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PRAISE FOR
Women’s Intuition


“I inhaled Women’s Intuition like a plate of barbecued chicken from the Eastern Shore and cannot wait to tell every woman I know, ‘Honey, you have to read this!’ All novels have characters, but Women’s Intuition has people, the kind you really care about. Quirky, edgy, wonderful people … Christian fiction has waited a long time for a voice like Lisa Samson’s: disarming, honest, funny, painful, triumphant, real.”

—LIZ CURTIS HIGGS, author of Bad Girls of the Bible and Mad Mary




“Lisa Samson is one of my favorite authors! Her novels are artfully crafted, and her characters are complex and delightful. Women’s Intuition is a ‘must read’ for anyone who appreciates fiction.”

—TERRI BLACKSTOCK, author of Cape Refuge and the Newpointe 911 series




“Lisa Samson has one of the most unique voices in women’s fiction today. Never has that talent been more evident than in Women’s Intuition. Come meet the delightfully quirky Summervilles. You’re going to love them!”

—ROBIN LEE HATCHER, author of Firstborn




“Women’s Intuition isn’t just a book; it’s an intimate conversation with friends. Having developed a style all her own—both humorous and touching—Lisa Samson is quickly becoming a world-class novelist.”

—JACK CAVANAUGH, author of Postmarked Heaven




“A heartfelt exploration of family relationships, the need to heal old wounds, and the courage it takes to move on.”

—VINITA HAMPTON WRIGHT, author of Velma Still Cooks in Leeway




“In Women’s Intuition, Lisa Samson uses outrageous hilarity and insight to gently peel back the layers of dysfunction in one multigenerational family to reveal a treasure at the center. I want more novels like this!”

—HANNAH ALEXANDER, author of The Healing Touch series




“Insightful, delightful, mirthful, and thoughtful. Women’s Intuition serves up characters we long to call friends.”

—NANCY MOSER, author of The Seat Beside Me and The Invitation




“Lisa Samson takes us on another excursion deep into the heart of sticky family relationships in Women’s Intuition. This gentle story shows how God works under the surface to bring us face to face with the things we fear most—and to bring us out the other side with His healing balm applied to our hurts. This is a story you won’t soon forget.”

—COLLEEN COBLE, author of Wyoming




“The women in Lisa Samson’s Women’s Intuition—Lark, Leslie, Flannery, and Prisma—leapt right off the page and into my heart. Delightful and honest reading!”

—ANGELA E. HUNT, author of The Shadow Women




“Fresh in style, beautifully realized in character, Women’s Intuition will greatly please Lisa Samson’s faithful following. Another delight from a truly original voice.”

—JAMES SCOTT BELL, author of The Darwin Conspiracy




“With characters as crisp and recognizable as Jan Karon’s and with the depth and detail of a T. Davis Bunn, Women’s Intuition is sure to capture the hearts of all who allow themselves to be found inside the strength of Samson’s women.”

—JANE KIRKPATRICK, award-winning author of All Together in One Place




“Join a new sisterhood where women grow and survive and sometimes even triumph … all while they drive each other crazy. I love Lisa Samson’s writing, and I can only think of one word for her new book: SUPERB.”

—STEPHANIE GRACE WHITSON, Christy Award finalist and author of nine inspirational novels




“Women’s Intuition is an enthralling, introspective journey into the lives and hearts of four unique, vividly drawn women battered by life but never defeated.… Lisa Samson is a spellbinding talent in the field of Christian women’s fiction.”

—KATHLEEN MORGAN, author of Embrace the Dawn




“Reading [Women’s Intuition] was like opening a box of fine chocolates. I couldn’t decide whether to gorge myself on the entire story in a single sitting or portion it out to be enjoyed over as many days as I could make it linger.… This is a gem of a story!”

—JANELLE BURNHAM SCHNEIDER, author of “More Than Tinsel” in Homespun Christmas




“Lisa Samson shines in Women’s Intuition! A jewel of a novel with multifaceted characters so real that I missed them the minute I turned the last page. In my opinion, Samson is the freshest literary voice in the industry today.”

—DEBORAH RANEY, award-winning author of Beneath a Southern Sky and After the Rains




“Lisa Samson’s eye for understanding the mysteries of family life is acutely tuned in Women’s Intuition with characters deftly drawn by her benevolent imagination. Samson offers a village peopled with deliciously flawed characters all revolving through a credible milieu that makes the heart believe that grace and mercy are free for the picking.… Delightful!”

—PATRICIA HICKMAN, author of Sandpebbles and Katrina’s Wings




“The characters in Women’s Intuition are so real, so strong, so memorable that I keep hearing snippets of their conversations in my mind, like recalling a chat with a close friend. I find myself wondering how they’re doing, expecting to see them, and being able to ask. If women’s intuition is at the heart of how we naturally think, love, and operate with those closest to us, this book reveals how it’s done.”

—SANDRA BYRD, author of The Secret Sisters Series, The Hidden Diary Series, Girl Talk, and Inside-Out Beauty Book
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This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother,

JOY EBAUER,

July 23, 19– to August 6, 2002.

She never told her age, so neither will I.

Good-bye for now, dear.

I love you.
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Lark

FLANNERY DESERVES TO KNOW THE TRUTH about her father. One day I’m going to have to tell her. But not tonight. I am worn out.

It’s a tiredness of years.

You know how those ladies’ magazines pretend women can do it all and still appear fresh as a sweet-smelling daisy by a clear Swiss spring? Wearing cute loafers, tweed miniskirts, and a camel cashmere twinset, they deposit their kids at soccer in sleek silver cars, green vans with television screens, or gargantuan white SUVs. Drive-through windows constitute meal planning. They see the best doctors because they don’t mind going across town. Malls and boutiques bark their clothing on glitzy, stylistic posters. They instantly rid themselves of the nasty Flair inserts in the Valu-Pak coupon collections I look forward to each month. And they throw them into a recycling bin they bought from some woodsy, catalog-driven company.

They adroitly embroider their own existence with the silk threads of others’ lives as though the fabric of their day-to-day duties was spun of gossamer and not the heavy mail plates that make up mine.

Was I ever like that?

Once upon a time, I suppose.

Really, though? Perhaps even then my fears festered deep down like mushrooms, and I chose to concentrate on the grass above the soil.

But one activity I do share with most women is this: I love coming home. I rarely leave it except to go play the organ at the local parish, or run down to the CVS for a gallon of milk or a loaf of bread. The priests at St. Dominic’s laugh at me, and I just let them.

“If you didn’t come here and play for mass,” Father Charlie says from between his full, sweetheart lips, “you’d be a hermit, Lark.”

“I’m a good organist, Father. Besides, a lot of holy men were hermits.”

“That was then, this is now. You need to live a little.”

Always the same.

Now, when a priest tells you to live a little, that spells trouble or, at the very least, a musty lifestyle. But I love my little home. My refuge. My relief. Ever since I signed the small mortgage. My very own consolation and sometimes insulation.

When I lie down, exhausted from trying so hard, I talk to Jesus. Now, I’m very thankful for the Resurrection, because if Christ had remained in that dark tomb, where would I be? I’m not just talking about my eternal destiny, I’m talking day by day. I know how it feels to be forsaken by someone you love more than yourself, and I know the love of Someone who loves you more than His own life.

I cry out to Him in the nighttime.

I imagine Him sitting there on the end of my bed and saying, “Come on, Lark. Give me your cares. All of them.”

As far as I’m concerned, Jesus was the only man who ever walked the face of the earth that a woman could count on.

Home feels good on nights like tonight, cool and soothing, like freshly washed sheets on freshly shaved legs. I usually read on Friday nights or watch movies with Flannery, but Father Charlie called me earlier and asked me to meet with Marsha Fortenbaugh, our cantor. “I know it’s late, but I’ve got a great new responsive piece for you to do.”

I gripped the phone. “It’s ten o’clock at night, Father!”

“I know this is short notice.”

My heart started racing. “You’re telling me, Father. You actually want to do it for Saturday evening mass? Tomorrow night? This had better be an easy piece.”

“Wait till you hear it! And come on, Lark, you’re the best organist we’ve ever had.”

Which, according to Marsha, who grew up at St. Dominic’s, says absolutely nothing.

So, feeling the ants of anxiety milling about beneath my skin, I yanked on my black pants and rose-colored blouse, brushed my brown frizz back into a headband, and headed over to the church. I wanted to make them wait for me, but who knew what lurked out on Harford Road this time of night?

There is no fear in love. There is no fear in love.

As I entered the sanctuary, I looked down and realized I had run to St. Dominic’s in my slippers.

Soon people will whisper behind their hands, “There goes the Crazy Woman of Hamilton.” I refuse to get a cat, though, for fear that once I do, more and more will litter my yard, eventually landing me in a mental institution somewhere as the Crazy Cat Woman of Hamilton.

A bit of pride lingers somewhere down with the mushrooms, I believe.

So I scanned the sheet of staff paper on the music rack before me and sank into the instrument that has cradled me for years, my fingers easing down onto the keys, pressing forward, lifting up.

Marsha gripped the lectern with bratwurst fingers supporting more Service Merchandise–type rings than any woman in Hamilton has a right to wear.

But who cared about rings, because right then, a refrain that proclaimed that all the ends of the earth have seen God’s power streamed like a warm rainbow from the pipes. Father Charlie, running a knobby, ebony hand over his slicked-back, tweed hair, belted it out with his usual African-American gusto, only tone-deaf. Thank goodness Marsha held the microphone.

Goose bumps stippled my arms and drove away the ants.

So majestic. So beautiful.

And such a strong melody.

Some church songs really wander around. Drives me crazy. But not this one.

“What do you think?” Father Charlie pushed his Buddy Holly glasses back up on the bridge of his forthright nose. He puffed his black-shirted chest forward, the white square of his collar gleaming like a beacon of priestliness in the night gloom of the church.

“I love it!” I cried from a place deep within.

There is no fear in love.

Father Charlie raised his fine, winged brows. “See, I told you, didn’t I?”

We rehearsed for the next ten minutes. Very straightforward chords, softly played for Marsha’s verses, royally rendered for the chorus. Those goose bumps returned.

Every single time.

God gave Marsha that kind of voice. Imagine if ice felt as warm as it looked clear.

Yep, Father Charlie nailed this one, all right. Definitely worth leaving home for. It was why I played here at all. I mean, Mother and Daddy baptized me a Methodist, for heaven’s sake. But something pulls me back week after week to St. Dominic’s. Catholic churches cloister within them an attractive mysteriousness to Protestant types like me. After all these years here, I still am no exception. But praising God at St. Dominic’s, accompanying Marsha and the parishioners, well, I know God desires me to use my gift right here. And sometimes I feel more at home here than anywhere else.

Maybe it’s the scent of the candles.

Maybe it’s the altar.

Maybe it’s watching people kneel, watching people humble themselves in a way Protestant churches fail to expect, that humbles my heart.

Maybe it’s because Father Charlie reassures me at my loneliest moments that one can get along fine in life without a member of the opposite sex confusing things. “You’d make a great nun, Lark,” he keeps saying. But becoming a nun? No. The whole Mary thing unsettles me.

You’d make a great nun, Lark.

Oh my word.

“How about coming down to the kitchen for a milkshake?” Father Charlie asked when we finished.

Marsha, who happens to be my best friend, tightened her porous, bleached-blond ponytail, dividing it in two and pulling the sections apart in a painful-looking manner toward her purple zebra-print scrunchy. “Great. What flavor did you get this week, Father?”

“Butter pecan. How about it, Lark? You look like you could use some ice cream.”

“I’ll pass. I’ve got to get home.”

“Oh, come on. Your answering machine will pick up the calls, and you can call them back.”

I swung my feet around to the side of the bench. “No, really. I’ve got to go.”

The ants go marching one by one.

There is no fear in love.

Marsha shoved her music into a satchel. “She’s on a no-sugar kick now anyway, Father.”

He turned to me with surprise. “You don’t say? How come?”

Marsha jumped right in, thank you very much. “She saw a special on one of those health news spots on WJZ that sugar is actually a poison.”

I shook my head. “Marsha, come on.”

“It’s true, Lark.”

I almost said something about cellulite so profound it actually displays its topographical contours through purple Lycra leggings—hint, hint, Marsha—but Father Charlie just laid a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “It’s okay, honey.”

“Thanks, Father.” Thank heavens he interrupted before I voiced my thoughts. “I’d better go.”

“See you tomorrow for five o’clock mass.”

“I’ll be here.”

“I know you will.”

I scurried down the main aisle, the real live church mouse.

“I’ll call you!” Marsha hollered.

“I’m sure you will, sister!” I pushed on the front door and found myself in the night street, right there on Harford Road, streetlights ineffective in the fight against crime. Somebody once called Baltimore’s streets “the mean streets.” Pretty apt.

Just breathe, Lark. Just breathe.

Remember, you’re in Hamilton, not Patterson Park.

Right foot. Left foot.

Forget about the guys that held up your father all those years ago.

Just like that.

What about that stickup in the Hutzler’s parking lot down on York Road when you were thirteen?

Perfect love casts out all fear.

They only got five bucks from Aunt Joy.

There.

And a pamphlet on the laetrile miracle cure from Uncle Bill.

See.

You can do it.

See?

Only gone an hour, I thought about my answering machine and the many voices now trapped on its tape. People tend to call after ten. And from eleven to midnight one call rings right after another. I know from experience that eleven to twelve is the loneliest hour of the day.

“Is this 1-777-IPRAY4U? I saw your ad in this magazine … and well, I feel a little silly now. Should I just leave my request? Should I call back later? Well …”

Or, “Hi, Prayer Lady, it’s just me, Gene. I was calling to let you know what happened today at work. You won’t believe …”

Or, “Help me. Is this for real? I need prayer real bad …”

And they all did. Everyone that dials my toll-free line needs prayer. And I pray with them. Right there over the phone. It’s the least anybody can do, right?

A fire truck blared its horn.

No fear. No fear.

I jumped back to the doorway of St. Dominic’s with a small scream.

Father Charlie slammed through the door. “Lark! You okay?”

“The fire truck.”

“It’s okay, child.”

I just love Father Charlie. And we watched together as it barreled over the hill.

“I’ve always hated fire trucks.” I laughed that tin-can laugh that grates on even my own nerves.

“Go on home and don’t fear, Lark.”

Fear not. Fear not.

“There is no fear in love, Father Charlie.”

“John the Beloved couldn’t have been wrong, child.”

“Perfect love casts out all fear.”

“You remember that, Lark.”

He squeezed my shoulder with an oven mitt–sized hand.

Good thing the roster of shepherds on Christmas morning didn’t include me is all I can say, because those angels might have been a little miffed at me, Lark Summerville, sitting there with all the sheep, frozen with fright and unable to even hear the most wonderful announcement ever made.

I stepped back out onto the sidewalk, passed Mo the Friendly Drunk, the most honest drunk alive.

“Hi, I’m Mo the Friendly Drunk, and I need some money for a drink. Now, I’ll be honest with you. That’s what I want the money for.” He smiles politely and nods, his eyes diminished by the quarter-pound lenses in his wire glasses.

I shouldn’t have handed him the fifty cents in my pocket, but I did.

Mo the Friendly Drunk and Lark the Recluse.

There but for the grace of God, they say.

I headed down the street. The 3 B’s Restaurant, sealed up and ready for the morning, displayed a chrome-lined counter, coffee cups facedown in their saucers. I’m talking some great chili in there. And the crab soup? Wonderful. Except I always worry a little bit when I spoon the flesh of bottom-feeding scavengers into my mouth. Babe Babachakos, the waitress and owner’s wife, worries over a grand-nephew down at Hopkins in the pediatric oncology ward. She calls the prayer line but never reveals her name. I find it impossible to mistake the voice that scrapes over tobacco-stained vocal cords that way. I don’t let on that I know.

The door from one of the dark Irish bars on Harford Road opened up, spilling the stink of stale beer and men’s hairy underarms and two drunk guys wearing yellow CAT hats onto the sidewalk. Peering inside for the instant the door spread-eagled onto the sidewalk, I tried to fuse my backbone with the light pole, willing my heart to calm itself.

What is it with men anyway?

There they all sat in a row, talking, watching television, their big behinds spreading like melted cheese on barstools miniaturized by their overabundant flab. There they sat, drinking their booze, watching their sports, yuk-yukking at the inane, while most probably a wife at home who made dinner, did the dishes, bathed their four children, put them to bed, then threw in a load of laundry and made lunches for the next day, fell with exhaustion into an empty bed at 10:30.

And then beer boy in there will stagger home, expect a little hanky-panky, and wonder why she doesn’t feel like it, will sulk, be a typical, selfish male, maybe even smack her around if he’s the abusive type, and then fall asleep and snore so loudly in his drunkenness she won’t even be able to get a wink of sleep.

Men.

Men. Men. Men.

If they could just be more like Jesus the world would be a better place, and that’s the utter truth. Why do the best men always take a vow of celibacy?

Shoot. Forgot the milk.

I crossed Harford Road and skittered back to the twenty-four-hour CVS. We needed a loaf of bread for toast in the morning, and some extra milk wouldn’t hurt a bit. Two percent. Can’t forget the arteries while looking out for osteoporosis.

Behind the counter, in front of all those cigarettes I still craved twenty-three years after I gave them up, stood Rots DiMatti. How a man ever comes by a nickname like Rots is beyond me. At first I imagined all sorts of devilish escapades. Soap on windows. Eggs on shutters. Flaming bags of dog doo on doorsteps. But Babe at the 3 B’s told me he was called Rotten Tomaters as a kid back in the thirties.

Huh?

“DiMatti-Tomaters, DiMatti-Tomaters. Get it?”

I set my purchases on Rots’s counter.

“Hi, Mr. DiMatti.”

“Hey, Doll.”

I love that. Doll.

“How’s Mrs. DiMatti?”

“In Florida! I says, ‘Sweetie Pie, now’s not the time to pick up and go to Florida! It’s hot there now.’ And she says, ‘Rots, I’ll go to Florida when I please.’ ” He waved a bony, polka-dotted hand. “So off she went.”

“How long you batching it?”

“A month.”

“Lucky you.”

He winked and handed me the change. “And stop giving your money to that bum, Doll.”

“I don’t give him much, Mr. DiMatti.”

“Would you buy him a drink?”

“Well, no.” I apologized. “And I know, I know it’s the same thing.”

“You’re too nice.”

Oh my word. How wrong could somebody be?

“ ’Night, Doll.”

It looked so dark outside those doors.

“ ’Night.”

Go on out, Lark. Go ahead, you can do it, sister.

The three-block walk seemed like a mile with two gallons of milk hanging in blue plastic bags about to cut my forearm in two. Not to mention the two-liter bottle of Coke for Flannery, my sweet daughter, or the bag of Nutter Butters. I figured I’d show Marsha.

I can eat Nutter Butters with the best of them. And I would.

Maybe tomorrow.

But now the early summer dew settled sweet and soft, and the streets of Baltimore hummed their tune above the silent strains of a dormant energy building up for tomorrow’s city life. The scent of life waiting patiently in the wings coated my nostrils. Still. Sweet. Large.

I absolutely couldn’t wait to get home.

I pictured my bed with that frequently laundered old quilt my Grandma Summerville stitched for my wedding all those years ago, a wedding with a hailstorm, a power failure, a leaning cake, two fainting bridesmaids, a ring bearer that pooped in his pants during the vows, and a flying urn of Béarnaise that burned my left hand—a wedding, had I known it, that was nothing more than a sinister harbinger.

My chuck roast of homes may not look fancy, but it tastes good. I grew up in a filet mignon, so I know the difference. Home isn’t much, honestly, but it’s warm. I love my little yellow house in Hamilton. Maybe one day I’ll paint my bedroom pink and green and save up enough for that canopy bed I saw in the Domestications catalog. But all those paint fumes? Who knows how many cancer cells someone builds up per coat of paint?

Yes, home is good. It belongs to me.

Better than anything Bradley and I ever lived in all those years ago, that’s for sure. Oh, Brad. If I hadn’t yelled like that, maybe you wouldn’t have gone speeding off on that motorcycle like you did. The loud reverberations of that Harley engine stab me over and over to this day. Who did I think I was back then? What right did I have to make the demands I did?

Life is better this way, right? Easier.

And poor Flannery. She deserves none of this.

Eleven P.M. Timex time.

I turned off Harford Road by the Jiffy Lube right onto Bayonne Avenue, where I live. I pictured my daughter, Flannery, who had just graduated from college and moved back in a few days ago, at home waiting for me. She planned on renting an old movie to play on the television set she brought back with her from Chicago, and I said, “Don’t forget about popcorn.” And she won’t forget the popcorn. Not Flannery.

I really am blessed, when it all comes down to it.

One day I’m going to have to tell Flannery the truth about her father, and then even this blessing may wither in the heat of the outcome. I wonder at least five times a day how much longer I can put it off. I wonder how someone who walks with Jesus can perpetuate a lie like this?

Oh, Jesus, Jesus, my Jesus.

Another fire truck breezed around the corner.

The peculiar smell of fire prickled my scalp then, and though I couldn’t see it, I just knew—just like I just knew at eighteen I was pregnant—I just knew the problem belonged to me and most likely me alone. And so I ran toward the smoky sky, the smell, the destruction. There it blazed, the fire, a living thing, hot and hungry. I dropped my bags and I lurched toward the flames, hoping my eyes deceived me.

“Flannery!”

Fear not, fear not. Fear not.


Leslie

MY GRANDDAUGHTER FLANNERY CALLED from her car phone an hour ago. “The house is on fire, Grandy!” she shouted above the cacophony of sirens and firemen yelling back and forth.

“Your mother, Sweet Pea?” I shouted too, even though my house lay still in the quiet of early morning. “Is Larkspur all right?”

“She’s at a late practice at church,” she hollered, and I pictured her there with her fine black hair sticking out all over her head in copious, curious little ponytails, her pale skin gilded by the flames consuming the forlorn little Dutch Colonial. “Don’t rush down here, Grandy.”

“But—”

“I’m telling you, Grandy! It’s a zoo.”

Naturally. It was Hamilton, mind you.

“But your mother.”

“I’ll take care of her when she gets here. You know I’m good at that.”

“Come back here when you finish up. I’ll have Prisma make up your rooms.”

“We got no place else to go, Grandy. I gotta run.”

And we hung up after our good-byes.

Dear Lord. Poor Larkspur. I can’t begin to think what I can say that will make her feel better. But then, I never could.


Flannery

I SEE THE LOOK ON MOM’S FACE as she runs up and sees the house on fire, and I wish I could die. Her eyes are sort of darting around, and I see her staring through the crowd gathering in the street. I used to love those scary-type teen movies, and I thought the looks of terror on the actors’ and actresses’ faces were real. Believe me—believe me—terror is never so big or so bold as that. It’s pale and kinda thin. Purplish gray if I had to paint it.

I’ve never come face to face with terror before. But then again, I’ve never seen anyone’s entire world being licked clean by flames. Piranhas. They remind me of piranhas.

Mom stands there so helpless, her hands out at her sides as if singing a broad, aching note, and all 110 pounds of her melts into further insignificance in the face of what stands before her.

“Flannery!” she screams. “Flannery!” And she gulps air and mutters, “Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God, oh, God. Oh, Jesus, help me. Oh, God. Flannery! Where are you!”

I am on Mrs. Dickerson’s porch drinking a Coke and talking with her son Tommy about the fire—how I managed to get out so easily—when she runs up. I jump right over the edge yelling, “Mom!” as soon as what’s happening computes.

I trip over the pink azalea, but I’m A-Okay.

Now, let me tell you that true relief is a lot bigger and bolder than in the movies. Mom throws herself at me, and we tumble down onto the grass in between the sidewalk and the street, her black slippers flying like bats against the smoky sky, and she heaves sobs so big she ends up throwing up all over Mr. Cahey’s new Reeboks.

“I saw your car, and I didn’t see you. Oh, God. Oh, thank God.”

“I’m here,” I say, and I am glad I am more for her sake than mine. ’Cause I could be sitting around at Kim’s Ceramics or something, oblivious to the fact that everything we own is caught in a fiery furnace with no miracle to save it. She’s always been a really good mom, and I’m not going to make up some bogus complaints because those stupid talk shows tell me that it’s cool to be dysfunctional and that 98 percent of the homes across America are dysfunctional.

So she’s a loner. But it’s always been her and me together. And to be honest, I think God used me to keep her sane after Daddy died.

From over her head I watch the house burn. “It’s all gone, Mom.” I don’t know why I say it. You can see that by just looking at it.

She pulls away from me and sits up in the grass, wiping off Mr. Cahey’s shoes with a tattered Kleenex I hand her. He told her to stop, but she just can’t seem to listen to him. “How did it start?”

“They won’t know until it’s been put out and the fire inspectors do their job.”

But they sort of do know it started somewhere in the basement. Not that I would say that out loud! Not that my silence makes a difference because, bingo, she guesses it.

“I knew I should have had all that wiring replaced! I’ve just been waiting for the tax refund. And you might have been still inside, and I would have killed you because I kept putting it off! Oh, Jesus.”

That tax refund is nowhere in sight. Mom filed two extensions already. Organists don’t make much money, let me tell you, and the donations to IPRAY4U are only enough to keep the actual phone number going and pay for the heat in the house. I tell her I saved her Bible, her shoebox of photographs, and her answering machine, and she cries some more and throws up again. “What about your stuff? All your artwork … when I think about those canvases in the basement …” And she heaves once more.

She is right though, my paintings from high school—gone! The body of work from college, thankfully, hasn’t arrived yet from UPS. But I’m choosing to look at it this way, like, sometimes it’s just better to put the past behind you. And believe me—believe me—when I tell you, some of those paintings were “ghastly” as Grandy would say. Definitely compositions only a mother could love.

So in the meantime we’re going to have to go stay with Grandy at the medieval monstrosity on Greenway. Speaking of green, that’s what color Mom is at the thought of leaving Hamilton and going back to Stoneleigh House where she grew up. I’ve always liked the place though.

Still, poor Mom. I figure I’ll fling a prayer up to God because only He knows how to get Mom out of this one.


Lark

I SUPPOSE ABSURD THOUGHTS HIT MOST OF US during horrible moments like house fires. But after I located Flannery on the neighbor’s porch, regurgitated, and reacted as I imagine the normal woman reacts when she sees her dear house on fire, I thought, “Man, what’s my brother going to think about this?” Crazy, I know. Bigger worries consumed me just then. But Newly’s superior-looking grin and his normal “God help you, Lark—” prologue that invariably began his verbal missives drifted through the smoke. And even though Newly is an albino, he did far more with the two pair life dealt him than I ever did with the full house it handed me.

I should have been nicer to him when we were little. But his annoying qualities inbred to produce toothless, chinless children in the form of his equally annoying friends. I tried to tell him about Jesus a few years ago, after praying for months and finally building up the nerve. He just looked at me askance and quit calling me after that. Was I wrong? Insensitive? I mean, I pray with people all the time that need Jesus to lift them up, heal them, help them make it through. I thought I knew what I was doing.

But he threw a barb that day. “You need God more than I do, Lark. The way you messed up your life so young.” And then, because the Summerville genes built him in the first place, said, “I’m happy you’ve found what you need. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

And yet, despite my fornication with Bradley and the resulting disastrous marriage, despite my quiet existence, I still feel sorry for my brother Newly, CEO of my father’s Fortune 500 company and pride and joy of all who once taught him, bless him, and bless his Mercedes, his striped ties, his Manhattans, and his condo at the Inner Harbor.

However rude her conception, the greatest kid in the world loves me, and I refuse to think Flannery, the love of my life and my reason for living, enjoyed no initial blessing from the Father’s heart. That she was merely an allowance, not a plan, is unacceptable. The theology of it confuses me, so I ignore it and chalk it all up to the fact that God created the world in the first place.

What will Mother say? Probably not much. Mother prides herself on her lack of interference.

All gone. Not that it was much to begin with. But oh, Jesus, my Jesus. It’s all gone. My home is gone.

And it hit hard once more. The previous fleeting thoughts of Newly and Mother tried desperately to pad my brain from reality, but Leslie and Newly Summerville proved inept at such a pitiful task.

The tears dripped quickly, like rushing droplets of heavy rain down a clean windshield, collecting upon each other, rolling, growing, eating each other alive.

Flannery held me as we stared at the rolling flames and just said, “It’s all right, Mom. It’s all right, Mom. Don’t be afraid. I’m right here.”


Leslie

WHAT’S LARKSPUR FEELING RIGHT NOW? Impossible to imagine. Fortune has certainly never smiled upon my daughter as it has upon my son, Newly. And the fact that she has remained single for the past twenty years just aggravates her situation. Well, as my mama down in Charlottesville, God rest her soul, always said, “It only takes one scoundrel to ruin a girl for good.”

Enter Bradley del Champ.

I can’t blame the fellow for zeroing in on Larkspur the way he did. That long, wavy brown hair of hers the color of a glistening caramel. Those serious butterscotch eyes. And nougat skin. Larkspur always appeared so tan and healthy in those days. A choker in an opera-length world, she’s a bit diminutive. A bit diminutive? Well, actually, we even took her to a Hopkins growth specialist years ago and returned with the insightful answer, “She’s just short.”

Well!

That’s what I deserve for sticking with my Charles, I suppose. His mother, even shorter than my daughter, reminded me of an apple dumpling. And sickeningly sweet, to boot. She never cared for me, and I never cared for her, but we both tried to at least act like it for the sake of all involved.

The mystery remains as to how long it took Bradley, tall, blond, and fine looking, to induce my daughter’s moral compromise, but in those days when a girl found herself pregnant, the boy married her. We thought we were doing the right thing. He hailed from a better family than the Summervilles, not as well bred as us Strawbridges, mind you, as my mama, God rest her soul, always reminded me ad nauseam, and certainly Charles and I thought we were doing the right thing. We thought it was the right thing.

Bradley and Larkspur shared so much with their music and all. And his folk rock band experienced little success until Larkspur, a poetic soul, revamped his lyrics and sometimes his melodies and began playing whatever type of keyboard the song needed. She could sing background too. Unfortunately, he seduced the beatnik out of her, his presence magnifying her artistic-sensitive nature, painting over her good roots and stable background like the black goop my groundsman uses to gussy up the driveway.

After Bradley’s final departure, just after Flannery turned two, I think we all breathed a sigh of relief. Bent on spending his yearly trust fund dividends by April on musical instruments, sound equipment, and all those wiry things, Bradley forced poor Larkspur to rely on the money Charles mailed all the way to San Francisco to feed and clothe our granddaughter. Not that we minded supporting Flannery and Larkspur.

Heavens, no!

In fact, I never said a thing about it to her. A woman must keep her pride, and the last thing she needed was a harping mother. Charles and I discussed it more than our marriage could sometimes bear. At least we realized we belonged to the same team.

Well, imagine our relief when we heard the news of Bradley’s demise. I did feel a smidgen of guilt at that. But, naturally, I invited Larkspur and Flannery to move back home to Guilford. Our Greenway Avenue is such a lovely street. And our Stoneleigh House? Definitely the pick of the litter. It still amazes me that I assimilated into city society as well as I did. We’re a tad more genteel in Virginia, mind you. Not that I’d ever say such a thing out loud! Of course not! Mama always told me a lady keeps her mouth shut and never compares herself with others.

Well, Larkspur flatly refused to come back home, but she did return to Baltimore, living in an old carriage house for a while where the good, clean horse smell lingered, and being from horse country, I find that a lovely aroma. Finally, after a year of not visiting or even picking up the phone, she rented to own a little yellow two-bedroom bungalow, two blocks off Harford Road, on Bayonne Avenue, right down the street from a little church-run elementary school where she sent Flannery. Larkspur’s life, a pedagogy of penurious survival, has taught me all sorts of things I never knew: rent-to-own, layaway, and monthly APR financing. Not sure what that one means. I do know the poor thing still pays on a car she totaled four years ago, having let the insurance lapse due to finances. She refuses to accept even one penny from me to pay it off.

Where did I go wrong? She could have been anyone, done anything. She planned on becoming a concert organist, you know. Enter Bradley del Champ, if you please.

The rat.

Regrets. Womanly regrets.

We all have them. In fact, I wonder at times if conception itself gifts us with them. If they lie in wait there in the middle of our ovaries, ready to pounce at our most vulnerable moments.

Larkspur must know I understand about mistakes.

She’s not getting any younger, and I fear her life of loneliness will sidle up unawares, set her on his lap, and bind arms of unbending steel around her midsection in a death grip, then shoot up and fly away with Lark to an unknown planet in the cold, wide universe. Never to return.

Oh my, but I’m waxing emotive today! And so touchy lately too! Just call me Lady Vesuvius. Ever since I started on this new medication—thank you, Dr. Medina, a sadist to be sure—the top of my skull steadily wears away! Toprol, Rocaltrol, and four other prescriptions. Not to mention the Metamucil, the Ensure, the glucosamine, and for good measure and because youth never makes U-turns, a little ginkgo biloba. If you popped me with a pin, a stream of tablets and capsules would fly out with the air!

The simple days of a little Geritol are gone for good, I’d say.

But Larkspur’s coming home! With only the clothes on her body and my Sweet Pea granddaughter at her side. I’m sorry she lost the house. She made her life there on the corner. A paltry life, but one of her own making, which I admire. Running that religious phone service, singing with the Catholics.

Now, I try to be ecumenical with the best of them, but the Catholics? Oh my. What would my parents think about that? Thank God they never lived to see it. I’d wager that Henry VIII got rid of the whole religion for a very good reason, not that I know my history all that well, but someone as memorable as Henry VIII would surely have a good reason for getting rid of an entire religion from my family’s country of origin. And all those statues simply give me the willies. But then, statuary always has, whether it’s St. Joseph or one of those garden nymphs with nary a piece of clothing on their reedy frames.

Lark reminds me of a garden nymph actually—skinny, ill-clad, and scraping along penny to penny unnecessarily. Looking so sad all the time. I’ve tried so hard to uplift my daughter but find myself acting “perky.” I know I wouldn’t find myself at all reassuring. Will I be able to pull her up out of this one? I doubt it. But I have to try.

Antidepressants are much better these days.

Well, no sleep will be forthcoming the rest of the night, so back to work on my photo album. Prisma dragged it out for me several weeks ago and we looked over the photos of Larkspur as a baby. I hate to admit this, but the thing moldered in the dark attic for thirty-five years. Thirty-five years!

What kind of mother am I?

I thanked my lucky stars when I opened up my box of snapshots and they hadn’t grown hair.

I flipped to the page where Larkspur turned four. Oh, the party Charles dreamed up that year. Like something out of a movie. That’s what Charles said he wanted. “Les, I want a carousel, ponies, and clowns.” Charles always got what he wanted, and in a way that the giver was glad to bestow it on him.

Embarrassed me to no end, staging a show like that. Ostentatious, my mama would have said. Garish. Nouveau riche. But now that I look back on the pictures and see the utter expressions of joy on Larkspur’s and Charles’s faces, it made the embarrassment worth it completely.


Flannery

IT IS ALL I CAN DO TO GET HER TO STOP SHAKING. She won’t stop staring at the house. The flames died awhile ago, but the ruins smolder. “Mom? How ’bout if I go get you a cup of warm milk? Mrs. Cahey said to just knock on the kitchen door if we need anything.”

“I don’t know, Flannery.” Her teeth chatter despite the fact that it’s June. “It’s so late. And she probably doesn’t really want us to bother her.”

“In fact, why don’t you sit in their kitchen and I’ll talk to the firemen and take care of things out here.”

She doesn’t respond except to nod, and I go into action. Ushering her into the Caheys’ place, I feel relieved to see a teakettle already on the stove. Mom loves tea. Mrs. Cahey folds Mom in her big, jiggly arms, even though Mom never once initiated a conversation between the two since Mrs. Cahey moved here when I was four. She kisses her forehead. “Tea’s almost done, hon.” And she sits her gently on one of the captain’s chairs swiveling at the head of the kitchen table.

Poor Mom. Living proof that Jim Morrison was right about the whole “people are strange” thing.

Well, anyway, Miss Prisma will sure be glad to see us when we arrive at Stoneleigh House. Someone else will eat her Congo bars besides her and Asil Smitzer. Not that she needs any help in consuming sweets.

I punch my Uncle Newly’s number into my cell phone around one in the morning. Mom is asleep on the Caheys’ brown Colonial-print couch, guys with wheelbarrows and ladies with flowers in their aprons, and I figure I’ll give her a couple more hours to sleep in oblivion.

“Um, hello?” Uncle Newly clears his throat.

“Uncle Newly, it’s Flannery.”

He clears his throat again. “Buddy. Do you realize the time? Are you drunk? Have you no designated driver?” As he speaks his voice slowly inches back to life.

“I’m fine. Mom’s house just burned down.”

“Oh my! You don’t say! Horrible! You don’t say!”

“I do say.”

“How awful.”

Uncle Newly went to Oxford and talks like one of those fancy-pants Englishmen. It drives Grandy crazy! “For heaven’s sake, you’re an American, Newly Summerville!” she says every time she hangs up the phone from one of his calls.

“I say, is she all right? Are you all right?”

“Yes, we’re fine.”

“Well, then, you just called to give the news?”

“Uh-huh.”

Silence. I love making Uncle Newly uncomfortable. He thinks he’s so continental and suave, but how suave can someone that white really be? Can you imagine him on the beach in the south of France?

Yikes.

“Can we come over to your place to sleep tonight?”

“Uh …”

More silence.

“Just kidding!”

Oh, he’s so much fun, Uncle Newly.

“I just thought you’d like to know.”

“Thank you, Buddy. Are you going over to Greenway then?”

“Yeah. I’m sure Prisma is already laying out plates for breakfast.”

“Naturally.”

“So when are we going out for lunch?”

“How about Saturday next?”

“You got it.”

I hear his smile as he finally begins to warm up. It takes awhile with Uncle Newly. If we didn’t love each other so much, I doubt he’d have any contact with the family. He’s always been a great uncle though.

“How about a game of pool afterward?” I ask.

“All right, Buddy. We’ll do that, too.”

“And I’ll wipe up the floor with you, Unc.”

He chuckles.

We say good-bye.

He and mother have the weirdest relationship I’ve ever seen. They haven’t talked in two years, and I don’t think either of them even realizes it.

I know I should be more upset about the house and all, but to be honest I’m happy to see it burn down. Maybe God is finally pushing my mom out into the big wide world.


Leslie

THE SOUND OF THE PHONE AWAKENED ME around 4 A.M. My stars. I fell back asleep!

“Grandy?”

“Sweet Pea?”

“We’re leaving now. We’ll be there in twenty minutes or so.”

“Do you need Asil to come around with the car?”

“No thanks. I’ve got mine.”

“How’s your mother?”

“Like Jell-O.”

I sighed. “Oh dear. I might have guessed.”

“I’d better go.”

“All right, dear. The side door will be unlocked.”

I hurried down to Prisma’s rooms off the kitchen and knocked on the door. The pleasure of Prisma’s company, not to mention her cooking, has belonged to us since before I married Charles fifty years ago. Even older than myself, Prisma lies about her age with the best of us! Truth be told, Prisma is my best friend. Not a soul knows that. Not even Prisma Percy.

So the little house in Hamilton burned to nothing more than a charred pit. Sweet Pea, as I call Flannery—quite a ghastly name despite its literary connotations—said once she heard the smoke alarm screeching she grabbed a few things of her mother’s and her own laptop. The child performed well. Of course she inherited my ability to keep one’s head firmly attached during a disaster.

I’ll never forget the rogue tornado that barreled down on our farm one year when I was fourteen. I had to almost drag my mama down to the cellar by her hair. She cold-shouldered me for a week she was so angry. But that typified Libby Lee Strawbridge, pride as thick as the sole of a dirty old boot.

Ah, but my Charles. He deserves credit as well. Now, that man kept his wits in any situation. I miss him so.

I rapped on the door to Prisma’s quarters, and I heard her shuffle her wide feet into the pair of the gold Daniel Green slippers I had tucked in her stocking last Christmas. I own a pair just like them. “What is it this time, Mrs. Summerville?” she grunted. “Four A.M.? You all right?” The volume of the suede bottoms of her mules soft-shoeing it across the dull wooden floor increased.

“It’s about Larkspur and Sweet Pea.”

The Daniel Greens steamed at full speed now. And the door opened, Prisma’s face blending at first with the shade of middle night. “They all right?” She stepped into the light, her golden maple skin, neither peach nor brown, illumined by the brass sconce on the wall of the mud room, which separated her apartment from the general house.

“The house is gone. Burned to the ground.”

Prisma slapped both hands over her heart. “Are they safe?”

“Sweet Pea is fine. Larkspur’s been trembling like a leaf ever since.”

“How did it start?”

“Why, Prisma, I don’t really know. I didn’t think to ask.”

This naturally disgusted Prisma, thorough as an IRS agent and twice as particular. “What am I going to do with you, Mrs. Summerville?”

“I was just so relieved they were safe, is all!”

She threw a heavy, ropy braid the color of aged hemp over her shoulder. Silver flashed along the strands of the wiry coil. “Like I said, I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”

Now, you may think I’ve lost control of my housekeeper, the way she browbeats me, but truthfully, she only does it because she knows I love her. “You don’t need to do anything with me, Prisma Ophelia Percy, with you sticking your nose into all of my business and making all my decisions without telling me!”

“Hmmm. Well, somebody had to follow up at the doctor’s for you!”

“I had planned on calling the very next day!”

“Like I even believe that, Mrs. Summerville.”

“H’m.”

“M’m.”

Argument ended nicely as usual.

What a pair we make! My stars.

She pulled on her braid, hand over hand. “Let me get dressed. You didn’t wake me up just to tell me the news. So they’re coming here?” She shuffled over to the bed on her gilded platypus feet.

“They’ve got no place else to go, do they?”

Prisma opened the door to her closet and pulled down a tweed skirt and a white blouse the size of a clipper ship’s mainsail. “Lark could go live with Newly.”

We laughed so hard we couldn’t keep from crying.
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