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Late March, Lenten Season

On a sunny afternoon in late March, Susan trailed behind her sister-
in-law through a narrow passageway between two beach houses. Not far
beyond the sidewalk’s end, ocean waves rushed toward shore.

“I don’t feel right about this.” Susan’s thoughts were not on the
surroundings.

Natalie Starr, wife of Drake’s younger brother and confident to an
almost annoying degree, halted her brisk steps and turned. “Which part
don’t you feel right about? Five days at the beach in hopes of prevent-
ing a nervous breakdown? The feeling that you've abandoned Drake?
The fact that you sent your daughter packing? Or that you lie to people
at church concerning her whereabouts?”

“Idon’t exactly lie. I just tell them she returned from the band’s Euro-
pean tour excited as a puppy—which she was—and is living with friends
again. Which she is, I assume, since she hasn’t come home.”

Natalie cocked her head and pursed her lips. Sunbeams shone in her
dark curly hair, highlighting reddish tones.

Susan diverted her attention to her little pug dog gaily crisscross-
ing the walkway, sniffing flower beds on both sides, oblivious to any
tension. Pugsy, fawn colored and chubby, had originally been Kenzie’s
dog that short season she attended college and lived in a pets-allowed
apartment. Somehow, somewhere along the way, responsibility for the
dog fell to Susan. She didn’t mind.
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14 SALLY JOHN

“Come on, Susan. Spit it out.”

There was no escaping Natalie’s prodding. “Well, in truth, I guess all
of the above. A few days here without Drake, sending Kenzie off, and
keeping her situation a secret from the congregation, from friends. I
don’t feel right about any of it.”

“That’s what I thought. You know, wallowing in guilt is overrated.
Confess the sending and the lying as wrong and forget the rest. You need
some R and R. It was Drake’s choice not to come. Smell this salt air, listen
to the beat of those waves. Give your mind a break.” She sighed. “And
call the boy’s parents tomorrow.”

“The gospel according to Natalie.”

“Yep. I'm going to give my brother-in-law heart failure yet.” She
turned and resumed pulling the suitcase alongside the beach house. It
clickety-clacked over the uneven concrete.

Susan called to the dog and followed, carrying a large shoulder bag.
Although Natalie’s opinions drove Drake up a wall, for Susan they often
shed light into tunnels of confusion.

They rounded the corner of the house and stepped onto the cobble-
stone patio, which served as the beachside front yard. A low picket fence
separated the patio from a broad public walkway. Beyond that was the
sand and then, a mere stone’s throw away, the Pacific.

Natalie paused again, this time gazing at the house. She snorted.
“This place always cracks me up. I mean, look at it. A squished red chili
pepper of a cottage still holding its own against progress. It probably
looked exactly the same in 1940.”

Susan couldn’t help but smile. The place was an anomaly in a neigh-
borhood of large million-dollar-plus homes. A three-story white stucco
towered over one side of it. At the other, three stories of phenomenal
engineering rose with curved glass instead of corners.

The humble abode appealed to both women. Natalie and her
husband, Rex, had been renting it for themselves every August for some
years now. They treated Drake and Susan to a week at it every spring
after Easter.

A feeling of peace washed over Susan, the first since Kenzie left two
months, three weeks, and five days ago. Except for one brief, explosive
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phone conversation on the fourth of January—Day Three of that first
heartsick week—Susan had not talked with her daughter. Kenzie called
for the sole purpose to let Susan know she was okay and with friends.
She offered no address, no phone number. Her stinging blast against
her father and against her mother for siding with him still echoed in
Susan’s ears.

Guilt avalanched her now like aload of rock crashing all around her
from an upended dump truck. She sat down on the suitcase.

“Hey, Suze,” Natalie said. “You okay?”

“No.”

“You will be. Come on. Let’s get you settled.”

While Natalie put away groceries in the kitchen, Susan took the suit-
case into a bedroom and thought again at how odd the situation was,
her being there without her husband.

Drake’s prediction had not come true. Kenzie did not “come to her
senses” and return home.

On Day Two after hearing the news, Susan thought she would drown
in her despair. Natalie called. Aunt Nattie, as Kenzie referred to her,
wanted to speak with her favorite niece and hear all about Europe. The
story poured from Susan.

Drake was not a happy camper. His sister-in-law always told his
brother everything, and Rex withheld little from their sons, Eric and
Adam, who in turn had friends in the youth group at church. Word
would get out.

On Day Six, a Sunday, Susan’s capacity for “gutting it out” peaked.
That morning Drake calmly declared he would remain mum on the
subject; he had no idea how to spin the news to his congregants. Unable
to mask her pain, Susan skipped church and spent the entire day in bed.
Drake comforted her as best he could.

On Monday though, Day Seven, he reached the end of his own rope.
He announced a moratorium on the topic—even with his wife.

A curtain dropped between them.

Copyrighted material



16 SALLY JOHN

Adept at hiding real emotions, Susan got by...for a while...up until
last week.

She was in a large outlet store on some errand and inadvertently
walked through the baby department. Whatever the thin thread was
that held her together unraveled right then and there. Slowly at first,
then faster and faster, spinning her in a circle.

She found her way to a pay phone and called Natalie, who imme-
diately picked her up.

That night her sister-in-law and brother-in-law convinced Drake
that Susan needed a break, at least a week’s worth. Drake said a retreat
for five days was acceptable, perhaps even a good idea. An entire week
was out of the question. Had she forgotten? There was the Hathaway
wedding rehearsal Friday night and then the wedding Saturday after-
noon. Not to mention Sunday church. He needed her on Sundays. She
was his anchor on Sundays.

Susan acquiesced. She liked the Hathaways immensely. Her work as
coordinator of their daughter’s wedding had been a joy and not nearly
the stress of many she did. It had probably been what held her together
the past couple months.

The vacation rental was located less than an hour’s drive from home,
but Drake said he simply could not get away. It was the Easter season. His
flock needed him and counted on his availability until his official vaca-
tion date after the holiday, three weeks from now. He promised to make
excuses for her at meetings she normally attended. He would forward
wedding-related calls to his capable director of women’s ministries.

So many lives disrupted. All because of her.

The guilt alone might very well suffocate her before she’d even
unzipped her bags.
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