'd reserved the enclosed patio for our guests. The summer heat didn't matter with the air conditioning piped in. The patio was our preferred room, what with the view of the night sky and lush garden. Edison lights beckoned us toward the patio.

      By the time we walked through the door, Gram's spirits had risen. I pecked her on the cheek and released her to greet the friends and family gathered there. Her birthday fell on a Wednesday this year, but no one let that get in the way of attending. I sidled along the edge of the patio to avoid the throng until I landed next to Reagan.

      “It looks good, right?” I asked him. For some reason, my normal go-with-the-flow demeanor eluded me tonight. Elaine had wrapped up most of the details for the party, and I didn't want to mar her legacy. I wanted Gram to feel loved and cherished and for the family to tell me “job well done.” Knots of tension ran through me.

      Reagan put his arm around me and hugged me close. “It looks great, Liv. She's going to love it,” he said into my ear. The vibration of his lips sent a thrill through me but it wasn’t enough to distract me from my nerves. I glanced over at Gram. The crowd had cleared a path so she could sit in the place of honor. Her eyes crinkled with glee as compliments rained upon her. It's possible her loved ones went into overkill at the sight of Gram dressed up and out on the town. Our hopes were foisted on the frailest details these days.

      My cousin Lexi came over to talk. We chatted for a few minutes before she mentioned the concern that compelled her to cross the room. “Did she lose more weight?” she asked, her head tipped in Gram's direction. I swallowed hard and nodded yes. Her diminished frame served to further highlight the fluid that steadily accumulated in her belly. Ascites, Justin called it. We'd barely noticed her swelling stomach when she first told us her diagnosis but it could no longer be ignored. Gram referred to it as her frenemy.

      “She hardly eats, no matter what we tempt her with. The hospice nurse said this is normal, between her grief and the cancer.” I tried to remember how he'd worded his explanation yesterday so it wouldn't come across as overly harsh. “He said based on the way she's slowed down lately, her body is probably starting to shut down and, as a result, she doesn't need as much food.”

      I paused as Lexi flinched. She wouldn't want to accept that Gram was declining; I certainly didn't. But we knew the day was coming. Unless Gram turned things around, it would be coming ever sooner.

      “But if she wants to eat, she should,” I reassured Lexi. “We can't force her. Who knows? Maybe she'll be tempted by some Italian food tonight. I made sure to order her favorites.”

      We stood silent looking at our grandmother. When I thought of Gram, words like fierce, sassy, and unstoppable came to mind. This was at odds with the fragile, tiny woman before us. She visited with long-time friends and made jokes as if nothing had changed. If we could look past the weight loss and cane, we could pretend she would stay with us forever.

      Her sons stood to her left, while my aunts, Mom, and Uncle Stewart gathered to her right. The blood relatives and the in-laws. Dad had missed birthday parties for so many years, his lack of presence rarely caught me off guard. Looking at the line up, Elaine's absence screamed at us. This was the first time the whole family had gathered since the funeral. We couldn't put off celebrations indefinitely out of deference to our loss, although this contrast illustrated the temptation.

      Uncle Jeff whispered something in Gram's ear which made her throw her head back in laughter. Lexi and I grinned. This was the woman we knew and loved. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the restaurant owner trying to catch my attention. I excused myself from Lexi and Reagan.

      “We're ready to serve if you're ready,” Antonio said before leaning in to give me a hug.

      “Yes, we're ready. Thank you, Antonio.” Antonio had known the Frasier family for longer than I'd been alive. He would do everything in his power to give Gram a fitting last birthday supper.

      I whistled loud to get everyone's attention. My heart pounded as all eyes turned to me. “Thank you for coming, everyone, and thank you, Gram, for being born eighty-four years ago.” Light laughter and clapping followed. “Seriously, we're glad we can all gather tonight to eat, drink, and celebrate the one and only Ella May Frasier. They'll be serving the food in a few minutes, but I wanted to start the night off with a toast.” I searched for one of the trays of champagne and snagged a glass. I made eye contact with Gram as I continued. “Gram, you are the best grandmother a person could have. You are an example of what a strong woman should be like. You've lived life on your own terms and yet you still manage to have everyone fall at your feet because you love just as fiercely as you live.”

      Tears welled at the corner of my eyes but I pushed through. “If you have a drink handy, I'd like you to raise it. To Gram, Ella May, for all you are and for the many reasons we love you.”

      I lifted the glass, as others followed, echoing my toast. “To Ella May!”

      Gram beamed and raised her arms toward me. I walked over to her and nestled in her embrace. She kissed me on the forehead, then raised my head to look at her.

      “Thank you, Olivia Jane. Thank you for forcing me to come to my own birthday party,” she said with an impish grin. “I'm beginning to think you really do know what's best for me. Don't make it too much of a habit though.”

      “You're welcome, Gram. All I want is for you to enjoy yourself tonight.”

      With that, the guests scattered to their seats and the meal was served. Toasts continued throughout the night. New stories about Gram were shared. With few exceptions, family told me I'd done a good job. Looking around the room filled me with satisfaction.

      Every once in a while, a flash of sadness would cross someone's face as we considered who else should have been there. Overall, though, Gram was the center of our attention and she loved every minute of it.

      Toward the end of the night, people pushed the tables and chairs out of the way to make room for an impromptu dance party. Gram stayed put in her seat, watching over us. The room was filled with warmth and affection. These were the people who had known me longest, though not necessarily the best. Maybe that wasn't a bad thing. Reagan drew me close and twirled me around until I forgot the reason we were at the restaurant. It seemed impossible to stop laughing.

      Our relationship had fallen back in to its pattern of banter and deep conversation, though I steadfastly refused to talk about painting. He might have wanted me to live up to my potential, but he wasn't forcing me. He probably thought I'd cave one of these days and perhaps I would. He had good intentions, I knew that much.

      As we danced around the patio, I looked into his eyes and it hit me. He was it for me. I loved him. It was scary and it was liberating and it was true. I couldn't say the words yet, nor had he said them to me. It was too soon and nothing else felt certain. But this was love.

      That familiar fear whispered it would end and I did my best to tamp it down. I wanted to believe, for once, it might work out. Reagan turned me into a spin and the skirt of my dress flew around me until he pulled me back in.

      With my grandmother ten feet away, I had the hope of a someone in my life. The night grew long and at some point, Gram let Uncle Jeff and Aunt Tammy take her home. The party continued, a relief from the pent-up sadness. We danced and laughed and ate and drank.
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      It took a while to differentiate between a dream and the ringing phone. Yanked out of a delicious romp with Reagan, I threw the covers back and jumped out of bed, while the object of said dream turned over. I hoped the phone wouldn’t wake him. Neither of us had slept much. I couldn't remember where I'd left my cell phone. The abrupt change of pace in the darkened room shot adrenaline through me.

      With each ring, I heard it shriek “answer me before it's too late.” I didn't know who would call this early. I traced it to the couch and answered before the last ring finished.

      “Hello,” I said, wincing at the sound of my scratchy voice. That's what they deserved, calling before normal waking hours. I glanced at the clock above the TV and saw it was a few minutes after six. I didn't want it to be anything serious but if it wasn't, I planned on killing whomever was on the other side of the phone.

      Uncle Jeff's brisk voice filled my ear. “Olivia, sorry to wake you up.”

      My mind tried to make connections. “Uncle Jeff? What’s wrong?”

      “Your aunt and I stayed over with Gram last night. She was pretty worn out from the party and almost too tired to walk inside. I had to support her on one side and Tammy on the other. I don't feel comfortable leaving her by herself today but we both need to be getting ready for work...” His voice trailed off, leaving me to pick up on the implication. We both stayed silent as I worked it out.

      “You want me to stay with Gram today?” I asked, knowing this was not a polite request. As Gram's “voice of reason,” this was the exact scenario she'd predicted back in April.

      “I'm sure she's fine. She's not used to that much excitement anymore and she'll probably need a day or two to recover. I'd stay if I could but you know how things are at the bank. Some important meetings scheduled today and all.”

      Yes, I thought, tamping down my frustration. I knew how things were at the almighty bank and that my work didn't enter into his equation. I wondered if it was too early to call Suzy and let her know she'd be on her own the next day or two. I rubbed my eyes. Definitely too early.

      “I'll have to make a few phone calls. How soon do you need to leave for work? I'd like to at least shower before driving out.”

      “That's fine, that's fine. You're a lifesaver, Olivia. Tammy went home to get ready and then she's coming back to switch out with me. We both need to be into work by seven-thirty at the latest.”

      Already half gone, I tucked the phone under my ear as I darted into my closet to start packing clothes as quietly as I could, mindful of the man sleeping in my bed. “Is Gram awake yet?”

      “No, I haven't heard her stirring. If you'd seen her when we got home last night, you'd understand.”

      “I'm not questioning you. I might see if Justin can move up his regular afternoon visit to sometime this morning. Just to see if anything else has changed.”

      I hadn't emailed everyone about Justin’s latest assessment. I'd wanted us to focus on her birthday, instead of letting news of her slowing body dampen the festivities. Gram hadn't told anyone either. Justin could visit and then I would send out the update.

      I hung up the phone, then sank down on to the couch for a minute. The sun had risen and it looked like a beautiful day. Unfortunately, I wouldn't be able to enjoy it.

      

      Justin adjusted his schedule and arrived at Gram's around nine-thirty. She remained asleep, none the wiser about my presence. One cup of tea hadn't settled my nerves so I'd set about making almond scones. The mixing, rolling, and cutting centered me. The scent of almond filling the house didn't hurt either. I hoped the aroma might tickle Gram awake but she didn't stir.

      As I greeted Justin at the door, another car pulled up in front of the house. It was Cassie, the social worker.

      “Did you tell Cassie to come this morning?” I asked, puzzled. Maybe they were doing joint visits today.

      “No, I didn't,” Justin said, looking back at Cassie's car. “She must have had a visit already scheduled with Ella May. Is that going to bother you, having both of us here?”

      “No, it's fine. Come on in.” I opened the door wider so he could slip past me. His cologne and confident manner offered reassurance. “Gram's still sleeping. She doesn't know I'm here. I'm a little worried she hasn't gotten up to use the bathroom but I haven't tried too hard to wake her up. She used to lecture us about how she needs her beauty rest. You're welcome to try.”

      “I'll head up there and make a bit of noise. We'll see what happens.” Justin went upstairs, while I waited for Cassie. I idly remembered the effect Justin had had on me the first time we'd met. He was more like a brother to me now.

      “Olivia, what a nice surprise,” Cassie called out as she walked up the sidewalk. I grimaced. I liked talking with Cassie but not under these circumstances.

      I waited to reply until she reached the porch. “I wish it was a better surprise. Gram's birthday party was last night and it apparently wore her out. My aunt and uncle ended up sleeping over and asked me to take their place today, until she gets her bearings again. I didn't realize you were coming this morning.”

      An imperceptible change skittered across her expression. “Oh. Your grandmother was going to tell me about some of her early volunteer work but I guess we'll see if she's up to it. It's still nice to see you again.”

      “You too, Cassie. Justin is with Gram. Maybe you can visit when he's done? I just pulled scones out of the oven if you want one. Baking is a nervous habit of mine.”

      I strained to hear voices from upstairs as I led Cassie toward the kitchen. Nothing. I set out three plates and brought down two more mugs.

      “Coffee or tea?” I'd already made coffee for Justin, as thanks for rearranging his day. I busied myself with the scones.

      “Coffee would be great. Can I do anything to help?”

      “Oh no, please sit down. It helps to have a distraction.” I put the coffee carafe down and turned to her. “I'm worried about her, Cassie. She's been so different the last several weeks and she's never stayed in bed this long.” I couldn't complete the thought.

      “Let's take it one thing at a time for now. We can talk to Justin when he's done and figure out what we're dealing with then. How you feel is normal, but this could be an off day or maybe she partied too hard last night. I've heard she's quite the entertainer.”

      I chuckled and shared Gram's party philosophy.

      “Anything she did in connection with the bank was formal and sophisticated but the rest of her entertaining is an art form. It was never enough to have a party. She always came up with the perfect theme or figured out some signature item that kept people talking for months.”

      I scrolled through memories of her more infamous to-dos, as I slid a scone and coffee before Cassie. “My grandparents started a neighborhood block party decades ago and everyone still talks about the year they had everyone dress up like it was the Roaring 20s and they served a cocktail called Geneva Delight. I still can’t believe they convinced everyone to dress up for a block party! Oh, and then there’s this story. Gram has been in a book club for decades and they all take turns hosting. A few years ago, Gram decided to serve rum balls for some reason. She hadn't made that particular recipe before and wound up using rum with a really high proof. The book club ladies ate them like hotcakes and suddenly the discussion was much more interesting than usual.”

      Cassie and I both laughed. I sat down across from her and picked my scone apart. We talked about Gram's birthday party and how I was coping but I kept my eye trained on the door each minute that passed. Justin couldn't come downstairs fast enough for my liking.

      Finally, he joined us in the kitchen. I slid a plate toward him and gestured toward the coffee.

      “Please help yourself,” I said. I tapped my foot while I waited for his assessment.

      Justin talked while he poured. “I did get your grandmother to wake up for me. She kept falling back asleep, even while I was taking her vitals. She told me she was in pain, a seven, so I set her up with her next dose. Since she's been in bed since nine last night, she missed at least this morning's dose and she couldn't remember if she'd taken anything when she got home.” None of this was unexpected.

      He continued. “She was incontinent, which embarrassed her. But I got her cleaned up. You should probably wake her up every couple of hours and have her go to the bathroom. I'm going to leave some pads that she can sleep on, in case of any other accidents. Now, her blood pressure was a little low but that's not necessarily unusual since she's been in bed all this time.”

      I nodded understanding and tried not to run down too many freaked out rabbit trails. I could only imagine Gram's mortification over wetting herself. Justin sat down in the chair across from me and looked directly in to my eyes. The compassion frightened me.

      “If not for the last few weeks, I'd be tempted to chalk this up to an exciting night and see how she's feeling tomorrow. We have to take the last few weeks into account, though. She's eating way less, sleeping more, and her energy has deteriorated. She's grieving her daughter and that plays into the overall picture. I have to be honest, Olivia, and tell you I think she's starting to decline.”

      I pushed my plate away and stared at my trembling hands. I grasped for something to say, something that wouldn't make me cry. “But. I thought. What do you mean? Like, she's dying now?”

      Cassie scooted her chair next to me and put her hand on my shoulder. I looked at her for reassurance. Was this really the end for Gram, a birthday party one night and gone the next? Cassie tried to convey hope but ultimately deferred to Justin's judgment.

      Justin's melancholy expression marred his model looks, yet humanized him. This had to be the worst part of his job. He flipped through the pages on his clipboard and tugged out a pamphlet.

      “She's not actively dying. I want you to read through this when you get a chance. You can show it to the rest of the family if they want to learn more. This will walk you through the changes you might notice in the coming weeks. This is a suggestion though, not a blueprint. No two deaths look the same, but these are the common signs and symptoms of a person in decline.” He passed the pamphlet to me. Signs and Symptoms of Dying, the title read. It was simple and clinical, laying it out for the common man. This was still my grandmother, though, and there was nothing simple or clinical about that.

      “You said in the coming weeks. We still have more time?” I grasped for some kind of upside.

      “I can't say for sure. Like I said, every person is different. Ella May might bounce back if she's recovering from the party. We'll keep an eye on her the next few days and see what happens.”

      “I get that you want to hedge your bets but my family is going to want to know specifics. Do you have any guesses about how much longer we'll have?” I steeled myself for his answer.

      Justin looked up at the ceiling as he considered this. “I'd say we're looking more at days to weeks, than weeks to months. Like I said, we'll know more in the next couple of days. For right now, it's important that she not be left alone.”

      “Of course. I'll figure something out,” I responded. I wouldn't have felt right leaving her.

      “Charlene visited on Tuesday. I'm going to see if she can stop by today or tomorrow. Then starting next week we'll have her come at least twice a week, if not three times,” Justin added, referring to the nurse’s aide. “I'll tell her to go over some of her tips and tricks with you. I had Ella May stand up for me briefly and she was relatively stable but I'm not sure we can expect her to stand and walk much longer.” He cautioned me, “I don't want you to worry about this anymore than you already are. We're going to be with you every step of the way. One change at a time, one day at a time, whatever it takes.”

      I nodded numbly. There was so much to consider.

      Cassie broke in. “I think it would be good if we talked about caregiving. Right now, you're going to do what you have to do for the next few days but we need to look at the big picture down the road. Are you going to have your family help out, do you want to hire someone to stay here, or are you going to do this all on your own? I want you to start thinking about the answers to those questions.”

      My brain fired in all directions and I didn't know where to start first. “I need to talk to Gram and my assistant before I can think past this week. I'm pretty sure my family will visit but I don't know if they'll want to stay here with Gram or if she’d want them to. They'll say it's my responsibility since I'm her POA.”

      Cassie corrected me. “Being her POA doesn't mean the caregiving burden falls solely on you. Remember our conversations on self-care? Even if you stay here the majority of the time, it's crucial for you to take breaks. I don't want to alarm you, but taking care of someone is demanding physically, emotionally, and mentally. We need to set you up for success so you don’t burn out or hurt yourself.”

      She made sense, but my family's predictable response would be nothing less than passive aggressive washing their hands of me. They'd be involved, but not in Gram's physical care. I'd accepted that the day I signed the POA paperwork.

      “How much care does Gram need right now? Is she allowed to walk?” The last thing we needed was another fall.

      “Today she'll probably rest. It would be a good idea if someone stayed with her while she gets up, just to be safe. She should be fine walking to and from the bathroom but don't let her try the stairs. I don't think she has the strength for that,” Justin replied. He briefly discussed how Gram's limitations would progress. “Like I said, we'll go over this as things happen. For today, Charlene will come out. I'll make you my first stop tomorrow morning and we'll reassess.”

      “This is a lot to take in,” I said in a daze. From the heights of last night's party to the reality check of Gram still in bed, I barely knew what to process first.

      “You're going to get through this, Olivia. You're stronger than you realize,” Cassie told me.

      I hoped so.

      

      I tiptoed into Gram's room. She lay in her bed, gently curled on her side. The trace of a smile on her lips indicated a good dream. She was the picture of peace. I left the door ajar, hoping I'd hear her if she stirred. I paced the hallway, unsure if I should go back to the kitchen or set up camp in one of the guest rooms so I'd be closer.

      I didn't want to disturb her with my phone calls, so to the kitchen I went. I tapped my phone while I decided who to call first.

      “Madison Gallery, this is Suzy,” my assistant's voice filled my ear.

      “It's your favorite boss,” I told her.

      “Olivia, what's going on? Is your grandmother all right? We've been worried about you,” she cried.

      “I don't one hundred percent know what's going on yet, but the hospice nurse came out. I'm going to be staying here for at least the next few days, if not longer. The nurse said,” I hesitated to say the words out loud. “The nurse said Gram is probably declining. And we might…we might have only days to weeks left with her.” There. I’d said it.

      Suzy gasped. I remained clear-eyed and stoic. I would need to stay that way through the next few phone calls.

      “I'm so sorry. So, so sorry. What can I do? How can we help you? I don't want you to even think about the gallery for one second. You're exactly where you need to be,” Suzy said. I took a deep breath in acknowledgment.

      “I know. Thank you. Let's look through the schedule for the next couple of weeks. I hate that this is happening right now of all times.” The next exhibit was a few weeks away.

      “Stop it, O. Like there'd be a good time for this to happen? We'll make it work. If you're here, you're here. If not, then be glad this isn't my first dance at the rodeo,” Suzy said.

      I cracked up. “Is that even a saying?”

      “It should be,” she retorted. “Let's figure out what we can do so you have some peace of mind. You've taught me well, you know.”

      I did know and that was why the thought of turning the gallery over to her care didn't make me feel like clawing my eyes out. We went over logistics and the usual exhibit checklists. I hung up confident in her ability to make it all happen, even if guilt lingered.

      I debated calling Mom or one of my uncles. I didn't have enough information to go on, at least not until Gram woke up. Uncle Jeff would call or stop back by the house to check in. I could wait until I heard from him.

      I needed to fill Reagan in and a soft smile appeared as I thought of how he’d sleepily told me to let him know how Gram was before he rolled back over in bed before I left my place. But first, I wanted my best friend. I crossed my fingers that Kristy would actually answer the phone.

      “What's up, Livvie,” she squealed. “How was the party last night?”

      Her infectious enthusiasm took me aback. I wished the party was the only thing we would talk about.

      “Oh, good.” I searched for a way to segue, but I didn't need to.

      “Oh, no. I can tell something’s wrong,” she announced. “Was your family awful last night?”

      “No, they were actually pretty great. Gram loved the party and everyone had a good time. But there's been a change. Uncle Jeff called me early this morning to say Gram was weak and exhausted last night. In fact, she's still in bed. He didn't want her to be alone today so I'm in Geneva for at least the next few days. Or maybe the next few weeks. The hospice nurse seems to think this could be the beginning of the end.”

      A sharp intake of breath. I could hear Kristy swallowing through the phone, trying not to cry in front of me. “Oh, honey,” she said softly, before adopting a more businesslike tone. “Here's what I'm going to do. I'm dropping Reid off with my in-laws and then I'm coming to you.”

      “Kris, you don't have to do that. It's enough to talk on the phone.”

      “Don't argue with me. Gram means a lot to me too and this is what friends do. How many times have you dropped everything for me? You need me and I haven't been there enough for you lately.”

      “We've both been busy. I understand,” I countered.

      “I know you do, but I'm coming anyway.”

      An hour later, she walked into the house and wrapped her arms around me. She knew what I needed, even I did not. When words were not enough, her presence would carry me through. We spent the afternoon going through Gram's old photo albums, interspersed with checking on our patient. We talked about Reagan and her husband Cory, our old high school classmates, and who made the best pizza. We talked about everything but the obvious.

      When the nurse's aide arrived, Kristy stayed in the background, occasionally asking questions I wouldn't have thought of. Charlene demonstrated how to help someone as they walked and the best way to transfer someone to the toilet. Gram had woken up enough at that point to let Charlene help her in the shower. When Charlene finished, Kristy hugged me tight and then kissed Gram’s cheek. She and Charlene walked out together, leaving me with Gram.

      She sat propped up in her bed with a tray before her, her spoon lazing through the bowl of soup she'd requested. By the looks of it, she hadn't taken a bite. She'd been unsurprised to see me when she'd woken earlier. She looked at me now, her eyes bluer in the daylight.

      “This is it, isn't it, Liv?” she asked me. She knew. My heart crumpled.

      I wanted to deny and couch it in uncertainty. “I don't know, Gram. Justin didn't say that for sure. You're probably tired from last night, that's all.”

      She stared at me, disappointed by my evasion. My eyes dropped, disappointed in myself. She counted on me to tell her the truth and walk beside her. I owed her this.

      “Yes, Gram,” I finally said, looking back up. She looked toward the window, her attention on the trees for a few moments.

      “I sensed as much.”

      Silence settled. I didn't know where to take the conversation from there.

      “Justin is coming back to check on you tomorrow morning. Do you want me to update anyone in the family in the meantime? I'm surprised I haven't heard from Jeff yet. He was pretty worried about you this morning.” I didn't know if Gram remembered him taking her home or that he'd slept overnight.

      “That boy is consumed by the bank. He'll emerge eventually,” she responded. “Don't say anything yet. I want to know what we're dealing with and then you and I can come up with a plan.”

      We sat together companionably until I realized she'd drifted back to sleep. I picked up the unfinished soup, the bowl lukewarm and unappetizing. The room transfixed me. There were calls to make and things to do but something held me in that space. I was not ready to walk out. I wondered if this was how it would be from here on out.
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      Two days later, the whole family piled in to the great room, grandchildren included. Saturday mornings implied a later start but not for the overachieving Frasiers, oh no. I'd managed to push it back to eight o’clock, a hollow victory.

      People paced to and fro, edging for the good seats or talking about which activity they had to get to next. No one seemed overly concerned about the meeting's purpose. I stood to the left of Gram's “throne” and shifted my weight from one foot to the other. I'd had six hours of sleep combined since arriving at Gram's house Thursday and only caffeine trickled through my veins. I'd had little reason to resist the coffee I brewed for everyone. In short, I was not to be trifled with.

      Reagan caught my eye and winked at me. I could do this. I knew I could. Even though Reagan wasn't technically a member of the family, Gram insisted I invite him for moral support. I needed to have someone in my corner.

      “Thanks for coming everyone,” I began, but they chattered on, oblivious. “Hey,” I boomed. Silence descended as all eyes turned to me. A pit formed in my stomach. This wasn't how I'd envisioned our time starting.

      My left eye twitched, the result of too little sleep and a body unaccustomed to coffee. I closed my eyes quickly, hoping to lull the twitch in to submission. I sensed everyone looking toward where Gram should be sitting. They had not expected to start without her. I cleared my throat and tried again.

      “Like I said, thanks for coming this morning. It was last minute and we appreciate you clearing your schedules. As you can see, Gram's not with us. She's finding early mornings are not her best time so she's leaving this up to me. We have a lot to cover before we all go our separate ways. She did say that whoever wants to should stop by her room to say hi afterward, so long as she's awake by then.” Understanding, then curiosity, dawned on my relatives' faces. This was the turning point in our hospice journey. This was the moment where I became Gram's actual mouthpiece. We'd reached the crossroad.

      When I'd checked on Gram earlier, I'd stood in the room and listened to the new rasp in her breathing as she slept. The cancer metastasizing in her lungs was getting worse. Even so, she slept peacefully. She didn't have a care in the world, in part because she'd bequeathed them to me. There was satisfaction and no small amount of fear in taking this role.

      “First, Gram thanks everyone for her lovely birthday celebration. She was glad we, in her words, 'forced' her to acknowledge turning eighty-four. She said she couldn't have envisioned a more perfect evening, given our present circumstances.” I hesitated, unsure how to proceed. I wanted to let us rest in the memories of dancing and toasting and eating Gram's favorite cake.

      “There's no easy way to say what I'm about to tell you. For the record, Gram forbade me from saying anything sooner so if you're going to be upset, please do not shoot the messenger.” I began to pace as I explained the events of the last few days. I didn't want to look anyone in the eye. The room grew cold with things unsaid.

      I nodded toward Uncle Jeff. “You might have heard Gram was pretty worn out from her party. The truth is, she's slowed down a lot the last few weeks ever since...well, you know. I’d hoped the party would perk her up and I think it did in some ways. But the cancer is still pressing forward and her body has decided it's enough.” I blinked back tears.

      The air sucked out of the room. Fidgeting ceased and cell phones were stowed, as they directed their attention toward me at last. No one responded so I kept going.

      “I talked to the social worker the other day and she said sometimes people unconsciously hold on for birthdays or holidays, different kinds of milestones. We don't know whether that's happening here but the timing is interesting,” I said. “Anyway, the hospice nurse visited the last two days and we've had some fairly frank conversations. Gram's hardly eating. She's going to the bathroom more frequently. She hates this next part but I have to be honest with you—she had an accident the other day because she stayed in bed so long.” I let the news sink in. Expressions of horror came over several peoples’ faces.

      “That's the other thing. She's sleeping way more. She doesn't have a lot of energy when she's awake, but we were able to have some good conversations yesterday. She seems comfortable propped up on her mound of pillows in bed.” I paused again, hating what I had to say next.

      “Justin was honest with us. Gram's body is starting to shut down. He thinks we're probably looking at days to weeks, although he said he could be wrong. He could be, but Gram also said she feels different. She thinks this is it.” I exhaled long and slow. The worst part was over. I stopped pacing and looked at everyone. A box of Kleenex was making its rounds, just as it had the day Gram told us she had cancer. There were more people in the room, to be sure, but the response was much the same.

      “Are you sure about this?” Marcus asked. “You know how you exaggerate at times.”

      Asshole. I breathed the Serenity Prayer before facing him.

      “Yes, I'm sure. If you don't believe me, you're welcome to wake Gram and ask her yourself.” While Justin had offered to talk to anyone who wanted more information, I didn’t want to subject him to Marcus.

      The room shuddered involuntarily. No one would dare wake her, not even her eldest son.

      “What do we need to do?” Aunt Mimi interjected, easing the tension.

      “The social worker talked to us about caregiving options: letting family take care of her, hire someone, and so on. Gram considered each one and we've decided I'll move in for the time being. I've talked to my assistant and things are fairly well-handled at the gallery. I'll still have to stop in maybe once or twice a week but that's flexible.”

      Heads nodded understanding. They were tracking with me. Now we’d see who would step up to the plate.

      “Gram's not an invalid by any means but it's best that she not be left alone because she's at risk for falling. So, here's where you all come in. I know you'll all be visiting like usual but we need to schedule some breaks for me. If anyone can come for a few hours here and there, stay overnight once in a while or take part of the weekend, whatever. I can't do this on my own. When you're here, I can run over to the gallery, run errands, take a walk. Just do something for myself.” There, it was out.

      “I thought the whole point of you being Mom's POA was that you'd take care of her,” Marcus chided. He grated on my last nerve. Why did my family reduce me to this? I didn't want to play this worn role. Not this time.

      “I am taking care of her,” I said through gritted teeth. “But I can't put my business and whole life on hold, nor does Gram want me to. I have other responsibilities and the social worker said it was important I have regular breaks.”

      “Your responsibility is to her,” he said, his voice hard and biting. Aunt Pam put a hand on his arm and reminded him to stay calm.

      “I know it is,” I countered. I barely kept my voice down. “That's why I'm going to be here every single day. Do you know how much sleep I've gotten the last two nights? Six freaking hours total. Because Gram needs to get up and go to the bathroom in the middle of the night. And I'm happy to do this for her but that means I'm tired. I didn't realize it would be such an imposition to ask you to sit with your dying mother.”

      Marcus sputtered. Reagan's muscles flexed in my peripheral vision. Before anyone could join the so-called discussion, Mom jumped from her seat across the room and came next to me. “Of course we're going to visit and give you a break, Olivia,” she soothed. She put her arm around me and squeezed my shoulder. It didn't defuse the tension but at least I wasn’t alone up front.

      My cousins, Uncle Jeff, and the aunts chipped in their pledge to help out.

      “Do you think she'd mind having the kids around?” one cousin asked.

      “It would probably be a nice distraction,” I said, grateful they were thinking outside the box. I shook off my anger toward Marcus.

      “You don't have to sign up now but I printed off a calendar of the next few weeks. Once you know when you're free, let me know and I'll put you down. That way I can plan around you.” I waved the sheets of paper in the air, before setting them down on one of the coffee tables.

      “Are there any special instructions?” Aunt Mimi asked tentatively.

      I thought for a minute. “Not really, at least not right now. If she's having a sleepy day, someone will need to wake her up every few hours to go to the bathroom. Mostly you need to be by her side when she's up and walking. It sounds like things could change fast though, so it's hard to tell. If you have specific questions, we can set up a time for Justin to talk to everyone and go through Gram's care needs.”

      The sounds of rustling filled the room as people retrieved planners and pulled up calendars on their phones. The sheets of paper began to circulate the room as people signed up for when they could provide relief.

      “I'll stay here tonight, Olivia,” Mom said to me. “Go home, get some rest, and pick up whatever you need.”

      

      I dropped my suitcase in Gram's entryway and hid the large portfolio in the front hall closet. It would be safe there until Aunt Mimi left. Normally I called out my arrival at Gram's house but I didn't want to disturb the peace. I crept up the stairs and peeked in Gram's room. She opened one eye and waved briefly before descending back to sleep.

      I made my way to the kitchen, the eternal hub, and found Mimi elbow-deep in flour. She let me kiss her cheek while she kneaded some sort of dough. “Rosemary focaccia,” she explained.

      “It smells great. Everything go okay?” Mom stayed overnight and traded off with Mimi this morning, allowing me to not only go home with Reagan yesterday, but linger over breakfast this morning.

      “Fine, fine,” she trilled. “Did you get some sleep?” She actually looked concerned. This was disconcerting. Was everyone worried about my mental stability?

      “I did. Thank you so much for being here, Mimi. I really do appreciate it.”

      Mimi waved her flour-covered hand, indicating it was no big deal. Flour dusted the air in her wake. “This is what family does, even if Marcus is inclined to believe otherwise. I thank my lucky stars Dan is nothing like his brother.”

      I almost fell over from shock. “What? You've never said anything like that before.”

      Mimi arched her eyebrow at me. “Olivia, your uncle has given every woman in this family a hard time. You are not uniquely lucky in that regard. A good Southern woman knows how to smile and nod.”

      “Yes but, Mimi, you grew up ten minutes from here.”

      “Hmm. I guess your grandmother's rubbed off on me,” she said with a wink and a shrug. She transferred the dough to prepared pans. “Speaking of my husband, I need to get home to him. The bread bakes for fifty minutes, if you can keep an eye on it. I thought it would be nice to keep on hand for any company who drops by. You're aware that word is spreading?”

      Everyone wanted to pay their respects to Ella May Frasier while there was time. Dan disabled the doorbell so we didn't run the risk of waking Gram. Guests were supposed to call ahead but this courtesy was hard for friends and neighbors used to popping by whenever the spirit led.

      Once Mimi left, I retrieved the portfolio from the closet and unzipped its contents. Despite my fears, I committed to seeing this through. I tiptoed upstairs, hoping Gram would wake to a sweet surprise. Instead, she was awake and smiling.

      “I was about to ring the bell,” she said, referring to the bell now kept at her bedside in case she had any needs when no one was in shouting distance.

      “Bathroom time,” I guessed. I set my treasure down in the hallway before coming the rest of the way in. When Gram needed to go, time was of the essence.

      I pulled the covers all the way to the end of the bed, then slid her legs around so she could sit up. I counted to three, as I grasped her arm and helped her to stand. Her stomach bulged large and hard, an uncommon sight on an eighty-four-year-old woman.

      “Is your stomach bothering you today?” It looked uncomfortable. I trailed behind her as she shuffled toward the bathroom. I prayed she'd make it there on time, for both of our sakes.

      “No more than usual,” she replied, and continued on her way.

      “Justin said we could drain it, remember. If it's bothering you, we can do something about it.”

      “I know, dear. Thank you.” She finally stood in front of the toilet. I steadied her as she prepared to sit down on the toilet, then stood a respectful distance away.

      “Gram, I think it would be better if we had Justin order the bedside commode. There's no reason for you to race to the bathroom every time you need to go.” I held my breath and crossed my fingers.

      Silence. Then, a resigned assent. She finished and we repeated the song and dance to the sink to wash her hands and then back to her bed. It was a good time for a distraction.

      “I brought you something,” I told her, trying to appear nonchalant. Was I really going to do this? My heart jumped in my throat.

      “I thought so,” she answered. “You had that look you get whenever you try to keep a secret from me.” I made a face at her, then retrieved the canvas from its roost in the hallway.

      I couldn't conceal it behind my back given its size, but I held it so she could only see its back.

      “Is that what I think it is, Olivia Jane?” Gram's eyes brightened with expectation. I hoped she wouldn't be let down.

      I turned the canvas around and braced myself for her reaction. She beckoned the painting closer until I propped it up in her lap. Her hand traced the outline of my painted face, then hers. She glowed with happiness as she took in the canvas.

      She grasped my hand. “Oh, Livvie, it's beautiful. I remember this moment perfectly. This is us. This is how the world sees us—laughing, happy, radiant. And you did this,” she exclaimed. “You've carried this gift in you all these years.” She looked up at me.

      Her optimism and belief in me never wavered and I couldn’t face it. “This is for you alone, Gram. A belated birthday present. I didn't know if I was going to show you or not.”

      “I'm glad you did. Does this mean something?” Again, she hoped for something I could not promise.

      “I don't think so, Gram. It's a hobby, not a career, but I didn't want to hide it from you anymore.”

      “Olivia Jane, what story are you trying to tell? Look me in the eye and tell me you don't come alive when you paint.” Gram's insistence drew my gaze from the painting back to her.

      “It doesn't matter. I have a business to run, there are bills to pay. You know I'd never hear the end of it if I chucked my career to paint.” Stubbornly, I held my ground. Why did everyone think they knew what was best for me?

      “Ah, I see. You're finally admitting the family's opinion matters to you. Will you admit that's the real reason why you opened the gallery, then?” Her eyes narrowed, pinning me down.

      I sputtered. “That is not why I opened the gallery. In the first place, it was Walter's idea. In the second place, it meant I could be part of the art community in Oak Park. In the third place, I'm still involved in the art world. It just looks different than what I'd originally thought.”

      “But you still paint.”

      “Yes, but that doesn't mean anything,” I insisted. Who was I trying to convince?

      “Fine. Do you want to tell me the reason you stopped showing your work?” There it was, my chance to set things right.

      “I can't,” I choked on the words.

      “You can tell me anything, dear. It won’t change my love for you.” She squeezed my hand in reassurance.

      “Not this. It's too big and too long ago.” I hesitated. I didn't want to tell her what happened but I could talk around it. “I did tell Reagan why. I've never told anyone before.”

      “Reagan's a good person to talk to. Did he change his opinion of you?”

      “No, he didn't. He thinks I should start showing my work, too. The reason I changed paths made sense back then but it’s too scary now, too vulnerable. Not letting anyone know I still paint is a habit at this point.”

      Gram read the anguish in my eyes. She set the canvas on the other side of the bed and drew me down to her. We hadn't cuddled since I was a child. She rubbed my back, somehow finding the physical strength to comfort me.

      “Your love of art was never about rebelling against the family. You are too creative and adventurous for that. It’s part of who you are.” Her words soothed and I tucked them away for further consideration. “If you don't like the trajectory of your life, it's not too late to change it. It's one step at a time, Livvie. One choice at a time. I can’t tell you to stay at the gallery or to go. You’re the only one who can figure out what will make the best story. I only want for you to live the story you were meant to live.”

      “I don't know that story anymore,” I said, frustrated with myself. I thought adulthood would be easier than it turned out to be, or at least more straightforward.

      “It'll come to you. You are my granddaughter, after all.”

      

      Every day Gram slipped further from us. The bedside commode arrived, along with a walker. Uncle Jeff carried her downstairs Thursday afternoon. She spent time in each room, caressing certain photographs and reliving memories. We propped her up in a kitchen chair where she oversaw the creation of a brownie and toffee trifle. I shot two rolls of film with my Canon Rebel. I didn't want to miss one moment of her instructions. After an hour, she nodded her goodbye to the main level of the house.

      She slept more and more. We were lucky to steal an hour awake here and there. I set timers to remind us to wake her for the bathroom. More accidents occurred, thankfully absorbed by the pads on her bed. Gram accepted she was losing ground but made me promise not to put an adult diaper on her until she was no longer aware of her condition. One last dignity.

      These conversations pained us both. My grandmother was slipping into some person neither of us recognized. She who waxed poetic about sunrises and the art of hospitality now reduced to discussions of bowel movements and narcotics.

      Charlene the CNA increased her visits to three times a week. We installed a shower chair, as Gram was too weak to stand for that long. I would have gladly helped her with bathing but didn’t mind keeping this aspect separate. We'd breached enough boundaries with her needs for assistance with toileting and getting dressed.

      It was harder to stay on top of her pain medication. When family arrived to give me a break, I gave them a laundry list of instructions. Transfer her to the commode like this. Give her this pain medication first, then this one for breakthrough pain. If she looks restless, the lorazepam might help her sleep. There was no end to our considerations.

      The restlessness was the hardest part. She slept hard during the day but nights were a different animal. Sometimes I managed a few hours of sleep in between attending to her needs, but it was often less. She would ring the bell fifteen minutes after using the commode, forgetting I'd just taken her. She suddenly had compulsions to talk, sharing family history and advice for a few hours before crashing at five or six o’clock and sleeping for the rest of the morning.

      Since she spent the majority of time in bed, we had to be vigilant for bedsores. A hospital bed was ordered so as to preserve my back from bending over her low bed. I'd summoned my cousins to pull apart the king-sized bed Gram and Pop had shared for all of their marriage. The pieces were stowed in the garage to make way for the bed only patients used. That Gram consented to even this sent waves skipping across my anxiety.

      The knowledge I obtained as a caregiver staggered me. I couldn't believe a segment of the population lived like this each day. Gram's prognosis tick-tocked in the background, ever before us. Days to weeks, we knew. But which day and which week?
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      Justin hung up the phone. “The doctor ordered roxanol, which is more effective at this stage. Between the roxanol and lorazepam, she should be much more comfortable. We can hopefully get you sleeping better, too, as a result.”

      I looked at him through weary eyes. I'd lost track of when I'd last had a good night's sleep. Sixteen days had passed since Gram's birthday. I didn't want to say goodbye to her but I didn't know how much longer we could go on like this.

      “I haven't heard of roxanol before,” I told him. Another medication to learn.

      “It's the generic form of morphine,” he said. My eyes opened wide in spite of themselves. “Patients get more direct pain relief from morphine as it goes straight to the central nervous system. Morphine gets a bad rap but it provides the best pain control. We wouldn't recommend something ineffective or harmful.”

      “I trust your judgment. Honestly, if Gram wanted to be addicted to something right now, I'd say good for her.”

      Justin grinned. “Even so, she's not at risk for becoming addicted because she'll be taking the medication to address a physical need, instead of a psychological one.”

      I scribbled that bit of information down in my notebook in case someone raised the issue. Or in case I plain couldn't remember the latest medication change. I continued writing as he told me how to administer the medication.

      “It's going to come in liquid form, so you'll measure it out in a dropper. It absorbs really quickly by mouth. Try to place the dropper under her tongue or in her cheek. It doesn't taste great so she'll probably want to chase it with water.”

      “Got it,” I said. “I know you hate answering this question but everyone told me to ask. How much longer do you think it will be?”

      “You're probably better suited to answer this than me. You're with her day in and day out. I wish you'd take longer breaks than an hour here and there.” I waved his concern aside. I was grateful to have had Saturday nights free so I could sleep in my own bed and be with Reagan before returning to the house. Anything more would be an imposition. No one else felt as comfortable managing Gram's care. This was telling, given what a reluctant caregiver I'd been at first.

      Seeing I wouldn't offer my own prognosis, Justin tried again. “All right. Let's look at the facts.” He pulled out the pamphlet he'd given me earlier and went down the checklist. “She hasn't eaten anything since Wednesday but she's still taking small drinks of water. Yesterday you started using diapers, which is possibly the most significant change. Add to that, her blood pressure is lower. She's awake an hour at most. Her breathing is a bit more labored. Her pain is worse. All signs point to her body shutting down but it's still a guessing game.”

      “What's your best guess?” I pressed him.

      “I'd say we're looking at days. Probably not tomorrow but I would be very surprised if she was with us a week from now.”

      Pain lanced through me. I nodded dully. I'd guessed as much. “Thank you for being honest,” I told him.

      “Given all this, the other thing I'm going to order for you is called a scopolamine patch. Sometimes when a person gets closer to dying, their breathing changes. Ella May already sounds raspy at times and I imagine that will increase. People call it the 'death rattle.' It doesn't sound pretty but if this happens for your grandmother, she will be in an unconscious state. She won't be aware of any of this and it won't cause her discomfort. The scopolamine is more comforting for the family, really. If you start hearing something, just stick the patch behind one of her ears.”

      He reminded me about repositioning her every few hours and other steps we could take to ensure her comfort. I added these instructions to the list and hoped I'd keep it straight if and when the time came.

      “What else can I do? How can I help you?” he asked. The hospice team had made good on their promise to be there for us through thick and thin.

      “I think that's it,” I said. The weekend loomed before us.

      Justin gathered his clipboard and stethoscope. “The new medications will be delivered sometime today, hopefully in a couple of hours. Call me if anything changes this weekend. I mean it. There's no dumb question, remember? If you're not sure that she's comfortable, whoever is on-call can come out. Do not hesitate to ask. I'll check in with you guys Monday morning.”

      I trudged back upstairs to Gram's room. Still sleeping. I looked at the clock and saw it was mid-morning. We didn't expect any company until this afternoon. The air mattress on the other side of the room called my name. Everyone told me to sleep when I could. Though naps had never been in my vocabulary, lethargy swept over me and I sank deep into sleep until knocking at the front door startled me awake.

      I hurried downstairs, hoping it was the medication delivery. Instead, I found Reagan.

      “Oh my gosh,” I groaned. “I must look terrible but I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “You’re beautiful. I didn’t want to wait until tomorrow to see you again,” Reagan said, pulling me in for a hug and a kiss. “Did I wake you up?”

      “Not a big deal,” I lied. “I should clean up the house or bake or something. I need to make things presentable before Marcus and Pam get here tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I will clean,” he told me. “You go rest or read or do something relaxing.” I did a double-take at the offer.

      “Reagan, I'm sure you have better things to do. Like, I don't know, finishing your paintings for the exhibit. It's next week,” I said, with no small amount of anxiety in my voice. He had been so patient through all of these changes. I barely remembered to ask him about his day anymore but he didn't press the issue. For whatever reason, I had won the boyfriend jackpot.

      “Everything's set for the exhibit. That's the last thing you should be thinking about right now. I came out here because I miss you and because I wanted to make sure you're taking care of yourself. You really should let your family help out more.”

      “Let them? I would gladly let them. The worse she gets, the more scared they are and the more they don't want to stay with her by themselves. I'm lucky Marcus and Pam haven't backed out for tomorrow.” Bitterness tinged my voice. I changed topics. “She's not doing well, Reagan. Justin thinks we have just a few days left.” My voice caught. “I don't know what to do. I can't say goodbye to her. I can't. So many times I think I should say it but the words won't come. I feel guilty when I leave but I need to get out of this house. I don't know if I can be here when she dies.”

      “Hey,” he said, wrapping his arms around me. “It's going to be okay. If you need to say something, you'll know it. Don't put pressure on yourself to be here for this reason or that. You can't control this. You wouldn't want to even if you could.”

      Yet I grasped for control of something. I didn't know what life would look like once Gram left us. I was anchored to the present because the future was too frightening to bear.

      “You still have time,” he said. “A lot can happen in a few days.”

      

      Voices greeted me as I walked through Gram's front door. Loud, angry voices. I quickly snapped out of my post-brunch reverie. Any sense of refreshment vanished. I ran toward the living room to see what had happened.

      I encountered a mini-family meeting of sorts. Marcus, Dan, Pam, and Jeff shouted at each other.

      “What's wrong? Is Gram all right?” I asked, skidding to a stop before them.

      They blinked, surprised to see me. An awkward silence settled. No one wanted to be the first to clue me in to the debacle.

      “Is Gram all right?” I asked again, adding urgency to my words. Surely, they wouldn't argue downstairs if something had happened.

      “She's fine,” Pam reassured, shooting her husband an irritated look.

      “She is not fine,” Marcus bellowed. “She didn't wake up when I got here.”

      True to form, Marcus had not stayed overnight. He'd left caregiving duties to Aunt Pam, then swept in this morning ready to set things right.

      “Gram hasn't been awake in the morning the last few days,” I reminded him. “Afternoons are better. Anyway, that’s not the point. We know she's not going to get better.”

      “Marcus wants to send her to the hospital,” Jeff interjected, his arms folded across his chest.

      Caught off guard, I studied my uncles and aunt. This wasn’t happening on my watch.

      “For what?” I demanded. “She's in her own home. We have medication to keep her comfortable. Hospice is available twenty-four-seven. This is what she wanted.”

      “See,” Dan jumped in. “This isn't easy for any of us, Marcus. But she's comfortable and we need to respect her wishes.”

      “She doesn't know what she wants anymore,” Marcus shot back. He walked toward the desk holding the phone. I ran to get in front of him and blocked the desk.

      “Don't even think about calling nine-one-one. You don't call the shots here, I do. Gram told us she wanted to die in her own home and that's how it's going to happen.”

      I glared at him, willing him to concede. Had all our years of conflict boiled down to this? My body tensed. I would fight him if I needed to. If he couldn’t respect Gram’s last wishes, I sure as hell wouldn’t respect him. Defying his wishes had become second nature but this was a whole new level. Never did I need him to back down more than now.

      Pam came up behind him and placed her hands on his arms. “They're right, honey. It's time for us to say goodbye to her. There's nothing the hospital can do. You know that,” she soothed.

      Marcus' face crumpled. He turned around and buried himself in his wife's arms as he sobbed. I'd never seen him cry before, not even at Dad's or Elaine's funerals. I darted looks at Dan and Jeff but they mirrored the same shocked expression on my face.

      

      Gram didn't wake up that afternoon. I went in and out of her room, administering medication, repositioning her, checking to see if she would stir. I shook her at one point, just to see, but she didn't respond to my touch nor my voice. Most of the family stopped by to visit. It was the new tradition to gather Sunday afternoon, though Gram had joined us in previous weeks.

      Each time I rejoined everyone in the great room, eyes turned toward me expectantly. Each time, I shook my head no. No change. She was still asleep. But it was more than that. Her body grew heavier to reposition. Normally she'd wake during that process but now she didn’t stir. Her normally warm skin was clammy. Her breathing seemed different, too. I hesitated. Should I call Justin? I didn't want to interrupt his weekend. Instead, I called the triage nurse to review Gram's medications and reassure myself about these changes.

      “It does sound like she's starting to transition,” Sam said over the phone. He waited a beat before continuing. “Does she look comfortable?”

      I looked at her, peaceful as ever. “She does. I've tried to stay on top of the comfort meds.”

      “Good, good. That's exactly what you should do. If you haven't added the scopolamine patch yet, I'd put it on now as a preventive measure. It'll give it time to be effective.”

      “I can do that,” I said. I took a deep breath. As much as we'd known this day would be coming, I hadn't thought it would come this weekend. Or ever, really.

      “Call back if you have any questions or if anything changes,” Sam encouraged.

      If only I could call to say this had all been a terrible mistake, that Gram had been acting all along. She's quite convincing that way, I'd say. Life would go back to normal and I could unlearn all of this end-of-life knowledge I'd acquired. I would go back to the gallery and my family would go back to misunderstanding me. We could all play our parts. Gram’s diagnosis had changed everything.

      Mom came in to Gram's room as I peeled back the adhesive on the scopolamine patch. Does this look right? I stared at it, then placed it behind Gram's left ear.

      “How's she doing, honey?” Mom asked, her voice so soft I barely heard her. I froze. I could not buy any more time.

      “I think she's getting ready to leave us, Mom,” I said, testing them for truth. I ached with the weight of those words.

      “What—right now?” Mom exclaimed, coming closer to the bed.

      “She's breathing different, isn't she?” It could be all in my head. We could still have another week with her. Looking at her, though, I knew better. This wasn't Gram; it was a vessel.

      We watched Gram breathe. Each rise and fall of her chest took more effort. The rasp sounded worse. The so-called death rattle? Her heart beat rapidly, the pulse jumping in the vein on her neck. Gram's jaw hung slack, in defiance of her preference to be the picture of decorum.

      Mom wiped tears from her eyes. She knew it, too. “I'm going to let everyone know. They should have a chance to say their goodbyes.”

      I nodded my agreement. Gram's presence tethered me to this spot next to her. I didn't want to leave her. People began to file in to the room, either shell-shocked or with tears streaming. A half-circle formed around the bed, several rows deep. There were too many of us to all gain direct access to her.

      No one knew what to say or do. How long could we stand here and wait for her final breath? There was no way to know when it would come. In any case, Gram would have told us to find something better to do than stare at her.

      Somewhere behind me, a soprano voice rose. “Praise God from Whom all blessings flow.” The Doxology. To sing a church hymn even in this moment. I didn't know my family had it in them.

      My wavering voice added to hers, calling up the lyrics from the recesses of my memory. More voices joined in chorus with each word. “Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.”

      The room stood holy and sacred. Hands held, arms slung around shoulders, tears mingled. The Frasiers united as one. Gram's prayers had been answered.

      A cousin moved us onto a few of Gram's favorite songs. We’d never sung as a family before but it seemed entirely perfect to do so now. Gram's breathing didn't change, nor did her heart rate. She was somewhere between earth and heaven.

      The social worker told me once no one knew for sure what went on when a person became unconscious. “We like to say that it's between the person and God at that point,” she'd said, because people who should have died, held on and others died without warning. The process of death remained a mystery.

      As the last note sounded, someone suggested we each take a private moment with Gram. People milled around the house waiting their turn. Some escaped outside for a clandestine cigarette break, while others requested to go first because they didn't feel they could stay at the house much longer. I slipped away to call Reagan with an update. He offered to come out but I declined this time. As much as he was becoming a regular presence at family events, as much as I wanted the comfort of seeing him, I really only wanted to be with my family right now, surprising as it might be.

      Everyone trickled in and out of the room for the rest of the evening. I was in no rush for my turn. Hadn't I had the opportunity these past few weeks? Caregiving duties would be my responsibility again tonight, though I didn't know if we'd have the house to ourselves. I was used to scattered sleep and setting alarms to give medication; they were not. I didn't fault them for it anymore, even if I was scared I'd be alone when she'd died. At the same time, I made peace with the eventual outcome. Gram had prepared me for this the best she could.

      I didn't have to worry. Bethie murmured she'd crash in one of the guest rooms. Soon after, the house had emptied of most everyone else. At eleven, Mom found me sitting in the kitchen while I waited for Gram's room to clear out.

      “I'm going home, sweetie. Call me if you need anything,” she said. She peered into my eyes. “She picked the right person, Olivia. I'm proud of you.”

      Tears pricked at her unexpected praise. I barely had time to respond before she was out the door. I walked through the rooms and began shutting lights off. Ian and Uncle Jeff were sprawled on couches in the great room, already snoring. It was time to think about going to bed. I felt simultaneously exhausted and wide awake.

      I slipped on pajamas and grabbed a book and my journal. I settled in to the recliner shoved close to Gram's bedside. A lone lamp lit the room, providing respite from the darkness outside.

      “I'm right here, Gram,” I told her. If hearing was the last sense to leave, then I wanted to make sure I took advantage of it. I thought back to my last conversation with her, the last time we'd ever talk, though I didn't know it at the time.

      I'd been ambivalent about the changing of the guard yesterday. I needed to go home and sleep but I sensed things were changing more rapidly. I didn't know if it was fair for me to leave. I'd sat next to Gram for a while, hoping she'd have her good hour awake before I left. She'd opened her eyes and smiled woozily.

      “Do you need anything?” I'd asked.

      “Nope, I've got you,” she'd replied with a wide sleepy smile, her voice thick with morphine. She'd patted my hand. She'd drifted back off and I interpreted this to mean I should stay. Pam, in the end, convinced me to keep plans the way they were. I'd kissed Gram goodbye, asleep but cognizant, and in the span of twenty-four hours, returned to find her a shell of who she was.

      A restlessness rose within me. I eyed the lorazepam sitting on the bedside table. Maybe a little anti-anxiety medication would do the trick. My inner good girl protested and I paced the room instead.

      There was no sense in sleeping when I would have to wake every two hours to give her another dose of something. Better to keep watch. If I could make it through the night, someone would relieve me in the morning. I sat back down and tried to read but my gaze was drawn to Gram. Her whole body was involved in her effort to breathe and the breaths came slower. I'd never listened to a cadence like it. Even though I detected a rasp, the death rattle stayed at bay.

      Let go, I thought. Let go, let go, let go. This wasn't the life she wanted. I didn't want to lose her but she couldn't continue on like this. My heart hung on every intake of breath, as the pause in between became longer. I looked at her, trying to find some sign of the end, but she continued that same slow, raspy breathing.

      I set the book to the side, tapping my foot. My heart argued with my mind. Tell her or not? She couldn't respond either way. Was it fair for my secret to be some of the last words she heard? I couldn't take the tension anymore.

      Perhaps telling Reagan the story first eased the way for the abbreviated PG-rated version Gram received. But I couldn't stop there. Words flowed out of me almost faster than I could speak. Gram knew me better than most, but she’d still had an incomplete picture. I talked about how I'd felt when Dad died, scattered memories of Pop, the way I wanted to measure up as a Frasier, and where I thought my calling might be. I talked about Reagan and how he fit in seamlessly in to my life and how this scared me, almost more than the thought of losing Gram. Years of pent-up reflections about who I thought I was spilled into the room. Gram's body raised and contracted with each breath while I talked. There was no response. I might as well have been talking to a wall.

      “Can't you tell me anything, Gram?” I pleaded. I'd waited too long. The days of Gram dispensing advice were gone. I couldn't keep her here for my sake.

      The grandfather clock struck four, resounding through the house. I prepared the next round of medication, carefully dispensing the liquid gold underneath her tongue and waiting for it to absorb. Her skin felt cool to the touch but she continued her labored breathing.

      “It's okay to rest, Gram,” I told her, hoping I meant it. I kissed her on the cheek. “We'll miss you but we'll be fine. We'll make you proud.”

      I waited to see if this changed anything. The same rise and fall, the same few second gap between breaths. I held my own breath with each silence until she breathed again.

      I laid my head down on the edge of her hospital bed. It was between her and God now but that didn't mean I couldn't add my two cents.
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      Beep beep beep. Beep beep beep. Sunlight played against my closed eyelids. I stretched, confused when my outstretched arm met fabric. I peeled my eyes open and saw I'd slept in a recliner. Why was I sleeping in a recliner?

      The beeping continued as realization dawned. Medication time. Gram. I sat up straight and looked over. The sun blanketed her bed. I imagined it was a nice way to start the day. I fumbled with my phone and turned the alarm off. It was six. I must have nodded off. I felt hungover with only one or two hours of sleep in me.

      “Morning, Gram.” I untangled my legs from the chair and started toward the medication bin. Then I stopped. Something wasn't right.

      Birds chirped outside the window, distracting me. I stood frozen in the ray of light patterning the floor; the sun warmed my feet. I tried to place my uneasiness. The room was silent.

      It shouldn't have been completely silent. My ears waited for the sound of Gram's next breath. Surely it was coming. I couldn't turn around to look at her. I waited. And nothing. The quiet sounded like a roar when you didn't hear the one thing you needed to hear.

      Any moment, Gram's body would heave with another raspy sigh. This was just the gap. Justin had warned me that people's breaths become more spaced out as their time drew to an end. Gram's time was getting closer, but it hadn't happened yet.

      It couldn't have happened yet.

      I needed to hear her breathe but she wouldn't. Why wouldn't she breathe? I forced myself to turn around.

      She lay in the hospital bed exactly as I had left her last night. Her mouth open, her eyes closed, her head to the side. She didn't move.

      “Gram,” I said, tentative. She wouldn't die apart from my witness. She wouldn't slip away like that. I just needed her to breathe again. One more time and then she could go. I promised I would let her go.

      But not yet. Please not yet.

      I inched toward the bed, not ready to confirm what my heart already knew. I stretched my hand out toward hers and met cold flesh. I recoiled.

      “Gram!” I yelled. I forced myself to touch her again. I shook her but she wouldn't wake up. “Don't do this. Please don't do this.”

      I sunk to the floor next to the bed and screamed.

      “I can't do this without you. I don't know how to do this,” I cried to no one. My fists pounded the floor but I couldn't feel anything.

      She was gone and I had abandoned her in her time of need. I had not lived up to my end of the bargain. None of it. I deserved to suffer. I sobbed and hit the floor until arms wrapped around me and pulled me back from my crouched stance.

      “Olivia, stop,” Ian pleaded. “Please, calm down.”

      Uncle Jeff ran in to the room. “Mom?” He stopped at the bed. “Oh, Mom.”

      My hair cascaded around my face as I cried in to Ian's chest. “I failed her. She's dead and I couldn't even stay awake to see her out of this world. I can't do anything right.”

      I couldn't stop crying, made worse by the weeks of sleep deprivation. Understanding the source of your sorrow didn’t make it easier to control. Bethie and Jeff gathered around us, moving between soothing me to Gram's bed for their own closure.

      Ian patted my back and did what he could to calm me down. Gram had died. I couldn't understand it. We should have had more time. I should have done more to keep her comfortable. I would have to live with my failure for the rest of my life.

      I heaved a sigh as my tears dried up and patted Ian's arm, unable to say more. Then I picked myself up from the floor and approached the bed again.

      “I love you, Gram,” I said and kissed her cheek one last time. “I'm sorry.”

      

      There were so many people in the room. Too many people. I sat curled up in the recliner beneath a pile of blankets. I could not stop shivering. I stared at the canvas Gram had directed me to hang across from her bed. She'd said she wanted to see the two of us happy together whenever she opened her eyes. I couldn't reconcile the life and laughter caught in paint to the lifeless body in the hospital bed.

      “She's in shock,” someone said. I didn't understand why everyone else wasn't. It didn't matter we'd known the moment was coming. She had lived and now she didn't. I would never understand why.

      Justin squatted next to me. I slowly turned toward him and tried to focus.

      “You did everything right, Olivia. You have to believe me,” he said. I nodded. That's what everyone wanted to see.

      “People choose how and when they want to die. It wouldn't have mattered if you'd stayed awake all night. She would have waited for the second you went to the bathroom. For whatever reason, your grandmother did not want you to have the memory of her last breath.” He looked intently at me. His words wouldn't penetrate. Instead, I stared at the stethoscope around his neck. The one he'd held to her heart to confirm her death.

      I forced myself to return his gaze and nod understanding. I wanted this part over with.

      A woman with rich umber skin came next to Justin and leaned down toward me. “Olivia, I'm Norma, the chaplain. Your uncle requested I visit when he called the office about your grandmother. I'm so sorry for your loss. Ella May was truly a delight.”

      I took in her kind face, missing the usual lines and wrinkles that accompanied silvering hair. We hadn’t met before, though Gram had thought much of her. I turned toward Gram to let her know Norma was there and then froze, remembering. I swallowed hard before looking back at Norma.

      “Thank you for coming,” I murmured, returning her handshake. How strange to still be deferred to in a sea of Frasiers. It wouldn't last much longer.

      Justin turned to address the crowd. “The funeral home is here. Anyone who wants to can stay while they prepare the body. Otherwise, why don't the rest of you head to the large room downstairs? Maybe Norma can read a prayer over you all?” Norma nodded agreement. “Then, if you'd like, you can accompany the stretcher outside.”

      I didn’t want to stay for this, nor did it seem anyone else did. Chatter filled the room as people picked up purses and mugs. Reagan picked off the blankets covering me and helped me stand up. I blinked. I didn’t know when he’d arrived. With his arm around me, we took the stairs slowly. I felt like a child being guided by a parent. Who would guide me now?

      Once everyone had found a seat, Norma stood at the front of the room near Gram's chair. The chair she'd never sit in again.

      “We know there are no words to make our sorrow better. When we have been loved by someone like Ella May, we hurt knowing this is the end. And yet, we also know this is not truly the end for her or for us.” Norma's hands steepled in contemplation. I stared at her and willed her words to sink in. Gram was in heaven. I needed to remember the hope in that. Was there hope in that?

      Norma continued. “I'd like to share with you a prayer adapted from a poem written by William Penn.” She retrieved a piece of paper from the small Bible she carried. “'We give back, to you, O God, Ella May who you gave to us. You did not lose her when you gave her to us, and we did not lose her by her return to you. Your dear Son has taught us that life is eternal and love cannot die. So death is only a horizon, and a horizon is only the limit of our sight. Open our eyes to see more clearly, and draw us closer to you that we may know that we are nearer to our loved ones, who are with you. You have told us that you are preparing a place for us: prepare us also for that happy place, that where you are we may also be always, O dear Lord of life and death.'”

      “Amen” mingled with the sound of muffled crying. My eyes remained dry, though my heart bled. If death was only a horizon, my sight was severely limited today. I didn't see the purpose of Gram's death. I didn't believe she would live forever but it wasn't fair for her to be taken this soon. Questions pounded through my head. Why hadn't I kept watch?

      Over the next few days, my emotions swelled despite my detachment. I would not let myself break down. The mission was simple—make it through the visitation and funeral. While I appreciated all who came to mourn Gram's death, I could not mourn with them.

      Exhaustion consumed me but I couldn't sleep. I barely ate. I ignored the concerned looks directed my way. I went through the motions of the dedicated granddaughter and accepted people's praise of how well I had cared for her during these last several weeks. I knew the truth of how I had failed her.

      By the time Thursday morning rolled around, I was not sure how much more I could take. My mind wandered throughout the funeral. The pastor's eulogy may have been a timeless praise of Gram's character but I didn't hear one word.

      Suzy and Mei approached me after the service to offer condolences, their expressions concerned. Suzy didn't address my haggard appearance, for which I was grateful.

      “You don't need to come to the exhibit tomorrow, Olivia. Everything's under control. You should spend time with your family, catch up on rest, that sort of thing,” she said.

      “I know you're concerned, Suzy, but I'm fine and I want to support Reagan. There's no reason not to go to the exhibit,” I said with determination. I'd be there. What else did I have to live for anymore?
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      “Do you want me to drop you off or find a parking spot?” Zanne's boyfriend Patrick asked from the driver's seat. They'd insisted on bringing me to the exhibit. Reagan had to be there early for obvious reasons and he hadn't been keen on me showing up alone either. The kid gloves were starting to get on my nerves.

      “You can park in the back of the building. I'm sure there will be spots left, since that's where I would've parked.” A subtle reminder of my capability.

      Zanne twisted in the passenger seat so she could face me. “I know you would have been perfectly fine driving yourself tonight. But you've hardly been to the gallery the last few weeks and you lost one of the most important people in your life four days ago. Please let us do this for you.”

      Chastened, I sagged in my seat and thanked them for this kindness. Their support mattered, even if I wasn't attending the exhibit in an official capacity. Suzy would be on my case if I tried to glad hand anyone. I didn't quite know what I would do with myself. Maybe I could blend in with the crowd and figure out the gallery's place in my life. At the very least, I wanted to be there for Reagan. It was time for me to focus on my part of our relationship. I didn't want him to question what he'd originally seen in me.

      “It'll be good to get back in to the swing of things,” I said with more confidence than I felt. I led Zanne and Patrick through the wreck of a storage room.

      “Watch your step. No clue what hazards await back here,” I cautioned them. My four-inch heels teetered as I navigated the obstacle course, but I chalked it up to the peril of walking in high heels instead of my continued exhaustion. Once we'd made it to the office area, we were in the clear.

      Guests were due to arrive starting in another hour. I'd thought about showing up then as well and even using the front door. But I couldn't help myself. This gallery was my baby. Suzy could happily handle the details and chaos tonight. I didn't doubt her ability, but I felt compelled to walk through before anyone else came and make sure everyone had what they needed.

      We entered the gallery space. My friends went to the left where a temporary bar was set up, while I went to the right. I took a deep breath. This would be good for me. Oak Park and Geneva were entirely different worlds. Few people here would know about Gram or that I'd spent little time at Madison Gallery the past few weeks.

      I knew this place and it knew me. The three columns in the center of the gallery showcased three very different themes. I wanted to spend time with each artist and do what I could to promote their work. Suzy headed my way, wearing a black knee-length bodycon dress. Her jet black hair was swept up into a double-knotted twist. She looked edgy and elegant.

      “Olivia, you came. I didn't know if you were being serious. How are you doing?”

      I headed Suzy off before she could say anything else. “I'm fine, or at least I'll be fine. I already promised I would take all of next week off. Please don't worry about me,” I answered.

      “That’s impossible. I want this night to be all that you dreamed it would be,” Suzy said. She was sweet to care about my vision to that degree. She looked nervous. Her eyes darted around the gallery. There were always a bunch of last-minute details. She didn’t need to babysit me.

      “Seriously, Suz. Go on. Take care of whatever you need to,” I said, patting her arm. “Have there been any snags? Wait. I take that back. I don't want to know. You're in charge tonight.” A smile broke across my face. I could do this. The lack of responsibility agreed with me.

      I scanned the room to see who had arrived so far. Mostly my staff scurried back and forth while the artists of the hour held court with friends or family arriving early. I couldn't see Reagan and guessed he was on the other side of his exhibition wall. I wouldn't let myself look at the canvases on the backside of his wall. Reagan would show me his work soon enough.

      I made the rounds quickly, starting with the left side and working my way over to Reagan who was stationed on the right. I'd hand selected these artists and barely been able to work directly with them. Claudia and Malachi didn't disappoint me with their offerings and neither seemed to mind working more with Suzy than me. How easily I'd been replaced.

      The gallery turned out to be a fickle mistress and it stung. This was why I couldn't make up my mind about my future. The moment I settled on a new direction, the rug got ripped out from beneath my feet. At this rate, I'd question my career choice for the rest of my life.

      I finished talking with Malachi and told him I'd check in by the end of the night.

      “Have fun,” I told him, then started walking toward Reagan.

      His back was toward me but he turned around as I drew near, as if he sensed my presence. I lifted my face toward his for a quick “we're in a professional setting” kiss.

      “You look beautiful.” Reagan took my hand and held it out as he took in my knee-length navy blue wrap dress. A wan smile settled on my lips.

      “How are you doing?” He peered into my eyes, seeking the truth.

      “I'm fine,” I deflected. “How are you doing? This is going to be a good night for you, I can feel it. I'm so proud of you.”

      “You haven't even seen anything yet. Or have you?” His brow furrowed.

      “No, I saved the best for last.” I slipped my hand into his. I couldn't see any of the canvases from where we stood. “Let's go.”

      His hand held me fast. I looked questioningly at him.

      “Before you look, I should explain,” he started.

      “Reagan, I don't need to hear about your technique or inspiration. We've already talked about this. Stop worrying,” I admonished him with a laugh. “I'm going to love it.”

      With that, I broke away and headed toward the wall, my eyes taking in the whole wall before zeroing in on an individual canvas toward the bottom. My smile sank. Hot dread crept through my body.

      That couldn't be. There had to be some other explanation. My hands shook at my side.

      The canvas featured a cacophony of colors in the background. It shouldn't have worked but it did. I knew that because I knew the woman featured in the foreground. Her head was turned to the side in contemplation and reflection, her peaceful expression a stark contrast to the explosion behind her.

      Beneath the painting, a placard read “Untitled by Olivia Frasier.” I’d painted it the night I'd shared my secret with Reagan. Unable to sleep and feeling frustrated, my raw emotions poured out on the canvas about my hypocrisy since college. A canvas no one would ever see.

      Benoit’s cutting words in Paris taunted me. “You’re a fraud, Olivia. Anyone who sees your work knows you’re no good. You didn’t deserve to be here and you never will.”

      The gallery lights burned hot and I swayed as I looked at the canvas in disbelief and horror.

      I turned my head back to look at Reagan for an explanation. When I saw the hopeful expression on his face, my heart turned to lead.

      “What did you do?” I hissed, mindful of the people nearby.

      “Olivia, I can explain. Remember how you said you wondered what it would be like to see your painting on display,” he started. He took a step toward me, but I held up my hand.

      “Don't you come near me. How could you?” I asked, my voice growing louder. No answer could make this right. How could he do this to me? Shock pinned me in place.

      “A couple of weeks ago you asked me to pick a few files up for you.”

      “That painting was not out in the open, Reagan. You went through my stuff?” I shrieked. The room stifled me. A wave of dizziness came over me and I regretted not eating anything before coming here.

      “This is too good to hide away in your closet,” he said, his eyes pleading for me to understand.

      “So you went behind my back? Who else has seen this tonight?” I felt naked and exposed. The lights were too bright. Was everyone staring at me? The room closed in. My hand slid over my heart as if to protect it. My breathing sped up and I couldn’t control it. I couldn’t control the panic welling inside. Nausea crept over me. I clutched my stomach and bent over. Oh God, was I going to throw up? Reagan reached out to touch me but I straightened back up and took a step backward.

      “I didn't go behind your back,” Reagan said before catching the scorn on my face. “Yes, I convinced Suzy that it should part of my display. And no, I didn't ask your permission to do this. But I knew you'd say no. You've been stuck and I wanted to do something good for you.”

      “Good for me? What part of this is good for me? You know why I don't show my work. My family barely knows I still paint. Gram just died, for fuck’s sake.  Publicly humiliating me is going to make me feel better?”

      Zanne, Patrick, and Suzy were drawn in by my raised voice. As were many of the early arrivals, though most guests remained a respectful distance away.

      “What's going on?” Zanne asked.

      I pointed at the painting. “That. That is what's going on. Reagan decided to take what isn't his and put it up for display. Just like men always do.”

      “That's not fair, Olivia,” Reagan said in a quiet tone. “I was trying to do something nice for you.”

      “You son of a—” I stopped, searching for a suitable put down. Weren't there any male slurs that didn't also insult women? “Fuck you, Reagan. You know this was wrong. You keep pushing me for something I’ve told you I don’t want.” I couldn’t believe this was happening.

      “I don't understand,” Zanne interjected. “What's wrong with the painting? Oh my gosh. Olivia, that's your name under that. You painted that?” She moved closer to look.

      Weariness overcame me. My secret stripped of its sacredness. “Yes, I did. But it wasn't his to put up here.” Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. Not now. If I hadn't cried at Gram's funeral, I would not cry here. He didn't deserve it. I had to keep it together. I had to get out of here. I looked wildly around the room but there was no escape.

      All my pent-up sadness and frustration came streaming down my face. I struggled to breathe. I couldn't remember what my therapist had told me about times such as these. It was too late to stave off the damage. I understood now why everyone had worried about me—I had broken in two.

      A sob escaped me. Zanne turned around at the sound of my plight. No one knew what to do. They exchanged glances at each other in my peripheral vision. Their uncertainty shoved me toward action. It had to come down.

      I charged toward the canvas, nearly elbowing Zanne out of the way. I tried lifting it off its brace but the backing held. I started to claw at the wall for leverage.

      “Get it off. Get it off of here! Why did you do this to me?” I screamed at Reagan. Panic consumed me. I yanked at the canvas but it wouldn't budge. “This has to come down!”

      Zanne and Patrick moved in to restrain me but I fought their arms. My tear-streaked face met theirs.

      “You have to help me,” I begged them in between sobs. “Take it down.”

      “We will, I promise,” Zanne soothed, rubbing my hand. “Patrick, take care of it.” She barked at him as Suzy came flying over.

      “Take her to her office,” Suzy directed. “I'll get the painting down. Olivia, I'm sorry. I didn't know you didn't know.” Her expression turned anguished. I couldn't respond to her apology. Nothing mattered except getting the painting down and going home.

      I didn't see anything as I let my friends escort me away. More guests were arriving for the evening. None of it mattered now. Reagan jogged over to us before I could escape to the back room; he reached over Patrick to grab my shoulder. I flinched at his touch.

      “Leave me alone, Reagan,” I said in a wooden tone. He had broken my heart, just not in the way I'd anticipated.

      “No, Olivia. We need to talk this through.” His hands cupped my face and he forced me to look at him while Patrick and Zanne stood to the side, ready to intervene. His remorse rang through loud and clear, complete with a stricken expression.

      “You're right,” I responded, suddenly calm. “Let's talk about how you betrayed me.”

      He looked taken aback. “Betrayed you? That's what you think? I was trying to inspire you to move forward. To practice what you preach.”

      “Ah, yes. And this was clearly the best time to do it. Surprise your grieving girlfriend with her worst fear.” I wiped the tears from my eyes. Each angry word empowered me. I would not let him win.

      “That's, that's not what I meant to do and you know it,” Reagan said, exasperated. “You're not thinking clearly right now. You need to go home and sleep and then we'll talk.”

      “No, I think we're done talking now. In fact, we're done. Period. I don't want to see you again. Suzy can handle anything you need in regard to the gallery. But we're through.” I stared him down, flinty in my resolve. I may not have fought back against Arturo but I'd be damned if a man railroaded me again.

      “What?” Reagan looked shocked, his eyes filled with torment. “You don't mean that. We can talk this through. You can't throw our whole relationship away over one mistake.”

      “I'm not the one who threw it away, Reagan. You did.” The tears returned but I wouldn't give him the satisfaction of seeing my weakness.

      With that, I marched past Patrick and Zanne and into the back room. As the door closed behind me, I collapsed.
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      I woke up Saturday determined to put this behind me. I left my phone on silent, ignoring the accumulating calls and messages. Sunglasses on, I made a quick trip to the local art supply store and loaded up on materials. I should have done it years ago. I overlooked the total on the receipt and immersed myself in an artist colony for one.

      Sunday the first gift appeared, a bouquet of orange and pink gerbera daisies. The next few days saw the latest CD from one of my favorite artists, a book I’d mentioned wanting to read months ago, and a peanut butter-filled confection from Molly's Cupcakes. A brief note accompanied each token, black ink highlighting Reagan's strong block letters.

      The gifts showed how well Reagan knew me. I died a little more inside each morning after the knock came and I was left with the latest symbol of his affection. A week ago, it would have meant everything. A week ago, I would have plotted how to return the favor of drive-by gifting.

      Five days had passed since my meltdown at the gallery. The knock resounded. I grimly noted I'd been waiting for it. I squinted through the peephole. Delivery time, as usual. I lifted myself on tiptoes to see out the door from all angles. I would not open the door until I was sure the delivery man had left. There, at the edge of the doormat, sat a paper coffee cup from Teapot.

      He was good. I would admit that much.

      I edged the door open and moved toward the cup.

      “I thought that would lure you out.” I jumped as his voice came from around the corner. He came forward until we were a few feet apart from each other. I picked up the cup and smelled its contents. Irish Breakfast tea. The jerk.

      “What do you want, Reagan?” The will to fight drained out of me. This would be like ripping off a Band-Aid.

      “I'm sorry about Friday night. You have to believe me,” he said. His hair was mussed up in all directions. He looked terrible. Serves him right.

      I wanted to believe him. With all of my being, I wanted to forget the debacle and ask Reagan how the crowd responded to his paintings, whether there were any sales, if he regretted moving to Chicago, if he regretted meeting me. Then I remembered my canvas hanging there and the fear and humiliation washed over me again. I couldn't forget.

      I leaned against the edge of the doorframe, watching as he shifted on his feet. His discomfort made me feel more comfortable. I was not overreacting.

      “Why did you do it?” My voice stayed steady. I didn't want to cry my way through another conversation.

      Reagan sighed and rubbed his eyes with his hand. “It was a mistake. I get it now. I didn't think it would remind you of what happened in Paris. I didn't think I would be the asshole in this situation.” He looked up at the hallway ceiling for guidance. “I wanted to do something good for you. You deserve to be happy. I wanted returning to the gallery to be something hopeful and exciting for you, a new direction.”

      He thought he knew best. He pushed me in a direction I wasn't ready for, the same as Benoit. Not exactly the same as Benoit, I amended, but this hurt more.

      “Gram's dead, Reagan. What makes you think any of this matters now?” I gestured blindly, conjuring up images of the gallery and oil paints. “This is who I am. You can't force me to be different.” I accepted my fate.

      “You are so much more than you give yourself credit for.” He tried to hold my gaze. His hands stayed awkward at his side. We were so used to affection with one another, it was foreign to converse apart from it. The thought of his touch made me squirm.

      I gave myself credit for this though. I refused to let another man define me, not even one who stubbornly only saw my good qualities. He couldn't put me on a pedestal. It hit me why he had.

      “I've been going over this in my mind, trying to figure out how you could possibly justify what you did. You can't fix me, Reagan. I'm not Katie. This is not some second chance to make things right,” I said, my words low and harsh. Shock reflected across his face. “I am not perfect and generous and compassionate. I have flaws and you don't get to choose how I deal with them. That doesn't mean I won't try to be a better person along the way. But you either accept me as I am or you don't.”

      His eyes were wide and incredulous. “You think that's what this is about? I know you're not Katie and I'm not trying to fix you. I love you, Olivia.”

      He loved me. He loved me? I tripped over the words. This admission changed everything and nothing. I didn't want this kind of love.

      I fiddled with the door handle with my free hand. A smile played at the corner of my mouth, a self-betrayal. He hurt you, I reminded myself. I wrapped my fingers around the hurt and held it close. It was the only way to get through this.

      “You don't love me. Love doesn't do that.”

      “You're wrong about that, Olivia. People make mistakes. You can't choose how a relationship will unfold. We're both going to screw up and argue. There are going to be bad days but that doesn't mean the good isn't there. We're good together,” he said. He drew strength from the certainty he was right. He would talk this out until I came to the same conclusion, but I wasn't convinced.

      “I love that you are a mess of contradictions,” he said to fill the silence. “You love baseball as much as you love art museums. You have tattoos and you volunteer at a nursing home. You wear these vibrant bold colors but you don't avoid the darker elements of life. You bicker with your family but you'd defend them to the core if anyone messed with them. You love fiercely but I’m learning you expect that love won't last. There will never be a day that you won't intrigue me.”

      We had been good together, but it wasn't enough. I couldn't forgive him for this. He might not understand the root of his actions but I did. History would repeat itself. I couldn’t take another risk.

      “I expect it won't last because it never has,” I finally said. My champions left me sooner or later. I'd been lucky to keep Elaine and Gram for as long as I had. “Point proven. Please don't come back anymore.”

      “Don’t do this, Liv. You promised me you wouldn’t shut me out the next time there was a problem. We need to talk this through.” Reagan took a step toward me but I backed away. Too little, too late. “You honestly won't forgive me for this?”

      I stared into his eyes and tried to find the man I thought knew me better than anyone else but all I could see was his betrayal. All I could see was pain.

      “I can't.” I looked at the cup in my hand before setting it back on the doormat. Then I shut the door.

      

      “Knock, knock,” Kristy yelled, letting herself in with a key I'd foolishly given her years ago. I scrunched my eyes closed. The point of not answering the phone was for everyone to leave me alone.

      She sidestepped the canvases and papers strewn about the room and made her way to me. Kristy hovered over my head, sniffing the air. I poked her in the side. “Just because I'm a hermit doesn't mean I haven't showered. I have some standards.”

      “Just checking,” she said. “You don't call, you don't write. It's been a week since I heard from you. I'm worried.”

      She sat down next to me on the couch. Her light brown hair was pulled back in a loose braid and she wore her usual uniform of a basic navy T-shirt paired with bootcut jeans. “Zanne filled me in about the exhibit.”

      “Of course she did,” I said, staring straight ahead.

      “I let you have some time before barging in here. Maybe too much time. Liv, you can't shut me out right now. If you didn't just have your ass kicked by life, I'd be a little ticked you never told me you were still painting. But it's not about me. This is about you. And Reagan. And, oh yeah, the fact that you're still painting!”

      “I'm not trying to shut you out,” I said. Her eyebrows rose with her patented “don’t BS me” expression. “It's not you personally, it's everyone. I wanted some time and space to clear my head before I show my face at the gallery again. I made such an idiot of myself,” I moaned.

      “Don't be ridiculous. There was so much champagne flowing there, no one will remember. Zanne said there weren’t that many people there then anyway and Suzy smoothed everything over. Now be a good Livvie and spill the dirt.” Eternally brave Kristy knew no bounds when it came to me. As my oldest and best friend, I let her help me pick up the pieces.

      I haltingly shared my humiliation. The shock of the painting, my hysterics at the event, my parting words with Reagan. Even if she didn't understand why I'd quit painting publicly, she knew some things needed to remain private until I deemed them otherwise. I updated her on the presents and his visit two days ago.

      “Oh my gosh, that's so sweet of him,” she squealed. I shot her a dirty look. “What? It is. You can be pissed off at him. I get it, I do. He deserves our wrath. But you can't deny the cuteness of someone leaving you a gift on your doorstep every day.”

      “That's not the point, Kristy. He humiliated me. At my work. He broke my heart, like I knew he would,” I added, my face in my hands.

      “Stop it right there,” she admonished me. “I believe we've arrived at the root of the problem.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, relieved she saw it so clearly.

      “For too long you've had this self-fulfilling prophecy when it comes to relationships.”

      Wait. What? I gave her a side eye.

      “I'm not going to name the names in your dating graveyard, but this is your pattern. Everything's going fine and then you drop them.”

      “That's not true,” I retorted. Was it? “Were you not paying attention? Reagan hurt me. I am mortified people saw my name attached to that painting.”

      “Zanne texted me a picture of it and it's great. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

      I groaned at the thought of more people seeing it.

      “Did you hear what I said?” she asked. I looked at Kristy and raised my eyebrows in question. “I said your painting is great. You're so consumed by this junk that you're overlooking the fact that not one person ridiculed your work and that, according to Zanne, it was praised by a local critic who was there early. At least until you tried to rip it off the wall.”

      Praised by a critic? That didn't make sense. I had spent hardly any time on the painting. Somewhere deep inside I hoped I was talented enough to belong with the artists and painters, but it wasn't my lot in life.

      Kristy was on a roll now. “And let's get one thing straight—Reagan made a mistake. He did not do this deliberately. Did he have bad timing? Absolutely. Was his heart in the right place? Definitely. I mean, he gave up some of his exhibit space for you, Liv.”

      I hadn't considered that last part. Reagan's income was dependent on how much of his work sold. He'd still made room for my painting, believing it would bring a measure of joy to me.

      “I've watched you go through this time and time again and I let you because those guys were just average guys. They didn’t really mean anything. But I can't do that this time. Reagan is a good man and he cares about you. You guys can get through this. Relationships take work and you will regret it if you don’t take a chance on him,” Kristy finished.

      “Are you done?”

      “For now.” She was already strategizing how to defend her points.

      “Thank you,” I said, throwing my arms around her for a hug. She'd given me much to think about. “I don't want to hear any of it and I don't think I can forgive Reagan but thank you for saying it anyway.”

      “Well, it's a start,” she said. “Now show me what you've been working on.”

      I took her on a tour of watercolors, acrylics, and oils. Color studies, landscapes, and memories. Almost every inch of the dining area was covered in artwork.

      “I can't believe you didn't show me anything sooner,” Kristy said, setting down my rendition of Gram in her wedding dress.

      “You know how screwed up I am so it shouldn't surprise you,” I said.

      “We're all screwed up, Liv. It's how we handle our mess that makes the difference.”

      I carried the morsel like a worry stone, something to be smoothed out and processed over time.

      “Gram wanted me to use this time to figure out what to do with my life but I don't know what that means. She said there wasn’t one right answer, but I wish there was.”

      “Take it one step at a time,” Kristy said. “For now, you'll go back to work and figure out if you actually like working at the gallery. If you don't, then you'll figure out what comes next. What did your grandma always say about decisions? Something about choosing whatever is the best story? That's what you do.”

      

      Gram died. Gram was dead. She had passed on. I turned over verbs and tenses, trying to find the one that would make sense.

      She was sleeping with the fishes. For all her Southern gentility, she appreciated a good Mafia reference. It must have been the proximity to Chicago and Al Capone's crimes.

      What did her death mean to me?

      My detached behavior during the funeral and misplaced outburst at the exhibit embarrassed me. We knew Gram was going to die; her slow decline wouldn't let me forget. I didn't understand why I'd been caught off guard. I had to express my grief or it would consume me. Painting would only take me so far.

      Some days started out fine until I remembered. Some memory would sweep over and bring me to my knees. Kleenex accompanied me wherever I went. It was better to be prepared.

      I couldn't think about Gram's death without thinking about Elaine and Dad. When the trifecta occupied my mind, I'd want to call Reagan, only to face that loss as well. I was furious with him for abandoning me during this time, even if I was the one who broke up with him. It had been wonderful until the exhibit, or so the script went.

      That's the nature of grief, intersecting with every avenue of our lives. As I'd learned before, life went on. I returned to work. Friends took me out for drinks and good music and let me talk, or not. Some weeks I found solace in company and others I stayed home.

      Suzy and I had a long talk my first week back after Gram died, resulting in my loyal assistant preparing to become my partner in Madison Gallery. She'd flourished with the extra responsibility while I was on medical leave and I wanted some slack so I could decide my place there. The gallery was in my blood and I couldn't conceive of not being there.

      However, I needed to get to the bottom of my discontent, which was how I found myself returning a phone call to the bereavement coordinator at Sanctuary Hospice. I didn't want to repeat the same mistakes anymore.
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      Sunshine and a crisp wind ushered in Thanksgiving Day. We gathered at Gram's house for our first holiday without her. Gram had stipulated in her will that her grandchildren had first dibs on the house. Marcus, as the executor of the estate, had sat us down to determine the interested parties. While we all had fond ties to the house, most had their own homes or no need for a house of this size.

      Except for my brother Ian, a strange yet fitting lord of the manor. Laura had announced she was pregnant, with twins no less, last month. With their dual-income and a strong sense a Frasier should keep the family home going, Ian and Laura decided to buy the house. It was a complicated procedure, since the original mortgage had been paid off years ago. For whatever reason, Ian and Laura would buy it so no one could later contest the wording of the will. I wasn't sure what that said about our family.

      My brother and sister-in-law hadn't yet finished the paperwork or moved in so this was still Gram's home. We took over the kitchen to prepare the usual holiday favorites. A gorgeous turkey, creamy mashed potatoes, green bean casserole, and a plethora of desserts. Last year Gram had directed us on the cooking sequence. I'd assumed the responsibility would then fall to Elaine.

      Instead of naming a new Keeper of the Kitchen, we fell to our tasks seamlessly, helping each other out as needed. The little kids set the table in the dining room, as well as their own table set to the side. I remembered how important I'd felt when I was old enough to move to the grand oak table with the grown-ups. Ian and Laura would need to continue that tradition, I decided.

      As we sat down, the gaps were obvious. Oh, there wasn't any additional room at the table thanks to a few kids who had graduated ranks. We remained cramped and crowded but it didn't distract us from missing Gram and Elaine. We rallied through dinner. The conversation turned to sports, as always, current events, and the type of winter we might expect.

      I glowed looking around the table at my family. When Gram died, I wondered whether I'd want to spend time with my relatives but the weeks before and after her death brought us closer. It wasn't perfect by any means, but it was better.

      I felt a pang as I took in all the couples. While we were together, I'd thought Reagan would accompany me for the holidays this year and I keenly felt his absence. I shook off the melancholy.

      Before dessert was brought out, Uncle Dan tapped his water goblet and stood up. His chair scraped back, drawing our attention to him. He looked down at the glass in his hand and stayed silent a moment.

      “It is hard to be thankful after a year like the one we've seen,” he said. “We've faced more loss than any family should. There are a few people who should be joining us at the table who are not. We are grateful for their lives, sure, but we wish they were here.”

      Candlelight danced on my relatives' faces. We clutched our own glasses, uncertain where Dan was headed.

      “Thanksgiving compels us to remember the good in our lives, even when it's hard to see. I am grateful for this family and that we don't have to go through this alone. And I am grateful for what a sister like Elaine and a mom like Ella May brought to my life. To all of our lives.”

      “Mom would be so happy that we're together today. Ian and Laura, I hope you'll continue to let us take this house over at the holidays,” he directed toward them. We all laughed as Ian shrugged his shoulders in acceptance.

      “I don't really have anything else to say. I just wanted to take a moment to reflect.” He cleared his throat. “To Mom and Elaine.”

      We lifted our glasses and clinked, echoing his toast. The names of the dead had been mentioned. We had turned a page from the old order.

      As Dan sat down, Marcus' chair scraped back as he stood up. The chatter stopped as we all turned his way.

      “Thank you for that, Dan. That was a good word. I agree Mom would have been happy today.” He swirled the content of his glass before scanning the table and landing on me.

      “I would like to propose a toast to Olivia. Olivia, stand up, please.”

      My mouth dropped open. I didn't know where to look or what to do. Was this a joke?

      “Stand up, stand up,” everyone encouraged. I looked at Mom for reassurance. She smiled at me. “Go on, Olivia. Stand up.” I slowly stood up, ready to bolt at any moment.

      “Olivia, I owe you an apology,” Marcus said.

      I grasped the back of the chair for support. Truly, what was happening?

      “When Mom announced that she wanted you to be her POA, I did not handle it well. You and I have had our differences over the years and I was pretty sure you would not serve her well. But you proved me wrong. You gave of your time, money, energy, everything, to take care of her during her last few months. You were sleep-deprived but you didn't complain. You fought for what she needed. You even fought me,” he said with a self-deprecating smile. Everyone chuckled.

      “Mom died well because of you.”

      My eyes filled with tears. It had taken time but I'd finally accepted that Gram had protected me by dying while I slept. I hadn't failed her after all, though I would always be able to come up with ways I could have done better. I hadn't realized how much I needed to hear those words from him.

      “Your tenacity, compassion, and determination have done this family proud. Thank you, Olivia, from the bottom of my heart. To Olivia,” he directed, raising his glass high.

      “To Olivia,” everyone responded, as glasses clinked around the table.

      Tears slipped down my cheeks. I didn't know what to say. Marcus walked around the table until he reached me.

      “Can you forgive me?” he asked amid the clamor. I was in shock. He really meant it. He asked forgiveness for a lifetime of hurts. This was our chance to start fresh.

      “Yes,” I said, smiling through my tears, at peace. We would need time to see where this truce led us but I didn’t want to hold on to resentment anymore. I wanted to move forward. Everyone clapped as we hugged for the first time since my childhood.

      Which made me wonder—if I could forgive someone I'd deemed unforgivable, why couldn't I forgive Reagan?

      

      The next morning Madison Gallery prepared for the onslaught of Black Friday. We didn't open any earlier; there was no point in competing with half-price laptops and TVs. However, we usually had a steady stream of shoppers and it was a good way to trim down our inventory, as well as sell art classes and other tie-ins.

      I combed through the back room for overlooked stock. I'd finally gotten around to organizing the mess so it was not as time-consuming a process as usual. The staff looked ready to handle whatever came their way, which meant it was time for me and Suzy to sit down.

      Things had changed since shifting responsibilities. My passion for the creative aspect of art was no longer a secret. I openly kept supplies in my office and at home for whenever the mood struck me. Anxiety built whenever someone asked to see my work but I didn't feel as exposed when sharing it anymore.

      I owed this freedom to taking on more of the workshops at the gallery. While I'd filled in as teacher for the occasional kids’ class, I broadened my scope. I enjoyed watching the children and teens learn as they improved their skills. I wanted to build their confidence too. No matter what they decided to do in life, I wanted them to know they could accomplish it.

      Seeing the possibilities through their eyes, I accepted how much pride I took in this work. I’d never envisioned myself as a businesswoman but it suited me, whether due to my Frasier roots or because that's just who I was. Owning the gallery gave me new insights about myself. I wasn't settling by working there and it was possible to feel fulfilled even if I didn't paint professionally.

      Almost three months had passed since Suzy and I mapped out responsibilities and discussed the future of Madison Gallery. We needed to talk through what worked and what still needed to change. It was time to make her an official co-owner as well.

      “It almost doesn't seem fair to leave the staff to defend themselves against the holiday shoppers,” I told Suzy as we sat on the couch in my office. “Almost.”

      Black Friday was a successful day for the gallery but it was not my favorite day to be open. We caught each other up on projects and discussed potential snags. When I told Suzy her trial period was over and I wanted her to come on board, she jumped off the couch and hugged me. I could barely understand her excited chatter so I smiled and nodded, certain she was saying good things.

      I laughed at her. “Let Mei know the good news and figure out how you’re going to celebrate. But for now, we still have lots to talk through. The next exhibit is just a few weeks away.”

      The December exhibit was combined with a holiday party for the neighborhood, which local shops participated in. While everyone enjoyed themselves, there was much more planning that needed to occur. Personally, I looked forward to replacing my memory of the last exhibit with something more festive and light.

      This sparked Suzy's question. “Have you talked to Reagan at all?”

      I gave her a pointed look. “No. You're the one dealing with his pay out.” I tried to move the conversation back to neutral, professional ground.

      “He still asks about you, you know.” Butterflies flurried at the news. He still had an effect on me and I hated it. She looked at the mock up for the holiday newsletter, instead of me.

      “It's time we both moved on,” I said. “What do you think about the newsletter?”

      Suzy set it down and looked at me. “What I think is that you and Reagan had a bump in the road and you both need to get over yourselves and then kiss and make up. If you won't do it for yourselves, then do it for everyone around you.”

      I couldn't hide my shock. “What are you talking about?” Since when did Suzy address my personal life? Since I'd let her, I guessed. Stupid lack of boundaries.

      “I know you think you're doing better because everyone knows you're painting and you're teaching more here. In some ways you are definitely happier than you were last year at this time. But have you looked at yourself in the mirror? You can't admit you miss him or that you might have overreacted.”

      “Overreacted?” I sputtered.

      “Hey, I get it. If I'd been riding high on caffeine, grief, and little sleep, I would have taken out everyone in the whole room. He admitted he made a mistake, Olivia. Cut him some slack.”

      “He told you that?” I didn't know how I felt about them talking about me.

      “He won't quit talking about you. I call him to say another piece sold and he turns that into a question about how you’re doing,” she said, arching her eyebrow at me.

      “If he cares so much about me, then where has he been? I needed him,” I said petulantly.

      “He's leaving you alone. Just like you told him to. He might care but he's not stupid.”

      I looked down at the mock up in front of me. How had he not given up by now? My heart and head warred with each other. For as much as I'd moved on, I hadn't dated anyone else and I hadn't stopped thinking about him. It had been foolishness on my part to start dating him in the first place. Everyone knows grief and romance don't mix well together.

      Even the hospice social worker had cautioned me about making any big changes before or after Gram's death. “It could seem like a great decision at the time but when the emotion clears, you might come to regret it,” she'd said. I ignored that this logic could be applied to breaking up with Reagan.

      I'd played a part in our relationship's demise. The circumstances surrounding me may have changed but it didn't excuse me from putting the burden of the relationship on him. There were too many days I hadn't asked about him or his work, too many discussions I didn't want to have, and too many times I needed more than I gave. It was a miracle he'd stuck by me at all.

      That's why I didn't understand his persistence. He'd stopped leaving gifts and coming by the apartment since the week after the fateful exhibit. But every so often he'd text something funny he'd seen on the Red Line or to say he was thinking of me. He kept the lines of communication open, even if I didn't reciprocate.

      What if I did? What if I opened my heart back up and took a chance?

      My heart began to hammer inside my chest. I missed him. I couldn’t excuse what he’d done but I could forgive him and if I could do that, then there was no reason we couldn’t be together again. The love for him I’d buried down deep surged to the surface.

      I wanted Reagan back. No matter how scared I was, no matter what else life threw at me, I wanted Reagan at my side.

      Was this the story Gram always talked about? I didn't know from this vantage point but I'd never find out if I stayed seated.
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      Unfortunately, I didn't know how to make a grand gesture in this particular case. I'd never tried to win anyone back before. I didn't know whether to go to his apartment and apologize or set up some elaborate romantic scheme and suggest we start over. Despite what everyone said, I feared Reagan would reject my efforts in the end.

      I went back to what I knew—painting.

      I debated on the painting for a while, starting several times only to scrap those ideas. I wanted to show Reagan exactly how I felt about him.

      I flipped through pictures of us while we dated. Shots at Sox games, family birthday parties, various concerts, and finally, a candid moment caught by a friend. It reminded me of the picture I'd used for Gram's painting. In it, Reagan and I were staring at each other and smiling, me looking up and him looking down. Moments after the picture was taken, Reagan had leaned down and kissed me. The picture spoke of promise—exactly what I needed.

      I worked on it for a week, wanting to get it right. I tweaked it here and there until I finally stepped back from my easel, proud of my work.

      By the time the painting was dry the next day, I still hadn’t come up with much of a plan and I debated what to do next. It was late Wednesday night. It was too late to show up at his place. Or was it? This was no time for practicality.

      I hadn't seen Reagan since the first few days of September. December was upon us. This was insanity. I couldn't debate the best time to see him, when I planned on asking him if we could start fresh. The urge to see him gripped me. I couldn't leave fast enough.

      Sure, he might not be home, or he could slam the door in my face. I wouldn't let myself do this halfway. Go big or go home.

      I parked on his Wrigleyville street, heart thumping with the magnitude of what I was about to do. I'd been so focused on painting, I hadn't thought about what to say to him. I cursed myself. Wasn't that the whole point of this? A symbol only took me so far.

      What to say, what to say. I twisted a piece of hair with my finger while I tripped over words. I forgave him. I loved him. That's what it boiled down to, but did I lead with that? Shouldn't there be some kind of segue? I didn't know how to flirt with my ex-boyfriend who I wanted to be my boyfriend again.

      Screw it. I would have to fumble my way through and trust he’d understand. I grabbed the portfolio, along with my purse, as I headed toward the apartment building. I crossed my fingers, then entered his number on the buzzer. His disembodied voice answered.

      “Hey,” I said. “It's me, Olivia. Can I come up?” If only someone would have left the building as I was arriving so I could skip this part.

      He didn't answer but the door buzzed, granting me admission. I spent the elevator ride contemplating turning around and going back home.

      His body filled the door frame, stopping me in my tracks. Electricity buzzed between us and I felt relief at its presence. We looked at each other. Since I was the unexpected company, I should have started talking but my mind went blank at the sight of his puzzled blue eyes. How I had missed him. I forgot my reasons for ever being angry.

      He cocked his head at me, waiting for me to start.

      “I got your message about your brother. That's great news,” I said. His brother's trial had gone through. While he would have some jail time, he'd also receive treatment for his gambling addiction. A lame opening. but it was something.

      “Oh. Good. You came over here to tell me that?” He looked at my portfolio and then back at me.

      “Yes. I mean, no. Of course not. I came because...I came,” I tripped over my words as they echoed through the hallway. “Can I come in? I'd rather not have this conversation out here.” This reminded me, unfortunately, of what I'd done to him the day he’d brought me Irish Breakfast tea. I winced, expecting a rebuke.

      “Of course,” he said, and pushed the door back enough so I could brush past his body. I inhaled the cedar and turpentine scent that clung to him. I'd missed that smell. We stood inside the apartment, but it wasn't like before. The silence pulsed around us.

      “Olivia, why are you here?” Reagan asked, guarded. My heart sank at his expression. I had done this to him. How could I expect him to have open arms waiting for me?

      Gram's teaching come to mind. Authentic people told the truth, even when there was no guarantee.

      “I need to ask you a question,” I said, and waited for his permission to continue. He tipped his head at me, which I interpreted as acquiescence. “Why did you choose to hang my painting instead of using all the exhibit space for yourself?”

      He took his time answering. “Because I didn't need the entire wall to showcase my work and you deserved to have a few inches. It was my way of showing how much you meant to me. It backfired, but you have to believe I didn't mean to hurt you.”

      I fought the smile that wanted to show. “I know that now,” I told him.

      “You do?” His eyes lit up for a second, before the shutters returned. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I acted out of anger instead of love. I took out those awful few weeks on you. I wouldn't let myself feel anything about Gram's death and all that emotion sat there waiting to go somewhere. Unfortunately, you ended up in the way of it. I blamed you, when I should have blamed Benoit, and even myself. My refusal to face the past cost me one of the best things that ever happened to me.” My face heated and I turned away from him. I couldn't bear to see his reaction. Keep going, I coached myself. “I forgive you, Reagan, but I need to know if you forgive me. I didn't give you any grace. And the truth is...”

      “The truth is what?”

      “The truth is that breaking up with you is one of the biggest mistakes I've ever made.” I braved a peek at him from the corner of my eye.

      “Look at me, Liv,” he said, his voice soft. He'd used Liv. I braced myself and turned, hoping this was not the inevitable letdown.

      He covered the few feet between us, pausing to set down the portfolio I still carried. He held my hands in his.

      “Of course I forgive you,” he said. “You don't know what a relief it is to see you again. All these months, I didn't think you'd even want to be in the same room as me.”

      “I didn't,” I admitted. “I honestly don't know what you see in me. I mean, I don't know what you saw in me,” I amended. Maybe he only wanted to be friends. I could live with that, I thought.

      Reagan chuckled. “There's something you should see.” He pulled me toward his studio, where his latest canvas sat. I looked at it and gasped.

      “That's me,” I exclaimed. I let go of his hand and stepped closer to it, careful not to touch the paint. Reagan's signature theme was all over it, down to the scenes unfolding in my tangled mass of hair. Me with Gram, me with my family, me laughing, and finally, me with Reagan.

      “You put us together?” I asked him, drawing strength from the hope before me.

      “I haven’t been able to accept you breaking up with me,” Reagan said, running his hand through his hair. I restrained myself from reaching up to smooth down the wayward locks. “Some part of me couldn’t give up hope on us.”

      This man. My body hummed as I laughed gleefully. “It's my turn to show you something.”

      I held my hand out for his, and reveled in how right it felt. I led him over to the portfolio. “Open that up,” I said. “I think you'll like what you see.”

      He unzipped the portfolio and lifted out the canvas. “You painted this?”

      I nodded yes, my heart too full to respond.

      A wide smile crossed his handsome face. He kissed the top of my head. “This is incredible. Look at how you captured us. I remember that night.” He looked at me then. “That was the night I knew I was falling in love with you.”

      “It is?” I didn't remember doing anything special at that party.

      “You were in your element—laughing, teasing friends, making me participate in the Living Room Dance Party. I saw you across the room and I knew you were it for me. But I didn't want to scare you off. We'd only been dating maybe a couple of months at that point.” He smiled wryly at me. “I guess that backfired, too, but my feelings haven’t changed.”

      Say it, I told myself. Please say it. We looked at the canvas together, as I tried to gather the courage. I worried the moment had passed.

      “Reagan?” He turned toward me again. “I love you, too.”

      My heart pounded with this confession. It was out in the open and I had no control. Before I could devise Plan B, Reagan crushed me in his arms and pressed his lips to mine. His kiss spelled out the promise of a second chance and I poured my heart into accepting it.

      We broke the kiss and Reagan held me close, as if he was afraid to let go.

      “What happened with you?” he asked, his voice muffled by my hair.

      “It's a long story,” I said.

      He held me back just enough to tip my face up toward him. “Then we should probably start catching up.” Before I could respond, he kissed me again. This was really happening. I swore to myself I would not squander this second chance.

      Sometime later, we sat side by side on the couch. In spite of the late hour, we talked about our relationship and the changes we'd each made in our months apart. Nothing was set in stone, but it didn't need to be.

      I would live this out one step at a time. Part of the adventure of life was not knowing exactly what it held. That's what kept the story fresh. Each chapter had the potential to break your heart or lift your spirits. For now, Reagan and I were together and that was enough. Gram would be proud.
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