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Five feet from his workstation, he froze. The seven-story tower of vanilla cake was right where he’d left it, held together with raspberry mortar. But sitting next to it as if it belonged there was a crumpled little brown pinstriped bag.

Charlie’s hands trembled and his heart began to jackhammer.

He tried to remind himself that he was a grown man and didn’t believe in spooky things. Instead of allowing himself to wonder where it came from, he focused on putting things away in an orderly fashion. And fast.

He hustled the cake into the cooler with as much care as possible, feeling unseen eyes on him the entire time. Then he shut off all of the lights, locked the back door, and headed for the car. Both hands were shaking as he chucked the bag containing what he knew was Pearl’s beading wire into the dumpster. He watched to make sure it went in.

It wasn’t meant to be her anniversary gift anyway.

Charlie distinctly remembered throwing it out the car window on the drive into town. His logical side wanted to analyze how it had reappeared in the bakery, but to do so might mean he really was having some sort of nervous breakdown. Considering the circumstances of the last year it would be understandable, but he wasn’t ready to accept that.

He wouldn’t be able to handle any more ridicule and he sure didn’t want anyone’s pity. Charlie was unaware as he got behind the wheel that he was talking to himself. Every so often, he answered.
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Dedication

To my editor, Laura Kelly, with many thanks.


Chapter One

“Just looking, thanks,” Charlie said as he leaned over the counter.

The sales girl had noticed him perusing the ladies watches and walked over with the apparent intention of pouring on the charm. He could see her hovering reflection in the glass of the display case and looked up. She put on her best smile.

“Buying a gift, Mr. LaRue?”

“Thinking about it.” He returned to the case that held gold necklaces sparkling against a bed of black velvet. “I’m just not sure.”

The girl knew him, but he didn’t recognize her at all. She couldn’t be older than eighteen or nineteen—too young to be one of Ruby’s friends. Was his memory getting that bad, or did the headaches have something to do with it? It wouldn’t surprise him; they were coming more often now and hurt worse than ever.

He leaned over the glass again and stroked his chin. His fingers found sandpaper cheeks. Forgot to shave again.

With her eyes on him, Charlie suddenly stood and shook his balding head, causing his glasses to slide down the bridge of his nose. He thumbed them back into place and headed for the door.

“Thank you,” he said over his shoulder. “Have a nice day.”

“You, too,” she replied, the good cheer fading from her voice as the door closed.

Charlie couldn’t bear to see that same disappointed look on the face of another salesperson, so he kept moving down the promenade. He had nothing to show for the last couple hours of window shopping and their anniversary was day after tomorrow. To top it off, his temples were thumping like a bass drum at a college football game.

Just what he needed…another headache.

His skull reverberated with tiny cannons and he never heard the roll of approaching wheels on the concrete walk until they were right on top of him. The teenage boy swerved his skateboard and flew past.

“Excuse you,” the kid said.

With his eyes closed from the pain, Charlie had almost walked right into him.

“Sorry,” he said.

“You should be, asshole!” the boy called back.

Charlie watched as the sidewalk surfer barely avoided colliding with a sign that prohibited skaters of any kind on the promenade. The boy saw him looking in his direction and flipped him off.

Sweet kid, Charlie thought. Please don’t skate out in front of a car or anything.

He walked on. Just down from the jewelry store he passed a travel agency where a large poster in the window caught his eye. It was a palm-tree-and-shoreline scene inset with several photos of people having a ball at the beach. The caption below proclaimed COME TO HAWAII in big, bold letters. Charlie continued rubbing his temples and the pain abated somewhat as he gazed at white sandy beaches and crystal blue water under a warm and carefree sun.

Sure would be nice.

Reality came back in the form of a late autumn breeze. It kicked up with force along the downtown boulevard, causing him to sink into the high collar of his coat and stuff his hands deep into his pockets. The wind rattled fancy awnings and whistled between alleyways. Up and down the promenade on both sides of the street, shoppers disappeared into their own coats or ducked back inside one of the stores to avoid the sudden Ransom chill.

People who never lived in Louisiana might find it surprising that autumns could be downright chilly in the South (and with the humidity, winters could freeze you to the bone). A glance at the slate gray sky promised an even cooler evening, and as he looked back at the cheerful poster once more he sighed. Someday.

He kept walking and tried to ignore the voice inside telling him ‘someday’ was never gonna happen. God knew he’d made his fair share of money over the years, but circumstances had just never been right for a getaway vacation. It had taken too long for the money to be there. Now that it was, there was never any time.

That’s not the whole story, is it? the voice asked.

Charlie shook off the thought and shuffled past a couple more shops that held no interest.

His own reflection appeared in the glass of a storefront window, and he paused, studying himself. Between the ears he still felt thirty-five, but a man almost twice that age stared back at him. With all he’d accomplished, he’d have thought the passage of time wouldn’t bother him all that much. But it did.

He’d worked hard for years to turn his passion into a thriving business. They had a nice home (paid for, thank you very much) and were almost out of debt. And as of this coming Saturday, he and Pearl will have been together for fifty years. The Big One—a golden anniversary. So what was the problem?

Because at some point, Chuckles, life stopped being fun.

It was more than just life, Charlie thought. It was life with her. Being married to Pearl had become more trial than any one man deserved.

He himself was amazed they had ever come together in the first place.

Pearl Granville had once been a vivacious knockout. Everyone at Wilson High had been astounded to see the head cheerleader going out with the likes of him. Beautiful as she was, he too often wondered what she saw in him, but why look a gift horse in the mouth, right? At least he used to think that way.

Over the years she must have grown tired of keeping up an image based on her looks. Maybe she felt that with him she didn’t have to try anymore. Considering the extra couple hundred pounds-plus she’d put on over the last few decades, it was a pretty safe bet. Whatever the reasons, it didn’t matter. These days, he was just concerned for her health.

He still liked doing nice things for her and had been trying all morning to think of a gift that could represent a half century of marriage. Some people didn’t even live that long. It reminded him that his own seventieth birthday was right around the corner.

Charlie continued scanning the storefront windows and trying to rub away the pounding in his temples. It was becoming more persistent. Lack of sleep, he knew, but it was hard to get a lot of shuteye when you ran your own bakery.

“A baker’s day starts early,” he often told people. Getting older didn’t help.

He pulled the collar of his coat even closer against the stiff breeze. The limp in his left leg was a little more pronounced and always seemed to hurt more as winter drew near.

The sudden toot of a car horn made him jump.

“Good morning, Dad,” Ruby LaRue said from the Volvo rolling up to the curb. “Mom said I’d probably find you down here.”

“Hey, Punkin. What’re you up to?”

Ruby scowled. She’d told him before that Punkin sounded too much like pumpkin, and pumpkin sounded fat. A comparison could already be made between mother and daughter, and Ruby hated being reminded of her tendency toward her mother’s genes.

“Just picking up a few last minute items,” she said. She shut off the car and got out, joining him on the pavement. “Everything needs to be perfect, you know.”

Ah, the wedding. It was all she’d talked about for months.

She and her mother had decided that Ruby’s wedding should be on the same day as their anniversary. Charlie thought fifty years together should take precedence over his daughter’s third union in a growing string of bad marriages, but apparently not. What’s more, the guest list for the wedding consisted only of people that seemed to hate Charlie’s guts.

“I’m sure it’ll be just fine, hun,” he said, leaning in for a hug.

She stopped him, placing a hand to his chest and kissing the air on both sides of his face like a Hollywood starlet. “Please, Dad, the suit,” she said. “I have to meet with a client at three.”

He stepped back and stuffed his hands into his coat pockets. “So…everything set, then?”

“Yup. Church is all good and I’m picking up the dress this afternoon. Just getting little thank-yous for the girls.”

On cue, Ruby held out her hand. A practicing attorney for five years now, she still seemed to expect Charlie to pay for everything. He reached for his wallet.

“I don’t think I have that much cash on me.”

“Come on, Dad. The father of the bride coughs it up, you know.”

Since she was six his daughter had exhibited two irritating habits: forever saying ‘you know’ as if everything she said was common knowledge and assuming that her father was an endless wellspring of money. She wiggled her fingers; the universal sign for gimme.

“Can’t break tradition,” she said with a giggle.

He handed her a handful of twenties. “Here…you can’t have it all. I’m still shopping for Mom’s big gift.”

Ruby wadded the cash in a pudgy hand and dropped it into her open handbag like she was dumping an ashtray into a garbage can. “Shoot, that’s right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Your anniversary—I almost forgot. So is Mom going to be able to make the wedding?”

Charlie knew that she and Pearl had already discussed that. Where most mothers wouldn’t miss their daughter’s wedding for anything in the world, his wife tipped the scales at over four hundred pounds and had more ailments than any one person should.

If it wasn’t Pearl’s weight, it was her arthritic knees. The woman never left the house. In fact, she seldom got up from the sofa.

“No, honey, she can’t,” he said, “but she wants lots of pictures.”

“That won’t be a problem. I’ve hired a great photographer.”

Not a problem when you’re not paying for it, Charlie thought, then admonished himself for thinking like a cheapskate.

Ruby shrugged. “Well, it sucks that she won’t be there.” She kissed the air once more in his general direction and crossed the street toward the antique shop. “I’ll call you later,” she yelled. “And don’t forget my present while you’re at it.”

She somehow must’ve forgotten that he was making her wedding cake for free. A seven-tiered velvet and buttercream behemoth, it would be his largest creation and likely the best one yet. No, he thought, she didn’t forget. She’s just angling for more.

Again, he beat himself up for thinking such things.

Another strong breeze gusted and Charlie braced himself. The day was picking up speed, he still hadn’t found Pearl’s gift, and the hammering in his head was relentless. Severe headaches had become a regular part of his life the last couple of years, but he refused to see a doctor. He told himself he just needed more sleep.

If they didn’t ease up soon, though, he’d consider stepping in front of a city bus. Or maybe pushing someone else in front of one.

God, it hurt.


Chapter Two

Born and raised right there in Ransom, Charlie LaRue had always been slight of build and shorter than the other boys in school, and though his family kept waiting for that one big growth spurt, it never came. When his father found out his boy was being picked-on with regularity, Charlie was given the age-old adage for confronting bullies.

“Ya gotta punch ʼem in the nose, son,” Dad had said. “Stand up for yourself. Then they’ll leave you alone.”

Experience, however, had proven his father wrong. When Frankie Lane cornered him in the junior high boy’s room, he tagged the older boy with everything he had and right on the button—just like Dad taught him. Charlie’s bravery earned him a black eye, a concussion, and a dunk in the crapper. As an afterthought, the bully pissed on his head.

His father was sure to tell him he probably just didn’t hit the guy hard enough. While Mom had always been supportive and caring, Dad always seemed to find fault. Nothing Charlie ever did was good enough.

Frankie may have been finished with him that day, but Fate wasn’t.

“Come with me, son,” the principal had said, leading him from the nurse’s office with a hand on his shoulder. “Would you like something to drink?”

The nurse had come along and Charlie remembered thinking Mr. Kendall had never been that nice to any student. Maybe he was going to be rewarded for his courage in fighting back. Instead, the man sat him in a comfortable chair in his own office, gave him a Coke from the teacher’s lounge, and told him his parents were dead.

“I’m so sorry, Charlie,” the principal said over and over.

What he didn’t say was that while on the way to the school to pick Charlie up, his parents had driven right through a stop sign. Witnesses said the couple appeared to be arguing. They probably never saw the semi.

****

“Excuse me, sir. I think you dropped this.”

Startled, Charlie turned from the glass to find a young man in military uniform holding out a billfold that looked just like his. He couldn’t help reaching into his overcoat to confirm an empty pocket and a frayed hole at the bottom. About time for a new coat.

“Very nice of you, son,” Charlie said, accepting the wallet. “Thank you.”

“Welcome, sir.”

Charlie watched the soldier walk away. Dressed in garrison green with spit-shined low quarters that gleamed despite the overcast skies, the young sergeant strode with confidence along the promenade and disappeared into the Army recruiting office a few doors down.

Moments later, Charlie passed by, waved, and recalled a time when he wore the same uniform. It hadn’t worked out the way he had planned, but life was kind of like that. Had he stayed in the service all those years ago, the career and success he was meant for may never have come his way.

Without realizing it, he soon found himself walking with a little more purpose and a little better posture as he went. He was never meant to be a soldier, but he’d still once been young, proud, and full of hope for the future. Hard to believe it was so long ago.

****

Following the double-funeral for his parents, his dad’s brother had taken him and his sister in and cared for them. On Charlie’s seventeenth birthday, however, that same uncle drove him to a similar recruiting office and—as his legal guardian—signed the permission form to enlist in the U. S. Army. It was Charlie’s idea, but Uncle Jeff was just as glad to be rid of him.

He thought being a soldier might be a great career. If nothing else, it would toughen him up. Still, it came as no surprise when he discovered that bullies also existed in uniform.

Charlie made it through basic training on sheer will, but didn’t fit in no matter how hard he tried. There was rarely a day when he wasn’t picked-on for his size by his fellow soldiers. Sometimes it was good-natured ribbing, but more often it turned malicious. He found himself volunteering for chores that others detested just to get through his day without a hassle.

Of these jobs, kitchen patrol (or “K.P.”) duty was considered the worst by all the troops, yet Charlie found solace there. Cleaning pots and pans turned into peeling potatoes, and from there he progressed to assistant cook. In no time, the officer supervising the mess hall discovered that the young private had an extraordinary gift for baking. Charlie was happy when he found himself permanently reassigned.

He would one day realize that avoiding his tormentors eventually led to his lifetime calling, and the irony was not lost on him. Bullies made him a baker. Charlie spent the rest of his hitch baking for Uncle Sam and loved it, but he was forced to put his passion on the back-burner once his enlistment ended.

“Time to get a real job,” many back home told him.

Chemical engineering was where the real money was back then, so he went for it. He’d made good grades in high school and had excelled in Chemistry. It also appealed to his meticulous nature. The G.I. Bill got him the schooling he needed, his brains got him the job, and the salary got him Pearl Granville.

The benefits ended there.

He landed a position at Gother Chemical, but as good as they were to him, Charlie grew to hate the tedious work. It provided a more-than-comfortable living and he knew that Pearl wouldn’t stand for him chasing a dream (unless it kept her in the lifestyle to which she’d become accustomed), but the place was crushing his spirit.

Regardless, he stayed with it for years. It was just easier. Conflict had never been his strong suit anyhow, and the good salary kept Pearl off his back.

When the company finally began laying-off due to cutbacks and he found his position in jeopardy, he’d had all he could stand. For the first and only time in their marriage, he stood his ground with Pearl and told her what he had in mind.

“Ya gotta be kidding me,” she’d said, laughing in his face.

Until she found out he wasn’t.

“I am going to—we are going to do this,” he said.

Her mouth fell open. “Okay.”

He’d expected an all-out fight and was prepared to counter every argument she might have, but the fight never came.

Instead, she joined her entire family in ridiculing his efforts every step of the way. Charlie was undeterred. Despite all their barbs and laughter, he single-handedly started and ran his bakery, a business that would become one of the most lucrative and well-known in the Deep South. Even then, Pearl’s family wouldn’t acknowledge the accomplishment. They just criticized him less.

Ransom, Louisiana sits barely twenty miles north of Shreveport. His hometown was renowned for its own style of delicious, Cajun-influenced dishes full of fats and salt. The Baker’s Dozen provided the sweet counterpart everyone craved. One of his customers once said that if bayou recipes were the soul of Ransom, Charlie’s bakery was the religion. If only he’d been able to keep his own wife from worshipping at the altar as much as she did.

Pearl adored the baked goods. Cookies, cakes, pies, doughnuts, éclairs; she sampled them all with regularity, but her craving for the puffs topped them all. Every item he produced in the bakery sold well, but his powdered, custard-filled cream puffs were the stuff of legend. And they were Pearl’s favorite.

Problem was, Pearl never believed in getting too much of a good thing.

With her increase in weight came an equal dislike for the people around her, and her husband was no exception. In fact, he found himself the main target for her anger on a daily basis. Anything he did or said always seemed to get under her skin.

He tried to fix things. At one point, he even begged her to tell him what was wrong (or what he could do to make things right), but was rebuffed for being silly and stupid. For Charlie, the idea of leaving Pearl had never crossed his mind. While their marriage might seem a joke to others, he simply accepted it as two people who needed each other. Besides, he still loved her.

Her bitterness continued to increase along with the digits on the bathroom scale, causing Pearl to stay at home more often. By the time her larger size and behavior became common knowledge, most folks just blamed it on losing Tommy.

Poor thing, they all gossiped. Mourning herself into an early grave. But Charlie knew better. Her nastiness had been around long before their boy died.

****

“Hiya, Chuck,” Grady Granville said, coming out of the sporting goods store and startling Charlie from his walking daydream.

He was carrying packages and almost bowled Charlie over. Pearl’s younger brother by five years, Grady was tall, with a thick face and the personality of a tree stump. He had a reputation for questionable business ethics—a real wolf in wolf’s clothing. Only this wolf drank bourbon like a fish and owned the largest farm equipment dealership in the state.

“So how’s my favorite brother-in-law?” Grady said, extending his hand.

“Doing well, Grady. You?”

Grady shifted the bags in his arms.

“Great, great…just getting a glove and other stuff for my grandson. Wanna make sure he’s got all he needs before next season. Starting pitcher.”

“Sounds like a good kid,” Charlie said.

“Best. Say, how’s your kids?”

One living, one dead. Thanks for asking.

“Oh, that’s right,” Grady said, smacking himself in the forehead with his free hand, “one of ʼem’s getting married, right?”

“Ruby, yes. Day after tomorrow.”

“Well, congrats, brother,” Gary said, patting Charlie’s shoulder a little too hard, “Say, don’t you and sis have another anniversary coming up? Forty-somethin’, right?ˮ

A crisp breeze blew just then, causing both men to shiver. As Grady held his bags in front of his face to blunt the sting of it, Charlie tugged at his coat. What he really wanted to do was walk away. It was too cold outside to stand and chat with someone you wanted to talk to, much less somebody you didn’t. He smiled.

“Fiftieth. Same day as the wedding. See, Pearl and Ruby decided—”

“Well, gotta go, Charlie,” Grady said. “Still have a few things to pick up.” He turned toward the Cadillac at the curb. “You take care of my sister, ya hear?”

Grady always had a way of making it sound like a threat. Not surprising, really, Charlie thought, when you considered that Grady had been best friends with Frankie Lane all through high school. Birds of a feather…

Charlie really didn’t want to see Grady give his stupid signature thumbs-up that he always did, so he turned away and continued down the promenade. The sudden blare of the Caddy’s horn behind him got his attention. It was close. Real close.

“Ya know, brother,” Grady yelled over the sound of the engine, “I gotta admit, I never thought a guy could make a decent living doin’ what you do, but you’ve done all right for yourself.”

More than once over the years Grady had called him a ‘cook’, as if someone slinging hash at a roadside diner did the same thing he did. The idiot had also once informed him that baking was women’s work. Charlie had his own opinion about selling farm machinery, but never felt it proper to judge others by the work they do. The nicest guy he ever knew emptied his garbage cans every Wednesday morning.

“I’m a baker,” Charlie said, walking away.

“I know whatcha are,” Grady spat back.

The engine suddenly revved behind Charlie and his heart slammed in his chest. He turned in time to see the Cadillac speed past; close enough that it almost jumped the curb and clipped him. He stood frozen in place and watched as the sleek sedan rolled away. Through the rear glass Charlie could see the familiar thumbs-up and could swear the guy was laughing.

Not for the first time Charlie wondered what was wrong with that family. He waited for Grady’s car to disappear in traffic before feeling safe enough to walk on.

This whole thing was taking longer than expected. He just wanted to find an anniversary gift for Pearl, get home, and get some sleep. Mornings at the bakery came way too soon and he had the added stress of trying to complete Ruby’s wedding cake in time for Saturday.

Maybe he’d just close the bakery for the weekend, he thought. It wasn’t like they’d go broke or anything. Pearl had been after him the last couple years to sell the business anyway. Perhaps it was time, but boy, how he loved that bakery. Tommy had loved it, too.

The place held a lot of memories. Besides, what else would he do with his time?

Charlie passed several stores and was almost to the end of the block when a cat suddenly appeared from somewhere behind him and hustled past. Then it stopped in the walkway and stood sideways, blocking his path. He’d never cared for cats much, but the animal was a beautiful light gray with a white face and socks to match. It looked up at him and meowed, then walked back to him—right between his legs—and around behind him with no fear at all.

Charlie turned around and was startled to see the cat standing there on the sidewalk, but several doors down and a good fifty yards away. Did it really move that fast?

It sat on its haunches meowing at him. For some reason Charlie felt drawn to the animal, but was sure it would run off as he approached. Instead, the cat stretched as he came near and rolled over onto its back. It exposed its belly, lifted its forepaws to its chin, and began to purr.

“Really?” Charlie said.

Against his better judgment and the ache in his knees, Charlie knelt down and scratched the furry underside. The soft thrum from the cat became a motorboat. Little eyes closed with pleasure for a moment before opening to reveal blue feline eyes that appraised him.

Just before rolling back onto its feet, he could’ve sworn it winked at him. Then it sat up, pawed gently at Charlie’s shin, and lifted the other paw in the direction of the closest door—the last store on the block. The cat actually pointed.

Charlie closed his eyes to clear his head. Overwork.

When he opened them, the cat was still at his feet and looking up at him.

“Hey there, little one,” he said, bending and resting his hands on his knees. “Am I crazy, or did you just point like a quail-huntin’ bird dog?

The gray turned, winked again (he was sure of it this time), and walked to the entryway of the shop. Curious, Charlie followed.


Chapter Three

The property that had once been host to a bicycle shop was now one of those artsy-craftsy places Charlie secretly liked to visit from time to time for no other reason than to spark his imagination. Wooden carvings, plaques with catchy sayings, beaded things of all kinds; they all served to inspire him with new ideas. After all, real bakers needed to be artists, too.

The store-front window was framed with a satiny curtain of purple trimmed in gold that hid the interior from view. A wooden sign with matching colors hung from the simple white door. It read:

Callo’s Curios

An Answer for Every Occasion

Confirming Charlie’s impressions, the gray feline padded up to the door, pressed a white sock against it, and looked back. What the heck, Charlie figured. He was running out of options for a good gift to mark their milestone anniversary and a craft shop might have just the answer.

Then it hit him: one of Pearl’s few passions was making jewelry by hand. It was her creative outlet just as baking was his. Necklaces and bracelets to rings and earrings; she made everything from beads and colored stones and had recently mentioned an item she needed. It was some kind of wire with a goofy name, but he’d be darned if he could remember it.

He pulled the door handle and the cat led him inside as if it owned the place. The jingle of an unseen bell announced them both.

“Welcome,” a female voice said.

The interior was lit by well-placed table lamps throughout; subtle and inviting, yet bright enough to see well without the cold, stark glare of fluorescents. Fat, unscented candles glowed here and there and thickened the air with the smell of melted wax. Comfortable and homey, Charlie thought. Someone loved this place as much as he loved his bakery. He shook off the cold and looked toward where he’d heard the voice.

The woman parted the beaded curtain that separated the foyer from a rear storeroom and walked to him, extending her hand. Silver hair in a pony tail, the woman wore jeans and a simple tee on a slim frame. She smiled beneath a pair of large-frame glasses propped on a pug nose and her wrist jangled with an assortment of brilliant silver bracelets.

“I’m Isabelle,” she said with a voice as warm as her handshake. She motioned toward the smaller, flickering lights. “Please excuse the theatrics. I just love candles.”

Charlie made her out to be somewhere around his age, but with an ease of movement that made it hard to tell. “Me, too,” he said, releasing her hand. “Charlie.”

Either the place was bigger than he’d first thought, or the lady just made good use of available space. She stood aside to let him take it all in and he realized he was the only customer. What he’d first mistaken for a typical craft supply store appeared to be quite a bit more.

Books were the first to grab him. Large, cloth-bound hardcovers stood silent watch atop high shelves on either side. Their ancient appearance drew him closer, and he may have been no expert, but the bindings and leaf spoke of volumes that were much older than even he was. A respectable amount of dust whispered of secrets kept for generations and the titles and authors were too faded to make out.

The combinations of merchandise got stranger.

Oddities and trinkets of every kind lay on shelves next to stuffed animals. Carved wooden boxes both big and small were placed among odd-shaped glass jars of various sizes. There were crystals, various aromas of incense, even a mass of long wooden staffs held counsel in the corner—each more unique than the next and their purposes mysterious.

Despite such a hodgepodge of unrelated items, the place had a feel of warmth, of balance. Charlie thought it looked like a garage sale sponsored by the Wizard of Oz.

“What is all this stuff?” he asked.

“You’re seeing only the trees,” she said with pride. “You need to look for the forest.”

“Sorry?”

She giggled. “Little joke. Just couldn’t stand the idea of opening a run-of-the-mill craft store. I tend to put things together that don’t seem to belong…at least to the eyes of some people. But I think they’re better this way. Makes them more special than they’d be on their own.”

“Yes,” Charlie said with a nod, scanning the shelves again. “I believe it does.”

Charlie thought he caught an admiring look from the pretty shopkeeper and cleared his throat. “But you do carry beading supplies, don’t you?”

She let out a good-natured chuckle and blew through pursed lips. “Honey, please.” She pushed past and motioned for him to follow. “Come.”

She led him to an aisle at the rear of the store. They turned the corner and he was overwhelmed by the amount of jewelry supplies on display. The walls to either side were covered with hundreds of tiny, clear plastic bins; each one sporting a tiny picture of the bead or clasp or gem contained within. If the wire Pearl needed wasn’t there, Charlie thought, she didn’t need it.

He recognized the brand the moment Isabelle mentioned it, but there were just too many choices, too many lengths, thicknesses. He settled on one spool that was middle-of-the-road, and the color was perfect for the occasion: gold. Not that he was going to count this as her anniversary gift. At a nickel a foot, the whole reel cost less than four bucks.

“Now that particular brand is nylon-coated stainless steel—a very strong wire,” Isabelle said. “Your wife has good taste in materials.”

“Yeah?”

She ought to, Charlie thought. Pearl liked to brag that she always had a good eye for the best. Except when it came to men, of course.

They headed back to the register. As they went, he scanned the other aisles and shelves. Pearl would be happy to get the wire, but he might still find her anniversary gift here. He was hopeful, anyway.

It would have to be something unique. Something special. And knowing his wife, that meant something expensive.

Many of the items on display were definite head-turners. Hovering above the aisle of woodcarving supplies was a giant mask; a wicked looking thing that might have been carved by Mayans or Aztecs. Beautiful baskets of straw and wicker were everywhere he looked. There were woodcuttings with hand-painted, witty sayings such as You Either Like Bacon, or You’re Wrong, or classics like I Drink Coffee for Your Protection. He had to grin at the one that declared Angel Food Cake: The Other White Meat. You had to admit that the woman’s décor and choice of merchandise gave the place a happy, pleasant feel, but nothing jumped out at him as something good enough for a fiftieth wedding anniversary.

Isabelle rang up his purchase at the register.

“Sorry that I can’t offer you a little more business,” Charlie said. “Three-sixty for a length of wire won’t exactly pay your light bill.”

She took the five he offered and handed back the change. “Don’t sweat it, dear. I get by just fine.”

Charlie made a show of looking around again. “So this isn’t the rush hour?”

They both got a laugh out of that. Just then, a gray-and-white blur leapt from somewhere close by and landed next to one of the wicker baskets on one of the higher shelves. Both Charlie and the woman jumped. She barked a startled laugh before composing herself.

“Yours?” she said.

Charlie shook his head. “Came in with me. Led me here is more like it.”

“Sounds about right,” Isabelle said, coming out from behind the counter. “They never belong to us. It’s usually the other way around.”

She walked over to the shelf while the gray sniffed at the rim of the open basket. The cat was climbing in to investigate the wicker further when the woman’s hands gathered him up and lowered him into a comfortable ball in her arms. Charlie had expected the animal to bolt or slash at her, but the cat simply looked up into her face with a quizzical expression.

“Hiya, handsome,” she said. “Bet you think those looks will get you anything, huh?”

In response, the little white face disappeared into her bosom and purred.

Guess so, Charlie thought as he averted his gaze. “Friendly little thing, ain’t he?”

“Most are,” she said, stroking its fur. “Cats are often misunderstood. They’re really just mirrors of how they’re treated. Much like some people, don’tcha think?”

“Hmm,” Charlie said. “Guess I never really gave it much thought.”

“You should, Charlie,” she said.

The comment sounded like an expression of concern from an old friend.

“I will,” he heard himself say.

Still stroking the now-sleeping cat, she nodded toward the little bag on the counter.

“Don’t forget your wire…and thanks for stopping in.”

He hoped it wasn’t obvious on his face, but he liked her. Why couldn’t he have ended up with someone like that, he thought; someone with intelligence, good humor, goodwill. Guilt rose up then as it always did. You’ve been married fifty years, for Chrissake. No fool like an old fool, he believed the saying went.

A brown paper bag sporting black pinstripes lay by the register and he reached for it just as his headache returned with a vengeance. The blood suddenly rushed away from his brain and Charlie swooned. He groped for the counter with his free hand and found nothing but air. Eyes closed, he pitched backward, knees buckling, and braced for a bone-breaking fall.

In an instant, all was dark.


Chapter Four

His next sensation was one of standing on legs that were still a little wobbly. Incredibly, there was no pain. No broken hip, no cracked rib or lacerated face. He couldn’t even remember hitting the floor.

When his eyes opened, he was standing on the curb outside about halfway down the block at the spot where he had first seen the cat. Charlie felt like a man who’d fallen asleep and then woke up balancing on a high wire a hundred feet in the air. He bent forward and grabbed his knees to keep from falling.

A deep breath helped to steady him and he welcomed the bite of cool air in his lungs. The hacking cough that followed hurt like hell. At least it made him feel more alert, and to his surprise the throbbing in his head was gone. He barked out the last of the cold.

A hand touched his shoulder. “Say, man, you all right?”

“F-fine,” Charlie said.

“You sure?”

Charlie stood tall then, with his hands at his lower back. “Yes, thank you.”

The young man stepped back and rejoined his girlfriend. They had probably been window shopping for an engagement ring or baby clothes or whatever, and the guy was just trying to help. Charlie thought how pathetic he must have looked as the couple continued down the sidewalk in the direction of…the craft store.

He couldn’t see it from here, but knew it was just a few doors down on the left. For the life of him, though, he couldn’t recall ever leaving the place.

Ahead of him, the Good Samaritan and his girl resumed their previous conversation as they continued down the walk. Charlie looked around expecting to see a gray-and-white cat appear, but the animal wasn’t there. Instead, other late afternoon shoppers meandered back and forth between the businesses along the promenade and their cars at the curb.

Shoppers just like him.

Only they weren’t like him. They hadn’t had the mother of all migraines surprise them inside a store and blackout only to awaken half a block away from where they last remember being. He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples once more, but when he looked ahead for the young couple again, they had apparently continued on to the next block and had disappeared from sight.

Might as well continue in the same direction, he thought.

He had to know what happened. The lady running the shop would be able to tell him. Name started with an “E”, didn’t it? Elizabeth. No…Liza…Isabelle. Yeah, that was it.

It might be a bit embarrassing, but he had to know how he’d managed to walk out of her store and make it this far without remembering a thing. Because next time, he could wake up standing in the middle of the highway at rush hour with an eighteen-wheeler bearing down on him and just enough time to scream.

And it wasn’t like this was the first time this sort of thing had happened.

****

While in the Army, he’d been stationed in Germany when he and a few other soldiers had decided to check out the local sites one weekend, have a few drinks, maybe even get laid. They drank large quantities of the strong local beer that night and he somehow ended up in the bedroom of an attractive woman. He didn’t know her name or how he got there, but he could remember her face coming closer, lips parted, and nothing more.

The last thing he recalled of that evening was arriving back at the base in a taxi with his drunken pals; all of them joshing and jeering him as the butt of some joke. They eventually let him in on it: the woman had been a prostitute, and they’d all pitched in money to take care of little Charlie.

“Well, thank you all to hell, guys,” he’d said.

They roared with laughter.

The next few days passed painstakingly slow. Waiting to find out from the base clinic whether or not he’d contracted an STD was less frightening than his not being able to remember the encounter with the woman at all. It was maddening to discover you were capable of doing things without ever knowing, and he knew darn well it wasn’t the alcohol that had erased his memory of it. What if he had hurt her?

The blackouts were scary that way.

They had happened off and on over the years with no rhyme or reason as to the cause. By some random act of fate, no one had ever witnessed one of Charlie’s episodes—not a single one. And he had never told a soul.

The cause of the blackouts may have been genetic, he believed.

Of his father’s four brothers, all were dead before the age of fifty. Each had died of a different malady and their illnesses were all unique. Even his guardian, Uncle Jeff—a former bodybuilder and pretty fit guy—wound up dropping dead in the food court of their hometown mall one sunny afternoon.

After ignoring stomach pains for months, the man had been enjoying a cheeseburger when a blood clot hiding somewhere beneath his collarbone broke free. Before he could take another bite, the clot travelled north and slammed into a small artery in his head like a freight train. Uncle Jeff died face-down on a bed of fries.

It was never known if his uncles or his dad suffered blackouts. If they had, they kept it to themselves.

Crappy thing was his Uncle Jeff had been under treatment for blood clots. Fat lot of good that did. Charlie had sworn then and there that he would never see a doctor about the blackouts. Maybe it was the same thing Jeff had, maybe not. He didn’t care either way.

To Charlie, the idea of impending death was a lot more frightening than death itself and he just didn’t want to know anymore. Where others trusted modern medicine for their answers, he felt it just meant more treatments that often sped the path to death anyway. Who wanted to spend all their time thinking about dying?

What caused the blackouts wasn’t important anymore. He just wanted to find out what happened during.

****

Still putting one foot in front of the other, he found the last jewelry store already dark. The woman who ran the dress boutique was flipping the sign on her door to CLOSED as well. She smiled and waved as he passed.

Charlie glanced at his watch and scanned the sky. What, he wondered, had happened to the time? And how’d the sun get way the hell over there?

All of the stores would be closing soon if he didn’t get a move on. Even the guy that ran the little hardware store was totaling-out his register.

He felt something wasn’t quite right as he neared the craft store at the corner. The sensation overwhelmed him even before the storefront came into view. Charlie froze.

The previously bright ivory siding was now weather-beaten, brown, and broken; the paint separating from the dry wood in brittle curls that looked ancient. The antique metal door handle was almost unrecognizable as a doorknob at all and overcome with rust. The Callo’s Curios sign was gone, too.

Nothing but a few jagged pieces of broken glass remained of the crystal clear display window that had been there before. No purple and gold curtains adorned the interior. The late afternoon breeze was stiffening behind him, forcing cobwebs inside the abandoned store to dance from the ceiling.

He tried the door. “Hello?”

His voice echoed through the empty shop as he leaned his head through the opening. The once warm store was now a hollow shell. The aisles of tall shelves were gone and all that remained was one huge open space and the little counter where the register had been. No beaded curtain draped the storage room entrance and the space beyond looked just as vacant. He rubbed his eyes and looked again.

There was an accumulation of filth on the tile floor, mold around the baseboards, and crumpled aluminum pot pie tins piled in a corner next to a used can of Sterno; some homeless guy’s refuge against the weather. They rattled against each other as the uninhibited breeze tossed them about, sounding like rain on a tin roof. The place looked like it had been empty for a hundred years.

Charlie backed away.

Am I really that tired—enough to dream in broad daylight? Dying suddenly didn’t scare him at all. What did was the thought of losing his mind.

Still staring at the decrepit storefront, he almost backed out into the road just as a moving van was passing in the street behind him. The driver laid on his horn. Charlie stopped in time, but had to duck to keep from being decapitated by the big truck’s side-view mirror. He crouched at the curb with his heart hammering in his chest. Jesus.

That was it, he thought. When this whole anniversary-slash-wedding thing was over, he was going to take better care of himself. Stress—that’s what was causing all this; making him think his cheese was falling off his cracker. He’d start by getting more rest.

Enough of this nuttiness. Charlie turned away and crossed the street to explore the shops on the other side of the promenade before they closed, too. There had to be something right for Pearl in one of them, and Ruby would just have to settle for the best darn wedding cake around.

When next the wind blew, his hands disappeared into his coat again and he cursed himself for forgetting his gloves. That’s when he felt it. In one of the pockets, a paper bag crackled against his fingers and he felt the form of a small spool. He didn’t have to see it to know it was wrapped with gold crafting line.

Very strong wire, Isabelle had said. The memory of meeting the woman in the homey craft shop was as clear as a bell. But how could that be, he thought, when the store was nothing but an empty shell?

The lack of sleep had his mind playing tricks on him, that’s all it was. But then he stopped, took out the spool, and squeezed it in his hand hard enough for the wire to bite the skin of his palm. This wasn’t a trick. He tried to ignore the inner voice that asked him if he was sure.

Please, God, let me hold it together and get through this.

Charlie put the roll back in his pocket. Not wanting to dwell on where it came from, he looked around. Most of the stores were closed or closing and the shoppers had thinned out. He told himself there would still be time to find Pearl’s gift as he headed back to where his own car was parked. A biting breeze bullied him the whole way, nipping at his ears as he went.


Chapter Five

“Where the hell have you been?” Pearl said.

The horn-rimmed reading glasses were halfway down her nose, anchored by the little beaded chain that kept them from falling off her face.

“Don’t you ignore me, Charlie LaRue,” she said, putting down her book of find-a-word puzzles and pointing at him with her pencil. He thought it somewhat amusing that she never trusted her skill enough to use a pen.

“I’m not, hun.” He opened the closet to hang up his coat. “I was just shopping for a few things.”

“You could’ve told me you were leaving. It’s not safe for a woman to be alone like that for so long.”

For reasons Charlie could never understand, his wife acted as if they lived in south-central Los Angeles rather than the neighborly confines of rural Louisiana. Pearl seemed to think she was the potential target of every rapist in the world. Unless local criminals had a thing for really big women, he wasn’t all that worried.

“I wasn’t gone that long.”

He headed to the kitchen for a sandwich, but she wasn’t about to let him off that easy.

“Did you get my puffs?”

“No,” he said over his shoulder, “but I’m going to the bakery later to work on Ruby’s cake. I can bring you back some.”

“Couldn’t have stopped by there on the way home…” she muttered under her breath.

He sighed. “I’ll bake you a fresh batch, honey. I promise.”

“Guess that’ll have to do.”

In the kitchen, Charlie opened the refrigerator for some ham and mayo to go on his sandwich and spotted one of the familiar white cardboard boxes on the bottom shelf with The Baker’s Dozen logo on the lid. He flipped it up.

A moment later he stood at Pearl’s side with a small plate. She flinched when she noticed him there and dropped her puzzle book. One leftover custom-made cream puff filled her view, dusted with powdered sugar and promising the joy of unseen custard. Her eyes went wide, then dimmed.

“Thanks, I guess,” she said, grabbing the pastry from the plate and turning away. “Don’t think this gets you off the hook, though,” she said through bits of golden dough.

“Of course not,” he said, and returned to the kitchen and his sandwich. He ate alone, cleaned the dishes, and headed back to the living room. “I’m going to—”

He was about to tell her he was going to lie down for a while when he noticed she was out cold. Chin down, eyes closed, chest barely rising and falling; Pearl was always a heavy sleeper. He often had to look close to make certain she was even alive.

Charlie bent down with some difficulty and picked up the puzzle book that had slid down her crumb-covered pants leg to the floor. Placing it on the end table beside her chair, he couldn’t help smiling as she snorted in her dreams. He used to love watching Pearl sleep.

In silence, he slipped away to the bedroom for a nap of his own. It was only six o’clock and there was still a little daylight peeking through the blinds, but he was tired, stressed, and didn’t care if he slept until late the next morning.

****

Charlie awoke in darkness and for a moment didn’t know where he was. It was darker outside than it should’ve been, but he realized with the sounds of Pearl snoring nearby that he was home and in his own bed. He hadn’t even heard her come into the room (and that was saying something).

The twin beds had been her suggestion over thirty years ago when she had claimed he was hogging their queen-size, but more likely had to do with the affair she was having with the assistant manager of the Food Mart. Sheʼd had more curves than weight back then and the grocery man apparently had a thing for full-figured, lonely housewives. The tryst didn’t last long (the guy got promoted and moved away to run his own store over in Bossier City), but it took the last bit of passion Charlie had for his wife when he found out about it.

Even then he couldn’t bring himself to leave her. They never spoke of it, and she knew that he knew, but neither would bring it up and in time the whole thing lost its sting. Separate beds just became the norm they both preferred.

The red LED on his nightstand read 4:05 a.m. as he rubbed his eyes. Despite protesting knees, Charlie managed to slip from the room without waking her up. He took a quick shower, threw on work clothes, grabbed his coat, and headed out. Getting older might have its downsides, but even in autumn the early morning always made him feel younger and the drive into downtown was peaceful. He still hadn’t found the right anniversary gift, but he would have time this afternoon if he got the cake out of the way as soon as possible.

That reminded him that he forgot to give Pearl the jewelry-making wire he’d bought. If nothing else, it might put her in a better mood for the day. He was only a block away from the bakery when he felt the bulge in his jacket pocket and wished he’d left it for her to find. To feel the crinkling bag creeped him out. How could it be there, when the store he bought it from wasn’t?

Stop it. You’re still tired and not thinking clear.

It shouldn’t exist.

Stop.

Charlie rolled down the window. Without another thought, he jerked the bag from his pocket and hurled it into the darkness that was beginning to lighten in the east. Out of sight, out of mind, he thought. Litterbugs typically pissed him off, but he told himself this was justified. His mental health depended on it.

Another benefit to the early hour was that no one saw him toss it, and he didn’t care where it landed. Pearl would just have to do with the beading supplies she already had. This whole thing was caused by him trying to do something nice for her anyway.

No good deed goes unpunished, he thought. The clichés just kept coming, and still in his father’s voice.

Shut UP.

Charlie flipped on the radio, found something he liked, and kept it cranked all the way to work. The music cleared his mind enough to make the rest of the drive pleasant and allowed him to focus on what still needed to be done with Ruby’s cake. He pulled into the lot around back a few minutes later and was greeted with the aroma of fresh bread as he stepped out of the car. He was not surprised to find Kat already on top of things.

“Mornin’, boss,” Kathy said with her hands full of dough as he came in the back door.

“Morning, Kat.”

A stout woman with a great work ethic and an even bigger heart, Kathy Cable had come along at a time when he really needed help. She’d been a godsend for both him and the bakery. An experienced pastry chef in her own right, she was full of life and energy every day.

Tommy’s death had been a lot for Charlie to handle. That’s when Kathy showed up and helped turn things around; taking the reins of The Baker’s Dozen and keeping everything running while Charlie dealt with his own grief and a difficult wife. Like him, she felt it a privilege just to work there each day.

“Got the doughnuts out and most of the bread,” she said, placing the mass of dough into a deep pan. “This is the last of the Butter-Oat.”

“Boy, you got ʼem out quick,” Charlie said. It would still be a little while yet before they opened for the day, so he slipped on an apron and joined her at the prep table.

She swung a wide hip into his, blocking him from her work area, and gave him a smirk. “Oh, no you don’t mister. You have a cake to bake.” She jerked a thumb at the remaining pile of bread dough at her own table. “I got this.”

Charlie dragged a finger through the flour that covered it and touched her nose. “What would I do without you, Katherine?” he said.

“Live in squalor and die a pauper’s death, you old poop.”

He was still laughing when he walked over to his own prep table and reached for the cake pans on the shelves above. She was right, of course.

Time to get busy.

It was going to be a monolith of elegance; raspberry and vanilla cakes with his own recipe for vanilla buttercream frosting—Ruby’s favorite flavors. It would be the prettiest one he’d ever made with a taste that was out of this world. Charlie went to the storeroom for some flour and the magic began.


Chapter Six

It was late afternoon when Charlie pulled his Chrysler into a space outside the New Life Church on Ninth Street. He wasn’t a regular churchgoer himself, but Ruby was marrying into the Baileys—one of the most prominent families in the area—and sheʼd made him promise not to embarrass her. That meant making it to the wedding rehearsal, and on time.

The wind made itself known the instant he shut off the engine. Again, he’d forgotten his gloves. Darn. He would have to shove his hands into his pockets once more, but at least it was a short walk from the parking lot. He still had no idea what to get Pearl for their anniversary and time was running out faster than he liked.

“Hello, Charlie!” a familiar, nasal voice shouted from the building’s entrance. “Thought you’d never get here.”

The younger man trotted across the parking lot toward him and Charlie still couldn’t believe Ruby was marrying this guy. Randall Bailey was tall, handsome, and came from plenty of money. He also had a phony smile, an overly-weak handshake, and somehow always gave Charlie the impression of a shallow flake trying to sell him a new car. In evidence, the younger man offered Charlie the hand of a cold, dead fish.

“Sorry, I was working on the cake,” Charlie said. “It’s almost ready.”

“Pushing it kind of close, aren’t we?” Randall said.

“It’ll be ready for tomorrow. Cooling as we speak.”

“Wow,” Randall said, looking sheepish. “Ruby was expecting it to be done by now.”

Two of a kind, Charlie thought. He also considered reminding Randall that they were getting the cake for free, but couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“Only have the frosting left,” Charlie said instead. “I’ll finish up when we’re done here.”

Could do it faster if I didn’t have to be here, he thought. Randall made a show of his disappointment, but turned it into a good-natured chuckle. “Hope you brought an appetite for the rehearsal dinner,” he said. “You didn’t forget, did you?”

Charlie hadn’t forgotten. He just hadn’t planned on sticking around that long. And it irked him when Randall spoke to him as if he had Alzheimer’s. There was only so much he could take of the Baileys on any given day.

“Yes, well,” Charlie said, “just thought I might swing by for a bit and duck out early—”

“Now Charlie,” Randall said, placing a hand on the older man’s shoulder, “you know the father of the bride should be here. For the dinner, too. Besides, Ruby would be hurt.”

Charlie had to fight back laughing in Randall’s face. Never in her thirty-nine years had Ruby LaRue ever displayed any behavior that could be mistaken for “hurt.” His daughter had been selfish, resentful, pissed-off even—but never hurt. Given everything since she was in diapers, she would’ve been better off if he’d taught her some values.

As far as the wedding cake was concerned, Charlie also didn’t like being rushed in the making of his baked goods. Whether it was bread, pastry, or one of his more intricate delicacies, hurrying usually produced a lesser quality product and Charlie wouldn’t stand for that. He nodded at Randall and realized it would be a lot longer of a night than he’d anticipated.

“Come on, Pop,” Randall said, throwing an arm around his shoulders. “It’ll do you some good.”

Pop?

He thought of leaving, but his growling stomach had other ideas. He’d been working so hard on Ruby’s cake that he hadn’t taken time for a bite. Come to think of it, he hadn’t eaten since yesterday.

“Okay.”

They walked into church together, and Charlie said a silent prayer that it all went quickly.

****

Murphy’s Law was in full swing at the rehearsal. Ruby was a nervous wreck, the caterers had forgotten several items, and the minister was forty minutes late. That meant forty more minutes of small talk with the Baileys. And more time wasted where he could be finding that gift for Pearl…

Charlie sat in the third pew, thumbing through a hymnal without really reading it and waiting for the show to get started. He was cursing his bad luck when Randall’s mother appeared beside him.

“Charles (she pronounced it Cholls), so good to see you again,” Susan Bailey said with her hand extended. Charlie wasn’t sure if she expected him to shake it, compliment her nail polish, or drop to one knee and kiss her ring. He chose the first option.

“Hello, Susan.”

Her snooty accent was a complete mystery. Both she and her husband Norman had been kids from a working-class neighborhood outside Baton Rouge. As far as he knew, neither of them had ever been to England nor come from old money. These days, however, they were Golden Circle members of the Shreveport Country Club and the biggest of bigshots in Ransom. Perhaps their social status was enough for Susan Bailey to put on airs. Charlie thought it sad she felt the need to.

“Now where’s your beautiful wife?” she said. “I was looking forward to seeing her here.”

Charlie smiled, but it was more a reaction to stomach acid dancing around his peptic ulcer than anything else. Susan knew darn well that Pearl hadn’t been ‘beautiful’ for many years and wouldn’t be at any public function unless a forklift was involved. Apparently, Randall’s mom was just getting warmed up.

“Guess all you get is me,” he said.

“I understand you’re providing the cake for the reception,” she said. “Ruby says it’s to be your wedding present. How thoughtful.”

“I’m proud to do it,” Charlie said, ignoring the implication.

“Just so you know, Cholls, everything else is done. Norman took care of the reception hall weeks ago and the caterer’s covered.”

Why don’t you just say you paid for it all?

He looked down at his feet and she twisted the knife. “Secured the band, too.”

Except for Ruby’s gaggle of girlfriends, most of the wedding guests were going to be friends and relatives of the groom. Charlie had given Ruby a ton of cash over the years and had paid for her first two weddings. This time, though, he just couldn’t bring himself to pay for an event that would likely end in yet another sequel to the same old movie (Ruby III: Down the Tubes Again). Still, he thought of offering to reimburse the Baileys for all their trouble.

“Thanks for letting me know,” he said, not knowing what she expected him to say.

Despite her smile, Susan couldn’t hide the look of disdain in her eyes. She made a sniffing sound and flipped her head the way she probably did as a teenager when she was giving some other girl the cold shoulder. Without another word, she turned away and went over to offer Ruby help with the seating arrangements on the other side of the room. Right on cue, her husband Norman walked over.

“How’s the store, Charlie?” he said. “Still pulling in fair business, I hope.”

Man, was everything about money with these people?

“Fine,” Charlie said. “Everything’s fine.”

****

The rehearsal went well once the minister arrived and they were all pleased when it was over. When the time came, Charlie stood and went through the motions of giving Ruby away. His memory of the previous times he’d done it made him wonder if he and Pearl shouldn’t have named her Yo-yo instead.

Since the service itself was going to be quite simple, he didn’t get the reason for a rehearsal in the first place. Another one of those things Ruby felt she just had to have.

For the sake of convenience, the dinner was being served at the church’s activity center, an expensive and well-equipped addendum to the church. Susan had wanted the meal to be at some fancy French restaurant outside of town and Ruby had voiced her preference for an old Italian joint just off the main drag, but it was Norman Bailey’s input that kept it here.

Norman had argued that he needed to eat and get back to work, and for once the women relented. One thing Susan Bailey would never interfere with was her husband’s money-making abilities. Charlie felt a twinge of jealousy mixed with admiration at Norm’s taking a stand.

The food was good. Charlie’s diet wasn’t any better than his sleep schedule most days and he’d been doing it for too many years, but he knew that needed to change soon. He was almost finished with some pretty good sirloin tips in mushroom gravy when Randall suddenly appeared, taking an empty chair across from him.

“How’s the grub, Charlie?” he said.

Charlie had to swallow before answering. “Delicious. My compliments to the chef.”

“I know, right? That’s Mom and Dad for you. Only the best.”

Here we go.

Charlie speared another piece of beef with his fork and looked up. “Is there something I can do for you, Randall?”

“No, not at all…Ruby just wanted—we just wanted to make sure you were enjoying yourself. You know, doing okay. Are you getting enough rest, Pop?”

“Am I getting enough—?” Charlie put his fork down and studied his future son-in-law.

The man was not as good as Ruby when it came to hiding intentions. A glance at Randall told Charlie all he needed to know and he measured his words to keep from losing his temper.

“Randall, you can tell Ruby that the cake is almost doneˮ—Randall opened his mouth to protest, but Charlie held up his hand—“and tell her it’ll be done on time.”

With that, Charlie smiled and resumed eating. Randall closed his mouth and fidgeted. The silence became uncomfortable enough for him to push his chair back.

“Okay then,” he said, his toothy grin returning. “Glad you’re having a good time, Pop. Catch ya later.”

Randall wasted no time getting back to his own table. Charlie chewed the last bite of sirloin and washed it down with what was left of his sweet tea. Good, he thought, now I can get out of here. Before he could get his coat, however, there was Ruby.

“Hey, mister, what’re you trying to do to yourself?”

“Just going to work on the cake, hun,” he said.

“That’s not what I mean,” she said. “I saw what you were eating, Dad.”

“Huh?”

“I saw you chewin’ on that chicken-fried steak. You know you’re not supposed to have stuff like that ʼcause of your blood pressure. I’m not ready to lose my father, ya know.”

“I had the sirloin tips.”

“That deep-fried stuff’s gonna do you in if you’re not careful.”

“It wasn’t fried.”

It was his cholesterol, actually—not his blood pressure, and he took medication for it, but it didn’t matter when Ruby was on a roll. She expected him to feel honored that she even cared, but he knew he could drop dead tomorrow and she wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep.

At least, he thought with a little darkness, I’d finally get some rest.


Chapter Seven

It didn’t surprise him at all when his head hurt on the way back out to the car. Headaches came and went so often anymore that Charlie was surprised to have days when he didn’t have one. He was just happy this one held off long enough for him to get through that dog and pony show.

The Chrysler was comforting as he adjusted the heat controls and gave the engine a minute to warm up, but it was being away from those people that helped more than anything. Charlie felt like an insect that had just escaped the slide of a microscope. Or a bug-zapper.

He pulled out of the lot thinking about why he and his wife had grown further apart. It would be too easy to blame it on her inherent meanness. The red flags should’ve been obvious way back when Pearl was a cheerleader and intimidating the less-popular girls of Wilson High on a regular basis.

He still loved her…at least he thought he did. There was no telling how long their marriage may have been on the rocks without him realizing it, but losing their boy a year ago seemed to blow away the fog he’d been walking around in. And here lately, he was beginning to see the world with a little more clarity.

The western sky purpled with storm clouds as he continued toward downtown thinking about their son. It was supposed to rain overnight, but Saturday was supposed to be clear and beautiful. Ruby had been going on and on about the impending weather at dinner, scared to death it was going to ruin her day. That was Ruby.

Tommy had been different.

Evening traffic was light and Charlie was soon parking behind the bakery again in his usual space under the solitary streetlight. With any luck, he could finish putting Ruby’s cake together tonight. Any finishing touches could be done in the morning and he’d have one less thing to worry about. Perhaps then he could spend the rest of tomorrow morning finding that perfect gift for Pearl.

He thought as he shut off the engine that it might just have to be some piece of jewelry or something of that sort after all. Women often said (so he’d heard) that a man could never go wrong buying something shiny and expensive.

Kathy’s Volkswagen was gone and the lights were off, but that was to be expected. She’d run the shop all day, cleaned everything like the dedicated pro she was, and gone home for a well-deserved evening of supper, sitcoms, and sleep.

Bless that woman.

He unlocked the back door and flipped the switches. Glare from the overhead fluorescents made him wince as he closed the door behind him. Charlie stubbed his toe in the process, just like he did the very first time he brought Tommy along with him to work.

****

It had been a spring morning; one of those perfect early-June days where the sun came up without the fury of July and hung around until late in the evening, with just enough breeze to keep the mercury reasonable.

“D-Dad, we gonna make bed a-day?” Tommy had said with excitement all over his face.

“You bet we are, buddy. All kinds of bread. Doughnuts, too.”

Tommy had just turned fourteen and convinced his father that he was mature enough to be there. The boy told him he hoped to become his Dad’s apprentice and one day become a real baker. Charlie had liked the idea, because it gave him more time with his son and—just as important—it gave Tommy less time around his mother.

“Let’s get you ready for the day, Champ,” Charlie had said.

He recalled the pride on Tommy’s face when he helped his son tie on an apron for the first time and wash his hands with the care of a surgeon. Tommy listened close to everything he was told and just like his father, the boy fell in love with baking. Croissants and bagels, cakes and pies, doughnuts and other sweet treats—none of them were too much of a challenge. Tommy displayed a level of function that flew in the face of all the medical experts that had said he’d never be able to tie his own shoes.

They worked well together, and Charlie soon realized the truth: the kid had a real gift. Tommy just wanted to be what he loved: a baker—with a capital B.

That was something Charlie could never get others to understand. As far as he was concerned, Thomas Gregory LaRue was just as good as anyone else on earth (and better than most). He just needed a little more time with things.

****

Charlie strolled into the walk-in cooler thinking of those joyous spring days as he removed the six pans of Ruby’s wedding cake he’d baked earlier. He placed them in a row on the prep table and brought out the large container of raspberry-vanilla filling he had already prepared.

Fillings were not typical with traditional wedding cakes, but Charlie had made a name for himself with such unique ideas. Once spread across the top of each layer, the thick, fruity mix hardened well enough to support the cake above. In no time at all, he had the layers stacked into a perfect tower that would be beautiful once the icing was made.

He had been saving a surprise in the freezer at home, too: a smaller cake to go on top. It would be the finishing touch and he would just thaw it out tonight at home and bring it in the morning. Made of the exact same batter over a full year ago, it had been carefully preserved and frozen in a special container. The little cake was the last thing his son ever made before he died.

Charlie’s gaze traveled to an empty workstation across the room. It was the bread table, where all of the tasty loaves were made—and Tommy’s favorite spot in the bakery. Charlie could still see it like it was yesterday.

“Hey, Dad! How ʼbout some tunes?” the boy would say, and Charlie would always nod approval as Tommy flipped on the radio that sat on the shelf above.

Also like his father, Tommy liked the oldies. Boston, the Eagles, the Stones—it was all good, and Charlie would often look over to find Tommy kneading bread dough and singing along. It wasn’t Kathy’s kind of music, but when the three of them were there together and the music was right, she had a blast.

They all made it fun. It became their own little world and the bakery felt like a time machine. Or maybe, Charlie thought, a place where time could stand still. At least for a while.

“T-too loud?” Tommy would sometimes ask, but more often than not Charlie would shake his head and smile.

“Turn it up,” Charlie would say instead, and the boy would ease the volume knob over and grin at him through batches of wet dough and air filled with the smells of toasted goodness.

****

The vision disappeared. Charlie turned away from the vacant prep station and got back to work, but then set the spatula down. To hell with this.

He’d been walking on eggs far too long. Time to do something he hadn’t done in quite a while. It was just too quiet in the place.

He walked over to the bread table, flipped the switch on the old Panasonic, and was greeted with a “doo-wop” song from the Golden Age of rock-n-roll. Voices that once were young echoed off the walls, in perfect harmony and with just enough magic to make his skin tingle with nostalgia. All alone, he had to admit it was a little spooky, but the tune was a good one that took him back to a much happier time.

It filled the bakery with his favorite music, but just when he started to sing along, he realized he had to pee. That little urge had increased in frequency following his fortieth birthday. Once fifty had come and gone, he rarely passed-up a toilet without paying a visit. And that was almost twenty years ago.

His bathroom was all the way at the rear of the kitchen, so he untied his apron and hung it on one of the wall hooks along the way.

A couple of minutes later, Charlie stood washing his hands at the sink in the tiny bathroom as the doo-woppers on the radio gave way to one of the heartthrobs—Ricky Nelson, he thought it was. No, wait a minute…that’s Buddy Holly. The tune was one of Charlie’s favorites, and he hummed along as it reached him through the door.

Not knowing why, he suddenly yelled, “Turn it up, Tommy!”—and then wished he hadn’t as the emptiness of the bakery and the pain of losing his boy gripped him hard.

Tears that he thought were long gone streamed down his face. Charlie leaned back against the wall, heart aching, and covered his face with his hands. He wanted to lower himself to the floor, but his arthritic knees warned him to stay on his feet. In the midst of the sobs, something made him pause.

From the kitchen, the song on the radio grew louder.

He cocked his head. His hearing wasn’t as good as it used to be, but he could tell the volume had gone up. The radio station was probably just coming in more clearly now that the rain storm had come and gone. That’s what it was.

Charlie stepped back to the sink, turned on the faucet, and splashed cool water on his face. The music grew even louder as he dried his hands and was thunderous by the time he reached for the doorknob. Sudden uneasiness came over him as he turned it. Then he jerked the door open.

Then nothing. Instant silence.

Charlie was a statue. Someone had broken into the bakery and was hiding inside. The intruder had probably been skulking around in the darkness somewhere up front, crouched down near the display case in the lobby and just waiting for him to go to the bathroom or something before making a move. Before messing with him. Toying.

Charlie had never been a big guy. He also knew that a man pushing seventy would likely be dead meat in a confrontation with a cornered burglar.

But damn it, this was his place.

He remembered hearing somewhere that sheer boldness could sometimes intimidate a criminal being caught in the act. Balls, his Dad would’ve called it. Gathering all his courage, Charlie took a deep breath and strode back through the kitchen on his way to the front lobby. Shrouded in blackness, the dark open doorway of the front lobby dared him to come.

Along the way, his hand found the only thing he could grab without breaking stride: a rolling pin from one of the shelves. What’re you going to do with that, boy? Inner Dad said. Make him some sugar cookies? For a moment he found himself wishing he’d been a butcher instead of a baker, with a handy selection of knives and cleavers lying about. Then again, the intruder might’ve gotten to them first.

The radio stood a silent vigil on the shelf of Tommy’s old prep table. Charlie refused to glance at it and kept moving. Had it picked that moment to blare loud music again, he would have flipped-out. Or maybe loaded his shorts. Either way, he was glad it didn’t.

One catastrophe at a time, Dad used to say.

He crossed the bright kitchen and could feel himself gathering strength for one hard swing as he closed in on the darkness of the open lobby doorway. Like a lumberjack with his axe, Charlie held the rolling pin high above his head and turned the corner into the unknown as fast as he could. Maybe it would be enough. His lungs filled with breath; ready to explode in a war cry borne of fear as his hand began the downward arc. Whoever was crouched around the corner in the black was at least going to know they’d been in a fight.

He stepped through fast and lunged. And there was no one there.

His free hand found the wall switches and bathed the front lobby in daylight as he looked quickly in every direction, expecting to be blindsided. There were only the glass display cases, cash register, and the stool where he sat to ring-up the orders. The bright overhead fluorescents and the dead-bolted front door left no doubt he was alone.

Still, he couldn’t shake the uneasiness. The intruder must have somehow slipped past him and was now hiding somewhere in the kitchen. He held his breath and listened for almost a minute, waiting for any footstep or accidental jostling of bakeware. Nothing.

“Quit messing with the radio!” he yelled, more from nerves than anger. He had no idea who he was supposed to be talking to and cringed at the echo of his own voice. Still, it felt better to yell. “I mean it!”

He walked back to where the music had been blasting from the prep table just moments ago and for an instant saw Tommy standing there just as he had over a year ago; rolling bread dough and singing along to a radio that now sat quiet. Charlie’s eyes blurred again from tears and he wondered again if he was losing his mind.

Get hold of yourself, Dad said.

Yessir. Charlie wiped his eyes on his sleeve.

He went back up front and flipped off the lobby lights while he still had the gumption to do so. Could leave them on, he thought, but that would likely attract the attention of local cops cruising by at this hour. Good guys all, but he didn’t have time to be socializing with the boys in blue tonight.

So much to do.

Charlie leaned against the doorway and closed his eyes. Pearl’s gift, Ruby’s wedding—it was all just too much. When you start having hallucinations, he thought, you’re pushing way too hard.

He walked back to where the unfinished cake was waiting. Maybe it was time to turn the whole operation over to Kathy, he thought. She could handle it, and maybe he’d finally get that dream vacation and start enjoying life.

Five feet from his workstation, he froze. The seven-story tower of vanilla cake was right where he’d left it, held together with raspberry mortar. But sitting next to it as if it belonged there was a crumpled little brown pinstriped bag.

Charlie’s hands trembled and his heart began to jackhammer.

He tried to remind himself that he was a grown man and didn’t believe in spooky things. Instead of allowing himself to wonder where it came from, he focused on putting things away in an orderly fashion. And fast.

He hustled the cake into the cooler with as much care as possible, feeling unseen eyes on him the entire time. Then he shut off all of the lights, locked the back door, and headed for the car. Both hands were shaking as he chucked the bag containing what he knew was Pearl’s beading wire into the dumpster. He watched to make sure it went in.

It wasn’t meant to be her anniversary gift anyway.

Charlie distinctly remembered throwing it out the car window on the drive into town. His logical side wanted to analyze how it had reappeared in the bakery, but to do so might mean he really was having some sort of nervous breakdown. Considering the circumstances of the last year it would be understandable, but he wasn’t ready to accept that.

He wouldn’t be able to handle any more ridicule and he sure didn’t want anyone’s pity. Charlie was unaware as he got behind the wheel that he was talking to himself. Every so often, he answered.


Chapter Eight

It had been dark for some time when Charlie drove back out of town in a daze. If a policeman pulled him over at that exact moment, he’d probably be mistaken for drunk or stoned. Maybe even arrested.

Had he completed Ruby’s cake after getting the bejeezus scared out of him? He suddenly couldn’t remember. There was an empty place where that knowledge should’ve been, and it bothered him so much that he signaled and pulled the car to the curb. He looked at his watch. One-thirty in the morning.

Geez.

He recalled last glancing at his Timex on his way to the john back at the bakery—before all the fun happened. It had been close to ten then. Somehow he’d lost track of time. Over three freaking hours worth.

Aggravated, Charlie was about to turn the car around and go back when it suddenly came to him. He had stacked the cake layers—unfrosted, he remembered—and placed the naked cake in the cooler. The experience with ghosts and boogeymen had apparently shaken him up more than he realized.

A deep breath to clear his head, a check of the mirrors, and he was putting the car back in gear. With the wee hour, he had the road to himself again. He thought about reaching for the radio to help stay awake when the cell phone in his shirt pocket vibrated.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Daddy!” Ruby said. “You okay?”

“Uh…yeah.” What was she doing up at this hour? “Fine, honey. What’s up?”

“Mom was worried about you and was wondering when you were coming home, so I told her I’d call and check on you.”

“That was sweet, sugar. I’m okay. Really.”

“Good, ʼcause we worry about you, ya know?” A pause, then, “I’m also supposed to remind you to bring home some cream puffs.”

Surprise, surprise. He’d already anticipated that. A sack with a half-dozen of the delicious custard-filled gems rested in the passenger seat beside him.

“Way ahead of you, baby girl. Anything else?”

“Where are you?” she said. “Sounds like you’re outside or something.”

He had rolled down the windows moments before. A slight breeze wafted through the car and the engine (in dire need of a tune-up) grumbled like a disgruntled worker.

“In the car, girlie. Heading home.”

Charlie was surprised to find either of the LaRue women up so late. Pearl was notorious for falling asleep at the drop of a hat. Come nightfall, she was practically in a coma. And Ruby, well…like mother, like daughter.

Knowing them like he did, it came down to individual motivations. Ruby was most likely worrying about the fit of her dress, griping about whether or not the dye job for the shoes matched, and pulling her hair out over a multitude of things that really didn’t matter. With Pearl, it was hunger.

Neither ever seemed to be satisfied with what they had, but then he reprimanded himself. Was he any different?

“So, heading home, then?” she asked.

Does the girl even listen? “Yep. Just left the bakery.”

It was still nice to hear concern coming from his daughter, even if there was an ulterior motive. He’d begun to wonder over the years if she really cared about him at all.

“Oh, okay…soooo…how’d the cake turn out?”

He-heh…there’s my girl.

“Almost done. It’s gonna be gr—”

“Almost?” she said, suddenly becoming unglued. “Are you serious? Daddy, the wedding is today!”

Charlie sighed. “Relax, Punkin. I’ve got to go home to get the top tier anyway, and I’ll be up early to finish it.”

“But Daddy, how could you have waited until now? You’re gonna oversleep. You have no idea what this is doing to me!”

He’d heard this song and dance numerous times over the years; she was waiting for an apology and was going to bitch him out until she got one. Usually, she did.

“Daddy?”

Charlie was almost at the end of Ninth Street. The familiar arch that marked the entrance to Mt. Hope Cemetery was coming up on the right, looming out of the darkness like a black statue. He’d made the trip there many times during the past year to visit Tommy’s grave and knew the place well, but he wasn’t prepared to see the familiar shape sitting in front of the ornate iron gate. The big gray cat with the white face licked at one of its paws in the approaching headlights and turned to look at the car. No, at him.

Charlie slowed down. The cat turned then and slipped between two bars of the tall gate, disappearing into the darkness of the cemetery.

“Daddy?”

“Uh, yeah, I’m here,” he said as he hit his turn signal and coasted to the turn-in.

“Daddy, I didn’t make a big deal about you deciding to use the cake as your wedding present, and I think I’ve been a pretty good sport about—”

“Daddy’s gotta go, sweetie,” Charlie said, barely hearing her at all. “Got a stop to make. Don’t worry…it’ll all be fine.”

“Wait a minute,” she said, but her voice was fading as he lowered the phone. “Daddy!”

He hung up and tossed the cell into the console as he made the turn and drove through the entrance. The iron arch, still overgrown with ivy that seemed to renew every spring, gave Charlie a feeling of reverence that always made him slow the car to a crawl. At night it was more like an ominous sentry that demanded respect.

The buzz of his phone on vibrate went unnoticed as Ruby tried to call him back. Charlie may as well have been on auto-pilot as the Chrysler wound its way along the narrow pavement toward the rear of the landscaped grounds.

In a daze, he absorbed the somber scenery. Enormous oaks cascading with ringlets of Spanish moss lined the meandering drive and reached through the beams cast by his headlights with long, windblown fingers. They caressed the car as it passed.

Beyond them, transplanted evergreens from the Midwest held aloft the nighttime sky as he neared the newer section of the property; the area that held the bones of the more recently dead. And the final resting place of his son.

The cat he’d followed through the gate was nowhere in sight. It was out there somewhere, of course. Or maybe it was another figment of his over-stressed imagination.

Great. The cake wasn’t finished, he still hadn’t found Pearl’s gift, and now he was hallucinating. He felt exhausted, but with Tommy on his mind so much lately, a quick detour might be just what the doctor ordered.

Charlie had found over the last year that visiting his boy’s grave seemed to calm him down and keep him centered. It also tended to keep the pain of losing him fresh, which, while probably not recommended by most psychiatrists, was a price he was willing to pay. It made him feel closer to Tommy.

Come tomorrow there’d still be plenty to do (actually today, he realized), but right now he was going to see his boy. He eased the sedan around the last gentle turn and parked at the curb, right near an old dogwood. It was a spot he could have found blindfolded.

Tommy’s grave was nestled in the shade of a big blue spruce; its flat stone hidden among several taller ones that seemed to encircle it like a protecting family. Charlie walked through the maze to find someone had beaten him there. The cat was curled up on the marble marker and showed no fear as he approached.

“Comfortable?” Charlie said.

Mt. Hope was one of those cemeteries that encouraged visitation at any hour. In the half-light from one of the few solitary lampposts scattered throughout, Charlie thought the stark white face of the cat gave it an eerie intelligence. Its eyes regarded him with kindness and he didn’t feel offended at its chosen resting spot.

Charlie’s legs weren’t as good as they used to be, but he knelt down anyway. The cat got up and met him halfway. It began to purr as it fell on its side at his feet.

“Okay, fur ball, you’re not here by accident. I figured that much out on my own. Wanna tell me what you’re doing here?” What I’m doing here?

Charlie ran his hand along the furry back and scratched the cat behind its ears.

“Well, if you’re real that means…she is, too.” He stopped petting. “Isabelle.”

The cat’s ears pricked up at the name.

“Yeah,” he said. “You know. Either that, or I am going nuts.”

He’d never been superstitious, but something in the cat’s expression and the events of the last twenty-four hours had Charlie willing to believe just about anything. He pulled himself to his feet and grimaced at the gunshots from his knees. His weary legs managed to steady and he looked down at the gray. It flipped its tail and stared back up at him.

“Okay, pal,” he said. “What’s the story? Let’s have it.”

If he actually answers, I’ll crap myself right here.

The cat got to its feet again and trotted off behind the evergreen a few feet away.

“Hey, wait!”

The animal rounded the fir with Charlie close behind. On the other side, however, he found nothing. No boogeyman, no answers—and no cat. The gray had vanished. In every direction there was nothing but tranquil, close-cut grass dotted with stones and trees in a world of shadow. Then he remembered how fast the cat had seemed to move when they first met downtown, traveling half a block in the blink of an eye.

He returned to his son’s grave with his mind in a muddled fog that cleared just enough to recognize something out of place. Silent and blasphemous—sitting right beside Tommy’s grave marker—was a crumpled brown paper bag. He didn’t have to see the pinstripes to know.

Charlie almost screamed.

It had been thrown away behind the bakery just as he had tossed it out the car window before that, but something told him if he reached down and grabbed it now, that little paper nightmare would be as real as the fur on that cat. Against his better judgment, he bent over.

It crackled in his grip. He slid his hand inside and his fingertips recognized the feel of the spool (nylon-coated stainless steel—a very strong wire!) without him having to see it.

“H-how?” he mumbled. Then he looked around and spoke to the silent graveyard. “What’s this for…what’s it supposed to mean?”

A car door closed and Charlie’s head jerked around to see a middle-aged couple in the distance, walking over to a more recently-covered grave and lost in their own grief. The woman glanced in his direction and Charlie turned away. He gazed back down at the marble.

“Tommy,” he said in a softer tone, “if you’re trying to tell me something, please, son, just tell me. I don’t think I can take much more of this.”

Charlie wanted an answer…needed it. Something to hold onto, to say he wasn’t crazy. The night responded only with a sudden strong breeze that slapped leaves from the oaks guarding the road and swept them along the pavement with the clatter of dry, brittle bones.

He heard the cry of an infant. The couple in the distance had a baby with them; parents—maybe even grandparents—no doubt grieving over the loss of another child. The woman comforted the child on her shoulder, and Charlie was suddenly returned to the days when a similar little bundle meant everything in the world to him.

****

Unlike his sister, Tommy had been a late accident; an ‘oops’ resulting from the three bottles of wine he and Pearl had shared at his thirty-eighth birthday party. Despite the surprise, they had been happy at the news and were elated when they found out the baby was going to be a boy.

From the very day Tommy arrived, however, things changed.

Whether it was post-partum depression or just her typical selfishness Charlie never knew, but Pearl began to act as if Tommy was a mistake. She tried to distance herself from the baby by doting on their daughter instead. Wouldn’t even breastfeed him.

Over time, Charlie’s bond to their son grew stronger while her relationship with the boy teetered between neglectful tolerance and outright hatred. Ruby learned how to relate to her new brother through her mother—a case of monkey see, monkey do. Tommy was more than a little slow mentally as a child, which only served to fuel their disdain for him.

It never made sense to Charlie. To him, the boy was pure sunshine. He required extra help on some things, sure, but wasn’t that what you were supposed to do for family? For blood?

Whatever the reasons were that the women in Tommy’s life resented him, there was no excuse for what they finally did. It was several months after the incident before Charlie discovered his wife and daughter were not anywhere close to the angels they pretended to be.


Chapter Nine

It had been a year ago; a hot August day just a week before Tommy’s thirtieth birthday.

He had been talking about the possibility of maybe getting a place of his own. Everyone knew, however, (Charlie included) that he wasn’t ready for that kind of independence. High-functioning in some areas, the young man lacked woefully in others. Tommy could wash, dry, and fold a load of laundry—even separate the lights and colors right—but then walk outside moments later with his fly undone.

In some ways, Charlie envied his son’s innocence. In Tommy’s world everything held wonder and possibilities, where the negativity and judgments of civilization didn’t exist and every day could be a new adventure. It was a way to be a child forever, and in such an angry world was that really such a bad thing?

The only place where Tommy excelled was at the bakery. Charlie figured it was the positive energy they shared there, the happiness. It was their special bonding place. The time spent baking together had been so fulfilling that neither of them ever wanted to close-up and go home at the end of the day.

For home was no refuge.

The LaRues were hosting a barbecue for Charlie’s sister and her family. Ruby crashed the party with her boyfriend in tow as she often did when there was good food involved and lots of it. Charlie had to be at the bakery for a few hours that morning, but had planned to close early and get home.

“I’ll bring home buns for the burgers and hotdogs,” he’d told Pearl over the phone.

“Well, be quick about it,” she said. “I don’t want to be handling this by myself all day.”

Handling it herself meant having Ruby entertain everyone while Ruby’s boyfriend (and soon-to-be husband) Randall ran the grill. Pearl had put on so much weight by then that she often stayed put while others orbited around her. Like the sun ruling over the planets of her own solar system, Pearl’s power was omnipotent.

****

Charlie’s sister Joan had also been there that horrible day, and claimed to have overheard most of what transpired. Having arrived at the same time as Ruby, she’d seen the way Tommy was being treated by both mother and daughter.

The night of Tommy’s death, Pearl and Ruby had given him a vague recounting of the sequence of events, but it was his sister who ended up filling in the blanks. A few weeks after Tommy’s funeral, Joan had called Charlie out of the blue. Heʼd met her at a little café downtown—where she’d told him all about it over coffee.

“Wasn’t pretty,” she said, taking a sip of her cup and then pausing to add more sugar.

Charlie waited. With her flair for the dramatic, Joan could be irritating at times.

“So what happened?”

“Just can’t believe someone would treat their own child like that,” she finally said and clucked her tongue.

“Joan…”

“Okay. It’s just that…it hurts me to talk about it.”

He tried very hard to force a smile. “Try.”

“Well, all right. If you insist.”

“Joan! Youʼre the one who called me, if you remember.”

“All right!”

She stirred her coffee and finally looked him in the eyes. Charlie’s own cup sat unnoticed as he placed his forearms on the table and leaned in close. “So spill.”

“I was cutting onions at the kitchen counter and saw the whole thing. Tommy had every reason to be upset,” she said. “Although what led to him being burned, I can’t imagine.”

Charlie agreed. He knew that with most LaRue family activities, Tommy’s contributions were limited to simple tasks. All he ever wanted to do was please people. Too often, however, the boy’s well-intentioned efforts backfired. By all accounts, that morning had already been quite trying for him.

“ ‘Jesus, Tommy,ʼ I heard Ruby say when she and Randall arrived, “ ‘you’ve got it made still living here with Mom and Dad. At least you don’t have to be out there dealing with the real world like we do.ʼ ˮ

Charlieʼs heart broke for the millionth time when he heard that. He hated it when Ruby got in one of her moods and started in on Tommy.

“Tommy asked her what she meant and Randall said he had to go pee. She waited until he went down the hall to the bathroom before she said, “ ‘I mean like working, dufus. If you’re ever gonna grow up, you better get some kind of a job.ʼ ˮ

“Tommy told her he did work a job. Told her you were teaching him to be a baker.ˮ

“I was, too,” Charlie said, looking down at the table. He shoved away the hurtful memories. “What’d Ruby say to that?”

“She told him no, she meant a real job.”

As if Charlie’s job hadnʼt provided, and provided well, for his family.

“I swear all the air went out of Tommy in that instant, Charlie.ˮ

Charlie understood. Ruby had always known what buttons to push and never seemed to miss an opportunity.

His head down, Joan told him, Tommy had just walked away.

“Ruby called after him…said something like, ‘I just meant it’s good for you that you don’t have to really do anything around here.ʼ She didn’t follow him down the hall to his bedroom, though. Not that I saw, anyway.ˮ

Charlie could just imagine his son in the cushy corner chair; a big, wicker papasan with well-worn cushions. It was the boy’s favorite place when he was hurting, and he’d found Tommy there many times before, curled up asleep with dried tears on his cheeks and one of his superhero comic books in his lap.

He’d bought Tommy tons of comics over the years. Charlie knew the colorful stories were an escape, a way for his son to travel to different worlds and be a part of great adventures where he could be anyone he wanted to be—even if just for a little while. Quite simply, they made Tommy happy.

The one he’d been reading on the day he died was a new one. Something about a flamethrower. Since that day, Charlie had imagined his son’s excitement many times and even wondered if Tommy ever got the chance to finish the book before everything happened.

“I was in the kitchen with a ringside seat when Pearl yelled for Tommy again…hollering for him to come out there and give her a hand. She was crocheting one of those thousands of damn scarves she made for everybody under the sun and mustʼve noticed her supplies were running low. I know her legs were giving her more trouble than usual that day and with everyone else out gabbing on the front porch, well…you know there was no way she was gonna ask me, Charlie.”

From the day they’d met, his wife and sister got along like oil and water. It was pretty obvious Pearl couldn’t stand Joan and he was quite certain the feeling was mutual. In fact, he suspected they hated each other.

“Yes,” he said. “I know.”

“Anyway, she told him she wanted him to go out to the garage and bring in her tub of yarn. Said it was on the shelf above your workbench, Charlie. I saw Tommy nod, but then he looked at Pearl like he was waiting for more.”

Charlie tensed at that. It was those moments of confusion that Pearl often used to beat the boy down extra hard. He dreaded hearing the rest, but said it anyway. “And?”

Joan told him. As she gave him the whole picture of the back-and-forth, he could see it so clearly. He’d seen it a thousand times before.

“Tommy, do you understand?”

“Uh-huh.”

Still standing there.

“What do you need to get, Tommy?”

“Uh…yarn!”

Tommy, smiling wide, rubbing his hands together as he did when he felt he finally understood something.

“Right,” his mother said.

Pearl…rolling her eyes and shifting forward on the couch, folding her big arms across her chest. “Well? What the hell are you waiting for?”

The smile fading on Tommy’s face…

“Then, and this is the part that just breaks my heart, Charlie,ˮ Joan was saying, “Pearl said, ‘Oh, just get away from me. I swear to God, boy, sometimes you can be absolutely useless. And here you are—turning thirty years old and you can’t do something so simple for your own mama.ʼ ˮ

“Tommy started crying, but Pearl couldʼve cared less. Instead, she went on and on about herself. She said, ‘You know I’m not in good health, Tommy. I ain’t capable of caring for a small child now—much less a grown man. Me and your father are gonna have to have a talk about what to do with you if you can’t do more around here to help out.ʼ ˮ

In that moment—looking at his sister, but seeing instead the smug visage of his wife—Charlie had wanted to wring Pearlʼs neck with his bare hands. He knew Joan saw it in his face, and knew it encouraged her to keep going. She was on a roll now, enjoying the opportunity to stick it to her sister-in-law.

“I swear, Charlie, a light bulb must have gone off over that boyʼs head. His smile returned. I thought he must’ve figured out what his mama wanted. He started for the garage but then Pearl flailed her flabby old arms again.ˮ

As a waiter bussed dirty dishes from a table behind Joan, all Charlie saw was his living room and what would amount to the final conversation between mother and son.

“No, goddammit!” Pearl yelled. “Just go! Get out of here. And stay out of the way. I’ll get somebody else to help me. Somebody with some sense.”

“Then she turned away and hollered for Ruby,” Joan said. “Tommy headed for the garage anyway, but his smile was gone. He passed me by in the kitchen and didnʼt even see me. He disappeared into the garage and went down the steps. He left the door open behind him and I saw him walk right past your workbench to the little wooden stool sitting in the far corner—you know which one—that one he sits on—used to sit on. Why, Iʼll never know.ˮ

Charlie knew the stool. He also knew Tommy went there when he felt he needed to be out of sight and out of everyone’s way. Whenever he thought he was being stupid.

“A minute later, Ruby sailed through the kitchen and went down the steps. She just ignored Tommy and went straight for the tub of yarn on the shelf. But then she shot him a look fit to melt ice as she wrestled the yarn bin through the doorway.ˮ

“ ‘You’re a helluva lotta help,ʼ ˮ she said, yanking that tub into the kitchen. “ ‘But then why should today be any different?ʼ ”

“Tommy didnʼt answer, and Ruby slammed the door behind her, leaving that poor boy in the garage all by himself.ˮ

It hadn’t taken a detective for Charlie to figure out what happened from there.

Randall (by Ruby’s insistence, of course) had always been the one to run the grill for any outdoor barbecues when Charlie couldn’t be there. From Tommy’s vantage point on the stool in the corner of the garage, Charlie knew Tommy could see through the back door window that looked out onto the patio and the back yard beyond. He would have seen the gas grill.

I bet I could do that, Charlie could hear Tommy thinking. He knew the way his son’s mind worked. After all, hadn’t he let Tommy operate the big ovens down at the bakery? I could light the grill all by myself…get it ready for Randall.

Charlie knew his boy. He’d show them he was more than just mild-mannered Thomas LaRue. He’d show them all. If plain olʼ Tommy messed it up, well, there was always his alter ego, SuperTom.

Charlie had heard his son say on more than one occasion that SuperTom could do anything he put his mind to. In fact, he may have even encouraged his sonʼs superhero fantasies at times. But, he’d often thought, where was the harm?

Now he knew.

He had no doubt that SuperTom had planned to surprise them all.


Chapter Ten

Joan finished with a quiet, “Just thought you should know.”

Joan’s version of events came with a lot of bias, of course—given her history with Pearl—but it was probably much closer to the truth than the whoppers he’d been hearing at home. For the first time in their not-so-close life together as siblings, sheʼd dropped her sense of melodrama.

But it wasn’t for him. It was more like self-preservation.

Like Pearl and Ruby, Joan counted on him for the extras in life. He thanked her, but could tell she’d been expecting a more rewarding response. This time Charlie refused to play along.

His sister wound up leaving the café unsatisfied. He could tell she’d wanted to press him, but clearly something in his expression had warned her against it. What had she seen? Whatever it was, sheʼd abruptly stood, given him a half-hearted hug, then wasted no time making a beeline for the door.

He hadn’t spoken to Joan since, nor had he confronted Pearl or Ruby about the matter. For one, he just wasn’t ready to hear the whole thing recounted again. It hurt too much. For the longest time he never let on that he thought Tommy’s death was anything other than a tragic accident, but he had to admit he’d seen something different on his wife and daughterʼs faces following the funeral. Incredulous as he was, he was sure of it, and eventually heʼd recognized it for what it was: Relaxation. No, he thought, that wasn’t quite it. It was more like a release.

Relief.

That was when Charlie LaRue truly learned to hate.

****

He looked over the engraving he’d studied many times. The raised letters stood out in dramatic relief like a marble accusation:

Thomas Wayne LaRue

1984—2014

Not one prone to violence, Charlie was mad. He felt responsible; angry with God and himself for allowing it to happen, and had thought many times that he should have been stronger—shown some guts. Throughout Tommy’s life, his father had been the only one willing to spend time with him, treat him as more than just a nuisance. During the last tortuous and pain-filled hours of his son’s life in the Burn Unit of Ransom General, Charlie had been the only member of the family present.

“You know I can’t come up there,” Pearl had said, excusing herself. “I’m not well. Haven’t been well for a long time.”

“I’m taking depositions for a big case, Daddy,” had been Ruby’s justification.

Even then, he had wanted to tell them both how heartless they were, but was too grief-stricken to even try. What would have been the point anyway?

Now here he was; still stressing over a damn gift for Pearl, a wedding cake for Ruby, and standing in a cemetery in the middle of the night—at the grave of the only one who had ever appreciated him. Tommy; the greatest creation Charlie’d ever been a part of and now he was gone. Just gone.

He missed his boy so much and ached just to hold him again, but instead held a crumpled paper bag containing a stupid piece of jewelry wire.

Fury gripped Charlie then. He crushed the bag in his hand, reared back, and threw it. The lightweight bag sailed into a thatch of evergreens several yards away. While impressive, the throw took a lot out of him and he had to take a few deep breaths as the rage subsided. The last thing I need to do is give myself a heart attack.

He regained control and reminded himself that he still had to get something for Pearl as soon as he finished Ruby’s cake—and all that after sunup in the morning.

This morning, he corrected himself. He needed to get moving if he was going to get home and get a little sleep. There was still so much yet to do.

“Big day coming, buddy,” he said to Tommy’s stone. “I’d better get going.”

Bad knees or not, Charlie kissed his fingertips and kneeled down to touch the cool stone. It was never easy to leave. He finished his goodbye the way he always did; like a prayer more than a farewell.

“I love you, son. See you soon.”

With effort, he stood again and headed for the car.

The drive out of the cemetery was a blur. He half-expected to see the cat appear again from the shadows and dart in front of the car as he headed for the entrance. When nothing emerged, he concentrated on keeping the Chrysler to the winding path. Only the moon and his headlights offered help against a gathering fog as the cemetery’s lamps fell behind and he drove beneath the iron arch. He turned north and headed home.

****

Lamplight shown through the living room window as he finally pulled into the driveway. She’s still up. Pearl got such little physical activity and napped on and off throughout the day, so her tendency toward insomnia was really no big surprise. But there was more to it than that.

Charlie grabbed the large white bag with the bakery logo that sat beside him in the passenger seat and got out. They would hopefully keep her off his back. He was beat and more than ready for bed.

“Hey, hun,” he said, holding up the white paper sack as he came through the door.

“I was beginning to think you’d died,” she said, accepting the pastries without looking away from a rerun of her favorite show.

“Sorry,” he said. “Can’t collect the life insurance just yet.”

She responded by turning the volume up with the remote.

He walked out of the living room without removing his jacket and headed toward the garage instead of the bedroom. On the way through the kitchen he glanced at the clock. It was almost four. His body pleaded for a hot shower and bed, but there was one last thing to do first.

Charlie flipped on the lights of the cold garage and descended the steps. The bright overhead hurt his eyes as he crossed to the deep freezer, but it would only take a minute. He had planned for the last piece of Ruby’s wedding cake—the crown atop the beautiful layers—to be a final present from her deceased little brother; a small round raspberry cake that Tommy had made at the bakery just three weeks before his death.

****

“What frosting are you planning to use, Tommy?” Charlie had asked him that day.

“Plain,” the boy said.

“Plain? You mean vanilla?”

“N-no, Dad,” he had said, rolling his eyes. “No fwosting.”

It had struck Charlie as strange at the time, but Tommy insisted that the cake had to go undressed. What’s more, it had to be saved. When his father went for a large sheet of plastic wrap, Tommy had protested.

“Dad, it h-has to las a rilly long time,” he said.

“How long do you want to save it for, buddy?”

“Spesh…special oh-cashun, Dad,” Tommy said. “Long time.”

Fortunately, Charlie had just the thing. He’d been fiddling around for years with a way to store baked goods long-term while still maintaining flavor and freshness. His experimentation had resulted in a unique container made from paper-lined plastic that worked like a charm. Airtight and dry, it would keep the contents in a frozen vacuum where no texture or flavor was lost for an indefinite period. He even had a patent pending on the design.

So Charlie stored the little cake, taking great pains with placing it carefully inside and sealing it so that Tommy could see. The container was then placed on a high shelf in their walk-in freezer there at the bakery. Tommy made a habit of checking on the container every time he came to work from then on.

When Tommy died, Charlie forgot the container altogether. More than two months passed before he could even set foot in the bakery again. Had it not been for Kathy taking up the slack and running the place, he might have closed the doors for good.

His first day back had been harder than expected. It was Kathy’s presence and constant, good-natured jabbering that kept him from falling apart that whole first week, but he still jumped every time the phone rang with an order for baked goods. It reminded him too much of the last call he’d received there; the one that turned his whole world upside-down.

The one where he’d been told that his son had been roasted alive.

****

That was then and this was now. He wasn’t over Tommy and never would be, but he was learning to live with the pain. Some months ago, he came across the boy’s cake container at the bakery during a regular inventory. He’d taken it home and packed it away in the deep freezer with no idea why. It was a part of Tommy—that was all that mattered.

Tommy had decided to make his little cake, leave it unfrosted, and freeze it as if he knew its eventual purpose. Only when Charlie agreed to make Ruby’s wedding cake did the notion occur to him. He now knew it was meant to be a farewell gift from Tommy to his sister (and far more than she deserved, as far as Charlie was concerned).

The little cake would be the perfect topper for the large stack waiting at the bakery, but it would have to thaw awhile first. He rummaged through the large deep freezer a couple of times, however, and couldn’t find the container he’d stored it in. It should have been beneath the Butterball turkey. Charlie moved things around again. Pork roast, bagged veggies, several of the wife’s pot pies—still no luck.

Pearl had to have known Charlie was going to use it for Ruby’s cake. She must have moved it to the kitchen freezer. That was it. Of course.

Going back to the kitchen, he jerked open the freezer door and inspected the contents: half a bag of her burritos, a box of popsicles, and two ice trays. There was a large box of corn dogs that hadn’t been there long and an opened box of frozen pancakes, but no cake container. He opened the refrigerator. Nothing.

“Pearl,” he called out loud enough to be heard over her TV, “where’s Tommy’s cake?”

“Mmph…what?” she said from the next room, chewing on another cream puff.

“The little cake he made…you know—in the green container. I’m going to use it to finish Ruby’s cake.”

“That old thing?” she said, brushing crumbs from her chest. “It was taking up too much space in the freezer. I threw it out a month ago.”

She never even looked away from the television when she said it.

Over the last year, she had sold, given away, or thrown away everything of Tommy’s. What few photos of the boy that remained were tucked away in the glove compartment of Charlie’s car for safekeeping. Now the last piece of their boy was gone from their home, and she’d discarded it without a thought.

Charlie couldn’t speak, his fingers still gripping the door handle of the fridge. A year’s worth of pain had left a dark hole inside. Now that hole was filling, turning fast into something else. Something worse.

“Why can’t you make a new one?” she said, her eyes glued to the TV. “I’m sure that old cake was no good by now anyway, if it was any good to begin with.”

Tommy wasn’t here anymore and she still couldn’t resist talking about him like he never existed. It was as if she wished he never had.

“You think you’ll have time to even finish that cake?” she said, thinking he was still in the kitchen.

He wasn’t. He had entered the living room, just a few feet behind her.

She had demanded years ago that the couch be placed where she could face the television, but it prevented her from seeing anyone coming from the kitchen area. Sure that Charlie had gone back out to the garage or down the hall to the bedroom, she reverted to thinking out loud.

“Always gotta bring up Tommy,” Pearl muttered. She continued mumbling under her breath as her program went to commercial. He had to strain to hear her, but he caught every word.

“Goddamn boy’s cake,” she grumbled, sounding like she was about to add something else, but stopping short.

He thought of saying something just to shut her up, or at least let her know he was there. His gut told him to stay quiet and listen. It only took a second.

“If you hadn’t come in his room so goddamn fast that night,” she said, “I wouldn’t have had to put up with him all those years. Sure stopped his whining, though.”

Charlie’s lungs locked in mid-breath and he went rigid as stone. It seemed that everything in him slowed to a sudden halt—breath, pulse, even time stood still. The only sense of speed came from a forgotten memory that raced to the forefront of his mind; one whose truth had eluded him for years, but now revealed itself with brutal clarity.

****

Tommy had been eight weeks old. He was a healthy, happy baby with one drawback: colic. His parents had already been losing sleep from the late night feedings and diaper changes, but that was to be expected. The incessant crying cut into their sleep to the point of exhaustion, however, and Pearl had tried everything she knew without success.

Eight-year-old Ruby didn’t help matters by standing in the doorway of their bedroom every chance she got and complaining about the noise. By the same token, Charlie recalled how every time the baby actually did manage to fall asleep for a while, a book or a toy in Ruby’s room would ‘accidentally’ fall to the floor. Then the whole thing would start up again.

It had been Pearl’s turn to get up with Tommy that particular night. Charlie recalled that she had almost seemed eager to go and check on him. The wailing had grown louder as she went into his room (as it always did), but it got quiet fast; an abrupt silence rather than a gradual calming down. Something about the oddness of it got Charlie out of bed. He walked in to find Pearl standing over the crib.

He’d been half-asleep and yawning when he entered the baby’s room and then, like now, she was unaware he was behind her. Through blurry eyes he saw Pearl; leaning over the crib and holding the baby’s small blue pillow in both hands. She didn’t seem to be alarmed until she noticed him there.

“I…I think something’s wrong with Tommy,” she said.

He had snapped awake then and flipped on the light to see his infant son wide-eyed and quiet. The little limbs were blue. His face had a panicked, oxygen-starved expression.

Charlie remembered the frantic drive to the hospital in the rain that seemed to take forever, the horror-filled minutes when he wasn’t sure whether Tommy would live or die, and the moment in the doctor’s office the next day when they were told their son had suffered brain damage. Asphyxia, they were informed; an obstruction to the baby’s breathing that had somehow corrected itself in the knick of time. They were told they were lucky.

Even then, he hadn’t seen it.

Pearl.

Fifty years, he thought now. How could I be so stupid? For five decades he’d been married to this woman and it had taken this long to see her for what she was.

His hands began to shake. He shoved them into the pockets of his jacket to gain control of himself and…his left hand found something unexpected. The paper crumpling in his palm was all too familiar.

It was impossible.

He had thrown it into the trees back at the cemetery—hell, he’d thrown it away over and over, yet here it was again in the pocket of his jacket. His fingers found the thin, strong wire as it slipped silently from the spool and into his hand. He could feel the tensile strength and liked the way it felt in his grip. His hand came out of the pocket with the wire dangling, twisting like a thin gold serpent.

“Useless,” she continued in a hushed tone, apparently thinking she was still alone. “Absolutely useless. Like father, like son. Hope you put more thought into our anniversary.”

You tried to kill him. Our SON. Tried to kill him and then you blame HIM for his handicap. You…you selfish…miserable, fucking BITCH!

If he had to explain it later in a courtroom, he probably wouldn’t be able to well enough for members of a jury to understand. He would only be able to say that, at that particular moment, something inside him gave way. He didn’t know if it was the invasion of a new emotion, or one that had been hiding inside him all along.

Nor did he care.

Charlie started forward. Without thinking, his right hand found the other end of the wire and pulled it taught. He was ten feet away from her.

“Get some sleep, Charlie!” she shouted. She must have thought he was headed for the bedroom. “You’ve got a lot to do come morning!”

The echo of her shrill voice ended in a self-satisfied chuckle.

Six feet.

Pearl shifted her weight as she reached for the television remote and farted loudly. Without hesitation, she stuffed her other hand into the bag he’d brought home for her and pulled out a third cream puff. Her next comment was somewhat muffled by the huge bite she took, but he heard it just the same.

“And you better have gotten me a nice gift.”

I do, he thought. Right here.

Two feet.

Charlie hesitated. Something in that last thought didn’t sound like him. He looked down at the beading wire in his hands and realized what he was about to do. It wasn’t too late. He could come to his senses and put the wire down.

But she deserves it, Inner Dad said.

No one deserves that, he thought—no matter what they might have done.

Might have done? You know what she did, what she tried to do. You gonna let her get away with that?

She’s my wife, he told himself. Tommy’s gone and there’s no bringing him back.

So you’re just gonna pussy-out…let folks keep walkin’ all over ya. You chose to let the world dump on you, but what choice did Tommy have?

The low bookshelf that ran along the back of the sofa had been his idea years ago; a place to keep all of her paperback romances and some of her crafting supplies within easy arm’s reach behind her. He could drop the jewelling wire there among the half-made bracelets and necklaces and no one would be the wiser.

He didn’t have to love her anymore. In fact, he was pretty sure he’d hate her for the rest of his life. But he was better than she was…

Right.

…he could let her live.

You’re jokin’, right? You forgettin’ what this woman did?

He could be the bigger person.

She treated the boy like dirt just for bein’ in her life. Her own flesh and blood.

I will be the better person, he told himself. I won’t do it.

Coward.

Inches away.

“Why the hell I married you I’ll never know,” Pearl suddenly mumbled through bits of cake, crumb, and crème filling.

Pussy.

Charlie watched as his hands reach forward, gripping the wire hard enough to make the tendons in his wrists bulge. Still oblivious to his presence, she swallowed hard on the mouthful of pastry.


Chapter Eleven

A mere handful of hours passed before the alarm blared on Charlie’s nightstand. The digital clock read 6:00 a.m. and he was surprised to feel well-rested after only a few hours of sleep. It was still the morning of their anniversary and Ruby’s wedding. Good thing, too, he thought, for there was still so much to do before the festivities.

After coming home from the cemetery he wasn’t sure he’d get any sleep at all, but he and Pearl must have resolved their differences. Didn’t we? He honestly couldn’t remember.

He silenced the alarm and dressed in the dark. Pearl must have decided to stay on the couch overnight, so he all but tiptoed through the living room on his way to the kitchen. No need to wake her.

The light over the stove was on and the coffee maker was brewing as usual, although he didn’t recall filling it or setting the timer. She must’ve done it to make amends.

Amends for what? The thought nagged at him as he poured a cup. There was a blank spot where the memory of an argument should have been. He was taking a sip when the missing time returned. He lowered the cup to the counter in slow-motion.

Tommy.

He recalled giving Pearl the bag of cream puffs, the mumbling under her breath. More than anything, he remembered the secret she’d been concealing all these years. And the uncontrollable rage that followed.

Had he done what he thought he did? He’d been angry—furious, in fact—but he hadn’t gone that far. No way. He wouldn’t do something that crazy.

Just moments ago on his way to the kitchen he had seen her sleeping; snoozing on the couch in a sitting position as she often did when she was too tired to make it to the bedroom. Granted, he couldn’t hear her customary labored breathing, but that didn’t mean anything. Pearl didn’t always snore and she always slept like the dead.

The thought made him shiver.

Charlie thought about walking back in there and checking, but thought better of it. Pearl was a bee-tortured bear when her sleep was interrupted and he didn’t want to get into it with her. Not now, at least. There’d be time enough for all that later. He glanced at the microwave clock. Gotta go.

He decided to skip breakfast, his vitamins—even his daily meds, but paused long enough to fill his thermos with coffee before heading out the door. The one custom he did honor was kissing the palm of his free hand as he passed the living room and waving it in the air as he’d done a thousand times before.

“Bye, Pearl,” he said with more softness than even he expected.

****

The drive to the bakery was an experience Charlie always enjoyed, even when he was facing a busy day. There was something about the newborn morning, before the rest of the world came alive. It was peaceful; like sharing a secret with nature that the rest of the world didn’t know about.

The coffee tasted better than ever and the heater setting was enough to knock back the chill and make him comfortable without putting him to sleep. He switched on the radio and was treated to an old surfing classic. It was a good one, but had to be somebody’s idea of a joke.

“Cute,” he said to the still-defrosting windshield.

He hummed along anyway.

The song was replaced by a commercial and Charlie snapped the radio off to begin planning his day. He still had to finish Ruby’s cake (and he’d have to make another small one for the top tier now that Tommy’s had been thrown out), but at least some of the pressure of the day was off now.

He’d already decided there would be no anniversary present. After discovering Pearl’s part last night in causing their son’s brain damage as an infant (and likely trying to kill him), he didn’t intend to give her another gift ever again. If she didn’t like it—tough.

So what if this was their anniversary? He was finally going to have it out with her once and for all and she wouldn’t out-talk him like she normally did. If he had to raise his voice—if he had to scream it at her—by God, she was gonna listen. He really didn’t care anymore.

Divorce was out. Every fiber of his being wanted to leave her (maybe even leave Ransom behind forever) but they’d been together for more than two-thirds of his life. He sure wasn’t planning to start life over again as a swinging bachelor in his seventies.

But Pearl’s days of ruling the roost were over. Starting tomorrow, he was going to change a lot of things. He might even move into the guest bedroom.

Right now, he had to focus on Ruby’s cake. He was a baker, after all, and took great pride in his work. Folks could say what they liked about him, but no one would ever discredit the attention Charlie gave to his craft. Not if he could help it.

His daughter had made it clear that she didn’t want anyone else making her wedding cake, but in true Ruby fashion, she pouted at the idea of the cake doubling as her wedding present. Surely her successful father could afford to provide her with a cake and get her a nice gift. She’d even hinted at a trip. To Hawaii, of all places.

Well, that was another family relationship about to see a major overhaul.

His cell phone vibrated in the console. Speak of the devil…

“Morning, Punkin.”

Silence. Then, “Dad?”

“Yeah, hun. What’s going on?”

“Just checking to make sure you were up.” Her words were jittery, as if she’d been up all night and tanked on caffeine. “Is the cake ready?”

“You should be sleeping, kid. You’ve got a big day ahead of you.”

“Is it done?”

“Couple of hours. Three, tops. I’ve told you not to worry about—”

“Not worry? Dad, you had months! The dress, the ceremony—I’ve had to stay on top of everybody through this whole thing! I can’t even count on my own father!”

“Ruby, there’s—”

“No! I don’t want to hear it!”

Charlie suddenly recalled a cute little trick he’d heard Kat talk about when handling unwanted phone calls. Many power station transformers served the lakefront properties along the route from his home to the bakery, creating plenty of dead spots.

“—uby…you’re—eaking up…I’ll call—ater.—ove you.”

Before Ruby had time to respond, he ended the call and tossed the phone over to the passenger’s seat. The sky had lightened and the sun was peeking at him when he pulled in behind the bakery.

Charlie got out and realized there was no hurry now. He refilled the thermos cup and leaned against the car to watch the sunrise, feeling like a man for the first time in many years. Yeah, he thought, things were going to be just fine.

****

Mixing and baking the small tier to crown Ruby’s wedding cake was as easy as pie (a joke that never got old for Tommy). Charlie still felt a twinge of pain at having to replace the one his son had worked so hard on a year ago. Tommy was proud of his little cake and intended it for a special occasion, but thanks to Pearl that would never happen.

At least not with Tommy’s original.

Charlie made one just like it. Whipped-up, baked, and cooling on a rack in no time flat, he went to work on the frosting. The buttercream recipe was already being slow-stirred in an enormous, stainless steel auto-mixer. Enough to cover all seven layers, he then added fresh raspberries and vanilla to match the cake in color and flavor. He stood back from the mixture and inhaled deeply as the machine worked.

The divine aroma was suddenly interrupted by the familiar hammering that exploded at his temples. Harder than ever before, this one sent him reeling backward. He collided with pots and pans hanging on the wall and the ringing clatter became white-hot needles in his ears. Charlie staggered forward and reached out blindly, his hands finding the rim of the huge auto-mixer bowl. He strained to keep from falling forward into the mix, where the pneumatic steel paddle with skull-crushing capability pushed its way easily through sweet cream.

The battering in his head reached a crescendo of sound and pain. Then, just when he thought his head would explode, all went black. Seconds later, he opened his eyes.

There was no more sound, no more pain. He was afraid to question the violent headache’s quick departure for fear he would bring it back again. It was better not to think about it and just be grateful.

In a stunned trance, Charlie turned away from the big mixer to combine a few special ingredients in a much smaller bowl. A special surprise, he thought, but the idea didn’t feel like his own. Weird thing was that it made perfect sense.

One more ingredient. What’s the big deal, right?

The particular item he needed was in a storage closet near the rear of the kitchen. By the time he returned to his work area, he’d read the precautions on the back of the box three times. Yes, that alien part of him thought, this will do just fine. Strange how the voice always sounded like his father who’d been dead for more than sixty years.

The special powder had to be measured with care before being added to the huge mixer. It had been the small touches that had given Charlie’s creations such renown over the years, but until now he’d never used an ingredient that required such caution. If this was going to work, it had to be exact.

Once blended, the entire kitchen smelled of sweet local raspberries and Mexican vanilla. Buttercream was the best kind of frosting as far as Charlie was concerned, so he had to fight his usual habit of sneaking a taste. With this special dessert, sampling was a major no-no.

While the icing mixture was busy reaching new heights of creamy smoothness, he retrieved the cake from the walk-in cooler. The smaller cake went on top without a problem and once the frosting was ready it spread well and evenly. A flair for the artistic showed in Charlie’s talent with the knife, and as the last swirl was created he stood back and looked it over. He had never made a better-looking cake in his life. Aside from the tiny bride and groom to be placed on the very top, it was finished. Almost, anyway.

When it came to wedding cakes, he’d always tried to make the design fit what he knew about the customer. Wild college kids getting hitched seemed to go for bold textures and bright colors. Should the bride and groom be religious, he would go more conservative with an emphasis on elegance. He’d once even made an all-black cake for a couple of lifelong horror movie fans. It came complete with chocolate spider webs and ‘blood’ made from a red glaze.

Everyone’s cake had to be unique.

His own daughter was an attention hound. Never had he known anyone who liked to be noticed more than his little girl. From clothes to hairstyles to the music she listened to, Ruby’s approach to life had always held firm to one theme: over the top.

That gave him an idea and he went back to work.


Chapter Twelve

The day was going by faster than Charlie expected and he was feeling his age. He’d finished the cake, rolled it out to the van, and had made it to the reception in plenty of time, but had to admit it was wearing on him. He felt like a man running on fumes.

In the service area behind the kitchen of the Bossier County Country Club, he began unloading the large plastic box containing the cake. Made specifically for transport, it came complete with custom handles that allowed it to be moved from a vehicle to a cart with relative ease. Still, it would have been easier with help.

“Well, it’s about time,” a woman said as Charlie opened the rear doors of the van.

He turned to find Susan Bailey closing in on him, accompanied by the click of expensive-looking shoes on asphalt.

His brother-in-law once told him that Susan’s husband had been a high-ranking officer in the Navy who transitioned into a successful corporate executive in civilian life. During those years, Norman Bailey’s wife somehow felt that her station in life paralleled Norm’s position of authority. Of course, Grady had more of an opinion than that.

“Uppity bitch,” Charlie remembered him saying between swigs of bourbon. “Nice piece a tail, though. Tap that m’self if my wife wasn’t so crazy about me.”

As if someone like Susan Bailey would let Grady Granville anywhere near her.

She looked like sheʼd been up way too early—Charlie considered himself somewhat of an expert on the unrested—and had probably been at the club for a while, terrorizing the caterers and playing Almighty God. With a tight bun in her hair and tailored business skirt, Susan moved and spoke with the confidence of a three-star admiral.

“Excuse me?” Charlie said, peeking from behind the box as he centered it onto the cart.

“Oh, hello Charles,” she said. “I thought you were just a delivery person.”

Just a delivery person? Good thing I didn’t send Kathy with the cake. And never in his life had anyone ever called him Charles with such disdain.

“Susan,” he said. “Up bright and early, I see.”

“Well, someone had to take charge of this mess.”

Charlie happened to know that not a soul had asked her to handle the wedding. If he’d known how she was going to be, he would’ve hired a professional wedding planner just to avoid this. Never loose with money, he still had no compunction about spending money on a worthy cause.

“You’re one heck of an organizer,” he said, trying to make the best of it, but Susan was already heading back up the steep sidewalk to the building.

She stopped at the door, leaving him to push the cart up the incline by himself. To her credit, she held the door open for him, drumming her fingers against it the entire time as the cart made its way slowly up the walk. Of course, her face said that this whole thing was just eating up her valuable time.

“Thank you,” Charlie said with heavy breath as the cart cleared the doorway, but Susan had moved on again—this time across the Country Club’s expansive kitchen to the door of their large cooler. She held this one open as well and stared at him, trading her drumming fingers for a tapping foot.

At least the cart rolled easier across the level tile. Once through the doorway, Charlie wheeled the cake to the back. She followed him in.

“So, are we ready for the big day?” he said over his shoulder, coming to a stop near the rear wall. Behind him, Susan rolled her eyes.

“There’s still a ton of things left to do,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t know how I’m going to get it all done in time.”

They stepped back out and Charlie closed the cooler door.

“Don’t you have any help?” he said.

“Oh, my nieces are pitching in along with a couple of your daughter’s friends,” she said, “but if it weren’t for me, this whole thing would’ve already fallen apart.”

“Well, I’m personally very grateful,” Charlie said.

Susan sniffed, gave a half-hearted attempt at a smile, and left the kitchen through the double-doors that led to the reception area. Charlie felt like a serf being dismissed by royalty. He walked back to the parking lot remembering a nugget from his mother from so long ago; wealth and power rarely translated into decency.

He drove back to the bakery to drop off the van and get his own car. If he was lucky, there’d be time enough to get in a short nap before the day’s festivities. Traffic was still pretty light and he made it across town without delay.

Back at the bakery with the van parked and locked, he was walking to the Chrysler a couple spaces away when he sensed movement out of the corner of his eye. In one of the bakery’s windows that looked out onto the back lot, the small gray blur disappeared in a blink, but he’d have sworn on a stack of bibles it was a cat. The cat.

Hallucinating, he thought. Now I know I need a nap.

Charlie got into the car and glanced at his weary face in the rearview mirror. Too much work, too much stress, too little time since he lost his boy. When this day was over, he told himself, he was hanging it all up. It just wasn’t worth it anymore. Perhaps he really would take that vacation.

****

The drive home was uneventful and Pearl didn’t even get on his case when he came in. There was a smell like old fruit in the air as Charlie walked through the kitchen and he figured Pearl had left pastries out too long. Regardless, he had no intention of finding out.

The last thing he wanted was to get sucked into an argument right now. He wanted all his ducks in a row before having it out with her, but not yet, damn it. Not until this day was over.

She had to have heard him enter the kitchen from the garage and walk into the living room, but she didn’t say a word.

Maybe she feels guilty.

He almost exploded with laughter at the thought. Pearl Granville LaRue had never shown remorse for anything in her life. Whatever the reason, she sat on the couch and ignored him. Another one of her favorite reality shows blared from the T.V. that never slept.

“Pearl,” he said on his way to the bedroom. Nothing.

He thought of continuing to the bedroom, but walked over to her anyway. Except for the glow from the television screen, the room was still mostly dark. Her face was turned away and she was still sleeping (or faking it).

“Pearl,” he repeated.

Still upset. Otherwise, she would have asked about more puffs. Maybe she was just disappointed about not being able attend the wedding. Either way, he didn’t care. Ignore me all you want. We’ll hash this out later.

Charlie turned away.

Another thought crossed his mind on the way to the bedroom. Had he not given up his career as a chemical engineer and become a baker in the first place, maybe she wouldn’t have put on the weight she had. The bakery had always provided them with a comfortable living, but it also supplied Pearl with all of the fresh bread and pastries she could stomach.

With the pounds came the problems; first the knees and ankles, then the hips. Congestive heart trouble had arrived within months of the diabetes, and with each new medical problem she became more hateful. No matter what new malady she was diagnosed with, it was all his fault, the doctor’s fault—anyone’s fault but her own.

He still couldn’t shake feeling at least partly responsible.

Stop doing this to yourself. No one ever put a gun to her head and made her stuff her face. His father had always been far tougher than he’d ever been, and sometimes meaner. Charlie didn’t care for the ghost living in his brain, but the guy often had a point.

Another time, he thought, and headed down the hall to the bedroom. Ruby’s wedding was at three o’clock, so he set the alarm for one, kicked off his shoes, and stretched out on the bed.

He wiped his face with both hands and ran them through his thinning hair, trying to get his brain to shut down and let him get some rest. There was no more reason to stress out. For all of the rushing around and worrying about an anniversary gift and a wedding cake, his part was done. Pearl wasn’t getting a gift at all and Ruby’s cake was waiting in the Country Club cooler. If Ruby wanted more, tough noogies.

He took a deep breath and let it flow out on its own. He could ease up now. There was plenty of time to get ready for the big show and still time to get in a little more sleep.

Seconds later, Charlie was out.


Chapter Thirteen

For all of the buildup and worrying, the wedding ceremony went off without a hitch.

Charlie had to give Susan Bailey credit; from the groomsmen’s boutonnières to the floral arrangements, everything was beautiful. Even the participants were flawless. Nobody screwed up their lines and Ruby wound up having the storybook wedding she’d always wanted.

When the last of the photos had been taken and confetti thrown, Charlie was glad it was over. Now he just wanted to get through the reception. He had given all of the required hugs, shook a fair amount of hands, and made it out of the church only to be slapped in the back on his way out the door.

“Whaddaya think, bro?” Grady said with a slur. “Your little girl’s gone now.”

“She had to grow up sometime, Grady,” Charlie said, wincing from the blow.

“Yeah, don’t they all?” Grady leaned in closer as if sharing a secret. “Thank God all mine are grown and gone.”

Charlie was still stinging between the shoulder blades as he tried to avoid his brother-in-law’s toxic breath. The ceremony was barely over, the reception hadn’t even started yet, and the guy was already half in the bag. Unbelievable.

Grady draped an unwanted arm over Charlie’s sore shoulder and pulled him in close. “Ya know, Charlie, I been meanin’ to tell ya—you’re an all right guy. No, I mean that.”

Gee, thanks.

They continued together down the sidewalk; Grady trying hard not to fall and Charlie trying harder not to go down with him.

“I’m serious,” Grady continued. “I used to think you were just some fly-by-night loser. Lord knows Pearl had her share of ʼem—”

Stop charming me, Grady.

“—and I really thought you were stupid quitting that engineer job—”

Please, you’re far too kind.

“—but you turned that baking thing into something. I mean, I don’t know if you can call that man’s work or not, but you did pretty good with it.”

I hate you, I hate you, I hate you…

“And you took care of my sister.”

There it is.

One of Grady’s knees buckled then and it took all of Charlie’s strength to keep them both on their feet. Together they wobbled, and Charlie’s back strained to keep them upright. He managed to keep the larger man from falling, but knew he’d pay for it tomorrow.

“You were never very strong, though,” Grady said, breathing some of Kentucky’s finest right into his face. “Shoulda put some weight on…maybe played football.” He belched. “Ya know…like me.”

The former football star’s next move was to fumble his car keys. They fell on the sidewalk at their feet.

“I’ll get them,” Charlie said.

He held out a hand to keep Grady steady as he bent over to grab the key ring. Something instinctual made him glance over his shoulder and he wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it himself. His drunken brother-in-law was doing his best to balance on one foot with his other foot cocked behind him—apparently with the intent of kicking Charlie in the ass.

Jesus Christ.

Charlie stood up quick and turned. Grady dropped his foot to keep from falling, regained his balance, and made a pathetic attempt to look innocent, but his face revealed the truth. Charlie’d seen that look before—on the faces of other people—those with a seemingly-inborn lust for hurting others. It was ludicrous, insane, but there it was: his own brother-in-law had been about to kick him in the ass.

Charlie didn’t know whether to belt the bastard or walk away. Then Grady did something unexpected. The guy actually had the nerve to reach out for Charlie’s shoulder again as if nothing had happened.

Should’ve let him fall on his face, Charlie thought, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. They made it to Grady’s car and the bigger man leaned against the door. Charlie saw his break. He placed Grady’s keys into his hand and pulled away.

“See ya, Grady. Gotta help set up the cake over at the reception hall and all that. You gonna be okay?”

“Oh, yeah,” Grady said. “Wouldn’t miss the ʼception for the world.”

Charlie walked away, not really listening.

“Hey,” Grady added, pointing vaguely in Charlie’s direction, “you enjoy this day, Charlie-boy. You’ll remember it the rest of your life.”

So will you, Charlie thought. If you don’t kill yourself on the drive over there.

He watched Grady fall into his car. No way would Charlie have normally allowed anyone to drive-off in that condition, but he didn’t want to spend another second with the guy. Grady being killed in a crash on the way to the reception wouldn’t bring a single tear. Charlie was halfway to his own car, however, when he realized the idiot might just kill somebody else on the way over to the Country Club. He turned back toward Grady’s car.

“I’ll see ya there, bud!” Grady shouted, slamming the car door.

“Wait up!” Charlie yelled.

His walk became a quick-step as Grady leaned forward to find the ignition. The engine turned over. Charlie threw his hands in the air and waved. “Hey!”

He managed to catch his attention, for Grady turned and grinned. It took him a couple of tries to work the button for the driver’s window. “Forget sump’n, bro?”

“Yeah,” Charlie said, leaning in. I can’t believe I’m doing this. “How’s about riding over there with me?”

Confusion on Grady’s face. “The hell for?”

Telling him the truth would just piss him off, but saying he wanted the man’s company would be an obvious lie—even to a hammered Grady.

Charlie thought fast. “I’m not sure how to get there.”

“Awright,” drunken Grady said. “Hop in.”

Uh, no.

“I’ve probably had…a little more sleep than you have,” Charlie said. “I was kinda hoping you’d ride along with me.”

Grady spit. “Phfft. Jess follow me.”

“Grady,” Charlie said, but the window was already closing. “C’mon, Grady.”

With the outside world closed-off, Grady muttered something, turned up the country station on the radio, and put the Cadillac in gear. Charlie had to step back quickly to keep from losing some toes as the big car lurched ahead and swung out into traffic. Before straightening out, it almost clipped a passing Honda that was headed in the same direction.

I tried.

On the way to the Chrysler, Charlie thought about the events yet to come. The reception would be over in a little while and he’d finally be able to get some serious rest. It sounded too good to be true.

Footsteps from behind broke his concentration. They were the light, quick steps of a woman. He put the key in the door anyway, hoping to make it out of the lot before someone else tried his patience.

“Charles…Charles, hold on. Please.”

Susan Bailey. So much for hoping, he thought. No doubt looking for one more sympathetic ear to shower her with praise for her endless sacrifices.

“Great wedding, Susan,” he said before turning around, “Absolutely perfect.”

“It was not perfect. It was practically a disaster.” She sighed and fished a cigarette from a tiny, expensive purse. “I’ll never do something like this again.”

Charlie didn’t believe that for a second (nor would anyone else who knew her). In fact, he was all too familiar with her Christ-on-the-cross routine. Being married to one drama queen and father to another, he felt Susan’s performance lacked Academy Award quality.

“Sure seemed fine to me,” he said.

She flipped her hand. “Yes, fine, I just wanted to make sure that all goes smoothly with the reception as well.”

She stared at him as if he should understand what that meant.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “is there something you need from me?”

“I was assuming you’d be helping with the serving of the cake, Cholls…I mean, you did a wonderful job making it, of course, but I’ve got all of the food and the wet bar to deal with, and then there’s the band, and—”

…And the Oscar for Most Overworked and Underappreciated Socialite goes to…

“You need help serving,” Charlie said, holding up his hands. “I was already planning to dish out the cake, Susan. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“You understand I wouldn’t ask, but Ruby’s friends are bailing on me. I overheard them talking with the bridesmaids. Planning on getting drunk or laid or whatever.”

“Say no more,” Charlie said with a smile, “I’ll see you there.”

“Well, okay then.”

He slid behind the wheel and closed the door. Susan seemed satisfied with his response, but continued mumbling to herself about her woes as she walked away. Charlie rested his forearms on the steering wheel and sighed, grateful for the silence.

He really was glad to assist at the reception, but not because Susan needed help. The thought of retiring and taking some well-deserved time off was just sounding better to him and he felt that by seeing this thing through—an evening with the worst people he’d ever known—he would finally earn a reprieve from the life he’d been living.

Ruby wouldn’t be able to say that he hadn’t come through for her as promised, either. She would have her cake (the finest one he’d ever made, remember) and be able to eat it, too. Then he’d look at taking that permanent break.

Charlie put the car in gear and headed for the Country Club.


Chapter Fourteen

It became clear to him soon after arrival why Susan was so desperate to commission his help; she was out front playing hostess and socializing with cocktail in hand. Apparently, she figured her active participation had ended with the wedding ceremony and she was going to spend the reception bragging on her efforts and getting hammered. There was more kitchen help available than she had mentioned, too.

From the drinks and appetizers to the entrée, the whole thing was catered and the restaurant responsible sent a full serving staff. They were even providing a giant ice sculpture; a frozen unicorn that Susan said represented the uniqueness of Ruby and Randall’s love. Charlie thought it represented a dripping, cheesy waste of money. He watched as the icy atrocity was wheeled through the double doors followed by cart after cart of food and other accoutrements. Splendid as it all appeared, he was proud that his beautiful creation would be the highlight.

Time to bring out the masterpiece.

He wasn’t as young as he used to be, though, and didn’t want to risk dropping it. No mistakes today. Charlie realized that like it or not, he needed help.

“Say, do ya mind giving me a hand here, son?” he said to the capable-looking young man who was loading plates.

“Not at all, Mr. LaRue,” the boy said, walking over with a smile.

“Forget it, Jimmy,” a woman’s voice said. “I got this.”

It had to be Charlie’s day for people sneaking-up behind him. Either that, or old age really was beginning to get the better of him. The warm, husky tone was unmistakable: Kat.

She laid a hand on his back. “Hiya, boss.”

Though the bakery was closed today, he turned to find her dressed in her typical work clothes, replete with one of the country club aprons he’d seen hanging from hooks in the kitchen.

“Girl, what are you doing here?”

“Oh, you know, the usual—getting in some tennis and a round of golf. You?”

“Katherine, you are supposed to be enjoying a day off,” Charlie said, “and a well-deserved one, I might add.”

“Yeah, well isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black? You barely get enough sleep to keep a bird alive and you’re here putting in a full day.”

It was useless, but he had to try anyway. “Don’t you have a lovesick boyfriend or a goldfish or something?”

“George would never stand for it.”

Gorgeous George was her Labrador. Her only roommate for five years, the loveable chocolate pooch adored three things in life: Gravy Train, cold pizza crusts, and Kathy Cable.

Charlie raised an eyebrow.

“Look, I’m just going to help you set it up,” she said. “Then I’ll take off.”

She saw his doubtful expression and raised her hand in a little salute, grabbing her pinky with her thumb. “Scout’s honor.”

He could never be disappointed in her and his smile gave him away. This is the daughter I should have had. His eyebrow lowered. “Brat.”

“Geezer.”

They grinned at each other and went to work. He had to admit removing the cooler box from the cake was much easier with two people. As Charlie set up the decorative red drape on another cart and tucked the corners, Kathy placed the miniature bride and groom on top. She thought the decorative scheme a bit much, but she also knew Charlie’s daughter and understood why.

Walking it over to the other cart would be too risky. Instead, they hefted the cake while the young caterer swapped the old cart underneath for the decorated one. It worked to perfection, and they placed the seven layer creation dead-center amidst a mass of fancy red crepe paper.

They both stepped back. With the affection of a father and a would-be daughter, they slung arms around each other and stepped back to view the work of art in all its glory. It was a pride only real bakers could appreciate. They both smiled at the cake and it returned their approval with bright red sparkles and a whiff of fruited vanilla.

Kathy suddenly stepped forward and reached a finger to steal a tiny sample of icing, but winced as Charlie smacked her hand. Her eyes were wounded and his eyes softened.

“Sorry, kiddo,” he said, meaning it. “Stress. Besides, wouldn’t wanna jinx the happy couple now, would we?”

Why did I do that? He and Kat always snuck a taste of the goods. Not to mention she was about the only person in his life that he enjoyed being around. The last thing he ever wanted to do was hurt her. Then why?

She must have seen the confusion in his face, for she shrugged it off. “Yeah, you just don’t want her moving back in with you and Pearl,” she said with a forgiving smile.

What a great gal, Charlie thought. That was why he had arranged to have her run the bakery once he retired. He hadn’t told her yet, and he hadn’t discussed it with Pearl, either.

Nor was he going to. Kathy was a good friend, a great human being, and she deserved it. Charlie had even gone so far as to change his will (again, without Pearl knowing) so that The Baker’s Dozen went to Kathy in the event of his death. The building and property—lock, stock, and barrel. All the rest went to Pearl per state law, but damn it, the bakery was Katherine’s.

“You got me,” he said, and smiled back.

****

The party was in full swing by the time they were ready to bring the cake out. Two of the caterers held open the double doors while Charlie and Kathy wheeled out the big red tower to rousing applause and a symphony of oohs and ahhs. Ruby, who hadn’t seen the cake until now, was almost floored. She’d seen enough of her father’s work over the years, but even she was impressed.

To those few in attendance who had good taste, however, the cake was an exhibit of overindulgence. Almost every inch of frosting was a swirl, pinwheel or flower. As an added touch, he had covered the entire cake in a red, cane sugar sprinkle that reflected the lights just right and cast a brilliant, fire engine-sparkle in every direction. The cake was little more than flour, water, sugar, and eggs, but looked like Las Vegas during the height of tourist season. No one would dare criticize the cake’s overdone intensity, though, for they understood.

They knew Ruby, too.

Everyone returned to their conversations over veal or prime rib, but Charlie’s cake—illuminated by golden track lighting from above—drew the attention of the entire room in between bites of food and sips of champagne. Ruby had chosen (with Susan’s guidance, of course) to hold off on the cake-cutting and save that for last, opting instead to have the traditional toasts and first dance beforehand. By Susan’s reasoning, it would give the guests a chance to dance off some of their food first.

Charlie and Kat stood off to the side and were admiring the glittering creation when he suddenly was overcome with the sinking feeling that something was wrong—really wrong. Had he missed something? Was there a step in the cake-building that he’d forgotten? A bare spot of cake where a swirl of icing should have been? He could feel his pulse quicken as he fought back panic; his eyes scanning each layer for any sign of a mistake.

It abruptly felt too hot in the place. Sweat broke out on his forehead and under his chin. Something was amiss and he wasn’t seeing it.

You’re seeing only the trees. You need to look for the forest.

Who had said that to him? Charlie closed his eyes and tried to think. It was a trick he had learned long ago when working with chemical formulas. Start from the basic elements, he reminded himself, and work through the formula step-by-step. He recalled the entire process of making the cake from the very beginning; the planning, the mixing, the—

It hit him. An empty space in his memory suddenly returned, flooding him with vivid detail and filling him with terror.

For a moment, he was back at the bakery. He could see the tall box in his hand; the shape of a cereal box, really. There were the warning labels, the detailed instructions on the back that gave specific dosing information on how to…Oh my God. A groan escaped him.

“Hey,” Kat said beside him, gripping his arm. “You okay?”

“Uh…y-yeah,” he said.

“You’re not following your own advice now, are you?”

“Huh?”

Kat smiled, misinterpreting his worried expression. She lowered her tone for a pretty good Charlie LaRue impersonation. “Katherine, when a project’s done, it’s done, and don’t drive yourself nuts over it. You’re a confectionist—not a perfectionist.”

Despite the thunder in his chest and the sudden clamminess of his hands, Charlie forced a chuckle. “Touché.”

What he wanted to do was scream. He had to calm himself and he had to get Kat out of there, but he had to be convincing. Then he could deal with what to do next. He smirked at her. “Beaten over the head by my own words,” he said.

“Boss, you don’t need to worry. This cake is perfect. Very Ruby-esque, but perfect.”

Charlie sighed. “Thanks, Kat. And thanks for setting me straight.” He squinted his eyes, raised his hands together in a prayer gesture, and gave her a little bow. “The student has become the master.”

She flushed, smiling in spite of herself. “No, it’s just that I know you worked so hard on this…and it really is a masterpiece. A little too disco for me, but still first class work. There’s nothing wrong with it.”

He nodded, but knew full well that there was something wrong with it. Something very wrong, but he couldn’t let her know. His smile spread. “It’s cheesy as hell, Kat, and you know it…but Ruby likes it, so I’ve done my job.”

Her brow furrowed and he could tell she was trying to read him. Likely wondering why her employer and friend wasn’t telling her everything. Just once, he would like to have seen that look on a member of his own family.

The music became louder as the band returned to the stage from a short break and started-up again with a rousing tune. He used the moment.

“Okay, you,” Charlie said into her ear over the music, “you’re outta here.”

“But you’re going to need hel—”

“No arguments, kiddo,” he said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “You have little time off as it is, and I need you opening-up shop tomorrow.”

She opened her mouth to protest and met his index finger, pointing. “Home. Now.” Then he winked. “And thank you, Kathy. For everything.”

She hesitated. There was something in his voice, but Charlie must have looked at her in just the right way, for she finally patted his chest and nodded.

“Okay, Chief,” she said. “Just don’t overdo it, huh? Get some help moving what’s left of that monster back to the kitchen.”

“Are you kidding?” Charlie said. “There won’t be any left. It’s my best frosting ever.”

She grinned at him. “Okay, I’m gone…you just make sure to save me a piece.”

Charlie watched as she reached the double doors and looked back. He gave her a little wave. With the cake looming over his shoulder, he felt like an Egyptian slave with the Great Pyramid of Giza in the background. She returned his wave and walked out.

His heart may have slowed to normal for the moment, but it ached all the same as he watched her go. You’re the best, Kat. I’m going to miss you.


Chapter Fifteen

Charlie stood watch over the cake like a guard dog. He would step aside when guests took photos, but he made sure no one got too close and tried to snatch a taste. More than anything, he was grateful there were no children present. It was hard to stay calm on the outside when your insides were a cold stew of nerves.

What do I do now?

The thought of how he could have done what he did to the cake while blacked-out bothered him more than why he would do it in the first place. Behind him stood a glimmering tower of sugar-filled death, stacked seven layers high. Soon everyone in the room would be jostling for a piece (That’s right, folks—step right up! Help yourself to a big slice of rigor mortis…full of the finest raspberries, vanilla cream, and arsenic around! No shoving, now, there’s plenty for everyone!).

Charlie began to sweat. Think, stupid.

He couldn’t just wheel it back to the kitchen. Every guest there would give him hell for being so cold and heartless to his daughter on her wedding day. And for the rest of his life, there would be no end to the river of misery Ruby would send his way for doing it.

Should he serve it, however, the life sentences he’d receive would equal the exact amount of bodies they would find inside this ballroom…if he didn’t get the gas chamber or the chair. And Ruby would be among them.

So? Dad said. She’d finally get what she deserves, the little bitch.

Charlie tried to ignore him as he struggled with options.

It could be destroyed. He could just turn around, jerk one end of the cart up with all of his might, and tip the fucking thing over. For a moment, the image of it toppling to its doom like a glistening red sky-scraper in the throes of an earthquake flashed across his mind’s eye. The massive splatter on the floor would guarantee everyone’s safety, for there wouldn’t be an edible morsel left. Of course, the result would be the same: disbelief and outright hatred.

Had to be another way.

“Excuse me,” someone said into a microphone. Speakers throughout the hall squealed with feedback and the music stopped. “May I have your ʼtention, please?”

It was Paul, the groom’s brother; tapping the side of his glass a little too long and leaning his hip against the table to stay upright. Toast time from the best man. Sort of.

Even more of a jerk than Randall, and way more drunk, he mumbled and bellowed through a story full of boring anecdotes about two boring guys from a boring family. To Charlie’s surprise, the kid at least kept it clean.

“To the bride and groom,” he stammered, finishing with a dramatic gulp of his champagne that went mostly on his shirt.

“The bride and groom,” echoed the guests.

Ruby and Randall stood to thank him and Ruby raised more than one eyebrow when she hugged her new brother-in-law for what seemed a few seconds too long. Murmurs went through the crowd like a wave, but Charlie missed it. He was too busy gazing at the floor and looking for a way out of his personal nightmare.

The lights suddenly softened.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the bandleader said into his own microphone, “May I present Mr. and Mrs. Randall Bailey.”

The band began playing a slow tune while Charlie’s daughter and new son-in-law took to the dance floor and stared deep into each other’s eyes, doing their best to appear graceful. The moment was supposed to be poignant for all in attendance, but he ignored them.

There was just no easy out.

Inner Dad offered his two cents-worth. Why are you even trying? Look around, dumbass.

Most of the customers that came into his bakery on a regular basis were decent folk; good, hardworking, and kindhearted people who always treated him decently and were a joy to be around. Charlie lifted his head and scanned the crowd. Not this group.

The guest list was just what he should have expected from Ruby. Every face held a bad memory and belonged to someone who’d treated him badly at one time or another. Some worse than others—and there were a handful that would be doing the world a favor if they just dropped dead—but that wasn’t for him to decide.

Apparently, some part of him thought otherwise.

Ruby’s entourage of single girlfriends was there; two-faced sluts that used people for whatever they could get out of them. Each of them had badmouthed him at one time or another, as if the lying attorneys and cheating accountants who had fathered them were somehow honorable men.

Then there was Phil Taylor and the Woolery brothers. Phil had beaten the hell out of Charlie at least once a week all the way through junior high. Jim and John Woolery—Phil’s faithful aides-de-camp—took care of all the holding and dunking.

Over by the buffet table was David Finley, the city councilman. It had been Finley’s boys that broke into the bakery two years ago and set loose rats for the sole purpose of getting his business shut down by the state, all because Charlie refused to give their dad a discount on doughnuts. When confronted, Finley never confirmed or denied what his sons had done. He just laughed at Charlie and closed the door.

These were the guests around him; all drinking, dancing, and making merry.

Never in his life had he done anything to these people, yet they all had taken a piece of him. The most horrible faces from his life had somehow become Ruby’s friends.

Was it supposed to matter that both of the Woolery brothers had grandkids now, or that Phil Taylor was a Presbyterian minister? People could change, but not these. They’d just become older versions of rotten human beings.

So what’re ya gonna do about it? Dad once again.

The Christian thing to do was forgive. His faith, however, had been hanging by a thread since Tommy’s death. What kind of god, he figured, could take a sweet kid like Tommy in a searing ball of flame while allowing pieces of human garbage to go on living? It wasn’t right, and he was fed up with what wasn’t right in the world.

He wanted to believe. When someone could explain to him the reason for Tommy’s senseless death with something more than ‘God has a plan’, he’d be all ears.

“I had a plan, too,” he said to the dancing crowd.

You tell ʼem, Charlie-boy.

He thought of all that he had wanted for his son and all of the things Tommy would never get to do. He recalled all of the mean things that had been said or done to his son—hell, done to him as well. At that very moment, Charlie’s fear vanished like candle smoke before a strong wind. His heart went dark.

He was surrounded by people enjoying all that life had to offer…undeserving people. Well, today he had something to offer them. A treat to the eye and the palate: Ruby’s cake. He would give them their just desserts. Today, he would play God.

But he would be no one’s Messiah. There would be no salvation for this band of deserving hellions, no sir. He would be the God of the Old Testament. The God of Abraham.

Of wrath.

****

He turned and checked the plates and utensils for the third time to be sure there were enough for everyone. It was a shame that his most beautiful creation would soon be devoured, but life was like that. No light without dark, no good without bad—nothing gained without sacrifice.

“Hey, father of the bride!”

The slap between Charlie’s shoulder blades almost toppled the stack of plates he was straightening.

“Whoa…sorry ʼbout that, Charlie-boy,” Grady said.

For the thousandth time, Charlie bit back his anger. “Grady.”

His brother-in-law stirred a bourbon and coke with his finger and splayed his feet further apart, no doubt to stop the room from swaying.

“So how’s it feel marryin’ inta big money?”

“I didn’t get married, Grady. Ruby did.”

“Aw, c’mon,” Grady said, shoving Charlie’s shoulder, “you know what I mean.”

“My daughter has never needed someone else’s money, Grady,” Charlie said in a measured tone. “I’ve taken pretty good care of her all these years.”

Grady belched. “Yeah, but a baker’s pay can’t—”

“Dad! Mom wants you,” Grady’s oldest boy Kenny said, appearing behind them and taking his father by the arm.

“Wha?”

Both men turned to see Grady’s wife glaring at her husband from their table near the dance floor. She was apparently the one person Grady wouldn’t cross. Charlie saw it on his face.

“Well…congrats, buddy,” Grady mumbled, but Charlie had already turned back to the plates and utensils.

He could hear Grady’s son speaking to his father in a muffled tone as they walked away. Somewhere in the mumbling, he heard a slurred ‘screw him’ from Grady, chased by another swig of bourbon. Charlie stood with his back turned and squeezed one of the plates hard between his hands, almost hard enough to break it.

“May I have this dance?” said Ruby, suddenly appearing from the crowd.

Charlie loosened his grip on the plate and managed a smile. “Of course.”

“Kind of jumpy, aren’t ya?”

She hooked her arm in his and they walked to the dance floor. He had to admit she looked very pretty, but outward appearance had never been Ruby’s shortcoming. Charlie glanced over his shoulder at the cake.

“Don’t worry,” she said, taking his hand with a wicked grin, “no one’s going to touch it before I do. That cake’s mine.”

The song started and there was a soft round of applause as they started to dance.

“So how’d Mom take it this morning?” Ruby said. “Was she torn up?”

He couldn’t help but notice the glint in Ruby’s eyes, as if she almost hoped her mother was upset about missing the event.

Was Pearl this way when I met her? “A little choked-up,” he said, “but she’s okay.”

“Well, it’s her fault, Dad, and you know it. If she’d just lose some of that weight…”

Charlie noted the large volume of jiggle in his daughter’s own upper arms as they spun around, but he chose to leave the subject alone.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m here representing us both.”

“Yeah, and quite well I see,” she said, nodding toward the cake. “So did you add extra cream cheese like I wanted?”

“Yes.”

“What about the raspberries?”

“The freshest.”

“What about the—”

“Relax, Punkin. I’ve made a cake or two before.”

“Oh, I know, Daddy. But this is the most special one you’ve ever made, ya know?”

The song was winding down, and so were Charlie’s sentimental feelings. Though they still held hands, the space between them widened as the dance ended. In truth, the distance between them seemed to have started the day she was born and continued to spread like an infectious disease. He stepped back and took her all in, feeling it would be the last time he ever really saw her. He had to admit he’d never seen her look more beautiful, and yet she hadn’t really changed at all.

“Don’t worry, Ruby,” he said, releasing her hand. “It will be the best tasting treat you will ever have. I promise.”

He leaned in to kiss her cheek, but she jerked her head away at the last second.

“Makeup, Daddy, ya know?”

Other couples took to the dance floor as the next song began and he watched his daughter hurry back to her purse at the table to consult a compact mirror. Charlie shook his head. He walked back to resume his vigil in front of the towering cake.

No one could touch it until the bride and groom had their moment.


Chapter Sixteen

“You look like you could use a drink,” a woman said, emerging from the crowd.

Charlie turned to see the stylishly-dressed lady and felt he should know her. The long, flowing silver hair was thick and luxuriant; cascading down the purple, backless dress and over bare shoulders that appeared to belong to a younger woman. With matching shoes and a lacy shawl, the woman looked far more elegant (and sexy, Charlie thought) than any other in the room. She was close to his age, but far more impressive than any of Pearl’s old acquaintances.

Whoever she was, she was beautiful. Could have been related to the Baileys, he thought, but that didn’t seem right, either. The woman’s smile seemed too pleasant and genuine to belong to that family and the lilt of her voice was like warm butter.

“Remember me, Charlie?”

Like any man confronted with such beauty, he was kicking himself for not recognizing her. His face went flush.

It was the bracelets that did it. They jangled at her wrists in the soft lights as Charlie recalled a woman with gray locks pulled back in a pony tail and large-frame glasses that must have been replaced by contact lenses. It was the proprietor of the craft store in the flesh, and she looked like a gorgeous dream.

She handed Charlie a filled glass that matched her own. The rising aroma of good cognac opened his sinuses.

“Isabelle,” he heard himself whisper.

“Relax, Charlie,” she said. “Everything will be fine.”

She guided him toward a pair of unoccupied red velvet chairs that were placed next to each other near the cake table. Might as well, he thought. No one would dare touch Ruby’s cake without incurring his daughter’s fury. Besides, it would feel good to get off his feet.

The chairs were angled close enough for intimate conversation, but they sat in silence for a moment and sipped at the excellent liqueur. Charlie hadn’t eaten anything since the rehearsal dinner the night before, giving the alcohol an even more profound effect. He’d never been a big drinker, but the cognac was pure silk and he began to relax.

She leaned toward him. “We know what’s in the cake, Charles.”

The hairs on the back of Charlie’s neck stood straight up. On any other day, panic would have seized him. He would have stood up in denial and tried to force old bones to run. Instead, he found himself letting go; feeling like an escaped inmate who’d grown tired of running from the dogs, a weary man finally putting down his burden.

For too many years he’d been beaten down, ridiculed, humiliated; forcing a smile on his face as the anger slowly built into something bigger. The eyes of the green-eyed beauty across from him seemed to take all that away. The hate that had coursed through him for so long began to evaporate and an overwhelming sense of relief washed over him. It was more than the alcohol. Even so, Charlie took another sip.

“Busy day, huh?” she said.

Always the analyst, Charlie gave her an appraising look and tried to question her motives. Who was she really—an undercover cop? Maybe she was just an entrepreneur bent on blackmailing him. After all, her shop couldn’t have been making that much money. He wasn’t sure what to say. “What do you want?”

“Not a thing, Charlie. We’re just admirers. Not of what you’ve done or what you’re doing, you understand, but of the man you are.”

“Huh?”

Isabelle locked eyes with him. “You’re a good man, Charlie LaRue. We’ve seen how you’ve been treated. Disrespect, disregard, malevolence—and by so many for far too long. You deserve better.”

“What are you talking about?” he said. “And why do you keep saying ‘we’?”

“My companion and me,” she said. “We’ve admired you for quite some time.”

From somewhere behind her chair a small figure appeared and moved deftly along the floor. It leapt and landed without a sound on the wide arm of her chair, looked to her for permission, and then carefully nestled into her lap before turning its white-faced gaze to Charlie. The gray cat purred beneath her hand.

Charlie’s breath caught, yet he couldn’t stifle a grin. “Figured you two knew each other,” he said. “Why the charade?”

Isabelle continued petting the animal and looked up. “Believed in you, but had to be careful.”

“Why would you have to be careful with me?”

She smiled. “Not me. Him.”

The cat raised his head from her lap and gave him an appraising look.

“As good a judge of character as Sebastian is, he has made mistakes before in trusting too quickly. Right, baby?” Sebastian turned his chin up to her and she scratched it. “Remember Cortez?”

She laughed, and the cat made a disgusted sound and dropped his head in her lap again.

“I almost didn’t think you were real,” Charlie said. “I thought I dreamed you.”

“Like you imagined that spool of wire? Oh relax, Charlie,” she said, seeing his expression. “I’m not judging you. I appreciate your situation…and your method in handling it.”

Charlie finished his drink in one long swallow and closed his eyes, letting the warmth course through his veins. He sighed and lowered his empty glass before opening them again.

“Who—what are you?” he said. He leaned forward. “Really.”

She answered with an index finger to her lips, leaning in and taking his empty glass. Her eyes sparkled. When she sat back again, she raised his empty glass to her lips as if to take a sip. To his amazement, Charlie noticed it wasn’t empty anymore. In fact, it was full again with the caramel-colored whiskey.

What the…how’d she do that?

His eyes hadn’t left hers from the moment she sat down and there was no one else anywhere near them. She sampled the warm liquor and smiled.

“There are many names for what I am, but they all depend on who’s doing the name-calling. Personally, I like ‘observer’, but the names don’t matter. What matters is that our kind has been witness to injustice in this world for hundreds of years.”

The cat purred as she stroked its fur and closed its eyes in approval. “Human beings have gifts, Charlie. Unfortunately, most of them never realize it. They go through life chasing after money, titles—whatever makes them comfortable—and often die without ever knowing the special talent or power they had all along. Even worse, they tend to discriminate against those who do use their gift. People like you, Charlie.”

She handed the glass back. He drank half in one gulp.

“Then you’re a…what?” he mumbled. “A witch?”

“Some of us band together,” she continued. “Strength in numbers and all that, but it works. To keep harmony with the universe in our own lives, we dedicate ourselves to helping other gifted souls.”

“So you’re a—”

“As I said, Charlie, there are many names.”

“What do you want with me?” he asked.

“What do you want for yourself?”

Hmm. In his entire life, no one had ever asked him that question. Even so, the answer had been hiding within him. “I…I just want…peace. I just want to be happy and live in peace.”

To himself, he sounded like a beauty pageant contestant giving the same old party line. Not to the woman in front of him. Isabelle took his free hand in hers, her expression one of sincerity and understanding.

“Of course, you do,” she said. “And you deserve just that.”

He didn’t know why, but Charlie felt as if he was in the presence of someone who could grant him exactly that.

“So, you approve of what I’ve…what I’m doing?” Charlie said.

Isabelle nodded, and Charlie could’ve sworn the cat did, too.

“With what our kind has been through,” she said, “I’m often amazed that we don’t spend all of our time wreaking vengeance upon the world. Only the Jews have been persecuted more.”

Charlie understood, or thought he did. History was full of people being singled out and mistreated by others just for being different. The Inquisition, the Salem witch trials, many military conquests—to him, they all served as venues for decent people to be shown no mercy by intolerable men. He had some experience in that.

He leaned toward her and lowered his voice, but there was tension in his tone. “I’m about to murder people…my own daughter. How can that be right?”

“Balancing the scales is up to the universe, Charlie, not us.”

“You keep saying ‘our kind’. You and the cat?”

“We all have a purpose,” Isabelle continued, “and mine is to provide what a person needs when appropriate…like the jewelry wire I sold you.”

Charlie’s eyes dropped to the floor.

“What you do with the item,” she said, “is always up to you.” She glanced to her lap. “Sebastian is merely a guide.”

The cat gave her a reproachful look. “A very good guide,” she added as she scratched him between his ears.

“Wait a minute,” Charlie said. “You knew I was going to come into your store. And you knew what I might do with it?”

“Right on both counts.”

“But you helped me.”

“Like I said before, Charlie, you’re a good man.”

“A good man wouldn’t try to take out a room full of people.”

“Yes, a good man would,” she said, “when he’s been pushed enough. And you’ve been pushed more than any man should be, especially by those who were supposed to love you. You have a gift of your own, Charlie.” She squeezed his hand. “You’re one of us.”

He polished off the drink in another big gulp and thought I’m gonna need another. He blinked, and in that instant the empty glass was full again. Charlie’s pulse quickened and he stared into the liquid as Isabelle’s words entered his mind with a softness to rival the liquor.

“Your gift is in giving,” she said. “It’s in the kindness you have offered to people all your life, in the heart you carry that has always tried to find the best in others when there’s often so little to salvage. It’s in the punishment you have taken from darker souls than your own, and for so very long—the strength to endure so much when others would fail.”

Her eyes shined. “Like every true champion of light ever to walk on this earth, you have sacrificed so much of your own happiness for others. Don’t you see, Charlie? In this world, there is nothing better.”

She came close then and kissed him lightly on the lips. Her breath was a cool burst of air, her scent earthy and sweet as wild honeysuckle. “Your gift, quite simply, is love.”

Isabelle retreated into her own chair and it took a moment for Charlie to regain his composure. He forced himself to sit up straighter, as if waking from a dream, and struggled to understand. Yes, he’d loved, held the deepest respect for such strong-felt emotions, but always to no avail.

He’d loved his parents and they died when he was still a kid. Heʼd looked up to his father only to be ignored, criticized, and never praised. Heʼd adored his son only to have him snatched away by death, and his own wife and daughter cared only for themselves. Given the circumstances, why should he care about anyone? A tear gathered at the corner of his eye and ran down his cheek.

He gestured to the cake. “So love is my gift.”

“Dear Charlie,” she said, “mankind is not so black and white. We all have our inner demons. No one is immune to them and sometimes they get the better of us.” She wagged a finger at him. “But they never take our gifts from us.”

He pointed again to the mountain of sweet pink poison a few feet away. “But—”

“But nothing,” Isabelle said. She leaned toward him again, only this time her face was filled with energy, with some untold power that expressed truth with the force of a sledgehammer. Her lips never moved, but he heard her inside his head just the same; her words reverberating through his mind like a church bell through a sleeping village.

Fate is fickle, Charlie. It can turn either way on a dime. These people have stomped on you all of your life, but they never took away your vast capacity for love. Love translates into positive power, and wherever there’s a strong positive power, Fate will bend. Believe in your power. Don’t give up on it and Fate will bend for you. It will, Charlie. CHARLIE…

“Charlie!” Susan Bailey suddenly shouted over the music, “what are you doing over here all by yourself?”

She came up wobbling on her three-inch stilettos, the effect of several martinis evident in her stride. She treated Isabelle and the cat as if they weren’t even there, but as drunk as she was it was really no surprise. Charlie was stunned to see Susan actually giggle.

“Time for the cut-caking…cake-cutting,” she stammered. “I’ll gather everyone around. You won’t mind serving, right?”

“Oh, of course not,” Charlie replied.

Susan spun on shaky legs and walked away with Isabelle’s gaze following. “Nice dress.”

“So you’re telling me that if I just believe in love and kindness,” Charlie said, “then everything will be okay again?”

Isabelle turned back. “In a manner of speaking. Everything will work out the way it was meant to.”

“Why would you care how things turn out for me?”

“I have my reasons.”

“Take my soul or something like that, I suppose.”

A warm smile crossed her face then and her eyes twinkled with the most beautiful luster, but Isabelle said nothing. It was a face, he thought, that he could easily get used to looking at.

He had to force himself to stand, and with all of the liquor and no food in him, he was amazed that he could move at all. Surprisingly, he felt rather strong as he made it to his feet…and good thing, too, for he would need all of his strength to shove the cake to the floor. It was the only way and he knew it. It was what his heart commanded.

It was right.

The guests would talk about it for years to come: how Ruby LaRue’s psycho dad had baked the most beautiful wedding cake only to destroy it right in front of her. Those who had treated him as an enemy all his life would feel justified in their opinions and snub him even more than they already did. Ruby would never speak to him again.

Charlie suddenly chuckled. As long as no one tasted the cake, where was the downside?

“Show time,” he said, and Isabelle nodded.

Before he could take a step, however, a microphone suddenly squealed again and Susan Bailey’s voice came through the Country Club’s surround-sound.

“Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” she said. “Will everyone please gaver…gather near the cake? It’s time for the big moment.”

Some couples were just leaving the dance floor while others were rising from their tables. All began to move in the direction of the wedding cake.

Problem. He had hoped to trash the thing before anyone could get close enough to stop him. Now, as he looked to Isabelle for some guidance, ranks of admirers were already gathering in a semi-circle in front of the pink monster.

Isabelle winked at him. “That’s your cue.”

What do I do? he wanted to ask. Before the words would come, Isabelle was out of her chair with her hand on the back of his neck, her face inches from his. “You’re a wonderful man, Charlie,” she said. “I’m glad I found you.”

With that, she kissed him full on the lips; a soft, unhurried, passionate one—the best kiss of his life. She touched his face and smiled as she pulled back. Then she smoothed the front of her gown and gave him a sexy glance before turning away.

“Come, Sebastian,” she said, and the gray winked at Charlie before following along behind her.

Charlie watched her go; her form soon swallowed by the mass of wedding guests gathering around to see the big event. Whether it was all of the people milling about or the influence of the wonderful cognac swimming through his bloodstream, he didn’t know. Either way, Isabelle and the cat disappeared right in front of his eyes.


Chapter Seventeen

That was when he saw the police.

First one, then two…

Looking for me?

Maybe they were providing security for the reception.

Like hell.

At least two more were working their way through the throng of guests, clearly looking for someone.

But…but…how did they know?

What do you mean ‘How did they know’? You’re not exactly the poster boy for good luck, Charlie.

Shut up, Dad.

Then stop asking stupid questions. I’m not the one talking to a dead man.

Leave me alone.

Leave you alone? Why?

You haven’t been there for me all these years. Even when you were alive, you weren’t there for me. So, yeah. Leave me alone.

Silence followed that last thought. Grateful, Charlie tried to remain calm and figure out what to do as the officers closed in. It didn’t matter how theyʼd found out. They knew.

Everything he ever worked for was about to end, and he could just envision the stress and humiliation of an arrest and trial. He could also see the hellish prison that awaited him. Gray walls and guard towers had never seemed more real.

The guests gathered near and he blended with them, easing over to the side and allowing Randall and Ruby to take center stage. Maybe the cops wouldn’t stop him before he did what he had to do, but if they knew the cake was poisoned they’d be headed straight for it. Not good.

Maybe he should run. Everyone was crowded so close that he might be able to fade into the mass of faces, slip through the searching officers, and disappear. Wouldn’t be that hard, he thought. They wouldn’t be guarding the exits—not for a soon-to-be seventy year-old. He could make it to the Chrysler and be gone.

Think that matters? You’d still be a criminal.

Quiet, Dad.

Murder, genius. Look it up.

Charlie shook his head hard enough to hurt his neck. If you’re not going to help, Dad, he thought, please…please shut the hell up. Excited guests jostled him from the left, right, even from behind as they produced their own cameras, phones—anything to get a shot of the happy couple next to the spectacular red cake.

Where you gonna go?

Good question. He could swing by the ATM and get a few hundred out, point the car west, and drive until he ran out of money. But that wouldn’t work for long.

How hard would it be for them to track down a short, white bread old man in a beat-up old Chrysler who didn’t know squat about dropping off the grid? He hated to admit it, but he was not up to living on the run.

A little to his right, one of the uniforms emerged from the crowd. His head on a swivel, the man scanned all the faces until his eyes met Charlie’s. The officer nodded and smiled.

It was Bill Reynolds; Captain of the department and second only to the Chief himself. He was a good guy and a damn good officer, but had also once been a Navy SEAL. If anyone could bring him in without a hitch, it was Bill.

Charlie tried to think of any way out, but the analyst in him said he only had one other option: die right here. He really wasn’t ready for death—especially when he felt he’d never really lived—and didn’t think he had the guts to take his own life. But there were men with guns here, and the idea of it all being over with in a split-second was still preferable to the humiliation of being prosecuted and the living hell of the penitentiary.

Suicide by police, anyone?

Yeah, right. What police officer was going to shoot an unarmed senior citizen in front of his daughter and a bunch of guests at the country club? He could arm himself, but with what? Charge them with a cake knife? Sling serving plates at them like Chinese throwing stars? Besides, he liked the boys in blue. They were all pretty good guys.

Charlie sighed. He had to act soon or they’d decide for him.

****

Since the first day of baking school so many years ago, Charlie had been a stickler for ingredients; the exactness of each detail, the precise amounts. The process was as appealing to him as it had been when first working with chemicals as an engineer. He learned how certain elements of foods came into play in a recipe and how flavors revealed themselves, combining science with art.

It was no different with a cake that had been poisoned.

Common sense suggested that poisoning one person was easy. Doing it to many was not. An amateur might shovel enough deadly toxin into a mix and hope for the best, but a dose large enough to be lethal for a group of people could only be successful if it was slow-acting—just long enough for everyone to get a bite before the first person showed any symptoms.

Twisted logic to be sure, but he’d once been a scientist. His analytical mind had worked out the details of how to pull it off successfully without him even remembering doing so. Even in a blackout state, Charlie’s mind had done its homework.

All but the part about not getting caught. His unconscious mind didn’t seem to care that he might be discovered and punished for the crime. To Charlie, it seemed that whatever took over when he was out of his head was more concerned with vengeance regardless of the price.

Now he might be too late to stop it from happening.

He wondered why Bill hadn’t stepped forward to apprehend him. For that matter, why hadn’t the captain rushed over to the cake yet to stop anyone from getting a slice?

“Excuse me, Mister LaRue,” a male voice said to his left. Charlie almost came out of his shoes as the young officer touched his arm. “Can you come with me for a minute?”

“W-why?”

“Just for a moment,” the officer said, indicating somewhere away from the crowd with a jerk of his head. “It’s important.”

Something wasn’t right. Charlie couldn’t figure out if the kid was embarrassed or just inexperienced, but his face didn’t reflect the visage of a cop bent on making an arrest. Only one way to find out, he thought.

“If you don’t mind, officer,” Charlie said, leaning his own head toward the cake. “That’s my daughter…and I don’t want to miss this.”

The cop looked past Charlie and the expression on his face signaled that Bill had given his approval. “Okay, sir. But just a moment or two, please.”

Nice kid, Charlie thought as the officer stepped away. Reynolds and the Chief could be proud of their next generation of law enforcement professionals, but he was still confused as to why they weren’t stopping this. Maybe they didn’t know.

Nah, he thought. What else could it be? Before he could consider this, Ruby suddenly appeared beside him holding her new husband’s hand.

“C’mon, Dad,” she said. “Where’s the cake knife? Oh, please don’t tell me you didn’t bring it—it was engraved. I specifically said not to forget—”

Charlie held up the silver cake knife that had been lying beside the stack of small plates, practically right in front of her. He handed it over, handle-first, and was met by a look of impatience and her trademark rolling eyes.

“Fine, whatever,” she said, snatching it from his hand. “Come on, Randall, let’s do this.”

Quintessential Ruby.

Charlie glanced over at Bill Reynolds as the photographer got into position and the bride and groom took their places. The good Captain again nodded and smiled, giving no indication of trying to stop mass murder.

Charlie turned back and noted the plastic expression of happiness on Ruby’s face. Beneath the smile, he thought—under the lipstick, foundation, and mascara lived something real that the cameras always missed. It was something ignorant, something violent; a malevolence just below the skin that radiated from her eyes and was reflected in the faces of her wedding guests. He hated to say that about his own child, but there was a blackness inside her that only he could see.

He gazed at the crowd one last time. Celebratory faces crowded around and he was torn by the duality of what he needed to do. To save himself, he realized, he had to save people he loathed. Maybe he’d pay for his sins in the gas chamber or with a lengthy prison term, but he’d be damned if he was going to have the deaths of all these people on his conscience.

One big shove and it would be done. He would do his best to brave the abuse to follow, but once he was behind bars it wouldn’t matter anyway.

First things first.

All eyes were on Ruby and Randall as Charlie eased forward. I can do this. No matter what happens after, I can get to the cake before they get to me. A well-placed push between the second and third layers, he figured, should bring the whole thing thundering down and ruin the entire cake. He gathered his strength as his hands came up.

He was just a couple of quick steps away and the happy couple was just figuring out how to hold the cake knife for the camera when another knife—an invisible one this time—suddenly pierced Charlie’s left armpit and penetrated deep. The pain was indescribable and he clutched at his left shoulder; fighting hard not to scream as the unseen dagger dove deeper. The fingers on his left hand tingled, the arm went numb, and his mouth worked soundlessly to suck in air.

No one noticed.

“Are you ready?” Ruby asked the photographer.

She and Randall held the knife hovering above the smaller top tier of Charlie’s last creation—the copy of Tommy’s little cake. They were just about to make the first cut when Charlie’s invisible dagger morphed into a sledgehammer. It swung hard and crushed his heart in one powerful blow.

He heard shouts of alarm as he flew backward into the table. Someone screamed as he collided with the stack of plates, sending them crashing to the floor. At the same time, he careened off, spun around, and vaulted backward; his shoulder striking the giant cake dead center. Ruby and Randall jumped back in surprise and Charlie’s momentum carried him through the six lower layers of vanilla and raspberry like a wrecking ball through a condemned building. He left his feet and the table buckled and shattered under his weight. What remained of the large cake layers hit the floor and splattered like a bomb dropped from a warplane.

At that very moment, his left ventricle collapsed altogether.

****

Charlie opened his eyes. He was surprised to find the pain was gone. Embarrassed to be the center of attention, he looked up from the demolished table amidst fragments of wood, porcelain, and cake. People were looking down at him with shock and fear. He had to get up.

Strange to find that regaining his feet wasn’t as hard as he expected. He managed to pull himself up by a table leg, but wondered why no one bothered to give him a hand up. Granted, he wasn’t well-liked by many of the guests, and yes, he’d just accidentally demolished the cake, but even the worst of people should be able to show some compassion for a man having what he figured was a heart attack. Still, they just stood there.

Two of the police officers and Bill Reynolds rushed forward with looks of concern, but even they went right past him. What the hell?

Everyone crowded around, yet he seemed to have no trouble weaving through the throng of guests. A commotion was going on behind him and for some reason he wouldn’t—couldn’t turn around. Charlie instead found himself drawn from the ballroom toward the front door of the club and was already well on his way.

Like a moth to flame, he simply had to get there.

It was crazy, but the fall must have helped his hip and knees somehow, too, because they didn’t hurt for the first time in years. There was no limp, either. As if that wasn’t enough, he’d also managed to avoid getting any cake on his suit. Not a crumb.

Ballroom behind him, he went past the coat room, through the empty foyer, and approached the front door. Charlie stopped in his tracks. What awaited him in the doorway trapped air in his throat. Then it came out in a gush and he gasped.

A well-dressed, handsome figure stood leaning against the doorjamb and smiled at him. Brilliant, warming light came through the door behind the young man. Even with the intense illumination, Charlie recognized the face and began to cry. The man came toward him.

In an instant, everything changed. The sadness within Charlie was no longer just a feeling. He became aware of his deep-seated sorrow as an actual thing, with thickness and weight—an entity.

The man reached out and placed his hand on Charlie’s chest. Like a cancer being surgically removed, he could feel something being extracted from deep inside, from the very core of his being. When it left his body, there was a snap like that of a rubber band, and suddenly everything that had hurt throughout Charlie LaRue’s entire life—insults, slights, abuse—fell away in an instant and faded into nothingness.

He felt light as a feather.

At that same moment, the empty space within him began to fill with something else. Charlie didn’t need to be told what it was and wouldn’t have been able to explain it to someone if asked. How, he thought, do you describe utter and absolute peace?

“Hello, Dad.”

Charlie stepped close and into the embrace of strong, healthy arms. He gazed into the familiar eyes he would have recognized anywhere, but that now sparkled with a much deeper, knowing intelligence.

“Got a few things to show you,” the young man said. “Take a deep breath.”

Charlie did, and the air seemed to be filled with the best, fresh-baked bread he’d ever smelled. In shock, he found his voice. “Is…Is this real?”

“What is real?” the young man asked in return.

Tears streamed down Charlie’s face, but they weren’t borne of sadness. He wasn’t afraid anymore, and he wasn’t angry. Filled with warmth and overflowing with loving emotion, he couldn’t help himself. “Am I…dead? Is this Heaven?”

Tommy said nothing more. Instead, he took his father’s hand and led him to the door. They stepped out into bright, warm sunshine. It was the brightest light Charlie had ever seen.


Chapter Eighteen

Charlie and Pearl LaRue stopped mattering to their daughter the moment Ruby found out they were both out of the picture for good. According to the medical examiner’s report, her mother (the only one she really cared for) had died alone—choked to death on one of her daddy’s goddamn cream puffs. Rumor had it her body wouldn’t have been discovered for days had the police not gone by the LaRue residence to tell Pearl of her husband’s heart attack.

Strange world, Ruby thought. But shit happens.

Along with Randall’s help, she had cleaned out her parents’ house the day after Pearl’s funeral. It had been filled mostly with junk as far as she was concerned; old people’s clothes, dusty knick-knacks and photo albums she could’ve cared less about. She held a garage sale a week later and sold whatever things she thought might bring a buck or two before making sure Randall hauled the rest to the county dump.

“What’s this?” Randall had asked as they were going through the place.

He’d been packing up loose items from the living room and had saved the little bookshelf behind the couch for last. Pearl’s dog-eared paperbacks went into a box pretty quick, so he’d started gathering her crafting supplies when he came across a crumpled paper bag half-buried under bracelets as if it had been hidden there. The pinstripes had caught his eye and inside he found some gold colored wire.

Ruby looked over. “Who cares,” she said, shrugging. “Trash it.”

The wire went into the garbage bag. He was looking around and making sure he hadn’t missed anything when Ruby suddenly screamed and he spun around.

“I don’t believe it! I just don’t freakin’ believe it!”

Randall rushed over and she shoved a sheaf of official-looking papers at him; each sheet typed with the letterhead of the Bossier County Courthouse. It was a copy of a will—an addendum actually—to the original will her parents had filed years ago. This one had been dated about a year ago.

“He ain’t getting away with this—oh, HELLLL no.”

Ruby hurried over to her purse and grabbed her phone.

Randall lowered the papers. “What’re you doing?”

“What the hell do you think I’m doing?” she said, flipping through her collection of business cards and coming across the one she was looking for. She grabbed her phone. “I’m calling our attorney.”

“But honey, you’re a lawyer.”

“Tax law. This is gonna take someone good at contract law,” she said, waving the card.

She was put on hold by a legal secretary as Randall went to the next room to finish packing. As the other end of the line turned to elevator music, Ruby hissed under her breath.

“Thanks a buttload, Dad.”

****

The bakery had been closed for two weeks following the news about Charlie and Pearl LaRue.

Kathy Cable was heartbroken. Working for Charlie had been the best experience of her life and he’d been a wonderful boss. Eventually, she stopped going by to visit the place where he now rested in silence. It was just too painful. Besides, she still had a job to do at the bakery.

With Charlie no longer around, Ruby LaRue Bailey—having sole controlling interest in The Baker’s Dozen—still wanted the place operating to supplement her salary from the law firm. She was too lazy to work in the bakery herself and even less enthusiastic on the notion of selling it.

Kathy disliked working for Ruby, but it was job security and she couldn’t bring herself to leave the place anyway. It would be like letting Charlie down. She’d stopped in to clean up the cookware he had used for his last cake. The pans and utensils still soaked in the final sink of soap water he’d ever drawn, though the suds were long since history.

Tough as she was, the tears still came as each item was cleaned and put away. What a shame, she thought. A good man and great friend, and no one ever got to taste the masterpiece he had worked so hard on.

Before leaving, she set the garbage bags by the back door as she always did to be tossed into the dumpster on her way out. She thought nothing of the empty box of poison in the last trash can. After what Dave Finley’s boys pulled a couple years back, Charlie always took preventative measures against rats getting in again.

“Smart thinkin’, boss,” she said to the empty kitchen as she turned off the lights and carried the bags out. She ached to hear him reply and would’ve given anything to hear his voice again.

She also wondered how he would’ve felt if he’d known the Finley boys had broken in again. On the day of Ruby’s wedding, the youngest one had been caught inside the bakery by a patrolman cruising past and the police had even gone to the reception to let Charlie know so that he could press charges. The heart attack had taken down her old boss before they could tell him.

Shame. One of these days, she thought, those little bastards were going to pay. And their father, too.

A minute later, Kathy drove out of the parking lot. She thought about stopping on the way home to have a beer in Charlie’s honor. But then, as if hearing his usual good-natured advice, she decided against it. “Miss you around here, boss,” she said, and drove straight home.

****

“So what’s that contract lawyer say?” Randall asked during dinner a couple days later. “Can he do anything to change it?”

“Probably,” Ruby said. “I think God’s lookin’ out for us, though.”

“How’s that?”

“Well the way Larry tells it, he needs more time to find a loophole with the new will that goes along with my Power of Attorney—maybe find some precedent in case law—but he says we’d have been screwed right from the start if Dad had died. As long as he’s still breathing, Larry has more time to find a way around this mess and keep that Kathy-girl from getting shit.”

“She doesn’t know about the will, does she?”

“No. And I’m sure as hell not gonna tell her. Dad’s heart just needs to keep pumpin’ long enough for Larry to do his thing and we’ll be in the clear. Weʼll put him on a goddamn breathinʼ machine if we have to.”

She noticed Randall poking at the food on his plate rather than eating. He only did that when something was bothering him.

“What?” Ruby asked.

“Well…you know there’s another possibility, too.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“What if…” he said with caution, “what if he comes back?”

“You mean Dad? Out of the coma?” She barked a laugh. “Not likely, sugar. The odds of that happening are slim to none, and even if he did come out of it, he’d never be the same again.”


Chapter Nineteen

To his opening eyes, everything was blurry and dark. His eyelids felt gummy and thick like someone had glued them together, and they seemed to weigh a ton. It was a big contrast to the brilliant light Tommy had shown him in the dream.

For it had to have been a dream. I’m alive…at least I think so.

He was lying on his back, nose stuffy and clogged, yet he still caught a faint whiff of something familiar. Alcohol, and not the drinkable kind. He was in a hospital.

It took a monumental effort to raise his hands, but he did so, slowly, suddenly aware of tubes and wires attached all over. Too restricted, his left hand could move no more than a couple of inches or so, but his right could reach his face where it found the source of his stuffy nose: oxygen tubing. Then his fingers found his face.

Charlie had shaved every day since he was sixteen. He distinctly remembered using a brand new razor before going to the wedding, but the beard he found on his cheeks felt like a lot more than a few days worth of stubble. He winced from the pain in his bicep as his hand dropped and landed back on the bed.

Any doubt as to whether or not he was alive vanished. The pain was proof enough.

“Yes, Charlie,” said a woman nearby in the dark. “You’re still here.”

The voice was as familiar as his own breathing; gentle, warm, and filled with life.

“Isabelle,” he said without thinking.

To his own ears he had said her name, but what actually came out of his mouth was creaky and incomplete, sounding more like Ith-a-buh. And it made his throat hurt.

From a chair beside the bed, her hand found his. “I knew you’d come back to me.”

He wanted to see her, but when he tried to ask why they were bathed in darkness, his voice wouldn’t cooperate. Trying hurt even worse.

She squeezed his hand. “Please don’t worry, Charlie. Try to relax,” she said. “Turning on a light right now would hurt your eyes.”

“I…I don—”

“I know you don’t understand.”

Her other hand found his and she squeezed them both as she leaned close, a vague outline of her face looming in front of him among the dark purple haze. Despite the oxygen tubing, he thought he could smell wisps of wild honeysuckle.

“Prepare yourself, Charlie,” she said, and he felt her soft lips on his hand. “You’ve been asleep for quite a while. The doctors actually had to put you in a coma to allow you to heal.”

She let it hang in the air a moment before answering the obvious question. “A year,” she said. “You’ve been asleep for a year.”

It’s not every day that you find out you’ve missed twelve months of your life, but Charlie was okay with it as he let it sink in. He’d been missing snippets of his life for years through his blackouts, so the knowledge of an extended slumber didn’t put him in shock. So he’d finally caught up on his sleep after all. In truth, he was simply glad to be alive.

“I’ll be right back,” Isabelle assured him.

She hurried out into the hallway and down to the nurse’s station to tell the staff she had a surprise for them. Within seconds, Charlie could hear excited chatter and the sound of many more footsteps coming back down the hall toward his room.

****

The next several hours were a whirlwind, with word spreading like wildfire and all departments of the hospital staff contributing where they could. On Isabelle’s request, no one in the local press was notified of Charlie’s awakening, but rumors often fly around hospitals at the speed of light. It wouldn’t be long before the media showed up to cover the big story.

Calls from the hospital to Charlie’s next of kin had gone unanswered. The administrator would try again soon. Maybe he’d ask the sheriff’s department to make a courtesy visit to the Bailey home if there was no better luck reaching the patient’s daughter. She’d certainly be shocked by the news. Word was, she hadnʼt been around much since that first week or two.

Somehow, Charlie wasnʼt surprised.

The medical team took great care with him; swarming all over as they infused his IV with unknown substances, cleaned him up, checked and re-checked everything concerning his vital signs and bodily functions. His muscles had atrophied, but that was to be expected from the man they had come to know over the last several months as Rip Van Winkle. Had it not been for the physical therapy staff performing range-of-motion exercises the entire time, he likely wouldn’t have been able to move at all.

“Yeah, those PT folks will be glad to start working with you for real tomorrow,” a nurse said as she finished making adjustments to the IV pump at his bedside. “You’re a celebrity now.”

Celebrity. He’d never liked the word. To Charlie, it was a term used to make a human being sound like so much more. From the amount of activity that surrounded him, however, it didn’t sound like he was going to have much choice. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that he was going to have a busy next few days.

“There’s a little more,” Isabelle said, resuming her seat beside him as the room finally cleared out and the nurse left.

Charlie looked at her as best he could. Finally, under the fluorescent light above, Isabelle appeared to be a real person and not just some fantasy his imagination had come up with. She took his hand again, and the warmth of her touch was all woman.

“Pearl’s gone, Charlie.”

The words floated, unmoving. He had just assumed his wife wasn’t with him at the hospital for the same reasons she didn’t make Ruby’s wedding—her weight and health problems. But deep down inside, he had somehow known. He’d been out cold for a year. That was a lot of cheeseburgers and toaster pastries under the bridge.

“When,” he managed between sips of water from a paper cup. “How?”

“Before your heart attack.”

Before?

“At least, that’s what the coroner said. She died the night before the wedding.”

Charlie’s forehead creased. It didn’t make sense.

“She choked to death, Charlie.”

Still fuzzy, his mind found the memory anyway. For him, the wedding had been just hours ago—not months. He remembered with clarity how much he had hated Pearl that night, in that moment when he came up behind her sitting on the couch. She’d been sitting there, stuffing her face with…

He looked back up at Isabelle. She shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault.”

She didn’t have to tell him the details. With the way his wife scarfed down snacks, it could have happened anytime. If only Pearl would…would have…

Charlie’s heart jumped to his throat. He needed to start thinking of Pearl and his marriage in a different way. In past tense. That thought did something to him. It took the soft thud of droplets on the sheet covering his lap for him to realize he was crying.

“It’s okay,” Isabelle said, taking his hand again. “Let it out.”

No one would have been more surprised than Charlie. He wanted to explain to Isabelle, but he couldn’t. There seemed to be no clear answer. Then she gave it to him.

“Fifty years is a long time.”

Tears flowed. Charlie cried for what he and Pearl could have been—should have been. He cried for the lost years. More than anything, he felt like an old dam in the path of a strong river; battered by time and collapsing under the pressure of pent-up anger, pain, and frustration.

For a moment, he shook uncontrollably. It was frightening and a blessing all at the same time. It was release.

Isabelle held his hand until the crushing waves had calmed again.

****

“No more spots?” Dr. Rubin asked, checking his pupil reaction.

“No,” Charlie said. It came out more like a grunt and he grimaced at the pain.

“Easy, Mr. LaRue.” The physician lifted Charlie’s chin and motioned with a tongue depressor. Charlie opened up and the man continued. “So your vision’s clearing…good. Your voice will come back, too. Just give it a little time.”

“I’ve only told him about the coma, Doctor,” Isabelle said from her chair. “Nothing else.”

“Oh. Well, then,” he said, and retrieved the folder he’d brought in with him.

An intern on duty had done the initial check of Charlie’s vitals, but as Chief of Thoracic Surgery, Dr. Rubin took an interest and came down himself. It wasn’t every day that a patient came out of a coma—especially one that had gone on for a year.

He helped himself to a corner of Charlie’s hospital bed and flipped to a particular page. “You’ve been through quite a bit, Mr. LaRue. You suffered a heart attack, but it—”

“Charlie,” Isabelle interjected.

“Charlie,” the doctor said. “Excuse me. The surgeon that handled your case when you were brought in did a pretty impressive job. Once your heart rhythm was restored, the reason for the infarction wasn’t immediately clear. No notable blockages could be found in your coronary arteries and there seemed to be no malformed valves, but with the help of a neurosurgeon on staff, he was successful in tracing the problem to its source.”

Charlie took another sip of water and winced as it went down.

“I’ll give you something for the pain,” the doctor said. “Anyway, the sore throat’s from more than just a long sleep. Turns out you had a tumor at the brainstem. He had to go through the throat to remove it.”

“Tuma…” Charlie got out. “Bwain?”

“Brainstem. According to these records, the mass was just smaller than a tennis ball…” He flipped a page. “…right between the medulla and pons.”

Charlie’s face was blank.

“The medulla regulates several things in the body, Mister, um, I mean…Charlie—namely respiration and heart rate. The tumor was constricting the medulla.” He closed the folder. “Much of how such things influence the central nervous system is still a mystery, but if your heart rate was strongly affected, it could have made your heart work too hard for too long. That would explain the size of your heart muscle.”

“Vig?” Charlie asked.

“Huge. The overall size of your heart is a good half-size larger than it should be. That tumor had to have been growing and affecting your medulla for years.”

“What about the other part?” Isabelle asked.

“I’m sorry? Oh, the pons…well, he had to cut it away from that, too.”

As if reading Charlie’s face, Isabelle said, “What does that affect?”

“Sleep patterns, I believe,” he said, scratching his head. “Some say it may also govern the gray area between the conscious and the unconscious. There’s still a lot of stuff we don’t really know for sure.”

“Blackouts,” she asked. “Would it have caused those?”

The doctor flipped through the folder again. “Oh…did he have those?” He turned to Charlie.

“No,” she said, flashing a knowing look to Charlie as the doctor checked his notes again. “I was just curious.”

The doctor looked up again. “Well, I suppose it’s possible.”

Finally, Charlie thought. After all these years, an answer. Maybe the blackouts were finally over. And it only took almost dying to fix it. Thank you, God.

He expected a sarcastic response from Inner Dad, but there was none. It occurred to him that the phantom of his father may have been tossed out with the tumor. No more blackouts and Dad resting quietly at Mount Hope…could he really be that lucky?

The doctor flipped to the rear of the file and found a signed form.

“Yep, there it is. Just so you know, your daughter gave permission for us to perform the procedures. We induced the coma—also with her consent—but it was necessary to allow your body time to heal from all the trauma. We just never expected it to go on for so long.”

“Ruby,” Charlie muttered to himself. It came out sounding more like Wooby.

He suddenly remembered the power of attorney documents he and Pearl had drawn up years ago. He wondered if Ruby knew about the will. Or rather the addendum to the will.

“The good news is he got it all,” the doctor added, “and follow-up MRIs showed no renewed growth, so the coma probably saved your life. The scarring of the throat will, I’m sorry to say, be permanent. Your speech will improve, though, and the swallowing should get easier.”

He pointed at the nearby water pitcher on Charlie’s little bedside table. “Just keep at it.”

“He will,” Isabelle said, refilling Charlie’s cup.

“Well,” the doctor said, patting Charlie’s hand and rising from the bed, “I can see you’re in good hands with the missus.”

He walked to the door, not seeing the look exchanged between woman and patient. Turning back, he said, “Get plenty of rest. You’re going to be a busy man tomorrow, and you’ve got a good bit of catching up to do.”

The doctor walked out, and as Isabelle watched the door close behind him, it was her turn to feel the warmth of an unexpected touch. Charlie had leaned over from the bed and his hand enveloped hers. She turned in surprise and he smiled. “He’s wight,” Charlie’s froggy throat allowed. “Lotta catchin’ up.”

Isabelle’s eyes lit up. She touched his face. “First thing we’re going to do,” she said, “is give you a shave.”

It hurt Charlie to laugh. And it also felt great.


Chapter Twenty

It had taken a while, but Ruby made some decent cash from a lot of the stuff her parents had kept. The day her mother died and her father had turned into a useless vegetable had been a tragedy, but it had paid-off some bills and covered many trips to the casino for her and Randall. She was just glad that was all behind her now.

In fact, it was the evening of their first anniversary—and Ruby wasn’t going to let it go by without some serious playtime. Randall had been working longer hours lately and ignoring her at home. She swore that wouldn’t happen tonight.

Besides, she had good news. Every time sheʼd called, Larry had told her she had a valid case—she just needed to be patient. She had control of the LaRue home and all other assets. It didnʼt matter that that Kathy woman had been named sole beneficiary of The Baker’s Dozen. Today heʼd called to say he believed heʼd finally found the precedent he needed to successfully challenge the will and make sure Ruby got everything. ʼBout time, too, as between the hospital bills and all his “researchingˮ she was damn near being bled dry.

Damn, Daddy. What the hell were you thinking leaving the bakery to that bitch? She ain’t even family.

Well at least it’d be over soon. Larry was petitioning for a court date and once the will was corrected to her satisfaction, she could finally pull the plug on dear old Dad. She had the legal right to do so and besides—she deserved every bit of what she had coming to her.

To Randall’s credit, he’d managed to make it home a little earlier this evening and had taken her out to a nice dinner at that fancy new seafood place. He’d even sat through a romantic comedy at the Bijou and seemed to enjoy it, but they were home now and she had a plan.

First thing was to turn his cell phone off. She looked at her own phone, saw that while she was in the shower the damned hospital had called again—morons!—then turned off her phone, too. She even went so far as to unplug the landline and answering machine. Tonight was her night. The rest of the world could go to hell.

While Randall grabbed a shower, Ruby snuck into the bedroom and put on her sexiest nighty. He came out of the bathroom a few minutes later rubbing a towel over his head when she approached him with her hands behind her back, wearing nothing but skimpy red satin and lace.

“You like?”

“Uhh…yeah. What’s not to like?”

Ruby stepped close. “I have another surprise for you,” she said, and brought her hands around front. From a small plate, she raised a forkful to his mouth. He accepted the bite without hesitation and savored the taste.

“Mmm, that’s incredible,” Randall said. “What is it?”

“Vanilla-raspberry. Top layer. The only part of our cake that survived.” She took a bite for herself. “Your mom managed to save it for us and I kept it frozen—just for this occasion.”

Randall took the fork from her hand and helped himself to another bite.

“Hey, save some for me, ya know?” she said, guiding a forkful of cake into her own mouth and then snatching another piece with her hand. He licked the icing from her fingers.

The cake didn’t last long. The empty plate ended up on the floor as she suddenly dove on him and they fell onto the bed together. With any luck, he’d have an expensive surprise for her later. Some jewelry maybe, or a trip. They could use a good vacation.

They made love furiously. Once it was over, they relaxed in each other’s arms. Ruby began to feel that their year-long marriage was somehow being renewed. A new start, she thought, and things would only get better from there.

That’s when her stomach began to feel a little queasy. Must’ve been the shrimp at dinner, she thought. Maybe a little undercooked.

No big deal; that’s what antacids were for. She’d been planning this little shindig all week, and doggone it, this was going to be her night. Nothing and nobody was going to stop her from having her fun.

****

The winter of that year had been a long and cold one, with temps breaking the record books in Louisiana, but it turned out to be one of the best seasons ever for The Baker’s Dozen. Hot, fresh-baked goods typically do well during the cold months, but the reputation of the bakery had grown far beyond the city limits of Ransom and all of Bossier County. Founded by the legendary Charlie LaRue, it had since become the busiest and most beloved bakery in the state.

The shop was still so busy come springtime that the season of new birds and blossoms flew by like whispered gossip. Daily temps began to climb and Louisianans faced the approach of another humid summer in the South.

Charlie was gone, but the woman heʼd left to run it continued producing the tastiest pastries and serving them with the same pride and gratitude. Folks in Ransom thought the world of Kathy Cable and said she was so much like the original proprietor that she had to be the illegitimate daughter of Charlie himself. There was even talk of the business one day going national.

But that was all talk for now. This particular day had been a long one for Kathy, and tomorrow—the last day before Memorial Day weekend—would be even longer. She was tired.

She shut off the lights and locked up thinking of a small, light salad and a glass or two of wine before bed. Maybe a long, hot bath to boot.

She walked out to the car and was settling into the driver’s seat when she sighed. The day’s mail still needed to be picked up. Damn.

Grateful that the post office was only a block away and was still open, she started the car and pulled out. She made it with fifteen minutes to spare and was pulling up to the curb when her cell rang.

“Hey, bud,” Kathy said, shutting off the engine and getting out. “What’s up?” Lord, please tell me he’s still coming.

“Just makin’ sure you still wan me come in da moanin’, Mizz Cable.”

“Now Levi, how many times do I need to tell you to call me Kathy?”

“Yes’m. You still gone need me?”

Levi was barely out of high school, but he was a good Cajun kid with no immediate plans for the future and could use some direction in life. Besides, Kathy needed the help. The Baker’s Dozen always sold a ton of doughnuts during the holiday weekend and she was going to be busier than all hell.

“You kidding?” she said with the phone to her ear as she walked into the post office. She waved at the clerk as she grabbed the contents from the box. “I could use two of you.”

“Okay, den,” he said, not sure if that was a yes or no. “So should I…?”

“Yes, Levi, please come,” she said with a chuckle.

Several students had been by the shop vying for part-time work, but he was the only one who could be counted on. What’s more, the boy loved to bake. He was very much a younger version of the man who had made her a better baker and who’d left her the very business they both had adored.

I will not get misty, she told herself.

She flipped through the mail as she headed back out to the car. Nothing but fliers for events she’d never have time to go to, things she’d never want to buy, and more bills. She tossed everything but the bills into the wastebasket.

“What time you wan me dere, Mizz Kaffy?” Levi asked in her ear.

Kathy didn’t hear him. Something caught her eye and she stopped at the door. Stuck to the back of the electric bill was a postcard. It was addressed by hand in a beautiful feminine script, but when she flipped it over and saw the superimposed photograph, her face lit up like Christmas morning.

The return address was somewhere on Kauai in the Hawaiian Islands. The picture was taken by an observer—likely a neighbor or friend; taken at sunset from a spot overlooking the beach. The picture centered on an elderly couple walking hand-in-hand through the evening surf.

Pants legs rolled up and smiling, the pair had been waving at the photographer and Kathy recognized the thinning hair and smile of the man right away. Behind the happy couple, keeping to the dry sand and far away from the water, strolled a cat. Its four white socks stood out against the shadowy beach.

The caption below the picture was a classic, but Kathy felt the sincerity of the message.

Wish you were here!

“Mizz Kaffy?” Levi said.

“Huh?

“I say what time you wan me come?”

She smiled, dropping the bills into her purse before lifting the phone to her ear again. “First thing,” she said. “Think you can make it by four-thirty?”

“I be dere.”

“Good. Thanks, Levi.”

“No prob’em. Thank ya foda job.”

“You’re welcome. Just make sure you get some good sleep, okay?”

She walked out of the post office just in time to see the early evening sky ablaze with oranges and reds. It was almost as pretty a sunset as the one in the postcard she carried.

“Remember,” she said, smiling, “a baker’s day starts early.”

“Yes’m.”

Kathy ended the call and walked on to the car. She was more than tired, but she was a baker, by God—with a capital B. The sky had gone lavender by the time she reached the highway and she thought about Charlie with his toes in the sand. The image made her laugh, and her mood brightened even more.

Gorgeous George would get extra treats tonight, she decided, and she’d toast her old boss with a glass or two of wine before turning in. After all, she thought as she pulled away from the curb and headed for home, it had been Charlie who’d given her the life she loved. As her old mentor would surely have said—what she did with it was up to her.

****

Over four thousand miles away, afternoon stretched out to early evening along a quiet stretch of Kauai beach. They had taken a long stroll along the ridge road that looked out over the western shore to walk off a late lunch of mahi and vegetables. He still loved holding her hand.

“How’re you feeling?” Isabelle asked, squeezing his in return.

Charlie took a deep breath of the cool, salty air and smiled. “Never better, hon.”

The thick green foliage of dense trees and ferns lining the hillside withdrew on their left as the house came into view. A bungalow really; the inviting little structure lay nestled half-hidden behind palm trees, red ginger, and white plumeria. To a passer-by, it looked like a great Hawaiian vacation cabin, but to them it was home.

Leaving the road, they both kicked off their flip-flops and walked barefoot through the front lawn to the door. Isabelle turned to him at the porch. “Okay, buster. Spill.”

Charlie stopped and raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“Come on,” she said. “Youʼre turning seventy-one next week and you’ve been a little on edge lately. What gives?” She stepped closer and kissed him on the nose. “Still worried about getting older?”

Charlie laughed; a good, hearty laugh that had only been rediscovered over the last year with this wonderful woman. He drew her to him and wrapped his arms around her. “Lady, any fear of aging disappeared long ago from just being around you.”

Isabelle opened the door and he followed her in, giving her a little pat on the rear. It was her turn to stop and cock an eyebrow. A sly smile came with it.

“Besides,” Charlie added, “it takes a young man to keep up with the likes of you, and you’ve got me getting younger by the day.”

In the living room, Sebastian raised his head from the ottoman he’d been napping on. Finding nothing of particular interest and no treat being offered, the cat rolled away from them and was soon snoring again.

Isabelle headed to the kitchen and returned with two bottles of water. “But that still doesn’t tell me what’s on your mind. You’re restless.”

He took a bottle, unscrewed the cap, and took a drink. “It’s nothing, really.”

“Charlie…” She gave him her patented look. The look—combined with her sly way of saying his name—was Charlie’s kryptonite. He didn’t mind at all.

“I love our life here,” he said, taking her hand again, “and I love you more than I can say, but—”

“But?”

“—but I just feel like I…I need…”

“More to do?”

He nodded and Isabelle chuckled. “I understand. Living here in paradise, I’ve been reduced to making healing tonics for the locals and writing fertility spells for our flower bushes.” She placed a hand on his chest. “Okay. I guess there’s only so much lovemaking, luaus, and walks on the beach a guy can handle. So what do you want to do?”

Charlie took another sip and swallowed. “I dunno,” he said. He paused, and then his smile became a huge, warm grin. “What do you think about opening a bakery?”

He basked in her delighted laughter, no doubt heard by neighbors walking by as it carried on the easterly breeze.

“I thought you’d never ask.ˮ

Gulls circling high above echoed their approval as Charlie drew Isabelle close and inhaled her wild honeysuckle scent, knowing he would never tire of it. After all these years, his “someday” had finally come.

This is how life is supposed to be, Charlie thought. And as far as he was concerned, life was good.
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