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Crossroads 

 

by Ruth F. Simon 

 

 

I was double-checking the formulas on my spreadsheet, trying to find the error, when my cell 

phone rang. I glanced at the display out of habit, but didn’t plan to answer. The greenhouse was 

closed, and I had vowed not to answer the business phone. 

But my brother’s name and number showed on the display. I let out a long-suffering sigh. 

Thanksgiving, and my disastrous coming-out announcement at dinner, was three weeks behind 

me. Since then, Stephen was the only family member to call me. My fraternal twin was genuinely 

a good guy, but I wasn’t in the mood for family drama. I had enough accounting drama already. 

So, I ignored my phone, but Stephen called again. The third call made me decide I’d better 

answer; he was never that insistent without a good reason. 

“Hey, Steve.” 



“You know I hate when you screen my calls, B.” I hated when he called me only by my first 

initial, and he knew that. 

“Yeah, yeah. What do you need?” 

“My, aren’t you grumpy tonight? Someone swipe a rare potted plant?” 

I leaned back and took off my glasses to rub my eyes. “No, I’m battling with numbers. My 

spreadsheet formulas went screwy, and I need to make a quarterly tax payment this week.” 

He sucked a breath through his teeth, and it made an odd whistling sound. I knew that sound. 

Stephen always made it before announcing earth-shattering news. I wondered if it was good or 

bad news this time and grabbed the edge of my desk. “Okay, Steve: spill.” 

“It doesn’t sound like this is a good time…” Steve was an actor, with a great voice. He made 

extra money reading audiobooks and doing other voice work. But his childhood stutter returned 

whenever he was stressed, and that simple sentence gave him fits. This was really bad. 

“Little bro, everything you’ve done and said tells me there won’t ever be a good time. Just say 

it.” 

He sucked in another whistling breath. “Did you notice Dad looking… frail… at 

Thanksgiving?” 

My mind recalled my dad standing over my chair at the Thanksgiving table, thundering that I 

had to leave his house immediately. That he risked losing his congregation if they learned he had 

a dyke for a daughter. That I was to get out and not return until my heart and mind were right 

with our Lord, Jesus Christ. 

“No, I didn’t notice him ‘looking frail.’ He seemed as full of fire and energy as always. He 

had his tent-revival voice going strong when I walked out the door.” 

“He wasn’t full of energy after you left.” Fatigue filled Stephen’s voice. I could picture the 

way he ran a hand along the back of his head, brushing the hair the wrong way, when he was 



upset. “He sort of… collapsed when the door closed behind you. Mom and I caught him and got 

him to the couch.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” 

“I thought it was just stress, you know?” Steve’s voice was apologetic. “Plus, I figured you 

were upset enough. No reason to feel guilty that he got so worked up. I guess I… thought it was 

his own fault for freaking out like that.” 

“So, what changed?” I grabbed my stress ball and gave it a squeeze. Steve telling me this now 

meant something else had happened, something worse.  

“He… Mom said he didn’t seem to regain his energy after Thanksgiving. She just thought it 

was… guilt and mourning. You’ve always been Dad’s favorite, Brandy. She thought he was 

just…” 

“Blaming himself for my being gay. For raising a tomboy who turned out lesbian.” I thought 

about that, and I had to chuckle a bit. Dad had taken me fishing when I was a kid, and we’d 

played catch with a football or our baseball gloves a lot. Stephen had always preferred spending 

time with Mom in the kitchen; he was now an accomplished amateur chef. 

Dad used to say Mom would turn Steve “funny” if she taught him to cook, but he didn’t seem 

to share that concern about our time together. Now, Steve has a lovely wife who is expecting my 

first nephew. And I’m the gay family member with a degree in horticulture, managing a 

greenhouse. It’s a weird world. 

“Yeah. Well, Dad collapsed in his office three days ago while writing a sermon.” 

“What?” My mind couldn’t grasp the idea. “That’s not possible.” 

“The head deacon, Mr. Sanders?” Stephen’s words brought the image of a smiling, 

grandfatherly man to mind. “He found Dad and called for the paramedics. Dad was admitted for 

tests.” Stephen’s voice grew muffled. 



I knew he was rubbing his face this time, trying to figure out how to tell me the rest. “Just spit 

it out, Steve.” I tried to keep my voice calm, but I’m sure he heard the quaver in it; it’s a twin 

thing. 

“He… Brandy, it’s cancer.” 

“Oh my God.” 

“I know.” We sat in silence, and I felt a fleeting rush of relief that it had been Steve who had 

made this call. If Mom or our younger sister Stacy had called, I would have felt as if I had to say 

something comforting right now. 

But it was Stephen on the line, and he wasn’t expecting me to be the eldest child with all the 

answers and a plan to manage whatever the crisis was. He was just letting me get my head around 

the idea that our father was ill. Sometimes, I thought he should have been the firstborn. He had 

the right temperament for it. 

“Do they know…? What stage is it?” I didn’t want to know, but I did. The words came off my 

tongue more smoothly than I had expected, as if I asked this question all the time. I actually 

hoped he wouldn’t be offended by my businesslike tone. 

“Not yet. They need more tests for that.” He was quiet for a long moment. “She’s… Mom 

isn’t doing well. In some ways, I think she’s in denial. She acts like Dad: she fusses at him to get 

feeling better and get out of bed, so they can go home—as if he has the ability to leave the 

hospital whenever he wants.” 

My mom is a small-statured and meek woman, completely dependent on my father for 

everything. Anytime Dad gets a cold, she flutters around the house, picking up objects and 

studying them as though they hold some mystical knowledge she needs. Then, she sighs in 

frustration, puts the item down, and wanders around the house until some other item catches her 



eye and she repeats the process. I imagined her communing with the TV remote in Dad’s hospital 

room and stifled a sound that was partly a sob and partly a laugh. “Christ.” 

“Please, Brandy. Your language. Right now isn’t the time…” 

“Sorry, Stevie.” My brother was a devout man, and I didn’t mean to upset him. “What can I 

do?” 

“Well, you see,” Stephen’s stutter came on stronger, and I realized he was about to ask me to 

do something unpleasant. “Dad doesn’t… he’d rather…” 

“He doesn’t want me there.” My tone was flat, and the room shifted around me, as though I 

were on a carnival ride. No wonder I didn’t get a call sooner. Even with this crisis looming, they 

didn’t want me around. It hurt, but I tried to push the pain away. 

“He and Mom talked and…” Stephen still couldn’t complete a sentence through his stutter. 

“No, that’s fine. I wasn’t coming home for Christmas anyway. Not after…” It was my turn to 

trail off. 

“You have to come home for Christmas. Dad’s sick. It might be…” The phone clattered on his 

end, and I heard a muttering of voices. 

“Brandy?” My sister-in-law, Renee, was also an actor, and her voice always sounded like 

warm caramel to me. I could listen to her read a stereo manual, and right now her honeyed tones 

soothed me. “Listen, I know things got… ugly, but your dad—and you—need to set that aside 

right now. This is more important than his bigotry. Whether or not they want to admit it, Mom 

and Dad need you here. And we think you have a right to be here.” 

“We?” I knew Steve and Renee would want me there, but I wasn’t so sure about Stacy. 

“Listen, I appreciate it but…” 

“Stacy agrees with us. She… We all need you here. You’re the rock we look to when Dad 

can’t be strong.” 



What I wanted, more than anything, was to be my dad’s right hand through all this. But his 

impromptu Thanksgiving sermon still rang in my ears. Could we set that aside and stand strong 

as a family, or was the cut too deep and new? Would my going home help him or make things 

worse? 

I sighed. “When will we know how bad it is?” 

“Friday.” 

I looked at the calendar on my desk. It was Wednesday, and the tax payment was due Friday. I 

could drive upstate to my parents’ place Saturday morning if it was bad news. That gave me a 

couple of days to talk to the greenhouse’s owner, set up the holiday schedule for my team, and 

review the pressing tasks with my assistant manager. 

“I’m not promising anything, but I might drive up on Saturday. If I must.” 

Her voice quavered, making me think her eyes were filled with tears. “We all hope it won’t 

come to that. Steve or I will give you a call on Friday once we know more.” 

We signed off with some “I love you’s” and extracted promises to distribute hugs to family 

members. I set down my cell phone and stared at the numbers on my spreadsheet. None of them 

made sense. Saving my work and shutting down my computer, I resolved to start fresh in the 

morning. 

The knot of fear in my belly was unavoidable, even as I leaned back in my chair and stretched 

my feet forward, trying to relax. Whether I was afraid of losing my dad or seeing him again, I 

wasn’t sure —probably both. 

I thought about calling Jason, my closest friend. I decided to wait until tomorrow evening. I 

knew he had a big project due at work the next day. He’d drop everything for me if I asked, but I 

wouldn’t do that to him. Tomorrow evening would be soon enough to tell him. 



I rolled my neck and tried to decide what to do with the evening. I’m not much of a drinker, 

but a glass of wine sounded really good at that moment. But both of my grandfathers were 

alcoholics, and since I was craving a drink, I told myself I couldn’t have one. I didn’t want to 

start down that path, not after seeing those men battling their demons. 

Instead of heading to a nearby bar, I gathered my belongings and locked up for the night. I 

needed to eat dinner but had no appetite. Nevertheless, the ingredients for a chicken Caesar salad 

waited at home, and I headed in its direction.  

 

* * * 

 

The house was dark and empty, just as it had been since November first. That was the irony of 

my estrangement from my parents. Liz and I had lived together for three years. She had been to 

their house for a few small get-togethers, and they seemed to like her. My siblings figured out the 

situation between us the first time they met her, but either my parents were unobservant or they 

were willfully ignorant; they had claimed to think we were just roommates. 

Granted, I never told them she was more than a roommate, which caused some friction in our 

relationship. But she hadn’t introduced me that way to her parents either, and I’d celebrated three 

of her birthdays with them. We didn’t make any proclamations partly because we had started out 

as roommates. Our romantic relationship developed later, and we still hadn’t completely defined 

it when she moved out. 

Anyway, I’d made my formal declaration at the Thanksgiving dinner table because she’d left 

me on Halloween, our anniversary. Dad insisted that we all state something we were grateful for 

after he said grace. I had nothing to say, other than I was glad she left the cat with me when she 

moved out. 



Somehow, that simple statement turned into me tearfully listing all the things I missed about 

Liz. My parents couldn’t pretend to misunderstand when I said I missed lazy Saturday mornings 

cuddling and kissing her in bed.  

Dad threw me out before we even got the turkey carved. 

Now he was in a hospital waiting for details about his treatment options. If I ever wanted Liz 

back—and I didn’t, not after she left me for her boss—it would be now. I just wanted a little… 

sympathy while I got my head around all this. 

Fortunately, Samwise, our Siamese mix, was still with me. He had always preferred my 

company, even though Liz claimed he was her cat because she found him. 

Before I put my stuff down, he was reaching his front paws up my thighs and meowing to be 

held. I obliged and buried my face in his fur while he placed his front paws on my shoulder, 

snuggled in, and purred. We cuddled for several minutes, and then he moved away from me and 

leaned over my arms. That was my cue to set him down. 

“Thanks, buddy. You ready for dinner?” He pranced and arched his way to the mat where I 

fed him. I grabbed a can of cat food from the cupboard, along with a clean bowl, and dished out 

his dinner. 

While Samwise ate, I changed into sweats and a comfortable T-shirt. He twined himself 

around my ankles while I mixed the Caesar salad dressing, washed lettuce, and grilled the 

chicken. I chatted at him, telling him about Stephen’s call and the misbehaving spreadsheet. I 

imagined that his pale blue eyes showed signs of understanding and sympathy for my rotten day. 

Although I hadn’t thought I was hungry, I wolfed down my salad and wished I had grilled a 

second chicken breast. One breast was plenty, but I craved more. 

To distract myself, I headed for what had once been Liz’s bedroom, which was where I kept 

my guitar and music stand. Stephen was the real talent in the family, but Stacy and I both played 



instruments and sang. Growing up as preacher’s kids, we were expected to participate in Sunday 

services. The Southern Baptists were conservative, and they loved when a pastor’s family was 

active in the church’s activities. 

That was especially true of Dad’s congregation. Every summer, they held a week-long tent 

revival. During that time, each member of our family would be forced to spend time huddled over 

the vaporizer and sucking on throat lozenges to baby our tired vocal cords. 

I wasn’t planning to play anything in particular, maybe run through a few scales. But as my 

memories of those tent revivals came back, I found myself playing and humming the hymns I 

used to perform. I hadn’t played most of them in years, and I fumbled with the chords from time 

to time, but something about playing those old songs made me feel calmer.  

When I set my guitar back on its stand, the clock said I’d been playing for over ninety 

minutes, and I couldn’t have listed the names of all the pieces I’d played. Bemused, I decided an 

early bedtime was wise. I had a lot to do before driving up to my old hometown on Saturday, and 

something told me I’d be making that drive. 

 

* * * 

 

Stephen’s call on Friday put me on the road early Saturday morning. Dad had stage IV lung 

cancer, and the doctors thought he might need part of a lung removed. I pondered that, along with 

the host of treatment options Stephen had mentioned, while I drove the nearly 300 miles from my 

home to my parents’. 

Stephen and Renee were between shows, but both expected callbacks at any moment. Stephen 

had auditioned for a Broadway musical before Dad’s collapse, and he couldn’t turn that 

opportunity down if offered the role. He’d been trying to get a Broadway show for the past five 



years. Renee’s show was a short, off-off-Broadway run, but it would give her additional New 

York connections. As much as they both wanted to be home helping Mom and Dad, we all knew 

it wasn’t an option for them. 

Stacy was the baby and quite a bit younger than Steve and me, so she was eyeball-deep in her 

senior year of college. She couldn’t take time off to be home with Mom and Dad, not if she didn’t 

want to postpone enrolling in law school. She had been accepted to her top choice school, but 

they didn’t seem willing to hold her slot. I couldn’t ask her to sacrifice that. 

Whether or not my parents wanted any help remained to be seen. I knew they wouldn’t want 

me there, but none of us had many options. Mom would soon be overwhelmed by the errands and 

stress, and we couldn’t let her do this alone. I hadn’t planned on an extended leave from work, 

but the greenhouse’s owner understood the situation. 

I heard Dwayne’s comforting words again as I drove: “You take all the time you need to care 

for your parents. I’ll muddle through here, with the help of the team you’ve assembled. I was 

planning to offer you part ownership in this place after the first of the year, but we can work out 

those details later.” 

So, I was homeward bound with Heart blasting on the car’s stereo and Samwise grumbling 

from his carrier in the backseat. And Christmas was ten days away. It really was a weird ol’ 

world. 

Samwise and I made good time, and I pulled up to the Living Inn a few blocks from my 

parents’ house about five hours after hitting the road. I was home to help out, but Dad didn’t like 

cats, and really, after Thanksgiving, I wouldn’t presume I could stay in the family home. And this 

hotel allowed guests to have pets. 

I didn’t like the extra expense, but it couldn’t be helped. 



After settling my cat into the room and hanging up the Do Not Disturb sign, I drove to the 

parsonage where my parents lived; time for the face-off. I was relieved Stephen’s car was in the 

drive when I pulled in. 

I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel and listened to the engine ticking as it cooled, 

looking over the house’s façade. Dad wasn’t a fan of gaudy Christmas decorations, believing they 

detracted from the true meaning of the season, but for her part, Mom insisted on lights hung 

along the eaves. Given Dad’s diagnosis, I hadn’t been sure if she would browbeat him into 

hanging them this year. But her beloved lights lined the edge of the roof, waiting for evening so 

they could shine forth in a modest demonstration of holiday cheer. 

Their presence loosened the tightness in my chest, and a smile made my cheeks ache. Maybe 

Dad wasn’t as sick as we feared. If he was out of the hospital and felt well enough to hang the 

lights, that was good news. 

I opened my car door and climbed out. As I closed it, Stephen came around the side of the 

house, carrying a ladder. My brief moment of hope faded. He had hung them. 

Steve jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “How do the lights look?” 

I swallowed. “Good. You just get them up?” 

He nodded. “Yeah, Dad hates hanging them. But it looked weird without them. So, I decided 

to get them up. Just so something’s normal, you know?” 

I smiled, but it must have been a weak one, because he set down the ladder and pulled me into 

a crushing hug. We held one another, and I fought back tears. 

“This looks interesting,” a familiar voice said. 

“Stacy?” I asked. 

Before I could pull away from Steve, her weight collided against my back, and her arms 

reached around me to grasp his shoulders. 



Someone else cleared her throat with a fake cough before saying, “You wenches shall unhand 

my espoused love now, else I’ll snatch thy hair from thy noggins.” 

“Noggins?” Stephen said. “Really, Renee? All the Bard’s great insults, and that’s what my 

actress-wife cobbles together?” Laughing, I let go of Stephen and tried to turn to Stacy. 

She wasn’t letting go, so I finally relaxed in her arms and let my younger sister lean against 

me. From the way we shook, she was either laughing or crying. I assumed the latter, since she 

wouldn’t let me see her face. 

Eventually, Stacy released her death grip around my shoulders, and I could finally turn to look 

at her. Her eyes were red, but a huge smile made her face light up. She grabbed me for another 

hug. 

“Good to see you, Brandy.” She squeezed me hard. 

I squeezed back just as hard. “You too.” 

We stayed that way for a few moments, and then she eased her grip. I followed her lead, and 

we both took a step back. She looked me up and down. 

“You’ve lost weight since Thanksgi… since I last saw you.” I fidgeted under her scrutiny. “It 

doesn’t suit you. We should make an ice cream run.” 

We shared an addiction for Dairy Maid’s Butter Crunch blended ice cream. It was Dad’s 

special treat whenever one of us celebrated a good report card or needed comforting after a fight 

with a friend. Once I got my driver’s license, we snuck out for those treats a lot, even without 

Dad along. We hadn’t made that run since she graduated high school. 

“Think we could smuggle one in for Dad?” Stephen asked. 

“We can try,” said Stacy. 

Renee and I just exchanged glances. We both knew the nurses wouldn’t let him have it. More 

importantly, would he throw me out again? 



But Stephen and Stacy were jazzed about smuggling Dad a treat, so I went along with it. On 

the drive, I learned Mom was already at the hospital with Dad. 

Renee called the hospital while we waited for our order, asking if Mom needed anything and 

letting her know I had arrived. With Dad listening in, Mom probably couldn’t say much in 

response. Renee insisted that Mom sounded relieved to hear I was coming with them to the 

hospital, though.  

Stephen and Renee took the backseat and held the stuff for our parents. Stacy rode shotgun 

and alternated between eating her ice cream and feeding me bites of mine. She’d perfected her 

technique about six months after I got my driver’s license, and the memory of those earlier good 

times calmed some of my fears. 

Before it seemed humanly possible, we pulled into an empty space in the hospital’s parking 

lot. My appetite vanished when I saw its front entrance, and my half-eaten treat got tossed into 

the trash. 

Stacy grimaced and followed my lead. A sign on the door said no outside food or drink could 

be brought in, but Stephen ignored it as he strode past. His left hand held Dad’s blended ice 

cream, and a chocolate-dipped cone for Mom was in his right. He ignored the guard’s expression 

and startled, “hey!” and marched to an elevator. 

The elevator doors opened on cue as he approached, leaving the rest of us scrambling to catch 

up. 

“Showoff,” Stacy muttered, giving him a half-admiring, half-annoyed look. He always pulled 

crap like that off. 

“It’s his gift,” Renee said. “He’s an actor who can make people forget what they know. It’s 

like your dad in the pulpit. He can convince a congregation of anything.” 



A frisson of unease ran down my spine when she said that. Dad was charismatic, but Renee’s 

comments didn’t seem to be a compliment. Instead, I took them as a warning of trouble to come. 

The elevator’s walls closed in around me, and I had to force myself to take slow, deep breaths to 

fight my rising fear. Given how little oxygen that box held, I wasn’t sure it would work. 

When it chimed for our floor and the doors opened, I swear a blast of sweet air hit my face. I 

inhaled, and the stench of antiseptic and sickness made me choke. 

“Panic attack?” Stephen asked. 

“Yeah. I’m good, though.” I wiped away tears caused by the coughing. Then, to prove I was 

fine, I marched off the elevator first. Realizing I didn’t know where to go, I paused and let the 

others get ahead of me. I couldn’t remember Dad’s room number. Besides, I was afraid to be the 

first one through the door. I wanted to slip in while Dad was preoccupied with his ice cream. 

Of course, I failed to account for my twin’s flair for the dramatic. He handed Mom and Dad 

their surprises before turning to the door. “See who I found when I finished hanging the 

Christmas lights?” 

“Brandy!” Mom gasped as though she hadn’t known I was coming. 

My gaze cut to Dad, who froze with his spoon in his mouth. 

Mom glanced at him and rushed to hug me before he could swallow down his ice cream and 

throw me out. “He’s been just sick with guilt,” she whispered as she held me close. We rocked 

back and forth for a moment but broke apart when he spoke. 

“I told you not to come back until your heart and mind were right with God.” 

I stepped away from Mom and looked him in the eye. “I remember what you said.” 

“So, you’ve repented?” 

I took a deep breath. “I never had anything to repent, Dad.” 

His mouth twisted in disgust. “So, you’re still a…” 



“Dad,” Stephen’s voice was firm. “We aren’t discussing that now.” When our father tried to 

interrupt him, Steve raised a commanding hand. “I mean it. That topic is off-limits during this 

family crisis. All of us need to work together through this. You always taught us our family is 

strong together.” 

“We are.” I could see Dad hated to say it, but he wouldn’t contradict one of the mantras he’d 

taught us. 

“So, Brandy is here for as long as you and Mom need a hand. Renee, Stacy, and I will help 

but…” 

“I know you all have other demands on your time,” said Mom. “I’m grateful you’ve been here 

as long as you have.” She made eye contact with each of them before turning to me. “Honey, will 

this be a problem for you at work?” 

“No, Mom. Dwayne said I can take as much time as needed. He said I’ll become a part owner 

after New Year’s.” 

Mom hugged me again, and my family’s congratulations rang in my ears. Finally, Mom let go, 

and I could see Dad’s face. He looked both proud and angry. It gave him an expression akin to 

indigestion. A nurse picked that moment to walk in. After one glance at his expression, she took 

his ice cream away. 

After lecturing us about his diet, the nurse marched from the room. I found myself staring at 

the door, trying to figure out why she looked familiar. Stephen and Stacy, giggling at the 

embarrassment on Dad’s face, interrupted my musings. He hated to be fussed at. Before he could 

scold them, the nurse marched back in. 

“I need to see to this patient.” She glared at each of us in turn, and I noticed her eyes widen 

when our gazes met. Something about making eye contact with her caused my pulse to race. I 

swallowed hard, but my mouth was dry. 



Mom cleared her throat, and the connection I felt with the nurse was broken. “All right, my 

children. We need to let Monica do her job.” She gave Dad a kiss on the cheek and gestured us 

toward the door. I glanced back, but Dad wouldn’t look at me. I rolled my eyes, knowing another 

sermon awaited me. 

 

* * * 

 

The next day started my new routine. Early each morning, I drove Mom to the hospital, where 

she held Dad’s hand through his chemotherapy and radiation treatments. He didn’t speak to me 

much and seemed to prefer when I waited out of sight. 

At first, I stayed behind in his room while he was taken for treatment. By the second day, I 

lurked in the sitting area near the nurses’ station. The nurses chatted with me, and I soon knew 

their names. 

It turned out the reason Monica looked familiar was because we did know one another. She 

was a freshman when I was a senior, and we had performed in our high school’s chorus together. 

During the long hours of Dad’s treatment, Monica and I found a few minutes here and there to 

chat about old times. We reminisced about shows and songs from our chorus days. She caught 

me up on the latest news regarding old classmates, but her duties kept our conversations short. 

About five days into Dad’s treatment, I found myself wishing Monica and I could find time to 

talk without interruption. 

I hadn’t found any woman interesting since Liz left. Nothing about Monica suggested she 

might be a lesbian, but she was easy to talk to. And I often struggled to make friends. 

A few days later, I dug deep for some courage. “Hey Monica, when is your lunch break 

today?” It was Christmas Eve, and I wasn’t sure how I would spend tonight or tomorrow. Dad 



and I hadn’t fully reconciled yet. Mom ran hot and cold, depending on whether or not Dad was in 

the room. Perhaps eating lunch with a friendly face could help make today feel a bit more like a 

holiday. 

She glanced up from the chart she was reviewing. “Probably around one or so. Why?” 

“I was wondering, could we maybe have lunch together? In the cafeteria?” 

She seemed surprised by the question, and I noticed a slight blush on her face and throat. “Um, 

sure.” She glanced at her two colleagues, both of whom wore smirks but pretended not to be 

listening to us. “I’ll find you,” she said. 

I don’t think I was supposed to see her smack the other nurses before she headed down the hall 

to a patient’s room. I pretended not to notice how they kept glancing at me and whispering after 

she left. Instead, I just tried to settle my roiling stomach and wondered why her answer mattered 

so much. And what did that blush mean? 

A few hours later, we were both picking at our lunches. “What kept you in our old 

hometown?” She had just told me she went to college out of state, and I was surprised she’d 

come home. 

She gave me a sad smile. “My parents. Really, my mom.” She didn’t say anything for a few 

moments, and I wasn’t sure if she intended to tell me anything more. We sat in silence while I 

tried to find another topic to bring up. 

Before I found one, she said, “My sophomore year of high school, my dad had an argument 

with our parish priest.” Monica fingered a saint’s medallion she wore on a chain. It was so worn 

that I couldn’t tell which saint it depicted. “After that argument, Dad started trying other churches 

in the area. We would attend one for four or six months, and then Papa would pick another to 

try.” She met my gaze and smiled. “We even attended your dad’s church. That was the last 

semester of my senior year.” 



“Your dad tried a Protestant church?” I knew Monica’s older brother slightly. The Echado 

family was staunchly Catholic, and Jose had been an altar boy. 

“Papa tried a lot of denominations, but he either wouldn’t or couldn’t tell us what he was 

looking for.” 

“So, how does that get you to come home for college?” I didn’t want to push, but I wasn’t sure 

what her dad’s hunt for a home church had to do with her return. 

Monica sighed again. “My dad had cancer. It was diagnosed a few days after I took my 

licensure exam.” 

“I’m so sorry.” 

She tried to smile, but it was more of a grimace. “The irony was that I had studied to be an 

oncology nurse, and I wanted to work with children. When Mama called, I knew exactly how bad 

his condition was. I’m not sure either of them did.” 

My brain flashed to the fact that my dad was in another part of this hospital getting his chemo. 

I flinched at the idea of having her level of understanding of a loved one’s condition. Something 

must have shown on my face, because she reached across the table for my hand and squeezed. 

“He’ll be fine, Brandy.” Her voice held conviction, and her expression was open. Perhaps she 

was just really good at her job, but I decided to trust her. It was Christmas, and I couldn’t risk 

doubts right now. 

“So, your dad was ill.” I prompted and squeezed her hand back. 

She pulled away, and I missed the warmth of the contact. “Yeah. So I applied for work nearby. 

I knew I couldn’t play an official role in treating him, but my mama needed me here.” She took a 

sip of coffee. “When he got sick, Mama insisted the entire family return to our parish church—

‘where we belong’ as she put it—for Mass. A new priest was in charge, so Papa agreed.” 



“I’m sure that was a comfort.” I was a PK, a preacher’s kid, so I knew how people returned to 

the familiar in times of crisis. Sometimes the faith helped, sometimes it didn’t; but lots of people 

tried it. 

She shrugged. “To them, maybe. Not to me. College made me…” She paused and thought for 

a moment. “I found I saw the world differently after college. I had a hard time attending Mass 

with them, because now I knew more about the Church’s history.” She took a bite of food and 

chewed thoughtfully, meeting my gaze. “I tried a few of the other churches, especially those I had 

liked back in high school. Like your dad’s.” 

“How did that go?” I knew some pastors were welcoming to those raised Catholic, while 

others were hostile. 

She frowned. “Most pastors turned me off with their false piety and hypocrisy. A few learned 

my name and upbringing and then expressed anti-Latino and anti-Catholic sentiments.” She 

brushed hair from her eyes. “Your dad didn’t do either. He said he remembered me from before 

and made me feel welcome. He visited Papa in the hospital and prayed with my parents. When 

Mama reminded him they were Catholic, he told her, ‘God hears the prayers we say together, and 

He hears those you and your priest say. He isn’t concerned about where we pray or which 

denomination we follow. All God wants is our love and devotion.’” 

I’d heard Dad say things like that before, and it had caused a few problems with congregants 

who wanted to imagine that one church was superior to another. It was a bit of Dad’s private 

dogma that wasn’t strictly in line with Southern Baptist teaching, but he wouldn’t change it. He 

truly believed that all prayers, when prayed earnestly, would be heard. “That definitely sounds 

like my dad.” 

She smiled. “I was impressed, so I attended church more often after that. I even attended one 

of his week-long revivals.” 



I winced, and she chuckled. “I’m sorry.” 

“So was I, but I’m glad I experienced it. I like to read books set in earlier times in America, 

and tent revivals are often mentioned. It gave me a sense of living in a moment that was… 

simpler.” She shook her head. “It also made me stop attending his church.” 

I knew the revivals were intense experiences, but most people found a stronger connection to 

the church afterward, so I was a bit surprised. “What turned you off?”  

Her gaze locked with mine, and I felt stripped. I knew what she would say before she said it. 

“His subject that year—in all seven revival sermons—was…” 

“Homosexuality.” I finished her sentence. 

“Right.” She gave me a crisp nod but didn’t break our eye contact. “I came out to my family in 

my senior year of college. This was about six months after that, and I didn’t appreciate his… fire-

and-brimstone approach to the subject.” 

I did some quick math, and I realized that particular revival was about three months after Mom 

and Dad had visited me. It was the first time they had seen me at home with Liz and six months 

after she and I had become lovers. “Ah, damn.” 

“What?” Monica raised an eyebrow at me. 

“That sermon was probably my fault.” Her expression said she wanted more information, so I 

explained about my parents’ visit. 

“Is that when you told them?” Realizing what she had asked, she laughed. “I guess it’s time 

for the time-honored tradition of sharing our coming-out stories.” 

I laughed, but my laugh was half-hearted. She had come out to her very Catholic family at 

twenty-two. I didn’t come out until a month ago, just after my twenty-ninth birthday. What would 

she think about that? 



“No, I…um…” I sipped my now-cold coffee and grimaced, then stared down at my plate. “I 

just came out to them. This past Thanksgiving.” 

She gasped. “You’re kidding me.” 

“Nope.” 

“What happened?” 

I gave her a quick recap of the day’s events and wrapped up with, “I think he’s probably really 

perfected that fire-and-brimstone sermon now.” 

She laughed. “Surely they all knew before that.” 

“Well, Stephen, his wife, and Stacy did.” I shrugged. “If my parents didn’t know, it was 

because they didn’t want to face it; I wasn’t really hiding it. Liz came with me to every family 

function.” 

“But you didn’t announce it until Thanksgiving, which was after she left?” She studied my 

face. “Why not?” 

I spun my coffee cup, while considering how to answer. “I’m…I’m not really sure. I guess 

because Liz wasn’t that important to me. I knew telling them was a risk, that he might react by 

throwing me out.” 

She nodded but didn’t say anything for a bit. “No need to rock the boat for a minor fling.” 

“Exactly.” I spun my cup some more. “That’s not very courageous, I suppose. And it speaks 

volumes about my most recent relationship.” 

“Brandy, no one can push us to come out before we’re ready. You weren’t ready to tell them. 

That’s your path to walk.” 

Her words caused a warm glow to spread over my face. “Thanks.” 

She glanced at the clock. “I should get back.” 

I also checked the time and nodded. “Mom should be ready for a break soon.” 



As we walked to the elevator, Monica asked, “Are you and your family doing something this 

evening? Perhaps a midnight Christmas Eve service?” 

I nodded. “The assistant pastor at Dad’s church is officiating. Dad can’t attend, but Mom 

wants the rest of us there.” 

She looked disappointed. “That makes sense.” 

“How about you?” 

She shrugged. “I won’t be attending services, but I might play babysitter to the younger nieces 

and nephews so my siblings can go.” 

The elevator started to ascend, and the silence between us felt uncomfortable. “Will you still 

be in town for New Year’s Eve?” She tried to keep her voice casual, but her words were hurried, 

the way a teenage boy sounds when asking a girl to the prom. It took me a moment to figure out 

what was going on here. 

“New Year’s Eve?” I said slowly. “Yeah, I’ll still be here then.” 

“Do you have any plans?” She leaned back against the elevator wall, but something about her 

posture said she wasn’t feeling as relaxed as the gesture suggested. I began to understand what 

she was really asking me. 

“No, I don’t.” My tongue felt thick in my mouth, the way it did each time someone asked me 

out. Even if I wasn’t attracted to the person, the flood of nervous energy always made me feel 

that way. 

“Good,” she said as the elevator chimed past another floor. “That’s good.” Her right hand 

brushed and grasped my left. I glanced down at our hands and then met her gaze. A questioning 

look was in her eyes. 

As I entwined my fingers with hers, I said, “It is.” 

THE END 


