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One

“My mother had a great deal of trouble with me, but I think she enjoyed it.”

—Mark Twain

Spencer Paquette was certain he looked like a warrior in his new lacrosse helmet. He had adjusted it so the visor sat low on his forehead and nearly covered his eyes, but he could covertly peer out through his chrome facemask to survey the crowd gathered for his game. It had just ended. His team, the Falcons, had crushed their opponents by a score of 19–8, and Spencer had scored the majority of the strikes.

At the moment that he was certain they were victorious, he didn’t give a thought to the fact his uniform was saturated with sweat. He grabbed his teammates and hugged them so energetically that he lifted each of them off the ground. Some of the guys, those he was particularly fond of, he smacked on the back too. He not only felt like a star athlete, Spencer felt like a stud.

Six months before the game, he’d told his mother, Yvonne, he was not going to indulge in her lasagna and baked goods anymore.

“Why not?” she asked as she placed her hands on her hips. Yvonne was widely known as a great cook, so she was a bit insulted by his proclamation. “You’re still a growing boy. You need to eat.”

“I’m cutting down on the carbs, Mom. Can you make me meat and fresh vegetables? I’m starting a new training program to build muscle.”

“Oh no. Not one of those performance enhancing things you read about.”

“Don’t be so dramatic, Mom. I’m talking about strength training, protein powder, and a paleo diet.”

“A paleo diet? I don’t know anything about all that. Can you write down some recipes?”

“Mom, you can just Google it.” Spencer turned his head and hid his smile from her so she wouldn’t realize he was laughing at her, but he thought, Really! She is pathetic when it comes to technology. “There’s tons of information on the Internet. I’ll tell you what; I’ll send some links to your email account.”

“Only send the meals you think you will actually eat. And honey? If they have pictures, it will really help.”

Spencer was already on his cell phone swiping his way through windows of food pages. “You know, Mom, this will be good for Dad, too. He needs to lose some belly fat. They say when old people gain weight around the middle, it can be very unhealthy.”

“Old? You better not let him hear you say that. He’s going to turn sixty next year, and I expect there will be months of brooding before he does. There’s no point in setting him off early on.”

Spencer’s new diet changed him from a tall, lanky boy into a strapping young man. In five months’ time, he had a flawless six-pack of abdominal muscles. He was so proud of it that, without even realizing he was doing it, he took every opportunity to remove his shirt and admire the results of his hard workouts. He felt alive in a way he had never known before, and he was fully aware the girls at his high school noticed he was bulking up. Two friends of his, girls he had known since preschool, kept wrapping both their hands around his biceps and saying, “You are getting huuuuuggggge.” Yvonne teased him about how much time he spent looking in the mirror.

Spencer took off his helmet and scanned the thinning crowd. He was looking for his mother; he already knew his father wouldn’t be there because he had to work. When he spotted her, he noticed she was standing with her good friend Georgia Best. It was not uncommon for Yvonne to ask Georgia along for a ride, as she didn’t like to drive anywhere alone. Today’s game took place in the city of DeGranit, which was about forty winding miles from the small Vermont town of Greenfield, where they lived.

To his surprise, standing behind his mother, perhaps twenty feet away, he caught sight of someone who stopped his heart. Spencer was shocked to find he couldn’t take a breath. His ears roared. All his blood seemed to rush to his head—and another body part, as well.

The person who had thunderstruck Spencer was a girl with long, jet-black hair so lustrous that it shimmered in the afternoon sunlight. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, and he started walking her way. Because of the coincidence of their placement, he was headed in his mother’s direction as well. Nearly in a trance, he greeted his mom and Georgia when he reached them as if nothing were happening.

“Hey, guys. Thanks for coming.”

Georgia sounded excited. “Well, that game was thrilling. Just thrilling. You must feel very proud, Spencer.”

Spencer’s coach taught all his players that humility is much more attractive than bragging. “Thanks, Mrs. Best. The whole team put in a great effort today.”

“Spencer, you can call me Georgia now. I think you’re old enough—don’t you, Yvonne?”

“Of course. It’s just a habit because he had you in school as a teacher. I do it myself when I refer to you sometimes. I’ll say to him, ‘Mrs. Best is dropping by for tea.’”

“I really appreciate you coming all this way, Georgia,” he said earnestly, but his eyes soon shifted away to find an older man had joined the black-haired girl. He assumed the man was her father. Spencer could almost make out what they were saying to each other.

The changing breeze caught their voices and carried them to him on the wind. “Zelda, do you want to get a maple creemee? You know I can’t resist an excuse to have one up at the Neal Farm.”

Zelda visibly stiffened. “I was going to go with my friends, Kenny.”

The man hung his head, clearly disappointed. Spencer felt sorry for him. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll meet you kids up there. Explain to your friends that it’s my treat.”

“Kenny . . . Dad, can you just give me some money? We’re not children anymore.”

The man hesitated, but wound up handing her some bills, and she sauntered away.

Spencer redirected his gaze from Zelda’s backside to his mother’s face and smiled brightly. “Are we going for creemees, Mom?” His mother was obviously delighted he had asked her to join him. His strategy was to project himself to Zelda as the loving son; therefore, a good guy she would be willing to talk to.

He looked right at Georgia and asked, “Do you have the time to spare?”

“For a maple creemee? Are you kidding me? I’ll make time.”

The three of them chuckled.

Yvonne said, “Spencer, do you want to go in one car and then pick yours up on the way back through?”

“No thanks, Mom, I’ll take my own car. I’m not sure what the guys are doing after. The other team invited us to a party.”

“Okay, honey. We’ll see you up at the farm.”

Kenny stood alone, looking around for a distraction from his profound sadness. The last thing that he wanted to do was cry, but he felt heartbroken that Zelda refused to give him a chance. He had been told many times by other parents that teenagers could be cruel. Zelda went far beyond that. She had withdrawn from him to the point that he felt he barely knew her. His teary eyes landed on the small group that stood nearby. A tall boy wearing the uniform of the opposing team stood with a woman who was, quite obviously, his mother. They had the exact same eyes, and they were engrossed in conversation with a second woman. She was exceptionally lovely—not that she had perfect features, but she was radiant. Kenny felt pleasantly diverted by the animated expressions and gestures she made as she talked. The mother and son laughed at something she said just as they broke away from their little circle.

At the same moment that the trio separated and began to walk toward and around him, Georgia, the radiant one, turned her ankle on the soft turf and went flying into him. He caught her by her forearms and held her upright.

“Oh, my goodness. I’m so embarrassed. I’m sorry, I didn’t have time to change my shoes after work today.” They both looked down at her brown suede dress pumps that were now smudged with dirt and matted with clumps of grass. “Good lord, I’m a klutz.”

“It’s not a problem.” When he looked into her face he felt even more intrigued by her. Why can’t I ever meet a woman like this one? She had wavy auburn hair and eyes that were a golden butterscotch brown. He realized he was still holding onto her tiny wrists at this point, and when he glanced down at them, he noticed a wedding ring on her left hand. He thought, Bummer. She smelled delicious. Reluctantly, Kenny released her.

“Thank you for catching me. I’m Georgia.”

“My name is Ken. Maybe I’ll see you again at one of these games.”

“Maybe. I came to see my friend’s son play, so I can’t promise to be at all of them.” Yvonne was absorbed in conversation while she walked with her son and hadn’t even seen Georgia stumble. “I have to catch up with my friend. Enjoy this beautiful afternoon, Ken.”

Restlessly, almost feverishly, Kenny found himself scanning the crowd at every lacrosse game that spring. He rationalized his perfect attendance as a way to keep an eye on his stepdaughter, but he also hoped to run into Georgia again at some point. After a few months, his memory of her waned and blurred to the point where he wondered if he would recognize her if he saw her. Maybe she wasn’t as engaging as I recall. I’m building the encounter up in my mind. But for years he continued to dream of her at night, though his only remembrance was the laughing sound of her voice and the glow of her auburn hair.
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Two

“There’s only one great evil . . . Despair.”

—Evelyn Waugh

Georgia Best always found it strange that her body anticipated that a hot flash was coming on before she was consciously aware anything was amiss. Without warning, in the middle of the previous night, she’d abruptly awakened thinking, What’s going on? The sensation that followed was one she imagined she would feel if she had swallowed the sun. As the core near her diaphragm became a pulsing radiating sphere, she grew progressively alarmed and pleaded, No!

Now Georgia thrust her right leg outside her covers and turned the top corner of the comforter down, exposing her torso and shoulders. When it became obvious this wasn’t working to cool her, she threw the comforter off completely, but it was already too late. Each time this happened, she prayed to be spared the searing flush. In fact, she prayed out loud to the Virgin Mary to be delivered from it. In a split second, though, a white heat swelled and burst outward as if it were coursing through her veins. The sheets beneath her legs, arms, and back were instantly dampened and her cotton nightgown was drenched. Abject and wretched, she lay still, her heart pounding, too drained to move.

When she was certain it was over, when she was shivering from her now-cold sweat exposed to the cool night air, Georgia felt around for the spare nightie she kept neatly folded on her bedside table. In the darkness, she pulled one gown off over her head and slipped the dry one on. She flung the sodden garment into the blackness toward the door of her bathroom and spent the next three hours pretending to fall back asleep. This sequence of events had been going on for many months.

The past week’s seasonal change had sprung time ahead by one hour, and the dead dark of winter gleamed brighter. Morning sunrise with its harbinger glow appeared at four thirty across the horizon, and began inching its way over the mountain ridge across the valley from Georgia’s house. Yet, she stayed in her bed, weary, even when the light was high enough to shine through the narrow openings around her wooden shades and directly into her field of vision. She put a pillow over her head and periodically flipped from one side to the other with her eyes squeezed shut. The pillow across her face made it stuffy underneath, and she couldn’t breathe very well.

Still clenching her eyelids together, she reached over to her bedside table and opened a drawer where she fished out a pink terrycloth facemask. She felt around but couldn’t find the elastic that secured it around her head. She peeked with one open eye, as she was convinced that once both of her eyes were open, any possibility of dozing was over. When she had the mask in place around her temples, she lay on her back and took slow breaths, visualizing a dream state. She tried as hard as she could to fall asleep, but it became clear it was an exercise in futility. Georgia had never been able to snooze in daylight, even if she were home sick with the flu or a cold. Finally, and with great disgust, she surrendered to the fact she might as well get up.

An endless cycle of sleep deprivation had started when Georgia’s husband, Jack, had a heart attack and died in their foyer. The weather was fine that morning as she stood before him, wishing him a good day. He abruptly and spastically clasped at the fabric of his jacket with his right hand, let out a thunderous groan, and his legs simply gave way. She called 911 immediately and gave him mouth-to-mouth until the volunteer ambulance squad came twenty minutes later. While she was grateful that part of her teacher training had included a class in CPR, the workshop had also taught her enough to know that Jack was dead before he hit the ground. Yet, she’d carried on pumping his chest and then breathing into his lungs until the paramedics arrived. Her arms and shoulders were sore for a week.

During the first moments she attempted resuscitation, she willed her life force into him, convinced that he would start breathing on his own. After fifteen minutes, she was exhausted and certain she was expanding the lungs of a corpse. By the time the EMTs relieved her, she felt numb. So much so, that during the ride in the ambulance, the pronouncement of death at the hospital, and even after telling her children the shocking news, she hadn’t cried at all. She’d spoken in an even tone her kids told her sounded falsely calm and somewhat disturbing.

Georgia’s daughter, Margot, admonished her. “Mom, stop talking like that. You could be announcing the network news instead of telling us Daddy just had a heart attack. You’re scaring me. It’s like, any minute, you’re going to crack apart and go flying off in a million pieces.”

At the hospital, Jack’s body was covered with a sheet. Georgia and her three children—Margot, Christopher, and Sebastian—stood in a group hug at the foot of his bed. They were clasping onto each other sobbing when the cardiologist came into the room with a clipboard and a grim look on his face. He looked so young Georgia couldn’t believe he had graduated from college, let alone medical school. Her thoughts strayed, He would graduate from high school at eighteen, college at twenty-two, med school at twenty-six if he got in the first time that he applied, and it probably took him a few years to complete his residency.

She questioned him, “Excuse me, Doctor . . .”

“Harris.”

“Dr. Harris. I was wondering how long you have been practicing cardiology.”

“Five years.”

Five years? This boy could not be in his thirties. Could it be that he went to one of those convenient Caribbean medical colleges?

“Where did you go to school?”

“Cornell.”

Georgia was stunned he’d gone to an Ivy League university and obviously had put in the requisite amount of time to earn his degrees. His face seemed practically as smooth and pink as a child. Am I getting so old that everyone else seems young to me?

There was an uncomfortable pause as the doctor looked around the room and tried to assess how he should proceed. “I am so sorry about your husband. So terribly sorry.” Georgia saw that the young man had tears in his eyes, and she felt touched by his empathy. He went on, “There was nothing any of us could have done differently. Mrs. Best, I heard you started and continued CPR until the emergency team got there. That kind of courage is inspiring. Just please know there was little else you could have done. These are your children?”

“Yes, this is my son Sebastian, daughter Margot, and this is Christopher.”

“My deepest sympathies to all of you. I’m so sorry for your loss. This kind of heart attack is really a worst-case scenario. They are called widowmakers for a reason, as the chances of surviving are less than five percent. There was nothing that could have saved him.”

In that second, Georgia had a moment of clarity. It struck her that this particular myocardial infarction had made a widow out of her, but she had no time to take the moment in because Margot became hysterical.

“Daddy! Noooo! Noooo! Noooo!”

Georgia and Margot’s older brother, Christopher, held onto her elbows to support her as she wailed, and so they missed what happened when Sebastian, the baby of the family, hit the floor with a thud.

Georgia’s head jerked down, but the doctor was already on his knees hovering over her son and taking his pulse.

She whispered close to Margot’s ear, “Honey, my arms are worn out from doing resuscitation on your father. I don’t know how long I can hold onto you. Sit on the bed with me. Just rest a minute. Oh, sweetheart, I promise we’ll get through this. I don’t know how, but it’s my solemn promise. We will get through this.”

Georgia stroked her daughter’s hair and held her gently, just as she’d done when Margot was a child.

Christopher was now squatting next to Sebastian. “It’s going to be all right, buddy. Don’t be embarrassed. Lots of people faint when they’re in shock.”

The doctor spoke firmly to Sebastian. “You stay where you are until your heart rate steadies out. Just try to breathe normally and relax. Does your head hurt? Do you think you hit it?”

“I’m fine. I’m fine. I don’t know what happened. One minute I was standing by Dad, and the next I woke up down here. Please let me get up. Can I at least sit in the chair?”

The doctor nodded to Christopher, and they cautiously helped him up into the green vinyl recliner.

Looking at the anguished face of Sebastian, who was not long ago her sweet baby boy, Georgia felt an oven-like roiling twisting her insides. “Oh no!” she exclaimed to no one in particular. Four seconds later, she was gasping for fresh air as beads of perspiration dripped down between her breasts and her shirt stuck to her skin. She battled the urge to tear her clothing off.

Frantically, Margot pulled away from her embrace. “Eww, Mom, gross.”

Months earlier, Georgia had told her own doctor that she thought she was pretty much done with menopausal symptoms. “I’m looking forward to the next phase of my life. Do you remember the anthropologist Margaret Mead? She said, ‘There is no greater power in the world than the zest of a postmenopausal woman.’ I’m ready for some zest.”

Georgia was thrilled to be past the arduous seven years during which she had endured the explosive sweats she nicknamed her supernovas. The least amount of stress would trigger one.

When her school district, Lincoln West Supervisory Union, had approved her request to attend a symposium on writing standards that could be used across all subject areas, she was honored. It was a full week of study at a center in New Orleans, and it required them to hire a substitute for five days to cover her classes. In return, they asked Georgia to present her findings to the entire staff upon her return. She was happy to do it, although she knew she would be nervous speaking in front of her colleagues. Just as she was beginning her presentation, a hot flash hit her hard. Two drops of perspiration rolled off her nose before she acknowledged to the audience there was a problem. Luckily, the large room had a kitchenette in the front corner. Georgia strode over to it, ripped off a paper towel, and wet it in the sink. She placed the cool towel across her eyes, the top of her face, and her temples.

“Don’t be alarmed folks,” she nearly shouted, “It’s only a power surge. Totally normal for us older gals.”

Her audience laughed, and one of her friends called out, “Take a minute, Georgia. We can wait.”

She went ahead and finished the lecture, although her sodden sweater and trousers seemed to weigh a hundred pounds. Hot flashes were a constant source of embarrassment, and she was gratefully relieved when they finally sputtered to a stop.

Jack’s sudden death had sent her back into a dripping spiral, a relapse of sorts. The night after he died, she passed out from exhaustion for about two hours, only to be jerked awake by the instability of her body’s temperature extremes. She hoped it was caused by the jolt of her jarring morning. When the same thing happened the following night, she was perturbed. After two weeks of the same late-night routine, Georgia was despondent. The new grief-induced menopause only caused night sweats, while her first menopause had her flashing every few hours throughout the day. Though they were milder by comparison, Georgia was still weary, irritable, and depressed.

Each morning, she considered calling her primary care physician and asking for some sleeping pills. She resisted the impulse because she had used them for a few years during her first round with the change of life. They had been shockingly hard to stop taking. After many failed endeavors, she had waited until school was out for the summer and made a plan. On her pre-scheduled week, she cut the pills into smaller and smaller pieces over a five-day period. On the sixth day, she didn’t take anything at all.

That was the night Jack had told her to stop thrashing around so many times that she finally got up and went into her son’s old room. She hadn’t confided in Jack about what she was trying to accomplish, as she never wanted to provide him with ammunition he could use against her in an argument. When he was angry, he was more than capable of stooping quite low.

The day that followed her abstinence, Georgia had stomach cramps and walked around in a very unpleasant haze. She did not sleep at all for the next three nights. It took another full week for her body to regulate itself. She was unwilling to go through it again.

Georgia staggered into the kitchen, hoping against hope she had remembered to set the timer on the coffee machine the previous night. The rich aroma rising from the appliance, along with the sound of sputtering steam, made her feel profoundly comforted. As she poured herself a cup, she noticed her dog, Dolly Parton, who was confined at night in the mud-room by a baby gate that fit snugly into the doorframe. Dolly, a mini Australian Shepherd, stuck her nose through the bars and stared at Georgia with vibrating anticipation. Dolly had tricolor markings, with a mostly blue coat, a white chest, and tan legs and points. She had one pale blue eye and one amber. Georgia thought she was the prettiest dog she had ever seen and deserving of the name of a famous beauty. At this moment, her blue eye shot Georgia a penetrating stare. “Don’t give me that look. I have to have some coffee before I take you out. It’s not optional this morning.”

Each day, Georgia rediscovered that once she got going and started moving around, her languor was manageable. By noon, she always made the conscious decision not to ask for any drugs to help her sleep. Instead, she started calling her friends to plan a long hike. Surely, exercise will tire me out enough that I will sleep tonight.

And, of course, Dolly Parton loved the woods. Aussies need a lot of exercise.
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Three

“Just remember, we’re all in this alone.”

—Lily Tomlin

Yvonne was huffing and puffing as she walked up the steep dirt path. “This is what having a second home does to you. Florida is flat as a pancake. I walked every day during the winter months; I promise you I did. It hardly did me any good at all. Don’t let me hold you two back. If you want to go ahead, my feelings won’t be hurt.” She stopped to catch her breath. Her two friends, Georgia and Linda, stood on either side of her. Linda rubbed her back for a few minutes while they rested. Eventually, Yvonne was able to say something. “This view never gets old. What a gorgeous day.”

It was late March and technically still “mud season” in Vermont. As they walked the byway, the women were forced to skirt around wet areas they referred to as “quicksand,” because, if you stepped into it, the muck could suck the boot right off your foot. The road was lined with deciduous trees, but it was too early for the leaves to burst out of their red bud casings. Patches where the snow cover had melted through to grass provided some muted straw-yellow color, and occasional stands of coniferous trees were a deep forest green. The sun shone brightly, and a fenced pasture in the immediate distance gave way to open fields. Beyond were layers of ridges that rolled in changing hues, more smokelike and lighter farther away. Finally, the entire landscape flowed out to the Green Mountains. The effect was uplifting, and they were overjoyed that after a long, frigid winter, it was now a balmy forty degrees.

Georgia reminded Yvonne, “Walking slower gives me more of a chance to talk to you two. You know I always say, ‘No matter what problems I have when we start our loop, you girls have ironed out the wrinkles by the time we finish.’ Thank God, spring is here. Yvonne, you know I have a twenty-degree rule about hiking. I don’t go out when it’s colder than twenty degrees.”

Linda concurred. “I look at the thermometer before I even bother to pick up the phone to call her. For years, I tried to convince Georgia that if it were sunny enough, she could still enjoy herself despite the freezing weather. Then she complained the entire five and a half miles. I finally gave up. Happy spring, everybody! We can all get in shape again.”

“Yvonne, it was the coldest winter I can remember. You didn’t miss a thing,” Georgia told her.

“My calves are still sore from the hike on Saturday. Going slower will give them time to warm up.” Linda generously tagged on to the round of reassurances. The three women climbed deliberately and silently up the trail. They could hear Dolly Parton as she ran a parallel, but not always straight, course deeper in the woods.

It was Linda who broke the silence. She had once been a natural blonde, though the bangs that peeked out of her knit cap and framed her Viking-blue eyes were now dyed a golden color. Linda was short, about five foot three, and weighed twenty pounds more than she would have liked. It was a never-ending source of frustration for her, because she exercised every day and carefully made all her meals from scratch.

“Georgia, fair warning. Barb’s planning a dinner party. She thinks five months is long enough for you to grieve, and it’s time for you to start dating. She’s going to invite you and try to set you up with a younger man that she knows.”

“No thanks,” Georgia said before she even thought about what was coming out of her mouth.

“She says he won’t mind if you’re ten years older.”

“Oh, that’s so nice of him. What if I mind? Does anybody consider what the woman wants? If I wanted to be with a man—and you both know I do not—I would want somebody my own age. You have more in common that way. Besides, I was clear about it when Jack passed on, that part of my life is over. I’m too old and beat up to want to shed my clothes and be naked with any other man. Never again.”

After a few beats in time, she continued, “Plus men are so much work. I know young people are different now, but I’m hardwired to cook and clean. My mother raised me to be a good wife and mother—it was her primary goal for me. If I had a boyfriend, I would be stuck doing his laundry in five minutes. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself.”

“Well, be prepared for the invitation. You can always turn her down.”

They plodded along quietly for a while until Yvonne had a question. “Can you just go for dinner and have a night out without feeling like they are inflicting the guy on you? Maybe he’d turn out to be a good friend, someone to go to the movies with. Wouldn’t it be fun to buy season tickets to the concert series in Shelburne this summer and have a friend to go with? Or maybe you’d wind up having similar interests and decide to travel together. Is sex really that important at our age? Do you have to worry about that?”

“Platonic friendship would be far more likely if he were in his sixties, instead of forty-eight. I don’t know about the rest of you, but all that really slowed down when my husband was in his late fifties,” Linda stated adamantly.

“I bet you can’t even count on that anymore,” Georgia speculated. “With all these penis pills on the market, even the old guys are probably demanding entire nights of repeat sex.” Her eyes bugged out because she had a sudden brainstorm. “I want to know why they have figured out a way to give an old man an erection for two days, but not how to stabilize a hot flash.”

She was furious at the thought of it.

“Another bad night?” Linda asked.

“The house was so quiet it was hard to fall asleep. I heard every creak and groan of the building. I never even noticed such tiny noises before Jack died. Then I woke up for the usual sweaty reason at three. On a hot flash intensity scale of one to ten, I would give it an eight. That’s unheard of at my age.”

“What does Dr. Gluck say about you suddenly having hot flashes again?” Yvonne asked as she tugged her jacket down over her trim behind. She took her hat off and stuck it between her knees as she cinched her dark, shoulder-length hair into a ponytail.

“He says he has seen it happen before. He thinks it’s the stress from the shock of the day . . . and grief, of course. I live that morning over and over in my head. The slightest thing can trigger intrusive thoughts.”

It actually surprised Georgia that she was so consistently distraught over her husband’s death. She and Jack had been together for over thirty years, but long ago, they had reached an emotional plateau that stretched before them into the foreseeable future. It sometimes felt like a death march. There were many days they’d had very little to say to each other, and it annoyed her to go to the trouble of making a home-cooked meal when her husband barely bothered with table conversation.

Eventually, she would have to threaten him. “I’m not going to cook anymore if I have to sit here in silence and listen to you chew.”

“I work hard. I’m tired at the end of the day.”

Jack would make an effort for a few weeks, she had to give him that, but he would eventually fall into his old habits. In the candlelit quiet, the only sounds were soft music she had carefully chosen and his knife and fork scraping against their good china. At times, Georgia thought dark things like, I should take this bowl of garlic-mashed potatoes and dump it over his big bald head. That would get his attention. After dinner, he would take the dog outside and throw a ball for her while Georgia cleaned up the kitchen. When he was done, he’d popped in to say hello before he retired to his rec room turned cigar-and-sports cave to watch the game. Any game. Georgia was left to select one of the several books she was reading or watch a movie. When it was late enough, she was finally freed from her boredom by sleep.

It wasn’t a bad life. They didn’t argue much, and they enjoyed all the traditions they had made together with their children. Christmas was nearly a week of get-togethers. The holiday was officially launched when all of the families—hers, Linda’s, and Yvonne’s—went out to a farm owned by other friends and cut down the trees they had all preselected and marked in August.

The night of the cutting, Georgia laid out hot appetizers wrapped in layers of flaky dough, nuts, olives, cheeses, and cured meats as Jack opened a beautiful bottle of rosé. Their three children joined them for the party. They reminisced over their collection of ornaments as they hung them up, and a fire roared.

That same week, there was the community sing-along night, and Jack always bought an entire table of tickets for the Rotary Club’s holiday fundraiser. They hosted an annual dinner party on December 23, and Yvonne and her husband Rolland’s open house was on Christmas Eve, after which the kids came home and slept in their old rooms. Georgia’s immediate family opened gifts in the morning after coffee, and by the time they had a standing rib roast mid-afternoon, they were all satisfied.

The rest of the year wasn’t as intense, but it was full. There were New Year’s Eve and Day holidays, the birthdays of five family members and their friends, sugar on snow in March, Easter, Memorial Day, a long weekend for the Fourth of July, the Labor Day barbeque, Thanksgiving, outings for Christmas shopping, and then it started all over again. It seemed there was always an event on their social calendar, and both Jack and Georgia looked forward to the children getting married, and to being grandparents.

However, so much was left unspoken between them that Georgia felt lonely much of the time. This nearly came to a crisis when the children grew up and left home. She didn’t know anyone who had suffered as much as she had with the empty nest. Her children shared her sense of humor, and constantly joked around in their own special code.

One day, when they were young, the kids were all having breakfast at the table by the large-paned glass window in her kitchen. A robin with an enormous puffed up chest flew to the birdfeeder on the other side. Georgia, referring to their school principal, said, “Oh, look, children. Mr. Martin has come to call on us.”

All three of them guffawed. They recognized instantly the red chest as a metaphor for Mr. Martin’s extreme demeanor of self-importance.

Margot seamlessly added, “Well, hello, Mr. Martin. Yes, we know you are a very busy man. Yes, we do feel honored you are here.”

“Yes, sir, and we all know you are also on the board of selectmen,” Christopher said as he rolled his eyes.

Sebastian wasn’t at the elementary school yet, as he was only five, but he joined in saying, “Meesta Mawwtin.”

That sent Georgia and her children into waves of giggling hilarity. Georgia was actually crying with laughter, and all day long, she would crack up thinking about it.

Many years later, after the children were grown and on their own, Jack was sitting at the head of the table with a magazine next to his plate. On the cover was a politician who looked a bit like their family dentist. She and the children had remarked to each other on the resemblance before. Georgia was standing next to his chair placing serving bowls of food in front of him.

“Look!” she said with a laugh. “Dr. Morris’s brother is running for governor again.”

Jack met her eyes with a scowl and uttered a taciturn upbraid. “I don’t understand what you are trying to tell me.”

Georgia felt certain he had understood her wisecrack. She felt breathless, as if she had been cut off at the knees. “The man on the cover looks like our dentist.”

“I always hated when you and the kids played games like that.”

I guess he told me, Georgia thought. She was wounded but wouldn’t let him see her break down.

Georgia walked out of the room, went out to the back porch, and sat down. She had a glass of wine with her that she sipped slowly. When she had finished it, she went into the dining room and cleared the table. She ate her own dinner out of the serving bowls as she cleaned up the kitchen. Georgia felt misunderstood and unappreciated. She was tired of her husband’s hostility.

It was only after Jack died that she concluded he had shown his love for her with his actions. He tried to tell her many times, “Talk is cheap. I like it when people do.” She remembered how he used to stop by a specialty bakery on his days off and bring her home a cheddar popover. He often mentioned how long he waited to make sure the one he brought to her was piping hot and fresh from the oven. She ran out of gas three times after he was gone because Jack had always maintained the car she drove and kept her tank filled. When the first snowfall came, she realized she had not lifted a shovel in thirty-two years. Yet, he’d always cleared a path from her front door to car door so thoroughly that she had barely gotten her shoes wet.

During the time they’d lived together, Georgia continually complained to her friends that her husband didn’t try to converse with her. It was what she had chosen to focus on, and now she was ashamed of herself. She thanked God no one had been able to read her mind. Many times, she had fantasized about starting her life over again alone. Given her upbringing, she couldn’t even contemplate divorce, and so, in her fantasy, she was set free by Jack’s untimely death. Her daydreams had her friends gathered around her as she inherited money from a life insurance policy. With the total support of her community, and after an appropriate period of grieving, she took a trip around the world, to all the places her husband had refused to go to when he was alive.

Now that Jack was actually dead, she suffered guilt so keen it bordered on fixation. Although she knew she hadn’t actually killed him, she worried she had somehow psychically paved the way. God heard me every time I did it. I pretended he was dead so I could imagine meeting a retired English professor on Bali. What if God thought by striking Jack down, He was answering my prayers?

Georgia was sick with regret. What a fool I have been! I would give anything for one more minute with him. He was my entire life, and now that life is over.

Over cupcakes in a downtown coffee shop, Georgia tried to talk to Linda about it, but her friend became exasperated. “It’s a tragedy what happened to Jack, but your whole life is still ahead of you. Nothing is over. Look at you: your hair is still a glorious tawny color, you have a great figure, and those twinkling golden cat eyes. You have the vitality of someone half your age. Men still check you out, in case you haven’t noticed. You are barely middle-aged.”

“Linda, I am not middle-aged because I am not going to live to be a hundred and sixteen. When did old become a dirty word? I am old and guess what? You are older than I am. The truth is, I’m fine with aging, it’s the being alone part I find horrible.”

“Science is making advances all the time. Maybe we’ll live well into our hundreds. You don’t know, and who says that you have to be alone? When you have healed a bit more, the right person will come along.”

“You drive me crazy with the denial. We’re not youthful anymore. Remember when our kids were young and they would refer to profanity as the f-word and the sh-word. Instead of saying old, I am going to start saying ‘the o-word.’ Perhaps that will take the power out of it for you. Nobody promised us we were going to stay dewy and blooming forever. It’s time to get over our preoccupation with age. I would much rather be the woman I am today than the girl I was forty years ago. Even twenty years ago.”

“I thought you said your life was over.”

“It is over, but at least I am comfortable in my own skin.”

“According to you, a very wrinkled parchment-like skin; the skin of a crone.” Linda’s eyes twinkled with challenge. She stuck her tongue out at Georgia, then dragged it to the side and crossed her eyes with a goofy smile on her face. Georgia held her cupcake by the paper liner between her thumb and forefinger and pushed the top pile of icing into Linda’s nose while her eyes were still crossed. Linda screeched with surprise and delight.

“Oh, oh, oh! Har, har, harrrr!” she bleated. She had the most unusual and contagious laugh Georgia had ever heard, and she had done far more outrageous things to get Linda going. Georgia’s laughter in response erupted so quickly she had to lay her head down on the table and her crossed arms. She felt helpless and giddy as she convulsed. The teenage boy behind the counter shot the pair a warning look, which made Linda guffaw even louder.

“Oh, sure, he’s the ‘hilarious’ watchdog. What is he going to do? Call the cops? ‘Yes, officer, there are two old women here laughing too hard.’”

“I thought you hated the o-word.”

“F-word you!” Linda shot back, and with that, she scooped her vanilla icing off the top of her cupcake and wiped it down the length of Georgia’s long braid that hung over her left shoulder. Though Georgia remained bent over heaving with laughter, she knew they were behaving badly, and she felt sorry for the boy who was just trying to do his job. Georgia stood up, grabbed a fistful of napkins, handed a ten-dollar tip to the teenager, and held the door open for Linda to exit. Covered with frosting, they linked arms and ran down the street before anyone could question them about their food fight.
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Four

“It’s discouraging to think how many people are shocked by honesty and how few by deceit.”

—Noël Coward

Kenny was furious with his stepdaughter. Zelda had been a difficult child, a surly teenager, and an impulsive young adult. When his wife passed away, Zelda’s lack of impulse control swelled dangerously into self-destruction. He understood how bad things were when one night, five years earlier, he got a phone call at four in the morning.

“Mr. Simmons? I’m calling from Westington County Hospital. Sir, your daughter has been in a car accident. She’s going to be all right, but we have had to restrain her. She says she took the drug Molly—that’s Ecstasy—but we think she actually ingested something else.”

“What do you think it was?”

“The kids buy cheap drugs. It’s probably some generic version of a designer drug. We think it was bath salts, which is very bad news. She’s in a state we call ‘excited delirium,’ meaning she’s acting psychotic. Hallucinating. There were eight kids brought in together and they’re all in the same condition. They were in two cars racing down Main Street in DeGranit.”

He closed his eyes in silent prayer. “Who was driving?” Kenny’s voice croaked on the last word.

“Your daughter was in the passenger seat. Mr. Simmons, you should know the boy who was the driver was badly hurt and is going to have to have an amputation.”

Kenny let out an exhalation of air so long he only then discovered he had been holding his breath.

He flew to the hospital in a panic. When he was finally allowed to see Zelda, he was appalled to find her covered with abrasions, the white part of her right eye blood red and swollen.

“I insist an ophthalmologist be brought in immediately,” he said firmly.

The ER physician said, “We can set you up with an appointment later in the week. There’s no reason it has to be done right now. She is still agitated, and we have seven other teenaged patients to take care of. They are in far worse shape than she is.”

“Then you better call your security, Doc, because I’m not leaving this hospital until an eye specialist sees my daughter. If you don’t listen to me, I will make sure everyone in the building hears me.”

“Dad,” Zelda protested weakly from her hospital bed. Despite the fact that she was drugged half out of her mind, her stepfather still managed to embarrass her, but even in her delirium, she knew better than to argue with Kenny when he dug in his heels.

By the time the ophthalmologist showed up, Zelda was coming down off her extreme high. He examined her eye and put a treatment plan in place. The doctors decided to hold her for a few more hours to observe her condition, and Zelda fell asleep.

Unsure what to do with himself, Kenny decided to take a walk. He went to the payment office where they were starting their workday. “My stepdaughter is about to be discharged from the hospital. Her health insurance won’t cover everything. I’d like to write you a check for the out-of-pocket charges.” He laid his photo identification on the gray Formica counter in front of the female clerk.

She was startled, but picked up his license and read his name, “Mr. Simmons? How old is your stepdaughter?”

“She’s eighteen.”

“Oh, then she is the one who is responsible for the bills. They will be sent to her.”

He was frustrated that the woman didn’t understand him. “She can’t pay them. Zelda doesn’t have any money.”

“We can set her up with a payment plan.”

Kenny tried using his most reasonable tone of voice when he said, “I’ll pay the full amount now.”

It was her turn to be frustrated. “It doesn’t work that way. We wait for the insurance companies to weigh in . . . and then, to be honest, most people negotiate the cost of the expenses.”

“I’m not buying a used car. I assume you people know what you are doing and how much to charge for it.”

“It’s complicated, depending on your coverage and the provider. I recommend you wait until the bill is generated. Then, call and talk to the head of our department.”

Kenny was already in a rattled state and was further shaken by this disclosure. He and his wife had had health insurance when she got sick, but he never questioned anyone when the medical bills came. He’d always paid them all in full. But he felt drawn to get back to his stepdaughter and didn’t feel he had the time to debate this matter further. He thanked the woman and went back to Zelda’s hospital room.

For the next five years, Zelda remained in and out of serious trouble, rehabilitation facilities, Alcoholics Anonymous, and Narcotics Anonymous. She bounced between their home in the country, couches of fellow addicts in the city of DeGranit, and wherever her newest boyfriend lived. During her most recent stretch of sobriety, she had met a young man at a meeting named Larry, and they’d started dating.

Kenny objected. “I thought the twelve-step rules said you had to wait a year to date.”

“There are no rules, Dad. There are only suggestions.”

He knew from experience that the more he talked with her about his concerns, the more unruly she would become. It was even possible that she would be determined that Larry was “Mr. Right.”

One day, when Kenny drove over to Montpelier to take Zelda out to lunch, he saw her and Larry standing on a curb together. She kissed the man goodbye and started running toward Kenny’s car with a blissful expression on her face. Larry’s appearance irked Kenny. He was exactly Zelda’s type, his shirt thrown over his right shoulder, naked from the waist up and covered with tattoos and body piercings. Both of his upper arms appeared to have intricate short sleeves drawn on them, and a blue and black winged pattern snaked across his back. Very classy, Kenny thought as he shuddered.

When he learned Larry had joined the service and would soon be leaving for boot camp, Kenny was relieved. Relieved, that was, until Zelda announced she was pregnant. He went into a panic. What a mess! I wish her mother were here to talk it over. I have no idea how to handle this.

Zelda was thrilled by the news that she was expecting; she had complete faith in Larry and their new love. She was quite sure once Larry got used to the idea, he would make a great father. She was naïve about how the baby would change her life and about parenting in general.

“When the baby’s born, I can take it with me to work. There’s room in the back office of the shop to put a crib or play-pen. Is that what you call it? A playpen? I have a girlfriend who knows all about social services. In Vermont, they even help you pay for daycare.”

Kenny fumed. Zelda had moved in and out of his house because he would not enable her addictions. She had not been able to maintain an apartment or keep a job for long, although she had been working at the jewelry shop for five months now. He thought about the future costs for the baby’s cavities and music lessons, saving for college, and ski equipment.

What is the point of living in Vermont if a kid can’t ski?

“Do you even know how much a child needs for lunch money and field trips?” he asked.

“Oh, they have free and reduced lunch programs.”

“Yeah, and then the other kids will tease him. Or her.”

“I don’t think so.”

Kenny felt like Zelda was walking off a cliff, and there was no way he could save her. Her delusion about a happy family ended abruptly when she got a text message from Larry that read, “If you want to ruin your life and have the baby, that is your problem. I don’t want anything to do with either of you.”

Eventually, Zelda confided in Kenny. She handed her phone to him and let him read the message. She was quiet and appeared numb. Bruise-colored smudges shadowed her tear-filled eyes.

Kenny sent out a silent prayer: Please give her the strength to handle it. Please. He arranged for Zelda to leave the halfway house she had been living in because she wanted to move back home. He wasn’t thrilled about the situation and extra responsibility but recognized that things could get much worse if she started using again.

These were supposed to be his golden years. He hadn’t planned on raising another child. He worried about it so much he started to get a fluttering feeling in his chest. It happened often enough that he broke down and made an appointment to see Dr. Gluck.

“Well, your blood pressure is a bit high. What’s going on with you?” The doctor leaned forward in his chair as Kenny talked about his stepdaughter. Dr. Gluck was a great listener. He nodded when Kenny spoke and made sympathetic eye contact. He had learned early in his career that judgment wasn’t helpful in medicine. Given the right conditions, all human beings were capable of a wide array of behaviors. He often said, “Extraordinary circumstances require extraordinary solutions.”

“Kenny, I want you to start walking every day. At least three miles.”

“Three miles? I’m sixty-two years old.”

“Three miles. At least. Get some rain gear for inclement weather and some good walking shoes. You’ll probably have to pay close to a hundred dollars for them. Walk every day. You can take Sunday off. I want to see you again in two months.”

“Well. Okay. I guess I can use some exercise, but I don’t even know where to go.”

“Pick a dirt road and start walking, Kenny. Fresh air and the sounds of nature will do you nothing but good.”

“Shouldn’t I ease into this, Frank? I’ve never been very active. What happens if I’m out on some country road and I start having the heart palpitations? Isn’t that dangerous?”

“No one ever died from a good stretch of the legs, Kenny. I’ll tell you what, if it makes you feel more comfortable, walk along Route 200. There are always people passing by, and most of them know who you are. Your neighbors will stop if you flag them down.”

“All right, if you say so. Wish me luck.”
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Five

“Come my friends, ‘tis not too late to seek a newer world.”

—Alfred, Lord Tennyson

Yvonne’s son was eating a sandwich at her kitchen table. “Does it have enough mustard on it, honey?”

“Mom, when you were gone all winter, I was perfectly capable of making my own lunch.”

“I know you’re a grown man now, Spencer, but I like to spoil you. Don’t feel special. I like to spoil everyone.”

She loved her child to pieces, but she still had a hard time looking directly at him. His face had been damaged in a car accident, and he had been left with a ragged scar that ran from the right corner of his mouth to the top of his right ear. The hair above the ear looked mangy and rough because the scalp hadn’t healed right. He also had an empty shirtsleeve because he had lost his left arm in that same accident, when he was seventeen, on the night that he got drunk and high and took a girl out for a joy ride. Apparently, they were racing another car down the busiest road in DeGranit and ran right through the traffic light. Yvonne’s only solace was that no one was killed. Although she forgave her son’s mistake because he had been so young when it happened, she couldn’t tolerate the change in his appearance. Her perfect baby had been mutilated. Defaced. The saddest part was he had done it to himself.

Spencer had been a beautiful child. He had her bright green eyes, but he was as blond as she was dark haired. His high coloring turned the flush of his cheeks into a shade of magenta when it was cold outside. As a boy he had laughed easily and often, even when he was a tiny baby. Because his expression was open and his features perfect, people fawned over him.

“Look at that child! Why, he should be in television commercials. He is gorgeous, oh, and look at the way he laughs. Yes, you are a living doll, you are gorgeous you. Ha! He’s covering his face and playing peek-a-boo. You are one lucky mom.”

Yvonne knew that she was lucky. No one had to tell her that.

As he grew up, he was what everyone assumed he would become. Spencer was a good student, a talented athlete, and well-liked by everyone. Though he was included in the popular clique at the high school, he didn’t identify himself with them exclusively.

Yvonne once heard him joke with a friend, “Yeah, I suppose I am the geekiest of the cool kids and maybe the coolest of the geeks. Maybe.”

In any case, he would not leave any of his friends behind. He was like the Pied Piper, calling everyone to play miniature golf, Ultimate Frisbee, or to meet at the swimming hole by the covered bridge. Spencer was all about the more, the merrier.

The whole town was shocked when they heard what happened. The event seemed completely out of character for him. Some kids on a competing lacrosse team had invited Spencer and a few others to a party in DeGranit. He’d gone because he wanted to meet up with a girl with whom, all his friends told Yvonne, he had fallen instantly in love. They all talked about her jet black hair that was so long and shiny that it tossed and shimmered every time she moved.

The night of the party, Spencer commented on the striking contrast between her hair and eyes. He surprised himself when he told her, “Your eyes are the clearest blue I’ve ever seen.” He dared to touch her cheek. “Your skin is perfect. It’s what I imagine ivory looks like.”

She answered him in a husky voice barely above a whisper, “It’s an Irish thing. My family is black Irish, although that’s actually an American term. My people came from Galway when the Irish were considered low caste. Even the other Catholics shunned us here. The congregation wouldn’t allow my great-grandparents to be buried in the Catholic cemetery. You know the spot they call Irish Hill? There’s a small graveyard in there. That’s where my ancestors are buried, away from the others.”

She seemed thrilled to tell him about her plans to use the hallucinogenic drug Ecstasy that night. As a teenage boy, ecstasy was exactly what Spencer constantly dreamed about, and he wished he could experience it with Zelda, but without the drugs. He was so taken with the beautiful girl that he’d convinced himself it wouldn’t be bad to join her. He’d heard lots of pop songs that mentioned Molly, MDMA, and Ecstasy. Apparently, it was a cool club drug in the big cities. Besides, he rationalized, it was only this one time.

They were all staying over at their friend’s house for the night because everyone knew better than to drink and drive. What was the worst that could happen? Zelda brought a bag of pills she had purchased and then sold some to other kids at the party. She only took a small profit for herself, just something for her trouble and the time she put in tracking them down.

The police report filed the next day was the only factual information that Spencer’s family had about what happened after he made his unfortunate decision. Spencer remembered nothing, the other kids very little, and they were all intoxicated, so their recollections were unreliable at best. As horrible as the surgery for his amputation had been, the trauma to his brain was worse. For five years, he’d fought his way back from oblivion, out of a wheelchair, and finally learned how to speak and read again.

When Yvonne glanced at him across her kitchen now, her heart was torn apart by the sight of the thick jagged scars across her child’s face and head.

He was scrutinizing the local paper when he abruptly looked up and smiled. This caused her to stop dead in her tracks, for it was the open, animated smile of the boy she used to know. The tears that had been forming in her eyes dried instantly. Yvonne, whose maternal instincts ran deep, recognized his expression for the milestone it was. She held her breath and waited.

He said, “Mom, I’ve got to read this to you. It’s hilarious.”

By way of a response, she went over to stand behind him. For the first time since the accident, she laid her hand on the shoulder of the arm he had lost and squeezed it.
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Six

“I believe in intuitions and inspirations.
I sometimes feel that I am right.
I do not KNOW that I am.”

—Albert Einstein

Zelda had been eighteen that fateful night of the party in DeGranit. Exactly twelve months earlier, her mother, Sharon Simmons, a petite spitfire of a woman, had died of ovarian cancer. Her mom had spent seven gutsy years fighting for her life, so Zelda tried hard to believe her when she insisted she was a statistical outlier.

“The doctors say there’s only a five percent chance for a cure. I will be one of those in the five percent.”

Until the day she died, Sharon held on to the hope that she could survive the disease, but Zelda was terrified at the thought of losing her, and consequently she clung to her mom at a time when most people her age were pushing their parents away. During the regular intervals when Sharon’s health took a downturn, Zelda often fell into frantic spells of desperation. She had nightmares that caused her to cry out in the night, and her parents would find her sitting up in bed, clammy from a cold sweat. Five years into Sharon’s treatments, the family doctor put Zelda on a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor, an antidepressant that was supposed to help control her anxiety. They did not notice any change in her night terrors, so they all agreed to let her stop taking it.

Zelda lived in a state of prolonged hypervigilance. There was a part of her that believed if she were a good, good girl, she would be rewarded with her mother’s life. She watched the nurses, doctors, and other hospital personnel when they attended to Sharon, and became a precocious caregiver. After every chemotherapy session, she slept with her mother so she could respond instantly, whenever Sharon needed a sip of water or help getting to the bathroom when she was nauseous. Kenny, as her stepfather, was concerned about Zelda taking on such an adult role, but he also knew better than to act on his instincts alone. He consulted with a psychologist who told him that all children were different, and if this helped her to feel a sense of control over Sharon’s illness, he should let her do it.

Kenny could remember a night when the three of them decided it was time to shave Sharon’s head. Two days after her second intravenous chemotherapy treatment, as Sharon leaned over a bowl of cereal at breakfast, a clump of her hair fell into her organic granola. She didn’t say anything to anyone because she wasn’t yet ready to face the reality. She’d seen other patients in the treatment center who’d lost every follicle including their eyebrows and eyelashes. They went through a period of time when they resembled a hairless alien. As the family was having dinner together around the table that evening, both Kenny and Zelda spotted errant strands floating down from Sharon’s head onto her plate and the tabletop. Trying to be helpful, Kenny pointed it out to her. She burst into tears as her bubble of denial burst.

“Don’t you think I know it? Can you just baaaaaacccck . . .” Sharon gasped and choked on the word, but eventually, managed “off?”

Kenny was so surprised by her explosion that he raised his eyebrows and let out a soft whistle, but otherwise remained silent.

Zelda stood behind her mother’s chair, and reached around Sharon’s shoulders to hug her firmly. With the most tender of expressions, she laid her young face between her mother’s shoulder blades. Sharon didn’t protest at all. Eventually Zelda slid her cheek up next to her mother’s. Kenny could hear Zelda as she quietly said, “Mom, I think it’s time.”

Sharon was silent for several seconds. Zelda still had her arms wrapped around her, when finally her mother nodded up and down in a slow motion. Afterwards she pinched the bridge of her nose between both index fingers. Her daughter left the area near the table and set about gathering up equipment she deemed necessary for the task ahead of her. They could hear her climb the stairs and move from room to room. Doors and cabinets opened and then closed.

“What is she doing?” Sharon wanted to know.

“I don’t know, Shar. I’m kind of afraid to say anything right now. I don’t want to upset you any more than I already have.”

“Kenny, it’s not you, it’s . . .” She waved her hand around in the air trying to communicate something but ultimately wound up pointing to her head.

Zelda returned with Kenny’s double-edged razor. “I think we should use this one, Kenny. A disposable won’t work well enough for this job. I hope it’s okay I grabbed it out of your bathroom, I found fresh blades and put one in.” She also carried shaving cream and two clean towels across one arm.

Sharon looked at the assemblage and said, “Honey, you shouldn’t have to do this. You’re my daughter, still a child; it’s not right.”

Zelda ignored her and went into the kitchen to fill a big bowl with warm water. She dragged a comfortable chair out on the back deck and called for her mother to come.

“I want to do it, Mom. You’re on that blood thinner. I’m not going to trust anyone else because they might cut you.”

“But, sweetheart, you might cut me. You’ve never done this before.” Sharon put her head down on the table, already lamenting the loss of her crowning glory and her daughter’s guileless trust in her own abilities at such a tender age. She suddenly felt furious because she had already forfeited so much—body parts, her sexuality, and her good health. There wasn’t a moment in any day that she wasn’t in pain.

“Mom, I will be careful, more careful than anybody else.”

Defeated by the truth in her child’s words, Sharon stood and walked out the kitchen door to the deck. Surprisingly, in direct opposition to her heartache, the summer night was a glorious spectacle. A dome of glittering stars showed off their majesty. Just as she was getting settled in the chair, a meteorite flared and fell across the sky. The lush green lawn of their backyard emanated a fresh herbal scent and sparkled with so many fireflies it was difficult to tell where the dark sky ended and the lightning bugs began.

“Look at this miracle of an evening. It’s like God is mocking my suffering.”

“I think it’s an omen, Mom. He’s not mocking, he’s telling us everything is going to turn out great. Not just fine, but great.” Zelda didn’t really believe what she was saying, but she felt it was her job to keep her mother’s spirits up. Every time Zelda scraped the razor across her mother’s scalp, Sharon wept anew. She paused between strokes until Sharon collected herself, and then started again. It took two full hours to complete the shave, but she did so patiently, patting her mother’s arm from time to time. The sheer effort of trying to sound positive left Zelda revved up in a state of anxiety, until she crashed from emotional exhaustion.

The last week of Sharon’s life, Zelda took up residency on her bed with her. When her mother cried out in pain, Zelda always knew exactly what she needed.

“Take a sip of this water, Mom. Take the straw. That’s it. It’s nice and cold. Mom, you can’t help it if you pee. It’s not like you have control over it. Don’t cry, Mom. Here, work with me and we’ll change the pad.”

“Wait for the nurse, honey . . . not your job,” Sharon croaked out.

“She won’t be here until ten. We’re not doing that; it will irritate your skin.”

It was Kenny’s job to keep track of the narcotics. He would have liked to do more, but inserting himself between mother and daughter was nearly impossible. He had learned that lesson long ago. Zelda had been five when Kenny met Sharon, a single mother. The two were extraordinarily close, and he felt it was wise to take his time earning his way into their circle of trust.

During Sharon’s last month, Kenny experienced a difficult moment that raised his suspicion. His accounting of pills came up short. When he asked Zelda about it she said, “Oh, I forgot to tell you, Mom’s had breakthrough pain. She couldn’t wait the four hours.”

Kenny had a gut feeling she wasn’t telling him the truth, and as soon as the home health workers arrived and freed up some of his time, he drove to the local hardware store and bought a small, lockable safe to keep the narcotics secure. He promised himself he would administer every dose in the future. It was an awkward moment when he announced this to Zelda, but he was exceedingly troubled by her lie, and it turned out, in the end, he had every right to be concerned.

Zelda was dumbfounded on the day she watched her mother draw her last breath. Sharon had close calls that were nearly heart-stopping before, but she proved herself to be resilient. For over seven years—eighty-seven months—though she experienced downturns, she managed to rally enough to participate in her family’s life. And all the while, she maintained her determination to be among the small percentage of women who survived this particular cancer diagnosis. On this night, Sharon’s breath became so faint that Zelda was alarmed. She laid her head on her mother’s pillow, nose-to-nose and just a few inches away from the air pushed out by her exhalation. Within seconds Zelda found her own breathing became synchronized to Sharon’s shallow pull and release. She fixated on every labored pant, almost as if she were trying to breathe for her.

Sharon’s eyes had been closed all day but now her lids fluttered as she turned her head and looked deeply into Zelda’s eyes. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m not going to . . .” and she was gone.

At first Zelda didn’t believe it was over. It had been peaceful, the opposite of the drama she thought would accompany death. Her mother’s life force had swirled around and above her and within seconds it drained from the bedroom. Kenny was downstairs cleaning up the dinner he had made for them. She was nearly in a daze as she walked to the top of the oak stairs to call for him. Though her voice sounded relatively even and strong, she felt like she had been bludgeoned. About a week later, after the activity surrounding the funeral ended and the family and friends returned home, she actively began to seek out ways to dull her extraordinary grief.

Her need to numb her feelings of intense mourning had led to the accident on Main Street in DeGranit. It was a travesty that carried with it a high cost of collateral damage. All the other kids involved were injured much worse than Zelda. Many of the other parents in town blamed Kenny’s stepdaughter entirely and said so openly. The local paper published a letter to the editor that stopped short of naming her, but detailed her actions on that fateful night. It was clear she had supplied the drug that stupefied the young people. It was reported they’d thought they were in some sort of spacecraft instead of Spencer’s family’s Subaru and another family’s Audi sedan that both wound up being totaled. The teenagers were also over the legal limit for alcohol, and it was widely known the family that hosted the party had a habit of looking the other way. Ironically, no one was angry with these parents who were supposed to be supervising. All the blame was leveled at Zelda.

During the debacle, Kenny had gone into an empty Catholic church and lit a votive candle for his wife. He was one of many Catholics who found themselves in a lifelong holding pattern waiting for the church to change. He couldn’t abide many of the policies of his religion, particularly the role that women were asked to play and its stance on family planning, but in times of great need, he chose to practice selective traditions. I suppose I’m a cafeteria Catholic, he reflected, I hope that doesn’t mean I’m a hypocrite too. Look kindly on me today, Lord, for I am lost.

Kenny sat in the second pew and took in the scent of bees-wax and incense. He pulled a velvet-covered kneeler out and went down onto it, his elbows up on the back of the bench in front of him. When he folded his hands in prayer, he broke down, gasping and, despite trying to hold his feelings in, shedding many tears. Finally, he spoke aloud to the crucifix hanging over the altar, but he was actually addressing his wife.

“How do I help her, Sharon? How?”

He screamed the last question, and the volume of his voice startled him. For one wild moment he was fearful that he might be losing his mind. He was also flustered, thinking he might have been overheard, so he scurried back down the aisle making the sign of the cross. He sprinted out the high, carved, double front doors. They closed slowly and softly behind him with barely a whisper.

Without knowing he had come to a decision, Kenny began to take action. First, he set meetings with the head of retirement services for his company and his personal financial advisor. He studied all the information he was given and created a spreadsheet to outline the pros and cons of early retirement. Then, he contacted a realtor whom he knew through the Rotary Club. He told the man that Zelda had always dreamed about having a horse and a dog. He wanted to see properties out in the deep country where she could keep both.

His list of requirements for a new home was extensive. It had to be far enough away from DeGranit so people wouldn’t automatically associate Kenny and Zelda with the tragedy that had occurred or Zelda with illegal drugs. He wanted a place with essentially two master bedroom suites so they could each have privacy. It had to have a covered front porch deep enough to protect a long comfortable couch and must face west so they could watch the sunset. Kenny also wanted a deck or sunroom where they could have coffee and enjoy the morning sun. The property was to have its own pond, a running stream so they would hear the tranquil sound of water, established gardens, a fenced pasture for the horse, and a barn. In addition, he hoped for a three-car garage with a workshop. This last part was for him. All the other things on the list he hoped would help Zelda to heal.

Their new house was on Millhouse Road in Moorestown. As requested, it did have its own small swimming pond, but it also sat high above a larger one. Millhouse Pond was over a hundred acres in size. That made it big enough to accommodate two pairs of nesting loons, despite the fact they are extremely territorial. It was a pristine body of water that teemed with fish and consequently drew large birds of prey. Bald eagles, hawks, ospreys, and great herons were common sights. The pond was roughly kidney shaped, and just where the kidney curved inward was a small island. The lake was nestled into a basin-shaped valley. On every side of the water, the land rose quickly to become mountainous. Kenny noticed someone had constructed a rope swing over a large rock on the water’s edge. A dirt path wound all the way around the pond, and logging roads shot off into the woods. He hoped Zelda would make some new friends and bring them here.

Zelda did not appreciate his new vision. She was red-faced with fury when he talked about leaving DeGranit. She was still hanging out with the wrong crowd, so he started seeing a counselor who helped him to remain strong as he sold their home and filed his retirement documents. Because she was of legal age, he couldn’t force her to do anything, but she was still dependent upon him financially as she recovered from her injuries. He steeled himself not to buy into her objections. The police were watching Zelda’s every move; if he didn’t do something soon, he was afraid she would wind up in jail. And in the middle of his many sleepless nights, his fears ran amuck. If Zelda continued down this dangerous path, prison, in fact, might be the safest of all possible outcomes.
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Seven

“I felt my lungs inflate with the onrush of scenery—air, mountains, trees, people.
I thought, this is what it is to be happy.”

—Sylvia Plath

Georgia was back in bed with her first cup of coffee. She pulled all her blinds wide open. The wall across from her was a series of glass doors, and through them she had a sweeping view of the garden around her pool. Beyond it, a bit farther out, was a hay pasture. Farther still in the distance, across the entire valley floor, Alese Peak rose before her a soaring nine hundred feet.

She knew the hiking trail that went up the mountain very well. It was of moderate difficulty, maybe two and one-half miles out and back. The trail access was on private land near the historic grounds of Bowen Farm, and it passed by a few points of interest including an old cellar hole, a waterfall, and a high-elevation saddle formed between Bragg Mountain and Alese Peak. Just where it merged with an old logging road, the trail became public property, exactly at the same point when the forest began to mix and turn from hardwood to evergreen. Hikers who made it to the top were rewarded with a panoramic view of cascading beaver ponds that were fed by blue snowmelt spilling over from one shallow basin down into the next. From the edge of the last pond was a waterfall that roared all year long.

When Georgia turned her head to her left double window, she observed that the grass in the pasture was quite tall. Spencer would come by soon to cut it down and bale it up for his cows; it was an arrangement, which suited both of them. The tall blades were topped with seed florets that had collected a sparkling top layer of dew, and the low rising sun reflected off the water droplets. She was fascinated by one shining spot that shone as if a mirror had been placed out there. It shot a beam of light through her windows and cast a flickering apparition on her dark green bedroom wall. Georgia watched the little spirit dance, and she smiled.

This was a perfect Vermont summer day. The air blowing in was cool and, therefore, denser than that contained inside the house. She could almost see it pour across the sill, into her room, and down onto her bedroom floor. Georgia got up, opened the hinged glass doors, and dove back into bed. The morning air swirled in; she loved its coolness against her face and arms. The rest of her was cozy, hunkered down under her summer quilt as she savored her dark roast coffee.

When she went out into the kitchen, she opened the front and back doors of the house, too. Now was the time to fill her home with chill because, in a few hours, she would close some of the windows and doors to trap it. It would be a full, sunny summer day. The forecast had projected temperatures to reach eighty-six degrees. For now, though, she was as comfortable as a person could be, propped up by three pillows watching the golden light rise from the east and shimmer over her gardens. Below Georgia’s double window was a weeping cherry tree. A variety of birds liked to light on the top branches. Georgia was treated to the sight of two hummingbirds warming themselves in the rising sun.

Whatever I did to deserve this moment, I’m sure happy I did it.

She took another contented sip and put the cup on her bedside table. Georgia’s laptop was resting on the other side of her bed. She reached for it and woke the computer from its “sleep” setting. A ping sounded, prompting her to check her email. There was a message from Linda, and Yvonne was copied. The “in reference to” simply read, Walk? There was no message.

She hit reply and typed in, What time?

A hurried exchange began between the three of them. Yvonne responded, Let’s start early because it is supposed to be so hot.

Linda wrote, Where do you want to go today?

Georgia answered, I’m sitting here in bed looking at Alese Peak—do you want to go up to the beaver ponds?

Yvonne added, I could be ready by 8:30.

I have to feed Dolly Parton. Can we make it 8:45?

It turned out that Yvonne had a hankering to walk the trails out by Millhouse Pond. Linda agreed that it would be cooler out by the water. In a matter of minutes, it was decided they would all meet at the dirt clearing that served as an improvised parking lot for the trails at 8:35.

With a sigh, Georgia prepared to give up her luscious lounging nest. She inhaled the rich scent from her mug, took another drink, and watched the hummingbirds preen. Already the illuminated diamonds formed by the dew were shrinking in size as the birdsong grew louder and more varied. The sun, now high enough to shine directly through the glass panes, warmed her skin, signaling that it was time to close the shades and feed Dolly Parton her breakfast.

An hour later at the parking spot, the three women hugged as if they hadn’t seen each other in months. Georgia snapped the hook of Dolly Parton’s leash on her collar, and they stood for a moment to look out across the water and breathe in its verdant scent. The basin of Millhouse Pond had been gouged out of the bedrock beneath it by glaciers. Ahead of that ice floe, till made of rock and gravel was forced forward. When the glacier melted, the till formed a dam that proved strong enough to hold the water that ran up out of the sand-and-boulder bottom from underground springs. Four streams also fed into the body of water where the surface runoff drained down across the mountains. This lake was surprisingly deep in spots, and clean enough to support a population of rainbow trout. There was no public area posted, but fishermen claimed a spot near the parking area to cast lines. They were respectful of the fact that most of the waterfront was privately owned. It was enough the owners allowed a right-of-way for the walking path through their property. No one wanted to push their luck.

The three women started down the road. Almost immediately, they noticed a man waving his arms and moving toward them. He wore a friendly smile on his face as he approached. It was Kenny Simmons. He had been a district representative for a major granite quarry before he retired, and he retained much of his salesman’s charm. The first thing he did was kneel down and offer the back of his hand to Dolly Parton. She was taken with him and jumped up and put both of her front paws on his chest while he scratched behind her ears.

“Dolly! No jumping. That’s just rude,” Georgia lectured her dog. Kenny and Georgia’s eyes met and there was a flicker of recognition.

“It’s fine, I’m a dog person. Hey, ladies. I’m Ken Simmons. Can I ask a question?”

He always introduced himself as Ken, but once people got to know him, they invariably called him Kenny instead. His late wife told him she thought it was because he was easy to like, and people felt they’d known him all their lives.

“Nice to meet you, Kenny. Yvonne Paquette,” she said as she stuck her hand out for him to shake.

“Paquette? Wasn’t your son that star athlete who was in the papers all the time? When I moved here, I wondered if you were the same family who owned the big hardware store.”

“Yes, my son used to play sports and the store is my husband Rolland’s. His family has had it for sixty years. Rolland’s grandfather built the original hardware store, and his father added onto it. Rolland expanded into building materials. We live at the old Carpenter Farm.”

“You farm, too? Wow. You guys are busy.”

“Well, we keep some cows. My son is obsessed with cheese making. We also raise a few horses for riding.”

“I hope I can count on you for some advice. We’ve been talking about getting a horse for a long time.”

“Sure. Please feel free. Kenny, these are my friends and partners in crime. Linda Kingsley . . .”

“My husband is Peter Kingsley. We’re both retired now, but we used to work at the hospital in Berlin. We live up on Bragg Hill.”

Georgia interjected, “She’s being modest as usual. Both Linda and Peter are doctors. They volunteer their time now.”

“ . . . and this is Georgia Best.”

Georgia extended her hand, looked him in the eye, and shook his hand firmly. “Hi, Kenny. So nice to know you, but . . . I really have to ask . . . have we met before?”

His eyes were an unusual color, somewhere between hazel and brown, an olive green layered over with flecks of copper and gold. Although he carried a few extra pounds, the man had an angular, handsome face. Georgia thought that his wild, curly brown hair was adorable. She tried to place him.

“Thanks Georgia. I have that feeling too; you look so familiar. Maybe it will come to us later.” He hesitated for a moment. “My question for you three ladies is about the walking trails that go up from the pond here. Turns out, my primary care physician thinks I should be walking at least three miles a day. I usually stroll around the water’s edge, that is, if I exercise at all. Is there a map for all the logging roads up there?”

Georgia was amused by the thought of such a thing. “Good lord, no.”

“Well, how far do you folks usually go?”

“Today, we are doing our most challenging loop. We clocked it once at six and a half miles. We take the path that skirts around the pond, and then we head uphill on the logging road you can see from here. After a steep climb, there is a deer and moose run veering off to the left and . . .”

Linda interrupted Georgia. “Kenny, do you want to go with us?”

“I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

When they reassured him it wasn’t an imposition he said, “Well, the truth is, I don’t think I should start with such a difficult climb. I’d love to join you for something less rigorous. And time is an issue today; I have to bring my stepdaughter to an appointment.”

Without consulting the others, Linda spoke for them all. “We walk together almost every day. Why don’t we plan on coming back tomorrow, and you can accompany us. We’ll show you the way up and around a shorter loop that we like. The views are breathtaking.” She slipped a tiny backpack from her shoulders that Georgia referred to as Linda’s magic bag of tricks. Over the years, it seemed every possible need could be met by its contents, from a Band-Aid to a calculator. Linda found a pen and notepad and handed it to him. “Write down your email, Kenny. After we’ve had our first cup of coffee, we email each other and pick a time to meet for a hike. I’ll include you on the email. Did you notice where we are parked by the water’s edge down at the end of the road? We’ll meet you there.”

“That sounds great. Thank you all so much.”

“Do you have a dock here on the water, Kenny?” Linda asked. She and her husband Peter loved to kayak.

“I do. Would you like to see it? Let me show you. It’s only a short walk down the road.”

They rambled along until they stood before and admired the tiny pier with its gray, weathered decking supported by metal posts and large boulders. On the shore, lying fallow, was a huge square swimming platform that was meant to float.

Linda was thrilled. “Kenny, you are going to need help getting that big piece onto the end of your landing. Peter and I would love to pitch in. The only catch is that we’d bring our kayaks with us, and after the work was done, we would go out for a paddle. I heard you have two pairs of loons here and a beaver dam at the far end.”

“That’s what they tell me, and your offer sounds like a great deal, Linda. Do you think I could borrow your rig for a few minutes after you two finish? I’ve never kayaked before, but I’ve been looking at them online for my daughter and me. It’s a big investment. It would be nice to try it before I buy.”

“Absolutely. That would be no problem at all. We’ll make it happen.”

Georgia looked at her watch. “Look for an email tomorrow morning, Kenny. I have to get started because I have a class to teach at one.”

“Byyyyyyeeeee!” They all chorused as the three women walked away from Kenny and toward the trail.

True to their word, the three friends included him in their group email the next morning. He was there waiting with a small roll of bright green surveyor’s tape when they pulled in. Along their way, he marked any turns that were a bit overgrown or difficult to spot, as he wanted to make sure he could find the trails when he walked this way alone.

During their hike, they decided that launching the floating dock onto the end of the stationary decking required a celebration. Yvonne announced, “We’ll bring a boxed lunch and all our kayaks. This weekend is supposed to be gorgeous. Shall we do it then? Rolland and Peter will join us. It will be fun.”

“That would be incredible,” Kenny replied. He pointed to his temple with his right index finger and made a face like he had a thought. “Somehow, I wound up with two picnic tables. I’ll load one into my truck and move it down by the dock.”

Linda asked the women, “Does anyone have an extra kayak that Kenny could use?”

Georgia blinked, “I have my late husband Jack’s. Kenny, would that be too weird for you? Using his kayak, I mean.”

Kenny was unexpectedly moved by her disclosure. “Well, first, please let me say how sorry I am for your loss. I didn’t know you were a widow. My wife died six years ago, so I have some idea what you are going through. You know, I found some small comfort when my Sharon’s things served a useful purpose. It wouldn’t be weird for me at all.”

Georgia slowly nodded as she looked into his eyes, attempting to show him how much she appreciated his candor. “All right then. It’s a plan.”

On Saturday, they met by the water at ten. The men made quick work of moving the floating dock into position. Peter and Rolland stood in the chest-deep water and worked hard to hold it still while the lapping water pushed back and forth. Kenny had carefully organized the nuts and long pipe bolts required to fasten the T-connectors together. Once they got them in, all three took a turn at tightening the fittings. When the work was done, the little group paddled around the perimeter of the entire pond.

Yvonne, Georgia, and Peter brought covered dishes for the occasion in a cooler stored next to the picnic table. Their lunch consisted of egg and potato salad, coleslaw marinated with herbs in vinaigrette, thick-sliced cold ham, and a green salad. To pair with their meal, Kenny filled a huge container with homemade lemonade.

After their kayaking adventure, the air grew warm enough that, although Kenny offered his home for the women to change in, they ducked into the bushes and put their bathing suits on. Georgia took a long swim out toward the island to see how far she could go before she became apprehensive. It was something she had loved to do since she was a girl. Peter and Rolland took turns showing off by jumping as high as they could from the floating dock. They were in a contest to see who could make the biggest splash with a cannonball. Linda soaked up the sun, and although she kept closing her eyes, the guys enlisted her as judge. When Georgia grew tired, she swam back and scrambled up the platform to lie next to Linda.

It was shocking how the time flew on that perfect afternoon. When the light shifted low in the sky, Kenny, acutely aware that no one was in a hurry to leave, drove up to his house to scrounge around for a snack and a drink. Yvonne volunteered to go with him and help. They brought down plastic cups, two bottles of wine, and a hodge-podge of cheese, cold cuts, and crackers. It was eight o’clock when they finally broke up the party.

Rolland summed it up best: “I can’t remember the last time I didn’t want a day to end. Thank you so much, Kenny, for your hospitality.”

As Linda and Peter drove home, Linda put her left hand on Peter’s tanned leg and stroked it, “Oh, monsieur, vous etes si tan et fort.”

He pick up her hand and kissed it tenderly, “Tan and strong? You might get yourself in trouble handing out compliments like that.”

“Maybe I want some trouble.”

They should have worn sunscreen, but even though each felt the sting of sunburn, they felt a glow of satisfaction as well.

When Georgia got home, she took Dolly Parton out for her last time before bed. She checked the timer on the coffee machine, shut out all the lights, and crawled under her covers where she reached for a book that was on her bedside table. The paperback was a guilty pleasure that she would have been embarrassed to have anyone see, as the cover was downright steamy. It was well-written, but Georgia usually read to improve her mind, and this was nothing more than a love story.
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Eight

“There is only one kind of shock worse than the totally unexpected:
the expected for which one has refused to prepare.”

—Mary Renault

After the wonderful time they all had together, Kenny felt comfortable calling Yvonne for advice about horses. “I’m not ready to actually buy, honestly I don’t think Zelda is ready yet either, but I would like to start doing some research.”

“You know what, Kenny? I think you should start by coming out to our farm. I’m going to ask my son to show you around and answer some of your questions. He’s really kind of a natural teacher.”

A few days later, Spencer was giving a tour of the farm to Kenny and Zelda. Neither of the young people gave any indication they had met before. Kenny did think it was a coincidence that this nice young man had lost a limb, just like the boy in the car accident, but farm accidents were legendary in dairy country, so he pushed the thought to the back of his mind.

Zelda experienced a jolt of surprise when she saw him, but he acted like he was meeting a stranger. She knew Spencer had suffered a traumatic brain injury, and she assumed he didn’t remember her at all and had been left with some kind of amnesia.

She felt sick to her stomach when she first laid eyes on him standing inside the barn. He had been stacking hay bales and wore a sleeveless undershirt. The stump of his lost arm was a shocking aberration on a young man, fit and in the prime of his life. As they came closer, she noticed two ragged diagonal scars that cut across his face and part of his scalp, and intense shame rushed through her. It was an injustice that she had no marks on her at all. She thought, I am the one who should have been disfigured. Not wanting to cause trouble or make any commotion, Zelda followed Spencer and Kenny around and listened politely to all the information Spencer shared with them. She made a quiet resolve to tell her stepfather everything the second they got home.

Though high emotions were roiling inside her, Zelda forced her attention to what Spencer was telling them, “Yep, this is where we milk the cows. Have you ever seen a milking machine? It all goes into this holding tank. Just over here is the cheese room. I’m still experimenting with the products. When I’m sure about the types I want to produce, we’re going to buy more cattle. Aren’t you curious about feed and how it affects the flavor of cheese? I sure am. It’s part of my experimentation.”

There were pastures to see with different kinds of grass, a silo filled with corn, a second silo filled with a different kind of corn, and finally the horse barn.

“We only have three horses right now, but one of the mares is pregnant. They are good steady animals, nothing fancy. Mom says you should come out and ride them, Zelda, and then see if you might be interested in one. At the very least, it’s a start, a point of reference for you. Big decision buying a horse. Maybe it will help you to begin thinking about the differences in the breeds and what you can expect from them. Although ours are really mutts because they are a mixture of Morgans and Paints.”

“What kind of horses did they have at your riding school?” Kenny asked.

“They had Morgans,” Zelda responded softly and without enthusiasm. Dutifully, she trailed after Spencer into the barn and stood before the stall of the expectant mare, which nickered at Zelda. Instinctually, she reached out to stroke the animal’s nose, but it pulled away. Seconds later, the horse moved back toward her and rooted around inside her hand looking for food. When she didn’t find any, she let her exasperation be known with a gust of air through her huge nostrils. Zelda was startled when unexpectedly, from behind her right shoulder, she heard Spencer’s voice. He spoke in a hushed tone very near her ear.

“Her name is Clarice. She’s affectionate, but she doesn’t like to be touched on her nose.” Spencer paused for a moment, then added, “Good to see you again, Zelda. You look exactly the same; you’re still the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”

Zelda inhaled sharply, yet couldn’t catch her breath.

Spencer’s eyes widened. “No. Please don’t worry. I don’t want to talk about that night. We made a terrible mistake, but it’s one we made together. I don’t blame you or anyone else that I messed up. Let’s just catch up and enjoy the day. You want to go for a ride right now?”

She was so shocked by his question and overwhelmed by the guilt caused by her past that she couldn’t answer and instead looked shyly down at the floor.

Spencer took charge. “Mr. Simmons?” he called to Kenny who was outside the barn taking in the view.

“Yes, Spencer?”

“Okay with you if I take Zelda riding right now? I can bring her home after.”

“She doesn’t have her boots.”

“We have plenty of boots and helmets, sir.” He threw in the “sir” because he wanted to convince Kenny to let him spend time with his daughter.

“What do you think, Zelda?” her stepfather asked as he walked toward them.

“I’d love to go. Do you mind, Dad?” Although she sounded certain, she was conflicted about withholding important information from her father, but riding used to give her so much joy. It was a long time since she had felt anything close to it.

“Not at all. You kids have a good time.”

Once Spencer had saddled up and found Zelda some riding boots that fit, they headed uphill across one of the pastures. She told him, “I haven’t been out riding in five years. You don’t jump or anything, do you? Take it easy on me.”

In a stage whisper he said, “Maybe that’s my plot, to get you out here and take my revenge.” He made a grimace and let out an evil laugh.

Zelda looked shocked and her horse abruptly stopped walking. The animal’s ears rotated and his nostrils flared. It was as if he were trying to sense her feelings. In a deep, shaky voice she asked, “How can you joke about it? What I did ruined my life and caused a whole lot of pain to all of the families involved.”

Spencer hesitated before he answered her. He wanted to show her that he respected what she told him. Finally he said, “It changed mine, too. But, honestly, Zelda, when times get hard enough, sometimes the only thing you can do is laugh. You aren’t the same person; I can see it written all over your face. And I’m not either. I used to be a cocky little guy, trust me when I tell you that I’ve been humbled. I am so happy to be alive on this beautiful day, alongside a ravishing woman. Let’s have some fun. Can you gallop?”

Before he could finish the sentence, Zelda had already taken off up the hill. The trail to the top was well-defined. He found her up there astride her mount staring out across the countryside. Below them, the Barmy River wound through farmland as far as the eye could see. She could have been an Indian princess on her horse, her black hair flowing out on the wind, except for her bright crystal-blue eyes that flashed this way and that as she took in the view.

The same soft breeze that caressed Spencer’s face gently blew locks of her long hair away from her face. He could tell that she was thrilled to be here and it filled him with contentment. “What do you think? Pretty nice, right? Zelda, someday soon I have to take you up to the pine forest.”

She turned to him with eyes aglow, “I would love that. Hey, want to race back down?”

“I’m in no hurry to get home. No hurry at all. There’s another path leading down to a wide stream. It’s really narrow and a little tricky but worth the trouble. You want to try it?”

Though she uttered only four words in response, Zelda seemed to convey a message that was both broad and deep when she said, “I’ll follow you, Spencer.”
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Nine

“Have no fear of perfection—you’ll never reach it.”

—Salvador Dalí

Yvonne and Rolland had agonized over the decision to stake Spencer in his cheese-making business. After his five-year struggle, they were thrilled his cognition had been almost fully restored, as they had almost given up hope. Before the accident, they were certain he would go to college and get a degree. He would have been the first one on either side of the family to do so. But they had to face the fact that given his age now, his physical limitations and medications, and his need to rest when he read for more than a half hour, college was no longer an option. They worried that if reading wore him out, throwing bales of hay and wheels of cheese around might be perilous.

Spencer had gone through periods of horrifying seizures. They had stood by helplessly when his eyes rolled back and he shook and jerked around. The best they could do was to make sure he didn’t harm himself. Sometimes he peed in his pants during the episodes, and that was when Rolland took over.

“I know you want to help, Yvonne, but a grown man should not have to be cleaned up by his mother. I’m going in with him and stand by the shower stall. Just leave some clean clothes outside the bathroom door.”

Spencer’s parents’ resolute kindness and respect altered the teenager–parent relationship they’d had before the accident. He recognized that although he was dependent on them for a while, they were game for anything that helped him enjoy his life. Rolland and Yvonne told him to take it easy. “We have money saved; there is no reason for you to push yourself, especially when it could be detrimental to your health.” Spencer, however, had other ideas. The more he healed, the more he grew into a vital and vigorous young man.

During his convalescence on the farm he loved, schemes for the place exploded in his mind like fireworks. His plans for the property were revealed almost as visions. He would wake at night from a dream and grab the notebook he kept close by.

Why didn’t I see this before? If we reshape the lower pasture and bring the cornfield right up to it, storing the grain would be so much more efficient.

A potential list of improvements stacked up. Rolland couldn’t argue with a single one of them, and that made him burst with pride over his son. Rolland was busy with his new lumber company and the hardware store. He and Yvonne went south now in January and February and, the truth was, Rolland had never meant to be a farmer. It was Yvonne who loved this old place and loved animals, too. To Spencer, the farm was both his home and a business with room to grow. Developing it was now Spencer’s purpose for living.

Not surprisingly, Yvonne and Rolland’s top priority was also Spencer. The downside of starting the cheese making company was he might overdo and hurt himself. In addition, he was still on medicines that could impair his judgment around large animals and dangerous equipment. The convincing upside was the way his eyes lit up whenever he talked about his work.

Yvonne had come home while Spencer and Zelda were out riding. She spotted them after they returned down in the fenced pasture below the house with their horse Tom. Spencer was showing off to Zelda by making Tom walk backward and then sideways. Zelda sat on the top fence rail watching. What a beauty that girl was. Yvonne resolved to take her aside and compliment her. She believed most young women were insecure about their looks. A kind word from an older woman could give her more confidence. Her coloring is nothing short of dramatic. Oh, and those cheekbones. She’s simply striking.

After a while, Spencer dismounted and helped Zelda up onto the horse. Yvonne couldn’t hear what the girl said to her son, but she saw him double over with laughter. The sound of him chortling was almost like music, and it was carried up to her through her open window. How it made her smile.

Why I haven’t heard him laugh like that in a million years.

It warmed Yvonne’s heart to think he was enjoying himself.

Zelda was having fun, too. While she sat astride Tom, Spencer gave her instructions.

“Teaching a horse to back up is important, because the better he is at it, the better he will be at stopping on command. In my mind, the backing up and stopping are linked for them. Okay, pick up the reins nice and high and run one of your hands down his neck. Now, hold them relaxed with your thumb and first finger. That’s it. Just a little bit of pressure from each hand, not a lot. When you pull your elbows back by your side, Tom will feel pressure. He backs up and you release. He wants the pressure to be released, right? That’s what gets him to walk back. Okay, let’s try it. Hands shoulder width apart, close your hands around the reins, and pull your elbows baaaaaaaacccckkkk. That’s it! Now, release the reins. You did it. See it’s the release part is what teaches them what to do.”

“I took riding lessons for many years and loved it, but this is the first time I’ve been shown you can be gentle with an animal and still get him to do what you want.”

“I’ll get the horses unsaddled. You want to help me?”

“I would love that, Spencer. Just show me where everything gets stored.”

Spencer dropped Zelda off about dinnertime. She skipped in to see her father, who was sitting at his desk paying bills. When he caught sight of her face he exclaimed, “Well, someone had a good time today.”

“I did Dad, and guess what? Yvonne wants to talk to us about me having a part-time job working with the horses.”

“Us?”

“She said it was only right you know what they are offering me. She says some girls like to be around horses so much they volunteer to work for free, but it doesn’t last long. She wants to outline the responsibilities and come up with a fair wage.”

“That would help you learn how to take care of your own horse when we find the right one.” His original plan to get a dog and a horse for Zelda had repeatedly been derailed by her relapses into addiction, but he hadn’t forgotten the promise. He was holding it out like a carrot, as a reward for prolonged sobriety.

Kenny thought it was tremendous that Yvonne was treating him like a real father. He had known Zelda since she was tiny and had legally adopted her, but it was a tricky situation. Her biological father had shown up three times before she turned eighteen. When he did, she doted on the man. In fact, she idolized him and kept a box with every card and letter he had ever sent to her. Sometimes, when Kenny walked into her room, she would be on her bed with all the notes circled around her, reading them with a tender expression on her face.

Kenny longed for a closer relationship with her, and Zelda was quite capable of using it against him. In fact, it was one of the “tells” that made him suspect she was smoking, snorting, or shooting drugs again. She would ask him for money and sweetly call him “Dad,” even “Daddy.” He had learned to perk his ears up when she talked like that.

After considering what she told him about the job offer, he decided to probe a little. “Let’s have a meeting with the Paquettes over here. Maybe invite them for a cookout. We’ll call your doctor first to see if she thinks you should do this kind of work. Do the Paquettes know you’re pregnant?”

“Not yet.”

“Let’s try to imagine what the job would entail and run it by the doc. If she approves, we’ll have to think about telling the Paquette family about the baby so they know what they are getting into.”

“Okay,” Zelda said timidly. They hadn’t talked much about her pregnancy in the last couple of weeks. She knew her dad was furious about it, and it made her feel like a loser. During the years she was addicted to heroin, she had lied to him constantly. She had to own the fact that she had outright stolen from him many times. Zelda constantly thought about what her mother would say to her if she were alive, and it filled her with such a sense of dread that she craved getting high. She knew from experience that narcotics would alleviate her pain for a couple hours, but she would feel even worse in the end. She beat back the ache for relief as best she could.

When she had fallen back into opiates, Kenny became a hard-ass once he knew for sure she was using again. He told her to leave until she could pass a drug test, then she would be welcome back home. Somewhere online, he found pee tests he kept right in the medicine cabinet. When things got bad enough out there on the streets, when she hit bottom, she would call him. He never failed to have a plan, which made her all the more humiliated that she continued to let him down.

Once, after she called him to tell him her drug dealer was holding her captive, he used a crowbar to break into the crack house where she was living, and carried her out in his arms. He had already contacted the Emergency Response Team, and although they told him they couldn’t enter a house without just cause, they immediately checked her into the hospital once Kenny delivered her to them. The rehab facility he found for her was actually nice. It was on the Vermont-New Hampshire border out near Lake Sunapee. Zelda stayed clean for five months that time.

She was feeling pretty confident about her sobriety when, one night, she took Kenny’s car and drove over to DeGranit. She convinced herself she simply wanted to say hi to old friends. The old friends she wound up finding were on their way to score. She left Kenny’s car on the street with the keys in it. Zelda didn’t see him again for a year and a half until Christmas came, and she became desperately nostalgic about clean sheets, roast beef, and a fire in the fireplace.

She called him, and he started to cry, “I have been so worried about you. I thought something terrible had happened to you this time. When the police found my car, I was sure you had been kidnapped. There’s still a missing person’s alert out for you. Where are you now? Tell me where to pick you up. We’ll go to the Emergency Room and get you started on detox.”

“Dad, it’s Christmas Eve.”

“No better day to start your new life, Zelda.”

“Can’t I just come for the night? We can go to the hospital tomorrow.”

“You know my rule. No heroin in this house. You’ll go into withdrawal by morning. Just tell me where to pick you up.”

“Pull around to the back of the Opera House and park. I’ll find you.”

“In DeGranit? You’ve been here the whole time? I can be there in half an hour.”

“Dad. Give yourself forty-five minutes. You’re going to get arrested for speeding. I will be there I promise, just drive safely.”

After three days of detoxification, Kenny came to see her. He had asked for a meeting with her and her counselor. The three of them gathered around a table, and Kenny laid paperwork down on it.

“I have done extensive research on addiction and treatment. For the last few years, I thought if I got one more chance to help you, we would seek the best treatment there is for a heroin problem. World-class treatment. Go big or go home. Here is some information for you to take with you, Zelda. With your permission, I’d like to make plane reservations tomorrow so we can fly to San Diego. People from this program will meet us at the airport where I will hand you off to them. That’s the rule; I can’t go to intake with you. They are going to give me a tour of the facility, though. I told them there was no way I would leave you in a strange city unless they show me it’s the right place for you.”

Zelda’s counselor spoke to her bluntly. “Most junkies are lucky to get three weeks in a local rehab. This is a three-month program, Zelda, with a two-year follow-up plan. This is the Cadillac model. The place has a gym and a private beach. Rumor has it the food is to die for. Your stepdad must be shelling out fifty grand.”

“Sixty, but consider it a gift from your mother, honey. I thought we would use it for your education, but we have bigger fish to fry now. She left a life insurance policy with me as beneficiary, but she also trusted me to take care of you. My gift, assuming you make it through the three months, is to get your teeth fixed. You’ll never be able to get a decent job with them literally rotting out of your head.”

Zelda covered her mouth with her hand and flushed red.

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think when I said it.”

“It’s all right, Dad. I know it’s true. When I look in a mirror, I don’t even recognize the person looking back at me.”

Kenny patted her hand and choked on his own emotions. They both cried for a few minutes and then wiped their tears. “Zelda, listen to me. When you are done with the three months of your intensive program, you do a year in their halfway living sober plan. You have to submit to random drug tests and hold down a job. It’s important to me you get a job you can enjoy.”

The counselor asked Kenny, “So, the crowns and teeth implants? Another twenty thousand?”

Kenny shrugged as if the matter were of no importance.

Her therapist forced Zelda to make eye contact with him. “Upwards of eighty thousand dollars. Any of your buddies around here going to do something like that for you? Think about it, would you ever do it for anybody? No, you wouldn’t. You’d put every cent up your arm. I need you to wrap your head around this kind of sacrifice because this is a once in a lifetime opportunity. The more times you are in and out of rehab, the less likely it is you will stay in recovery. You think your childhood was the worst thing that ever happened? Please trust me, you’re not even close to being in the front of that line.”

Zelda started to sniffle again, but her counselor’s face remained impassive. “There are plenty of addicts who would give anything for a chance like this. There are also many who aren’t going to make it, no matter what is offered to them. It’s important you are ready to receive this gift. I hope one day you’ll see how much your mother and stepfather tried to help you make some happiness for yourself. I want you to go to California with the best and most serious of intentions.”

Kenny flew out once a month for family day. Zelda smiled widely when she saw him, and he tried not to wince at her cracked, blackened teeth. She had already applied to a halfway house back home in Montpelier, Vermont, and had begun looking for jobs online. As he promised, after she completed her three-month program, Kenny took her to see a cosmetic dentist. It would take twelve weeks to fix and whiten her smile. Since it was a requirement of the program that she be employed, Kenny helped her find a job stocking shelves at a chain store. After three months, when she could smile again with confidence, she secured better work a short walk from her apartment at a funky jewelry store. The shop was deceptive in that while it exuded “low key and casual,” the prices were anything but. Zelda was paid by the hour and also got commissions from the pieces she sold. She quickly learned about semi-precious stones, gold, and silver and became the store’s highest grossing salesperson.

While it was obvious that she had talents, she was still self-destructive. She met her new boyfriend, Larry, at a Narcotics Anonymous meeting and was smitten with his irreverence and sense of humor, as well as the edge of danger that emanated from him. He blamed everyone else for the trouble he got into, loudly proclaiming that he was misunderstood and unlucky. He constantly challenged her loyalty to him, often embarrassing her in public with his volatile jealously. In bed one night he whispered to her, “I want you to prove that there’s no one else in your life.”

“How would I do that?”

“Why do we always have to use a condom? If I’m the only one, what are you so worried about? There are times of the month when it’s okay. My ex-wife called it the rhythm method. I mean, you just got over your period, so it’s safe.”

Zelda knew he had a child from his marriage whom he rarely saw, but instead of drugs, she was now addicted to Larry’s approval. His happiness was far more important to her than her own. She didn’t even check out his idea on the Internet or ask any of her friends about it.

She allowed him to have unprotected intercourse, and a week later she bought a home pregnancy test that proved positive.
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Ten

“Difficulties strengthen the mind, as labor does the body.”

—Seneca

Linda boldly declared, “I’m going to throw a Fourth of July creative-fun-formal dinner party this summer. Help me think this through.”

Georgia, Linda, Kenny, and Yvonne were scaling a practically sheer cliff. They had reached a point on a steep trail where they had to pull themselves up on bald rock outcrops. They weren’t far from a fire tower, which they planned to climb and take pictures from the top of. The group had gotten into the habit of posting their adventures online. Their friends got a kick out of each exploit, and this had encouraged them to try different and more difficult hikes.

“You are going to have to give me more details about this party, Linda. How would it work?” Yvonne asked carefully, as she was currently dealing with a pain in her right hip.

“For example, I could dress up as Martha Washington. I’d probably shop around thrift stores for a prom dress, but make a pinafore out of an American flag. See? Creative formal but bring in a character relevant to the founding fathers.”

Kenny never ceased to be surprised where the women’s conversations led. “This sounds complicated, girls. I don’t know if I really understand the concept. Wait, doesn’t Abraham Lincoln already wear a kind of tuxedo? Can I just come as Lincoln and call it even?”

“Sure, that would work. Kenny, I want to say something to you. I know the six of us have been spending a lot of time together, but if you ever want to bring someone, a friend, a date, whatever, please don’t stand on ceremony. Just tell us. Oh . . . and . . . you too, Georgia.”

Georgia bristled at the idea. “No thanks, I’m good. I’ve already told you many times—never again.” She snapped her fingers and pointed at Linda. “Back to the party. I’m going to insist you decide between fun-formal or a historical figure. Otherwise, I will wind up looking like a colonial lady of the night or Mary-Todd-Lincoln-on-the-red-carpet. Unless I’m allowed to come as a colonial tart; I think I could pull that off.”

Memories of losing Sharon flooded Kenny’s mind. “It’s too soon for Georgia to have to think about a date. It’s only been eight months since her husband died. There’s so much to process after you lose a spouse. I think it took me a year just to get paperwork in order and go through Sharon’s things. Everything I saw reminded me of her, and it was devastating.”

Georgia plopped down on the rock ledge. It was almost as if she’d collapsed. Linda clearly saw she was crying, and she was shocked and appalled by her own insensitivity. “Georgia, I’m an idiot. I’m so sorry. Of course, it’s too soon. Please forgive me.”

Georgia began to shake her head back and forth with one hand on each temple. “No. It’s not the idea of the party. It’s not about dating or not dating. No.” She gulped in ragged breaths and exhaled in wails. Her three friends were horrified. They had no idea how to help her. Finally, she admitted, “I’m afraid I may lose my house.”

Yvonne was shocked. “Your house?” She looked around to Linda and Kenny with a wide-eyed look that conveyed an animated message: Is Georgia deranged? Has grief driven her barking mad? She asked her a question as if she were speaking to a child. “Why would you lose your house? Jack was an accountant. He was our accountant. He was adamant about life insurance and savings. Plus, you have your teaching pension and benefits.”

Although it was a struggle for her to tell her story, Georgia did. “When I turned fifty-five, I had served thirty-three years of public school teaching. That was three years ago. You remember the school board had a great incentive plan to get older teachers to retire because younger teachers are cheaper, and the state was backing them up with funding. Jack was gung ho when he read the details, especially when I got the part-time job at the ski academy. He said we would be fine. Those were his exact words, ‘Just fine.’ For months now, I’ve been meeting with our financial advisor, Jack’s old business partner in the accounting firm, and our attorney. They all say the same thing. I’m only fifty-eight, and in order to have enough cushion going into old age, I have to downsize. Quite a bit. And reduce my monthly expenses.”

They all stood on the outcrop in silence listening to Georgia hiccup uncontrollably. Linda’s mouth was wide open before she burst into tears. “It must be hard enough grieving. To add to it that you have to move out of the home where you raised your family; I’m sure it’s heartbreaking.”

None of them had ever seen Georgia like she was at this moment. Most of the time, she went around with a smile on her face, even after Jack’s death, and when friends tried to console her, she wound up taking care of them. She had an optimistic nature and a gift for carrying on. At that moment, though, she was sobbing in distress like a toddler. Unaddressed snot hung down from her nostrils. She didn’t even wipe at the tears that were streaming out of her eyes and down her face and neck. Dolly Parton was worried and circled about nervously trying to lick her. She pushed the dog away in annoyance, which was a rare occurrence for Georgia.

Kenny felt compelled to do something. He squatted, embraced Dolly, and began to pet her. “It’s all right, girl. Your mom’s upset. It’s all right.”

The others looked on in silence until Georgia’s gasps and hiccups slowed down. It was then Kenny inquired, “Would you like a drink of water? How about my bandana? It’s clean.”

Georgia reached out and accepted the folded cloth. “Thank you, I’ll take it. No water, though. Maybe if I get dehydrated enough, I’ll run out of tears.” They all laughed, as she knew they would. “It probably never occurred to Jack that he wouldn’t live forever. He probably planned to work until he was ninety. Most likely, his financial plan included his ongoing income. The reality is I have to make some big changes. I’m scared and I’m pissed off at my daughter, Margot, too. She’s asked me three times if she can expect to inherit more money because her father died.” Georgia wrapped the bandana across her face and around her eyes as she sobbed. “Can you believe my own daughter questioning me? ‘Are you sure he left everything to you?’ Three times she asked me. I told her, ‘He left you children the camp in the Northeast Kingdom. Of course, he left everything else to me. It’s our money. We spent almost forty years earning it.’ She thinks I’m Money-Bags McGee because he left some life insurance. I mean, we both paid for the life insurance. She seems to forget I’ve been a teacher for thirty-five years. All Margot cares about is inheriting some cash to put a down payment on a house, which is exactly what I need my money for.”

Linda slipped her backpack off her shoulders. She reached into her magic bag of tricks and handed some wipes to Georgia, who mopped her neck and hands with them. It took the entire pack to clean herself up. Finally, her friends looked on as she physically shook the problem off. “Okay. That’s enough whining. There are plenty of people in the world who don’t even have a roof over their heads. It’s not like I’m going to go hungry. We have to reframe what’s going on. Instead of saying, ‘I’m losing my house,’ I am going to say, ‘I’m shopping for a new house.’ Right? It’s a chance to purge all the stuff we’ve accumulated over the years. It will be a huge feng shui effort; I’ll be creating a new space so I can invite my new life in. How’s that?”

They all stared at her and then away at the ground by her feet. Her group of friends was honestly speechless, and Georgia hated that they pitied her. She jumped to a standing position and mustered her courage. “I am going to climb that G.D. fire tower if it kills me. It’s me against the world. If I make it to the top, everything will turn out great. I’ll race you!”

With that, Georgia scrambled up the rocks like she was twenty. Her friends took off after her, and by the time they reached the top step of the tower, they were hysterical with laughter and all a bit slaphappy from the emotions leading up to their sprint.

There was a platform at the very top with three graduated levels of railings. When they sat down on it, their legs dangled over the side. The lowest railing was in the perfect position to serve as an armrest, so they all propped their elbows up on it. The wind howled at this high elevation. Each of them took photographs in a full circle around them as they tried to name every peak, lake, and river in the distance. The whipping wind grew downright chilly as it roared around them with almost deafening power.

Yet, Linda yelled out loud enough for everyone to hear, “I declare Georgia Best to be the Princess Warrior of the Fire Tower. Thus, having scaled Bald Mountain and then also conquered the tower’s majestic height, we, her loyal subjects, do avow that she shall conquer all!” Her friends applauded so long that Georgia felt compelled to stand up and take a deep and dramatic bow, although her attempt was flawed by the fact that the tower was swaying a bit, and in mid-curtsy she also felt the need to hang on for dear life.

When they went down the hundred steps to the base of the tower, Linda said, “I can’t believe how much warmer it is down here.”

Kenny quickly added, “Or that there is barely a breeze.”

The Forest Service had provided a picnic table in a clearing, and the four of them put their backpacks on top of it and began to forage inside. All members of the group had water bottles, but the food they brought with them varied. Yvonne produced a thick plastic plate with a cover that snapped off. “Yummm. I am starving. Leftovers from dinner last night.”

Linda looked up from her bag of trail mix and glanced over. “What have you got there?”

“Sliced chicken, pasta, and a little salad.”

Georgia clearly approved of her sumptuous meal. “What a feast. I stuffed sliced turkey in a piece of bread. Still it tastes good. What did you bring, Kenny?”

“P.B. and J. It always works for a hike.”

They munched in near silence, enjoying the low humidity and golden sunlight. When they finished their little al fresco meal, they stretched out before they heaved their packs back onto their shoulders. As the group descended the mountain that day, Yvonne asked, “Georgia, I want you to tell us one thing we can do to help you. One thing.”

“Really?”

“Of course, really. It will make me feel better to take some action that might spare you a bit of the pain you must be feeling.”

“The first thing that jumps to mind is that Jack always had the firewood stacked by now so it could dry out and season all summer and early fall. You know, we count on the living room woodstove as an important part of our winter heat. The problem is I don’t even know who to call to get it, and the idea of stacking five cords of wood undid me, so I’ve just procrastinated. I know it has to get done.”

Yvonne jumped on that. “We’ll handle this. I’ll order it for you and have it delivered. We’ll have everyone choose between next Saturday or Sunday to come over and stack it together.”

Georgia looked from Linda to Yvonne and finally to Kenny, “Are you sure?”

She received a simultaneous chorus of answers.

“Of course.”

“Easy.”

“Absolutely.”

An impish look came across Linda’s face. “I’ll be sure to ask Margot to help, too. It’s time she understood her fifty-eight-year-old mother should not be hauling all those logs. It’s not like her mom can afford to hire out every chore either. She’s not Money-Bags McGee.”

Georgia started to giggle, and it grew into a belly laugh. She had to sit down on a rock as wave after wave of silliness took hold of her. She adjusted the straps on her pack and set her shoulders as she stood up. One look at Linda set her off again, and she plopped down holding her sides. The hilarity spread to the others, and they leaned on the nearest tree until it passed. On that day, the way down the mountain took longer than the climb up.
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Eleven

“The confession of evil works is the first beginning of good works.”

—Saint Augustine

It was morning, and Spencer was on the phone, a huge land map laid out in front of him on an architectural style desk.

“Yes Mr. Boudoin, I’m looking at your land right now. I can see exactly the spot you are describing to me.” He frowned a little as he listened to the man on the other end of the line carefully. “You want me to recap the project again? In a nutshell, I am trying to create a system of trails where riders can take their horses and camp out for the night in really special locations. You folks have the country inn right next door to our farm. We have a huge horse barn, but we only keep three horses. I’ve got it in my head that between us we have two hundred acres, mostly going unused.” Spencer cocked his head a little and tucked the receiver in closer. “You may not realize it, but people from all over the country trailer their horses to destinations where they can explore on horseback. I envision a vacation package we could create that would include staying with you the night before the trail ride and the night they get back from it. So, you would have the room rates and meals, I’d have the rent for stalls and charge for the camping package. We can split a fee to use the trails. What do you think, sir?”

His neighbor, Armand Boudoin, was worried about campfires that might spread and ignite forest fires. He told Spencer, “It’s been my experience that city people can be idiots.”

“Not all city people, Mr. Boudoin, but I understand your concern. Even so, I think campfires are essential for an authentic experience. Here’s how we handle it. We set up the campsites for them. I can build a real fire pit that’s lined properly with stone and leave a stack of seasoned firewood.” He scratched his head while Armand responded.

“It sounds like a lot of work, Spencer. What else would you have to do?”

“I’d plan to build a lean-to for shelter, and make it obvious where to tie the horses up for the night. Maybe we will ultimately decide to only do guided tours. Or they have to have a guided tour the first time, and once they learn the necessary camping skills and our standards to steward this land, repeat customers can go out alone the next time. I kind of like the sound of that from a marketing perspective. It’s a built-in incentive for repeat business. I want to start with two different sites on a trail loop. In a few years, if this goes well, we can talk to the Martins and see if they want to throw their forestland into our lot. This could be very low impact if we do it right, sir. Equestrian tourism is good money. You know how they say to do what you love? Well, Mr. Boudoin, I love to ride and to make cheese.”

“I get that, Spencer. You’re good at both. What is it you need from me right now, son?”

“I’m planning a camping trip for myself and a friend. We really have to get in there and explore the possible trails. I’d like to mark the way, if that’s all right. I’ve also got a guy who will take me up in a small plane next week. I’m going to take aerial photographs. After that’s completed, I’ll come over and show you what I’ve found out. Does that sound okay?”

“Sure, go for it. That big white pine grove should be nice to ride through. There are old logging roads and snowmobile trails that might be a little worse for wear, but they’d be interesting to explore. I look forward to hearing all about it. Have fun, Spencer. When will you be camping? Just in case I see smoke, I won’t worry.”

“I’m hoping to leave Friday afternoon and be up there all day Saturday. We’ll probably come back down off the mountain midday Sunday.”

“You take care of yourself and that nice-looking gal of yours.”

Spencer was taken aback. He couldn’t imagine how his neighbor knew anything about Zelda.

“Be sure to tell me about any wildlife that you see. Over the years, I’ve had two different people tell me they saw a catamount up near the rock face.”

“Yes, sir, I sure will. Mom swears she saw one up there, but it must have been twenty years ago. It wasn’t a bobcat—she’s sure of that because it had a long tail—it was a mountain lion. I’ll let you know about everything that we discover. Mr. Boudoin. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your faith in me.”

There was an extended silence. When, after a moment, he answered, Armand sounded uncharacteristically moved. “Why wouldn’t I have faith in you? Spencer, one mistake long ago is not the measure of a man. You remember that. I’ve known you since you were in diapers, and I would take anything you told me on trust. I’m doing this because it sounds like a great idea, and you would make a fine partner. I’ll talk to you when you get back.” He hung up without further words being spoken.

Spencer looked at the phone, and a smile spread across his face. As soon as he had recovered a bit from the kind words, he called Zelda. “We’ve been cleared to head out on our expedition. I want you to go with me; I want you to be the first person to envision this project the way I do. Are you free this weekend?”

She was delighted, but cautious. “I have to ask my father about this. You know I’ve been a lot of trouble to him in the past. The last thing that I want is to have him think that I’m hiding something from him. I think it only fair that he be consulted, but, yes, I’d love to go. What kind of equipment will we need to pack?”

“Listen, you talk to your dad. I’ll plan to pick you up at one today. We’ll sit down and make a list of all the things we think we’ll need. After the trip is over, we should reflect on what worked and what didn’t. Were there things we should have brought and didn’t? Any stuff we could have left behind? This is the way we’ll be able to predict what our clients really need. We can use the information to refine bulky packs into lighter and more practical kits.”

“This sounds like so much fun, Spencer, I really look forward to it. I’ll see you at one.”

The unusually fine morning was lost on Kenny because he was still reeling from a nightmare. In it, someone called him from the hospital the night of the accident. The woman on the other end of the line said Zelda was all right, but her friend Spencer was going to lose his arm. Kenny had held his breath and sat up straight in bed as he fought for breath. There couldn’t be that big of a coincidence in the whole world, certainly not here in the sparsely populated state of Vermont. Spencer had to be the same boy who was driving that night. He tossed and turned, uncertain as to what it meant. He’d honestly forgotten the part of the phone call where the woman said Spencer’s name, but apparently, his subconscious hadn’t. Or perhaps she had never spoken the name, and he’d finally put two and two together.

He heard footsteps in the hallway, and Zelda walked into his office carrying a glass of water. She sat down in the red upholstered wingback chair across from his desk. He appraised the contented look on her face, really hating that he had to spoil her good mood. As evenly as he could manage he said, “When you and Spencer met a few weeks ago, you acted like you didn’t know each other.”

Based on the way Zelda jolted, Kenny deduced that she was shaken by his statement. “Dad, it was such a shock that Spencer was there. I knew he’d had a brain injury, and I didn’t think he remembered me. But when we went in to see the pregnant mare, he told me he was happy to see me again. We’ve been having such a great time. Dad, I’m sorry. I just put off telling you. He says the mistake we made, we made together. I told him everything. He knows everything. Still, he says we are bonded by the fact we were both there that night. It’s so good to have somebody I can really talk to about it.”

Kenny shook his head like he was trying to clear out his brain. “Zelda, I’m having a hard time keeping up. Do you like this kid?”

“Yes, I like him. The very first night we met, we just hit it off. Even after all this time and all we’ve been through, it hasn’t changed. You remember the night a couple weeks ago when Spencer and I stayed in the barn to help his mare Clarice have her foal? It was life-changing for me.” She took a sip from her water and looked up at him. “I used to think using drugs was exciting. That they made me a risk-taker. Well, horses weigh a thousand pounds, and they could kill us if they wanted to. When that baby was being born, I thought my heart would stop when one hoof appeared and then another.”

Kenny leaned forward and asked her softly, “How so?”

“Clarice stopped pushing for a bit to rest and looked at us with complete trust. Her eyes were pleading with me to do something. Next thing that I knew, her newborn was lying on the ground silent and soaking wet. I was terrified, Dad. Honestly. When it finally gasped for breath, I was so relieved I thought I would cry.” Kenny tried his best to understand what Zelda was trying to tell him, but he didn’t speak. “Helping bring a foal into the world while the mother depended on us—now that was a real thrill. The kind that makes you a better human being, and that’s the kind of thing Spencer shares with me. What I have in common with him is the best part of me.”

Kenny let silence fill the space between them. He remembered well that he’d felt the same way when he met Sharon. It’s just like Zelda said, what we shared was the best part of me. She made me a better man. “I’m glad you are being honest with me, so I’m going to be honest with you. We’ve got to do some damage control and soon. I’m going to call Yvonne and Rolland right now and invite them over for dinner. I think I’ll talk to Georgia about this and invite her, too.” He waited until Zelda nodded her assent. “We’re going to have to break the news to Spencer’s parents that you’re going to have a baby and that you were the girl who supplied the Ecstasy or whatever it was to the other kids at the party. I want you to brace yourself. I’m not sure how his parents will take it, but Zelda, no matter what, I’m proud of you. Somewhere your mother is looking down at you and thinking what a wonderful woman you’ve turned out to be.”

Tears pooled in Zelda’s eyes. “Thanks, Dad.”
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Twelve

“It takes a lot of courage to show your dreams to someone else.”

—Erma Bombeck

Yvonne’s dark hair had white streaks at the temples, so when the color in her face drained, she resembled the bride of Frankenstein from the 1930s horror film classic. Her chalk-white pallor alarmed Georgia, but Rolland didn’t notice. With a gasp, he shot up out of his chair, left the room, and stood on the front porch facing out. They could all see his back through one of the living room windows as they watched him light a cigarette in his right hand and drag on it until it settled into a small ember glow. Spencer and Zelda assumed he could hear everything being said, as the window was wide open. They exchanged uncomfortable looks from seats across the sitting area where the two families and their friend Georgia were gathered.

As a teacher who was used to directing discussions, Georgia cleared her throat and tentatively asked, “So, Zelda, when you went over to the farm the first time, you had no idea that was where Spencer lived? You hadn’t seen him or heard from him since the night of the party?”

“I’d heard from friends he was in a coma. You have to understand, after the ordeal and on the heels of my mother’s death, I got lost in drugs. It was like I dove in headfirst to a pool of darkness where I didn’t hear anything more about Spencer. We didn’t have mutual friends back then. We grew up in towns thirty-five miles apart. Our schools hardly interacted at all. I think their lacrosse team was the only one that competed in the same league as ours.”

Georgia took a deep breath. “This really is a small world.”

Kenny explained further, “We felt we had to get all this out in the open. Shine some light on it. The kids have been having a lot of fun together. Zelda loves working at the farm, but the more days passed, the harder it was to explain the situation.”

“Did you know the whole time, Kenny?” Georgia asked.

“No. In fact, I had a nightmare last night where the boy driving the night of the accident was named Spencer. I put it all together about three this morning.”

Yvonne inhaled abruptly and then exploded, “I wish you would stop calling it an accident. The pills they took that night contained bath salts, LSD, and methamphetamines. They all showed up on Spencer’s toxicology report. It was a lethal concoction designed to make people high to the point of psychosis.” Yvonne’s face had turned from white to nearly purple. “It wasn’t an accident my son took it. Your daughter was the drug dealer who brought them. She flirted with him and persuaded him it would be fun. She made a profit when she sold him her goods, and apparently, she was very convincing. That drug cocktail cost my child five years of his life, a big chunk of his long- and short-term memory, and his arm. What did you think was going to happen here tonight, Kenny? Did you think we could all sit down after you revealed the truth and then break bread together? In your fantasy, did you have us saying grace together, too?”

Spencer stood up with clenched hand and jaw although he didn’t say a word.

Georgia put an arm around Yvonne. “Obviously, this is a terrible shock. You are going to need time to take it all in. Let’s try to keep our heads. We don’t want to say anything we’ll regret later.”

“Regret? This girl is a drug addict. She is pregnant with an absent father’s baby. Am I supposed to welcome her into my life? Into my family? She almost killed my child.”

Zelda’s ivory skin burned with shame. “Mrs. Paquette, I am so sorry about everything. I had lost my way back then. There are no excuses that suffice, but please understand drugs make people do stupid things.”

“You, do not speak to me!” Yvonne bellowed at her.

“Mom. Mom! Calm down. Okay, okay. Come here. I know it’s a lot to digest.” Spencer put his arm around his mother and hugged her. “We all survived, Mom, and we’re here for a reason. Take it easy. Give yourself some time to think about this.” While tears were running down Spencer’s face too, his mother was inconsolable. He rubbed her back and whispered to her. Finally his father walked back into the room.

“Dad, Mom needs to go home. This has been too much for her. Look, we’ll all talk more about this when everybody gets used to the idea.”

His father growled at him, “What idea?”

“That Zelda and I are dating.”

Georgia saw the look on Yvonne’s face when she turned toward the young people and she feared Yvonne might snap and physically attack them. “Dating. That’s ridiculous. You are not to see her ever again.”

“Mom, we’re adults. There are good reasons why we want to be together.”

“Spencer, I’m not going through this again. You are not going out with a junkie.”

“Yvonne. Hold on a minute,” Kenny interjected. “Zelda has been clean for almost a year.”

Yvonne’s voice was cold as ice when she responded, “How impressive.”

Rolland made an abrupt decision. “We’re going home. There won’t be any dating. Spencer, you will see this from our point of view when you’ve had time to think about it. We’ll see you back at the house soon. Kenny, thank you for the dinner invitation. I hope you understand why we can’t stay.”

Although both Rolland and Yvonne were shaking with fury, they closed the door softly behind them as they left.

Spencer took Zelda by the hand, but he spoke to her step-father. “Kenny, I have to go after them, and I know you’ll take good care of Zelda. This isn’t over. I promise. Zelda works for me now, not my parents. I’ll pay her out of my business expenses. She is welcome at work in the barn tomorrow morning. We have a lot to do.”

Georgia spoke up. “Spencer, I know it isn’t my place to weigh in right now, but I think you’re making a mistake. Can’t you give Yvonne a few days? You kids have known everything for weeks now, but she just found out about your . . . well I’m sorry to say it . . . but to her it surely feels like deception.”

“We didn’t have a chance to go over this with you yet, but we are going on a scouting trip Friday. We have big plans and we have to get started, no matter how my mother feels about things. We are going to create a destination resort for people who travel with their horses and want a great adventure. This weekend will be the start of something big. I’m not going to let them stop us because they don’t like my girlfriend. I mean, come on, I’m twenty-two years old, Georgia. I swear to you, if we start out with good intentions and we just keep doing the next right thing, it’s all going to work out fine.”

Zelda agreed wholeheartedly. “You know what they say about falling off a horse. I’m going to get right back in the saddle and keep going. This isn’t the first time that I’ve had to make amends and prove myself. It probably won’t be the last.”
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Thirteen

I know God will not give me anything I can’t handle.
I just wish that He didn’t trust me so much.

—Mother Teresa

Georgia was back in bed with her coffee, thinking, and watching the sun come up, illuminating Alese Peak with a warm orange glow.

Holy moly. The scene that unfolded last night at Kenny’s house was brutal. Poor Zelda. She made one disclosure, another, and then another. She was completely composed, although the flush in her cheeks grew brighter and brighter. I couldn’t even look at Kenny. How had he endured all Zelda described to us? He has seemed every moment the doting father. I had no idea how he had been tested.

It made me think about how close Jack and I had come to putting one of our own sons in rehab. Sebastian was drawn into the same targeted marketing as Zelda when New York gang members came up to a naïve Vermont to expand their drug sales. They sold our kids on prescription pills that they crushed up and snorted. The pills were expensive, but the teens believed they couldn’t overdose on them, and they had faith in the fact that doctors actually prescribed them. Inevitably the young people became dependent on the drug and then, when they started to withdraw from the OxyContin, the same pushers sold them heroin. Back at their territories in New York City and Boston, a bag of the powerful narcotic sold for five dollars. Here in Vermont, they could reap twenty-five. Our young people bought it and their symptoms disappeared, but they were hooked. Compared to eighty dollars a pill, it was cheap, and our children fell like dominoes into a serious addiction. The memory of it made Georgia tremble. She clutched her comforter tightly and rolled over on to her side.

The next thing we knew, our kids had the proverbial monkey on their backs. They needed to score every day just to feel close to normal. For us, it was a shameful secret. Jack and I read in the papers how this was happening across the state, but we were too ashamed to admit that our own child was caught up in the problem. Sebastian told me that once he realized he had a drug habit, he never really got the high anymore, but he needed heroin to keep from getting violently sick. It’s the oldest story in the book; he found himself chasing the dragon. We were so lucky he only did it for a few weeks before he came to us for help. Dr. Gluck got him into a day program right away. As far as I can tell, he’s just a normal kid now. Fragile, sensitive, and extremely careful, but thankfully normal.

No, Georgia didn’t feel in any way superior to Zelda or anyone else. Along with her youngest son, she had her own demons. For years, she had spent many nights alone. White wine had become her companion while she cooked, cleaned up, and then watched TV. Here, sipping her coffee, she tried hard to remember the last time her husband had said something nice to her. She couldn’t, but she did remember four times in the last weeks of his life that he pulled a container out of their refrigerator, interrupted what she was doing, and read the expiration date to her. She recalled that she glanced up from grading papers or paying bills, annoyed, as he threw the container across the room and into the wastebasket with a great dramatic swish.

Yet, God help her, if she discarded one of his hot sauces or salsas. He noticed if any of his favorite bottles or jars went missing, and Georgia sometimes felt he would defend the last drops of his condiments to the death.

After he read the expiration dates to Georgia during those final days, she always told him, “Jack, it’s not my job to inventory the contents of the fridge. If you see something out of date, feel free to throw it away without comment. I will do the same if you outline for me the products I’m allowed to touch. For example, the block of cheese we brought back from the North End in Boston is now a block of cement. I think we should toss it.”

“We can grate it. The flavor is still good.”

“I’ll leave it to you then. I did try to grate it because it seemed to mean so much to you, but I’m not strong enough.”

His criticism was a fact of life. With no kind or tender words to balance out his complaints, Georgia braced herself whenever he signaled with a deep breath that he was about to speak.

When he asked, “May I say something?” she winced.

“Go ahead.”

“The windows need to be cleaned.”

“Let’s look in the paper and see if we can find someone to do it.”

“You’re home half the day.”

“Not home. I’m not sitting on the couch for four hours doing nothing. I do all the shopping, cooking, and cleaning. Washing windows on three different stories, especially the exterior, is too much for me to do. The boys don’t want me climbing up and down ladders, especially when I am alone, and, frankly, at my age, I don’t want to do it. I like to use my energy for other things. Things that make me happy. At my age I deserve some happiness.”

He refused to hire anyone, and she didn’t think the exterior glass was that dirty, so Georgia made a mental note to find a professional cleaner in the spring and put it out of her mind. Apparently Jack had not. He got into a new habit of staring out one of the windows and gritting his teeth. He would let a huge sigh out the corners of his mouth, and both his cheeks would puff out. It was an over-the-top gesture. She assumed he wanted her to ask what was ailing him, but she decided not to do it because she really didn’t want to know. Finally, he broke down and said, “The window situation really bugs me.” She didn’t bother to respond.

The truth—and Georgia was loath to admit it to herself—was that she didn’t care what Jack thought of her anymore. She felt it would be dangerous to allow his opinion to be the yardstick of her self-worth. When she was younger, her life’s mission had been to please the man, but after many years, she had accepted she could never earn his consistent approval. Instead of worrying about her husband, she focused on her family life. However, once the children left and there were just the two of them, she rallied and hoped for a shift in her marriage to something new. Something better.

She tried to look at her feelings of isolation in a different light. Raising children was a strain, and parents were often in conflict about the best strategies to discipline them. Maybe she and Jack had become polarized when the children reached difficult periods. Now that they were launched and grown adults, Georgia wondered if they could rediscover why they’d fallen in love in the first place. She wanted to be closer to her husband, to share intimacy as well as a life together.

In the beginning of their empty-nest adjustment, as part of their exploration, she and Jack had taken to mountain biking on the Kingdom Trails in the northern part of the state. It was a fun new hobby to share, and they had several unusually romantic weekends at two of the strategically placed and opulent inns in the area. Georgia was thrilled when Jack proposed they buy a cabin up there as a getaway. “If you find the perfect place, I‘ll buy it, but don’t ask me to look at a property unless it meets my requirements.” Apparently, he assumed she would jump at the chance to search the real estate market.

She did think it odd that he said, “I’ll buy it,” but was so hopeful about their future that she agreed to tackle the project as soon as the words came out of his mouth. “What are your requirements?”

Georgia stood on her tiptoes leaning toward him, excited, as she drew him out, and together they made a list of his specifications. He wanted at least one hundred feet of waterfront facing due west, to be able to watch the sun set. At least three bedrooms at the best point of land on one specific lake were also necessary. Georgia knew he was demanding a lot given the budget he set for the proposed purchase, but she thought this was a chance to begin the next phase of their lives. She worked like a dog to make it happen. Georgia spent much of her summer driving four hours a day round trip to look at properties in the Northeast Kingdom, and she stayed in touch with the realtors by phone. Late in September, she got a phone call saying the perfect camp, on the perfect pond, at the perfect price was about to go on the market.

Jack was away at a conference with other accountants. She drove up herself and took photographs of every possible angle of the cabin and the waterfront. When she emailed them to Jack, he called and said, “Give me the realtor’s number.”

“Jack, they are going to put the sign up tomorrow. It’s going to go fast.”

“And, it’s exactly what I have been looking for.”

What he’s been looking for? Georgia wondered when he had done any looking.

“At least, it looks perfect from the pictures you sent me. I’ll drive straight up Route 91 to the camp in the morning. You don’t need to come. I’ll probably make a full-price offer and get a recommendation for a lawyer.”

“I’d like to come. This is exciting after all the work I’ve put into it.”

“I wouldn’t call it work—but suit yourself.”

They met at the cabin—called a “camp” by Vermonters—and the realtor led them through the house and around the property. Georgia added information and observations that she’d made when deciding that this was the right place. Once Jack was satisfied the cabin was, in fact, ideal, he told the realtor, “Full price, all cash. I want to close next week.” Georgia had never been more turned on by her alpha male husband.

They discovered during the tour that the door of the camp’s screened-in porch didn’t have a lock or even a latch. So, after filling out the paperwork at the real estate office and making their offer, they snuck back with a bottle of wine. Though it appeared that there was no one around for miles, they enjoyed a guilty pleasure by trespassing. She kept the screen door from slamming, eased it to a closed position softly and scanned the yard. Certain they were alone, Georgia turned and wrapped her arms around Jack, pressing her body against him.

She was moved that he’d offered up a chunk of his investments to make this happen. He wants a fresh start too. I remember a time long ago when we could make each other laugh. I am going to commit to working harder at flirting and having more fun.

She bit his ear gently and whispered, “Kiss me, you Adonis.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s me.”

“After what you pulled off here, you are a Greek god.” She giggled like a much younger woman as she playfully nibbled on his neck. “You’re so strong. So powerful.” Georgia’s voice turned to a more serious tone. “I’m proud of you, honey.” At that, she kissed his lips and she felt a wave of true passion hit her so that her knees nearly gave way.

“You wanton seductress. I’m going to ravish you right here on this couch.”

Again she whispered in his ear, “Ravish away.”

What they both experienced was epically satisfying. Afterward, they reclined in the twilight, wrapped in an old afghan they’d found, their bodies intertwined as they sipped their wine and watched the sunset across the pond.

Georgia whispered, “Jack—let’s try to make this last. Let’s intentionally try to have more times like this. It makes me so happy to feel close to you. The camp can be our place, a place for us to play together, maybe get to know each other all over again.”

Jack didn’t answer her, but that was his way. She really didn’t expect him to say anything; it was enough he was listening to her and not objecting. His arms around her were powerful and she allowed that, as the Irish say, he really was a lion of a man.

The real estate closing for the place was scheduled two weeks later in the conference room at the local bank. As enthusiastic as she had been about the purchase, it felt uncomfortable that Jack discouraged her from coming with him as the day approached. “You don’t have to be there. The money’s all coming out of my investments and trust fund. I’m the only one who has to sign the checks.”

“You’re making it all about money when you know perfectly well how much time I put into finding it. There wouldn’t be a closing to go to without my hard work.”

“I’ve said this before; it was nothing close to work.”

“How would you know? It’s not like you put any time into the research yourself.” Georgia was suspicious which made it all the more important to her that she go with him to the closing.

At his attorney’s office, she discovered Jack was buying the camp in their three children’s names. While she had been dreaming of a closer marriage, Jack’s focus was to give his kids a piece of Vermont.

He told the realtors and attorneys present, “The way the prices and taxes are going up—who knows if young people are going to be able to buy property. This is something to enjoy now and pass along later.”

The group congratulated him for being forward thinking.

That morning, as she sat in the carefully decorated room, Georgia thought it was worth noting how articulate Jack could be when he wanted to be. He made lighthearted chitchat with the attorneys, the banker, and the agent until she impatiently asked him to get on with the matter at hand. Yet he hadn’t said a word to her about his plans for the Kingdom property. It was clear he didn’t feel the need to explain anything to her.

As Georgia sat at the long, polished conference table listening to him make small talk in his self-congratulatory tone of voice, she turned red and felt like a fool. Eventually she grew overheated and the room started to spin a bit. She felt panicked, finally thought, Screw this, and excused herself, walking into the lobby and right out the main door.

Jack knew immediately he had overestimated Georgia’s usual willingness to go along. He could see her get into her car through a window in the conference room where he sat. Her engine roared and gravel scattered as she shot out of the parking lot. He deduced, There will be hell to pay now.

When he walked through their kitchen door late that afternoon, his first words to Georgia had been, “It’s my money. I can do what I want with it.”

He hadn’t expected the fervent calm that she exuded when she lifted her face to him and made piercing eye contact. She fixed on his gaze long enough that he fought an almost desperate need to blink, but Georgia held his eyes firmly. Finally, she spoke to him in a hushed tone more commanding than any shout, “Yes, you have proved to me that you can.”

With that, she stormed out of the kitchen and drove to her favorite restaurant in town where she treated herself to a sumptuous dinner, complete with an excellent bottle of Barolo. Afterward, she went to a movie she hadn’t really wanted to see. She was killing the time she needed to examine her roiling despair. Somehow, she would have to get it under control before she went back home again. She fidgeted in her seat, turning her legs this way and that. The theater was nearly empty; its red seats had seen better days. She didn’t feel a bit guilty when she put her feet up on the upholstered chair in front of her and lounged backward. At one point in the movie, she was so disengaged she got up on the pretense of using the ladies room and wound up wandering around the lobby for five minutes.

Finally “THE END” appeared on the screen in an elaborate font. Credits rolled, and she stayed to listen to every note of the play-out song. She sat very still and read names that appeared at the top and then scrolled down to the bottom of the screen. Like it or not, she had to head home. It was eleven o’clock when she slipped in the front door, went into her office that also served as a guest room, and locked the door.

By this time, Georgia was completely unhinged.

For weeks afterwards, she stumbled through her workdays, teaching her classes, doing housework, making dinner, and then cleaning up. She barely spoke to Jack and spent her anguished evenings drinking way too much wine. She was furious with herself.

What? Did you think he was going to turn into a romantic all of the sudden? If you are waiting for that, missy, you will wait forever. You never should have opened yourself up to this kind of heartache.

Did you really believe that—oh, if I only find the right camp we will be in love again?

What are you—a teenager?

Soon, the day dawned when she looked at herself in the mirror and discovered a woman who was both haggard and bitter. The space between her eyebrows had become a deep scowl that she massaged in an attempt to soften the lines. Georgia bent her head closer to the glass so she could see into the chasm of her own light brown eyes.

Fine. You are deeply disappointed. Heartsick even. But you need to make a decision right now. Are you going down the rabbit hole? It’s certainly one way to go. I give you permission to do that, but if you are not going down, you’d better get your effing act together.

To save herself, she began to make lists of all the things she had to be grateful for, all the ways she could still enjoy what was left of her life, romance or no romance.

She was still lamenting Jack’s deception when he suddenly died. Almost immediately afterwards, the kids decided to put the camp on the market and sell it. This added a jolt of fresh pain to her already raw injury. Unfortunately for the children, it was a buyer’s market. Jack must be rolling over in his grave knowing he lost money on a piece of real estate. Oh well, at least, they each got a chunk of change out of the deal. Georgia never saw the cabin again.

No, I don’t think I’m better than anyone else. I have no room to judge.

As the dawning light in her bedroom grew brighter, her thoughts shifted to Yvonne. She prayed that her friend would reflect on her mistakes, too. Surely, Yvonne would remember the crazy weekend in high school when members of their class had gone to a chorus competition. The contest was in Boston, which was the big city, especially compared to their small town that didn’t even have a traffic light or a post office. It turned out that Yvonne had not been able to handle the freedom they were given on that field trip.

All the competing groups were staying at the same motel and socialized freely from room to room. Some of the boys down the hall produced large quantities of both liquor and pot. Georgia tried to make Yvonne slow down as she gulped her drink of vodka and fruit juice, but she was hell bent to get drunk that night. Georgia was so upset by her behavior she went back to the room they were sharing and went to sleep early. Apparently, Yvonne longed to be the cool, crazy girl, but instead she embarrassed herself. She had intercourse that night, with not just one guy, but with two of them. That was all anybody talked about the next day. Georgia had no idea how she would live it down. In that day and age it was a scandal.

Six weeks later, when Yvonne discovered she was pregnant, her mother snuck her quietly across the border into New York State for an abortion. It was handled very discreetly, and Yvonne came home and resumed her old life as if nothing had happened. If the parish priest was aware of the occurrence, even he didn’t dare mention it for fear of her mother’s reaction.

Georgia asked her, “Did you think about the baby? At the last minute, did you wonder what it would look like? What about mortal sin, Yvonne? Why weren’t your parents worried about your soul?”

Yvonne answered her factually with little emotion in her voice. “My mom wasn’t happy, but in the end, she said, ‘There’s no point in destroying your life because you made one mistake.’”

Georgia was stunned and confided, “My mother would have killed me. She would have found some home for unwed mothers and made me go through the whole thing to teach me a lesson.”

Yvonne’s reputation for being “easy” persisted, and Rolland’s mom was not happy when she starting dating him. In fact, they were engaged for four long years while Yvonne worked at winning over her future in-laws. It wasn’t until Spencer was born that they forgave her sullied past. Georgia hoped Yvonne would think about that after her fury of the previous night.

She said a prayer for Zelda and Spencer. Please Lord, help Yvonne to open her heart and give those young people a chance.

Dolly Parton began to whine, so Georgia got up to take her dog outside. When they stepped through the back door a passing shower opened up. She held her face up to the sky and let the fine mist fall on her and wash away her troubles.
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Fourteen

“A thought, even a possibility, can shatter and transform us.”

—Friedrich Nietzsche

From: Kenny Simmons <ksimmons@gmavs.net>

Subject: Re: Walk?

Date: June 10, 2015 8:14:22 AM EDT

To: Georgia Best <georgiegirlb@gmavs.net>

I know Linda is out of town, and obviously, I don’t want to ask Yvonne to walk today, so I didn’t include her on the email. I thought I should give her some time and space. Do you want to go anyway? Nine?

From: Georgia Best <georgiegirlb@gmavs.net>

Subject: Re: Walk?

Date: June 10, 2015 8:19:06 AM EDT

To: Kenny Simmons <ksimmons@gmavs.net>

Yes, let’s do that. How about your loop?

When Georgia parked her car, she could see Kenny waiting for her at the end of his driveway. It was unusually cool this morning, forty-seven degrees, and he had his hands stuffed into the pockets of his lined, hooded sweatshirt. Georgia wore a black neoprene jacket over a long-sleeved T-shirt with “Billy Joel” printed on it. Her hair was stuffed into a cap with a short brim squared off a bit. The day was crisp and bright, and Georgia almost danced a few times as she and Dolly Parton ran down the road headed toward Kenny.

“You look like a teenager today.”

“Really? Well, I guess that I feel pretty good this morning. But how are you? How on earth is Zelda?”

“Spencer was insistent she come in to work this morning. The two of them are planning their big expedition out on the trails they may be able to use for the new equine adventures business. It sounds like a ton of work to get it off the ground, but honestly, I think it could be pretty great. I haven’t seen Zelda this excited about anything in her life. Ever. Lord, I hope Rolland and Yvonne get to know her better and come to trust her.”

“What do you think about her dating Spencer?”

They had finished the short section around the pond and were just starting the climb up the first section of the logging road. Georgia reached down and unbuckled Dolly Parton’s leash. She immediately ran off into a grove of birch trees where the morning light was scattering misty sunbeams through the great canopy of leaves overhead to the forest floor. It was obvious her dog was deliriously happy to be set free. They watched the dog as she stood up on her hind legs and then darted back and forth with joy. Kenny took his time thinking about her question. He also had to catch his breath as they ascended.

At the top of the first rise he said, “Love is always a risk. As young as they are, in their early twenties, there’s a good chance it won’t work out. On the other hand, it could, and they might build something lasting. Who knows? Better to have loved and lost and all that.” He turned to look back down at the pond. The sun was still at a low angle and the light danced across the lapping waves that flowed in their direction. “When we’re on our deathbeds, I doubt very much that we will regret the people we gave our hearts to. Just because a relationship doesn’t work out over the long haul doesn’t mean it was without value.” He sighed as he prepared himself to continue the climb. “I mean, my wife died and left me alone, but I wouldn’t trade the years we had together for anything.”

“I think you should count yourself lucky that you can say that; not everyone can.”

Georgia’s jaded statement caught Kenny off guard, but he didn’t push her to explain. Instead, he tactfully changed the subject. “How’s the house hunting coming?”

“Argh. It’s a waste of time. Sometimes I see a house online I love. Then I call the realtor, only to find out it’s already sold. I think sometimes it’s a big scam. You know, they put a perfect house out there as a come-on. You can’t believe how many afternoons I’ve spent searching through realtors’ listings that aren’t even close to what I’ m looking for.”

He briefly reached out and touched her shoulder as they walked. “What are you looking for?”

“I want a big living space so I can still host family holidays. A room big enough for overstuffed couches to be arranged in a U-shape, and a dining area that can seat ten, maybe twelve people. The house should be small, no bigger than two thousand square feet finished. I’m also looking for unfinished flexible space in the basement area with nine-foot ceilings. If you sink a foundation into a rising hillside, one full wall gets daylight. That’s what I want downstairs, a wall of glass to make it feel more like a ground floor than a basement.”

He scratched his chin. “I can see your problem. What you want is pretty specific. For me, it was like having a second career finding the house I’m living in now.”

They discussed the pros and cons of every town in the area. As they hiked along, she described to him the shortcomings of each home she had looked at, but they continued to enjoy the sunshine and the good company. When they reached the top of the trail and began their descent, Georgia stopped and marveled at the sunshine that had risen higher across the water. She could see Kenny’s dock on the far shore across the pond and his front porch sitting high on the hill.

“You have the perfect location, Kenny. Does it ever get old? What a great spot. I would love to find something here on Mill-house Pond, but all the homes have huge acreage.”

He gathered his thoughts and said, “Maybe somebody would sell you a lot . . . Wait!” Kenny stopped dead still. “Georgia, can you see the small field to the left of my driveway? How at the far end of the flat space, the land rises quickly? See how it steps up and then levels off again? Can you imagine the house you just described to me, its foundation embedded into that hill. You’d have a waterfront view and be able to watch the sunset from your front porch. There would still be plenty of meadow left for a nice yard.”

“Kenny, are you serious? It’s a thrilling idea, but why would you want to subdivide?”

He stopped and faced her. “Georgia, I have to confess I’ve been worried about money. I’m a careful planner, but I wasn’t counting on the baby coming along. It’s a triple whammy—all the medical bills from Sharon’s long illness, the hit I took by retiring early to be with Zelda—although I still think it was a good decision at the time—and now a child. My child is trying to raise a child? Geesh.”

He reached out and snapped a dry twig off a nearby tree and proceeded to break it into sections. They started down the hill again with Georgia in the lead. She could hear him perfectly when he said, “Then, there was the cost of extended rehab, and I paid for Zelda’s new teeth completely out of pocket. When I think about selling the lot, some obvious advantages jump out at me. It would reduce my tax burden and provide a lump sum of money I could put into investments. We could share some maintenance costs like the well, and if we shared the driveway, the snowplowing. I wouldn’t have to keep the field mowed down because it would be your front lawn and your responsibility.”

She still worried that he was trying to help her out of her dilemma. “Those are all solid points that you make. I’d have never thought of those particular details.”

“I’ve always been good at thinking creatively. And I’ll tell you another thing I’m going to look into—signing the forest above my house over to the Vermont Land Trust. Again, it would ease my tax burden. I’ll probably have it logged first and put that money in the bank.”

They stood shoulder to shoulder by the water’s edge, imagining her little home in the site across the way. Georgia could hear the waves lapping, and smell the water’s scent on the breeze. The vista, as so often happened out here on Millhouse Pond, was unexpectedly clear with a golden cast. She fell into a daydream in which she brought a load of wash out to her new side yard where she had erected a clothes line. As she pinned up the garments, the music of the birds and the aromas of the warming morning air brought tears to her eyes. But she snapped out of her reverie and thought, This is too good to be true. Maybe Kenny will change his mind. It could be the spirit of the moment.

“Kenny, sleep on this tonight. If you are still willing to consider it tomorrow, let’s walk your land together and try to predict the impact of building my house on it.”

She looked up at his home perched above the lake and added, “It sure looks like there are plenty of trees for screening. We would definitely be able to maintain seclusion, although in the winter, it might be different. I never noticed how many maple trees you have up there. It’s a regular sugar bush. Have you ever thought about collecting sap?”

“If you build your house, you can show me how. Listen, just as an exploratory measure, I am going to go down to the town clerk’s office this afternoon and meet with the zoning administrator. This piece of land is on the waterfront, so you’d be held to all the wetlands restrictions. That much I know for certain. I want to find out what they are and pick their brains about anything else we should be considering. Let me find out what they’d recommend for a project like this.”

“Okay. In the meantime, I’m going to research other pieces of property that are for sale across the state. Let me see if I can find recent transactions that are comparable to this. We can get a sense of the amount of money that I should offer you.”

“Georgia, why wait until tomorrow? How about you come back to walk the land this afternoon? Four o’clock? We can have a glass of wine, watch the sunset, and compare notes.”

“I have classes today at two and three. I couldn’t get here until four fifteen at the earliest.”

“Four fifteen then. Let’s synchronize our watches.”

Georgia burst out laughing, bent over, and put her hands on her knees. “Do they even have that expression anymore? I bet my kids wouldn’t have any idea what it means.”

“Good thing we have each other.” Kenny’s statement was heartfelt and it hung in the air awhile in the comfortable silence between them. A feeling of tenderness warmed Georgia, but she quickly decided not to read too deeply into what he said.

He’s just excited about this project and he’s getting carried away. I’m thrilled by the notion of it, too.

For the first time since she’d realized she would have to sell her home and move, Georgia was optimistic about the possibilities of change.
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Fifteen

“To wish was to hope, and to hope was to expect.”

—Jane Austen

Four fifteen in the afternoon proved to be a magic time that day in Moorestown. Spencer and Zelda journeyed forth with their horses packed up and their hopes high. Zelda set the tone of the trip when she insisted Spencer watch her as she coaxed his horse Tom to back out of the pasture gate, just as he had taught her to do.

Spencer slapped his thigh in delight, but joked in an accusatory voice, “Show-off!”

“Wait until you see the dinner I’m going to make,” Zelda shouted back over her shoulder as she trotted up across the dusty-green, high grass and toward the woods beyond it. She hoped that over time she would prove to be a good campfire cook, as catering for their customers would be additional revenue for them—and she always loved to prepare meals, especially for the people she loved most. Although she would be reluctant to admit it to anyone, Zelda already thought of Spencer as an important part of her life.

She had purchased a tiny outdoor camping stove that ran off mixed butane and propane. The fuel was stored in a refillable cylinder that screwed onto the appliance. It was a good tool for boiling, pan-frying, and sautéing, but she intended to finish her meats over a bed of hot embers. In her pack, she had included a small mesh grill for this purpose. In order to get the fire hot enough to burn down to a charring glow, the minute they decided where to stop for the night she would get a blaze going. It took hours for gathered wood to cook down to red coals.

Zelda had to slow her horse where the forest hardwoods began, and Spencer quickly caught up to her. Since they were forced to walk the horses more slowly and let them pick their way across the uneven terrain, it was a good time to make conversation.

“I know the deciduous trees are concentrated more toward the base of our mountains,” she said. “Look right here, there are sugar maples, some yellow birch, and even a few beech trees. See how the trees change to conifers, mostly white pines at the higher elevations. I don’t know why it happens.”

Spencer replied, “It’s called altitudinal zonation.”

“Now who’s showing off?”

“From what I’ve read, it’s a natural layering of ecosystems that occurs at different elevations. Temperature, humidity, soil composition, and the amount of sunlight change as you go higher. All these things support different plants and determine the animals that can live there. Remind me to show you an old picture we have of this hill. It was taken a hundred years ago, when these woods were completely clearcut.”

Zelda said, “We learned about that in school. It happened in a lot of places in Vermont. I have a good memory for random facts in history. Did you know the white pine was included on the Great Seal of Vermont, designed by Ira Allen in 1778?”

“I did not. I was always better at math and science.”

Zelda shot a deliberately coy and flirtatious sideways look at Spencer. “Maybe, between the two of us, we have all the bases covered.”

He reached out and took her hand for a few moments, but it was a long reach, and finally he squeezed it and let go. “It’s going to get cold tonight, so we’ll have to snuggle in, but the big advantage to a night like this is that it will be good stargazing. We can make a game out of who sees a shooting star first and keep score of how many. It’s possible we might even be graced by the northern lights if we climb up onto a peak.”

Spencer shifted the reins higher in his hand. “Zelda, we have to remember nights like this will require different equipment for our customers. We haven’t really talked about the gear we need for the business. You and I will be happy we have down sleeping bags tonight, but summer-weight bags are so much cheaper to buy. Are we going to provide equipment for our clients? Do they bring their own? How do you think that it should work?”

Zelda hesitated before she joked about her days on the streets, “Well, as you know I have had my share of experiences . . . ahem . . . sleeping outdoors.” Although it was black humor, they both cracked up at her reference to her homeless days. “All kidding aside, seriously, I don’t think we want to get involved with having to maintain sleeping bags. People can be very careless with others people’s belongings. Then, there are problems with lice and bedbugs.”

Spencer lurched back in his saddle at the thought of it. “Gross. I hear it’s nearly impossible to get rid of bedbugs.”

“Exactly. Why take the chance? Many of our clients will be traveling from cities where such things are common and can bring the problem with them. What makes more sense to me is to make up a list of equipment they’ll need on our website. If they forget something, they can buy from us. With a big markup, of course. And another thing we could offer is they could purchase the entire list as a package.”

Spencer’s expression and the nod of his head reflected the fact that he was impressed with her head for business. “What kind of markup are you talking about?”

“Twenty percent,” Zelda told him coolly. Listening to her, you would think that she did this sort of thing every day of her life. It was obvious why Zelda had become the top salesperson at the jewelry store where she used to work. She was innately shrewd, and in any kind of negotiation, she became competitive. Winning was much more important to her than compromising just to make a sale. Her attitude implied that her products were prestigious, and she was convincing.

Spencer let out a whistle. After listening to her opinion, he found himself wondering if he was undervaluing his dairy products. “What about the cheese end?”

Zelda peered over at him and caught his eye, her face determined. “Fifty percent.”

He nearly slid off one side of the horse he was so surprised. “Fifty percent markup! That’s crazy money.”

“We’re going for high-end customers, Spencer. They won’t blink an eye at that price. Your cheese is always going to be made in small batches with the highest quality milk. I say we pitch it to a select audience: our horse people, our website, and some of the especially nice farmers’ markets.”

Zelda carefully watched Spencer’s face. She could almost see the wheels in his mind turning. They rode on in a state of deep contemplation and wandered up toward the pine grove that Armand Boudoin had recommended they visit. Both found themselves taking deep, relaxed breaths as they absorbed the scenery with all five senses. Zelda and Spencer were comfortable and content with each other, the warmth of the sun, and the almost perfumed bouquet that rose from warming wildflowers. Spencer broke the long silence. “I think we should try to showcase this trail to our clients. It’s spectacular as far as I’m concerned.”

The path was flanked with golden water rushing down fast-moving streams. It leapt over piles of rounded stones, and roared around every twist and turn they traveled. Its sound was mesmerizing, and the slight mist it cast off cooled Zelda and Spencer’s faces and gave an almost magical glow to the fading afternoon light. Zelda closed her eyes for a few seconds and held her face up toward the sky. “Spencer, this may seem like a weird thing to say but I have never felt so clean. Or calm. Hey, do you know what time it is?”

He turned around to admire the sight of her riding behind him on the trail. “It’s not weird. I know exactly what you mean . . . quarter to five.”

“Should we camp here in the white pines tonight?”

“I’d like to, if that’s all right with you. We still need to explore and find the best spot. Let’s tie the horses up ahead and investigate on foot for a while.”

After they tethered the horses, they hiked a circuit about fifty feet around their makeshift hitching post. Spencer and Zelda expanded their search by pushing out in concentric circles that they widened by thirty feet or so each time. They were rewarded when they came upon a small cliff of perhaps nine or ten feet that sat above a wide bubbling stream. Abutting the cliff was a deep pool formed by a turn in the water’s flow. The water was the bluish cast of teal and looked fresh and inviting.

“That color makes me want to tear off my clothes and dive in. I feel like it’s beckoning to me,” Zelda said enthusiastically.

“Feel free, but that’s pure snowmelt right there. It’s so cold you’d probably come up screaming. If you want to swim, we should wait until late morning tomorrow when the sun will be the warmest.”

“Oh, well, still this looks like a nice place to camp.”

“Yep. Let’s go get the horses and walk them in here. If we used this as a future permanent site, we’d have to cut a trail into it. And Zelda? I think I would lose my mind if this place got littered with cans and cigarette butts. You know what just popped into my head? We should work on some kind of curriculum that will teach our clients the proper way to pack out when they’re camping.”

Spencer set up the tent while Zelda started her campfire. She was looking forward to cooking for him, and he was happy to be able to provide shelter for her. They may not have known it, but their trip was already satisfying a growing instinct inside each of them to take good care of the other. Within the hour, the fire pit was crackling, their temporary home erected, and the horses unsaddled for the night and drinking out of the stream. Like a scene from an old cowboy movie, Spencer used the saddles and a bedroll to make a spot for them to stretch out and lounge on.

They leaned up against the saddles and held hands while they relaxed and looked around their campsite. When they turned to each other to embrace, their kiss was as natural as the bed of pine needles their blanket rested on. Infused with pine scent, the roar of a nearby waterfall, and the toasty taste of each other, the two young people quickly became aroused.

Spencer pulled back, but kept his arm around her. “I haven’t asked you many questions about the baby.” Zelda felt disconcerted and blushed, but Spencer’s concern led in a surprising direction. “I don’t know how this is supposed to work when a woman is pregnant. Did they tell you what to do so both you and the baby are safe?”

Zelda assumed he was talking about sex, and she was mortified. She didn’t know how to talk about something so personal. Spencer put his finger under her chin and lifted her face so she had to look him in the eye.

“If we can’t talk about this, then we aren’t ready to do it.”

Zelda knew he was right. She answered him truthfully but with difficulty. “Larry was gone so quickly, I told my doctor I’m not sexually active anymore. That was the truth. So I don’t know what’s safe and what isn’t.”

“I’d like to go to your doctor with you.”

“Really?”

“Of course, I want to make sure I’m not hurting the little thing. I’m not even sure . . . I know you can’t get pregnant because you already are, but is there a reason we should use a condom? I think maybe we should make a list of all of our questions.”

“That sounds so grown up. So reasonable . . . so unlike me.” They both chuckled. He kissed her again deeply and her heart fluttered wildly.

“Zelda, I think everything will work out fine, even with my mom, if we put our best foot forward. Let’s try to make some smart decisions. We should simmer down right now and simply enjoy this time together. We can still have fun and it can be . . . you know . . . romantic without going too far. Let’s promise to wait. Once we get the green light and know what we’re doing, we can decide when and where we want our first time to be.”

Zelda was moved to tears, but she abruptly jumped up to stir the fire. “I was going to say I wish I’d met you before I got into this mess, but I realized I did meet you before, just before my life went spiraling downhill.”

“Your mother died. You watched her suffer for a long time. Anyone could be derailed by that.”

Zelda rejected his dismissal of her many sins. Adeptly, she changed the subject. “I’ve got one pan and one pot. I’m hoping we wind up with grilled sirloin tips and asparagus with rice. It’s an experiment. Wish me luck.”

“I’ll gather up more wood and feed the horses, unless there’s anything I can do to help you.” When she shook her head, he went on, “Zelda, no matter what, it’s going to be a beautiful night.” Before Spencer walked away to work on his chores, he dug into his pack and found the five bottles of prescription pills he took every day. There was an anti-seizure medication, an anti-inflammatory, an anti-epileptic drug used to treat his neuropathic pain, and a narcotic he took every four hours. Spencer was so used to taking them that, one by one, he swallowed the pills down dry. With a wave of his hand, he strode off toward Tom and his own mount, Horace.

As the night wore on, just as Spencer predicted, the night sky was bright, and they competed to be the first to spot falling stars. After a delicious dinner, the cleanup, and hours by the fire chatting, Zelda and Spencer climbed into their little dome tent to sleep for the night. It looked like a yellow Chinese lantern lit from within. After they closed up the flap to the outside, they settled into a huge sleeping bag that had been made by zipping two smaller ones together. They had also brought crisp sheets and pillows. Each of them wore a clean T-shirt to bed.

Zelda was exhausted. When she lay down, she turned toward the wall of the tent to curl up, but Spencer spooned up behind her tenderly. He assured her, “I just want to snuggle a little.” So she relaxed back into his embrace and closed her eyes. His hand stroked her arm and it felt like a natural progression when he put it under her cotton shirt and moved the palm of his hand across her belly. But when he reached higher to cup her breast, Zelda gasped.

“Spencer! I thought that we were going to wait.”

“I’m sorry.” He pulled away and lay on his back laughing.

Zelda lifted up on one elbow to watch him. “What’s so funny?”

“It’s like, once I touch you, my hand doesn’t belong to me; they just move around on their own. I’m just going to have to stay over here on this side. Damn! You have the most velvety skin. It’s irresistible. Man! And you smell so good.”

Zelda smiled. “Thank you. I think. It’s pretty nice to be near you too. Spencer, I was thinking about our decision to hold off. There’s another good reason to do it.”

“Tell me.”

“When I got bad enough that I was shooting up, I did some terrible things to get heroin. I’m almost grateful that many times I went into a blackout, and I don’t remember the guy or the act. But some of them I do remember, and it makes me feel sick to my stomach.” Zelda paused for a bit, searching for the right words. “I don’t want those memories coming between us. Life with you is new and kind of . . . unspoiled, and they made me feel the opposite. Dirty. I thought I’d work on this for a while with my counselor.”

Spencer reached over and embraced her so that she could lie on his shoulder. He told her, “That sounds like a good idea, sweetheart. God, I love you!”

Her heart leaped. “I love you, too.”

“Do you think that you can fall asleep?”

“In a heartbeat. It’s been a long day, a good day, but a long one.”
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Sixteen

“I am a great believer in luck, and I find the harder I work, the more I have of it.”

—Thomas Jefferson

Kenny and Georgia sat on Kenny’s front porch in bent-cane rocking chairs with a split log coffee table in front of them. They both wore jeans and wool sweaters, and each held a tulip-shaped wine glass containing an almost orange-colored rosé. Two locally produced cheeses, one of them made by Spencer, and a rectangle of pâté were set out on a decorative cutting board. In a gorgeous hand-blown glass bowl, Kenny had put whole-wheat crackers so thick they looked more like cookies. The vista before them was Millhouse Pond, where the sun was sinking toward the ridge of mountains at the far end of their view.

“This is quite a show, Kenny. Thank you for the appetizers.”

“Thanks for bringing the wine. I bought a bottle when I went to town, too, so we have plenty. We can sit back and enjoy the sunset.”

She lifted her glass. “I still have to drive home. I need to be a little careful.”

He acknowledged the truth in what she said with a nod. “Don’t blame me if I indulge a bit. It isn’t often that I have the whole house to myself.” His expression abruptly changed as if he’d had a brainstorm. “Hey, can I show you something I’m working on?”

“Sure.”

Kenny went into the house and brought out a wooden rocking horse scaled very small, as if for a toddler. The body appeared hand carved and looked like an old-fashioned folk art piece. She could smell the raw pine because it hadn’t been sealed yet. “Kenny, it’s darling! Don’t tell me you made it.”

“I did. I want to start getting ready for the baby.”

“Are you going to stain or paint it?”

“I haven’t decided. What do you think would be best?”

“The horse’s face you created with your chisels is adorable. It reminds me of collectibles I’ve seen from the early fifties. Maybe you could look at pictures of old rockers, even kid’s books from the time, and they will give you some ideas of what to use for your finish coat.”

Kenny put the toy down on the floor. “That’s a great idea. I could also look up paint products that are safe for toddlers, you know, not toxic or anything. I’ve been reading about how they put everything in their mouth.”

“You really are getting ready,” she said, and took a sip of the wine.

“I’m trying hard to. Georgia, did you know Zelda was five when I met her? I’ve never been part of the experience of having an infant to take care of. At first, I thought she had been reckless when she got pregnant, and I was mad, but now I’m ready to make the best of it. It will probably be a lot of fun. Not every minute mind you, but most of the time it will wind up being a blessing.”

Georgia said, “It may be good for Zelda, as an added incentive too, for her to stay on the straight and narrow.”

Kenny looked down at the floor and sighed. “Let’s hope that’s true.” He clapped his hands together and met her eyes. “Let’s get to the matter at hand. Georgia, I know you had two classes this afternoon. Did you have time to look at real estate online?”

“I did, but I quickly discovered this isn’t a simple matter. For one thing, we didn’t talk about the size of your proposed building lot.”

He said, “According to the town’s zoning administrator, between the beach, the road, and the fact you want to sink the foundation into the slope of the hill, there should be more than enough setback. But because it’s waterfront property, the septic design will be critical. You’ll have to pay the long dollar to put in a concrete tank, I’m sure you know that already.”

She was quick to reply. “The reason our lakes and ponds are as clean as they are here in Vermont is because of our restrictions. I’m happy to follow the guidelines for the privilege of being on the water.”

Kenny leaned forward a little and asked, “Even if it costs you a lot more money for your septic system?”

Georgia pointed at Millhouse Pond and swept her arm back and forth to indicate the sweeping view. “Even then.”

He sat back, feeling relieved. “Okay, as long as we’re clear. I don’t want you committing to this project unless you understand the financial pieces involved. Not that I’m sure I do either. Georgia, please believe me when I say I am always going to tell you the truth as best I know it, but I’m not a builder. Clearly, I’m not a surveyor either. You asked me about the size of the lot and I’m not sure I can even estimate it.”

The look on Kenny’s face changed.

Georgia immediately asked him, “What is it?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “There’s one thing I worry about most, and I’d love to get it off my chest. I’m concerned we could reach an obstacle during this process and you would be angry with me. Anger can sometimes lead to a falling out. While it would be nice to have a chunk of change in the bank, there’s no amount of money that’s worth losing our friendship over.”

“Thank you for saying that, Kenny. I want you to know I feel the same way. Realistically, though, there will be obstacles. Nothing worth doing is ever easy. If we can talk things over every step of the way there’s less likely to be resentments. Don’t you think?”

He lifted his wine. “I do. So let’s raise a glass to our first business meeting for the new house. Hey, just for fun, let’s give it a name. Do you want to? What do you want to call it?”

She didn’t have to think twice about the answer: “Double Loon Lodge.”

He clinked her glass with his own and said, “I assume the name represents our nesting loons on the pond?” When she nodded, he continued, “A toast to the first meeting of the planning commission for Double Loon Lodge.”

They sipped and sat quietly for a time looking out at the horizon. The lake seemed to be absorbing the sinking orange sun. A refreshing breeze began to lift over the water and gust up the hill to where they were sitting. “The scent rising off the water is intoxicating,” Georgia said, though she hadn’t even realized she had spoken out loud.

Kenny added softly, “It’s like the smell of new life. Like a baby’s skin or a newly picked cantaloupe.”

Huge cumulus billows rimmed with red floated across the top of several striations of pink-and-purple, fair-weather clouds. The sky and all its colors were reflected across the surface of the water. They were enthralled and felt tranquil sitting in silence for several minutes. Kenny was lost in thought, and when he realized it, he shook himself and got back to business. “You will need a certain distance behind the new house for your building envelope set-back. I think you should have an additional hundred feet for good measure. Just to be on the safe side, as laws could change over time. I think the lot size should be, at least, an acre and a half. It’s going to be an odd shape, though.”

Georgia thought about what he told her and asked, “Should I bring some wooden stakes to mark where we think the corner posts will be? We’ll have to walk the site carefully. Once we do that, we could bring in a surveyor. Shall we split the cost?”

“No, that’s my bill to pay. I’ll be the one applying for a subdivision permit.”

“All right, if you think that’s fair. Back to the land prices I looked at today. I printed out some of the real estate listings. They’re here in my messenger bag.” Georgia dug out a stack of papers. “Here. You see the first lot I came across is on Elwell Pond in Peacham. Then we have another on Island Pond in Brighton, and Willoughby, and then Caspian Lake. There are some different realities between here in the valley and up in the Northeast Kingdom. Our area is within commuting distance to Montpelier, Burlington, and even Middlebury. That drives our real estate values up. Then, there is the additional amenity of having three different ski mountains close by. Our schools are really good, too. I know the housing market is down, but I still have to think a lot like this is worth a hundred thousand dollars. Kenny, if you take the time to look online you will see some go for more than that. One thing that’s going to help us narrow down your asking price is to establish how much shoreline you are deeding over. It’s probably the most important factor.”

“All right, we’ve made progress today, but we still have research to do. The important thing we’ve established is that it’s possible to subdivide and build there. And we’ve come up with a ballpark price. I think that’s a pretty good day’s work.”

Georgia’s eyes welled up. “The more I think about it, the more excited I am. Up until now, even the thought of packing up my home and moving out was devastating. For the first time, I feel some hope that my new life here on Millhouse Pond could be better than the one I’m living right now. Thank you for coming up with this idea, Kenny. I’m sure you can’t imagine what it means to me.”

“You’re welcome, but this could seriously be a win-win. Putting somewhere in the neighborhood of a hundred grand into investments would make me feel more secure. Georgia, look down the hill. We can’t even see the lot we’re talking about. It really won’t change my life very much.”

Georgia jumped in her seat because she had a sudden brainstorm. “Hey. I’ve got an idea. Let me take you out to dinner. Let’s drive down to the restaurant that just opened near the covered bridge. They have a couple of tables set right on the bank of the Barmy River with party lights and a pergola. My treat.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, I feel like celebrating. We should probably take both cars. I’ll head home right afterward.”

“Let’s go. The sunset is fading anyhow. Will you help me carry this stuff inside? Just leave it all on the kitchen counter and I can clean it up later.”

“How lucky are we to be able to watch the sunset over the pond and then have dinner on the river. Vermont! I never take it for granted.”


[image: image]
Seventeen

“The fiercest anger of all, the most incurable, is that which rages in the place of dearest love.”

—Euripides

Yvonne assumed the young people were back from their camping trip. As upset as she had been after the confession Zelda made at Kenny’s house, she was appalled that afterward Spencer and Zelda had treated her with so little respect. The very next day, Zelda came to work at Yvonne’s barn. That same afternoon, she saw the two of them riding her horses up the side of her mountain as if nothing had happened. As if she’d never had her entire life shut down in the blink of an eye by that drug-dealing hussy. As if she hadn’t suffered years of terror and hopelessness at the hands of that girl.

There was a time long ago when she’d gloried in the success of her son: the star athlete, the honor student, the boy with excellent character. Their town’s Lions Club gave out an award at every eighth-grade graduation to the boy and girl who exemplified the best moral fiber as a community member. Spencer had won that award. Of course, he had. Many people told her he was one of the finest children they had ever known.

But when her church congregation found out he was on drugs the night of the accident, some of the women had shown up at the hospital just to gloat. Their sympathetic platitudes were delivered to Yvonne along with smug little smiles. Yvonne thought, Oh, how the mighty have fallen. There were even rumblings about the scandal that had clouded her own adolescence many years before. Two group emails were exchanged and accidently sent to her that read: “Like mother, like son,” and “Apples don’t fall far from the tree.” She quickly understood that some people have a long memory for gossip and a talent for backstabbing.

Her real friends hadn’t rushed in during the crisis. Instead, they had waited to find out what she and Rolland really needed. Georgia brought a ham and Linda a turkey. They had gone out and purchased new Tupperware to store both of them, pre-sliced and stacked in her refrigerator. In addition to the meats, they added three containers of different salads and a lasagna in a disposable aluminum baking pan.

Top to bottom, her friends had scrubbed her home clean. When she came back from the hospital to rest one night, the comforter on her bed smelled like sunshine. Yvonne got up and sniffed the quilts in Spencer’s room, and they had the same bouquet. Obviously, they had been washed and hung out to dry on the clothesline. She was so overcome by Georgia and Linda’s kindness and hard work that she had to lean against the window frame with her shoulder for support. As she was there looking out, she was astonished to find the sunshine scent was also emanating from Spencer’s curtains. She ran from one room to the next and each had the same aroma of laundry hung out to dry in the sunlight. That was what real friends did.

Yvonne suffered as she battled with the shame she felt about failing her only child. Everyone always blamed the mother, so it was assumed this was somehow her fault. She went quite early to the hospital each day, and she stayed late. Her husband, claiming someone had to hold down the fort, worked longer hours instead. During the periods when Spencer could be at home, Rolland was kind and attentive to his son, but not at the hospital. No, during the hours of prayerful hope, his long coma, the surgeries, and the ongoing procedures—Yvonne was alone.

What was the word for a mother whose child died? In English, there was no such word. Yvonne thought it an indictment of how horrifying the event would be, and she lived in an almost constant state of anxiety about it. To try to name what she feared most, Yvonne searched the Internet and found a term in Chinese. It was shidu, defined as the loss of a parent’s only child. In the early days, after Spencer was injured, she prayed only that she would not become shidu.

Although her prayers were answered and he lived, six months passed with Spencer still in and out of consciousness. So for the next year she prayed for him to know what was going on around him and to understand. Understand anything. Yvonne asked God to grant Spencer the ability to think about and enjoy even the smallest moments of what was left of his life.

She knelt down twice each day for a half hour before a makeshift altar she had created on a side table, and said a complete rosary. But even though she was devoted to this mantra of “Hail Mary” prayers and beads, Yvonne refused to go to church. She was conflicted about the Almighty and her parish, often thinking, Dear Lord, I want your favor but I am angry. Angry at you. What kind of merciful creator would destroy my child? You command everything in this world. Why did you choose to hurt him?

Our Lady of Victories Church and Catholic school had been her spiritual home for fifty-eight years, yet now she dreaded walking through the door. When the parishioners asked, “How are you?” it seemed to her falsely sympathetic. In her mind, their concerned questions were really thinly disguised judgments. It reminded her of the line from Matthew in the Bible, “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly they are ravening wolves.”

Instead of attending Mass, she designated Sunday mornings as Spencer’s music time. Yvonne had read that the use of music to help heal head injuries was growing because of modern scans that revealed plasticity, meaning the ability of the brain to change, and the specific parts of the brain that music activates. She brought her iPod dock with her to the hospital and played what she considered humankind’s most joyous music.

The first Sunday she played her son a carefully chosen collection from operas, and the next week she blasted the most famous ballet suites. On the third, the greatest hits of the doo-wop era evoked a visible response from Spencer when he lifted his hand a few times. She then tried swing and rock and roll—all songs that were joyous and upbeat. Although Spencer was confined to his bed, Yvonne danced around his room with abandon to encourage him. The staff came and went, efficiently performing their tasks, but as time went on, they would enter and exit leaping, swinging, swaying, and even strutting along with the music.

Yvonne was certain the songs were stimulating Spencer’s brain, and he became able to move the toes of his right foot in time to the rhythm. Many months later, he added one index finger and eventually, his entire arm. Another year passed before he could sing along. His strength over the passing time continued to gather. After marathon physical therapy treatments, and in a moment of divine intervention, he was on up his feet and leading his mother around the hospital floor in a Texas two-step. The nurses cheered that day. Every one of them begged for a turn until he fell back on his bed, drained by the effort.

But today it seemed clear to Yvonne that Spencer had forgotten her five years of sacrifice. Not to mention that she had carried and birthed him and taken care of him over his twenty-two years of life. He hadn’t consulted her at all about Zelda coming to work Friday morning. It was early when Yvonne saw her car pull in, and then they were out in the enclosed pasture exercising the horses. She stewed the whole day and called Rolland’s cell phone to complain about their thoughtlessness. When she looked out her kitchen window again that afternoon, they were riding up the hill and away from her.

Her only child hadn’t bothered to check in and see how she was doing after the distressing events of the night before. That cut her to the quick, and on top of the scene that had unfolded, it made her livid. Leave it to Rolland to bail out when things get difficult. He decided to pack up and start driving the second we got home from Kenny’s house. Yvonne hardly slept at all after the scene that played out.

The temperature had dropped quickly during the night, so on top of her fury, she was freezing. After hours of tossing and turning, she finally got up and closed the windows, turned the lights on, and dug deep into her cedar chest for an extra blanket. The weekend became a study in extremes with the daytime temperature well in the eighties and both nights dipping down into the forties. Her second night alone, she was even more irritable and furious than the first one.

Early on Sunday, thick ribbons of fog were evaporating off the riverbed in the valley and the streams up on the mountain. This often happened on late spring and early fall mornings. Zelda and Spencer knew they would soon have to pack up and head back home. While she made coffee on her camp stove, Spencer kept finding excuses to come up behind her and kiss her on the neck. “I had such a great time these past few days. We got a lot accomplished, too. I can’t wait to talk to my father about all our plans.” When the coffee had fully percolated, Zelda started frying bacon that she drained off into a tin can. Once it was crisp, she used the same frying pan to make eggs over easy to complete their hearty breakfast.

Spencer tended to the horses and took the tent down. After each chore he returned, put his arm around her, and nuzzled her above her collar. He circled his hand around her wrist. “My fingers touch. You are so tiny. You’re my china doll, and you cook too. I always thought beautiful girls didn’t cook.”

“I don’t know who told you that. Your mother is a great cook, and she’s gorgeous. Spencer, thank you for making me feel like this. I had a wonderful time, too. I hope that we can do it again soon.”

He kissed her and said, “Me too, China Doll.”

It was ten o’clock before they were ready to break the spell they had both been under and head down the mountain. By that time, the sun was burning through the fog high above, but on the trail directly before them, the visibility was still poor. They rode slowly and carefully on the trails. As the air warmed, the mist rose in threads that spiraled as they rose. They looked like phantoms dancing toward the sunlight that was streaming in. At the same time Zelda and Spencer descended in elevation, reality came rushing back at them.

Spencer made a mental list of all the things he had to do as soon as they got back. “When I go away, I hire other people to care for my animals, but I never really know what I’m going to find when I get home. I guess I’m particular and I have my own way of doing things. Before we unsaddle and unpack, I’d like to ride over and check the dairy cattle. It would help if you could go on and look in on Clarice; she’s locked in the foaling stall with her baby.”

The exceptional design of the horse barn was one of the things that had sold Yvonne on the Old Carpenter Farm. The stall where mother and foal were resting was a generous twenty feet square. It had its own exit out into the pasture, but that double set of Dutch-style doors was likely now closed. An automatic watering system was installed toward the front, but the fixture had been on the fritz for the last few days.

Spencer explained, “I called the plumber. He can’t come out until next week. Just make sure Clarice and her foal have their water. I’m not sure what time my help came in this morning.”

“I just fill up a bucket with water and pour it into the reservoir bowl?”

“Yes, but be careful. Clarice has been a mare-zilla with me since she gave birth. She’s protective of her foal to the point of being aggressive when I’m around.”

“It’s interesting she hasn’t given me any trouble. Could it be because I’m a woman? Can she possibly know I’m pregnant?”

“We’ll never know the way horses think. I do believe animals have a stronger sixth sense than we do. What I’m trying to say is, while I’m worried about their water, you’re my top priority. If she’s acting weird, wait until I get there, and I’ll handle it.”

“Go do the cattle. If you run into your father and want to talk with him about your plans, ask him to come back to the barn to chat. I’ll check on things, and when you two get there, I’ll say my goodbyes and give you some privacy.”

Spencer hesitated because he was still concerned about Clarice’s petulance and unpredictability. He stood fixed in place, staring at the ground, uncertain as to whether he should leave his girl. “Go!” Zelda insisted, “Honestly. I just have to give them water. It’s not rocket science.” Convinced by her tone, he jumped in his truck and sped off amid a cloud of dust.

Zelda strode into the barn and moved toward the horses. Clarice looked happy to see her. “How are you, girl? How’s that darling baby doing?”

The mare moved her head toward Zelda’s face. Just as Spencer had taught her, she stood quietly and listened to the horse’s breath next to her left ear. When she was certain that Clarice was feeling friendly, Zelda blew softly into one of her nostrils. The horse scrunched her top lip up trying to get more of the smell, and she looked hilarious as she was doing it. Zelda laughed softly. “You are so affectionate, you sweet lady. I love you, too.” Zelda felt safe to pop her head over the half door to look around inside.

There was water in the reservoir bowl, but it was only half full. She resisted an impulse to top it off immediately because she was sensitive to Spencer’s concern, and he certainly knew more about horses than she did. Zelda waited patiently, standing with Clarice and listening to the soft sounds she was making. I’ll go fill up a bucket with fresh water and when I come back, I’ll see how she’s doing then.

When she returned with the pail Clarice was still calm. The foal stood at her side although Zelda couldn’t see the baby’s head and so didn’t know if it was nursing. She decided to give them a few minutes and went into the office where an old Dell computer sat on the desk. Zelda fired it up, checked her email and Face-book, and read the news. She timed herself. After a half an hour had passed, she went back to the foaling stall. Clarice greeted her the same way she had before. The foal was in a back corner.

This is a good time. I won’t be anywhere near the young one. Do it.

With that, Zelda opened the door and walked in carrying the bucket. Clarice curved around her baby in a protective posture, which had been her habit lately. She poured the water into the storage bowl and although Zelda was mindful of the horse, she wasn’t the least bit nervous. Until an angry voice rang out.

“Spencer! Zelda! I know you are home from your trip!”

Clarice’s ears went back and her protective curve around the foal tightened. Zelda was afraid to call back to Yvonne for fear it would set the mare off. She was too scared to even put the bucket down or make any movement at all. She flattened herself up against the wall, attempting to be as small as she could and as far away from the foal as possible.

Then, an infuriated screech rang out. “Spencer!”

Clarice reared up and kicked out her back legs. One of them struck Zelda’s abdomen with such force she thought she might black out. She felt a rush of fluid run down her legs. It took all her will not to vomit, but she was too weakened to hang on to the bucket. It hit the floor with a clanging sound. Her adrenalin was released and self-preservation took over. Somehow she was able to open the latch and stagger out without further incident.

Yvonne stood about thirty feet away with a horrified look on her face. “Were you just in there with Clarice?”

Zelda’s only response was to drop to her knees and put her forehead on the ground. The next thing she knew Yvonne had put a blanket down next to her and helped her to roll over onto it. “Zelda, your pants are soaking wet. I think you’re bleeding. I’m going to call 911; you’ll only be alone for a few seconds.” A roaring sound engulfed Zelda as she lay on the straw-covered floor. Yvonne was standing over her again.

“Yes, this is Yvonne Paquette over at the Old Carpenter Farm. I am in our horse barn. My son’s girlfriend is four, maybe five months pregnant. She fainted and her pants are soaked with fluid. She’s bleeding a lot. Listen, when I walked into the barn a mare with a foal was making unhappy noises, and then I heard a thud and a clang. I think it’s possible Zelda, that’s her name, was kicked by the horse.” Yvonne was having a hard time hearing what the dispatcher was saying to her and she repeated her conjecture. “Kicked by a horse. Cover her? It’s not cold in here. Oh, in case she goes into shock? An ambulance is on its way? Thank you. Of course, I’ll stay on the line. I did what you said, I covered her. She lying on her side, and the blood is running out kind of behind her. Okay. She’s definitely breathing. She’s breathing. Ohhhhhhhhhhh. Okay, wait. Let me get a hold of myself.”

Yvonne looked up as Rolland and Spencer walked in. Spencer spotted Zelda on the ground and sprinted over to her. When he saw her blood-soaked clothing, he choked.

Without hesitation, his mother firmly said. “Son? I am talking to you now. Do you hear me?”

Spencer nodded yes.

“I believe I startled Clarice when I came in and called for you. It may be Zelda was kicked in a way that is bringing on the baby. Now, listen to me, no good can come from us getting so upset that we’re not thinking clearly. We have to stay calm. We must keep letting Zelda know what’s happening and be strong for her. Even if she doesn’t appear to be listening, we have to tell her everything that is going on. An ambulance is on the way. You get down on the floor and wait with her. Dad and I are going to walk out to the road to make sure they know where we are and how to find the entrance to the barn. Honey, don’t move her. We don’t know if she has broken bones. You just lie down beside her and talk to her.”

Spencer let out an anguished sob.

“Spencer! You are a strong man. Look at all you’ve accomplished in the last five years. If you want Zelda to get through this, you have to draw on that strength right now.”

As if a switch had been flipped inside him he took hold and answered, “I’m fine, Mom.” And Spencer kneeled down next to the woman he loved.

Rolland and Yvonne ran out of the barn toward the dirt road in front of their stone entry columns, which held up an arched sign reading OLD CARPENTER FARM. Both sets of eyes were trained down toward the intersection where they expected to see flashing lights at any second. Yvonne confided to her husband, “It’s my fault. I got so wound up about everything that I went in there hollering for Spencer.”

“It was an accident. Darling, it’s nobody’s fault.”

“That’s sweet of you to say, honey, but I know the truth. If I get a chance to make it up to her, you better believe I am going to do it. Rolland . . .” Her husband turned to her and held both of her hands as he listened carefully, “I’ve been so judgmental. So high and mighty. Good Lord! It’s not like I never made mistakes when I was young. I was never some perfect little princess.”

He was alarmed by the emotion he saw tear across his wife’s face. He put his arms around her, held on tight and said, “You’re still my princess, baby. All the more so because you know you’re human.” They stood together like that in a terror-filled silence until, over the rise of their dirt road, came the screaming sound of a siren.
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Eighteen

“Have patience with everything that remains unsolved in your heart. . . . live in the question.”

—Rainer Maria Rilke

Georgia’s three children—Christopher, Margot, and Sebastian—were seated with her around a restaurant table. She had called them and asked them to lunch. It wasn’t unusual for her to miss her kids and set up an event to get together. They joked that their mother had a two-week time limit. If she hadn’t seen one of her children for a couple weeks, she called to start planning something.

Any excuse to connect was fine with her. She was completely open to the various ways that they could spend some time. Georgia was as content helping Christopher paint his split rail fence as she was taking Margot shopping. Except for holidays and birthdays, she tended to see them one at a time or her two boys together. Sebastian and Christian were very close despite a five-year age difference. If she invited Sebastian out to dinner, he was likely to say, “Let’s see what Chris is doing.” So, though this lunch wasn’t completely out of the ordinary, they were curious why she had asked them all to attend.

They circled around her, each scooting their chairs in a bit closer. Georgia was sure they were waiting to find out what she had on her mind. After the minimum amount of polite small talk required in such moments, Chris and Sebastian, with their golden brown hair and eyes, stared in her direction. Margot’s topknot was much lighter than her brothers’ hair, a shade somewhere between honey and strawberry blond. Her curly tendrils framed her light aquamarine gaze when she directly asked, “Mom, what’s up?”

A tightening in Georgia’s gut made her realize she was suddenly nervous. “Kids, I have mentioned to each of you that money has been a bit tricky to figure out. So I consulted four different professionals, and they were unanimous in their opinions. I can’t afford to stay in our house.”

Christopher’s head snapped forward and a question burst from his lips. “Is there a way we can help, Mom? After the closing of the camp, we’ll all have some money. Should we pool it together to help out? None of us wants to lose our family’s home.”

Margot was obviously furious at her brother for saying such a thing. She barked out a guttural noise and let some air out between her teeth. “Grrrrunt, sssssss, uh-uh, no way.” She shook her head negatively in disbelief and disgust, but she didn’t say anything further.

Margot was more than capable of making you forget what a beauty she was. Georgia ignored her daughter’s rudeness and fought an intense desire to describe to her how unbecoming her behavior was. She chose instead to address the distress of her oldest son. “Thank you for such a generous offer, sweetheart. I totally understand your initial reaction to this problem. Really, I do. At first, when they told me I had to downsize, I was crushed. You all know exactly what I mean. I’d already lost your dad. This was another loss to grieve over.”

Margot sniped at her, “I think you are overreacting, Mom. It’s not like there’s no money. Those advisors are looking at the worst case scenario, like if you live to be a hundred.”

“Actually, I consider living into a ripe old age as the best case scenario, Margot. If I live to be ninety, do you want me moving in with you?”

Margot rolled her eyes. “I’m sure there’s government money to take care of the elderly. We can figure it out when the time comes.”

“That’s your solution? Will you put me in a state-run nursing home? The future requires more planning, dear.”

Sebastian was silent, disturbingly so. He looked down at his hands.

“What is it, Sebastian?”

After several attempts to speak he managed to get out. “All of our memories are in that house. I lived there my whole life. Even though I have my own apartment now, I always know my old room is waiting if I need it. It’s . . . reassuring.”

His voice cracked with emotion and Christopher patted him on the shoulder. “It’s all right, bud. We’re all going to be fine. Mom’s going to figure it out.” The touching interchange between her boys brought Georgia to tears. She lifted her cloth napkin to her eyes and shifted her gaze to her daughter.

Margot was unmoved. “I think you are being hasty, Mother.”

Mother? This was new. Margot had never called her anything but Mom.

“Why not wait another year and see if things don’t improve? You have so much time on your hands now, you could start working full-time again, or you could get a second job.”

Georgia leveled her golden eyes at her beautiful daughter. “You’re young. You don’t realize what you’re saying. I’ll be sixty soon. I’m too old to want to work that hard. Especially if it’s just to keep a huge house I’m living in alone.”

Chris surprised her again with a different kind of outburst. “What about the grandchildren?”

“Grandchildren? Honey, none of you is married yet. As far as I know, nobody even has a steady date. I don’t think I should hold on to an expensive piece of real estate on the off chance one of you reaches the point where you can commit to someone and start a family.” They clearly didn’t understand the financial pressure she was under. “Oh boy, now I’m setting the wrong tone. I’m sorry, kids. I sound defensive when what I really feel is worried. All this is my responsibility. I don’t ever want to be a burden on you children. It’s not just paying the taxes and mortgage; it’s heating a five-bedroom home during the long winters. It’s paying for services to mow the big lawn, maintain the pool and the hot tub, and power-wash all the siding. It’s hundreds of expenses that add up quickly. I’m still your mother, and I want you to trust me that the best course of action is for me to get a smaller place with less land. I hope that this will be my last move so I’m also thinking ahead. I want all my living space on one floor.”

Sebastian sniffled again and asked, “Can you give us time to take this in, Mom? I know it’s almost a year since Dad died, but it seems like it happened yesterday. This feels like another blow.”

“Of course, I can, honey. I just didn’t want you to hear about it from someone else. I’ve already looked at nine houses. Also, a friend of mine is exploring the idea of subdividing a lot off his land. I would be right on the water at Millhouse Pond. Building a house is the first possibility that excited me.”

“Really?” Margot asked, intrigued and suddenly quite charmed. “It’s nice out there. We could get a boat and come out to water ski.”

“I’m playing around with ideas for the house. It would be small, but have a big living room and dining room where we could have holidays. I could tailor it to our needs. It would have a huge daylight basement, too, and that could be finished later if I find we need the space. It’s important to me that you all know I am considering my options.”

“All right, “Margot said in an imperious manner. “Thanks for keeping us informed about our changing lives. Can we order now? I’m starving.”

“Yes. Get whatever you want, kids. It’s a late lunch; we won’t need to have dinner. I may have a glass of wine. Anyone else? What looks good?”

While Georgia paid the bill and was waiting to sign her credit card receipt, the kids made their excuses and hugged her goodbye. She sat back down at the table alone after they had all swept out the front door. To pass the time, she reached into her purse and turned on her phone. Georgia was astonished to see she had missed nine text messages.
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Nineteen

“Come what come may, time and the hour run through the roughest day.”

—William Shakespeare

Georgia shot home to let Dolly Parton out. She wanted her dog to pee, and then she would go straight to the hospital. Dolly had been alone for several hours already, and after she had done her business, she idled in the yard chewing on grass and waltzing around every inch of her fenced-in area. Georgia tried bribing her back inside with a treat, but Dolly was no fool. Georgia was afraid to leave her outside because Aussies are notorious barkers, and there was no telling how long she would be at the hospital. Her neighbors would be furious if Dolly Parton were left alone to have a barkfest for hours on end. After what seemed like an eternity, the dog finally allowed Georgia to lure her back into the house.

During the thirty-minute trip to the medical center, she zoned out with dread as if she were stoned on something. Although she had made this drive hundreds, if not thousands, of times, there were moments when she didn’t recognize anything around her as being familiar. Her heart raced, and it seemed to take hours. When, at long last, she swerved into a lot and parked her car, she ran as fast as she could to the front desk. “I’m here to see Zelda Simmons. Actually, I’m here because her father asked me to come.”

The old woman behind the desk wore a plastic name tag identifying her as a volunteer. “Simmons. Simmons,” she repeated as she scanned down a list fastened to a clipboard. “She’s in the obstetrical ward. Take the elevator to the third floor and follow the signs. Stop at the nurses’ station. They will show you where friends and family are gathering.”

Linda and Peter were already in the waiting area, and they quickly explained to Georgia what they knew, although it wasn’t much. Linda said, “I have never seen Yvonne like this. She can be a pain in the neck sometimes, but boy, does she own her mistakes. She’s taking full responsibility for what happened. She says that she certainly knows better than to go into a barn screeching at the top of her lungs. Wait until you see her, Georgia. I don’t even know how to describe her demeanor and her attitude right now. She’s . . . Peter, how would you explain it?”

“Resolute. She feels she’s to blame for the injury to Zelda, and she is determined to do whatever it takes to make it right.”

Yvonne and Rolland appeared at one of the open doors into the room. Georgia hugged Yvonne, who looked as if she was in shock. As pale as Yvonne had been when Zelda told her story at the Simmons house, her complexion was now gray. Her eyes and mouth were set in a bewildered, yet careworn, expression. Rolland told them all, “They just asked us to leave Zelda’s room because the doctor came in. God—she’s lost so much blood and she’s so tiny. She looks like a porcelain figurine or a small child lying in that bed. Kenny said he would come out and talk to us when he knows what’s going on. I’m going to get a cup of coffee. Who wants some? A bottle of water? Anything?”

Yvonne collapsed into a chair and put her head down. Georgia sat down next to her and quietly rubbed her lower back with the heel of her right hand. It was a reflexive gesture. Even when she was young and fit, Yvonne had carried her tension in these muscles, and having them massaged gave her great relief. She let out a soft, grateful groan. Eventually, she raised her eyes and spoke to the group at large. “Spencer rode in the ambulance with Zelda, and we drove behind in our car. All of us were together in the hospital room when Kenny walked in. If I had been in his position, I would have slapped me. I would have been outraged by my carelessness. Instead? He was kind. A bit distant, monotone, but very kind.”

“Do you feel like telling us what happened?” Georgia asked. “Only if you want to.”

“After that night at Kenny’s when the kids talked to us, I was terribly upset.”

Georgia touched her arm. “Of course. Any mother would have been.”

“I didn’t sleep at all. When I went into the kitchen the next morning, I looked out the window, and I could see Zelda had shown up for work at the barn. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was as if those two young people didn’t care about the pain they were causing. But I know my son loves me. All day long I waited for Spencer to come over to the house to talk to me, to hear me out. As time dragged on, I obsessed over the fact that he couldn’t be bothered with me. By the time the afternoon came, I was beyond livid.

“Out of the same kitchen window, I saw when the two of them packed up their camping gear and headed into the hills. I was furious. Rolland was away on business. I called him, and he agreed it was inconsiderate, but said there wasn’t anything he could do from a distance. I’m afraid I drank too much. Then, again, on Saturday night too. Still I didn’t sleep. I was ragged, hung-over, and furious by the time they rode in Sunday. I was like a banshee when I went screaming into the barn.”

A tut-tut sound popped out of Georgia. “I heard you yelled out one time.”

“Twice. Two times—screeching.”

“Yvonne, I know you feel terrible about this. Please try to hang on and let us help you. We are all going to walk through this misfortune together, and then we’ll see where we end up in a day or two. I know you’ll have to process all that’s happened in your own good time, but I’d like to tell you something. You are being as hard on yourself right now as you were on Zelda. We’re all flawed, Yvonne, and capable of making terrible mistakes. As we deal with this, I’d like to help you gain some perspective. You’re going to keep beating yourself up. I know I can’t stop that, but over time, you will see you aren’t the worst person in the world. Not even close. And neither is Zelda.”

Yvonne fell into Georgia’s arms and openly wept.

“I did this. It’s my fault.”

Georgia caressed her as only a sister or a lifelong friend could. “Okay. Shhhhhush. It’s going to be okay. It’s going to take time.”

Kenny was suddenly before them. Everyone stood up at attention. He mechanically told the group, “It’s possible the baby is already dead, but they’re going to do an emergency C-section anyway. Apparently, the horse’s hoof hit at exactly the worst place.” His self-control broke down a bit as he struggled to continue speaking.

Georgia’s heart went out to him and she verbally leaped in to provide some comfort. “No rush, Kenny. We’ve come to be with you and Zelda. There’s no rush.”

After a few jagged breaths, he went on. “The blow was powerful enough that it separated the placenta from the uterine wall. That’s why she has been bleeding so much. If he is still alive, he’s probably too young to survive outside the womb. Poor little fella.”

Circling him, the five adults hugged Kenny and reached their arms out to each other as well. While the men blinked back their tears, the women let them stream down their faces, wiping them with their shirtsleeves.

Kenny confided, “I was so angry at her when she told me she was going to have a baby. Now that I’ve had time to get used to the idea, I’m really sad about losing him. There were so many things I was looking forward to. It’s easy for me to imagine how hard this will hit Zelda. She is going to mourn that child. If Zelda lives, we’ll have to help her figure this tragedy out.”

“If she lives?” Rolland took a step back and put one hand on his heart.

“What happened to her is called placental abruption. It can cause the death of both the child and the mother.”

Yvonne’s face turned an even paler shade of ash, but her posture and the set of her chin transmitted the message to all of them that her spine was set in steel. Her voice came out controlled, considering the news they had all just been given. “What can we do, Kenny? Tell us what to do.”

“The nurse said we should all give blood in case Zelda needs a transfusion. In the event we don’t have the same type, other people here in the hospital need blood, too.”

Yvonne’s forceful voice continued, “All right, we will look into that immediately. Consider it done. Kenny, I need to ask you a question. When Spencer got hurt, the girls cleaned my house and brought food. It meant so much to come back from the hospital exhausted and find everything taken care of. May we do that for you?”

Kenny hesitated. He was trying to decide if he could ever forgive Yvonne. His grandchild may be dead and Zelda’s life was hanging by a thread. He surprised himself when he thought, What I feel right now is numb, but somehow also terrified. As long as Zelda lives, I think I can deal with anything. If she survives the blood loss, we can move forward, all of us, including Spencer and his family. It’s weird . . . I’m not mad at Yvonne at all. It’s not like she did something malicious, and it wasn’t premeditated. Rather, Yvonne whipped herself into a rage and went into the horse barn to give the young people a piece of her mind. She didn’t know Zelda was in the foaling stall. Kenny decided Yvonne had crossed a line, and she’d made a terrible decision, but the line was a fine one indeed.

He had been staring at the floor. He lifted his head up, and his hazel-brown eyes met her green ones. “All right, Yvonne. I will trust your judgment on this. Right now, I don’t think I could remember how to turn my vacuum cleaner on, let alone feed myself. Thank you.”

Relieved that he was going to accept her help, she rushed on, “You have our phone numbers. If you need something, you call. We will need to schedule rotations for who will stay with Zelda. Kenny, my experience has been that nothing important happens in the hospital at night. You should be here during the day shift. Visiting hours end at seven, and then we want you to go home and try to sleep. I’m going to tell Spencer the same thing. Linda, if you can get permission from the hospital, I’ll stay with her tonight.”

Georgia added, “I’ll do tomorrow night.”

Linda told them, “I’ll do the next.”

Peter said, “Linda and I have messages out to all the doctors on her medical team. Even though we’re retired, we still know everyone on staff. Kenny, if you have any questions at all, please tell us, and we’ll make sure they’re answered to your satisfaction. In the meantime, Linda and I want to study the nuances of Zelda’s case. Kenny, if you’ll sign this release form, the hospital will waive confidentiality and allow us to follow every note and procedure.”

Kenny took the clipboard Peter handed to him and quickly signed his name. When he handed it back, he took a moment to shake Peter’s hand, and he held on to it for a few seconds before letting go.

“One more thing, Kenny,” Rolland said. “We run a landscaping business out of the garden center department of my store. Your lawn and garden will be maintained until further notice. Don’t even think about mowing.” Rolland winked at him. “I couldn’t help but notice all your flower beds need some weeding, too.”

Kenny laughed and admitted, “I hate to weed.”

A nurse appeared in the doorway and announced, “Mr. Simmons, we think you should wait near surgery on the second floor so the doctors can find you if they need you and also to keep you informed. Are you all together? I’d head down soon if I were you.”

They rushed downstairs as instructed but it was almost two tension-filled hours later when the surgeon came out to speak to them. He looked grim. “I’m sorry. The baby was gone before we got in there. It was a serious tear of the placenta and I’m glad we got the chance to deal with that. The danger now is blood loss and shock. We’ll have to see how the next twenty-four hours go.”

Yvonne fingered the rosary beads in her pocket nervously. Lord, if you spare Zelda, I promise that I will make it my life’s work to help that girl.
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Twenty

“In a time of destruction, create something.”

—Maxine Hong Kingston

Zelda didn’t open her eyes when Kenny told her that he was leaving and would be back in the morning. He leaned down and kissed her forehead, but she didn’t move or react at all. Her breathing was shallow. The intensive care beds were full, so the hospital decided to put her in a private room, which made sense because she was so ill. Zelda required emergency OB-GYN doctors, and they didn’t want to subject a roommate to the constant coming and goings of nurses, lab techs, and doctors. They were also being sensitive to the fact that most of the patients on the maternity ward were new mothers. They figured the last thing Zelda needed to see right now was an infant.

In the quiet of the night, Yvonne sat in a chair next to Zelda’s bed. The white streaks at her temples seemed to glow in the near darkness. She dozed off for a while, but jolted awake when she heard the girl ask for water. Bedside Zelda’s table was a plastic cup of ice water with a snug top and flexible straw. Yvonne held it to the young women’s lips while she sucked on it. After she was done, Yvonne spoke quietly to her. “Zelda, it’s me, Yvonne. I am going to spend the night here. We are all going to trade off staying with you until you feel much better. Your father and Spencer will be back in the morning.”

Yvonne paused to see if Zelda looked like she was listening. She didn’t open her eyes, but she whispered, “Thank you.”

“There is something that needs to be said, Zelda. Let me talk about the proverbial ‘elephant in the room.’ Sometimes I am impossible. I am an idiot. I only hope one day you will forgive me for the things I’ve said to you and for spooking the mare.”

“You didn’t mean to . . .”

“No, I didn’t, but I caused you harm anyway. We’ll talk more when you feel better. I just wanted to clear the air because I’d like to be here at the hospital to help take care of you. If you aren’t comfortable with that, you can tell me anytime. Or tell your dad. Or Spencer. This is about you, Zelda, not me. I respect any decision you make.”

She opened her eyes and turned toward Yvonne, although it was clear that moving her neck was painful. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Well, you are very generous to say that. I want you to know how sorry I am. So sorry.”

“Can’t we call it even?”

“No. We’re not even. We will never be even. My child is still alive. Don’t think I’ll ever forget what my actions have cost you.”

Zelda closed her eyes again and felt Yvonne take her hand in her own. She gave her another sip of water and Zelda sat up to receive the straw. “How’s my dad?”

Yvonne weighed how much she should say to her, thinking, Will honesty help or hurt her right now?

“Please tell me the truth. It will help me feel some sense of control. This whole day has been chaotic.”

“All right, he’s sad. He’s sad you lost your son, and he’s worried about you.”

Zelda frowned. “What do you think I should I do about it?”

Yvonne gave her question some thought. “You need to take care of yourself. First, you heal, then you grieve the loss of your baby. Your father will follow your lead. You know men don’t know how to deal with these things the way we do. But first things first. You have to get better.”

“I slept all day. Now, I’m wide awake.”

“Well, I’m happy to hear it. I’m thrilled, in fact. I know Clarice kicked you in the stomach, but I was tormented wondering if the force had thrown you against a wall. I’ve been worried about a possible head injury.”

“My neck’s stiff, and my bones feel rattled, but I don’t think I hit my head.”

“That’s an enormous relief to me. I wouldn’t want you to suffer the way . . .”

“. . . Spencer did.” Zelda finished the sentiment for her.

“Oh, Zelda, I’m not trying to start that all up again. I was worried about you.”

“It’s nice to have someone to talk to honestly. I feel like I’ve been weighing everything I say for a few years now, afraid to offend anyone, except when I was in rehab. The one good thing about that was I really could be myself. No one judges in that kind of situation. Yvonne, you should know that when you said you didn’t want me to be part of your family, I wasn’t surprised. I understood what you meant. I haven’t been a very good person.”

“I was so unfair to you. I didn’t consider all you have overcome. The thing is, I was far from being perfect myself when I was young. I’m sorry about your mother dying, I bet she was spectacular. I’m sorry too you didn’t have a father to step in and help you along the way.”

Zelda whispered, “I had Kenny.”

“Thank the Lord. What I meant was I’m sorry your biological father abandoned you. You deserved much better. You deserve better now.” Yvonne looked down at her clasped hands and said, “Spencer explained to me that he fell in love with you the moment he laid eyes on you. He said you two have a strong connection, and if I gave you a chance I’d see it for myself. He said the car accident and all the fallout from it has only strengthened that bond, like two people who have been in the same battle in a war. He said you’re bonded by the experience, and he feels very lucky to have you; that you two understand each other and the trauma, the pain, and the resolve to live your new life to the fullest.”

Zelda’s eyes were streaming. She asked Yvonne to get some Kleenex.

As she looked around for the box Yvonne told her, “That’s enough serious talk. Having you cry can’t be helpful right now.”

“Just tell me one more time about Spencer. Did he really say all that? I’m so happy he feels the same way I do.”

The corners of Yvonne’s mouth went up as she joked, “Then, of course, he pulled out a sure thing. The clincher. He told me he wants you to have his children. Not right away, but he definitely wanted me to know he’d like to marry you one day. Now he has me thinking about grandchildren.

“I’m so sorry about the things I said that night at your house. If Spencer is sure about you, Zelda, then I am too. You don’t ever have to worry again that I’m judging you. I am going to promise you today that if I have any issues, I will come right to you and discuss them. We’ll talk them over together.”

Zelda whispered, “It would be nice to someday have a mom again, even if I were just a daughter-in-law.”

“How nice that would be for me, too. I never had a daughter. Oh, what I would give to have someone to go shopping with.”

Zelda grabbed her gut, groaned, and curled into a fetal position. Even though an audible alarm sounded, Yvonne ran out into the hall to make sure that the staff was aware that Zelda was suffering. Seconds later a nurse walked in holding up a syringe, “Excuse me. Sorry to bust in like this, but the doctor has ordered something for your pain.”

“No. Uh, I’m a recovering addict. I’ve been clean for a year, but I still think it’s too soon for . . .” Zelda looked pointedly at the hypodermic needle.

The nurse stopped short and seemed flustered. “Gosh, I’m not sure what to do. If you don’t medicate pain, it’s very hard to get under control. They already gave you morphine when you came in. You must have realized you were on something.”

Zelda, who was still curled into a ball, let out a surprised yelp. “Noooo. I can’t go back to that.”

“I have an idea,” Yvonne said as she grabbed her cell phone out of her purse. She explained to the nurse, “Linda and Peter Kingsley are dear friends and are helping us as liaisons to Zelda’s medical team. I’m going to text them right now. They will reach out to the best people in the country to learn more about addiction and how to proceed from here. Nurse, would you recommend she take the medication?”

“Yes, I would, she’s obviously in agony. She needs to sleep. If you don’t sleep, you can’t heal.”

Zelda was grimacing, and the stabbing sensation inside of her was wearing her out. She was fading with exhaustion. She put her head back on her pillow and closed her eyes again. They rolled back into her head and her eyelids quivered.

“Honey, please take the pain meds. They will put the needle in your intravenous tube, right into the plastic, and you won’t feel a thing. You’ll fall asleep again and I will be right here. I’ll stay until your dad comes in the morning.” Just as Yvonne finished speaking, lights started to flash and beeping sounds grew into more alarms. Within a few minutes, a triage team of three burst into the room. Two of them were wearing green scrubs and the third one pink. They told Yvonne to leave.

“Should I call her father?” Yvonne asked them. “I have his cell phone number.”

The nurse in pink broke away from their circle around Zelda to speak to Yvonne. She grabbed both of her forearms and looked her directly in the eye, “Sure, that would be great. Please go out into the hallway to call him. Tell her dad to wait in the room next to intensive care. A bed opened up about an hour ago and we are going to move her down there.”
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Twenty-One

“Rest and be thankful.”

—William Wordsworth

About ten minutes before Zelda’s injury reached crisis point, Georgia delivered a home-cooked meal to Kenny. She hadn’t planned on staying for dinner, thinking instead he would want some time alone after all that had happened, but he insisted. “Please sit with me and talk for a while. I want to feel normal for a few minutes.”

He poured them each a glass of wine and lit the candles on his dining room table. While he busied himself, she went into the kitchen and found place settings and serving spoons. She had brought three dishes in separate containers, so she removed the tops and stuck a spoon in each one. Kenny appeared and carried two of the Pyrex casseroles out to the table. She took the third one and joined him.

Obviously curious, he asked, “What have we got here?”

“Comfort food. Fried chicken, local green beans from the Gaylord Farm with butter from Bragg Farm, and roasted potatoes.”

“It smells delicious. I didn’t even know I was hungry until this very minute. Yum . . . Hey, you have a funny look on your face. What’s going on?”

“I was thinking about Yvonne.”

Kenny nodded. “What about her, specifically?”

“She won’t forget your kindness toward her today because she feels intensely guilty about what happened. You could have chosen to blame her. No one would have criticized you for that. Instead you took the high road, and she will be grateful until the end of her days. Yvonne has always been loyal in that regard.”

“Well, there’s no use turning on each other when things are bad enough already. We should try to start fresh when Zelda gets well.”

“Kenny, I want to say something to you. Our discussions about your building lot started because the baby was coming and you were concerned about money. Now that Zelda’s lost him, maybe we should shelve the matter for a while. If you decide you don’t want to subdivide, I understand completely.”

Their eyes interlocked although they continued to eat. Kenny grappled with the way he wanted to respond to Georgia. “You know, you are one of the most stand-up people I have ever known in my life. You’re ethical, empathetic; sweet . . . you’re a peach. Really.”

“Oh. Thank you.”

“Has it ever occurred to you I’m looking forward to having you as my neighbor? No? You think I’m doing you some big favor. The truth is I’m going to make a lot of money and get to spend more time with you. I’m the fortunate one.”

In addition to the two flickering candles, Kenny had lowered the dimmer for the hanging light fixture over the table. The room was cast in an orange light that made both of them appear twenty years younger. Georgia was at ease as she glanced around the room and enjoyed her dinner. In response to him, she joked, “Well, I do make a mean fried chicken.” He let out a laugh.

The dining room was nearly open to the living room. Only a wide archway of antique timber separated them. Both rooms were comfortable and a little short of neat. The items strewn about revealed some things about the inhabitants. Three remote controls were lined up on the coffee table in front of a big screen television. “Do you watch a lot of sports, Kenny?”

“Every chance I get. You?”

“Well, I have this weird thing. I like to watch shows about sports. If a game is on, I only pay attention to the human-interest pieces about the athletes. Honestly, I don’t even know all the rules for baseball, basketball, and football. When my husband was watching ESPN, I’d read a book, although I found the sounds of the games comforting. Isn’t that funny?”

“But, you like shows about the sports?”

“Yes, maybe because they talk about athletes as people and they explain everything so well.”

“What do you prefer to watch over sports?”

“Movies and the kind of television you can binge watch. You know—Netflix, HBO, and Showtime. Hey, I notice a black journal over there. Is that yours or Zelda’s?”

“You have an eagle eye. I’ll have to remember that. It’s mine. I like to make notes in it every day. Just one of my quirks.”

When Kenny’s cell phone vibrated they both heard the sound immediately. By the time he’d pulled it out of his pants pocket, Georgia’s had gone off, too. They were being asked to come back to the hospital. On both their small screens they were informed that Zelda has taken a turn for the worse.

“Kenny, you look drained. Can I drive you to the hospital?”

“I’m a little shaken, but I’m sure that I can drive.”

She stared at him for a few seconds trying to determine if she believed him. “I’ll clean up here and meet you there.”

He appeared relieved that she had taken charge. Kenny wiped his mouth with his napkin and was gone like a shot. As Georgia was rinsing the dishes, she admired a three-shelved antique hutch. Every square inch was lined with family photographs in frames large and small. His wife was beautiful, she thought. Then, there were also pictures where Sharon was no longer included in the family’s events. In one it was just Zelda and Kenny in front of a Christmas tree, and in another the two of them clearly on vacation near a beach that looked like the Caribbean. Georgia had always believed that Kenny was very kind to take such an interest in Zelda and to have a sense of obligation to her. After all, she wasn’t his biological child, and she still had a father out there somewhere. It was only now she realized with a start that Zelda was the only family Kenny had.
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Twenty-Two

“Grief and woe are the cost for having loved with your whole heart.”

—Mary Kathleen Mehuron

Two weeks had passed since Zelda lost her baby. His body had been preserved by a funeral home until she was well enough to tolerate the physical and emotional demands of a funeral. Given the premature age of the child, Zelda wanted only the people who had been present for them at the hospital to attend. She also requested that the ceremony be short and run completely by her friends and her father on the land he owned overlooking Millhouse Pond.

Behind Kenny’s house, if you climbed a short way up an obvious and well-worn path, was an ancient graveyard. It still had an ornate, if now rusty, iron fence and gate around it. You could barely read the headstones because they had been weathered over the past two centuries. Peter and Rolland took charge of clearing any legal obstacles to getting permission to bury the infant there. Together, they went to the town clerk’s office, called selectmen, and made an appointment to visit the statehouse and ensure they could dig a new grave. It wasn’t that anyone really objected, but no one had been buried in the graveyard for over seventy years. Officials weren’t clear about how to sanction such a thing. Peter and Rolland were advised the matter probably could be sorted out, but it might take a long time for their request to work its way through the proper channels. In the end, the town clerk took them aside and whispered, “No one is going to know that this funeral is happening. Rolland, you have heavy equipment. Dig the grave and bury that poor little baby yourselves.”

The six friends, Zelda, and Spencer now stood surrounding the tiny gravesite. The grave was only four feet deep; at the bottom of it was the smallest cement vault they could find. A Victorian style preemie casket was mounted on a stand next to the grave. It measured only fourteen inches long, but the workmanship was exquisite. The mahogany box was carved and shone with a glossy, rosewood-stained piano finish. There were four handles, two on each of the longest sides, and they were plated with gold.

Kenny looked across the rectangular hole in the ground and nodded to Georgia definitively. She understood this meant he wanted her to begin speaking. “Thank you, everyone for coming. I am so grateful the sun is shining today. The beautiful weather enables us to take our time out here and show Zelda our support and love. She wants you to know she didn’t even realize premature babies have funerals, so she has no preconceived notion about how this should go. She made it clear to me that she just feels lucky to have you all here. It would also be a good time to announce that after the burial, lunch will be served in the house.”

Spencer had his arm around Zelda, and when she broke down crying, he held her tighter. On her other side, Kenny held her arm. It was as if the two of them were keeping Zelda standing upright. Georgia continued, “We have asked each person present to say something. There is no right or wrong thing to say, as this is uncharted territory for all of us.” It had already been agreed that Yvonne would go first to get the ball rolling. Georgia was being polite when she asked her, “Would you like to begin?”

Yvonne cleared her throat and read from a slip of paper. “‘To everything there is a season and a time to every purpose under the heaven. A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted; a time to kill . . .” Yvonne’s voice broke and it took several minutes for her to pull herself together and continue, “. . . and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance.’

“I know you can’t imagine it now, Zelda, but someday you will laugh and dance again, but you can’t rush through grief. The only way through it is right down the middle of the pain. Now is your time to break down and mourn. That is one thing I can share with you. Over the next weeks will be your time to heal, and we are so happy that you are building up your strength day by day.” She put her notes back in her pocket and took a deep breath.

“I am told that you named your baby boy Carter. Rolland and I have ordered a granite marker with his name on it and the phrase ‘Beloved child of Zelda Simmons.’ We certainly hope that you will accept this gift from us.” Yvonne wiped her tears away as best she could and made a gesture to Georgia that indicated she was done.

Georgia decided that the simplest thing to do was to continue around their circle clockwise. “Rolland?”

“I hope this is appropriate. I’ve always liked a particular quote from Winston Churchill. In fact, I keep it hanging on the wall by my desk at work. ‘Death and sorrow will be the companions of our journey; hardship our garment; constancy and valor our only shield. We must be united, we must be undaunted, and we must be inflexible.’ Zelda, we want you to let us be your shield until you feel completely better. There isn’t anything you could ask of me I wouldn’t be happy to do. I know the others feel the same.” Affirmative murmurs went up from the crowd followed by a few silent moments of spontaneous meditation.

Linda was the next person. Georgia looked evenly at her until she was prompted to speak. “I’d like to sing if that’s all right.” Linda had a rich alto voice, was used to being asked to perform, and more than comfortable as she began singing a cappella.

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see. ‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace my fears relieved.

How precious did that grace appear, the hour I first believed.

Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already come, ‘Tis grace has brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.”

Her performance was heartfelt. By the time she finished, everyone was quietly sniffling.

It took several minutes before Peter was ready to speak. He seemed flustered when he started. “I’m not a great public speaker, so I went online looking for inspirational ideas and sayings. All the years I had my practice as a doctor, I was mystified by death. Why do some of us get a terrible disease and live? Then, another person gets the same disease and it takes their life. There is no good reason as far as I can see. It strikes me as either completely random or part of a divine plan. I am going to go with tragedy being God’s will. We humans are limited in our ability to see the big picture. So in that light, I would like to read you a quote by the American theologian, Tyron Edwards. ‘We weep over the graves of infants and the little ones taken from us by death, but an early grave may be the shortest way to heaven.’ I am sure Carter is up there waiting for you, Zelda, and you will see each other again.”

Everyone nodded in solidarity. Georgia waited for a few seconds to pass. She tilted her head up to feel the sunshine on her face before she began. “I would like to read a short passage from Psalms. ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.’ Zelda, I don’t know if you pray, but I want to tell you that meditation can quiet emotional suffering. I don’t know how I would have gotten through the last year without spending a great deal of my time in silent reflection. I hope you give yourself the gift of time. What I’ve learned about grief is you can’t outrun it. You can fly around staying busy, but the second you are alone . . . driving the car . . . in the bathtub . . . wherever . . . grief is waiting. Yvonne was spot on with her advice. The only way out of the pain you feel now is right straight through it. If you let yourself feel it, someday you can heal it. In the meantime, I am going to have a Mass said for your child and pray for your return to good health.”

Zelda and Spencer still held on to each other, but Kenny separated himself from them a bit and planted his feet. He announced, “Zelda’s getting tired, but she would like to ask one more thing. We are going to lower the casket into the grave and close the vault.” He pointed to his left. “There’s a shovel by the pile of excavated dirt. She’d like each person to take a shovelful and throw it over the vault. As we do it, she’d like us all to sing ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow.’ I think we all know the words; we old folks grew up on that movie.”

Linda tried to start the song off for everyone in the key of G. She knew her voice would boom over the others, but the men wouldn’t be able to sing at all if she started it out too high. She belted out the word “some” in the low part of her register. The others did their best to join her and put as much feeling as they could muster into their serenade.

Kenny got down into the dirt grave and Rolland handed him the beautiful box with the remains of Zelda’s baby in it. When he laid it into the cement vault, all the women present let out a rasping wail and the song ended abruptly. Because Zelda had asked for this, they started again on the second line and kept on, nearly shouting through their sobs.

Rolland was conscious of the scraping sound the shovel made as he dug it into the pile of dirt. He threw the soil in and looked down. The small cement shelter was perhaps the saddest thing he had ever seen. When he handed off the wooden handle to his wife, he struggled not to well up. Because Yvonne was the nearest to him, hers was the voice that he heard above all the others. He had never loved her more than he did at this moment, in her off-key, but very loud attempt to keep the music going. As she threw her spade full in, she bellowed with all her might.

Linda took her turn next, and she and Yvonne quickly embraced. It was as if they were infusing each other with the fortitude to bury Zelda’s Carter and help everyone involved. Through a kind of unspoken pact, they agreed the only one who was allowed to fall apart was Zelda. As Linda worked at her turn with the dirt, the two of them forcefully got through the next few lines.

“Where troubles melt like lemon drops, away above the chimney tops, thaaaaat’s where you’ll fiiind me.”

In that moment, the older folks honestly felt if they tried hard enough they could melt Zelda’s troubles like lemon drops. They hoped the lyrics and the sheer effort they put into this song would deliver the girl from a pitifully low point in her life. They were experienced enough to know someday soon she would be up again. On her best days, she might even feel like she was soaring high above the chimney tops.

The group emphasized the lyrics to express to Zelda that she was vivacious and young and beautiful. They were proclaiming to her that she had her whole life ahead of her. In their fervor, they greatly exaggerated the rhythm of the song. The men were so lost in the moment that they bobbed their heads on the downbeat.

The group finished with a surprisingly well-executed crescendo. When the last note died out, all that remained was the scraping sound as Kenny and Spencer took their turn in completing the burial. The two most important men in Zelda’s life spent many intense minutes shoveling until they were fatigued. Finally, the crowd stood in silence, holding their breath, as Spencer held out the shovel to Zelda. “Here Zel, it’s time to say goodbye.”

As she dug into the mound of soil she thought, I never got a chance to say hello.
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Twenty-Three

“One is easily fooled by that which one loves.”

—Moliere

It was early morning, and Margot had unexpectedly stopped by Georgia’s house as she was headed for work. She sat across from Georgia at the kitchen table and glared at her. Georgia was still in her pajamas and was startled when Margot walked in, but she recovered quickly and offered her a cup of tea.

As more of a social convention than genuine interest, Margot asked how things were going. Georgia told her about the baby’s funeral the day before. Her daughter’s response was abrasive: “It’s not like it was a real baby. She didn’t even know it.”

“Maybe since you weren’t with us, it’s hard to understand how horrible it’s all been. Zelda suffered a horse kick to the abdomen so traumatic it ripped her body inside and killed her baby. She almost bled to death and she’s trying to deal with horrible pain without narcotics. She’s devastated. It’s been hard on all of us watching her go through it.”

“But, it’s over now, isn’t it? It has a happy ending. She’s getting better, has a terrific boyfriend by her side, and friends who rallied around her. You’ll feel better in a few days, Mom. Can we please talk about something else?”

“The funeral was yesterday, Margot. I may need more than a few days to get over it. Would you like another cup of tea?”

Margot nodded, and Georgia went over to the sink to put more water in her blue enamel kettle. She looked though the double window over her white porcelain sink out at her garden. While it was still beautiful, it was getting overgrown. She used to do the pruning herself, but the plantings got bigger, she got older, and the weeding and cutting plants back got away from her. She resolved to call Rolland about hiring someone to get it under control. I have to start thinking about getting this house ready to put on the market. Kenny’s application for subdivision had been approved. There’s so much work to do before I can even think about moving. Georgia was staring, thinking hard, when Margot spoke.

“I came here to discuss a problem, Mom.”

Georgia was still facing away but suddenly she was listening carefully, her senses on high alert. She scrunched her face up in a grimace wondering, How much more angst can I take today? Margot has asked me for money twice this month. She is twenty-six years old. It’s time for her to stand on her own two feet.

Georgia put the kettle on the stove to boil and then sat back down across from her daughter trying to steady her breath. Dolly Parton came over and put her head in Georgia’s lap. After stroking the scruff of her neck for a while, she inched her away, and her good girl lay down by her feet.

“Mom, I have a letter here from Dad that I want you to read. And I want you to understand what he expresses in it is the same thing he told me over and over all the time. Especially when he was feeling . . . sentimental.”

“When he’d had a few drinks, you mean.”

“Mom!”

“Well, let’s be honest, at least.”

“I’d like for you to read it.”

“All right.” Georgia reached for the envelope. Enclosed was a large and ornate birthday card with plenty of space to write inside. Every available inch was covered in Jack’s handwriting. It took her breath away to see it. She fingered the fabric of her collar and let out a sob.

“What?”

“Seeing his handwriting brings it all back.”

“I know.”

It read, “Happy birthday Margs, my darling. I want you to know the day you were born was one of the happiest of my life. Of course, I love your brothers, too, but there is something special about having a little girl. A father immediately wants to protect her and provide for her, that’s just instinct. Even though you are a grown woman now, I still feel the same way. You will never stop being my little princess. I’ve worked very hard to get to a place of financial stability. Frankly, I don’t want you to have to work as hard as I did. I got ahead of the game so you can start out ahead. You have important moments coming up in your life—a wedding, buying your first house, children, and then educating those children. You can count on me to help you. As long as I live, you can lean on me.”

Georgia was struck by the fact she hadn’t been mentioned at all. He talked about the day Margot was born as if she had been dropped off by the stork instead of being squeezed out of Georgia’s body after thirty-four hours of hard labor. And he worked very hard to get to a place of financial stability? It always infuriated Georgia that because Jack made more money than she did, he acted as if he were the sole breadwinner. How many times had she pointed out to him that she worked full-time and took care of the children and the household? She asked him to put a dollar value on the hours she put in every week on housework alone. Until the day he died, she’d washed and folded his clothes. He literally didn’t know how to use their vacuum. Georgia reined in her disappointment and tried to return her thoughts to Margot.

“That’s a lovely card, honey.”

“Yes, but you see what I mean?”

“It’s early. I’m barely awake. Why don’t you just tell me what you mean?”

“You get kind of bent out of shape when I ask you to help me make ends meet, but that’s what Dad wanted.”

“I don’t think that’s true. He wanted you to have a real career and learn to be prudent. He wanted you to be a strong independent woman.”

“I have a job, Mom.”

“You went to Duke University to the tune of sixty thousand dollars a year.”

“That was including my apartment.”

“It all counts, Margot. I’m still paying off some of the loans. And you’re making what at your job? Fifteen thousand a year as a barista? Of all the jobs out there you have chosen to make coffee as a way to try to make a living. You are only on the schedule thirty hours a week. There are no benefits at all. We all worked very hard for you to get into a good school. You earned your business degree and you did very well in college. It’s time to use that credential and get more challenging work.”

“Dad clearly said he didn’t want me to have to work as hard as he did. He told me that many times.”

“I don’t think he meant for you to have a job that pays minimum wage. And there is a second factor in play here. There are many ways you could cut back on your expenses, Margot. There is no reason for you to be driving around in such an expensive car. How did you even get the down payment for something like that?”

Margot lowered her eyes to the top of the table, a gesture Georgia understood immediately to mean that her father had given it to her without Georgia’s knowledge. “Oh, I see.” Georgia’s face flushed bright red.

Just then, the kettle squealed with a blast of steam. Georgia grabbed both their cups off the table and set about brewing them another round of English breakfast tea. She took her time, as she was trying to conceal her flushed face and the tempest of emotion that was roiling inside of her. When she sat down, she squared herself across from her daughter. “You go out to dinner every night. In fact, it looks like you eat all your meals out. If you shopped at the supermarket, you would save a ton.”

“I don’t go out every night.” Margot had raised her voice. Dolly Parton pointed her nose in Margot’s direction and let out a low growl.

“It’s all right, girl,” Georgia patted her dog. “Who do you think has been paying your credit card bills?”

“Oh.” Margot colored. “I thought Dad’s partner was doing that.”

“Your father has been dead almost a year. We can’t continue to take advantage of his old business and continue counting on John’s help and kindness. He’s been terrific in getting the affairs in order. That’s as much as we can ask. Besides, that credit card was for emergencies, not to subsidize a lavish lifestyle. Look, I wish we weren’t having this conversation right now because I’m tired, but I would have had to bring it up sooner or later. I can’t afford to continue paying out money like this. You kids will close soon on the camp. That will leave you each with almost seventy thousand dollars, and that’s a big windfall for someone still in their twenties. I hope you put it in the bank and add to it until you have enough for a down payment on a house or a condo maybe. In any case, from now on, you have to handle your own bills.”

“This is exactly what I have been worried about.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, Dad said I was special to him.” She held her quivering chin up confrontationally. “I want to see Dad’s will.”

“Other than the camp, I am the only heir. His will is none of your business.”

“Then, I am going to hire a lawyer.”

Now, Georgia was the one who had raised her voice, “For what?” Dolly Parton jumped to her four feet alert and bared her teeth at Margot.

“I’m going to sue you for the right to read the will and to be sure he didn’t leave anything else to me.”

“This is real life, Margot, not a bad television movie. If you were named in the will, you would already know about it. What do your brothers say about this?”

“I don’t care what they have to say. Dad said I was special. He wanted to pay for my wedding. My first house. My children’s education. He never mentioned my brothers.”

Georgia knew if she didn’t get out of there that very minute, she would say things she couldn’t take back, so she pointedly looked at the clock and told Margot, “I have to meet Linda.” This was true; they had set a time to go hiking. “I have to change my clothes and run.” Unable to conceal her disgust she sarcastically added, “By the way, to hire a lawyer you have to pay a retainer and that costs thousands of dollars. I’d suggest Gary Wilmore, he’s very good.” With that, she stormed to her room with Dolly following at her heels. She changed and grabbed her car keys and her dog’s leash. When she went back in the kitchen, Margot had her head stuck in the refrigerator foraging for food. Georgia barked at her child, “Keep your hands off my sliced turkey.”

“What?” Margot stood up straight as she closed the door and turned toward her mother with widened eyes.

“Keep your hands off my food. I’m leaving.” With that, she got into her car and tore off toward the trailhead at Barmy River State Park.
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Twenty-Four

“Some people go to priests; others to poetry;
I to my friends.”

—Virginia Woolf

Linda, I’m sorry I’m late.”

“No problem. I always keep my Kindle in my pack. I’ve got a good book going, so I just read in my car.”

“You won’t believe what just happened. I can hardly breathe. Let’s start walking; it will help me to calm down.” Georgia gulped in the balmy air swirling around them as she plodded ahead with her Aussie in tow.

Linda searched for something to say to break the tense silence that followed, “I bet this fog will lift by the time we get to the summit.”

“That will be great, but to tell the truth, I’m afraid that I’m so upset that I’ll hardly notice. What I need right now is the exercise to burn off my anger.”

They crossed a long wooden bridge that spanned the length of a vast beaver pond. Both of them, in tacit agreement, remained absolutely silent. Many a time they had seen moose standing in the water and grazing on the succulent wetlands’ quillwort, which looked like tall grass. On one startling occasion, they had come across a wolf mother and her litter drinking at the edge. Always prepared, Linda had stopped, dipped into her pack for a camera, taken a video of the canine family, and posted it online. Over two hundred people had commented on it.

The second they stepped off the far end of the bridge, Georgia released Dolly Parton to run free and started talking. “Margot showed up at my door this morning with a letter from Jack. In it, he told her he was always going to take care of her and he really didn’t want her to work too hard. I had already found out he had been paying her credit card bill, but it came out today, during our conversation, that he gave her the down payment for her car. I was floored! Jack died right after she bought it, so I guess I didn’t have time to give the purchase too much thought. Although it makes sense, she practically works for minimum wage. How else could she afford it? Anyway, and you are not going to believe this, she told me she was going to hire an attorney.”

“An attorney? Why?”

“To sue me for the right to read Jack’s will. She thinks he left her money and I’m stealing it from her.”

“That bitch.” The minute Linda said it she clapped her hands over her mouth and her eyes bugged out. “Oh, I’m so sorry Georgia! It just popped out.”

“Don’t worry about it. I know! Thank God, we are out here climbing. I’m so unnerved I have got to keep moving.” Georgia got a bit winded when they reached a steep part of the trail, but they continued to pant up the hill. “The worst part to me . . . Linda, you must promise you won’t tell anybody about it, ever . . .”

“Georgia, if we both start telling each other’s’ secrets, we will have to leave town.” They giggled at the truth in what Linda just said and stopped walking long enough to hug. When they started hiking again, Linda quickly gave her a few extra pats on the back.

“Margot made a point of telling me she deserved more than her brothers because her relationship with her father was so much more special. My daughter is threatening to sue me and throw her siblings under the bus. Who does she think she is? Apparently this is my fault. Everyone blames the mother.”

“Georgia, honey, this is only happening because Jack died. Margot was Daddy’s girl.”

“Linda, I think what happened today takes ‘Daddy’s girl’ to a new and very unhealthy level.” Linda was below Georgia on the trail and when Georgia pivoted around abruptly, Linda had to catch herself from falling backward. “She’s my daughter, too.”

“Yes,” Linda agreed although she was still getting her footing. She wasn’t sure where Georgia was headed with this statement. “She is.”

“It’s not too late. I can help Margot and eventually heal this betrayal over. All the kids are going to realize a large sum of money when the camp closes. I intend to guide them. They need to use it wisely, and when I sell my house, I have to lead the way into our new life. It’s not smooth, it’s not easy, but it’s up to me. This is my family.”

“Margot has always been a challenge for you to handle.”

In order to weigh the truth in her friend’s statement Georgia stopped. “Yes, she has. I’m not going to deny it. It was so much easier raising my boys. I put it off to the fact she was a girl, and people say girls are harder overall. I see things more clearly today. Part of it is the personality Margot was born with, but equally important is the dynamic Jack set up. How many times over the years have I complained that I wanted us to present a unified front as parents, but he undermined my authority with her? It made him feel good about himself to take her side, but I believe it was not the best thing for Margot. When I tried to talk to him about it, he told me I was paranoid, or—always his favorite descriptor—a psycho.” She was so angry her lips twitched. She pressed them together trying to make them stop moving.

“He acted like he was the only one in the world who really understood her. It was infuriating the way he indulged Margot by buying her things. Sometimes, I felt sorry for the boys; he reduced them to second-class citizens. Don’t get me wrong, he loved his sons, but Jack made us two separate camps. It was he and Margot against the boys and me. I am so angry with him right now and annoyed with myself that I didn’t put a stop to it. Am I overreacting? Linda, please give me your opinion. You’ve known the kids all their lives.”

Linda let out a whistle. “Analyzing someone else’s family is a difficult ground to navigate. I could easily misspeak and say something that would hurt your feelings instead of making you feel better. But if you really want me to give you feedback, I’ll try. What specifically do you want to know?”

“Please Linda. Just answer this—have you ever thought it a bit too much? How close Jack and Margot were?”

Linda stood silent for three heartbeats before she spoke. “I’ve never thought he was inappropriate, if you know what I mean. Never, and as a family practitioner I’m trained to notice such things. I do remember having a realization at one of Yvonne and Rolland’s Christmas parties, though. Margot was at least twenty-one because she was having a glass of wine. The two of them were standing in a corner together with their drinks. You could tell they were looking around the room and commenting on everyone and everything. At one point, I looked up, Margot was staring at me, and then she whispered something in Jack’s ear. He burst out laughing. I actually felt the heat rush to my face like I was back in junior high school with a mean girl picking on me. Georgia, have I gone too far? Are you really sure you want me to go on?”

Georgia was flooded with both relief and gratitude. “Yes, I do. It’s brave of you to tell me the truth.”

“I don’t want to cause you pain. You’ve had enough already.”

“Please tell me.”

“All right.” Linda spoke carefully, “Well, I remember I found myself often thinking you were frustrated by how quiet Jack was at home. I’ve witnessed it myself. When we all went out to dinner, you always worked hard to draw him into the conversation. I admired that about you because it couldn’t have been fun. It was like a job you carried into every social situation. You were always trying to make him comfortable, yet here before me was the same Jack with Margot talking away. They were laughing uproariously and it all flowed so easily. I found it distasteful because . . . Georgia, are you sure?”

“I need to hear this, Linda. It will give me perspective. Something to use as a benchmark if I should second-guess myself in the future.”

“Then stop for a minute and hold my hand.” They stood close to each other in a tiny clearing. The rising sun was warming every fragrant plant in the forest. Even in the few minutes Georgia waited for Linda to gather her thoughts and continue, the fragrance magnified, as did the heat of the day. Hazy beams shot through the almost blue trees.

Linda met Georgia’s eyes with gentle certainty, “I found myself thinking it should have been you standing in that corner with him and having a great time. It should have been you, Georgia. Although I don’t think you would have acted like a mean girl. I was so upset with Jack because he was encouraging Margot to behave badly, and he was ignoring you. I can remember thinking, ‘Georgia’s the most delightful person in this room, and she’s gorgeous, too. Why doesn’t he see it?’”

When Georgia’s cell phone rang they both jumped . As she couldn’t remember which pocket she had stuck it into she fumbled. “Hello? Oh hi! Linda and I are hiking up at the park . . . Yes, it is supposed to be hot; that’s why we started out early. Okay . . . You think so? Um-hum. This is interesting . . . yes. I’ll call you when I get home, and we’ll figure it out. Bye . . . Talk to you later.”

The women started to climb again.

“That was Kenny. He is so good to me; he’s been doing research about home building. He says we really should consider looking at prefabricated houses because they’ve come a long way. I guess some of the companies have the same building specifications as regular construction, but they are much less expensive per square foot.”

Linda noticed she used the word “we” but didn’t comment on it. Georgia went on, “Since it’s going to be so hot today, he offered to drive me around to the various companies and look at their model homes. He figured we’d spend most of the day in air conditioning, either in the car or at the businesses.”

Linda knew her friend as well as anyone on earth and she wondered whether Georgia’s relationship with Kenny would become more than friendship.

“Linda, you were right about the fog lifting.”

By the time they reached the summit, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and Georgia’s mood had improved considerably. At the top, the women linked arms, enjoyed the view, and drank deeply from their water bottles as if they contained the nectar of the gods.
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Twenty-Five

“We know before we really know.”

—Mary Kathleen Mehuron

After the hike, Georgia ate a sandwich, showered, cleared out the kitchen sink, moved a load of wash from the washer to the dryer, and finally called Kenny back.

He said, “These prefabricated home companies have lots that are filled with sample houses. The closest one I have found is in DeGranit. Let’s start our research there. It’s just outside of town on Route 10.”

They were disappointed because the single and doublewide trailers they found didn’t appeal to either of them. Robin Hood Homes carried structures that looked like many corners had been cut in the making of them. As they strolled around the lot, Georgia told Kenny in a private moment, “They look all right now, but I don’t think they would stand the test of time, let alone survive a good stiff wind. What gives away the cheap construction to me is the shallow slope of the roofs and the poor quality of the siding. They have no overhanging eaves either—which can’t be good for any building. The doors and windows are labeled with a major manufacturer’s sticker, but it’s obvious that they’re of an inferior grade.”

Georgia asked the salesman who approached them, “Why don’t any of these places have screen doors?” This was important to her because in good weather she kept her front and back door wide open.

His answer was telling. “You can’t hang a screen door on our homes; the exterior walls aren’t thick enough.”

After politely listening to the sales pitch in the cool office (Kenny had been prophetic about the air conditioning), they excused themselves and left.

The next stop was an hour north at a building outfit called Dean’s that was in the Kingdom County town of Willowsville. Georgia didn’t mention to Kenny they were only fifteen minutes away from the children’s camp or that they would soon close on its sale. In fact, she tried hard not to think about it.

One of the biggest industries in the Northeast Kingdom was logging, and the founder of this company, Tom Dean, had ready access to lumber at the cheapest possible prices. He had also figured out that building with an assembly-line business model would be far less expensive than traditional methods of construction. The Kingdom was the land of the haves and the have-nots. It was filled with people doing their best to get by and also families who owned second homes for vacation. Favorite pastimes among the wealthier homeowners included hunting, skiing, water sports, and exploring miles of snowmobile trails that doubled for cross country skiing and snowshoeing.

Neither of the two groups, well-to-do or poor, wanted to spend an exorbitant amount on a cottage or camp, but they still wanted picturesque dwellings. While the manufactured home lot in DeGranit was a little depressing, this one elicited enthusiastic comments like, “That house is adorable” and “Oh! Look at the little one in back.” It was immediately clear to them that Dean’s was producing a high-quality product. When Georgia and Kenny pulled into the parking lot, they got a hopeful second wind.

A salesman named David told them all about the corporation and its history. They were given a short tour through the warehouse-sized factory and even met several of the carpenters and other tradespeople. Besides cheap lumber, the company bought materials like flooring and appliances in bulk, and this also kept costs down. They had thirty stock floor plans, but David stressed that the company could build any style of house she wanted.

After asking Georgia a number of questions, he suggested to her that it would be worth looking at homes on the lot first, “If any of them work for you, you will save a lot of money. Sometimes we have to make room for new models and we only have so much space. That’s when the prices get slashed.”

Georgia said, “I saw a gray-and-white Cape Cod; can we start there?” Their entry point, as would be expected, was the front door. Mounted on it was a forest green, hand-crafted screen door complete with carved out loon silhouettes that were echoed on the wooden window shutters. When they walked through it into the front hallway, Georgia and Kenny were flabbergasted. Polished wood gleamed on the floors and on the stairs that led to a huge, gallery-style loft. Its opening to the floor below was outlined with a twig-style wood railing.

David took in their impressed expressions and confided, “This is the most expensive house we have on the lot, but let me point out all the features as we go through, and you’ll see why. The couple that ordered this home died when they crashed their light plane in Pennsylvania last year. A terrible tragedy. This was to be their second home, here on Lake Willoughby. We could have gone after their estate for the money, I suppose, but that seemed cruel when the family was already suffering from the unexpected deaths. Who knew how long it would take to collect? Or if we ever could?

“They wanted the convenience of having a house as they said, ‘drop from the sky completely finished,’ but they wouldn’t skimp on quality. The family had been coming up to vacation in the Kingdom for twenty years. They already knew a number of our local woodworkers, tradespeople, and artists. They had a clear idea of what they could accomplish by working with us, and they were the most demanding customers I’ve ever encountered. Frankly, they drove us a little crazy because they were both so detail-oriented.

“They didn’t miss a thing and came by often to check on the progress of the building. The wife caught a small mistake that surprised everyone. We had built the kitchen island three inches shorter than they specified. Of course, we ripped it out and redid it according to the original plan. All for three inches? The two of them raised holy hell.

“Dean’s finished the home almost exactly a year ago. It’s not good for a building to sit empty. It’s premium construction, but the longer it’s on this lot not lived in, we believe the faster it will depreciate. The boss says to move it. He is more than willing to accept any reasonable offer.”

Kenny listened carefully to every word David said, but Georgia seemed to have gone into a trance. She was transfixed by the interior of the home with its cherry floors, cabinets, and doors. At one point, she came out of it and interrupted the salesman as he was speaking to Kenny. “Excuse me. I’m so sorry. I have to know about the lumber used, this cherry wood is extraordinary.”

“Yes, you’re right, you have a good eye. It was all cut and milled locally.”

With that, Georgia left them to continue their conversation as she wandered from room to room, feeling the hefty weight of the doors as she pulled on their cast iron finger latches. Many of the historic farmhouses in New England had this style of door, and even the closets were made with the same design, which were tongue and groove wood slats that fit together. A blacksmith must have forged the cast iron decorative pieces, she thought. I never saw anything like them in a home center or hardware store. Georgia knew that the pieces that anchored each door were called strapping hinges because she had seen them in antique shops over the years. To add to the impact of the superb craftsmanship, two carved loons were embossed at the top of every framed opening. It gave her a sudden chill, and her mind raced. This had to be serendipity. Fate. Providence. This was Double Loon Lodge.

She was on the second story and called over the balcony to the foyer below where Kenny and the salesman still stood. “Excuse me. I am so sorry to be rude. Again. David, could you give Kenny and me fifteen minutes to walk through alone? Please? I need some time with him. Would you be willing to come back and give us the tour then?”

“Of course. It’s not an unusual request. Couples need to talk things over.”

“Thank you for understanding, David. Kenny, I’m coming down there.”

The foyer soared up two stories and, built in under the stairs, was a coat closet. Above its hinged door were two deep shelves cut by the diagonal adjacent to the angle of the risers. Georgia could imagine exactly what she would put in those spaces, which were perfect for display.

Directly behind the stairway, a clearly antique, hand-hewn barn beam defined the entrance to the kitchen. It made a dramatic architectural statement. Georgia took Kenny’s arm and headed toward the room that is widely considered the heart of any home. There they discovered that in the back of the house to their left was a half-bath with a laundry area, a walk-in pantry, and a kitchen that took her breath away. The dining space was to the right as they entered and it included a fieldstone fireplace with an obviously custom-made mantel from another rough-hewn beam surrounded with cherry panels.

“Kenny, all my dining room furniture will fit perfectly in here,” Georgia said dreamily. She was mesmerized as she pictured each piece of furniture and how she would arrange it. When she finally looked in his direction, it seemed Kenny had disappeared. Perplexed, she scanned the room looking for him. “Hey, where did you go?” His response to her was muffled.

“I’m very impressed with the plumbing.” Kenny was lying on his back on the floor with his head and shoulders inside the left half of the double cabinet under the sink. He talked up toward her although they couldn’t see each other’s faces. Georgia walked over and knelt down next to him, where she peered in the right-hand side door on the other side of the cabinet. She listened as Kenny explained to her, “There are building codes required as a minimum standard, and then there is the way to do a job right. This is impressive work from the tradesmen. First rate. Do you see how they vented this pipe?”

Georgia peeked in, trying to make out the plumbing that Kenny was admiring, but her knees began to hurt, and she was forced to stand up. While she waited for him, she opened every other kitchen cabinet and looked inside. The interiors were nearly as well constructed as the facades.

After careful inspection, something struck her. “Kenny, the interiors aren’t plywood, they’re maple. And, if I’m not mistaken, every shelf is dipped in epoxy. These cabinets will last a lifetime, and then some.”

He slid out from his inspection site and jumped to his feet with excitement. “Let me see that.” The two of them stood together thrilled by the quality of the cabinets, and Kenny drew a conclusion based on the plumbing and the finish carpentry, “So, these people saved money by using the factory’s cheaper construction methods, but then they put that money into the ornamental work and mechanicals. Georgia, let’s keep a cool head. We’re both excited about all this, but we still have to negotiate with this guy.”

They went back into the entry area where Georgia giggled and then said, “Okay. Deep breaths. Let’s take some deep breaths.” She collapsed against Kenny’s shoulder in laughter.

As they faced the front door, they noticed there was a bedroom to their right at the bottom of the stairs. The living room occupied the left side, and it turned out that both rooms had tall, hinged windows that would overlook Millhouse Pond. Georgia gasped, “Kenny! These windows at the front of the house have European hardware! They’re tilt and turns. You can tilt the top open to vent air or fully open the hinged pane. Oh, I think I may cry.”

They were delighted to discover that the living room had a second fireplace surrounded by three hutches that filled the entire wall. Two identical smaller pieces flanked a wider one on either side. The middle had been designed to accommodate a flat-screen television above the fireplace.

“Georgia, you can put your U-shaped couches right here. It’s what you described to me when we were brainstorming. It’s like they read your mind.”

She stood spellbound as she looked in the master bedroom, and when it turned out what would be Georgia’s bathroom had a claw foot tub, there was no longer any question in her mind. As she ran her hand around the cool white porcelain of the bath she told Kenny, “I have to have this place. I don’t care what it takes to do it.”

Kenny was dying of curiosity about the loft upstairs. She continued to caress the bathtub until he took her hand and dragged her away and up the stairs laughing. He found that the area was divided by walls into front and back chambers that were adjoined by a walkway. Next to the stairwell was a three-quarter bath with a door at each end so it could be accessed by either of the two rooms. At once, Georgia decided she would make the front area her office, as it would look out over the water, and the back could be a nice quiet guest room.

Her heart felt so light that she skipped down the stairs. She found Kenny at the bottom landing with a somber look on his face just as the salesman came back through the open door. This time, Georgia was ready to listen as he gave his pitch and took them on a professional tour. What David told them only added to the list of reasons that Georgia wanted to purchase the home. In the utility room, David pointed out, “Here we have an energy efficient on-demand water heater. They spared no expense on it. See this system of tubes? It supplies radiant heat to the first story. How would you like to come in on a cold winter day, take your boots off, and step on toasty warm floors? How nice would that be? I have radiant in my home. There is nothing like it.”

Kenny was not about to tip his hand and let David see his enthusiasm for the house, yet he acquiesced with many of David’s observations. He finally said, “All right, let’s go back to the office and talk about this. David, I’m not going to lie to you, we agree with your assessment, but we still have to see if we can agree on a price. Georgia has asked me to handle this negotiation.”

That was news to Georgia, but she was willing to roll with Kenny’s lead. He had more than earned her trust in the time she had known him.

David got them a cold drink, and they sat down in comfortable armchairs to discuss the transaction. Georgia’s heart leaped every time Kenny disagreed with David on the breakdown of costs he had printed out. She was terrified to lose the house, yet she had confidence in Kenny, and he seemed to know what he was doing. Her emotions see-sawed as she listened to them.

The entire time they had been at Dean’s Homes, Kenny had been making a list of her questions and his own. Now, he grilled David until he was satisfied with his answers. He made the man figure out all the dimensions of the building so they could find out the price per square foot. The two hotly debated their calculation against how much Georgia would have to pay to build a house in the traditional manner. He told David, “A regular stick-built house is worth more money, you know that as well as I do.” Kenny was exasperated that David wouldn’t see his point of view. “All right. Let’s put aside the cost of the construction for a minute. Can we run over the expenses involved in related costs? What is the delivery fee and how do you actually define delivery? Are you responsible for setting it on the foundation and making sure it is secured? Georgia wants to dig a full daylight basement—would you consult on the excavation or do you handle it yourself? How about utility hook-ups? What’s the estimated price of building the front porch that Georgia wants?” Hours passed as he pummeled David with questions and asked for guarantees in writing.

Georgia sat in silence thinking, Kenny is relentless when he negotiates. I don’t know how he can find the energy this late in the day. He hasn’t conceded a single charge to David; instead, he drove the prices down category by category. I’m emotionally drained just listening to him.

Kenny stood and walked over to a window and looked out. He calmly turned back to face the room and asked, “David, would you call your boss?”

“What do you mean?”

“Can you get Tom Dean on the phone and ask him to come down here?”

“To do what?”

“I think there’s more wiggle room in this deal than you do. Let’s let the owner of the company have the final say.”

After all his hard work, David was flabbergasted that the meeting had taken such a turn. “Frankly Kenny, I’m insulted.”

“Don’t be, David. I learned a long time ago if you want something bad enough, you have to go to the top.”

Although he was furious, David dialed a number and spoke tersely into the phone: “Yeah, hi, Tom. I’m here with a couple who are quite serious about the gray-and-white Cape Cod, but they won’t close the deal until they talk to you. No, sir . . . We’ve been in my office for three hours. Thank you.” He hung up and told them, “Tom lives just down the road. He’ll be here in five or ten minutes.”

“Thank you for calling him, David. Georgia and I are going to stretch our legs while we wait. We’ll be outside and watch for his car.”

The late afternoon sun was dropping fast, and the temperature with it. A pleasant breeze gusted and they enjoyed it as they walked around the lot. When a blue Volkswagen Eos pulled in front of the office, they strolled back in that direction.

The owner of Dean’s was already in David’s office when Georgia and Kenny joined them. He introduced himself to both of them and shook their hands.

“I’m Tom Dean. Nice to meet you. I hear you drive a hard bargain.”

“I’m happy to meet you, too, Tom. Your sales guy here, David, has done a hell of a job. If he wasn’t as good as he is, we would have walked an hour ago.”

Georgia suddenly felt nauseous. The idea the deal could fall through at this point was sickening.

“We’re down to what we are willing to pay per square foot. Tom, you and I both know prefabricated housing still carries a stigma. Now, I’m not trying to offend you. That little building is a gem. Just fine workmanship. If I were you, I would be very proud of it. But listen, Tom, Georgia has been recently widowed. I know exactly how difficult that can be and that’s why I’m here helping her. She lost her husband a year ago, and she is being forced to downsize. You can imagine she has to be realistic . . . and careful. The simple fact of the matter is that a prefabricated house is not going to appreciate in value the way a traditionally built home does. It’s just the way things are in the market right now.”

Tom gave no indication that he agreed or disagreed when he said, “So, where do things stand, Kenny?”

“Your salesman is holding the line at a hundred and fifty dollars a square foot and I’m digging in at one hundred.”

“A hundred? The first floor is plumbed with radiant heat.”

Kenny held up both hands as if to indicate concession. “It’s your call. You’re the owner of this fine company.”

The room was dreadfully silent for two solid minutes as Tom read over the paperwork. Georgia held her breath.

Then Tom started to laugh. The sound punctured the bubble of tension that had encased the group, and optimism erupted in the room. Tom’s amusement was profound; he got so worked up that he bent over and finally snorted. At that point, everyone else cracked up too. When the wave had finally washed over them Tom asked, “Why don’t you come and work for me, Kenny? You’re pretty good—you cagey son of a bitch. So, obviously, we go with one twenty-five a square foot, and you are getting the deal of the century. Georgia, you were a genius to bring your friend here, the shark, with you. Bring the forms over to my office David, I’m going to break out some bourbon. We’ll sign everything over there.”
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Twenty-Six

“And now we welcome the new year, full of things that have never been.”

—Rainer Maria Rilke

Georgia was standing in the kitchen of her new home unpacking boxes. Dean’s Homes was serious about moving her house quickly and had taken charge of every detail. She had gotten her certificate of occupancy from the town two days ago. A moving truck was parked near the front door where the crew hauled in a heavy antique sideboard and set it carefully down in the dining area. Next, they rolled in hand trucks stacked high with cartons and went back out to the truck for more. In and out, they came and went with dizzying efficiency. Several times, the men popped in to ask her about the placement of her furniture. All the boxes were labeled on the outside as to where they needed to go. Without fail, though, the men seemed confounded by any that read, “Loft Fore” or “Loft Aft.” She patiently repeated, “Aft means back. Please take them upstairs to the back room,” and, “Fore means the upstairs front room.”

Yvonne and Linda came by for several hours to help with cleaning and unpacking. Kenny, Rolland, Spencer, and Peter used a rented dolly to move a chest freezer and boxes of power tools into the basement where they were now all setting up a workbench. Christopher and Sebastian stopped by with a bag full of sandwiches and went downstairs to help the other men but found that there wasn’t much left to do. They shot the breeze for a while and came back up to get instructions from their mother. Linda, who was really good at thinking ahead, made sure Georgia’s bed was assembled. Linda and Yvonne hunted around until they found her mattress pad, clean linens, and brand new comforter set. When Georgia walked into her bedroom, she also found she had her bedside table in place with a lamp on it. Her dressers were exactly where she wanted them.

Before Yvonne and Linda left, they placed a basket filled with luxury toiletries in her bathroom. In it, they put a card that read, “Change is inevitable, whether it is for the better or the worse is up to each of us. We love you. Good luck on your first night in your new house. If you can’t sleep, call Linda during the window of eleven to two or Yvonne from two to six. Otherwise, you can call either of us at any time. If we don’t hear from you, we will email as usual in the morning. As always, Linda and Yvonne.”

By five in the afternoon, the moving men were gone, and Georgia was wiped out and, she realized, very hungry.

Her children had come into their windfall after the real estate closing. Operating as their mentor, she had convinced them to buy homes, too. She wanted a fresh start, and since all three of them needed furniture, she let them take their bedroom sets from their old house and split the contents of the living room and den. Georgia bought herself a new bed and upholstered furniture that worked perfectly in her new family room on Millhouse Pond.

She was relaxing on one of the new couches with the remains of a sandwich when the phone rang. It was Kenny. He told her, “Take a bath and put on whatever is comfortable. We are going to have dinner by the covered bridge tonight.”

“Thank you for calling. That sounds wonderful, but I hope you aren’t expecting brilliant conversation tonight. I’m exhausted.”

“Of course you are, but this is a spectacular Indian summer night. It’s October tenth. Can you believe it’s so hot today? And the fall foliage has lasted and lasted. You’re moved into the new house—if this isn’t a night to celebrate, I don’t know what is. I’ll pick you up at six thirty.”

“All right. See you then. I hope that I can find something to wear; I haven’t unpacked the wardrobe boxes yet.”

All the other diners at the restaurant were feeling especially festive too, because it was so late in the year to be able to sit out by the river. In addition to Georgia’s and Kenny’s entrée and salad, both of them indulged in an appetizer and a dessert. They toasted to the weather, the move, and the fact they were now officially neighbors. By some stroke of luck or grand design, two musicians showed up on the riverside and began to play. One was a man, the other a woman, and both were extremely talented guitarists.

Another customer called out to them, “Are you taking requests? Donations? Who are you? Why are you here?”

The woman of the pair answered, “We just had to get out under the stars and play tonight. This evening is a miracle. We really don’t expect donations, but we’ll play requests if we know the songs.”

Kenny stood up and said in a powerful voice, “Thank you for doing this. Everyone raise your glass. To the kind of community that makes magic happen. You make an already special night more special. A toast.”

Members of the little crowd shouted, “Here, here,” and “Cheers.”

As almost an afterthought Kenny asked the duo, “Do you happened to know ‘Brown Eyed Girl?’”

The familiar chord progression started up almost immediately. Kenny held out his hand to Georgia. She was delighted, and they found a place in the river’s sand where they embraced. “Hey,” Georgia said, “you’re leading. You know how to ballroom dance?”

“It’s just a variation on the jitterbug. I always found it worked well with this song. Just follow me.”

Two other couples got up, too. The six of them and the two guitarists were illuminated by the moonlight that shone across the rippling, rolling surface of the water, heightening their enjoyment. They applauded when the song was done and the players had the good sense to follow-up quickly with a Rolling Stones song, “Honky Tonk Woman,” so the crowd kept going. The owners of the restaurant, Chris and Mary Anne, came out to see what was going on. Apparently, they knew the players because they waved to them and joined in the dancing. Kenny and Georgia never sat down until the musicians packed up to leave. All eight people in the audience and the guitarists hugged goodbye. Only then did Kenny and Georgia reluctantly pay their bill and drive home.

Their dirt road was almost pitch dark when they turned the corner onto Millhouse Pond Road. Georgia saw the faint glow of Kenny’s dock on the left-hand side, across from their shared driveway. They had recently had a tiny replica of an antique streetlight installed to light the way to the pond and a waterproof chest where they could keep folded beach towels. Georgia was so taken with the sight that she nearly shouted, “Let’s go skinny dipping!”

Kenny was charmed by the notion, but he still found that he had to ask, “Now?”

“Right now. This may be the last beautiful night of the year. I’ll race you . . . and fair warning . . . I’m going to swim out as far as I can go.” The second he rolled to a stop, she was out the door and running toward the dock, shedding clothing as she ran. Kenny heard the splash when she dove in. He put the car in park, turned the ignition off, sat for a minute, and smiled. He couldn’t swim as far as Georgia could, so he figured he had time to kill while she went out into the blackness and then turned back toward the dock. Because they had swum together several times over the past summer he did not worry about her in the water. She was a very strong swimmer. Still, they had consumed several glasses of wine, and he thought he should get in and start waiting for her. He undressed and lowered himself off the dock, listening to the slight splash, splash she made as she crawled toward him. As she got closer to the light, she knew the water grew shallower and she tried to touch bottom. He watched her as she felt her way along toward the dock. “Oh! Kenny! Where are you? Something bumped into me.”

He was standing chest deep in the pond, “Take your time and let your eyes adjust. I’m to your left.”

“Where? I don’t see you.”

Kenny swam about twenty feet, reached out, snagged her with his arm, and pulled her closer to him. He was trying to help, but his reward was beyond what he expected. He held the object of his affection in his arms and she was naked. Yet, he wasn’t at all surprised when she put her arms around his neck and murmured, “Umm. That feels good.”

“It could feel even better,” he said and then panicked. What a cheesy line! What am I saying?

Georgia let out a high-pitched giggle.

Kenny sounded irritated when he told her, “Nothing turns a guy on more than being laughed at.”

She kept her arms around him. “I’m sorry I laughed; I’m afraid I’m nervous. What you said made me think it had been a while for both of us. Jack was only the third boy I ever slept with, and we were married for over thirty years.” They stood together in the lapping lake water. Kenny had to hold Georgia close to keep her from being pushed back and forth by the current.

He considered what she’d said. “My young adult years were spent during the sexual revolution, which was a crazy time, but I haven’t been with anyone since Sharon died six years ago, and we were faithful to each other for twenty-four years. So it’s been thirty years for me as well.”

“I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed if we make love. After all, I’ve had three nine-pound babies.”

“You’re beautiful. I’m the old codger; my doctor tells me I’ll need a hip replacement any time now.”

Georgia felt compelled to get out every one of her concerns. “I had a breast cancer scare seven years ago that left me with a scar and a dent in my left breast.”

“That must have been rough. I’m sorry that happened. You may be a little self-conscious about a scar, but try to remember that I never exercised at all until I met you and your friends. I’m still twenty pounds overweight, and you’re in terrific shape. You look twenty years younger than I do.”

“That’s an exaggeration. I wouldn’t be standing here if I didn’t think you were handsome and very attractive in a number of ways. But . . . there is something else making me uneasy, and it’s hard to talk about. I’m past menopause. All my friends tell me they sometimes suffer from, and now this will sound sexy… a . . . how shall I put this . . . lack of lubrication. I wasn’t prepared for tonight. I need time to ask my girlfriends how to deal with it if it happens.”

“I’d love a chance to deal with it,” Kenny whispered into her ear in a husky voice. When she lifted her face to his, they kissed passionately until her knees felt weak, making it harder to stand in the shifting waves.

“Ah,” Georgia whispered in his ear when they took a break. The water swooshed around them like a gentle caress. Every cell in her body felt luxuriously alive. She stroked his neck and the back of his curly hair with her fingertips as they looked into each other’s eyes.

“As long as we are being honest and trying to work things out,” Kenny said, “all of the older guys talk about certain problems that they encounter when they least expect to as well. I think we should go into this to enjoy each other and that’s all. Who cares if we reach the much-idealized simultaneous orgasm? How often did that happen even when we were young? I would be overjoyed to be able to hold you close all night.”

“All night? I need my sleep.”

They broke up laughing. It struck them both so side-splitting that they couldn’t stop. Helpless, they held their stomachs with one hand as their knees curled up toward the surface. The only thing that kept either of them upright was the fact they were holding on to each other with the other arm. It was uncontrollable, but when their outburst calmed down Georgia said, “Just come and sleep with me in my brand new queen-sized bed. The sheets are crispy clean and you know how good our skin will smell after swimming in the pond. It’s been a magnificent night. I can’t think of a better way to end it.”
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Twenty-Seven

“O tidings of comfort and joy.”

—“God Rest Ye Merry, Gentleman”

Zelda and Spencer had started fires in the wood stove in the corner of the living room and in the separate open fireplace that was the focus of an L-shaped furniture arrangement formed by two full-sized couches. One was to help heat the house and the other for ambiance. The weather channel had forecast that the temperature would not get out of the single digits today, and the young people had resolved to spend it in their flannel pajamas in front of crackling logs. They were each stretched out full length on one of the sofas reading a book they’d bought long ago, but had somehow never gotten to.

“Zelda, we are going to have to accept winter will be our slow season and should try to enjoy it. On a typical day, there might be four or five hours of chores to do. At the most. We still have to feed the animals and monitor their silage and hay. I’ll tend to the cheese room, especially when it’s below zero outside. On the warmer days, we’ll have fencing that needs to be repaired, and I’m sure other maintenance projects will turn up from time to time.”

Zelda thought about Spencer’s ideas. “I like how we got up early this morning to milk the cows and take care of them, and then came back to shower. It was fun getting back in bed today, but we won’t be able to do it every day. Still, you’re right—compared to our work schedule in the summer, it’s going to feel like we’re on vacation.”

Their lazing around had led to some fooling around, although Zelda still felt restricted by her long recovery. After the sweethearts were done snuggling, Spencer went down to the kitchen to get them coffee. When he came back to his bedroom with two mugs, he found Zelda crying into her pillow. She grabbed her abdomen and said, “It’s this aching, Spencer. Sometimes I can’t stand it.”

“Zelda, I told you not to lift anything. You don’t have to work until you’re ready.”

“I didn’t. Just moving in the wrong direction can make it start up. The doctor tells me I’m clear to do anything I feel well enough to do, but I’m still in pain. I don’t know how you deal with it, Spencer. How have you managed all this time when you still suffer?”

“I don’t stand it without help. I’ve been taking OxyContin for five years, but I don’t take as much of it now as I used to. Then, they have me on a cocktail for neuropathic pain. As long as I take all the pharmaceutical favorites, too, I get my prescription for oxies. My doctors pay attention to how many I take, but they don’t have any easy answers. I might have to live with phantom limb pain for the rest of my life.”

“What do you mean by ‘pharmaceutical favorites?’”

“Oh you know, the latest and most expensive drugs. The kind that are provided free of charge as samples and then cost a fortune when they are prescribed to you and you actually have to buy them. The pain specialist told me patients with chronic problems get depressed, so I had to take an SSRI antidepressant that’s similar to Prozac, but always the newest one and not available as a generic. Then, there was the latest Advil cousin that’s an NSAID—an anti-inflammatory drug. That was prescribed to me until it was proven to cause heart attacks. The physician’s assistant from my doctor’s office called half-hysterical and told me to stop immediately. Everybody knows opiates cause withdrawal, but the worst I ever had was from an SSRI and an NSAID.

“One of the companies got approval by the FDA for an anti-seizure medication. They decided to market it as a nerve pain medication, as well. That’s what they call off-label. When my doctor insisted I take it, I couldn’t think straight. Couldn’t add numbers or put a sentence together on paper. I told my specialist it didn’t help and it caused terrible side effects. He was stubborn about giving my body several months to adjust to it and swore the pharma company had proved the medication helped people with problems like mine. In fact, he was annoyed with me because the therapeutic dose was four times the amount I was taking. I thought the drug just turned patients into zombies, and apparently, zombies don’t really feel pain. Or, maybe they don’t have the energy to complain about it, but I couldn’t handle it.”

“What did you do?”

“When I know a drug isn’t doing me any good I stop or take only the minimum dose. I continue to let my parents’ health insurance pay for the refills, and I throw them away at the rate I’m supposed to be taking them. The truth is, the only thing that has helped me over the long haul is a narcotic. Opium has existed for thousands of years. I just wonder if there aren’t more effective ways of delivering it to the places that hurt. Why are the damn drug companies manufacturing their own synthetic versions? It’s interesting these new designer drugs are so terribly addictive,” he added. “I’m not an expert, but I wonder about the stuff that numbs pain like when you go to the dentist. I had a dream once about a pump putting lidocaine into my shoulder and it was numb. Numb would be so much better than what I live with now. Zelda, I think there is something much worse than drug dependence. It’s unending pain. It’s suffering with no hope. It’s giving up the idea you have anything to look forward to and curling into a ball, wishing you could die. The first few years after I regained consciousness were brutal.”

She asked him, “Aren’t your doctors worried about the pain pills?”

“They didn’t think I’d live. They never thought I would get to be as healthy as I am now. My pain was the least of their problems. No, I think Dr. Gluck is proud of me. I could be asking for more medication, but I don’t. In fact, every year that passes, I set goals for myself and cut down. I’m starting to think the problem is complicated by the fact we work so hard. The more I do during the day, the more it hurts at night, but I love what we’re accomplishing. It’s hard to figure out how to pace myself.”

Zelda let out a sigh and said, “Night is always the worst for me too. It’s been months since I slept more than a few hours, and I really believe that if you can get a good night’s sleep you will be in less pain.”

“Take one of my pills. Just take a break from the torment, it’s only one day. You are healing. This isn’t going to last forever.”

“Then you are left short and that’s not fair to you . . . we could stretch out what you have.”

“How?”

“We could crush it, and snort it.” Zelda’s face reddened because she believed she had gone too far, and he must be shocked.

“Look at your face. What an expression! I hope you don’t really believe it’s the first time I’ve done it. Zelda, I’ve asked myself many times, ‘How is it we put astronauts in space, but we don’t know how to treat chronic pain?’ It’s nearly beaten me many times. Let’s take a vacation today. Do some and let’s relax.”

“What would happen if your mother found out? Not to mention Kenny.”

Spencer picked up his notebook and began to jot down some of his thoughts. He ignored her question, opened a prescription bottle, and handed a pill to her. Zelda went into the bathroom, got a hand mirror, and went downstairs and found a razor blade in the kitchen junk drawer. When she came back into the room, Spencer handed her his wallet and she took out the cleanest bill he had and rolled it. She chopped the pill up on the mirror and separated it into separate lines. When Zelda was sure the powder was fine enough to be inhaled efficiently, she handed the mirror and the rolled bill to Spencer. He deftly snorted the length of one the lines. She took the next turn. It made her left sinus sting and she gulped a little bit, but in less than thirty seconds, her world of hurt vaporized.

Later in front of the fireplace, Spencer was still adding notes to his journal. He said to Zelda, “It’s December twenty-third, and I’m looking back on all we’ve done this year. Even with your accident and all, we’ve come so far.”

Zelda put her book down across her chest. “You did most of the physical work, but it still feels pretty good. We cleared the first two riding trails and their campsites. We built the lean-tos and put up hitching posts and we got the fire pits dug out and lined with stone.”

“The orders for our cheese far exceed what we are going to have when it ripens. So that will be a nice nest egg when it comes in. Maybe it’s time to buy more cows,” he mused.

“Let’s set some goals for next year. It would be fun to do some planning. Will you write them down, Zel? First, I think we should try to bring in ten parties with their horses to ride and camp for a long weekend. If we do more, that would be great, but ten minimum.”

“We should also try to double our milk production. I think that’s realistic.”

Yvonne walked in wiping her hands on a dishtowel. She must have been in the kitchen, but the young people hadn’t heard her. “Don’t you kids look comfy.”

“Mom, sit down for a minute, would you?”

“All right, let me get my coffee. You kids want anything while I’m up?”

“I think we’re good.”

When she returned, she sat on the couch cushion near Zelda’s feet because she didn’t really take up the whole length of the sofa. “What’s up?”

“Mom, we’re doing some planning for next year. We’re satisfied with what we’ve accomplished so far and trying to enjoy our lazy day here, but the truth is while we’ve made some money, we’re still living off you and Dad. Well, you, Dad, and Kenny.”

Yvonne’s hackles instantly went up. “Spencer, you know there’s no rush. You haven’t had a seizure in quite a while, and I’m happy for you, honey, but the doctor can’t guarantee it won’t happen again. Zelda is still getting checkups twice a month to make certain she gets well. I think you should both take your time. There’s no reason to push yourselves before you are completely healed.”

“Well, Mom, I’m sorry to break this to you, but I think I’m as healed as I’m going to get. In order for Zelda and me to feel like contributing adults, we need to start thinking about how to become independent. We always feel welcome here at home, and we thank you, but remember the time when you and Dad couldn’t wait to be on your own? We’re no different, and we want to start working toward getting our own place.”

Yvonne turned her eyes away from him and sniffed. “Something to think about in the future.”

Zelda went further. “Yvonne we’re thinking about our future because it seems like everyone we know is getting into their first place. Sebastian and Christopher pooled their money and are fixing up that old farmhouse. You should see what they’re doing. Even Margot is settled in her new condo up at the mountain. It’s crazy how buying that place led to a job with a real future. She can practically roll out of bed and be in her office at the ski resort. All of this has got us thinking.” She put her book on the end table and turned her attention back to Yvonne. “But the first thing we want to do is save money to go to Boston and talk to them about Spencer’s arm.”

“What about it?” Yvonne asked her carefully.

“They are doing incredible things down there. Robotic limbs, you name it, but it’s not the kind of thing that’s covered by insurance. It’s a practical thing for us really. The work Spencer and I like to do is hard and physical. We need to find out if they can help us maximize his potential.”

“What will happen after you get that taken care of?” Yvonne questioned.

“We save up to buy a place to live. In the meantime, we’ll work hard to grow the business.”

Spencer teased, “My mother doesn’t want us to leave.”

Yvonne pondered the truth in what Spencer said. “It would be awfully quiet around here.” She stood up and stretched her back. “Remember we all have dinner at Georgia’s tonight. She’s excited to be hosting her first holiday party at Double Loon Lodge. What a great investment that turned out to be . . . so I see your point, kids. Thank you for keeping me in the loop. As you know, Zelda, Spencer is my only child. My feelings can get hurt rather easily when it comes to him, so I very much appreciate you taking me into your confidence.”

“Should we drive over to Georgia’s together? What time do you want to leave?” Zelda asked her.

“Five forty-five or so. She was insistent no one was to worry about bringing anything, but I know for a fact Linda baked a cake.”

Zelda said, “We’re going to bring a big wedge of our cloth-bound cheddar as a hostess gift.”

“That’s wonderful, she’ll love it. Rolland called to tell me he picked up two bottles of really nice wine. Despite what Georgia says, I never like to show up empty-handed.”

All ten invited dinner guests had been to the house before, but that was when Georgia was still in various stages of unpacking. The front porch wouldn’t be added on until after the spring thaw, so a temporary stairway had been erected to get her through the winter. At six o’clock, Georgia was so excited to see everyone that she met each of them at the front door, threw their coats on her bed, and led them to the kitchen. She had a spread of appetizers laid out on one side of her granite island counter-top, and the other side was set up as the bar.

“Kids, thank you so much for the cheese. I have been dying to try it.” She removed the cloth wrapper and added the wedge to two other varieties that were on a decorative red slate cutting board. Crystal glasses glittered in a curved line around a red enameled beverage tub filled with white wine, beer, and soft drinks. There was a large trivet where Georgia was rotating baking pans of hot hors d’oeuvres. As her guests arrived, including all three of her children, her best friends, and their spouses, they first gathered in the kitchen. She told them they could take a tour of the upstairs of the house whenever they felt like it. “I’ve got curtains on every window now, and all my artwork is hung. I’m starting to feel like I’m settled in. When everyone has a drink in their hand, I’d like to take you all downstairs to the ground floor. I guess you don’t call it a basement if it has walk-out French doors and windows on three sides. Does everyone have something?”

She led the group into the entryway. Next to the coat closet, tucked under the stairs, was a door that led down. Georgia had left a floor lamp turned on in the lower level to help guide the way, so she easily found the light switch at the bottom of the stairwell. The walls along the steps were completely unfinished as were the wooden risers they walked on. Once in the rough but large room, she opened the doors to the outside and asked everyone to step outside for a minute. “So, you see I had them pour this cement patio. It will serve as a footing for the porch that will be built directly above us, but also a veranda for the living space down here. You can head back in; I know it’s cold. The only wall without windows is the back one, so that’s where the furnace room is. Just to compensate for being underground, I decided on a nine-foot ceiling to make it feel more open. The entire slab has radiant heat although it’s turned down very low right now. This is what I call my ‘flex space.’ When you kids get older and have your own children, you might want to spend time here by the lake. We’ll have to see what the future brings. As our family grows, I want to be able to entertain all of you.” Georgia sounded a little giddy, but everyone present was happy for her and glad to be a part of her first holiday party in the new house.

When they headed back upstairs, she went back to work cooking. The table was already set, and candles around the kitchen, dining, and living rooms were lit. She had a music streaming service turned on; she had started with Ray Charles, and the playlist automatically selected artists of a similar genre.

“Boys?” Georgia addressed her sons. Sebastian and Christopher turned toward her in unison. “Will you put on an artist you young people like?”

They headed into the living room to debate their choice and reset the playlist while Georgia popped three pre-prepared pans of food into the oven to warm. She had made Cornish game hens stuffed with rosemary, lemon, and crumbled sausage. A variety of potatoes had been roasted in oil laced with duck fat, including dark blue, orange sweet, and yellow Yukon. As they were in the oven crisping up, she had asparagus laid out waiting to be dropped into boiling water in a pan on the stove. “Linda? Will you dress the salad? It’s on the table with a pitcher of my dressing right next to it.”

Linda raised her eyebrows in surprise, “Homemade dressing? When did you have time to do that?”

“I’ve been in the mood to cook lately. And I’ve been sleeping so soundly. I haven’t had a hot flash in weeks.”

Linda exchanged a smile and a long look with Yvonne, who widened her eyes and tilted her head forward. The two friends had picked up enough clues to have a notion something romantic was going on between Kenny and Georgia. But they weren’t sure if she was energized by her move and all the work it required or something else. Both of them meant to encourage the pair if they were asked, but they hadn’t been. In fact, Georgia rarely spoke about Kenny at all.

Yvonne told Linda the day before, “Georgia’s children lost their father. Trust me when I say I know her as well as one person can know another. She believes there’s no need to tell them about a potential relationship right now. They have no idea. Her boys are busy working and renovating their own house, and Margot hardly has time to leave the mountain, now that she both lives and works at the resort. I bet Zelda is a more immediate concern, to be sure, but even she spends more and more time at our farmhouse.” Linda and Yvonne agreed that it was even possible that Georgia and Kenny were already lovers but had decided to keep it quiet for now.

It was all Linda could do to stop from asking her, “What exactly is going on with you two?”

Georgia’s dinner was delicious and the company memorable, with even her daughter on her best behavior. Margot was very proud of the fact she had contributed to the meal. “Save room, everybody. I made two kinds of ice cream and Linda brought her famous double chocolate cake. What a feast! Mom, I’m so proud of you; your house looks beautiful.”

“As does yours. You will all be stunned when you see what Margot has done with the condo. It’s already homey. Oh, we need more wine brought to the table.”

Kenny surprised everyone by jumping up and blurting, “Sit still for a minute and enjoy your meal.” He brought two new bottles, opened them and put one on either end. Once he’d set them down, Yvonne took charge of refilling glasses in her vicinity and Linda at the other end of the table.

“I have a question.” Margot asked the group, “Does anyone know how to install a light fixture? Mom gave me the chandelier in our old dining room, and I can’t find anyone willing to take on such a small job.”

“Sure, I’ll do it.” Kenny said.

The boys’ interest was sparked. Christopher asked him, “Kenny, can we come up and watch when you hang it? Sebastian and I bought a bunch of cool sconces at an estate sale, but although we are doing most of the work on the house ourselves, we’re a little scared to try doing electrical.”

“It’s easy,” Kenny said. “You kids pick a morning, we’ll all do Margot’s hanging fixture first and then go to your house and put up the wall lights.”

Christopher appeared genuinely excited. “Thanks. Well, Margot, you’re the one with the crazy schedule. What day works best for you?”

“I don’t have my calendar, Chris.”

Kenny let them figure it out. “You kids decide and let me know. I’m pretty flexible. Just give me time to get my tools together.”

Linda and Yvonne coyly exchanged smiles from the ends of the table. Afraid that they were being too obvious, Linda stood up and asked, “Who wants dessert?”
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Twenty-Eight

“So was I once myself a swinger of birches. And so I dream of going back to be.”

—Robert Frost

Kenny was in the woodshop of his garage watching the snowfall outside the old paned window above his workbench. December flakes in Vermont tend to be large enough to resemble floating feathers. They caught air currents that reversed their descent up in one curved direction and then swooped back down in another. He planned to meet Georgia’s kids at Margot’s before the storm fully made its way up the coast and anchored on Northern New England. Two feet of snow were predicted over the next two days.

Kenny gathered up the tools they would need and put them in a rawhide sack: a wire stripper, a pair of needle-nose pliers, a screwdriver with a reversible bit to make it either Phillips or flat head, and black electrical tape. For good measure, he tossed in an adjustable wrench and a socket set. He wished he could stop feeling apprehensive about impressing the kids.

Georgia had persuaded Kenny that none of the young people needed to know that they were seeing each other just yet. Kenny felt seeing didn’t really describe what they had been to each other over the last few months. On nights when Zelda rang to let him know she was staying over at Spencer’s, Kenny immediately called Georgia. Sometimes they stayed up the hill at his house overnight, but just as often, they slept at hers, with Dolly Parton coming and going with them.

In the mornings, the couple got up and had coffee together while they read the news to each other. After they were done discussing the day’s events, they checked their email. The usual chain message went out to include Linda and Yvonne as they set up their hike for the day. The memory of their days of hiking reminded him, If we’re going out tomorrow during the storm, I’d better find my snowshoes.

He helped Georgia with the many projects around settling into her new house, and she, in turn, worked with him in his gardens and to repaint his mudroom. These tedious jobs were made entertaining as they told each other the stories of their lives. It was a comfortable and entirely honest exchange, made extraordinary by the depth of the knowledge they mined and their shared sense of humor.

While they were painting, Kenny reminisced. “When we were really small—I think my older sister was in kindergarten, and that would have made me three and my brother two years old—my father got it in his head to take us to the Ringling Brothers and Barnum Bailey Circus. He made a big ceremony out of collecting jars with lids that he cut a slot into big enough for coins to pass through. So the three of us kids each had a sort of piggy bank.

“On the nights that he came home early enough for us to see him before bedtime, he would empty all the change out of his pockets and hand little fistfuls of coins to each of us. Once the jars were full, he made a big deal of emptying them out and counting it all out on the kitchen table. Apparently, there was enough to buy four tickets—or close to it. My mother didn’t come with us, so it was just my dad and us kids.

“I remember I had an earache that day, and Mom didn’t think that I should go with them. I was sick and a little out of it, but we had all been looking forward to the show for so long, and Dad had built the whole thing up. I can still picture it. The stage and show seemed far away from our seats, yet the smell of the animals was overpowering. The most exciting part of the afternoon was when my dad let us pick out something to buy as a keepsake. I had seen little leather lion tamer whips as we passed by. Oh, how I wanted one! It was the only thing that caught my eye as I was walking around in a bit of a daze. I must have had a fever.

“So my father hands me five dollars. Five dollars! Do you remember how much that was worth back then? I couldn’t have been more shocked. Now he’s busy with the other two kids, and when we looked back at the booth we’d passed, it was jammed with customers. Dad told me, ‘You have to walk back to that table alone. I can keep an eye on you the whole way. This is quite a crowd, Kenny, and you’re not very tall. When you come back, there will be times that you won’t be able to see me, but try to remember that I can see you. And I’ll be right here waiting. Do you want to try it?’

“Apparently, I said, ‘I can do it, Dad. I’m not a baby.’” Kenny laughed out loud and clapped his hands together at the thought. “My father told this story many times. Can you picture how tiny a three-year-old boy is? And I thought that I was so tough. I’ve got the five-dollar bill clenched in my fist, and I’m walking toward the counter to get my lion-tamer whip when a clown appears before me. A really depressing clown. His wig was matted, and the white stuff on his face was either flaking off in parts, or there were places where he was dripping with sweat and it was melting the face paint off. The clown grabs my money and disappears into the sea of people. I’m standing paralyzed staring at my fist. I couldn’t believe it! That was not the kind of world that my family lived in.”

Kenny climbed down off the stepstool he’d been using to reach up near the ceiling with his brush and took a swig from his water bottle. “Next thing I know, my father is there with my brother on one hip and my sister by the hand. He somehow was able to hug me for a moment with the other kids still attached to him. He always told us that tears were running down my face but that I tried to be brave. ‘It’s all right, Dad, it’s my fault, I should have held on to it tighter.’ Well, I think that about melted his heart. He wedged us into the booth and described the clown to the people who worked there. Dad counted out every cent that he had left but was still short. Even so, all the grownups felt bad about what had happened so I wound up with the leather whip just the same. I had it for years. You know, to this day, when I see someone wearing white makeup, I get furious.”

Four afternoons a week, Georgia would head up to the school to teach her classes, but even then, they stayed in constant contact. It was astonishing to him that there was so much left to say to each other. They spoke by phone between some of her teaching blocks and sent each other text messages during others. He found himself fascinated by every detail of Georgia’s life until she came home after dark. When he saw her again, the world once again felt completely set to rights.

On Georgia’s days off, they often headed out on day trips. One Saturday, they went to an art show in Burlington and had lunch. Another weekend, they read about a gospel brunch on Sunday mornings, and they made reservations and drove over to attend it. Sometimes, just for fun, they decided to take a route they’d never been on before and explore antique shops, country stores, and farm stands along the way. This past week, Zelda and Spencer had gone on one of their horse trips, as they were experimenting with winter camping. Georgia turned to Kenny that Saturday morning and said, “Billy Joel is playing in Boston tonight. Let’s drive in and see if we can scalp some tickets.”

“Do we know how to scalp tickets? Where will we stay?”

“I think we can figure it out. I’ll find the hotel that’s closest to the TD Garden concert venue. Wait . . .” She got on her laptop and took out her credit card. “Done. We have a room tonight at the Onyx Hotel on Prospect Street, and it includes parking. It’s ten o’clock now, so let’s plan on leaving by noon. I’m going down to my house to shower and throw some things in a bag. We’ll check in sometime between three thirty and four. Apparently, the hotel has a sponsored wine hour from four to five. What do you think?”

“I think it sounds great.”

“Let’s try to strike up some conversations to find out where people would be selling seats if they had the tickets.”

Kenny said, “Good idea. Then, we can explore and find out where we want to have dinner. We’ll be doing a lot of walking, okay if we go casual? I mean, who are we trying to impress?”

Doggie daycare agreed to pick up Dolly Parton, Kenny made good time driving, and Georgia’s impromptu plan went off without a hitch. At the wine tasting, they were warned, “Be careful, scalping is illegal. Don’t make the transaction right in front of a police officer.” The last time Georgia had done something like this, it was an exchange with a hippie in front of Aquarius on Hamilton Place in 1973. Instead of peace, love, understanding, and pot smoke, they found a block full of thugs acting like crack dealers in the movies.

Georgia had cash in her pocket to facilitate a quick trade, but the strong police presence threw her off the negotiating scenario she had been playing in her head.

When a young man wearing an earpiece approached her and asked, “You want tickets?” she froze.

Kenny took over, “How much and where are the seats?”

“Two hundred a piece. Front section, tenth row.”

Georgia was shocked by the price, but Kenny handed off cash, put his hand on the small of her back, and just as a police officer was walking toward them, ushered her inside the hall. She was so proud of him, his confidence, and obvious protection of her.

She told him, “Wouldn’t it have been hilarious if we’d had to call the kids to come bail us out of jail?”

They were directed to the area of the middle section and down front just as Billy started singing “Uptown Girl.” She was glad they were close to the stage, as she considered him to be one of the voices of her generation. He was, quite literally, a big part of the soundtrack of her youth. When he played “Only the Good Die Young,” her tears began to flow, and when the band followed with “Always a Woman to Me,” her wedding song, she lost it.

Kenny held her with one arm, gently kissing the top of her head until her tears dried. They danced and sang along with nearly every song. Billy’s stamina was stunning, and it was nearly midnight when he said goodbye to his audience with his signature line, “Don’t take any shit from anyone.” Whatever reservations either of them had about spending four hundred dollars for admission had passed hours ago. By the time they reached the street, it was twelve thirty, and they were far too jangled to consider sleep.

Georgia said, “I’m starving. Let’s pick a place and go in. On this block, we have Italian and a steakhouse.”

“Tough choice. Italian in Boston is hard to beat, but it looks closed, and the other place has music.”

It was more of a bar than a restaurant. They were seated at a table in a dark green leather booth, which was the perfect spot to listen to their jazz trio. They perused a menu that included Italian dishes, so they wound up having the best of all things. Georgia told Kenny, “I’m having the veal because I rarely make it at home.”

It turned out that when Georgia booked their hotel, she’d actually bought a getaway package without realizing it. They didn’t have to check out until three o’clock the following afternoon, so they slept in and went down at ten to enjoy their complimentary breakfast. The hotel kept a fleet of well-tuned bicycles and detailed attraction maps. After their meal, they had a blast playing tourist. Driving back up north to Vermont, the two meandered along back roads and explored. It was nearly eight o’clock by the time they walked into Georgia’s front hallway.

As he stood reminiscing about their jaunt to Boston, Kenny felt born anew. Looking out his workshop window he thought, The whole world looks different with her by my side. Just like the blanket of snow collecting, his thoughts were fresh and clear. He was careful to appreciate everything about these early days with Georgia, as he knew with certainty this was the last time in his life he would ever fall in love.
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Twenty-Nine

“Just try and stay out of my way. Just try!
I’ll get you, my pretty, and your little dog, too!”

—The Wicked Witch of the West

Margot’s building had gone up in 1925 as apartments, long before the idea of condominiums became popular in the United States. When Barmy River Glen ski area opened in 1945, it was purchased by a group of friends who each took one and managed them cooperatively. There were only six units surrounded by ten breathtaking acres that included a large swimming pond and an almost full circle view. They were more expensive than most condos in the area, but Margot insisted that this was the one that she wanted.

Georgia had convinced her daughter to trade in her car, whose payment and maintenance she couldn’t afford. Margot was now driving a perfectly good used Subaru. When Jack’s camp closed and she came into her inheritance, Georgia went over figures with Margot so she would understand what went into home ownership.

“While you may be able to afford the monthly mortgage payment, you still have to think about insurance, the condo fee, and maintenance of things like your appliances. I think a good rule of thumb is to take your mortgage payment and add another forty percent on top. If you can afford that, then it is doable.”

Even with her seventy thousand dollars, the monthly expenses were out of Margot’s reach. “Mom, it’s the only place around here with any character! I have to have this one.”

Georgia had to admit it was a fantastic building. It was designed in old Tudor style with an exposed beam-and-stucco exterior. Inside, the walls were the original plaster sealed with a clear, impenetrable finish in the hallways and the giant entryway. Whoever did the plasterwork had been an artisan. Stamped into the walls here and there were carvings from old English legends: a dragon, a shield, and a coat of arms. The previous owners had been smart enough to preserve the integrity of these pieces, and they were topped off by a masterwork of cast molding layers. Like a crown, the very top was a curved ceiling.

The apartments were nearly soundproof due to the thick walls and, for the same reason, provided formidable insulation against heat and cold. Although each apartment had only two bedrooms, they were designed during a time when many people spent their entire lives in such places. The front entry was big enough to accommodate two large pieces of furniture, and it had a coat closet lined with cedar. The living-dining area was open, but large enough to have overstuffed couches and a full dining room set. The kitchen was built when most families had a Hoosier cabinet and ate at the kitchen table every night, so it too was enormous.

There was a master bedroom with a full bath including a tub. The guest bedroom utilized the bathroom in the hallway that had a shower, a white pedestal sink, and a stacked washer and dryer. A set of real French doors, with the original glass that had gone a bit wavy, opened up from the living room out onto a terrace that was deep enough to have a picnic table and grill, and long enough to have outdoor couches. Instead of a railing, it had a half wall made of stucco, and the floor and ceiling were cement. It gave the area the feel of a true outdoor room, and you could imagine how cool it would be to sit there in the summer.

It was an added bonus that the condo was in turnkey condition and certainly worth the money that they were asking for it. Not to mention the building was slopeside to the chairlifts, and therefore a good investment, as skiers were often looking for second homes.

Margot asked her mother, “How much more of a down payment will I need to bring the expenses into range? I feel like we’re so close.” She was about ten thousand dollars short and Margot knew Georgia had the money. “Can’t I borrow it, Mom? I’ll pay you back.”

“I have a better idea. You can save the money. The purchase will mean all the more to you because you worked so hard for it.”

“By that time, someone else will have bought it.”

In the end, Georgia was happy with the small victories she had brought about in Margot’s spending habits and, in her opinion, Margot’s developing maturity. She accepted it might take the rest of her life to undo the way Jack had spoiled Margot, but she knew she was equal to the task. It was essential if Margot was ever to be a happy and responsible adult. Yet Georgia struggled with withholding the money from her daughter; after the sale of her own home, ten thousand did not seem like a great deal of money.

But what she did for her daughter, she believed strongly, she should also do for her sons. Georgia meditated on the financial ramifications of gifting her children a total of thirty thousand dollars. She asked herself, Can I really afford to do this? I just sold my home so that my future will be secure. If I can give this kind of money away, shouldn’t I put aside ten thousand each for their weddings? She was torn. In the end, she decided to take a lesson from Kenny.

Georgia asked for meetings with the real estate agent who represented the seller, a bank representative, and a real estate attorney. She scheduled them all in a single morning. Georgia sat next to her daughter when they met the bank’s mortgage officer.

She told her, “We love the property. We want it, but we have recently been through the loss of my husband and Margot’s father. Money is an issue, we must be practical, and we must be careful. Margot has a substantial amount to put down and I am grateful you have the authority to pre-approve the mortgage if you see fit. What we need is to save thousands in closing costs and lower her monthly payment to nine hundred and fifty dollars. We’d like to go with your bank because you are local, but if we can’t reduce her monthly payment, we may have to shop around.”

Later, when they sat in front of a different desk at the real estate office, Georgia said, “Margot is going to offer less than asking price. We’d like to know how invested you are in making this sale happen. Would you consider reducing your commission?”

At the attorney’s office Georgia said, “As far as the legal end of this deal goes, we need a pretty firm estimate of your fees and I am personally asking you to lower your hourly rate. If you can give us other suggestions to save, we would love to hear them. Either we all pitch in or this deal never gets off the ground.”

Each of the parties was willing to discuss possible concessions, and that moved them in the right direction. Georgia helped Margot cobble together a package that saved her eight thousand dollars. Afterwards mother and daughter jumped up and down hugging and screaming with excitement. When she got home that day Georgia sat at her desk and wrote a two thousand dollar check for each of her three children as house warming gifts.

Margot invited her mother to the real estate closing in the conference room of their bank. Georgia gave her the gift of a bound ledger. With a calligraphy pen, Georgia had written in all the categories of Margot’s budget for each month. She filled up twenty-four pages representing a calendar year, and she left room for unexpected costs. After the year was up, Georgia had full faith her child would know how to handle her finances. Margot had lived in the condo for two months now, and the living space was really taking shape.

Georgia could tell that Margot’s heart skipped a beat when Kenny volunteered to hang her chandelier in her dining area. He and her sons were due at the condo at nine o’clock that morning.

Margot made a big pot of coffee and put out bagels, cream cheese, butter, plates, and napkins. Having some of her parents’ things around her made Margot’s apartment feel more like a real home. Her mother and father had a local blacksmith make the light that hung over their dining room table her whole life. It was unique in that it had dimmable electric lights, but also six spaces around a wide metal wheel to put real candlesticks. She knew it would look great in her Tudor style building. When Margot heard a knock at her door, she opened it to find all three men standing on her threshold.

“Thanks for coming. I’ve got coffee. How do you take it, Kenny? I won’t stand on ceremony with my brothers. You boys can fix your own.”

The light fixture was on top of the dining room table. Margot had put a bath towel under it to protect the polished wood. Kenny carried his coffee mug over and carefully inspected it. He asked her, “Do all the light sockets on this work, Margot?”

“Mom hired a handyman when she was getting the old house ready to put on the market. They all worked when he took it down and switched it out with an overhead light she bought at the hardware store.”

“All right. Sebastian and Chris, let me show you what I am doing here. Just watch me, it isn’t hard, but you want to work carefully. The next thing that I need to know is where your breaker box is, Margot. Boys, obviously I’m going to turn off the electricity before I touch anything.”

She showed him to a closet in the back of her kitchen.

Christopher called to his sister, “Margot, the hanging light that’s up there now isn’t bad. Can we take it for our house?”

As she reentered the room, she said, “Have at it. I would have just thrown it away anyhow.”

Kenny came back in, looked up at the plaster ceiling, and removed his shoes. “Boys, help me move the table up against the wall. I have to get under this thing at a good angle.” He carefully placed a chair and stepped up on it. “Usually, these overhead lights have knobs with the screws attached. Christopher, will you take this glass globe? Now, I use a pencil, because it’s made of wood and won’t conduct electricity. So I use it to pull on the wiring till I can see what we are working with. See these two plastic caps? They are often different colors, meaning a positive and negative flow of electricity. First, I remove the caps—see how they put the rubbery black electrical tape over it? I’m going to remove the tape. The copper ends of the wire are wrapped around each other. I’m going step down and let you both have a look at this. We’re going to do the same thing with the new light.”

Sebastian climbed up. “It looks pretty easy, I mean, it’s definitely not complicated.”

Kenny agreed. “Just remember it has to last for years. Do the job right the first time.”

In a matter of minutes, they were standing around the dining room table admiring the new–old chandelier. Sebastian told his sister, “You were right Margot, it’s perfect in here.”

Kenny asked them, “Are we ready for the big reveal? I’m going to flip the breaker. Drum roll please.”

To Kenny’s amusement, Christopher began to drum on the tabletop.

“Hey, you’re pretty good, Chris.” He ducked into the kitchen closet to flip the breaker, but was back in a flash. “Margot, could you do the honors and turn on the light switch?” A little cheer went up from the four of them when it worked.

Margot, whose friendly smile was already fading, went into her pantry closet and pulled out a toaster. She brought it over to the bagel station she had created and asked, “Who wants theirs toasted?” She helped them to assemble their plates to their liking and the four of them repositioned themselves around the table where they sat down to eat under the glow of the new chandelier. When they were all done with their breakfast, Kenny asked Margot to show him around, “Your mother said this was a nice condominium, and it really is. It’s a great setup. I’m so happy for you.”

“Mom should have come over with you.” Margot murmured as she closely watched his reaction. She was testing him, as she suspected this man and her mother had been spending an awful lot of time together. While Margot appreciated Kenny’s help today, she wasn’t sure she was ready for her mother to have a boyfriend.

“Oh? Well, I didn’t ask her to come. The boys and I are going to go over to their house now and get their wall sconces hung. Hey, Sebastian, Christopher, maybe we should stop and get some wire at the hardware store. If you guys think that the fixtures are from the fifties, we may want to rewire them before we put them up.”

Margot was by nature tenacious and wanted more information. “You’ve been a real help at Mom’s house too, haven’t you, Kenny?”

He shrugged. “I like doing this kind of work, and she helps me with my projects, as well.”

“Helps you how?”

Kenny sensed that he was being cross-examined, but he tried to play it cool. “I didn’t know what to do with my gardens. We got in there, and she showed me how to clean things out and what plants to cut way back.”

Margot took note of the word we. “So, are you dating?”

Her brothers blinked in disbelief at her question and rude tone.

Kenny felt trapped. He knew Georgia wanted to keep their relationship private for a while longer, but he knew it was only a matter of time until someone close to them asked the question. In a split second, he struggled and tried to decide if he had anything to be embarrassed about. He was certain they had nothing to be ashamed of.

“I don’t know what you would call it at our age. Dating sounds like something you do when you are a teenager. We got to be really good friends. We find ourselves spending more and more time together. We have fun. Last weekend we went down to Boston to see a concert. I haven’t done anything like that in years.”

“You went away together?” Margot jumped on the idea of it. “You spent the weekend together? You’re sleeping together?”

Christopher rescued Kenny from his sister’s wrath. “Margot, that’s none of your business! Back off. Jeez!”

And Sebastian provided a way out of the door, “We’re done here. Thanks for breakfast, Margs. Let’s head to our house, the next job site.”

The minute they pulled out of the driveway, Margot grabbed her car keys and headed to her mother’s.
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Thirty

“The accidental reveals man.”

—Pablo Picasso

“Linda was included in the email this morning wasn’t she?” Georgia asked Yvonne.

“I’m sure she was, and we said nine thirty. She confirmed she was coming right before I left the house.”

“It’s not like her to be late.” Georgia and Yvonne were waiting in the parking area by Millhouse Pond. As best they could, given that they were wearing snowshoes, they perched on a boulder to pass some time and removed their poles from around their wrists.

“So, how are the kids?” By kids, Georgia meant Spencer and Zelda, who had pretty much been living at Yvonne’s house.

“They’re great. Staying busy. Planning for spring and all they want to get accomplished this year. But I have to tell you, Georgia, I’m not happy that they are talking about moving into their own place.”

Georgia leaned over to adjust a strap on her binding but kept the conversation going as she did it. “That’s normal, isn’t it? For them to want a place of their own?”

“Sure. They made sure to explain that very fact to me. They even teased me about not wanting to be alone at the farm, and I admit there’s some truth to it. The two of them have to be around during the day because it’s where they work, but that’s not the same as having company in the evenings when I would otherwise be alone. I can imagine how quiet it will be. Even when Rolland isn’t traveling or working, he gets on the phone and email right after dinner. But I’m mostly concerned that I don’t think they are strong enough yet. Either of them.”

“Yvonne, you grew up on the farm across the street from the one where you live now. Maybe it’s hard for you to imagine your son wanting to live anywhere else.”

“You know, Georgia, my parents’ acreage remains a separate lot that I still own . . . Oh.” Her eyes suddenly became huge. “Georgia, even though we had to tear down my family’s farmhouse, the building envelope is grandfathered into the town’s growth plan. We could build a house right where it used to stand, right across the street from our place . . . if we wanted to. I have to tell you that after the stupendous example you set putting up your new place, I don’t think it would be that hard.”

“Really?” Georgia didn’t think that creating her home had been all that easy.

Yvonne stared across the pond deep in thought. She pouted a little and said, “I’m torn by the fact they are so young. Maybe they aren’t ready to be tied down to being homeowners.”

Georgia thought hard and finally said, “Then again, they’re mature beyond their years. Zelda and Spencer have both lived through some exceptional circumstances. Maybe they are ready. There’s only one way to find out; you’ll have to ask them both about it.”

“Ask them what, specifically?”

Georgia became aware that she was feeling protective toward Zelda. “Well, they are young, but I don’t think it would be fair to ask Zelda to invest herself into someone else’s home.”

“I could transfer the title to Spencer.”

“It would still be somebody else’s house and land—not hers.”

“So you think . . .”

“Maybe they should consider getting married. If not this year, then next. Or you could have all your ducks in a row about building for the day that they are ready for marriage.”

“Well, first I have to be certain it would be possible to build there. I’m going to make some phone calls when I get home. This could be very exciting and a full circle moment for me. Can you imagine Spencer living in the exact place where my parents and grandparents did?”

Georgia zipped her jacket up higher on her neck. “The idea gives me goose bumps. Wherever your mom is up in heaven, she’s thrilled by the notion. Hey, I’m getting cold. Where is Linda? We’ve been waiting for a half hour.”

She stood up and put her hands on her hips. “At this point I’m worried. The roads are pretty slick with the fine snow that came down last night. Hop in my car and let’s drive out to Route 200; it’s the only way for her to get out here. I wish we got cell service on the pond. Nobody can believe I still have to have a landline phone.”

Yvonne suggested, “We could walk over to your house and use it to call her.”

“If she’s close to getting here, she won’t get any bars of service either.”

Georgia and Yvonne removed their snowshoes and left them and their poles by the big rock that they were sitting on. They drove out Millhouse Pond Road toward the turn to town and waited for another ten minutes on the end of it, straining their necks to the left as they watched for a red station wagon.

Finally, Yvonne broke their anxious silence, “Georgia, swing out and head toward the village. If she passes us going the other way, we’ll turn around.”

There was a rise in the road about a half a mile down and when they reached the top, they were sickened by the sight of three sets of flashing lights in the distance.

Yvonne gasped, “Do you see a red car? Can you make out what’s happening?”

“They’ve stopped traffic. I’m going to pull in near the old farm stand and park there. We can walk down the side of the road and get closer.”

From the vantage point of the stand, they could see two vehicles had collided, and one was red. Yvonne and Georgia jumped out of the car and started to run toward the accident but quickly encountered glare ice. They held on to each other to keep from sliding on the slippery surface as they picked their way along. It was slow going, and as they made progress little by little, Yvonne prayed aloud that the red car wasn’t an Audi. She slipped into an anxiety-produced, trance-like rosary: “Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Please don’t let this car be Linda’s. Please don’t let it be an Audi. Hail Mary full of grace . . .”

A moan escaped from Georgia, “It could be hers; it’s a wagon.”

“Please try not to jump to conclusions; there are a million red wagons on the road.” Yvonne quietly continued her prayer: “The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death . . .” She started to make gasping sounds.

“Stop! You’re scaring me,” Georgia bleated. They crept along holding on to each other’s arms. Every so often, one of them took a step and slid, which wrenched her back or knees as she fought to remain upright. Georgia yelled, “Ouch! For gosh sake, this is ridiculous.” She pointed, “Look, look. The other vehicle is a dark blue truck. It looks like the work truck Rolland has. Yvonne!”

“No. It’s not Rolland’s. It can’t be.” Yet the closer they got to the scene of the crash, the more apparent it became that Linda had crossed over the yellow line and hit Rolland head on.

Once Yvonne was certain of the facts she started screaming as she tried to sprint. After two strides both her feet flew out from under her to the left, and she landed hard on her right hip, “That’s my husband. My husband!” She managed to stand up and took a few more steps before she slipped again and came crashing down on both knees. Though in obvious pain, Yvonne got up and continued to make her way along the side of the road. She had traveled about thirty feet when both her legs flew out again and she landed on her other hip. After catching her breath, she called back to Georgia, “I’m all right.”

Eventually, with great effort, she made her way to a hospital stretcher by the blue truck while Georgia, holding her arms out in front of her, carefully shuffled over to a second one located by the red Audi.

Yvonne and Georgia knew everyone in town on the volunteer ambulance squad. Currently, twelve of them were at the scene of the accident, and all assumed that the two women would ride with the patients in separate ambulances, Georgia with Linda and Yvonne with Rolland.

The patients were loaded inside and the vehicles sped toward the hospital with their sirens blaring. From the passenger seat, Georgia asked the driver, “Is Linda unconscious?”

“We think she had a seizure. We’ll know more after the doctors look her over.”

Linda didn’t move. One of her eyes was blackened, and Georgia asked, “Why is she all scratched up?”

“The air bags do that when they inflate.”

“I had no idea they could inflict that kind of damage. I thought they were supposed to keep you from getting hurt.”

He snorted a laugh. “It happens all the time.”

Upon arrival, the squad wheeled the gurney inside the emergency entrance, and Linda was quickly ushered down a long hallway of the hospital. Without direction from anyone, Georgia stumbled into the same holding area where Yvonne waited with Rolland on his stretcher. He was awake, but banged up.

“What happened?” Georgia asked him.

“Danged if I know,” Rolland croaked out. “I saw her car and waved to her. The next thing I know, she floated over the line going really slow and was heading straight at me. The scariest thing I’ve ever seen. My truck was so much bigger; her car sustained most of the damage.”

A nurse came and unlocked the wheels of the gurney to prepare to push Rolland in for tests.

Yvonne asked, “Can I go with him?”

“Sure. He’s awake and he looks like he’s in pretty good shape.”

Georgia wandered from the hallway where they had been standing through an opening in a glass wall. It was a waiting room arranged with a big rectangle of royal blue padded chairs. She sat down in one and quickly checked her cell phone to see if it worked. The little screen showed that she had three messages from Margot:

First one: “Where are you? I’m at your house.”

Next: “Mom, I’m leaving your house, but call me when you get home.”

Third: “Mom?” She clicked on the green button and listened as the service autodialed her daughter. Margot picked right up, “Mom?”

“Hi, honey. Sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner . . .”

Crying but also furious she demanded, “You’re sleeping with him?”

“What?”

“With Kenny. You’re sleeping together?”

“Ah, did he say that? Margs, I’m at the hospital. There’s been a terrible car crash. Both Linda and Rolland are injured.”

Margot was on a tear. “When were you going to tell us? I had to find out about it by accident. I’m devastated. I had to take the day off to deal with this, Mom.”

She sounded like she was having a temper tantrum. Overwhelmed by the events of the last hour and her concern for Linda, Georgia felt like spanking her. “What exactly is involved in your day of dealing with it? You sound a little out of it.”

“If you must know, I smoked a joint to calm myself down, and I’m curled up on the couch.”

“Margot, are you listening to me? I said I was at the hospital.”

“Is everyone going to be all right?”

“I don’t know. Linda is unconscious. I rode over in the ambulance with her.”

Somehow Margot kept her voice low-pitched as she screeched, “Don’t make this about you, Mom. I’m really angry with you.”

Georgia was done with her self-absorbed child. She carefully articulated, “Why don’t you come to the ER and we can discuss it,” just before she hung up the phone on her. She immediately dialed Christopher, “Sweetheart, it’s Mom. How did everything go this morning?”

“Awesome. These antique lights are great and your chandelier looks like it was made for Margot’s house.”

She told him, “Well, Margot just called me and she sounded upset.”

He quickly said, “She’s always upset.”

“What happened today?”

He thought for a moment. “She was asking Kenny a lot of questions. We had to kind of shut her down because she was rude. We left, Kenny followed us to our house, and that was it.”

“I see. Honey, I’m at the emergency room. We don’t know what happened yet, but somehow Linda and Rolland had a head-on collision on Route 200. It’s been pretty awful, and I needed to hear a friendly voice,” Georgia said as she choked up.

“Do you want us to come, Mom?” Georgia smiled at his use of the word us. It was always a package deal with her sons.

“You know what would be a huge help? Can you guys go over and take Dolly Parton out? Throw her ball for her awhile and make sure that she does her business. I’ll call you and keep you updated about Linda and Rolland. You don’t need to come to the waiting room right now, honey. The next phone call that I’m going to make is to Kenny, and I’m sure he’ll rush right over to be with me. Just so you know.”

“Mom. Just so you know. We think he’s a great guy.” Now, Georgia really was smiling.
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Thirty-One

“If you obey all the rules you miss all the fun.”

—Katharine Hepburn

Peter, Kenny, and Georgia stood around Linda’s bed. Peter was talking in his doctor’s voice, “Linda’s blood sugar is wonky, and she fainted.”

She seemed embarrassed to have caused all the fuss. “When I started to get dizzy, I tried really hard to slow down.”

Georgia told her, “You did slow down. Rolland said you weren’t going fast at all.”

“I thought I could bring the car to a stop and park on the side of the road, but I blacked out.”

Peter explained to the others, “We’re going to run more tests. It’s likely hypoglycemia or a related condition. I’m sure it will be a matter of managing her blood sugar. It’s a nuisance, but this all could have been so much worse. She broke her wrist, her shoulder, and her collarbone, so they will take some time to heal. The entire right half of the car caved in, but plenty of space was left on the driver’s side. We’re lucky her head wasn’t injured in the collision.”

Georgia staggered forward and had to sit on the end of the bed for support as she filled with relief. When she got a hold of her emotions, she asked the men, “Peter, I know I don’t have any right to ask this of you, but could I have a few minutes alone with Linda? Can you guys go get a cup of coffee or something?”

Peter shifted his gaze from Georgia to Linda who nodded back at him. “No problem. I’ll give you girls some time.”

Kenny put a hand on his friend’s shoulder as he and Peter walked out of the room and shut the door.

Georgia went over to the same side of the bed as Linda’s uninjured left shoulder. She lifted up the covers and crawled in next to her. Linda was so astonished that she burst out into that infectious laugh of hers. “What are you doing? If the nurse catches you like this, she’ll throw you out of the hospital. Georgia, what is wrong with you? Hey . . . oh, oh . . . har, har, harrrr. Ouch, it hurts to laugh.” Georgia was laughing too as she gently put an arm around her and buried her face into her good shoulder.

As best she could, Linda turned toward Georgia. They were eye-to-eye when Georgia begged to know, “What would I do without you, Linda? This was terrifying. What am I supposed to do without you?”

“I know. I know. It was awful. A long time ago I heard a Chinese Proverb, ‘Enjoy yourself. It’s later than you think.’”

“What are we waiting for, Linda? Remember the day at the pond when we first met Kenny and were helping him put his docks in? We played like we were little kids. Why don’t we have more days like that? Thank heaven you’re all right.”

Georgia held tight. In fact, they both did. When they heard someone turn the door handle, they froze. To their relief, it was Yvonne who walked in and not Linda’s nurse.

Yvonne put a hand on one hip and wore an animated expression of profound shock. “Talk about a sight to behold. What are you doing in there, Georgia?”

“I’m making Linda comfort me because I’m traumatized.”

“Never mind how she’s holding up.” Yvonne never missed a beat.

Linda freed her uninjured arm and put it up across her chest. She touched her collarbone on the opposite side and groaned. “This was a nice snuggle, Georgia, but I am going to need the whole narrow bed now.”

Georgia had to roll out to get to her feet. She stood a minute bent over with her hands on the side of the bed then pushed herself upright and faced Yvonne. “We were just talking about the day we put Kenny’s dock in. We all had a blast. Why aren’t we planning more times like that?” To Linda she announced, “Life is fragile and too short.”

Instead of Linda, it was Yvonne who responded first, “Wow. This is kind of eerie. I was having the same exact conversation with Rolland. I have been consumed with taking care of Spencer for years, but he’s much better and, of course, he has Zelda now. It’s time to move on to the next phase of our life. I’m not sure what it’s going to look like but we think the first step is knowing it’s what we want to do.”

Linda reflected as she sunk back into her pillow and closed her eyes. Her mind was spinning from all that had happened that day. She took three full breaths in and out before her eyelids fluttered and she looked up at her friends, “Maybe we can help each other figure this out. But I’ll tell you one thing I already know for sure: when I get out of this hospital and start to feel better . . . I’m going to have the time of my life.”
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Thirty-Two

“If you can make a woman laugh, you can make her do anything.”

—Marilyn Monroe

This year would mark the twentieth year in a row Linda and Peter had a Valentine’s Day cocktail party. She was frankly apprehensive about hosting it because of her injuries. It had traditionally been an unruly event because it stretched out over at least nine hours, owing to the fact that Linda liked the casual feeling of an open house. People started showing up at three o’clock in the afternoon and some didn’t leave until late at night.

Peter rented a variety of glasses and set up a full bar with high-end mixers, top shelf liquors, imported bitters, and garnishes that had become legendary. He stationed himself there all night serving his guests himself and socializing. There were soft drinks, beer, and wine too, but it was known to be the one event of the year everyone looked forward to having an actual mixed drink.

Linda’s role was to make sure the house looked its best and to provide food and music. Because there were always some guests who wanted to take a tour of the house, she would inevitably use the party as an excuse to redecorate a room or to have a major repair project done. Joey Tia, the best piano player in the region, knew this was a standing gig for him, and he brought in other players to provide exactly the right atmosphere.

Linda also hired a caterer to serve waves of hot and cold appetizers that were replenished until ten o’clock. It was assumed dinner would not be served, but the buffet of finger foods was available and hearty. Some people came for the entire time, while others would stop by for a cocktail, go out to a restaurant for dinner, and then come back for the music that started at eight. On her invitation Linda put, “Wear that little black dress.”

Almost everyone who came wore elegant black and white attire. Sometimes guests got inspired, rebelled, and wore bright red. The striking contrast would be noted and complimented by all. Linda provided sparkling ruby and pink Valentine’s Day headbands and hats for those who were feeling especially silly.

Since all her friends were required to dress up, Linda and Peter took the extra step of hiring a photographer. Now that their son was of legal age, his friends and cousins were invited to the party too. Entire families organized themselves to have portraits taken in their black-tie garb, and the guests treasured them. As the piano tinkled and the crowd grew warm with their Manhattans or martinis, couples and families gathered and grouped under two umbrella lights in the corner. They were handed a business card with a website where they could access their pictures the next day. When the photographer wasn’t working on the formal portraits, she roamed around tactfully taking shots of the flowers and table displays, as well as candid pictures of the guests as the night wore on. Some of them were hilarious.

A drum kit was already set up behind the grand piano in another corner of their enormous family room. One soaring wall was a mass of fieldstone with a roaring wood fire going. Candles blazed on every available surface, so many in fact that Peter and Linda rented many crystal candle holders too. This was the one night of the year Linda insisted on pure beeswax tapers, and the scent was unmistakable. Their points of light were reflected from the two walls of glass doors, topped by transoms, and fixed-plate panes high above.

At about seven thirty, three more musicians showed up. Together, along with Joey Tia, the four of them were a popular local band called The Innovators. They set up two speakers on black telescoping stands and three microphones. Although most people didn’t pay attention to such details, there were also a small soundboard and monitor speakers so the singers could hear themselves.

The family room had been built as an addition. Cedar beams framed the large opening from the kitchen. When Peter and Linda built this room they considered and planned for two things: the swarms of their child’s friends whom they enjoyed hanging around their house, and this midwinter party. It was a perfect venue to entertain a large crowd.

For the past nineteen years, promptly at eight o’clock, the pianist, who had been playing cocktail music since five in the afternoon, called Linda to the microphone and she sang her signature song, “Paper Moon.”

“You say it’s only a paper moon

Sailing over a cardboard sea...”

When she was done, as the band played jazzily behind her, she addressed the crowd: “Thank you for coming out tonight. This is our nineteenth Valentine’s Party! Are you having a good time?” The crowd held up their cocktails and cheered, “Yeah!” She and the band launched into Bobby Darin’s arrangement of “Mack the Knife,” and their bash was off to the races. The bass player took over the lead vocal next, when they went into a Stevie Wonder song, and Linda slipped her voice into harmonies and played percussion on the side of the stage.

The entire audience was on their feet and dancing. Linda usually stepped off the stage when she felt like dancing with someone she spotted on the floor. As she did, she grabbed a wireless microphone and took it with her. The other musicians and members of the crowd requested numbers they had heard her perform in years past, and she would climb back up again and give a more traditional performance. When she told Joey that she needed a break, he would handle the rest of the set of music. For many years, it went back and forth like that until the wee hours.

A month before the twentieth party was scheduled, in the middle of January, Georgia sat on the couch in this same family room having a quiet cup of herbal tea with a convalescing Linda before a splendid wood fire. It was late afternoon and already growing dark. Linda wore a splint that wrapped across her chest and up around her neck. Her arm was casted so that it was held away from her body about fifty degrees. She still winced whenever she moved. Georgia moved Linda’s cup of raspberry leaf tea from the coffee table to the side table so Linda didn’t have to reach as far.

“Thanks. I’m so distressed because I don’t think I can do it, Georgia. I can’t get off this couch, let alone even think about cleaning the house.”

“You have a month. Maybe you’ll feel better by then.”

“I’m surprised it hurts so bad. The pain at night is unbearable.”

“I don’t mean to bring up the ‘o’ word Linda, but we can’t expect to heal like we used to.”

Linda stared into space considering her predicament. “Instead of having Betsey come in and help me clean, this year, I could hire her whole crew.”

“There you go—the caterer, the photographer, and the musicians have this job down pat. You could basically jump-start them, and they would know exactly what to do.”

“But I’m so tired all the time. I can’t sleep because I can’t find a comfortable position.”

Georgia said, “You don’t have to decide right now. I always say when you can’t decide what to do, don’t do anything. If you want to go ahead with the party, nobody says you have to stay on your feet until midnight. You can adjust the hours this year. Have it end at ten.”

Linda stopped talking and rubbed her eyes with her one healthy hand. Her shoulders shook a bit, and she gulped when Georgia put an arm around her.

“You don’t have to have the party, Linda. Nobody would blame you for canceling. It’s not a big deal; we’ll just take a year off.”

“You know how I love our Valentine’s party. It’s my favorite night of the year.”

Georgia asked her, “What does Peter think?”

“He’ll do whatever is best for me. He says if I want to cancel, he’ll even take me away so I won’t think about it.”

“You did the right thing when you married that man.” Georgia took a sip of her tea and waited.

Finally, Linda took her hand away from her face and trained her tear-stained blue eyes on Georgia’s. “I will look ridiculous in a cocktail dress with my arm sticking out to the side.”

“We could drape you with a red feather boa.”

“I don’t know how much I can sing this year.”

Georgia sat upright because she had a sudden thought, “Why don’t we ask others to step up and perform? When you get tired, we’ll have a list of people you can call up to the stage. If the entertainment is your biggest concern, leave it to me. I’ll call around and get some commitments. I’m sure Margot would love to do something.”

“Really?”

“Of course. I get the strong impression you want to go ahead with your celebration, but you’re worried about letting people down. Stop fretting. Let’s be upfront about the fact you aren’t going to be one hundred percent. We can ask for help. It’s as simple as that.”

“Margot does have a beautiful voice. Can you call the band and ask for their song list? That way you can have folks volunteer for a particular number.”

“That’s a great idea, Linda. Consider it done. I’m going to get a glass of water. Do you want anything?”

When Georgia came back, Linda was still looking glum. She leaned back into the puffy couch cushion resting her eyes and cradling her injured side. The lines between her eyebrows were prominent. She was uncharacteristically silent.

Georgia put two fingers into the glass of water and flicked them in the direction of Linda’s face, sprinkling a few drops of water on her. Her blue eyes flew open and shifted toward Georgia. “Did you just . . . ?”

Georgia snapped some more droplets on her, but this time, Linda watched her do it. Her entire face comically lit up and she let loose with an ecstatic, almost relieved, “Har, har, harrrr. Har, har, harrrr.” She held her shoulder and tried to minimize her movements, but she convulsed with laughter, as did Georgia.

Georgia reassured her, “You don’t have to do anything about the party today. Not a single thing.” Content that it was the truth, they both picked up their cups and stared at the flickering fire. Georgia stood and put another log on top of the embers, “This wood must be really dry, it’s burning pretty fast.”

When she sat back down on the couch Linda patted her arm in silent thanks. “No matter what is going on, things are always better when you’re around.”

“You know what, Linda? If you let everyone help, you’ll feel more relaxed. This could be the best Valentine’s Day party you and Peter ever gave.”

“That’s it! You’re brilliant. There is no way the party can be the same as it was. So we will make it better than before. Now you have me excited. Let’s call Yvonne and tell her.”
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Thirty-Three

“There is only one happiness in life, to love and be loved.”

—George Sand

Georgia had music playing softly as she prepared for the Kingsleys’ big event. The holiday landed on Saturday this year, and they all expected a huge turnout. She had poured herself a glass of wine, which she brought into the tub with her, and with a lazy sip in the fragrant, steaming water she thought, How lovely it is to unwind. I am so grateful for the way things have turned out. Aren’t I lucky to have my claw-foot tub? Here I am in my adorable new house, waiting for my . . . well it sounds silly to me to call him my boyfriend at our age. Waiting for the man I love. Yes, I do love him. She poured some bath salts into the water and swirled her hand around trying to get them to dissolve.

Funny, it’s not at all the same thing that I felt when I was a young woman. Back then, all Jack had to do was smile at me and my knees gave way. I thought the sexual chemistry we had was true love and it would last forever. It didn’t. In fact, the fire between us cooled down rather quickly. While I’m not frothing at the mouth to have sex all the time anymore, I’m enchanted by Kenny. I appreciate him. I can’t believe how thoughtful he is.

The night before had been a full moon. Kenny had secretly purchased two pairs of cross-country skis, and he’d gotten one of his friends to run a snowmobile around the pond to groom a track that they could ski on. After they finished the dinner that Georgia prepared for him, he announced, “And now, for this evening’s entertainment, I’d like to invite you out for a moonlight ski.” She was pleasantly surprised when he walked her outside to show her the equipment and the pathway around the pond. They both knew how to use the poles and skis although they hadn’t gone out in many years.

Kenny was a true gentleman in that he took responsibility for the safety of those he cared for. Georgia could tell Kenny was a bit uneasy about the darkness when he removed the glass dome from the gaslight on the dock to allow the bulb to shine brighter. “Wait until we find the trail before you put your skis on. I have a flashlight in my pocket we can use when we get there. And I want you to remember that I’m concerned about the spring that flows in from the far side of the pond. When we get out there, you hang back and let me make sure that the ice is firm.”

Georgia asked, “Oh, but it’s okay for you to fall through the ice?” They had recently bought some equipment to boost the signal of their cell provider across the property. Georgia had a thought. “I’m going back to the house and get my cell phone to have with us, just in case there is any emergency.” Kenny stopped her with the tone of his voice, “Maybe this is a bit impetuous for our first time out. We should have tried it in the daylight first. I just thought that it would be fun.”

“It is fun. I think it’s romantic and spontaneous. Forget about the phone. We’ll take our chances. The element of potential danger may heighten the experience.”

He took off on the trail with scissor-like strides, barreling along in front of her. If she could have read his mind, she would have known that he was trying to smooth the surface down even more for her. They quickly found the skiing to be vigorous exercise, but not particularly difficult. When they neared the spring Kenny had been talking about on the far side, he stopped. It was silent except for the faint sound of falling water.

“I can hear it running, but the ice along here seems pretty solid.”

Georgia was breathing deeply as they stood together in the quiet. Once she caught her breath she said, “The moon is so bright we don’t need any other lights. You were right about this evening, Kenny, it’s lovely! What a gorgeous blue color everything is. Doesn’t it seem mysterious? Cross-country skiing is a great workout; I’m not cold at all.”

She reached out to him, but it felt like a long stretch because they were both anchored to their skis. He also put his arms around her, and they were just able to manage a peck on the lips. Even in their somewhat awkward position, Georgia found that she was suddenly inflamed by his touch and the exotic look of their surroundings. She felt down near her feet and unfastened her bindings, stepped out of them one at a time and, facing Kenny, straddled her legs over his narrow skis. They properly embraced and shared a heartfelt and very long kiss. He dropped his mouth to her neck and murmured, “I am so happy right now I don’t want the night to end.” She stroked the hair on the back of his neck as she surveyed the starry dome of the night sky. The brisk clean air was a powerful aphrodisiac.

“Kenny, I want you to know I realize how lucky I am to have found you. There is no place in the world I would rather be. No place at all.” They slipped their padded gloves off and ran their hands under each other’s down jackets. Georgia squealed, “Your fingers are cold! No, never mind,” she added. “Leave them; they’ll warm up after a while.”

They savored the touch of each other’s flesh with tender caresses. Kenny asked her in a raspy voice, “Do you want to go back to the house? Should we take this inside?”

“No.” She found she was feeling bashful but let out a low laugh. Georgia decided to be bold. “I want to do it here. We have sweaters on, let’s just take off our jackets and make a bed out of them.”

He felt like he had to tease her about her shameless idea. “Out here in the open?” he protested, though he loved the novelty.

She was nearly bursting with passion. “Who’s going to see us? We are the only ones crazy enough to be out here at night in the dead of winter.”

Their interlude was intense and over quickly, but they lay very still afterward with Kenny on top of her, holding onto each other for dear life, allowing the afterglow of orgasm to fade slowly, slowly away. Georgia said, “My heart is full. I feel safe and completely at ease. Maybe I never have been this content.”

Kenny chuckled. She asked him, “What?”

“I don’t know if I can get back up again.” As they scrambled to get on their feet and adjust their layers of clothing, they both laughed out loud.

He told her, “I feel like a teenager again. Georgia I want you to know I am very impressed with your bad behavior tonight.”

“Bad is a relative term.”

They joked about it the next morning, and Georgia was still visualizing each thrilling moment as she soaked in her tub that night. Not only did we have a great time, but today we have Linda’s party. It’s fun to have hours to get ready. I love my new fit and flare dress. It’s going to swing around when we are dancing. That’s a sensation that I’ve always enjoyed.

Her black lace dress had been a real find. The shoulders were sheer, and a silk lining was inserted from the bustline down. The handkerchief hemline followed the pattern of the lace, and it had been marked down fifty percent. The savings had inspired her to spring for a new pair of high heels. She mused, What is more fun than wearing a new outfit to a party? Georgia was standing in her robe in front of a magnifying mirror mounted on the wall that telescoped toward her when she pulled it forward. She carefully applied foundation and lined her eyes in a dark blue. Next came mascara, blush, and the final touch, a coral lip-gloss. She glanced over at a clock and was surprised when she realized that Kenny was quite late. That wasn’t like him at all. She found herself reassured when she heard the front door open. “I’m in here honey, getting dressed.” She was still primping when, mere seconds later, he appeared behind her in the mirror. Something about his stance made her whirl around. “What’s going on?”

He looked sheepish though he smiled. “Do you have any champagne?”

“I have some sparkling rosé. It’s in the fridge.”

“Please just wait here,” Kenny said as he strode out of the room. But Georgia was so curious about what he was doing that she slipped her dress over her head and followed him into the kitchen, padding along in her bare feet.

“Tell me what’s happening. You have a weird expression on your face.”

“Hold on. Let me open this.” A pop sounded and Kenny poured a little of the wine into two glasses that Georgia handed him from one of her cabinets. He gave a filled one back to her and lifted his own in the air. “A toast—to the next part of our life. The best part.”

Georgia loved the idea of the toast, but she really wasn’t certain what he meant. She tilted her head to the side and made a quizzical face.

“We are going to take a year and travel around the world. I don’t even know if people do that anymore, but I have always wanted to. I just like the sound of it.”

“What!? As fabulous as that sounds—I can’t leave my job. I have to work.”

“No, you don’t. You do not have to work. Not anymore.”

“Will you please tell me what’s going on and what you are so excited about?”

They both sat down on the stools at the kitchen island, but turned them so they were facing each other. Kenny took both her hands in his. He couldn’t speak but made sounds like he would split his sides laughing. It went on so long that Georgia grew impatient and hit him on the shoulder, trying to prompt him to start talking. Finally, he calmed down enough to explain. “You already know I’ve been meeting with the Vermont Land Trust about the acreage that goes up behind my house. It’s sixty-five acres, and I don’t use it except to snowshoe and hike. I thought if I turned it over to them, I could still do that, but I wouldn’t have to pay taxes on it. So, I’ve been gathering information about that possibility. I had looked into subdividing and selling the land as building lots too, but I really hate the idea of it being developed.”

“And?” She had no idea what was coming.

Kenny was in such a state that he ran out of breath. He gulped. “Just by chance, I met a couple in the waiting room of the office of the Land Trust a few weeks back and we struck up a conversation. They came to see my property at noon today. Very nice, very old people with British accents. They’re obviously loaded. A couple hours ago, they called and wanted me to come down to the Land Trust office for an impromptu meeting. This is what they’re proposing: they buy my entire property and live there for the rest of their lives, at which time it will pass into the hands of the Trust. It will never be developed except as used by the state for logging and demonstrating maple sugar production. They are even giving me the opportunity to work with them on setting limits that are acceptable to us.”

“Us?”

“Yes, because I will be living here with you on the pond. We can set some rules in place, covenants they call them, so we won’t be bothered by traffic when my house eventually becomes the maple center. Georgia, do you know what blew me away? Get ready for this! They offered me two and a half million dollars!”

“Two and a half million? That’s insane.”

“I know. Think about it. If we live in your house, our bills would be modest. We have this two million plus in the bank, my retirement investments, your teacher’s pension and savings. You can retire and we can travel.”

Georgia was so stunned she reached up and held Kenny’s face firmly in both her hands. She stared directly into his eyes for several seconds without blinking at all. She was thrilled to her core. Finally, she gathered her wits about her and said a single word: “Burma.”

Kenny held on to both her forearms as he gave her a tentative yet exalted response: “Thailand!”

Still rigid with astonishment she gasped, “Indonesia.”

Kenny’s emotions were swelling now from what at first had been near disbelief to a dizzying acceptance of the possibilities. “Australia!”

She had let go of his face and was now clutching Kenny’s shoulders, dancing for joy and completely swept away by the moment. “Vietnam! Then, Kenny, let’s come home for Christmas. There’s no place better than Vermont for the holidays. After New Year’s, we’ll take off south. Mexico! Argentina! Chile!”

They jumped up and down and roared sounds that usually come from more primitive primates. Once they had worked off their jubilant energy, they lifted their glasses to toast each other once more.

Georgia said, “I don’t know how I found you, Kenny Simmons, but the best is yet to come.”


[image: image]
Thirty-Four

“Above all, be the heroine of your life, not the victim.”

—Nora Ephron

At seven o’clock, Margot was impatiently waiting for her mother at the party. Both her brothers were already there, and the three of them were standing together watching the door where the guests were entering. She wanted to get their family picture out of the way, and then she felt she could relax and enjoy herself. Margot had a long-time crush on Linda’s son, Carl, who was home from medical school for his parents’ big event. He was funny, handsome, and was going to make a lot of money when he became a surgeon. The second their portrait was snapped, she was going to find him and monopolize his time until she was called to the stage to sing her song. Linda had asked her to do, “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.”

Margot had selected a flirty red chiffon dress to wear tonight with nude high-heeled sandals that made her legs look lithesome. When she sang Cyndi Lauper’s lyrics, she planned to draw a bead on Carl from the stage and sing right to him, especially the part about,

“Some boys take a beautiful girl…”

As she wanted to make a killer impression on him, she had rehearsed the song extensively. Margot had gone so far as to call Joey, the band’s piano player, who also gave music lessons, and hiring him as a vocal coach. It was going to be a wonderful night. If only her mother would arrive so they could get this party started. Finally! Georgia walked in and Margot thought, Mom looks pretty good in that dress, and who knew Kenny would clean up so nicely? That’s actually a pretty sharp suit he’s wearing.

“Here are my children.” Georgia beamed at the three of them. “How is everyone?” She kissed and hugged each one like they hadn’t seen each other in years.

Margot was glad her mother looked so happy. She’s practically glowing. Strange, it’s possible I’ve haven’t ever seen her like this. I can’t put my finger on it . . .

Sebastian said, “Mom, we’ve been waiting for you to do our picture.”

Georgia shot a glance at Kenny. She felt conflicted. Should I ask him to pose with us? The kids don’t know what’s going on; they may not even understand how much time we have been spending together or what he means to me.

Kenny’s intuition was attuned to her and she was grateful when he said, “Georgia, I’m going to get our cocktails. What would you like?”

“Thank you,” she said with a sigh, “I’ll have a gin gimlet with extra lime.”

Georgia’s family had been to this party and had their portrait taken so many times she kept a photo album of the pictures, organized by year, on the coffee table of her living room. She also hung a beautiful frame that displayed the most recent image in her dining room.

After each brief shoot on Valentine’s Day, they were asked to choose one shot out of the four or five the photographer had captured. The next day Georgia couldn’t wait to see it and would get on the photographer’s website and download it. She had a thumb drive in the shape of the state of Vermont that she only used on this occasion, when she took it to the local pharmacy to make an eight by ten glossy print. Once she got home with the picture, she would switch out last year’s and add it to the older photos in the leather-bound book. It was a tradition she wouldn’t break for anything. Although, I do hope that by next year, Kenny can be in the portrait with us.

She and her three children gathered before the black background and posed. The photographer drew Georgia to the left in front and Margot on the right, with her sons behind them. Only three shots were needed. Looking into her camera’s playback screen the artist told them, “You guys look great. Come see this. I got it. Sometimes it’s really easy.”

They all agreed they loved the second one and were happy to be done, so yielded their spot to the next group. Kenny was leaning on the bar waiting, and when she approached, handed Georgia a green cocktail in a tall, stemmed glass. Her kids went off to find their own friends while Georgia scanned the crowd for Linda and Yvonne.

She asked Kenny, “What are you drinking?”

“A Rob Roy with bitters.”

“This really is fun to have mixed drinks. It makes the night so special.”

Some people in the crowd were dressed to the nines in tuxedos and long satin dresses. Others, like Georgia and Kenny, looked smart in their cocktail attire. There were also a few men who had simply looped a tie over their favorite T-shirt and put a cardigan or rumpled jacket over it.

Sebastian and Christopher looked almost like twins in their slim, European-cut, black suits. As planned in advance, Linda’s awkward surgical cast was draped in red and pink feather boas. She wore a rhinestone tiara that read “Valentine,” and she sat in a high-backed Queen Anne style red velvet chair. It gave her the imperial effect of holding court from her throne. She swished her boas back and forth in time to the rhythm of the piano music and smiled brightly at everyone.

After the band came in and set up, two of the musicians readied themselves to lift Linda and her chair onto the stage. Sebastian and Christopher jumped in to help, each man taking one of the four corners of the base. It struck the crowd as a deliberate parody of Queen Cleopatra in her palanquin being carried on the shoulders of her slaves. The room spontaneously burst into applause.

Once situated, Linda accepted a microphone from the lead guitarist, and everyone could hear her laughing hysterically into it as Joey whispered in her ear. Her laughter was so contagious that it took a few minutes for the audience and the speaker to calm down.

“Welcome, everyone. Peter and I always feel so blessed to have our family and friends gather here in our home just to celebrate love on Valentine’s Day. This night is especially significant to us because it marks our twentieth year of celebration.”

The crowd exploded again, held their beautiful drinks in the air, and waved them back and forth. A chant began that took several minutes to settle: “Whoo! Whoo! Linda! Peter!”

Georgia saw Margot lean into Carl’s shoulder a little as they exchanged a pleased look. Everyone seemed to be feeling romantic. As Kenny put his arm around Georgia, Rolland leaned over and kissed Yvonne. Christopher slapped Sebastian on the shoulder playfully as only brothers do. Over the course of the night, many guests said they were especially grateful the event had been held despite Linda’s injuries.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you.” When total silence had been restored, and she had the audience’s attention Linda said, “Tonight, things will be a little different than previous years. I’m going to sing a short set, and then we will bring up special guest stars. If I have any juice left later in the evening, I’ll come back for a few final songs. I hope you can all understand.” She flipped her boa around so it revealed her cast. Her guests applauded to show their support. “Since we’re taking a departure from the way things have been done in past years, I decided to start off with a different song. This is for my husband Peter, the best bartender in the Valley.

“I fell in love with you the first time I looked into

Them there eyes...”

Linda performed three songs from her velvet chair—“Them There Eyes,” “It Don’t Mean a Thing (If It Ain’t Got That Swing),” and “Satin Doll.” Then Joey took over with lead vocals, and Linda sang a little harmony from her seat until she grew tired, at which point she simply sat back and enjoyed the music with a serene look on her face.

Georgia knew the set list because she had helped to write it. Margot’s turn would be coming up soon. While she was nervous for her daughter, when Margot was actually called up to perform, Georgia found herself distracted by the sudden appearance of Zelda and Spencer. Their demeanor was unexpected. Shocking really. They stumbled rather than walked into the room.

The pair went straight to the bar where they began talking to Peter. They leaned in with both hands flat on the top surface, eventually slumping down on their elbows. It suggested to anyone looking on that they had to support themselves to remain upright. Georgia watched for a few seconds and silently observed, It’s almost as if they’re having trouble holding their heads up. Everyone else around her in the crowd was paying attention to the band until they heard Spencer and Zelda joking around much too loudly, and many stopped and turned in their direction.

The musicians were between songs bantering, but the disruption was jarring enough that they too stopped and looked their way. Margot’s big moment was coming up, and Georgia wanted to shush them for being so rude. Although Margot sang very well, she was not a professional, and it was obvious to Georgia that she was timid about getting up on stage. She knew that her daughter had been working hard to be ready to perform.

The disturbing scene that was unfolding before Georgia made it clear that Zelda and Spencer were intoxicated, as they continued to act unsteady and appeared to have a hard time standing in one spot. When they pushed away from the bar with drinks in their hands they were swaying a bit and holding on to each other for support. But the pair had been warned to quiet down, and Peter motioned toward the stage for Joey to continue.

Georgia had never seen Zelda drink alcohol before, let alone show up anywhere drunk. It was concerning, but she willed herself to put it out of her mind and turned her attention to her daughter who was being introduced by Joey. Georgia thought, Oh, our girl is lovely. Jack, how did we create a human being who is this stunning? I’m so happy she is finally growing up and finding her own way. Here she goes. She looks like a natural up there.

(Margot waggled her finger in Georgia’s direction as she sang the line)

“Oh, mother dear, we’re not the fortunate ones...”

Margot couldn’t dance well because she didn’t naturally possess that kind of coordinated rhythm. Yet she was a good sport about it and moved around the stage as best she could. All appreciated her effort, her vocal was excellent, and the entire crowd willed her on.

Georgia thought, She is nailing this, and Carl is beaming up at her like she’s a goddess. I would love to have Carl as a son-in-law. Peter is such a good husband to Linda, he’s a terrific role model in that regard. It would be wonderful to know that my daughter would be loved the way she deserves to be.

Spencer let out a loud whoop, threw his hand in the air, and started dancing. That would not have been a problem, except for the fact he was holding his full glass high and spilling liquor on the people around him. An angry groan went out from several onlookers, and it distracted Margot, who lost her place in the melody and lyrics of the song. A look of panic crossed her face.

Joey tried to help her by singing a few cues at her when they reached the appropriate moment. He sang, “That’s all they really want,” but she didn’t join in. Two lines later he belted out the words, but she couldn’t recover her confidence, and she looked very dismayed as the last verse wound down. She appeared completely rattled and couldn’t wait to get off the stage when the musicians played the last chord. Red-faced, she darted toward the bathroom.

Apparently, Spencer was oblivious to her distress because he kept calling out Margot’s name like she was a rock star. Zelda tried to quiet him, but she wound up losing her balance as she pulled on his arm. At the exact second the band finished and Margot ran, Zelda plopped to the floor on her backside with her legs splayed out. The crowd stared at her in silence.

Spencer handled the moment adeptly as he shouted out, “I’m sorry. We got excited. Let’s have a hand for Margot.”

The audience applauded politely, and although Margot wasn’t in the room to enjoy her ovation, the party went back to normal. The Innovators played two more popular tunes and then called the local pharmacist up to perform.

Most of the group had no idea this prominent member of their community could sing and were delighted as he belted out an impressive rendition of Aerosmith’s, “Walk this Way.” The whole room started dancing at this point, and everyone who knew the lyrics sang along. The band vamped it up for a while and kept the momentum going. When they ended the tune, Joey said, “We’re going to take fifteen minutes to grab something to eat and get a cold drink. There’s plenty more to come tonight, so don’t go anywhere. But before we do, we have an important announcement. Kenny Simmons has something he would like to say.”

Until that second, Georgia had planned to leave the room and find Margot, but instead, she froze in wonderment. Kenny walked confidently to the stage. She felt she was getting a glimpse of the business executive he had been before he retired, as he was obviously comfortable speaking in public. In no rush, he removed a piece of paper from his inside jacket pocket and slowly unfolded it with a bemused expression. He was absolutely adorable up there. She noticed that both of her sons had moved closer to her and were beaming. What did they know that she didn’t?

“Linda and Peter, thank you so much for hosting this wonderful event. I’m honored to be invited here tonight. It’s my first time at your Valentine’s Day party, but I hope it will not be my last. Getting to know you has been like being granted an extended family. I want you both, and Rolland and Yvonne too, to know how much I appreciate your friendship.”

Kenny lost his cool for a moment. He blinked several times and cleared his throat. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this day and I’ve made some notes to ensure I would say exactly what was in my heart.” He took a deep breath. “I’m a fortunate man, I have a beautiful daughter, and I was lucky enough to have had a happy marriage, although my wife passed away many years ago. But it’s funny, when we moved here and met all of you, my life really began, because moving here led me to Georgia.”

A delighted gasp went up as friends and family realized where this little speech was headed.

“Georgia, this may seem sudden to some. They may think we haven’t known each other long enough to consider marriage, but you and I, better than most, understand that life is short. Are you kidding me? At my age, there are long shadows everywhere.” A chuckle rippled through the gathering. “I don’t know much, but there’s one thing that I know for sure. I want to spend what’s left of my life with you. I would be honored if you would agree to become my wife. Honey, I have been carrying this note and ring box around for three months waiting for the right moment. Tonight seemed like the perfect time to ask. Georgia Best—will you marry me?”

Margot appeared over Georgia’s left shoulder. Her face was contorted. “Mom!” she seethed.

Christopher pulled his sister away by the arm trying to calm her, “Margot, you can talk to Mom later. Not now.”

Georgia shut everyone else out of her head. When she looked up at Kenny in front of the microphone, he was all that mattered to her. She felt like she had to run away from her daughter’s disapproval before she was allowed to ruin their exquisite moment. As Georgia charged forward toward the stage she hollered out, “You bet I will, Kenny Simmons.”

Kenny reached down and helped her onto the stage. He held the mike in his hand as he got down on one knee. He spoke into it and stared up at Georgia at the same time. “Everybody here tonight is a witness!”

Kenny opened the small box he had with him and presented the ring to Georgia.

It twinkled in one of the stage lights and the crowd let out an Ooooooooooo. You could tell that he was having fun. With a slow sweep of his hand across the audience he displayed the diamond and let the moment sink in before he continued. “I am going to ask you one more time in front of all these people. Georgia Best, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”

She took the microphone from him and spoke into it coyly, “Why, yes, Kenny Simmons, I do believe I will.” When she glanced over at Sebastian and Christopher, she saw they had both let out a belly laugh. Georgia resisted looking in Margot’s direction.

The crowd burst into applause. Kenny stood up and kissed her. Still deep in their embrace, he whispered in Georgia’s ear, “What do we do now?”

She shrugged her shoulders and let out a nervous titter, as she too was uncertain how to make an exit. The couple looked over to Joey for some help.

Joey effortlessly delivered into his own microphone the next course of action, “Let’s have a first dance from the happy couple. Georgia and Kenny step down onto the floor. He turned to his bandmates and said, “Guys, let’s do ‘Fly’. One, two. One, two, three, four.”

”Fly me to the moon

Let me play among the stars…”

Kenny took Georgia’s hand and twirled her away from him; his other arm arched high and then spun her back into his embrace where he led her through a swinging foxtrot around the parquet wood floor. His prowess as a ballroom dancer was a revelation. She felt like she were in a fairy tale or perhaps one of those glamorous 1930s movies, one of the musicals of the time where everyone hit the high notes perfectly and never made a misstep. The crowd made room for them as they glided around in a big circle, their feet nearly skipping out slow, slow, quick, quick in time with the music.

Both Kenny and Georgia knew the last three notes of the song would be played on a single clinking piano key. So, when it ended with a chink, chink, chink, Kenny dipped Georgia backward, and the crowd exploded. So many people hugged Georgia that it became a blur of faces, while Kenny, in addition to quick embraces, also got pats on the back from many of the guys.

Linda hobbled up to the stage and took a microphone from Joey in her good hand, “Congratulations to my best friend on her engagement! Peter’s gone to try to dig up some champagne. Georgia and Kenny, please follow me down to the basement to help us. As you know, we have a little wine cellar down there. The band’s going to take a break, but there’s much more to come. We’ll start the next set of music with a toast to the happy couple, so don’t go anywhere.”

The audience politely clapped as Linda climbed down off the stage. The three of them walked across the length of the family room and into the kitchen where they disappeared behind a six-paneled oak door.
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Thirty-Five

“Shame has poor memory.”

—Gabriel García Márquez

As Georgia walked down the basement stairs, she could hear Peter judiciously raising a question. “But don’t you think that it’s possible you’re upset about your song too? You did a great rendition of “Girls Just Want to Have Fun,” but I remember what it’s like to make a mistake on stage. You think the whole world will remember it forever.”

Against the far wall of the open basement were a cooler and two rows of wooden wine racks about six feet long. Peter, Carl, and Margot stood at the end of the row farthest to the right.

“It’s not the song, Peter,” Margot shouted. “My mother’s getting engaged and my father just died. How am I supposed to feel about that?”

Carl tried to comfort her, “Margot, both of your brothers are happy for your mom, so Kenny must be a good man. Give him a chance. Get to know him better. Maybe if you sleep on it, you’ll see it’s all for the best.”

Georgia took in a sharp breath when Margot spotted her and hissed, “I can’t believe you would embarrass me like that. In public!”

Georgia recoiled from her attack. “That’s a strange choice of words. Why would you be embarrassed?”

“You’re a widow. . . you’re. . . well, no offense, Mom, but you’re old. There is no reason for you to even be dating, let alone getting married.”

Georgia was so offended that it was hard for her to reply. “I see. So, do you think you children will want to keep me company for the rest of my life? Instead of going out with your friends, do you plan on taking me to the movies on Saturday nights?”

“You have friends, Mom. You have a nice group of women friends to do things with.”

“Yes, and they all have husbands. Margot, maybe it’s hard for you to imagine, but getting older doesn’t mean you no longer need someone to love.”

“Love? You didn’t even love Dad.”

“What are you talking about? I was married to your father for thirty years.”

“He told me, Mom. He said things weren’t good between you and he might ask you for a divorce.”

Georgia staggered backward one step but Kenny caught her arm. “If that’s true, if he confided in you, he was wrong to do it. You were his daughter, not his buddy and you are my daughter, too. But I have news for you, little girl, he never once mentioned divorce to me. We were both in our marriage for the long haul.”

Ever the voice of reason, Linda burst in, “Margot, I’m sorry about your father, and I know you are still grieving, but you are out of line. Way out of line.”

“If she loved my father so much, why is she in such a hurry to get married again?”

Linda answered in a soothing tone, “Because she wants to move forward. Your mother is still a vital woman.”

Margot squared her shoulders off in front of Georgia. “Are you really in love with him?” She jerked her head in his direction. “With Kenny?”

Georgia’s expression softened. She didn’t want to hurt her daughter, but the truth was plain. “Yes, I am. I’m very much in love with Kenny. I’m going to tell you something, sweetheart. Love, this kind of connection, is a rare and precious thing. It doesn’t come along very often. That’s why we want to get married. When you know for sure you want to spend the rest of your life together—and when you’re older and there really isn’t time to waste—you want to start that life together as soon as possible.”

Margot’s fair skin flushed bright pink. “Mom, you have got to promise me, promise me, you are going to get a prenuptial agreement written up.”

Georgia’s expression opened in surprise, her eyes skittered from Margot to Kenny and back again. After a pause, she acknowledged, “We haven’t had a chance to talk about this, Margot. We just got engaged.”

Kenny thought it was a good moment to demonstrate to Margot that his intentions were good. “We will certainly make sure we have money for your wedding and so forth. After all, we’re going to be a family.”

Margot smirked at him. “My mother needs to protect the money my father left to her.”

“You father left to me? How many times do I have to point out I have worked my whole life, and my savings are mine?”

“Dad made a lot more money than you, Mom. You’re a school teacher.”

Georgia was furious. It was like Jack’s words were coming at her from the grave. “All right, missy, let me be clear about this. Kenny and I, my husband and I, will plan our future together. Whatever we choose to spend on you, whatever we decide to leave to you, if anything, is our choice. We will make these decisions as a married couple. The fact of the matter is it’s none of your business.”

The lights went out. All were silent when they came back on a few seconds later. A voice called down the stairs to the group. “Linda! Peter! You better come up here right now.” Before any of people in the basement could react, Sebastian flew down the stairs so fast he stumbled on the third step and came flying toward them. “Kenny,” he managed to get out, but he was panting, “You better hurry. Linda and Peter, we need you, we need a doctor.”

The big family room was hushed when they came in. A circle of people stood around something in the middle of the floor and others on the periphery clustered in quiet discussion. Apparently, the band, from the elevated stage, could see what was going on inside the ring. They stood holding their instruments and staring down into it. Even in Linda’s fragile state, with one arm held out by her huge cast which caused her to look distorted and akimbo, she was still commanding. With a single directive, she broke the circumference of the group open, “Get back. Give us room and air. Who can tell me what happened?”

Christopher was there and he stepped up. “Zelda fell over. She passed out. It was so weird; she closed her eyes, leaned back on her heels, and went over backward. Linda, she fell so fast, nobody thought to catch her.”

Spencer was sitting on the floor nearby with his mother and he was leaning heavily on her, as he too, seemed to be having trouble standing. Linda addressed Yvonne’s son in a no-non-sense tone, “Spencer, this is important. What did you two take tonight?”

“Nothing, honestly, I think we may have food poisoning.”

Linda barked, “Spencer! I need to know.”

When Kenny saw Zelda lying on the ground he was devastated, yet he took the time to scan her appearance from the blue tips of her fingers to her dangerously shallow breathing. Her face was a ghostly waxen color that didn’t belong on a living being. Abruptly, he turned away, clenched his jaw, and became so still that he looked spellbound. Georgia was behind his right shoulder standing on her tiptoes and trying to get a peek. When he turned, it was into her embrace.

She asked over Kenny’s shoulder, “What happened. Linda, is she all right?”

“I haven’t had a chance to examine her yet. Kenny, Christopher, make all these people step back.” Linda struggled to kneel as she had only one good arm to lower herself with. In the end, she wound up sitting cross-legged on the floor and, after a moment, her husband slipped in beside her. Peter put a leather doctor’s bag across both their legs and opened it. He took a stethoscope out while Linda took Zelda’s pulse. As they busied themselves with Zelda’s vital signs, Yvonne and Rolland demanded an explanation from Spencer.

Rolland was furious. “Son, it’s been obvious from the moment you two walked in here that you’re loaded on something. This girl’s life is at stake now. You need to tell us what you took. We need to think about your health too, Spencer. Please be honest with me.”

“Yeah. We’re sick,” he slurred and nodded off, even though at this point his father had him standing upright. Yvonne saw this and her mind snapped. She slapped her son hard across the face. His eyes opened, and she yelled at him.

“You look like those people down in DeGranit who use heroin. That is a narcotic that can cause an overdose. I think we should call an ambulance, Spencer. Do you think we should call one?”

When he nodded, Spencer broke down from shame. “Mom, I’m so sorry.”

The trip to the hospital felt almost routine to the pack of friends and their families, which, this time, included Margot and Carl. They were all already emotionally drained by the anguishing fear the pair might die and, truth be known, disgust at what they had done. They all believed both Spencer and Zelda had been blessed with a second chance already, and by the time they were assembled in the waiting room, the group was furious they would risk their lives in this way.

The doctor eventually came in but was met with silence when he said, “Zelda is going to make it. She tested positive for heroin and cocaine but I didn’t see any needle marks. Let’s hope that it’s early days and she hasn’t been using for too long. She’s going to be fine but, you need to understand, I had to call the police in, and they’re on their way. It’s my judgment that she’s well enough to talk to them.”

Kenny didn’t argue with the doctor; instead, he was rooted, passively staring straight ahead. Peter and Rolland each took one of his arms and sat him down in a chair. They stood on either side of him as if standing guard, protecting their friend’s privacy in his vulnerable state. Georgia could see he was mopping his face with Kleenex, and could hear the three men speculating in whispers about the next steps they needed to take.

Georgia stood across the small room with her sons, daughter, and Carl. She overheard Kenny sigh in a resigned voice, “We’ll have to take them to detox. That will be three or four days until they can safely get the drugs out of their systems. It will give us time to research rehab facilities, that is if they are willing to go at all. I recommend the place in California where Zelda went last time, but it’s very expensive. I warn you, Rolland, the cost will take your breath away. Look, the addiction specialists are probably going to say they should be in two different facilities, which is just as well because I was counseled not to let Zelda return to the West Coast. They said she had her chance in a fancy treatment center, and if she used again, she should go to a place in-state because it might be more of a wake-up call.”

Georgia was more worried about her fiancé than anything else that was going on. She had never known him to sound weary. When she walked toward him, he stood up. They held each other closely and squeezed tenderly. It was as if they were communicating through their embrace the fragility of life and their happiness to have each other in this moment.

Georgia whispered to him, “It’s going work out. She’s alive—that’s what matters. The rest we’re going to figure out together.” Kenny’s head was pressed against Georgia’s right ear. She heard him make a gasping sound that compelled Georgia to cleave to him with all her might.
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Thirty-Six

“Carpe diem, Baby.”

—Metallica

Zelda was to be released at lunchtime. Although some of them had gone home to sleep the night before, everyone was back in the waiting room by ten, exhausted and disappointed by the fact that there were no open beds in a detoxification facility in the state of Vermont for the two young people. They were told to go home and wait for a phone call as the drug counselors tried to find a place for Zelda and Spencer before they went into withdrawal. One of the doctors warned them, “Twenty-four hours after you last used, things start to get bad.”

Yvonne was exasperated about the lack of detox beds, but still practical. She used her cell phone to call a local caterer whom she patronized frequently. “Hello? Arlo? It’s Yvonne. I know it’s asking a lot, but is it possible for you to bring lunch for twelve to my house in the next hour?”

She paused to listen and then responded in a businesslike tone. “Just bring a variety of wraps and salads. Whatever you have that’s fresh. You know the kind of things I like.”

Again, she paused and then replied, “No, I think we can handle the beverages. Thank you, Arlo. You don’t know how much I appreciate this.” Her voice broke on the last word, but she composed herself quickly and immediately left the hospital room to straighten up her house for the company, taking Spencer with her.

Spencer had been checked out the night before, and he was downstairs at his parents’ home when the twelve of them regrouped in the Paquette’s dining room to eat lunch. Most were ravenous for solid food and eagerly heaped their plates with the caterer’s fare. Particularly nice touches in the luncheon buffet were lasagna that filled the room with its aroma and a Crock-Pot full of chicken soup. The two dishes seemed like the ultimate comfort foods to the grateful group. Once they had all served themselves and sat down, the scraping of utensils against ceramic plates was the only sound for several minutes.

Georgia and Kenny hadn’t had a minute alone together since he’d proposed, as he’d slept by Zelda’s hospital bed all night. So much had happened the evening before, and now that the worst of it had passed, tension filled the air and mixed with the scents of the meal. Yet no one spoke for fear of saying the wrong thing. To fill the uncomfortable void, both Sebastian and Christopher complimented Yvonne on the food, causing Margot to roll her eyes and groan with annoyance at them. In response, the boys gawked across the table at her and asked, “What?” She ignored them and composed her beautiful face into a smug, haughty smile, which she turned and beamed toward Zelda. “So, Zelda, you’ll be in rehab for three months is that right?”

You could tell Zelda was hesitant to share such personal information with Margot, but she relented because everyone was listening with rapt attention. “We think so. Our medical insurance should cover us because I had a relapse, and Spencer has been on pain meds for so many years, but lots of the companies make people leave after three weeks. Three months would be better.”

Margot continued to probe. “After that, you’ll both go to a halfway house, won’t you? What’s that—another six months?” Her smugness degraded into a smirk, which she pivoted toward her mother defiantly.

Georgia pointedly turned away from Margot and glanced at Kenny. She was alarmed by the defeated look on his face. A thought rose up inside her, and she said it out loud, “We are going to plan our wedding for the second week in June. I’m sure the kids will be out of the lockdown part of their treatment by then.”

Georgia locked eyes with the man she loved and held his gaze. She tried to communicate with her sixth sense, willing her energy into him. Somehow he understood and mere seconds later he put a white cloth napkin to his lips and made a noise like, “Ahem.” Georgia’s infusion of energy was working. He summoned the strength to formally and purposefully turn to his daughter. “Zelda, there are some things that I want you to know, and they can’t wait. Georgia and I can be here for you through the end of the winter and this spring. Obviously, we will do everything we can to help. You and I already know the protocols and have a pretty good idea of the timeframe involved in each step of your recovery. However, you need to understand, in fact, you all need to understand”—Kenny spread his hands and motioned to everyone around the table—“Georgia and I will be renting a camper the day after our wedding and heading west on I-70. I’m sure our cell service will be in and out, but we’ll do our best to check in once a day.”

Margot glowered at him and his confident, commanding manner. “I don’t know if I will be able to come to your wedding.”

Her brothers, shaken by the statement, immediately objected, but their mother cut them both off before they could finish their thoughts. She stood up out of her seat and told her daughter in no uncertain terms, “That’s up to you, Margot. It would be very sad to look back at our wedding pictures and have you be the only one in the family missing. But you know what? We would all survive the disappointment.”

Everyone was taken aback. The air in the room felt dead for a moment, but in a challenging and playful tone Zelda broke the mood. “Margot, I doubt very much you would miss the opportunity to buy a new dress and have your hair done. It would drive you insane to know everyone else was dolled up at a party and you were home alone.” At that Christopher, Sebastian, and Georgia cracked up; everyone but Margot started laughing too.

Margot turned to Carl with a shocked expression, as if she felt that he had betrayed her by joining in. She raised her voice and demanded, “What is so funny?” Carl shrugged his shoulders, turned away, and used his napkin to mask his smile.

Georgia was the only one who knew Kenny was improvising his story about traveling cross-country, as he and Georgia hadn’t had a chance to discuss their travel plans yet. In a show of solidarity, and to help him make his point, she decided to continue where he left off. “When we get to San Francisco, we’ll board a plane for Thailand. It’s very important to us to let our experience in Asia unfold, as it will. We have no agenda except to be back for Christmas Day.”

There was an interested but surprised silence as the entire table took in the information. Kenny picked up where she left off. “We’ll go from Thailand to Vietnam and then Cambodia. We may head to Australia, and back across the South Pacific. I want to stop in Bali—just to say I’ve been there. Don’t you just love the sound of the name Bali?”

In a whimsical voice, Georgia burst into the song from the classic play South Pacific: “Bali Ha’i, Bali Ha’i.” She realized she was having great fun.

Kenny explained his vision to the group. “I told Georgia I want to take a trip around the world to celebrate our marriage, and we’re going to take a full year to do it. We’re not getting any younger, you know.”

Sebastian started out enthusiastically, “That’s awesome, you guys. . .” but he was easily silenced by Margot’s hostile glare. Margot maintained a big sister’s power over her youngest sibling. She admonished him and Kenny at the same time when she asked, “What about your daughter, Kenny? What if she needs you?”

“To be frank, Margot,” he said as he stared her down, “I’d say that’s between Zelda and me.”

The tense silence that followed was deafening. Georgia looked from her fiancé to her daughter and back again. The point had been made. She said to the table at large, “We’ll be home for the holidays and then head out again after New Year’s Day. Where? Who knows?”

Margot spat out, “This is so irresponsible, Mom.”

Christopher had had enough from his sister. “She doesn’t want your opinion! Nobody here does. You think it’s all about you, Margot. You and what you think is your money. That’s what’s bothering you, isn’t it? I can see the wheels turning as you try to figure out how much it’s going to cost them. But guess what? The money actually belongs to Mom, and she gets to enjoy her life, too.”

Georgia looked down at her lap, suddenly overwhelmed by the high emotion around her, and whispered, “Thank you, honey.”

Yvonne reared up in her chair, fully intending to defend her dear friend Georgia, “Kenny, you can put your mind at ease. I’ve not forgotten the promise I made to Zelda, and I will be present for her. In fact, I’m going to treat her like my own child as we get through this. She and I will discuss each step along the way if she is willing. Kenny, I know you well enough to know you would never abandon your girl. We’ll all stay in touch as best we can.” Yvonne let out a noise that shocked everyone—something had tickled her funny bone and she choked as she tried hard not to burst out laughing. Still, her eyes twinkled as she said, “Maybe next year, Rolland and I will go on a big trip. Maybe we’ll go around the world too. Florida is so boring, even in the winter.”

At that disclosure her laughter spread through the room, everyone joining in except Margot, who felt picked on, and Rolland, because he was flummoxed. “I thought you liked Florida, Yvonne. You just finished decorating the condo.”

“Of course, Rolland. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. It was such a lovely surprise when you bought our condominium for my Christmas gift. And we are so blessed—we’ve been fortunate to be able to save and invest. But couldn’t we travel, too?”

Rolland had a pleased expression as he announced, in a voice loud enough to fill the room, “This gorgeous wife of mine has a very low tolerance for boredom. You make a list of places we can think about going to, Yvonne. We’ll do a little reading up on each one. You know where I’d like to go? Africa—on one of those camera safaris. It’s so sad that many of the animals are endangered. I’d like to see them now, in case they really disappear.”

Linda put her hand on top of Peter’s and patted it. “Peter knows I want to go to Paris and see some of the jazz clubs. I read there are over six hundred concerts a month in Paris with old style big bands, chanteuses, too, but also plenty of contemporary music. I’d like to flip our internal clocks around for a while. Stay out till all hours and sleep late, find a little café where we go every day for a late lunch. We can have dinner at nine and linger over it, and then, I literally want to dance until dawn.”

Peter took the hand Linda had extended over his. He looked in her eyes and grew emotional. She kissed him and put her head on his shoulder.

The group gave them a respectful moment because they were obviously earnest in their feelings for each other and their dream. Eventually, their son Carl good-naturedly broke the spell, “Okay you two. Enough with the public display of affection.”

Georgia said to Linda and Peter, “Eventually we’ll wind up in Europe on our trip. Should we meet in Paris? Peter and Yvonne too?” All six of the older adults looked like a light bulb had turned on in their heads.

Linda was excited but suggested, “Let’s talk more about this idea at a later time. We’ll all have dinner and brainstorm.”

Christopher was thinking aloud about an entirely different matter. “Once Sebastian and I make headway on our renovation, we’d like to plan some ski trips. Mom, remember the time we all went out to Vancouver? Wasn’t that powder spectacular?”

Georgia nodded. “Yes, and the views were gorgeous. The skiing was a little frightening for me, if you want to know the truth. That’s why we hired a guide for the first few days. Even so, it was an incredible experience.”

The ring of the house phone interrupted their daydreaming. Yvonne went into the kitchen to answer it, but came back into the dining room with the portable so everyone could hear her conversation. “Yes, I think I understand. Spencer will go over to Middlebury and Zelda down to Brandon. Three days each and in that time, we have to find a place for them in a long-term program. Got it. Thank you and . . . oh . . . what should they bring with them?” She had a pad of paper and scribbled notes on the top sheet. When it was filled, she flipped to the one below it. “Thanks again. Goodbye.”

As soon as she hung up, she ripped the top paper off and handed it to Kenny, who studied it carefully.

While Kenny read on, Yvonne told them, “Kids, she said to bring comfortable lounging clothes. Apparently, you are going to sweat a lot. They have laundry facilities, but you should still bring five different changes.”

“A lovely image,” Margot grumbled loudly.

Peter spoke to Margot assertively, “Lunch is over and it’s time for you to leave, Margot. There are sensitive discussions about to take place. Don’t worry about cleaning up, I’ll be happy to clear your place for you.”

“I can’t imagine why you are talking to me like that, Peter. Mom? Are you going to let him speak to me like this?”

Kenny jumped in. “It’s a matter of Zelda’s and Spencer’s privacy, Margot. None of us is feeling trusting about your discretion at the moment. Oh, and one last thing before this lunch breaks up. Georgia has a school break in two weeks. As an engagement present, I am taking her to Cuba.”

Georgia squealed with exhilaration. She got up and ran around to the other side of the table to hug him.

Margot clearly objected to her enthusiasm and the embrace. “What about Spencer and Zelda?”

“I’ve learned from experience that they won’t be able to have a visitor or even talk to anyone on the phone for a long while. We are going away to celebrate and that’s that.”

Margot taunted him, “And that is?”

Georgia answered her instead. “The fact that we have fallen in love for the last time in our lives. This rarefied lightning will not strike again.”

Margot stormed out of the room, snatched her coat off the hall tree, and slammed the front door as she tried to make her theatrical exit. The rest of them hardly paid attention to her except that the sound served as a cue for Kenny and Georgia, who hurriedly stood and brushed a few crumbs off their laps. It was understood between them that they had to take Zelda home to pack. Their drive to the treatment center would be close to two hours, as it was out near the New Hampshire state line. Both Kenny and Georgia were concerned that Zelda’s withdrawal symptoms would soon begin, and she would grow desperate. The last thing either of them wanted was for her to bolt and disappear in search of narcotics. Georgia and Zelda hugged everyone goodbye, and Kenny brought the car around to the front door.

In the foyer, Spencer held Zelda in a long farewell embrace as they whispered fervent promises to each other. “This is the last time I’m going to rehab, Spencer. I am going to do what I have to do to get better. My addiction was like a monster waiting for me out in the dark. I got complacent about my sobriety, I thought I was too busy for meetings and then boom, it attacked. All we have to do is get this stuff out of our bodies and then stay clean. Go to meetings and stay clean. When I lost the baby, I should have called my sponsor immediately and reached out for help.” Zelda’s head was on his left shoulder, and she nuzzled his neck.

He gripped her tighter by way of a response. “What’s past is past. I don’t know how it got away from us so fast, Zelda. From the first time we went to DeGranit to score the dope, to when we wound up out of control and loaded at Linda’s party, it was less than two months. We still did all our chores every day. We went about our business, and no one suspected anything, but I felt more helpless over the craving with each coming day.”

Zelda’s expression was desperate as she looked up at him. “We weren’t completely in control during that time. We told your mother we were sick a couple of those days. Remember? We pretty much stayed in bed. She thought we looked terrible and threatened to call Dr. Gluck. Spencer, when I come back, I’m going to be the girl you fell in love with. I promise.”

He stroked her back with his hand and whispered in her ear, “There’s nothing without you, Zelda. Nothing worth living for. We’ll only be away for three months, and then we’ll be back together again. It will be like all this was a bad dream. I love you, China Doll.”

“I love you, too.” When she glanced over his shoulder, she saw Georgia looking at her watch. “Okay, Spence. We gotta go. My dad is waiting. I have to do this.” With that, she broke from him and ran out the front door without bothering to close it. Georgia followed her out and quietly pulled the latch until it fully shut.

Yvonne had already gone upstairs to pack Spencer a bag. Not two seconds after the door closed, Rolland insisted on taking Spencer to Middlebury alone. “I’m worried about your mother,” he told his only child. “Son, she needs to get some sleep. We don’t want her getting sick, too.”

Up in Spencer’s room, Yvonne threw five T-shirts, flannel pants and sweatpants, and socks and underwear in a leather duffle bag. As she looked at herself in the mirror above her son’s dresser, her knees gave out and she collapsed heavily onto the edge of his bed. If anyone else had been within earshot, they would have been torn apart by her pitiful sobbing. She was actually lurching with emotion, but she was determined to gain control. She took ragged deep breaths in and out until she thought she could walk steadily. There was a bathroom in the hallway where she washed her face, sat for a while on the closed toilet seat to rest, and then, sensing that the time was imminent, scurried downstairs with the bag.

Spencer stood by the front door next to his father wearing a wool navy peacoat, his dangling empty sleeve a solemn reminder to her that all men, including her son, were mortal. Yvonne tried to steady herself to say goodbye. Her child was looking especially young and vulnerable to her at the moment. A shattering feeling of desolation made her slump against the doorjamb and slide down to the floor. She feared that she might faint as she did, and she cried out, “Spencer you have to give this everything you’ve got. Promise me. I cannot live without you. I won’t do it. Promise me you will try your hardest to get well.”

It was excruciating for him to pay witness to the depth of his mother’s pain; in his heart of hearts, he knew she deserved much better from him. He quietly sat down next to her on the floor, with his back up against the wall. Spencer patiently waited for her to continue. “I can’t lose you, honey. I won’t make it if you don’t.”

He told her plainly and with convincing and authentic honesty, “Don’t worry about this anymore, Mom. It’s my turn to take care of you.”
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Thirty-Seven

“2015 in Old Havana, Ché and Hemingway seem at once like the past and the future.”

—Mary Kathleen Mehuron

After hours spent on the Internet, Kenny found a Boston-based travel company called CubaToDo. Georgia asked him, “Cuba to do? Not Cuba to go, or something like that? It sounds off, like they don’t understand our idioms in English.”

“I think it’s a play on the Spanish word to do. It means everything. They are saying they know everything about Cuba. Or, they can get you everything you want there.”

“That’s cute. Obviously, it’s me who doesn’t understand their vernacular. I wish I had time to study Spanish. You really think they can get us a visa at this late date? I know Cuba is opening up to Americans, but you still can’t just show up there. As I understand it, you have to have a legitimate reason to go.”

He handed his laptop across the table to her indicating with a gesture that she should look at the screen. It read:

“CERTIFICATION for a General License for Cuba Travel

I understand that Cuba travel-related transactions are prohibited under current United States Law, except for the following categories. I hereby certify by signing my name at the bottom of this Certification that I am authorized to travel to Cuba under Part 515 of 31 CFR, specifically by the Section number in parentheses for the category checked below—tourism is NOT allowed—my travel may require a full-time schedule per my category.”

She looked over the eleven categories permitted for Americans to travel to Havana. “Well, we can’t claim we’re going for a family visit. We don’t know a soul who lives there. There are educational reasons . . . I am a teacher. Or support for the Cuban people . . . that’s pretty broad. Will the money we will spend there be considered helping them? Let’s just go ahead and pick one category. What have we got to lose?”

“Okay, support for the Cuban people it is, and then we have to sign the form and scan it and our passports. I’m going to email the files to a guy named Jonathan who sent me all this information. Keep your fingers crossed. We’ll wait to hear what he has to say about our application.”

“I hope it works out, Kenny. Now is the time to go, just as relations are being normalized between our two countries. We severed ties with Cuba in 1961, but ever since I was a child, I dreamed of going there to experience the music, food, history, architecture, and the people. From what I have read and heard here in the US, I love all things Cuban. Cuban jazz makes me feel dreamy. Even their dogs are adorable, especially the Havanese.

“I know someone who went to Mexico City and flew from there to Cuba. He kind of snuck onto the island pretending to be a Canadian citizen. I feel like I was waiting for the day when I could go in legally as an American. So you can imagine what a thrill it was for me to see Presidents Barack Obama and Raúl Castro on the news a few months ago when they shook hands at the Summit of the Americas. Talk about a great moment in history! You and I get a chance to go before everyone floods in, and before the US chain restaurants set up shop. Kenny Simmons and Georgia Best can tell their grandchildren they went to Havana before there was a Starbucks.”

In Jonathan’s email, he had said that there were few actual hotels in Havana, and those that existed were faded from their glory of years past. Apparently most local travelers stayed in a casa particular, which means, in Spanish, a private family establishment. Georgia and Kenny both started reading additional articles posted online and discovered these B&Bs varied widely in size and quality. Some of the stories sounded more like nightmares than vacations. Jonathan had already decided for them where they would stay, and they crossed their fingers that he knew what he was doing.

Seven days later, CubaToDo sent them an envelope that contained their visas. There were also vouchers for the nights that they would be staying at the B&B Telefónica, tickets for their flights from Miami and back again, and airport transfers. In addition, a small packet full of Ziploc ties for their suitcases was included with a printout explaining how they would help guard against petty theft from the baggage handlers. The Telefónica was on la Calle Amagura where they would be right in the middle of Old Havana—La Habana Vieja.

Georgia examined the sheets of paperwork. “Kenny, this can’t be right. These vouchers don’t look like real tickets. We could have made them with the laser printer on my desk.”

Kenny tapped away at his computer and shot CubaToDo an email to ask them some questions about Georgia’s concerns. He received an answer back within five minutes.

“Georgia, Jonathan swears everything is in order. He says all we have to do is get ourselves to Miami the night before our flight. I’m going to work on the reservations from Vermont to Florida today.”

Somewhat reassured, she turned her focus to other things. “I’ve read the dress in Havana is pretty casual. It’s a warm climate so it’s mostly shorts and T-shirts. I’ll bring a couple sun-dresses in case we want to go out at night.”

“Yeah, and I’ll bring a pair of long pants and a few collared shirts.”

Georgia said, “Packing will be a breeze.”

They were excited. They had purchased a travel book about Cuba in general, one specifically about Havana, and an English-Spanish dictionary with important phrases in the front section. In the evenings, after they had eaten dinner and cleaned up, they studied silently for a while. As they each pored over one of the volumes, they stopped from time to time to read aloud when they reached a section they thought would interest the other. On one night leading up to the big trip, they took a drive to Burlington, where they shopped for some last-minute things and picked up Canadian dollars for spending money. One of their books suggested the currency would be much easier to exchange and at a better rate.

“It feels like we’re going on a honeymoon,” Georgia told Kenny, in the car on the way.

He did his best imitation of the actor Alec Baldwin, “This is just the warm-up, baby.”

She laughed. “Nice voice. Hmmm . . . that could be anyone from Jeff Bridges to Ryan Gosling.”

“I was going for, at least, one of the Baldwins. I guess I should be happy that I sounded like a Hollywood actor. But seriously, this really is a great opportunity for us, on this trip, we get to see how we travel together. Not everyone does well with that, you know? Traveling can be very stressful. My experience has been that it’s often filled with extremes, both good and bad. By the end of this vacation, you may find out you can’t stand me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Georgia was elated to be able to travel. Going with someone who was as much fun as Kenny was beyond any expectation she’d ever had.

On Saturday, February 28, Georgia and Kenny flew from Vermont to Miami, where Kenny had reserved a room at a midrange hotel that ran a shuttle van to the Miami International Airport. It picked them up at the curb under a sign that read “ARRIVALS” without incident and brought them straight to the check-in desk. Kenny asked the clerk, “We need to take an early shuttle back to the airport tomorrow morning. Can we reserve two seats? What time does your first one depart?”

“It leaves from the front portico at 4:30 a.m. sharp. Here’s the sign-up list.” He handed them a clipboard and Georgia put their names on it. They would be on Island Air’s 7:30 a.m. departure.

“I won’t sleep at all because I’ll worry about being late,” Georgia said, although both men ignored her comment.

Because it was an international flight with additional security measures, CubaToDo had implored them to get to the airport by five. They also highly recommended they have their bags wrapped in cellophane as an additional precaution against theft, and went as far as to send the couple vouchers to pay for it. Kenny had specifically asked the hotel staff and CubaToDo by text message from his phone, “Will that service be available at 5:00 a.m.?”

Georgia said, “I’ve never seen anyone put plastic around their luggage. Is it like shrink-wrap?”

Jonathan quickly responded to Kenny’s text. “I was told the wrapping service is available for all flights.”

Georgia was disoriented when the alarm went off early the next morning. Kenny was already up to shower and dress for their Havana flight. It was still dark out, and she felt like it was the middle of the night. She could have sworn she never fell into a real sleep state, but she had to admit to herself she’d been startled awake by the sound. Now Georgia was grouchy and felt grimy because, by the time she was fully roused, there wasn’t time for her to bathe. The intense humidity added to her discomfort. When they rolled their suitcases over to the front desk a staff member behind the desk told them the shuttle wouldn’t start until five. Georgia lost it.

“We were told four thirty! If you look on your list, you will see our signatures.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. We don’t have a driver available until five. We’ll call for a cab for you, though.”

Georgia wanted to know, “How much will that cost?”

“No more than fifty bucks.”

“Will you credit that money back to our room bill?”

“Sorry. I’m not allowed to do that, ma’am.”

Kenny knew that Georgia wasn’t fully awake and he quickly brushed the matter aside. “Please, just call the cab.”

When they got to the north terminal, Kenny had a sense they were already in Cuba because Spanish was spoken more frequently than English. The employees looked as unhappy to be up at this hour as he and Georgia were. No one was smiling. Both of them desperately needed caffeine. Only one concession stand was open, and it served shots of Cuban coffee that were dark, rich, and delicious. Since the cups were tiny by American standards, Kenny needed three to be anywhere near wide awake.

Once the stimulant was coursing through their systems, they became more observant. The plastic-wrapping attendant was just opening his station, which looked like a little kiosk. Georgia offered him the two vouchers CubaToDo had sent, but he wouldn’t accept them and, because he was Spanish-speaking, couldn’t explain why. Kenny caught the meaning of a few of the words he spoke and repeated them back to the man. He was trying to make some sense of the situation. In the end, the two gentlemen faced off and shrugged at each other with frustration.

“Kenny, why did I take French in high school? I feel like an idiot right now. Let’s take a Spanish class this year at the community college. It’s America’s second language, and I need to study it. What should we do about the wrapping?”

There was a sign stating the price as twenty-five dollars. “Georgia, they seemed to think this was very important. I’ll just pay for it.”

“That’s expensive. Imagine! For, basically, Saran Wrap.”

When the attendant had completely covered their suitcases, they searched the concourse to find a board displaying the status of flights. There was only one for the entire enormous terminal.

“Kenny!” Georgia couldn’t believe what she was seeing, “Our flight’s been changed. Instead of leaving at 7:30, it’s departing at 6:00.”

“We better hurry and get our bags checked.”

They rolled from one end of the gate agents’ counters all the way down to other end looking at signs. Georgia asked two people in uniform, “We are trying to find Island Air. Do you know where it is?” The second person pointed to an unmarked table stuck in a corner. He told her, “It’s a charter flight.”

There was nothing, no signage at all, that indicated the spot belonged to the airline company, so Georgia was relieved when the man took their tickets and passports and then asked, “How many bags to check?”

They felt rushed to make it through security and board on time, but Georgia had a premonition and she ran back to the big display board for one last check of their flight’s status. Sure enough, their gate had been changed at the last minute.

While they were loading their toiletries into gray bins, taking their shoes off, and waiting for their things to be X-rayed, Georgia told Kenny, “I don’t know why I thought the security protocol would be more involved than a typical flight. Maybe because we’re going to a communist country?”

“I know. Isn’t it weird Cuba is less than an hour’s flying time from the Florida coastline?”

“Look down there past the conveyor belts. On the left-hand side. I see gate ten.” Georgia sounded relieved, but her tone was a bit sharp.

On the short, hot flight, they both fell into a deep sleep, waking a little more refreshed. When they landed at José Martí International Airport, they were herded into the customs area where a customs officer asked for their plane tickets, visas from CubaToDo, and passports. He had a large metal stamping device that made a loud thump when he pushed down on it to mark their passports. An official Cuban visa replaced the copy that Jonathan sent them. It was a standard, very official looking form, perforated down the middle. He tore it neatly in half and gave one side to Georgia and Kenny and put the other in a pile of similar-looking documents.

Kenny said to her, “Put that someplace safe. We’ll probably need it when we leave the country and head back home.”

The officer indicated with a wave of his hand that they should step through a metal door. On the other side of it was another security line.

Georgia seemed satisfied and nodded. “So, this is where the extra scrutiny comes in.” All their things were scanned once again. As passengers gathered their belongings together and put their shoes back on, they were urged to keep moving forward, where streams of people converged. A cacophony rose from the chaos.

Heaps and heaps of plastic-wrapped suitcases and packages of every size and shape lay before them. Some of the piles were over five feet high. Georgia was able to estimate their height because they were taller than she was.

A metal conveyor belt, carrying luggage, wound around and around the cavernous space in an irregular, winding oval. Every linear inch of its raised platform had stacks amassed on the floor against it. To get a suitcase off the conveyor, you had to scale one of the mounds and reach over. Georgia was awash with anxiety. “Kenny, how will we know which suitcases are ours? Wrapped in that plastic, they all look the same to me.”

Kenny held up his baggage receipt from their check-in at the Miami airport in one hand and pointed to it with the other. She appeared frozen and stared at him with wide eyes. He took charge, “Give me yours.”

“It’s all well and good that we have receipts, but everyone has been warning us about theft. Anyone could pick up our bags right now and walk out of here.”

“Georgia, please watch all of our carry-on stuff.” She stood perfectly still with her purse hanging on her shoulder and one of her hands on the long handles of each of their small valises.

She said to no one in particular, “I wouldn’t know where to begin to look for our suitcases. What are all these piles of packages? Why are people bringing them all in? You don’t need many clothes in this weather. I debated whether or not I could get away with my carry-on alone. You’d have to dig your way down into the piles to find out . . .” She realized she was talking into thin air and Kenny was gone. Georgia’s heart began to pound.

But within seconds, he reappeared before her with her large green suitcase in his left hand and his black one in his right. The commotion around them felt stifling. Kenny signaled with his head toward the swinging double steel doors that must have been twelve feet tall. He said, “Let’s get out of here. There’s supposed to be a driver waiting outside with our name on a sign.” Men in uniform, and at attention, flanked the exit on either side. The crowd behind them seemed in a hurry. They jostled them as they pushed toward the door. Georgia ran on her tiptoes as she rolled the smaller cases next to Kenny, who handled the larger pieces. Together they burst out into the blinding sunlight.
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Thirty-Eight

“Grief can take care of itself, but to get the full value of a joy you must have somebody to divide it with.”

—Mark Twain

Kenny and Georgia stood in the morning heat of the Caribbean sun and squinted into hundreds of inquisitive faces. A U-shaped steel fence about waist high held the crowd back and funneled the arriving passengers out through a single gate to the sidewalk. From a short distance music began to play; it was a man’s voice accompanied by a single guitar. He was singing “Guantanamera,” which seemed so perfectly orchestrated that Georgia wondered, Does he do the famous ballad for every arriving flight? The throngs of those waiting for incoming passengers, and now staring at them, looked enthralled.

“Kenny, this must be what it feels like to be a celebrity on the red carpet.”

At least twenty drivers were holding up paper signs lettered with a black marker, but she didn’t see any that had Simmons on it. Many others, carrying their luggage out, were coming through the door and into the space where they were rooted with uncertainty. Kenny thought they better move along.

“Let’s go through the gate and out by the curb.”

As they stood on the sidewalk, almost immediately, a battered old car from the fifties with a shattered windshield pulled up. A tall, thin Afro-Cuban man got out to introduce himself and help with the bags. He offered his hand to Kenny first.

“You are Mr. Simmons? I am Angel.” His accent was heavy. He pronounced his first name as Awnhill. Georgia made a mental note to think anthill before addressing him in the future. He told them, “I will try very hard to speak English. I want to learn because it is good for business. If you know any Spanish, we will find a way to meet in the center.”

“Si,” Kenny answered. “Y gracias.”

“You are welcome. Has estado . . . Cuba before?”

“No. It’s our first time,” Georgia answered.

“Hey, Angel, we need to exchange money,” Kenny told him.

“Si. Si. Voy a parar en el banco. Banco. The bank. I will stop.”

They thanked him as a chorus of two: “Gracias.”

The airport wasn’t far from Old Havana, where the streets quickly turned to winding cobblestone lanes punctuated by open plazas. There were more bicycles and cycle taxis than cars. Horse-drawn carts, ready for hire, lined the common outdoor spaces. The majority of the automobiles that they observed were exactly as one might assume—from the fifties and perfectly maintained. Georgia had read that after the Cuban revolution, the government passed legislation that kept people from buying cars, but if a vehicle had been purchased before 1959, it could be passed down through the family. She imagined the ingenuity and talent that had been required to keep them running all these years. What Georgia was not prepared for was the thick exhaust fumes emitted from the autos, as she had forgotten there was a time not long ago when no one gave a thought to air pollution.

Angel was proud of his city. He pointed out, “Renovated streets. Renovated buildings.” He turned around as best he could to gesture to Kenny, “You stay on this . . . these . . . streets. The renovated.” Angel stopped to show how the end of the improved areas were marked with a barrier of cast iron cannons embedded upright into the ground.

Kenny and Georgia already knew that restoration of a few cobblestone thoroughfares and historic buildings had begun over twenty years ago. They developed into important areas for the country’s tourism, as they highlighted perhaps the finest display of Spanish colonial buildings anywhere in the Americas.

Obispo Boulevard, in particular, was often a portal through which foreign visitors experienced Old Havana. Tourists queued up to exchange currency and stood around in small groups enjoying the rhythms of rumba and Cuban jazz. Locals dressed in brightly colored traditional clothing provided photo opportunities for a price. They were not shy about chasing away anyone with a camera who did not pay them. It seemed that every other shop on the street sold T-shirts with pictures of Ché Guevara on them.

After nightfall, the kind of goods and services that were available on this avenue changed. Black market cigars, rum, and cell phones were sold openly. The bar that once counted Ernest Hemingway as a regular was jammed with patrons who ordered daiquiris and danced wildly to Cuban beats. Sex workers of every ilk congregated along some of the sidewalks and leaned against stucco walls in provocative poses. Georgia and Kenny would soon discover that one area was particularly disturbing, as it included obviously underage boys and girls.

But it was still a pristine morning when Angel wound his way around the sharp corners of the ancient streets. He did his best to have patience and avoided colliding with the many pedestrians making their way to work, shop, or back to their homes. Some of the structures they passed looked well-tended, even romantic, but just as many had crumbling front walls. From curbside, you could see through large holes into ominous-looking interiors. Viewed from Angel’s car windows, the scene was riotous. Bright colors, sounds, and faces were layered into nothing short of pandemonium when he finally pulled in to park in a narrow alley. Angel rolled to a stop in front of the Telefónica where they would be staying, but both Kenny and Georgia hesitated to leave the relative serenity of the backseat.

Kenny climbed out and gave a helping hand to Georgia, just as a handsome young Cuban man, black-haired with dark flashing eyes, came out to meet them at the stoop of the open front door. He spoke almost fluent English, which was a comfort to the couple, as neither of them had realized how disorienting culture shock could be. He shook their hands and introduced himself. “I am Alejandro. Welcome to the Telefónica.” He and Angel insisted on carrying the couple’s suitcases inside. Before he picked two up, Alejandro waved them into the narrow front room.

There was a couch along one wall and two padded stools against the one opposite it. About fifteen feet straight ahead of that was the check-in desk that also served as the center for office work. Although it was quite small, it contained a telephone, computer, printer, and moneybox.

“Your room is right here on the first floor. You are lucky, as it is the biggest one we have here. We will carry your bags right in. Here it is, a nice room. And this is your bathroom. You can use the toilet and sink, but not the shower. The water isn’t working. I will show you the shower down the hall.” The room was tiny, although it contained a queen-sized bed. There was no closet or dresser. Georgia had two pieces of luggage and so did Kenny. The only way to lay them open would be to put them on top of the bed.

Alejandro advised them, “I recommend you go out exploring immediately. Head in any direction and you find interesting things to see. Have some lunch at the Paladar Los Mercaderes. Come.” He stepped out onto the sidewalk into Havana’s perpetual golden light and motioned to his left. “It’s just there around the corner. On the second floor. It is the best restaurant around here. Tell David I sent you. They have their own fishing boat and a farm and ranch outside of the city. Everything that they serve is fresh. What do you call this in the US? I know that you have a name for it but I can’t remember.”

Georgia took a guess, “Farm to table?”

Alejandro snapped his fingers. “That’s it,” he laughed, his perfect white teeth blazing against his brown skin, “but also boat to table—yes?”

She said, “And, ranch to table. Sounds like quite the enterprise.”

“Thanks for your advice, Alejandro. I think stretching our legs and taking in the sights is a great idea. Georgia, can you walk very far in those shoes? Do you want to change?”

After she put on her sneakers, they headed east less than a block and were drawn into the wide-open triple doors of the Hotel Rachel. Georgia was really thinking aloud when she asked him, “Many of the entryways here are so tall! Why do you think that is?”

Kenny took her arm as they stepped into the lobby. “Probably to let the cross breezes flow through. They sure didn’t have air-conditioning when this was built. On a day like today, you don’t need any. In the shade, there’s almost a chill in the air.”

A well-dressed young man in a suit stepped forward to greet them. “Buenos dias.”

Kenny replied, “Buenos dias. ¿Habla usted Inglés.”

“Un pequeño, señor. How may I be of service?” Georgia and Kenny learned quickly that many Cubans were highly educated and had studied at least some English in school. But they found that most were modest about their accomplishments and always said that they spoke a little, when, in fact, they were quite good at it.

Georgia whispered to Kenny, “Is it just me or are Cubans the most beautiful people in the world?”

He patted her arm to show her that he was in agreement, but his eyes remained focused on the concierge who stood before them. Kenny worked hard to put a sentence together in Spanish to converse with the young man. “Tenemos curiosidad acerca de este hermoso edificio. It’s just gorgeous. Really.”

“Gracias. We are very proud of the hotel and its history. You will see that the fixtures and furnishing are a mix of cultures. Are you Jewish?”

Kenny blinked. “Why do you ask?” he said but felt compelled to answer the question. “I was raised Presbyterian.”

“No matter. I will take you on a little tour. This is the Hotel Rachel, which is Hebrew for innocent. It was built by our people, and today many of the employees still worship together at the oldest Sephardic synagogue in Cuba. This section of La Habana Vieja was once the Jewish neighborhood of Havana. Are you surprised by this?”

Georgia sputtered a little, as she actually was surprised that there was a large Jewish presence in the country. “May I ask? . . . but I don’t want to offend you.”

“No, no. You will not offend me. I am very interested.”

“Well, I was born in 1955, and I went to a Catholic school in the United States. We were taught that, while the constitution and government Castro established in 1959 allowed for freedom of religion in writing, it did not in practice. The nuns said they closed churches and took over properties, including schools, and pretty much forced the faithful Catholics underground.”

“There is no anti-Semitism in Cuba.”

“I see. I suppose that I assumed there would be.”

He gave her a stiff and formal bow and said, “If you will come this way.” Their guide held open the door to an antique brass cage-style elevator. “Please be careful as you step into the lift.”

As they rode up to the second story, Georgia officially introduced them, “This is Kenny Simmons and I am Georgia Best.”

He nodded an acknowledgment, but did not extend his hand. “My name is Modesto.”

“Thank you for showing us around, Modesto.”

“Please be cautious as you get out.” All the guest rooms were built around a long, thin oval balcony that overlooked the lobby. The space also soared above them to a stained glass domed ceiling that was breathtaking.

Modesto sounded practiced, so they assumed that he was used to giving this tour. “The hotel dates back to 1905 when it was a textile import firm and warehouse. As you can see, the façade is baroque, but the interior is art nouveau inspired. Yet, please notice how many details evoke the Hebrew culture. It seduces the beholder with its beauty and sensuousness—no?” He stared into Georgia’s eyes awaiting a response.

She was a bit confounded. Sensuous? His face was chiseled, and he gave off an air of knowing full well how attractive he was. She didn’t want him to think that she was taken in by his attention. It would annoy her if he got some satisfaction, thinking she was smitten in any way. So she answered him carefully in a measured tone, “It certainly is pretty.”

Kenny seemed to read her mind when he added in a particularly manly, booming voice, “Very impressive. Yes, very impressive indeed.”

Indeed? Georgia thought. They would be laughing about that comment for days.

Modesto led them back to the elevator and took the couple up to the rooftop where the stained glass dome was surrounded by a covered patio with tables and chairs. The entire seating area, all one hundred and eighty degrees, had a splendid view of Old Havana. Georgia had to admit to herself that the sight thrilled her, “Is this open to the public, Modesto? Can we come up here later for a drink?”

“Of course. It’s what we do.”

“I wasn’t sure what to expect because you have hotel guests. Do you serve wine?”

“Spanish only. Most people drink our world-famous rum—mojitos, and daiquiris.”

Once they were back down in the lobby, Kenny shook Modesto’s hand and thanked him. As a matter of course, he went for his wallet to extract a tip, but Modesto quickly dismissed the gesture. “Sir, there is no tipping in Cuba.”

“Please, I insist. You took time out of your busy day to show us around.”

“And please, I insist, you will insult me. I was happy to take you, and I will see you again this evening for your cocktails.”

“Fair enough. And thanks again,” he said as he returned the wallet to his back pocket.

Kenny and Georgia wandered on hand in hand, moving along the cobblestones with a dense crowd of other, mostly European, tourists and many locals as well. She said, “I’ve read over and over again about the light here. It really is almost mystical. You have to see it to believe it.”

“It’s brilliant,” he agreed, “and, except for the exhaust fumes on the road from the airport, the air seems exceptionally clear.”

“Crystal. Almost like we’re living in an altered state of heightened awareness.”

“I’d say that you were exaggerating, but I’m standing right next to you, and it’s apparent you aren’t. You know, I was a little freaked out when I realized that as Americans we couldn’t use our cell phones or have access to the Internet while we were on this vacation. I thought it would be like falling off the edge of civilization, but the truth is, it makes me focus on you and just being here. Somehow I feel like I stepped into a decompression chamber and left all my worries behind. Even if there’s another problem right now at home—there is nothing that I can do about it anyway. I’ve just surrendered, and it’s pretty wonderful.”

“Timing is everything,” Georgia said. “Six months from now, as our countrymen come swooping in, there will be constant communication between America and Cuba. I want to soak in this moment of history and enjoy the time we have together. What an opportunity! I love my kids, of course, but when have you and I ever had the time to be completely selfish?”

He took her arm and pulled her into his embrace. They kissed like teenagers, unaware of anything but their joy in being together. Pedestrians flowed around them smiling at the two older folks, whom many assumed were on their second honeymoon. Georgia pulled away first, but Kenny held onto her shoulder with one hand and stroked her right cheek with the other. He told her, “I understand completely about wanting to have some selfish time. At our age, when you fall in love, you come with baggage. It’s a fact of life that we are both a package deal. But it sure is nice to get away from it all for a few days.”

They walked up San Ignacio Street toward the famous Obispo Boulevard, at which point the tourist traffic and the diversity of languages increased significantly. Georgia poked around the open air shops, but stopped short of buying the cheap trinkets and T-shirts that she saw. On nearly every corner there were women dressed in traditional Cuban costumes of yellow and red. One of them linked arms with Georgia, posed for Kenny and his camera, and boldly stated, “One dollar.” After being enticed into taking two such shots, they decided that two were more than enough.

By the time they strolled around a big rectangle of city blocks in Habana Vieja and headed back toward the restaurant, Paladar Los Mercaderes, that Alejandro had recommended for lunch, they were very happy with the location of the B&B Telefónica. “You know Kenny, we wound up in the prettiest part of this town. Talk about dumb luck.”

“I was lucky to find Jonathan and CubaToDo. He seemed to know what he was talking about but, in the end, I had to put my trust in him. The room is not fancy, but it will do just fine for a week—don’t you think?”

“It’s more than fine.”

The restaurant was on the second story of an old building where they were escorted out to a narrow veranda with just two small tables. The seats had a view of the street on one side and through open-paned glass doors on the other, the main dining room. Inside, the small establishment held about fifteen additional tables. A corner of the room served as a stage for a three-piece Cuban band of acoustic musicians. They faced into the big room through a huge doorjamb. Georgia said, “I hate to use a cliché, but the singer looks like a young Desi Arnaz.”

“Some clichés exist for a reason. He was Cuban, and so was the character he played on I Love Lucy.”

“You have to admit that this guy is a much better singer.”

Two men were seated at the table next to theirs. Georgia and Kenny squeezed past them to get to their places and all four customers jockeyed around a bit before they got comfortable in their chairs. For several minutes Kenny and Georgia alternately gazed down at the street and turned to watch the players and listen to the traditional songs.

One of the men at the table next to them looked to be about their age. His jet black hair framed light blue eyes that glowed with warmth. His companion was addressing him, and the tables were so close together that Kenny and Georgia heard every word that was said. “Look, Salvestro. It’s Ricky Ricardo.” Georgia burst out laughing and both of the men at the next table started.

Georgia owned the fact that she was eavesdropping when she questioned them directly, “But he’s a better singer—right?”

“He is a better singer. Great observation. And you are from the United States too. What a relief. I thought I spoke Spanish pretty well, but I have been humbled out on the streets today. Their accent is so different from anything I’ve heard before. How nice it is to meet you fellow Americans. We just arrived from Miami. This is Salvestro and I’m Brad.”

Georgia was intrigued. “What a gorgeous name, Salvestro.”

“Thank you. My parents were from Italy but I was born in Canada.”

“I’m Georgia and this is Kenny.” To her amazement, she found herself giggling when she added, “We’re getting married soon.”

Brad’s eyes widened. “That’s romantic. I love hearing it.”

Kenny took one of her hands to indicate that he agreed. He asked the men, “Where are you guys staying?”

Salvestro said, “The B&B Telefónica.”

Georgia squealed, “So are we!” She hardly recognized herself at this moment and wondered what was making her so excitable.

Brad looked enthusiastic when he touched Salvestro’s arm and gave him a pleased look. “What fun we’ll have.”

All four of them recognized their unusual and instant connection. They scooted their tables together and prepared to discuss the menu.

Georgia put on her reading glasses. “Well, the prix fixe is a heck of a deal.”

Kenny added, “We were told they grow or catch everything served here.”

After some intense scrutiny of the choices that were offered, Brad leaned into their circle a little and asked, “Are we having wine?”

Without hesitation, Kenny answered, “We’re celebrating our engagement, and we’re on vacation. You three go ahead and order any bottle you want. I’m going to have a mojito.”
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Thirty-Nine

“The language of friendship is not words but meanings.”

—Henry David Thoreau

The owner of the Paladar Los Mercaderes, David, personally came over and described the prix fixe luncheon, which included a cocktail, freshly caught fish rolled in herbs from their farm, fresh root vegetables, salad, dessert, and coffee. The four were ravenous and enjoyed every bite of their luscious meal.

Service was leisurely, and their interest in each other kept the conversation flowing. By the time they were finishing their flan, Brad and Salvestro knew all about Zelda’s reoccurring drug use and that both Georgia’s and Kenny’s spouses had passed away. Salvestro felt like a kindred spirit as he described his own loss of his partner of thirty-two years. He gestured with his head toward Brad. “Until I met this one, I thought my life was over. I never thought I would meet someone again, let alone fall in love. Never.”

Kenny was deeply moved by their story. He raised his glass in a toast. “To Georgia, and to Brad and Salvestro. What we have found is a miracle. Not one to take lightly.”

They clinked glasses, and the men said, “Cheers.”

Brad was eight years younger than the rest of them, but he too had been tested by life. Three years before, he’d collapsed on a sidewalk in Seattle from a massive heart attack. The doctors told him he had to have quadruple bypass surgery. “I was in shock. I’ve always exercised and stayed thin. I rarely had a cold, let alone heart problems. That’s why I never went to the doctor to have exams and screenings. So, I didn’t know about the blockages in my arteries . . . I mean, I knew I got fatigued more easily, but I put that off to getting older.” The ensuing trauma he described was hard to hear. He reassured them, “I’m lucky to be alive today and, trust me, I never lose sight of it.”

Georgia asked, “How long have you two been together?”

“Almost two years,” Salvestro told her. “But, we are still living in different cities. It’s sad that one of us is going to have to give up his hometown if we want to live together.”

“That is a tough one,” Kenny said, “Georgia and I met as a part of a circle of friends. We live in the same small town, and I just got an offer on my house that we simply can’t turn down. It made the decision for me to move in with her pretty easy.”

Two old women in gold lamé jumpsuits appeared at the top of the stairs and were greeted by the maître d’. They were obviously tourists, and the four friends caught an Eastern European accent when they spoke. Everyone in the restaurant stared at them because they were overly accessorized, excessively tan, and caked with makeup. Both wore large, red-framed glasses with rhinestones. As the waiter led them deep into the back part of the restaurant, out of Georgia’s mouth popped, “Elton John is here to entertain us.”

Brad began to laugh and tried very hard to do it quietly in the event that the old women could hear him, but holding in his hilarity made him choke a bit. He couldn’t stop despite two attempts to quiet himself. If he so much as glanced at Georgia, he would start up again. She had tickled his funny bone, and he finally looked at her pitifully, as if she had the power to make him stop his snorting and cracking up. He wiped tears away and then put his hands over his eyes, as he feared that he was being terribly rude.

Georgia’s response was to circle her thumbs and forefingers and hold them up to her eyes with the other three fingers splayed out. She patiently waited for Brad to look up. When he uncovered his eyes and saw her, she quietly sang in a goofy, high-pitched voice, “Ba, ba, ba, Benny and the Jets.”

With that, Brad lost his poise entirely. He put his head down on the table and guffawed while Kenny and Salvestro shook their heads in disapproval of Georgia’s antics, despite the fact that they too were in stitches.

Their group had been sitting together for over two hours, though it had gone by in a flash. The hardback chairs had caused them to stiffen up, and all had to stretch their necks and backs dramatically before they walked down the stairs. Together they meandered back to the Telefónica and sat in the front room with Alejandro. When they were settled in, he asked them seriously, “Who will be the next president of your country? We are worried. We hope President Obama lifts the embargo before he leaves office. It would change everything for us.”

As the group discussed potential candidates and debated their qualities and flaws, two female employees of the inn came in to listen. Alejandro brought in chairs from the kitchen table for them to sit on, translated English to Spanish and helped them ask the Americans questions of their own.

One of the women, Magdalene, brought in a photo album of her daughter’s quinceañera, a coming of age party celebrated on a girl’s fifteenth birthday. Brad accepted the large book from her and was flipping through it when he came across a picture of her entire extended family. He asked the room at large, “Am I wrong or are Cubans the most beautiful people in the world?”

Kenny and Georgia started chuckling. “Georgia asked me that exact question earlier today,” Kenny told them.

They were having a wonderful time, yet Kenny’s good mood suddenly slipped away. The sensation actually made him catch his breath. His friends didn’t know what was wrong with him, but it was obvious to everyone present that something was up because he closed his eyes and let his head drop. He sounded alarmed when he finally looked around and said, “I’m so sorry. Since we’ve gotten here, my feelings have been all over the place. It’s amazing how quickly I can go from elation . . . meeting all of you has been wonderful . . . I find it hard to believe how comfortable I feel with you already . . . but then my concerns for Zelda come flooding in. I’m trying to get her completely out of my mind because there is nothing I could do at home but wait around for a few more weeks, but all of a sudden I’m unnerved by being out of touch. If something happened . . . if she panicked and left rehab and went back out on the street . . . I wouldn’t even know about it. I’ve never had a panic attack but I wonder if it feels something like this.” He turned his face away.

Georgia added, “It’s funny. This morning we were thrilled that we were out of touch and alone. It made us feel free. And we’ve had a blast today. But the reality is that between us we have four grown children, and there are some problems that we can’t help but worry about.”

Before anyone else could react to her disclosure, Alejandro handed Kenny his cell phone. “Call your family and tell them if they need to talk to you, they can call this number. I will find you immediately. Just give me an idea where you are headed when you go out.”

Overwhelmed by his generosity and the trust he showed by handing over such a valuable black market item Kenny hugged the young man. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Alejandro was totally sincere in his offer, and Kenny let out an audible sigh as if a great weight had been lifted from him.

“Honey?” Georgia said. “Make sure you call Linda and Peter and give them the number, too. They will know what’s important to us.”

The little crowd was respectfully quiet for a moment. Eventually, Brad filled the void by saying, “I’ve got an idea. Let’s go hire one of those fifties convertibles that park over by the Plaza de San Francisco de Asis. I saw an aqua and white one with huge leather bench seats. Did you notice they have set up the plaza for a full orchestra for this evening? We’ll ask around and find out what’s going to happen there. Then, we’ll have the driver take us around the whole city so we can get our bearings. We can come back here later and nap and get cleaned up. After, we’ll go to the rooftop bar you told us about. About seven o’clock? Will that work? I have just the place for us to do dinner.”

Salvestro’s face lit up as he looked at Brad. “You two better prepare yourselves,” he said to Georgia and Kenny. “A guy came up to us on one of the rougher streets today. He tried to give me a slip of paper but I kept walking. I’m afraid I always assume the worst in any city. Brad is so much more open to new possibilities. He took a flyer from the man, and when he realized it was a dinner menu, Brad asked if he would show us his restaurant.”

Brad continued for him, “His name is Vladimir. He took us into a building—I guess you’d still call it a building, but the whole front exterior wall has fallen down, so you walk into what looks like a war zone.”

As a quick aside, Salvestro added like a stage whisper, “Think Spanish Harlem in the seventies.”

Brad nodded. “Yes, but the stairways are intact, and people are living in there. We followed him up to his place, and I must confess that I had a few moments where I was worried it might be a scam of some sort, or we might get mugged, but when we reached the third story, everything changed. The walls began to display a progression of carefully thought out decorations. All kinds of memorabilia were arranged. It started rather spread apart in the outer hallway, but became more concentrated the closer you got to his apartment door.”

Salvestro jumped in to continue the story, “Nothing was framed, mind you. These people don’t have that kind of money. The pieces themselves and the design put into the display is what made it exceptional. Old vinyl records, photos, sketches, signs . . .”

“And flags,” Brad added. “And that’s just the hallway. Vladimir led us through his front door and took great pride in showing us around. He spent a long time pulling out fresh fish and meats from his refrigerator and trying to describe his cooking as best he could with the language barrier and all. He makes all his own sauces. There are only three tables and they are in his kitchen. We made a reservation for tonight at eight. There’s one large table and both of the small ones can seat four people. I’m certain that you can come along. Oh, and he always has music. Every night he told us. He calls it Café Vieja.”

“He has musicians in his kitchen?” Georgia marveled. “Is there room for that?”

Magdalene, with Alejandro’s help, managed to explain, “Cubans live for music. They will push back the furniture and dance anywhere. I would dance right here if someone was playing. Oh, and this man Vladimir? I have heard of him. He has that famous, very old guitarist at his place now. He did that song long ago . . .” She composed her thoughts, made an O-shape with her mouth, and started singing “La Cucaracha” in Spanish. She was pretty good. When she finished a verse she stopped, and Alejandro laughingly translated the reason for her abrupt ending. “She says she forgot the rest of the lyrics.” They gave her a round of applause anyway, and she took a bow.

Brad clapped his hands together and announced to Kenny, “So, it’s settled. You go make your phone calls so your mind can rest easy. Then, we’ll walk down to the plaza and enjoy this perfect afternoon.”

The Cubans they had met during the day were openly affectionate, and it was rubbing off on the four Americans. Kenny had already surprised himself when he hugged Alejandro, who was virtually a stranger. Now he decided that there was something intrinsically comforting about Brad, as if his soul were visible and it radiated tenderness. He thought to himself, When have I ever had such poetic thoughts? Is it Cuba or our new friends? Maybe it’s the combination. Kenny was grateful that he could be totally honest, and he was thankful he didn’t have to hide his fears from Brad. He raised both his arms toward him, in the universal gesture that asks to be embraced and said, “Bring it in, you.” Brad reached back to him in the awkward way that men sometimes do, with only his arms and shoulders touching. Though he couldn’t see Kenny’s face, Brad suspected that he needed reassurance and he patted him on the back.

To lighten the mood, not wanting to ruin the rest of their day with his emotional outburst, Kenny released Brad, wiped a tear from his eye and tried to make a joke out of the moment, “Thanks, man.”

With a gentle smile on his face, Brad punched him lightly on the shoulder, “No problem bro.”

Kenny walked into his and Georgia’s bedroom where he had a small telephone book stored in the outside pocket of his leather duffle bag. He opened it and dialed a number adding the country code 001 for the United States. The call was picked up immediately, “Hello?”

“Margot, it’s Kenny.”

“Kenny? Is everything all right? I thought that you couldn’t use your cell phone over there. Mom said to call CubaToDo in Boston if we had to get an emergency message to you guys.”

“We made a friend here, a Cuban national, and he lent me his phone for a few minutes. Being cut off the way we are, I was so happy to have the chance to check in.”

“Oh . . . thanks for calling. How is it? How was the flight?”

“From Miami, it takes less than an hour to get to Havana—can you believe that? Yet, I feel a world apart, and maybe a century behind too. But how are you? I’ve been thinking about you. How is work going? Your mother is in the other room if you want to talk to her.”

Margot wasn’t ready to let him off the phone just yet, but she said, “Sure I’ll talk to Mom in a minute.”

“Listen, can you let the boys know that we got here safely?”

“Absolutely.”

“I’m going to make one more call to Linda and Peter when we hang up. They can tell Yvonne and Rolland and, at least, get a message to the other kids. You can use this number if you find you need to get a hold of us. It belongs to a young fellow named Alejandro. He will always know where to find us if he needs to.”

Margot felt honored that Kenny had called her first. She also took note of the fact that when he said the “kids” he meant all of the young people in their circle and that included her. It gave her a warm feeling, and she found herself truly interested in her mother’s and Kenny’s adventure. “What did you do today, when you got there? What are you up to for the evening?”

“We’re going out with two friends, another couple . . . it’s funny, we just met at lunch, but it seems like we’ve known them all our lives. I have a feeling that you’ll meet them at our wedding. We get on that well.”

“Oh . . . I look forward to it. What are their names?”

“Brad and Salvestro. Margot, it’s the strangest thing, Brad has the same sense of humor as your mother, exactly the same. I’m telling you, they could be brother and sister in that regard.”

“Well, that must be pretty hilarious.”

“It is. It really is.”
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Forty

“The most incredible thing about miracles is that they happen.”

—G.K. Chesterton

The two couples followed Brad’s proposed itinerary by touring the city in the aqua-and-white, antique convertible that he’d talked about. It was a 1956 Ford Fairlane, and it turned out the driver was an endocrinologist during the week who drove his car for tourist rides on Saturdays and Sundays. Their driver–doctor told them, “Here in Cuba, a physician only earns, maybe, eighty dollars a month. And that is Cuban dollars. It is not enough to really take care of my four children and my wife.”

Georgia sat in the front seat with him, and the three men sat in the back where there was enough leg room for them to stretch out. “Where did you go to medical school?” she asked.

“In Russia.”

“So you speak Russian? How many other languages do you speak?”

He thought about that. “I would say that I’m fluent in three and can basically communicate in another two.”

She said, “Everyone I have met here works seven days a week. When do you get to have fun?”

The doctor threw back his head and laughed. “Fun is where you make it, miss. We try to always have fun. It is a state of mind, I think.”

Georgia had plenty of time to think about his comment and observe the truth of it as he drove them around the city. He stopped at important landmarks and indicated that he was in no rush when they started up conversations with other tourists and their drivers. In fact, it appeared that all the drivers knew each other. When another car, a blue Cadillac, stalled out in the lane ahead of him, he apologized to their group. “I’m sorry. I need to pull over. We will just be a short while.” He slid in behind the Caddy and stood with its owner in front of the huge, propped-open hood, working for ten minutes. You would think that such a situation would cause stress if not downright distress, but every time the men turned away from the engine they were repairing, Georgia noticed that they were smiling. They seemed to be having a fine time and the other motorists casually avoided them without a horn being honked.

When Brad, Georgia, Kenny, and Salvestro returned to the Telefónica, both couples lay down for a short nap. Georgia put her arms around Kenny and said, “Thank you for calling Margot. It really seemed to make a difference to her.”

He looked down at her in his arms and played with her hair. He whispered, “She’s just a kid. A kid who was dealt a tough break. I believe that we are the grown-ups here, and we are the ones who will lead our family into the future. I know that things can’t always be easy. It’s unrealistic.” As a balmy island breeze blew through their open windows and across their nearly naked bodies, they fell deeply asleep.

All four friends awoke in a daze about a quarter after six. They ran into each other in the hallway headed for the shared bathroom shower. Salvestro took care of the confusion with a suggestion. “Georgia, men can be in and out in five minutes. Let us go first and we’ll be out of your way.” Once in the shower, they each discovered that the water was cold and its pressure quite low. It was next to impossible for Georgia to rinse all the soap off her skin. Nevertheless, it left them feeling refreshed.

When they were cleaned up and dressed, the group felt they looked pretty good. Georgia wore a bright orange sundress with red embroidery on its full skirt. The guys all had on dark dress pants and sported the new fine linen shirts they had purchased on Obispo that day. At seven on the dot, they stopped to see Modesto for their rooftop drink at the Hotel Rachel. During polite conversation, he filled them in on the reason the plaza was set up with music stands and orchestra chairs. He stood next to their table making sure that they were comfortable, and approved their order when the waiter came. “Yes, Mojitos for all. Rum is what we do well here. At the plaza tonight is the great Omara Portuondo. She will sing, but there is no rush. I don’t think she will begin until midnight.”

Salvestro appeared astonished. “Omara Portuondo? Is she still alive?”

Modesto raised an eyebrow at him, “Very much so. Although, I believe she is eighty-five.”

Salvestro turned to the others. “Do you know her? She was part of the original Buena Vista Social Club. Omara is an icon, a legend around here. I can’t believe I will get to see her. If it’s Cuban music, I adore it—rumba, Afro-Cuban jazz, salsa.”

Modesto seemed to be disconcerted by the intensity of Salvestro’s declaration and looked at him askance. Yet he had come all the way upstairs with them to ensure that they were given a good table, and before he left, he gave them a slight bow of his head and made his apologies to all of them. “You will forgive me, I must return to my duties.”

Brad, Georgia, Kenny, and Salvestro sat contentedly on the rooftop taking in the glow of the fading sunset of Old Havana below them. They tried to identify in the distance some of the places that they had visited. Georgia made a game of asking each one, “What was the best moment for you today? Don’t over-think it. Just tell us one thing.”

Their memories absorbed them until Kenny glanced at his watch, “Hey, we better hustle if we’re going to make our dinner reservation.” They took the elevator down to the ground floor and waved goodbye to Modesto as they passed the front desk. He was reading a document on a clipboard and although he did not look up, he responded with one raised hand that he fluttered.

Serendipitously, it turned out that the restaurant’s owner, Vladimir, was celebrating his thirty-third birthday that very night at the place he called Café Viejas. He was a very tall and statuesque Afro-Cuban whose powerful muscular physique was tempered by his expressive eyes. At the other table for four in his kitchen were seated two young, and very attractive, Mexican women on vacation. Brad immediately knew that they were from Mexico and on holiday because he had done a semester abroad in Guadalajara and was fluent in Spanish. “You can hear the difference in their inflection. A Cuban would say it differently.” He listened carefully and said, “This is their first night in the country too.” The tables were so close that the women heard what he said and they knew enough English to understand him. Brad comically shrugged his shoulders at them by way of an apology.

Two older musicians entered carrying their instruments and joked around with the members of the regular band. Kenny asked his table, “Do you think they’ll sit in? They must have been invited here to play. This could turn out to be quite the night.” The two men left the other performers and asked the girls if they could sit down with them as they had empty chairs. The Latinas were welcoming and beautiful, and the men appeared delighted to be able to join them. When the young ladies discovered that Vladimir was more generous with drinks as a reward for entertaining his friends, the girls too seemed elated.

At the largest table sat six doughy, middle-aged, and obviously Eastern European men. Everyone was drinking rum, and Vladimir walked from table to table in the candlelight with a bottle in his hand and topped off the cocktails. He made it clear that the liquor was on the house as part of his birthday celebration. This room in the old building had two sets of tall double doors with curved tops and wavy panes of glass. They opened in and folded back close to the brick walls where the many flickering lights were reflected. Each French style door had matching, long, green wooden shutters that were pushed outward to reveal small cast iron terraces overlooking what must have been, long ago, a formal courtyard with gardens. The central space was now a pile of rubble, but it was pitch black, as the sun had already gone down. Because the darkness hid the ruins below, one could imagine how elegant it must have looked earlier in the century. The balconies were just deep enough for a large man to stand on, and wide enough for two shoulder to shoulder. Brad got Kenny’s attention and said, “Let’s have our cigars out there after dinner.”

The waitress approached their table with a notepad and said that her name was Danita. She was a breathtaking ebony-haired beauty, even when compared to her good-looking countrymen. She rushed to bring the Americans bottles of water and handed them highball glasses that were so cold they sweated. Kenny told her, “Thank you but we aren’t ready to order just yet.” When Georgia took a sip of her drink, the aroma of fresh mint filled her senses and the rum warmed her tongue.

She asked, “Do you think she’s Vladimir’s girlfriend? Watch the body language between them.”

Vladimir waved to their table from his workstation near the stove. He held up a fish so fresh that the spines on top and the fins along its bottom were moving. They watched him put it on ice, wash his hands thoroughly, and walk back over to them carrying a bottle of dark rum. He poured a little into each of the men’s drinks, but Georgia held her hand over hers. She insisted, “I’ve got to pace myself, guys.” He created a bit of theater out of the moment by going back to the kitchen and finding an eye-dropper that he filled and dripped over Georgia’s glass one drop at a time. The six men seated at the largest table found this hilarious and they laughed at a volume and for such a length of time that Georgia thought them crude and nearly offensive.

“They’re from Belarus,” Brad announced. When his friends turned to him with questioning expressions he said, “What? I know a few words.”

Salvestro patted his hand and asked his new friends, “Isn’t he something? I mean really. I don’t even know where Belarus is.”

Vladimir went to check on the Belarusians, his largest group. When he came back to their table it was to talk about food. Suddenly somber, Vladimir searched their faces with piercing eyes, awaiting their orders. Kenny spoke for all of them, “If you recommend the fish, then we are all having fish.” At this, their host broke out into a delighted open smile, pleased by their unfettered faith in him. He had already proved he was a bit of a showman and, as his work was on display for all, a serious artist. Helping him in the cooking area were a man and a woman whose job, it appeared, was to clean up constantly behind him. All of them were in continual motion.

Great warmth seemed to spread through everyone in the room. Some would say it was the rum, but in equal measure, it was music that ignited their senses. Guitar players, singers, percussionists, and even a flutist came and went over several hours. They came to pay tribute to the owner of this establishment, who seemed to be having a wonderful time, by wishing him a happy birthday.

Georgia was beginning to understand how much Cubans enjoyed their sugar, and since sugarcane was their major agricultural product, dessert at every meal was as much a fact of life as their famous dark coffee. The service had been leisurely and the portions generous. By the time she had finished, she found herself in a state of sluggish contentment. It was already late when the restaurant’s workers approached to help them move their table. Apparently, they were clearing space for a dance floor, and the mere idea of dancing gave her a second wind. She asked Vladimir, “Will we miss Omara Portuondo at the plaza?”

“No Senora, when she takes the stage we will all walk over together.”

“But Vladimir—how will you know when it is time?” He motioned to all the visiting musicians.

She said, “Of course,” and let her concern go.

As Magdalene had explained to them, the lead singer at the café was quite an old man who’d had a brief brush with fame long ago. His sheer talent was shocking, especially as it was confined in such a small space. He encouraged his audience to become involved with his performance, and they warmed to the notion when he sang the handful of songs that he knew in English, and also from Mexico and Russia. As he did so, each table in turn would roar and sing along with him. After he had the little crowd going, he played his only hit, followed by the most internationally famous Cuban songs. By that time everyone was up on their feet, and it was then the old man began to really showcase his enormous gift as a player. Kenny told Georgia, “That guitar he’s using can’t be worth a hundred dollars. He could make a block of wood sound like genius.”

Kenny didn’t know how to do the salsa, but he grabbed Georgia and faked it quite well. Brad was technically a terrible dancer. He didn’t seem to be able to keep a beat at all with Salvestro, yet no one could take their eyes off his joyous face as he jerked his body around in an effort to do so, threw his arms up in complete surrender, and gave himself over to the rhythms of the night.

Hours had passed by the time the band took a break. Kenny and Brad picked up their drinks and went out onto one of the balconies to get some air. Georgia stood on the dance floor and watched them lean on the wrought iron railing talking. Someone had turned a lamp on outside, and it framed the two men in a backlight that made them look nearly angelic. She put her hand in the crook of Salvestro’s arm. “Look at our guys. They are having so much fun. It’s just adorable.”

“Tell me about it. I’m sure that you can tell I’m crazy about him.”

On the balcony on the other side of the room, almost at the same moment as Salvestro said this, Kenny told Brad, “Despite the fact I was upset earlier today, I haven’t been this happy in years. I feel young. Do you feel it too?”

In response, Brad patted his shoulder and, overwhelmed by the man’s good will, Kenny did something that he had only ever done to his kid brother. He reached up and cupped the back of his head, and pulled him forward a little, which caused Brad to duck down. Kenny planted a big kiss on the top of his head. Salvestro and Georgia saw the exchange and all four of them were laughing when Georgia, still holding on, and Salvestro literally danced over to the open doors.

One thousand six hundred and nineteen miles to their north, Zelda returned to her room at the rehab facility from a Narcotics Anonymous meeting in town. The thermometer in the car showed twenty-one degrees below zero. It was brutal. Seven of them had gone, including one of the counselors. Her thoughts were racing when she got into bed. It’s lucky there’s such a nice group here right now. If I didn’t like the people, it would make the hard work harder. She snuggled in under a pile of blankets and turned the light out. Next week, I’ll be allowed to make a phone call with the calling card Yvonne sent me. I can’t wait to talk to Dad. I know I really screwed up. They say this is a disease prone to relapse, but I’m still ashamed, and I want to hear him say that he forgives me.

It’s funny, I never realized until now that his is the only opinion that matters to me now that Mom is gone. His more than Spencer’s even. By the end of March, he’ll be allowed to come for family day. Her heart raced with happiness at the thought of seeing her father again. I just have to keep doing the next right thing. All I have to do is the next right thing. That and not use ever again. It really is that simple. And that difficult.

She was confident that Kenny would give her another chance. Zelda burrowed down into her down pillow and reached down to massage her aching calf muscles. She knew from experience that the cramping pain would stay with her for a while.

On the West Coast it was only eight thirty, and the meeting of twenty-five people that Spencer was attending was just breaking up. He put his partial arm around the NA member on the left of him, held hands with the person on his right and recited, “Keep coming back. It works if you work it, so work it ‘cause you’re worth it.” When they let go of each other, he and his sponsor immediately began to fold and stack the chairs.

Juan spoke with a barely perceptible Mexican accent, as he had come to San Diego as a child. Spencer recognized a certain lilt in his intonation when his sponsor told him, “You got to cut that chick loose, man. Every time you’ve gotten into trouble, it was because of her.”

“That’s not fair, Juan. I’m a grown man. I made my own decisions.”

“I want you to go to some Al-anon meetings, Spence. You have to learn that relationships can be toxic too.”

“Juan, my parents have good friends who met in AA. They’ve been sober my whole life. I’ve never seen either one of them have a drink. They say that their marriage is a built-in support system. Didn’t you meet your wife in a meeting?”

“She’d been clean for five years when I first met her. She was a really good influence on me.”

“Maybe if you got kicked in the stomach by a horse’s hoof, you be looking for something to ease the pain too. You’re too hard on Zelda.”

“You have to be mindful. What’s the point of going through all this if you go back to her and start using again?”

“I promise you that I’m never going to use again. And I’d bet everything that I have that she’s done with it too.”

On Vladimir’s little balcony, all four friends were squeezed together sideways against the wrought iron railing looking out into the night.

“These people have nothing, and yet they’re happy. Bearing witness to the differences in our cultures is having an impact on me. What am I doing wrong in my own reality that I can’t be more lighthearted? What are we learning here?” Georgia asked the men.

It was Brad who answered her. “It’s almost like a visitation to what life could be if we let it. Happiness has nothing to do with wealth, or possessions. I feel like I have to go home and rethink everything.”

They didn’t see one of the young Mexican women walk across the room to address them. She was standing behind them and they were facing away from the room, so she tapped Georgia on the shoulder. It took some maneuvering, crowded in as tightly as they were, for all of them to turn around.

Georgia greeted her: “Hello.”

“I want to say something to you.” She motioned with her arms wide to indicate all of them. Her English was heavily accented, but understandable.

“Of course. Please.” Georgia’s encouragement was evident in the tone of her voice.

“It is said among my people that you cannot visit Cuba. Instead, you have to live Cuba. You have to live it, and I think that you and your friends understand this.”

Salvestro brought the fingertips of both his hands up to his collarbone when he asked, “We do?”

She nodded her head and looked intently at the four of them, scanning her eyes back and forth across their faces. “Oh yes. I see you. I see you live.”

Just then, Vladamir flicked the lights above his work space on and off several times, which got everyone’s attention and caused the crowd to quiet and look toward him. He solemnly announced, “Omara! She is ready. I will lock the door behind us.” They quickly gathered their things.

Georgia asked the young woman, “What is your name?”

“Araceli.”

“I am Georgia and this is my fiancé, Kenny, and our dear friends, Brad and Salvestro. Araceli, I think that you are living Cuba too. Aren’t we lucky to be here?”

When she said, “Yes, before the Starbucks comes,” Araceli got a big laugh.

They carefully descended the stone stairs in semi-darkness and made their way down an alley to reach Calle Amargura or “Bitterness Street,” and the four friends traveled arm in arm making a wide swath. Kenny noticed the cobblestones shone brightly, even though the streetlights of Habana Vieja were quite subtle. “It must have rained at some point tonight. The street is still wet.”

“Yes,” Salvestro said, “it smells like rain. But the stars are shining now.”

After three city blocks, the Plaza San Francisco de Asís burst open before them. The outdoor cafés were jammed, and swarms of people stood waiting for the concert to begin. They were lined up from the white marble fountain of lions all the way down to the basilica at the far end from where their group had entered. For several minutes the church bells rang, echoing across the square and down the streets that fed into it. Only when the final chime faded away did Omara take the stage, and a thunderous cheer went up. She bowed modestly, even resignedly, as she waited with clasped hands for silence. When the crowd had finally settled, she raised one graceful hand.

The trumpeted opening staccato notes of her famous song, No Me Llores Mas, shot through the audience with colossal force. It seemed that no one wanted to waste a moment of the music and simply grabbed the closest person to dance with. Kenny led Georgia in Latin-inspired rhythmic steps that fell somewhere between the cha-cha and the mambo. Vladimir impressed everyone in his vicinity with his salsa skills, as he twirled Araceli around and dipped her backward. Brad and Salvestro careened freeform with their waitress from earlier in the evening, the lovely Danita.

Kenny nearly shouted in Georgia’s ear, “We’ll play this at our wedding. This is our song, honey.”

She pulled back and heatedly stared into his eyes, but they didn’t stop moving to the beat. “Is it? Why?”

“Because of the lyrics, Georgia.”

“What do they mean?”

“No Me Llores Mas—don’t cry for me anymore. Life can turn around on a dime—you know what I mean? Look at us! This is the coolest thing I’ve ever done.”

Georgia lowered her chin a little so she could flirtatiously peer at him through her eyelashes. She continued to hold his gaze for a few moments as they stepped and swayed to the music. Bursting with joy, she reached down with her right hand to grab the hem of her full orange skirt as a flamenco dancer would. She flipped it back and forth three times.

Kenny pulled her closer and growled into her ear, “I am the luckiest man alive.”

It was then that Vladimir and Danita cut in motioning to them that they wanted to switch things around and change partners. Georgia knew they were being polite to their new American friends. She looked at Kenny with a question written across her face. He shouted to her, “Go ahead. He’ll teach you some salsa. Don’t worry sweetheart . . . but you better save the last dance for me.”
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Elly in Bloom, Colleen Oakes. $15, 978-1-94071-609-1. Elly Jordan has carved out a sweet life for herself as a boutique florist in St. Louis. Not bad for a woman who left her life two years earlier when she found her husband entwined with a redheaded artist. Just when she feels she is finally moving on from her past, she discovers a wedding contract, one that could change her financial future, is more than she bargained for.
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