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Prologue
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Caroline didn’t remember too much about the day. It was a regular holiday, and nothing stood out in her mind as a premonition that something terrible was going to happen. Her family had all gathered at her parent’s home to celebrate like most families did. She was from a nice middle-class family, the third of five children. They loved to gather for holidays and dinners. She had an older brother and sister, and a younger brother and sister. Between the five of them there were eight grandchildren-a terrifically fun crowd.

When she went over the details in her mind, which was quite often, she remembered that her daughter Katie was wearing makeup for the occasion. Katie had turned thirteen over the summer and had just started experimenting with her looks. That morning, they had negotiated her attire for the holiday. She had insisted on wearing a pair of black stretch hip huggers and a red, knit short-waisted shirt.

“Oh, no you don’t.” she had said to Katie, “No belly pics at Gram’s.”

Katie had protested like any teenager being told what to do. Finally, she had agreed to wear a long red sweater with snowflakes across the chest.

Six-year-old Jonathon, her ray of sunshine, was excited about seeing his cousins, and had insisted on bringing his favorite matchbox cars to share. He was especially excited that it was Thanksgiving because it meant that they would be setting up the Christmas tree over the weekend.

He believed in Santa Claus, and she had been reinforcing the beginning of the season for two weeks. He was so like her in that regard. Getting excited about Christmas, she thought, it was just like her.

It was so funny, she reflected. Katie and her husband Philip liked Christmas, but never seemed to get very excited about it. She and Jonathan loved to decorate, bake, and listen to Christmas music. He would sit and pour over toy catalogs, and flyers.

She remembered how proud and excited he would get when Katie and Phil would open the gifts that he had bought for them. She still smiled to herself thinking of the way they would fuss over those all-important hair ties for Kate and that wonderful soap-on-a-rope for Daddy. Nothing could dim his excitement.

Phil, on the other hand, was dragging his feet that day. They had to leave in the middle of a football game, and he was sure the next play would be the “big one.”  She had rolled her eyes at him.

“Come on.” she remembered saying, “It’s five minutes to my mother’s house.”

They had piled into the car, then, all of them looking forward to the holiday celebration at her mother’s house. 

Phil and Caroline had a story that had started like many others. She had met her husband Phil their senior year in college. He was studying Marketing, and she was studying to be a Nurse. They had met at a party, like a lot of college students do. He was tall and lanky, with dark, curly hair, and hazel-green eyes. They had started dating and realized that they both shared a lot of the same values and goals. They both wanted a home and family, and they both enjoyed the same activities.

He was also kind, gentle and very good-looking. She had always loved that he liked to hold hands and kiss. If they went to a party, he loved to put his arm around her so that everyone knew they were together. She could still feel his hands on her waist if she thought about it hard enough.

He used to make her laugh at his oddities too. Case in point. For some reason, he used to like to lay on her and have his hair scruffled and pulled in all directions. He said it felt so good, and she loved it. It made her feel so cared for when she was with him. Of course, they had fallen madly in love.

When they graduated in May, they both took good paying jobs, got married in February, and that’s basically it. They moved into an apartment, had Katie a year after that and Jonathan a little later down the road.

She knew that life wasn’t always easy, by any means, though. They had their ups and downs like any married couple, but nothing really terrible had ever happened to their children or them. She was very content with her life. She had loved being room mother for her son’s class. She was involved with Kate’s girl scouting. They were the kind of parents that joined the PTO, and attended all the sports events that they could, so they could watch their children play.

God had blessed them in so many ways. She and Phil both felt so strongly that He was the reason for their happy life. They were faithful to Him, and they made sure the children knew this. Yes, she had been completely sure that she was living a charmed life and she couldn’t imagine life any other way. She had had no idea that she would have to.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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It was a beautiful early March day in New England. The sun was shining, and the smell of snow melting, and fresh mud was everywhere you went. It was the kind of day that kids shed their coats even though its only 50 degrees and everyone wants to be outside. You could hear the constant drip of water from all directions, and the sound of wet roads as cars went by. It was the type of weather that teases you into thinking that the cold weather is finally gone and makes you long for barbecues and sunbathing. The warm day made everyone forget that early spring had wintery days that held on. 

In a pleasant neighborhood of modest homes, children played in the street. Their voices were excited, and the sound of laughter hung in the air. Occasionally, an adult voice could be heard above the din, calling a child in, or shouting rules- like- stay out of the puddles.

In one of the homes, halfway down the street, a woman finished packing her clothes into her suitcase. She did not have striking features, but she was pretty in an ordinary way. Her shoulder length brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck, and her brown eyes reflected deep sadness. She was in her mid-thirties and still had a nice figure. Currently she was dressed in a sweatshirt, jeans, and sneakers, but she usually changed into a nice sweater before she left the house.

It was her parent’s home, and she had been living with them for a little over a year. The home was comfortable, although it was not the home, she had grown up in. At first, it had seemed welcoming and safe, a haven to protect her from all the pain and grief she had experienced, but lately it just seemed like someone else’s home.

Caroline Wilmington looked around her room at the suitcases, and the empty shelves. The soft blue room with the crisp white curtains and downy double bed no longer seemed to shield her from the outside. At one time, she had spent whole days sitting in this room, not wanting to leave or even get out of the bed. This room had served as a cocoon to protect her from the nightmare that her life had become. Slowly, though, she had decided to live again. Her sister and brothers had come to visit often. Then friends had decided to drop by, and gradually over time, she had come out of the room. The process had been long and painful.

Caroline tried to ignore the sound coming from the street. The laughter of the children outside seemed to press in on her, and she stopped for a moment to rub her temples. Going over to the window, she made sure it was closed. She wanted to dull the outside noise, but the window was closed tightly. She sighed. Will it ever stop aching?

She shook away those thoughts. The packing was done, and she was glad. The sound of her footsteps echoed through the room. As she closed the closet door, she noticed the empty hangers made a jangling sound that resonated throughout the closet. It was almost as if the room was accusing her of running away, but she didn’t want to think about it. She just wanted to leave it all behind. It’s not running away. She thought. It’s time to live the life I’ve been given.

As she shuffled through the papers, she needed to bring with her on her journey, she found a copy of the police report. Closing her eyes, she thought back to Thanksgiving Day-one year and four months ago. She knew the report by heart. She had read it a hundred times before.

Basically, it read, while stopped at a red light, a car being driven at excessive speed slammed into the rear end of a family sedan and pushed it into a busy intersection where the driver’s side was hit by a truck. The force of the rear impact killed the two passengers in the back seat of the sedan and the driver of the second car. The subsequent impact in the intersection slightly injured the driver of the truck and killed the driver of the already impacted sedan. The victim in the front passenger side of the sedan was taken to the hospital with non-life-threatening injuries.

Caroline cringed inwardly. The “non-life-threatening injuries” that she had sustained were a fracture to her pelvis and a mild concussion. She was released in time to bury her two children and her husband a few days later. 

I don’t know why I keep the report, thought Caroline. It gives me no solace and tells me no answers. Caroline could feel the anger and grief creeping into her mind and squashed them for what seemed like the millionth time that day.

“How is everything going?” her mother asked as she stuck her head in the door.

“It’s fine Mom.” Caroline replied, “The same as it was ten minutes ago when you asked.”

Caroline knew her mother meant well. She was just very concerned about Caroline going out on her own. Anne Oates didn’t reply to her daughter’s comment. She was accustomed to all of her children reminding her of her “mother henning.” After the accident, Caroline had moved in, and Anne had worked hard to help hold her family together and give Caroline the support she so desperately needed.

The first few months after the accident were hard for the whole family. After all, the loss of her son in-law and grandchildren had left a big hole in the fabric of her family. Her husband was, of course, devoted to all of them. But it was as if she was the one, they all needed. It had been an incredibly difficult time as she was mourning the losses as well.

“What would we do without you, Mom?” her oldest daughter Mae would ask.

“Mae,” she replied, “I have faith that all of you would pull together and keep our family going.”

Anne had never worried about what would happen without her. She worried about how Caroline seemed to have lost her way. Donald kept telling her that it would sort itself out, and she had to believe what he said, for her own sake. It was very concerning to Anne, however, that Caroline seemed to think her life was always going to be empty. Anne worried that Caroline had decided to  succumb to some idea that she had to live alone because that’s what was meant to be. She worried that Caroline was leaving to remove herself from life.

“I’m going to put some tea on. Would you like some?” Anne asked.

“That sounds great, Mom.” Caroline replied. “Just give me another few minutes to put this last box in the attic.” 

Anne turned with a smile and left the room.

Caroline picked up the box of belongings that she was going to store and tried not to think about the contents. It was mostly a box of photographs and photo albums. Memories of my old life, she thought bitterly. Objects that had been ordinary now took on the meaning of irreplaceable treasures. The box was filled with those treasures and Caroline had to pack them away.

She thought about the past year and closed her eyes. She had no recollection of the actual accident, but she could remember the aftermath. People were at the side of the car, telling her not to move. She had looked over at Philip, but he did not respond to her calling his name. Calling to the children, she had tried to turn around to see them, but the pain was too intense, and she was jammed in her seat.

A bystander took off his coat and covered the back seat to “keep the kids warm.” He had said. 

She didn’t think anything of it at the time because her head hurt, and she was terribly shocked.

The lights from the ambulance were blinding. She could smell oil, and the expressions on the faces of the witnesses spoke volumes. It was a serious accident. Her panic had increased, as the back seat of the car remained silent.

When her parents came to her bed in the ER, her fears were confirmed by the look on their faces. She had just leaned over and vomited. Then she had screamed and cried, hysterically, until a nurse sedated her.

She had stayed at the hospital for three days while her parents planned the funeral services.

The days following her discharge were a blur. She had needed a walker to get around, and it seemed as if she was in a dream-like state. Her mother and sisters had taken care of all the details, and it was them that emptied her home a month later.

She had gone back to the house a few days after the funeral, but it had been too much to bear. Phil’s shoes were by the door. Jon’s toothbrush was left on the sink in the bathroom after his last-minute brushing. Katie’s bed was still heaped with clothes she had tried on so she could wear those black hip huggers. It had overwhelmed her with grief, and her mother and sisters had practically had to carry her out of the house, all of them crying.

Eventually, most of the clothes and toys had been given to family and friends, as well as the local Goodwill. With the exception of her things, all other belongings and furniture had been stored. She would try and figure out what to do with them later.

At first, many friends and neighbors had come on a regular basis, bringing food and cards and flowers. She had spent very little time with them. It had been almost impossible for her to get out of bed. The first few visitors could not hide the shock at her appearance. They had tried to express how sorry they were, but they knew there were no words to describe how they felt about such a loss.

As more time passed and the visitors continued, the type of mourner changed. The next parade of visitors was those that would talk about how things “happen for a reason,” and those folks that looked fearful, as if she were the poster child for life’s unpredictability and a reminder that they could face disaster themselves.

Then, finally, the last groups of visitors were those who wanted to get Caroline to move forward. They were the ones that brought her support group information, and business cards from grief counselors. Pamphlets and a cup of tea was all they could offer.

Inevitably though, all went back to their lives and schedules. After all, PTA, piano and soccer are important, she thought cynically. She had gone virtually nowhere the first two months of grieving. Everything seemed so dark. It was like the sun never shone.

Caroline spent days on end just sitting in her parent’s home thinking of her family. She would cry for hours thinking of the sound of her children’s laughter, and what she would have given to hear just one more “Hi, Mom.” She had grieved over the loss of everything-even Jonathan’s temper tantrums which she could remember praying would end.

Nights were even harder because she couldn’t sleep. Her bed was so empty. She missed Phil’s nearness and warmth. He would often grab her in his sleep and draw her near to him.

“Philip, you’re too hot.” She would complain.

“So are you, teddy bear.” He would reply laughing. “Come on, Caroline. Let’s make love.”

The loss of their intimacy, his touch and smell and the feel of his skin touching hers, kept her awake at night. It was like a part of her soul was hollow. The ache was intolerable and never ending.

During these dark days, her family never left her alone. Many days her mother would sit and hold her close. She would cry with her daughter and pray for God to ease Caroline’s pain.

After some time had passed and she had gotten stronger, Caroline finally started venturing out, but it was so difficult. People she knew would come up to her and try to talk to her about all the things they had always talked to her about. Like, the kids growing too fast, what to cook for dinner, and how hard it is to diet when you are constantly on the run. The only problem was that she no longer shared the same life. Everything seemed so inconsequential, and it only reminded her of her loss.

Many of them had known her from church and would comment on her absence. She would politely smile at them and explain that she no longer attended. It was an answer that usually got them to drop the subject, and more times than not, wish her well and leave.

“They just want to be friendly.”  Her sister Mae had said, trying to comfort her one day after listening to Caroline’s complaints.

“Thanks for that valuable piece of information, Mae.” Caroline had retorted. “I just wish I didn’t know anyone.”

But going out to places where she didn’t know anyone, didn’t help either. People had no idea about her loss, so they had no idea that when they were impatient or inconsiderate, it made her feel devalued and alone. She had never noticed that many people didn’t hold doors or say thank you anymore. Getting cut off on the highway or cut in line at the grocery store could reduce her to tears. The stamina and coping that she had for everyday life was simply gone.

You know, it’s funny, Caroline mused, but I think about how our society deals with death and I long for the old days. In the old days, women wore black when they were grieving for their husband or child. It told society that something bad had happened and reminded friends and neighbors that the loss was still recent. It gave people the opportunity to be kind, or in the very least to recognize that someone else was feeling badly. Today, no one wants to know who is grieving. It seems that people expect that those who have experienced tragedy, will just move on, almost as if grieving is a sign of weakness that they don’t want to be reminded of.

She opened the attic door, and the dusty smell of unfinished wood and insulation greeted her. It was a musty smell that spoke of time passing and life gone by. The stairs creaked as she carried the box up. When she reached the top of the attic stairs, she saw the trunk in the eves where she planned to store the box as well. It was a steamer trunk that she and Phil had picked up in a junk shop.

They had loved to go antiquing in shops. Philip called her a “glass packrat.” She loved to buy teacups, plates and dishes and she had quite a collection. Her glass collection was one of the few things from her life with Phil that was coming with her on her trip.

Her intention was to put the box on the trunk, and then go downstairs for that tea. Instead, Caroline kneeled down, pulled out the trunk and opened it. She could not describe the feeling, but it was almost as if it was an unseen force that pulled her to that trunk. She had been avoiding the attic for some time because she knew if she didn’t, she would be compelled to open it and look through it one more time.

As she lifted the lid and looked at the contents, memories flooded over her. Philip’s favorite shirt and baseball cap, Katie’s jewelry box, and Jonathan’s matchbox cars, she couldn’t look anymore. She quickly closed the lid and tried to compose herself. The pain of her loss was physical. She could feel her heart pounding and her stomach in a knot. Her chest was so tight she couldn’t take a deep breath, and hot tears poured down her face. There was a buzzing in her ears so loud, that she didn’t hear her mother come up behind her.

Anne put her hands on Caroline’s shoulders and gently squeezed. Caroline could feel the outpouring of love and concern, and it was like a soothing balm on an open wound. Sitting down beside Caroline, Anne touched her face. Caroline could feel her mother’s fingers under her chin, gently pulling her face to look at her.

“Someday, you will be able to look inside that trunk and feel peace in your heart.” she said with tears glistening in her own eyes.

Moving past her daughter, she closed the trunk, moved it back into place under the eaves and put the box on top of it. Then putting her arms around Caroline, she drew her to her feet.

She guided her down the stairs, keeping a firm hand on her arm. At the bottom of the stairs, she closed the door and turned to her daughter. Reaching her hand out, she touched Caroline’s cheek.

“Let’s go have that tea,” she said.

Caroline nodded and followed her mother down the stairs.
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Chapter 2
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When the alarm clock woke Caroline up in the morning, it took her a minute to orient herself to what day it was. The empty shelves, and packed suitcases reminded her of the trip ahead, and she sat up. Shutting off the alarm, she lay back down for a minute suddenly feeling the need to gather her thoughts.

She could tell by the light that the sun was coming up, but that it had not reached a height high enough to shine in her window. The birds outside were chirping, and above it all she could hear the sound of a mourning dove. It sounded hollow and sad, and she thought about it for a minute. Mourning doves mate for life, she thought. If one dies, they never mate with another dove, kind of like me. 

Closing her eyes, she took a breath and started thinking. She tried to picture what her life would be like alone, but the thought intruded on her peace of mind, so she pushed it aside. It was painful to picture life without husband, children, and grandchildren. Being alone comes with a price. She thought.

Realizing that her stream of thoughts was not going in a direction that she had the strength for, she decided to get up and shower. She needed every ounce of determination to get through this day.

On her way to the shower, she walked by the clothes that she had planned to wear and double-checked her choice. She had decided to dress comfortably for the drive, but also look professional. The clothes were a very classic style. A pair of dark blue linen dress pants,  a cream-colored mock turtleneck, and a plaid blazer in blue and cream, would look very sharp. She finished the outfit off with some brown leather loafers.

The office where she was to start work in a couple of days was also where she needed to pick her keys up for the cottage. Knowing that first impressions were important, she wanted to look good, even though she was feeling nervous. People would be sizing her up, and she didn’t want to disappoint them.

As she stepped into the shower, she could hear her mother downstairs, putting on the coffee, and getting things ready for breakfast. The smell of bacon hung in the air along with the smell of cinnamon buns. Caroline smiled to herself. She knew that she was completely capable of getting her own breakfast, and usually did, but it made her feel special to know that her Mom wanted to spoil her this last morning. The hot water poured over her body waking her up and she thought about how this move had come about. 

A few months after the funeral, an old friend named Jessica Stevens, had found out about the accident, and had contacted her. Not much had come from the conversation, other than the two of them catching up on their lives. Jessica and Caroline had spent a lot of time together in college because they had lived on the same floor in the dorm and traveled in the same circle of friends. They had lost touch a few years after college when Jess had moved west, but she had called after hearing of Caroline’s loss from another shared friend.

Crying together on the phone, Jessica had told Caroline how important their friendship had always been to her, even though they had lost touch. Jessica had also been a friend of Philip’s, and she had been at Caroline’s wedding,  Katie’s christening, and Caroline’s baby shower for Jonathan. At one time, she had been an important part of Caroline’s life, and now Caroline wasn’t sure why they had lost touch. Jessica had traveled back East several times over the course of the next few months, and they would talk from time to time usually about how Caroline was doing.

Events had begun to unfold back in January when the phone rang for Caroline.

“Hello?” Caroline had answered.

“Hi, Caroline, it’s me Jess.”

“Jess, it’s good to hear your voice.” She had replied sighing.

“Hey, what’s going on? Are you having a bad day?” she had asked concerned. “Should I call back?”

“No,” Caroline had replied quickly. “It’s just that...well...lately I’ve been feeling like I’m ready to try something different. I really want to go someplace different. Maybe even get back to work.”

“Caroline, that’s great.” Jess had replied enthusiastically. “Do you have a plan?”

“No, not yet, I’m not even sure where to start.” She had returned, unsure of herself.

“Well, take it one step at a time,” Jessica had said, “and I’ll check on you later this week. Okay?”

“Okay.” 

They had gone on to talk about other things after that.

When Jessica had called back three days later, she had told Caroline that her parents had suggested she spend some time in Maine at their summer cottage. They had a friend in a town close by, who had a busy practice, and was in the process of starting a new clinic to help with all the seasonal people and maybe he could use a good nurse. 

“I don’t know, Jess. It all seems so sudden.” She had told her.

“But Caroline, you would go in March and come back in October. It would be such a great way to have some time for you, and work through some of your loss.” Jess had argued. “At least give the doctor a chance to talk to you. My folks say he is just a doll of a person.”

Caroline had sighed. “Okay, I guess I could at least talk to him.”

“Great, I’ll let my folks know.” she had replied happily.

A day or two later, a Dr. Baird called to say that he had heard that she was a nurse and needed a job. He was passing through on the way to Boston and wanted to meet her. Caroline, taken completely off guard, agreed to meet him, and then the next thing she knew, he was offering her a position. 

After talking it over with her parents, who were concerned with the speed of events, she had decided to take the opportunity. Reluctantly, they had given her their blessing, and she had called Dr. Baird back and accepted the job. After that, she had called Jessica’s parents to accept the cottage rental.  

Mr. and Mrs. Stevens were truly kind, and didn’t want to accept any rent, but Caroline had insisted, so they accepted a minimal amount. Jess had been so excited about her role in this new life for Caroline that she had asked to visit, once Caroline was settled and ready for a visitor, maybe when the weather was warmer. Of course, Caroline had said yes.

After drying herself off, Caroline wrapped herself in the big fluffy towel and sat down on the edge of her bed. Thoughts of she and Philip showering together crowded into her mind, and she let herself get lost in the remembrance. The memory of his touch still affected her, and her heart ached. 

Finally, she shook the thoughts away. It never ceased to amaze her at how the most mundane everyday tasks brought back floods of memories. It was as if her stream of consciousness always ended up going back to her family. Last night, eating a bowl of cereal had evoked a memory of her little Jonathan, and the mess he had made trying to pour milk for her surprise breakfast. He had cried in disappointment until she had assured him that it was his efforts that were important to her. The memory had made Caroline weep as she had remembered how they had cleaned up, and then sat down to eat together. Long ago, she had realized that it was the little things that made up life, not the big things.

It didn’t take long for Caroline to get dressed and ready for her trip. She had decided to just pull her hair back in a ponytail so it wouldn’t be in her face while she drove. Some foundation, mascara and a natural color lipstick finished off her grooming. She never really wore make-up, even when she was married. She didn’t like to take the time to put it on, and maintain it, but today was special, and she didn’t want to be without it. She picked up one of her suitcases and went downstairs. Breakfast smelled delicious, and she didn’t want to keep her parents waiting.

As she walked into the kitchen with the suitcase, her father looked up. He wore a warm, encouraging smile for her.

“Honey, he said, “I’ll bring your things down when we’re done. Let’s just sit and enjoy this last morning together.”

“OK, Dad.”  Caroline smiled and went over for a hug. “I really appreciate all the help this past year. I couldn’t have gotten through it without you. I want you both to know how much I love you.”

Caroline sat down to her father’s right as her mother walked over with the plates. Anne Oates put the plates on the table, sat down across from Caroline and smiled at her daughter.

“Jessica’s parents called last night after you went to bed, Honey,” said Anne as she scooped eggs onto the waiting plates. “They seem to be very nice people, and they had so many nice things to say about Dr. Baird.” 

Caroline looked up from her breakfast and smiled. She had actually spent time at Jess’s home when they were in college. Their group of friends had gone to her house for a spontaneous trip away from campus, and Jess’s parents took it all in stride. They had done this more than once while in school, and it was always a fun time. 

“Yeah. They are really terrific people. Dr. Baird also seems like a really nice man as well. He’s been practicing in Rockland for forever and loves to take temporary staff in his office for training in the rural area. I think it will be perfect for me.”

Anne and Donald exchanged looks. They were anxious to see what the future would bring for their daughter. It was wonderful to see her smile and actually look as though she was excited to be getting out. Even though Caroline was planning on secluding herself, they both felt that once she got there, the change would draw her out and help heal her heart. It felt promising, and they were full of hope. 

As they started to eat, they chatted pleasantly about friends and family. Donald let Caroline know that he had checked the oil in her car and filled the tank for her. Anne had made sandwiches and packed her drinks and snacks for the long trip. Caroline thanked them both and said that she was looking forward to seeing the coast.

“I can’t wait to put my windows down and smell the salt air. I hope it’s not going to be too cold,” said Caroline excitedly.

The three of them rose after breakfast, knowing that the time for leaving was fast approaching. Her father went upstairs to gather the bags, and Anne decided to do some last-minute organizing for her. Caroline stood and looked around the kitchen.

She loved the red counters and the country theme that her Mom had decorated with. The oak table and chairs gave the room an old-fashioned feel. Off to the side, the highchair that had been used for herself and her siblings, stood against a wall. Her mother had made new chair pads for it many times, as it was passed down from child to child. Now it was used for the numerous grandchildren. She remembered putting Katie in it for the first time. It had been a photo event. The pictures were all stashed away now. 

Jonathon had used it too. He had the distinct honor of being the first child to climb out of it in about twenty years. Caroline smiled to herself. That’s my Jonathon. She thought. Was my Jonathon. Tears rushed to her eyes, and she brushed them away.

She walked through the dining room and stopped at the dining room table.

“This is the last place that we all ate together as a family,” she thought out loud.

Next room was the living room. The piano was up against the far wall. What fun they had gathering around to sing songs. Her older brother could play it quite well, and it didn’t matter what the occasion was, they would sing their hearts out.

Her daughter Katie had had an unusually beautiful singing voice, and had been asked to sing many songs solo, just because everyone loved to hear her voice. Singing in the chorus at the local high school was on the Katie’s list of things to do. She had been so looking forward to high school. 

Caroline closed her eyes, and let the pain go through her. With aching heart, she looked up at the portrait of herself and Phil on their wedding day hanging on the wall. Now their wedding day seemed almost like it had happened a lifetime ago.

“Oh Philip, I miss you so much. How did this happen to us? I’m leaving today, and I’m looking forward to the change, but I hate not having you with me.” She paused. “Don’t you worry though, no one will ever take your place,” she whispered to herself. She took a tissue out of the pocket of her blazer and wiped the tears that had rushed to her eyes.

“I had a feeling that you would need this,” her mother said from the doorway. She held up Caroline’s makeup bag. “I hope you don’t mind me looking in your suitcase for it, but I think you will probably want to take it in the car.”

She crossed the room and Caroline took the bag from her.

“I’m just remembering, Mom.

“Of course, you are, Honey. Just try to take it a little at a time.”

“I’m trying, but everything seems so surreal. Everyone has been wonderful, but I can’t seem to find the normal anymore.”

“Honey, I know you are angry, and you don’t want to hear this, but try to let time heal your heart. There is still life left to be lived.”

Caroline didn’t answer her mother. She didn’t want to hear yet again how time heals everything. It seemed impossible to her that the pain she felt would miraculously disappear. She just hugged her mother.

“There you two are,” said Donald as he walked into the room. “Caroline, the car is loaded and you’re ready for takeoff at any time.”

The three of them walked outside together. The air was crisp and clean. The smell of snow, water and mud mingled in the freezing air. It was the scent of spring, and it was both refreshing and invigorating to be outside. Caroline was glad to have the cool air on her tear-washed face. Up and down the street, there was no movement, but she was sure the neighbors were up getting ready for work and school. Off in the distance she could hear cars moving and somewhere there was a car alarm going off.

Caroline kissed and hugged both her parents on the front step and walked over to the driver’s side of her car. She looked and waved to them as she slid into the driver’s seat. Glancing at the maps beside her, she started the car and put on her seat belt. Backing into the street, she beeped once at her folks for good measure, stepped on the gas and drove away.

The ride from home to the border of Maine took about an hour. Caroline was very comfortable as she drove through the small towns that lined the way to the coast. The road was not a highway, but rather, it was a country road that wound and dipped its way through small New England towns.

Trees lined the way, as well as rock walls. It seemed to Caroline that a single rock wall was on either side of the road for miles. There were places where fields stretched back from the road in gentle slopes, some with enormous gray boulders sitting in the middle of them as if a giant hand had just tossed a rock on the ground.

As she passed from town to town, she couldn’t help but notice the comforting sameness of them. Quaint white clapboard churches and large colonial homes dominated the main streets. Historical markers were everywhere, and most of the towns seemed to have the ever-present statue of a Civil War Soldier overlooking the town square or park.

There were country craft shops, antique shops, and small restaurants all along the way. Empty farm stands and ice cream drive ups stood abandoned, just waiting for the change in the weather that would see them full and bustling. Occasionally there was a dilapidated farmhouse or trailer with the characteristic rusty car or yard full of junked furniture. Pretty soon the trees, with their outstretched branches, would be budding, and a green canopy would cover the road.

As she passed another antique barn, Caroline automatically had to slow down. She was quite familiar with the antique shops along this road because she had frequented them so often with Philip. It was impossible for her to ignore them, and she watched them pass by with interest, trying to take a look at what was in front of them.

So many of the shops had old barrels lined up with antique tools and old shutters, their paint chipped and faded, leaning up against them at odd angles. Trunks, tools, and old farm equipment stood out in front of the stores like sculptures displayed at a museum. Old signs from days gone by hung on big barns full of antiques and treasures. She loved the look of an old sign. Things like “Grandpa Hooligans Liver Pills” on a sign big enough to be seen in four counties, made her laugh. Philip had hated that stuff.

She used to tease him by saying she was going to find the biggest sign she could that advertised women’s corset’s and hang it on the house. He would counter by saying he was going to buy an old, rusted piece of farm equipment and put it in the front yard with marigolds around it. It was always fun to go out together and look for that elusive treasure.

One time when Katie was little, they had found an old trunk full of ladies’ hats. A group of elderly ladies saw Katie looking through the hats and had come over to look. They all had a terrific time trying on hats and putting them on Katie. Katie, of course, had loved the attention and talked a blue streak to them. When the ladies left, they had purchased a hat for each of themselves and bought Katie the one she liked the best, as well.

Caroline had tried to insist that she would buy Katie the hat, but they had put down her protests and insisted on purchasing it. When they had finally left the shop, Katie talked about the “hat party” all the way home. That hat was on her bedpost always, and she would fondly remember the “hat party” from time to time. 

Her throat tightened at the memories, but she had to smile to herself. I wonder where those old ladies are today, thought Caroline. I hope that they never find out that Katie is gone.

As she drove on, Caroline put on music and started singing to herself. Don’t get lost now, she said to herself. It’s the last thing you need to do.

As she reached Portsmouth on the coast, there was a large traffic circle to go through. Caroline knew exactly where she was, but because Philip had done all the driving, she never really paid that close attention to the directions.

Around the circle, Caroline went, reading the signs and feeling the pull of the centrifugal force tipping her to one side. As she did it, she started laughing to herself.

When Philip drove them all to the beach, he would go around and around the circle. They would all howl with laughter until Katie would remind them how embarrassing it all was.

Just for good measure she went twice around the circle, laughing all the way.

After the last go around, Caroline took her exit toward the huge bridge that spanned the river. From it, you could see two states. Once on I-95, she would stay on the highway until near Brunswick, and then take Route 1 through Bath until she reached Rockland.

“The ride on the highway is not going to be too interesting.” Caroline said aloud to herself, “They don’t call this “The Pine Tree State” for nothing.”  She put in a CD and settled in for the rest of the drive. There’s nothing like a good drive to get your mind off your troubles, thought Caroline, especially if you have your sights set on new horizons.

When she had taken off from her parent’s house, she couldn’t help but feel as though the unknown was calling to her. She couldn’t explain it, but she felt as if she were literally being pulled toward a new life. The solitude was just what she thought she needed, but she didn’t feel as if she were headed for solitude. Originally, she was thinking that she would spend most of her time either working or isolating herself from a painful world, so the feeling she was having was a little unsettling. She knew that she would be meeting a lot of new people, and it would open new opportunities, she just wasn’t sure she could handle them.

As she drove, she thought about the ocean. It smelled so good and the sound of the waves crashing on the shore...well, there is no sound more soothing in the world. She loved the feel of the sand under her feet, gritty and wet, or smooshy and hot.

Her favorite beach to visit was on the coast of Maine. It was called York Beach, and she and Phil would take the kids all the time. It was big enough that people were not on top of each other, and you could still smell the salt air. It drove her nuts to go to a beach and all you could hear was the music from the people next to you, and all you could smell was cigarette smoke and coconut oil.
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