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      “Susan Lute is a beautiful keeper of the human heart. She explores the soul and leaves the reader certain life is worth the journey.” 


    

    
      ~ Wendy Warren, Best Selling Author and Two-Time RITA Recipient




“One of my favorite types of books is about a woman’s journey - to healing, knowledge, strength. The London Affair, set in London, England [is about] a family’s healing after a horrible loss Sometimes it takes distance and something new to help people figure out their lives.” 

~ Susan Lyons Fox
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  Preface



Stella Carmichael can’t believe her life with her husband, though not always perfect, is over. All that’s left is to shut herself away in their house that is too empty and turn her back on the world she’s certain will happily go on without her. 




But thanks to her interfering daughters, she’s exiled to London. Instead of licking her wounds in solitude, Stella’s babysitting her rebellious teenage granddaughter and having to make sense of her life thousands of miles from home. 




Repairing her family’s fragile relationships is not an easy task. While getting to know Mia, meeting new friends, and embarking on an unexpected flirtation, she discovers family is a gift; and living, something to be treasured.
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February 7




The worst thing that could happen to a woman who’d been in love for the better part of thirty-five years was to end up alone.

Well, not completely alone. But alone as only a fifty-five-year-old woman could be when she’s lost the very thing that made her life worthwhile.

Damn it, Jon! 

Stella Carmichael eased the door of her Mount Tabor home closed and leaned against the hardwood, her head back, her eyes closed in a weariness she almost couldn’t bear.

Almost.

When she opened her eyes, it was to an eerily unlit house, flooded with the gray of encroaching twilight. It smelled empty, if empty had a smell. Kind of a lingering echo of the earthy cologne Jon loved, but not that either.

Her ears rang with the angry pulse of her blood.

Forcing herself to take one breath, then the next, she didn’t notice when her purse dropped to the floor with a dull thud. Kicking off the shoes pinching her toes, she shrugged off her coat and dragged herself to the closet, looking for an empty hanger.

But her limbs were too heavy to carry out the task of hanging up her coat. And she would bet all that Jon had eagerly left behind – a sometimes contrary wife, his beautiful grown-up girls, the wayward granddaughter who was so much like him, the vintage home he’d helped restore, the job he coveted, their sometimes rocky, but for the most part, successful marriage – the feeling was never going to return to her arms and legs that felt like all the life had been sucked out of them.

Unable to bring herself to hang her coat next to the one he’d left behind, in a rare display of temper, she threw the offending garment in, slamming the door on the flying lump of black wool.

What were you thinking? her heavy heart railed. At him. At herself for not taking better care of what she’d had.

The phone rang once and the answering machine clicked on in the other room. “Stella, this is Dana Murphy.” The doctor’s voice echoed in the somber stillness. “I’m calling to see how you’re doing. If you need anything at all, give me a call.”

Dana had a women’s clinic next door to Stella’s office. They referred patients to each other and had been friends on a professional level for a long time.

What she needed, the doctor couldn’t give her. Without bothering to turn on the lights, she made it to the liquor cabinet her husband had meticulously made to fit into the pantry just off the kitchen.

She should sell the house and move on with her life, but thinking about it hurt too damn much. 

It hurt that she couldn’t sit folded in his strong arms tonight, her back pressed close to his heartbeat as they watched their favorite romantic comedy on the big screen television he’d brought home on their last anniversary.

It hurt that she wouldn’t wake up next to Jon tomorrow morning, his soft snoring brushing across her ear. 

And it hurt that she couldn’t smack him upside the head for the stunt he’d pulled, leaving her to watch the life they’d made together slip beyond her grasp.

She grabbed a bottle of his favorite bourbon. Snatching a tumbler from the shelf above, Stella found her way by habit to the library that doubled as her office when she worked from home.

Stopping in the middle of the dark room, the bourbon in one shaking hand and tumbler in the other, clawing indignation mixed with her suffocating anguish. In the stillness where only overwhelming emotions had any life, the phone rang again. She didn’t move to answer the annoying summons.

“Mom. I haven’t heard from you in a few days. Call me as soon as you get this message.”

When the demanding voice of her oldest daughter faded, the stifling silence engulfed Stella once more. Marching to her desk, she put the glass in the crook of her arm, opened the top drawer, and searched the contents until she found the bottle of sleeping pills Dana had ordered for her.

Gripping the container until her knuckles turned painfully white, she caught her reflection in the mirror on the opposite side of the room. The woman who stared back had an arrogant tilt to her head as if she had the answer to every problem. She looked controlled. Clever. Like a woman who had plans for her life and was right on track.

Stella sneered. Foolish, foolish woman.

Streaked blonde hair, not a strand out of place, curled serenely around her face and shoulders. Intelligent, light brown eyes regarded her with pragmatic disinterest.

The woman didn’t look like she’d been robbed of thirty-five years of a nearly perfect life.

Okay, so maybe they hadn’t all been so perfect.

That didn’t give Jon the right to throw away everything they’d built. On a whim. On a moment of stupid, illogical–

The silly twit staring at her had no clue she’d received a mortal blow; that her heart was breaking into bitter pieces, the gates of her usually controlled emotions about to break open and flood the entire room. 

At least Stella didn’t think she did until one lonely tear fell helplessly down her cheek.

Balancing the bourbon and pills close to her chest, she took a step toward the woman, struggling to pull the too-heavy wedding set off her finger. In the silence of her billowing misery, she wanted to throw the rings. The best she could manage was to toss them against the mirror. They made a sharp ping when they hit.

Her voice cracked as if she hadn’t used it in a very long time instead of just the last few days. “Hi. My name is Stella. I’m about to consume a shit-load of alcohol. Want to join me?”
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Stella was roused by a loud banging penetrating the fog that mothballed her brain. Moaning, she flopped to her back and grabbed her head with both hands. Vicious pain stabbed her temples. Distantly, she recognized the sound of a bottle hitting the wood floor. A handful of bouncing pebbles followed.

“Where is she? I’ve left messages all day and she hasn’t called me back.” At first, the words were like a word salad, all mixed up and tumbled together. But after considerable effort, she organized them into coherent sentences.

Gwen? What was she doing here? 

And how come her head felt like an angry linebacker had drop-kicked it into the next century? Too quickly it all came flooding back, and her heart crumbled all over again.

“She hasn’t returned my calls, either.”

Lynda. 

The voices came closer. Got stronger. Stella opened her eyes. Squinting, she was grateful the room was shrouded in darkness.

“Hey guys, she’s in the bedroom.”

The loudmouth was Ellen. She’d always been the tattle tale of the three.

A crowd shoved its way into her room, then separated into her three daughters as they took up belligerent positions at the foot of the bed. Gingerly, Stella edged up until she was sitting, her back figuratively, if not literally, against the wall. 

Taking a steadying breath, she pushed tangled hair off her forehead, then to keep her hands from shaking, clasped them primly in her lap. “What are you girls doing here?”

Lynda, a detective for the Oregon State Police Department, leaned over to pick up the empty bourbon bottle. Frowning, she squatted. When she stood, she held out both hands. One held the bottle, the other a fist full of white pills. 

“Been a little too busy to return our calls?” Her voice was as cold as an arctic snow and just as implacable. 

Stella closed her eyes with a heavy sigh before dropping her chin to her chest. “I don’t need you to babysit me.”

“Then, what the hell is this?”

Lynda in a temper was never a lot of fun. Gwen, the family’s self-appointed peacemaker, stepped between them, as usual designating herself referee when tensions sprang up between Stella and her bullheaded firstborn. “Let’s not fight. I’m sure Mom can explain.”

“Explain what? Why this has all the earmarks of a suicide–“ Lynda’s strong voice wobbled for the briefest second, before exploding as if she was working crowd control with a bullhorn. “Damn it! I can’t even put what this looks like into words!”

Feeling raw and exposed, Stella opened her eyes. Glaring at Lynda, she tried to recall what she’d done after walking out of her office carrying both the bourbon and the sleeping pills.

Suicide attempt?

She blanched. How could Lynda think such a thing? That certainly hadn’t been her intention, but even if she was so inclined, after everything that had happened? No! Never!

She sucked in a shaky breath to calm down. Taking her own life was the last thing she would do. The problem was, she couldn’t remember much once the dam had burst and she’d tried to stem the tide of her escaping pain with a blanket of alcohol. 

“I didn’t–”

“How can you believe–” Appalled, Gwen glared at Lynda.

“Mom didn’t try to commit suicide.” Ellen, the youngest, a budding psychologist following in Stella’s footsteps, calmly intervened. “Did you?”

Ellen’s direct question dropped into sudden thick silence. 

Taking Stella’s shocked speechlessness as assurance that her mother had never intended to harm herself, Ellen turned to her sisters. “Gwen, help Mom into the shower. Lynda, come with me. You can make her something to eat.”

“I don’t cook,” Lynda growled tightly before making a beeline for the door. Disgust didn’t quite mask the spark of fear she was trying desperately to hide behind the scowl she shot in Stella’s direction. She slashed a fist angrily through the air. “This is so like you, Mother! Why face things head-on when it’s much easier to hide in this house?”

“Go make coffee,” Ellen aimed sternly at her sister, while still staring at Stella as if she could unravel the hurt and pain refusing to stay bound.

She couldn’t. No one could. 

Lynda stomped from the room. 

Stella shifted uneasily under her youngest daughter’s sympathetic look. She wasn’t hiding. It was as clear as day something very bad had happened, but she didn’t want Lynda’s understanding or Ellen’s pity, any more than she wanted to deal with the rising emotions filling her throat like a crowd overflowing from a church on Easter morning.

“I don’t want help taking a shower. What I need is to be left alone.” She scooted to the edge of the bed, stopping just short of standing when the room began to spin around her.

“Too bad. Gwen’s staying with you anyway. When you’re done, coffee will be waiting in the kitchen.” Ellen sent her the you’re-in-so-much-trouble look Stella used to use on the girls when they were teenagers and had broken one of the house rules.

Not feeling up to the argument she could see hovering in her youngest’s eyes, she gave in. There was a time to fight and a time when a person had to step back to gather their defenses close. When you were out-gunned three to one was one of those times.

“Let me help, Mom.” 

Gwen took hold of her elbow as if she truly believed taking a shower was all it would take to fix what had gone so wrong. Stella shuffled to the bathroom and leaned warily on the sink. Behind her, the squeak of the faucet and the eruption of water into a hard spray verified Gwen was following her sister’s instructions. 

This time she refused to look in the mirror. She didn’t want to see the desperate lethargy that had replaced the control on the face of the woman she no longer knew.

When Gwen shoved a glass of water and two aspirin at her, she popped the pills into her mouth. “What time is it?”

“Seven in the evening, on Tuesday.” Gwen spoke calmly as if it wasn’t unusual to come by and put her hung-over mother into a restorative shower. “I’ll be downstairs if you need anything.”

As soon as she stepped under the water, the pulsing heat from the shower head Jon had surprised her with, reminded Stella there was a whole life she was trying to forget. A life filled with memories – some good and some not so good – her daughters weren’t going to let her bury.

By the time she got out, her headache had receded to a manageable drumbeat. To give her strength, she dressed in what she considered her power clothes – black slacks and a black and white striped pullover sweater. Her chin high and temper simmering, she slipped her feet into black pumps, then regally descended the stairs to the kitchen. She was a grown woman for God’s sake. She could do what she wanted with her life. Jon certainly had.

But fighting her girls was not going to be so easy. They were arranged around the room according to their varying culinary habits. Lynda, who preferred not to know a spatula from a frying pan, leaned against the sink and stared out the window as she talked intently into her cell phone, probably checking in with her partner at the precinct.

Gwen stood over the stove, putting together what Stella knew would be nothing short of a bit of heaven. The only thing her middle daughter liked more than cooking was working down at the bookstore she owned with her husband.

And Ellen, her chronic student, whose cooking skills ran more to everything fresh, munched distractedly on a carrot while putting together her usual salad. She’d been a surprise when Stella had thought they were all done having children. And she’d remained a surprise all her life. 

The girls were their three little Rosebuds, she used to tease Jon; purple, yellow, and crimson. Petal soft. Thorny when it suited them. Especially after they grew to be teenagers.

They looked at her, scowls sharpening their expressions as they prepared to do battle. Stella shrugged one shoulder, feeling not for the first time, washed in unbridled anger. 

Okay, so she was hiding out. A little. Mentally she made a profane hand gesture at the frozen wasteland her life had become. It was nobody’s business what she did. Not anymore.

So what if she’d had a little too much to drink last night? It wasn’t a criminal offense, for heaven’s sake. 

Damn you, Jon. How could you do this to me?

Then she cursed herself for wallowing. Which was ironic really, considering that by profession she was an over-booked psychologist who never let her clients indulge in self-pity. At least not for long. And never for three whole months. 

All of a sudden, she understood the panicked looks she sometimes got in the middle of a session. She’d rather be locked in her room right now than face her girls, knowing they’d witnessed her painful fall from perfect wife and best friend.

As usual, Lynda took the lead, just as her daughter, Mia came in from the living room. Leaning against the jamb, an unhappy, brooding look marred the teenager’s pretty, gamine features. 

For a moment, Stella didn’t hear what Lynda was saying, thinking instead the child looked so unhappy . . . and more and more like her grandfather every day. Suddenly, Stella was afraid for her.

“Mom, are you listening to me?”

Stella abruptly pulled herself back from the dangerous, drowning emotions that pulsed in time with her headache. She looked at Lynda.

“You can’t keep closing yourself off like this. Dad’s gone. Has been gone for three months.” The tone Lynda used was the same overbearing one she used when she was dressing Mia down for some infraction the child had committed. 

Stella wasn’t sure what it did for her granddaughter, but it made her want to grind her molars flat as pancakes.

Gwen put plates with steaming omelets on the table, then flashed a quick, worried look at her older sister.“ We’re concerned about you, Mom. Now sit and eat.”

Stella blinked. The aroma of blended eggs and cheese reminded her it’d been a while since she’d eaten more than she could quickly grab from the cupboard. But she didn’t sit. More because she was too old to be told what to do than because she was pretty certain she couldn’t keep the food down.

Ellen placed the bowl of salad in the middle of the table and the ingredients for her special raspberry vinaigrette in a carafe. Holding the stopper in place, she shook the glass bottle vigorously. “I can’t keep seeing your patients for you. My internship starts next week.”

“You don’t have to see my patients. George Beaverman is going to take over for me.”

“When?” Lynda asked sharply, motioning for Mia to give up her militant stance in the doorway, then took a seat herself.

Mia sat as far from her mother as she could. Seeing the distance between them, but figuring she had her own problems, Stella rubbed her temples, struggling to remember which day Gwen had said it was. “Tomorrow.”

Placing a hand on her shoulder, Ellen edged her into the chair at the head of the table. It was the one Jon always sat in. 

She froze. Her mind stopped functioning. A buzz started in her ears.

“How long will George be covering for you?” Ellen took the seat next to her on the right.

To stop the tremble in her jaw, she shoved a fork full of omelet into her mouth, swallowing it almost whole. It stuck midway. A gulp of coffee from the cup Gwen sat in front of her, pushed the tasteless eggs the rest of the way down. Her stomach rebelled at the burning combination of acid and coagulating cheese.

She pressed a hand to her queasy belly. “I don’t know. We didn’t discuss it. A month or two, I guess.” 

With George taking over her case load, she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to return to work. Nothing made sense anymore. Especially not coaching her patients through their crises, when all she wanted to do was lock herself in the house and curl up into a fetal ball.

“Good, because I just booked you and Mia on a flight to London.”

Mia threw her fork down on the table. “You can’t do that!”

Stella caught the conspiring look that passed between her daughters. She blurted the first thing that came to mind. “My sentiments exactly! Mia’s in school. She can’t take a trip like that.”

“As a matter of fact, she can.” Lynda cast an uncompromising look at her daughter. “Tell your Grandmother what you did.”

Stella looked at Mia, but the teenager folded her arms across her chest and remained stubbornly mute.

Lynda on the other hand, felt no need to keep her frustration to herself. “Mia got herself suspended for the rest of the semester.”

It was the last thing she expected. Her granddaughter was a four-point student with an extraordinary IQ. “In the middle of her Senior year? Why?”

“Your food’s getting cold, Mom,” Gwen said quietly, filling Stella’s plate with salad, then settled into the empty chair on her left. “She and her boyfriend got caught selling test answers to her classmates.” 

“Why?” Stella asked again, this time directing the question at Mia.

But the girl only shrugged, her lips forming a mutinous straight line. An air of secrecy cloaked her. Secrets she wasn’t about to give up. Just like her grandfather.

Stella raised an eyebrow, happy to wait the teenager out. After all, she’d raised girls through the questionable delights of their teenage years. Been there, done that. In triplicate.

In the deepening, brooding silence, with dinner growing cold in front of them, Mia finally caved. “Mom made an appointment for me to have an interview at MIT with one of her friends. She didn’t even ask if that’s what I wanted to do before she made all the arrangements; just told me to be there.”

Stella wasn’t sure she understood the problem, except Lynda and Mia had been going head to head from the day the child was born. “So? You’ve always wanted to go to MIT. You’re smart. You could get a full ride. And, if your Mom pulled a few strings on your behalf, so what?”

“I don’t want to go there!” the seventeen-year-old shouted, glaring at her mother.

“Since when?” It was all Mia had talked about, starting at age twelve when she’d decided she was going to college, no matter what. That the desire fell in line with Jon and Lynda’s plans for her had just been a bonus.

“Since she started dating this Eric kid.” Anger winning out over calm deliberation, Lynda tossed her napkin on the table.

Lynda and Mia’s lifelong battle for supremacy was one counseling session Stella didn’t want to get into. She had her own fish to fry. She raised a brow at the most thickheaded of her girls.

“Why London? And tell me again, why do you think I’m going to get on the plane?” 

“We’re performing an intervention, Mom,” Gwen dropped reasonably into the thick tension.

Lynda let Stella have it with both barrels in a precise, don’t-mess-with-me tone. “We’re all upset by what’s happened, but you’ve got to stop moping around. Going to London will get you out of this house, and far enough away to get some perspective.” She shot a grim look at her daughter. “Mia thinks it’s funny to toss away her future. She needs to think about what she’s done; about how she’s ruining the rest of her life. So I’m sending her with you.”

Lynda’s hard glare dared them to argue. Stella opened her mouth to do just that, but Mia beat her to it.

“I’m not leaving Eric and my friends. You can’t make me go. I’ll run away! I wish Grandpa was here. He wouldn’t let you do this.” Mia turned stormy eyes to Stella. “She’s only making me go because she’s screwing a new boyfriend and wants me out of the way.”

“Mia!” Gwen scolded gently as a flush raced up her sister’s neck.

Embarrassment fought across Lynda’s face with mounting anger, but the steel in her voice didn’t bend an inch as she stared hard at Mia. “You will go. I want you as far away from that boy as possible. If you don’t get your butt on that plane, I’ll find you, wherever you run to, and put you under house arrest for the rest of your life. Don’t think for a second I won’t do it!”

“You can’t,” Mia shouted, jumping up from her chair, her fists clenched at her sides.

“Take it easy, everyone.” Gwen held up her hand like a stop sign, stalling Lynda’s hasty outburst to her daughter’s open rebellion.

Stella looked around the table at her family; Lynda, who was not averse to pushing a confrontation until it exploded; Gwen, who could work for a compromise no matter how long it took; Ellen, who in her insightful way, would get to the root of the problem, whether you wanted her to or not. And, Mia, the newest generation of Carmichael women. Brilliant, impractical, adventurous, brash, volatile Mia, who missed her grandpa like she’d lost her best friend. 

Stella could sympathize. But that didn’t mean she was willing to jump willy-nilly into the middle of Lynda and Mia’s squabble.

It was Ellen, of course, who managed to stay reasonable and maneuver them all to a solution. “Mom, what would you tell one of your patients who found themselves in your position? Would you let them dig a hole so deep, they might never come out?”

Ellen’s sensible question shouldn’t have caught Stella off guard or made her so flipping angry. After all, the girl’s mind worked a lot like hers. “Of course not.”

“So what’s the first thing you’d tell that patient to do?”

Damn. Clever girl. Too clever. 

Stella sighed in resignation. “I would tell this hypothetical patient to start a journal.”

“And London would be a great place to do that.” The I-win smile in Ellen’s warm brown eyes reminded Stella that Jon often won an argument with her by circling his objective in the same way – until he hit the nail on the head.

Well, not this time.

A part of Stella wanted her life back the way it was. Another would never be able to forgive Jon for what he’d done. Writing in a stupid journal wasn’t going to change that. 

Casting Mia a look that said, You’re on your own kid, she stood, then realized how hungry she was. Piling more salad on the heap Gwen had put next to her now stone-cold omelet, she informed her meddling family, “I’m not flying to London, so you may as well call the ticket agent and get your money back.”

Taking the plate with her, she stopped just before leaving the room and faced them like the Queen-of-her-castle she used to be. “Make sure you clean up the kitchen before you leave.”

Dad’s gone. She didn’t need Lynda to keep throwing that in her face.

Holding her head high, she climbed the stairs to the sanctuary of her room, but not before catching a glimpse of the look in Mia’s transparent eyes. Despite her granddaughter’s angry protests, that look of abject disappointment followed Stella all the way.
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Stella stood at the security checkpoint, resigned to the fact that she was doing exactly what she’d said she wouldn’t. Pried out of her protective haven. On her way to a country, she didn’t want to see again. With an undisciplined granddaughter who didn’t want to go either. 

Mia stood beside her sulking, a backpack hanging from one shoulder, an unremarkable travel bag from the other.

Stella was ticked off and not a little confused. When she’d left the girls to clean up the mess they’d made in the kitchen, the crushed look on her granddaughter’s face had stayed with her. And stayed with her. 

In the end, it was Ellen’s guilt trip that convinced her. “Mom, you can’t let Mia throw her life away.” 

“That’s between Mia and her mother.”

“Yes, but you’re her grandmother and on top of that a licensed psychologist.” Ellen’s tone turned accusing. “You could help her. It’s time you stopped turning your back on everyone and stepped up to the plate.”

Still, she’d fought the inevitable. “Ellen–”

”Mom, you’re the one who taught us that life’s not worth much if we don’t make a difference. It’s your turn. Mia needs you.”

So with a heavy sigh, she’d thrown up her hands in surrender and capitulated. And now, she wondered if she’d made a huge mistake, letting herself be manipulated that way. The disappointed look that had been the cause of all this trouble was nowhere in sight. The only thing that lit Mia’s eyes was open hostility. 

“This is as far as they’ll let us go. I’ve booked you into a nice little hotel not far from Hyde Park. One of the guys I work with recommended it. He took his family there last year. The rates are reasonable. It’ll be fun.” Lynda handed over Stella’s travel bag. 

It was the paisley one Jon had surprised her with last year when she’d flown to New York City for a conference. She’d be damned if she was going to refuse to use her favorite piece of luggage just because he’d given it to her as a gift. 

If she remembered right, it was a make-up present for a particularly fierce argument they’d been having. It’d worked, too.

“Be good for your grandmother.” Lynda spoke briskly to Mia. Hugging the stiff girl tight, she whispered, “I’m only doing this for your own good.”

Mia didn’t respond but kept up the silent treatment she’d given her mother all week.

Gwen and Ellen crowded in for their hugs and kisses.

“Travel safe. We love you!”

“Have fun!”

Before Stella knew it, she and Mia were on the other side of the security barrier. She waved one last time, then not so gently elbowed her granddaughter. “Wave goodbye to your mother. If you die before you see her again, you don’t want the last thing she remembers to be that sour face of yours.” 

She winced at the unfortunate choice of words, but Mia did as she was told, then abruptly headed toward their departure gate, leaving Stella regretting even more that she’d let the girls talk her into this mess.

It was dark outside the airplane windows when they got settled in their seats. Their flight was an overnight one that would land them at Heathrow Airport outside London shortly after eight in the evening, fourteen and a half hours after takeoff. In the blink of an eye, they would gain ten hours on the clock. It was ten hours Stella would never miss.

Mia took the window seat, which was fine by her. As she stowed their carry-ons in the overhead compartment and pulled down two small pillows and serviceable blankets, she couldn’t help noticing the other passengers.

In the center aisle, a woman settled two small children to sleep. Four college-age boys, joking around and laughing, made themselves comfortable on the opposite side of the plane. 

An older man with wavy, white hair hanging to his shoulders, sat just behind her and Mia. For a half-second, her heart stopped beating. When she realized the man’s face was rounder than Jon’s, as was his belly; that probably he wasn’t near as tall, and that his eyes were the wrong shade of blue, her heart picked up its normal rhythm. 

I can’t do this!

“Can I have one of the blankets?” It was the first words Mia had said since being forced to endure Stella’s company.

Before her feet could carry her off the plane, screaming into the night, Stella handed over the blanket and then settled into her seat. Draping the second one over her lap, she fastened her seat belt, another chain to keep her there. Reminding herself she was committed whether she liked it or not, she buried her hands in her lap to hide their tremble.

How hard could it be to do as Lynda demanded and help Mia through this…angry phase? Ellen was right, damn it. It wasn’t like she was inexperienced at it, after all.

“Are you afraid to fly?” Mia paused in the act of putting on the earphones the stewardess had given her, a hopeful look edging away her moodiness. “We can get off the plane. Mom will never know.”

”Don’t even think about it.” She wasn’t about to reveal to her crafty granddaughter that these days, most things scared her. “I’m not afraid. Buckle your seat belt.”

Mia’s brief smile turned into a petulant slash across her face. The anticipation of escaping her mother’s sentencing faded. Snapping the seat belt across her lap, she settled the earphones firmly onto her head, leaned back against the seat, and closed her eyes.

Stella pressed her lips together. It was going to be a very long trip.

The rumble of the plane’s engines built around them. The mechanical bird raced down the runway and in some mysterious way, lifted like a graceful swan into the air. The force of takeoff pulled Stella back against the seat and clogged her ears. 

Like Jon’s leaving, there had to be a simple explanation for the fact that the plane could so easily slip the tethers of gravity. She just couldn’t make sense of the how, or why of either event. 

Her heart wanted to stay behind where her old life was; where she’d married, raised a family, built a career for herself, and spent all those mostly happy years with the man who completely baffled her, but made life interesting, too.

She wanted everything back! Wanted things the way they were. Not to be flying to a foreign country, trying to figure out how to make a life without the husband she’d spent so long loving.

She remembered the writing materials she’d stuffed at the last minute in the purse at her feet. Ellen had been so insistent, how could she leave them behind? As the plane leveled off and the lights dimmed for the night flight, she pulled them into her lap.

Ellen wanted her to keep a journal, to pour out all her anger and anguish between the hard covers of a blank book; fill the pages with all her memories and broken dreams.

Her mind understood what her daughter was asking her to do, and professionally she agreed. But when it came right down to it, she couldn’t. Was this how her patients felt?

What she wanted to do was spew all her feelings out in a letter, then send it to Jon by the quickest route possible. Not a letter written on fancy, colorful scented vellum either. But written on glaring white paper, evidence of the stark loneliness of her new life.

So, she’d picked the plainest tablet she could find and envelopes to match. Opening to the first page, she clicked the pen she’d also grabbed from her purse and started with the easy part.




Dear Jon,




Her pen hovered. Then, she slashed out.




I don’t know why I’m doing this! I have no words left that aren’t filled with loathing and unforgiving anger!




Stella




Fighting that never-ending anger, she tore the page off the tablet, slapped it in half, then in half again before stuffing it in one of the envelopes. Licking the flap with grim satisfaction, she sealed it with more force than was necessary. Finding her address book, she opened it to the address she’d most recently added. 

Eyes burning with tears she wouldn’t let fall, she addressed the envelope, crammed everything back into her purse, and carefully replaced the bag on the floor at her feet.

Leaning back with an unsteady sigh, pushing the anger back into the box she worked very hard at keeping the shredding emotion contained in, she imitated Mia and closed her eyes.

Her patients had told her how difficult it was to get started on the writing assignment she’d given. Why hadn’t she believed them?

Because she wrote personal things in their charts every day, she’d always thought baring one’s soul in a diary was therapeutic. Anyone could do it, if given enough encouragement and the basic rules to follow. What a crock of sour beans!

She huffed out a scornful breath. This was going to take more than one obligatory letter.

Hours later, unable to ease her hurt with much-needed sleep, she tried again.




Dear Jon,

You know I don’t like to put my emotions on display, but I can be an adult. Get this waste of time out of the way and be done with it. 

So it’s four thirty-four in the morning, Portland time, and thanks to your ill-timed departure and our rascally daughters, I’m stuck on a plane, flying to London. I don’t know why I let the girls bulldoze me into this. 

It’s too quiet. And there’s more than enough time to think. To remember. Which I’m sure is what they intended.




She paused and narrowed her eyes. When would she get another time to tell her MIA – figuratively speaking – husband exactly what she thought?




While the engines hum softly, most of the passengers sleep. The air smells dank after being recycled for almost eight hours. A child stirs, searching for a comfort few find in their lifetime. 

Okay, I can hear that accusing tone you’re so good at. You can’t possibly care that I’m procrastinating. 

I’m giving this a try, not because you’d expect it of me, but because at least this way I’ll unload the beast hitching a ride in my chest. I can’t believe I have to start over without you, but you didn’t give me a choice in the matter, did you?

Clinically, I know what’s happening. Denial. Depression. Loneliness. The three have been my closest companions for months.

Remember that trip we took to Disneyland when the girls were little? We went by train. By the time we got home, we were all so tired. 

But it was a good tired. We had fun. At least the children and I did. I can still hear the echo of laughter when Ellen stood up in the gondola at It’s A Small World and sang through the entire ride. 

We were strong together, you and I. But there will be no more times like that one, now. Why did you take that comfort away from us…from me?

My thoughts are jumbled, the mind a relentless, restless tornado. I haven’t slept more than a few hours at a time since you left on whatever adventure you had planned. At least not without a little medicinal help. 

To be honest – which is the whole point of this exercise, I’d stopped paying attention. You were always coming and going. But staying away is the worst thing you’ve ever done.

I don’t have the strength to sort out this life you’ve left me. Even with a liberal drowning in alcohol, my ability to cope is only temporary. I hate that.

What else is there to write? 

In the end, what could have changed your mind? Which arguments should I have used? It seems all I’m capable of is thinking back on the time we had together and knowing all I have left are useless memories and platitudes. 

For the first time, I’m alone. Imprisoned in an implacable misery that won’t let go. 

I can’t breathe. Or move forward with any sense of grace or purpose. 

I’m stronger than all this…this…anger boiling in my chest. Aren’t I? What am I to do?




She wanted to stop there, but now that the words were flying out the end of her pen, she couldn’t.




Did you know I became a psychologist so I could understand you better? So I might find out what made you tick. Why you felt so driven? In the end, it appears, I never came to understand you at all. Or myself, for that matter. 

I used to be so sure of who I was and what we’d made together. Now I’m sure I may not have ever known. I’m going to be fifty-six in six months, and the last thirty-five years feel as though they never happened. They are a dream.

Except for our Rosebuds.

I’m tired and rambling. This digging into the past is exhausting.

Do you want to know how I got to be on a plane with your granddaughter? Did you know she doesn’t want to go to MIT?

Of course, you know, but you don’t care now, do you? You made your choice. 

And, I don’t suppose you’re interested that Lynda is working double shifts, and according to Mia burying herself in a new man. That Gwen and Seann are considering selling the bookstore they love, to take a long trek through the Mesa Verde hoping to find some kind of understanding. Or that Ellen is doing victim advocacy work in addition to an already grueling internship.

You were reckless with more than your life and career, Jon. You were reckless with those who loved you most!

I hate how disconnected you could become. That was something I hid quite successfully, wouldn’t you agree? But, I don’t want to have secrets anymore. 

You wanted to prove something to the father you never knew. Mia’s heading down the same path. I cringe at the risks she’ll take to prove her worth to her mother. Which is maybe why I got on this plane. I don’t want to see her repeat your mistakes.

Lynda has put her in my care. I’m surprised how that is more scary than being alone. I couldn’t keep you. How in the Sam Hill am I supposed to help the granddaughter you loved more than life itself? I never held that against you. I couldn’t begrudge her the only father she was likely to know. But I never wanted to do this without you. To be the only responsible one.

The last time we were in London was on our honeymoon. That was a lifetime ago, and I’m not looking forward to going back, where everything between us was perfect.

What wouldn’t I give to have that time back? To have us back. If I’d been paying closer attention, I would have known it couldn’t last forever. 

I should have taken better care of the time we had together.

You had no right to leave the way you did! So, why the hell did you do it? I think I hate you right now. How’s that for complete honesty?




Stella shifted in her seat. It was unfair that now it was too late, she could tell Jon the truth, when in all the years they were together she guarded her precious secrets too much.




The girls are right. I have to make an effort. But the real truth is, I’m not sure I’ll ever recover from your decision to leave.




Furious and confused!




Stella
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