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Prologue
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Thresh is an archaic word appearing in the English language sometime in the 12th century, referring to the material left after threshing the grain from harvested crops. For centuries, dirt-floor cottages were strewn with thresh, creating a barrier between foot and floor to absorb spills and stench.

A threshold was a plank or a stone at the door sill which served to hold the loose thresh from being dragged out by foot traffic.

The word, over time, has evolved metaphorically, meaning passage, verge, cusp or brink.

This is the story of a twentieth century woman who, in her youth, shelved her artistic ambitions and whole heartedly stepped over the threshold of marriage and motherhood.

In channeling her talents to domestic tasks, she found painting a room, sewing, cooking and teaching, all provided creative outlets. Nurturing the family given to her, she was surrounded with love and purpose. Then, as life will have it, nothing lasts forever.

When this faith- and hope-driven woman finds herself in a midlife crisis, Elizabeth Dare leaps at an offer that may resurrect the passion of her youth and restore purpose to her life. This opportunity will carry her overseas to tread the soil of her ancestors, to seek the artist she once was, and to create a new future.

Will she allow suspicion, danger, threats or loneliness defeat her? Or will the promise of success and an exciting future carry her over unexpected thresholds?
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In Pursuit
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It had been a year-long winter. The overcast April sky split, streaming gentle rays on a garden still in slumber. Only eager chives and determined daffodils dared to break the crusted soil. Barren boxes and stacked clay pots awaited their gardener’s attention. All of Elizabeth’s nurturing instincts urged her to slip on her gloves and take up a spade, but a more urgent need held her on this side of the glass doors. The season had come to unearth the spirited woman she once was and to cultivate her future.

She glanced at the kitchen clock and murmured, “It’s not like Kate to be late.” The thermostat was set low, the dishwasher running, and her bags piled in the foyer. She pulled open the door to find her daughter jogging up the walk. She smiled in admiration of her punctual, athletic third-born. 

Beaming with excitement, Kate asked, “Are you ready?”  

“I’ve never been more ready for anything,” Elizabeth replied.

Kate grabbed the large bag while her mother shouldered the backpack. Elizabeth closed the door, leaving her studio, library and beloved garden behind her. Then, patting the Dare family crest for good luck, she gave herself wholly to this adventure.

Her shadow fell down the walk, up the steps and sealed the door of the dwelling which held her past. 

“Are you sure you have everything?” Kate asked in a challenging tone, “Camera and phone?”

“Yes, darling, I’ve been over my checklist twice, I’m good to go. And thanks for the international package for my phone. It will be a security blanket when I’m on my own.” 

“You’re so welcome. We just want you to be safe, Mom.” Kate continued ticking off her checklist, “How much cash are you carrying?”

“I have enough for meals, snacks, and tips for the trip to Ireland. For everything else, I have my debit and credit cards.” She went on, “Ireland and England have different currency so I will make those exchanges when I arrive at each destination.”

“Then let’s go!” said Kate, slipping behind the wheel of her silver SUV.

Elizabeth smiled and said in a mocking tone, “You are such a MOM.” That was the expression her children had teased her with when she over-mothered them in their youth. She was comforted knowing they had all learned to be diligent parents and now, even doting children.

“I can’t help but worry a little about you traveling alone internationally, but you have obviously done your due diligence to be so confident about this trip. I am so happy that you are taking time for yourself, and I know it will be good for you to immerse yourself in art again.”

Elizabeth stared out the window at the bare-branched landscape and thought of the Spring that would greet her upon her return. She imagined her future a blank canvas with its palette of possibilities.

Elizabeth had been blessed with three daughters and two sons. Dan and Patrick were like limbs of their father, supportive, proud and fun-loving. She adored them all, but her three grown daughters were her best friends and her most cherished relationships. 

“I really appreciate your checking the house while I’m gone. I’ve never been away for this long and I’ll rest easy knowing that you are keeping an eye on things.” Elizabeth continued as they drew near the airport, “I feel a little guilty taking such a long vacation.”

Kate shook her head in disbelief, “Are you serious? You don’t need to worry about anything, and you deserve every minute of this trip.”

Five miles from O’Hare, the traffic began to back up and slowed to a crawl. Kate threw a worried glance at her mom. Elizabeth was familiar with delays due to rush hour bottleneck on 294. She said, “Don’t worry, we allowed plenty of time.” 

While Kate’s hand perspired on the wheel, Elizabeth’s pulse tripped at the sight of incoming and outgoing planes in the distance. When they were through the toll gate and into the airport, Kate ventured one last question, “Do you have your passport and ID handy?”

“Yes, sweetheart.” Lifting the corner of her jacket, she revealed a small leather purse secured by a strap around her hips, and patted it saying, “Right here in my belly pack.”

“Oh,” said Kate. “Clever, Mom. But isn’t it called a fanny pack?” 

Elizabeth grinned replying, “That is what Americans call it, however, in Britain the word 'fanny' refers to a more intimate part of the female anatomy which can often be used in a rude way. So, for this trip I’ll refer to it as a belly pack and wear it in the customary way a sporran is worn.”

“What?” said Kate, in a tone of shock and disbelief, “How do you even know that, Mom?” 

“I read, darling. I have been studying English literature and reading British novels for twenty years. There is not a lot about the culture that will shock me. Oh, there is Terminal Five, you can pull in there,” she pointed out to Kate.

“Thank you darling,” she whispered as she hugged her daughter good-bye, “I’ll call you when I land.”

Kate, still in shock at her mother’s apparent worldliness, stood watching this fearless woman wheel her bag through the departure doors. Perhaps all her siblings’ concerns had been unwarranted.

Excitement swelled in Elizabeth’s chest as she pulled her luggage, wheels clacking, over the door track and into the terminal. She managed to maintain her outward dignity but struggled to suppress an urgent grin that threatened to shatter her calm façade. I’m here, I’m really doing this! she confirmed in a silent shout. 

Elizabeth found her gate and settled in for the forty-minute wait before boarding. She sat with her backpack between her feet reading a novel recommended by one of her more worldly friends when two women approached her. Surprised, she smiled up at them, closed her scandalous reading material and said, “Hello.” 

“Hi, I’m Sharon and this is Patricia. We are on this flight too,” she offered, gesturing to the electronic board above the Delta desk, “and we wondered if you might be taking the connecting flight to Ireland?” 

“Yes, I am,” Elizabeth said, wondering what they were up to. She thought these two looked innocent enough.

Patricia continued, “We are going to Ireland to attend a watercolor workshop and we guessed you might be an artist as well.” 

Bewildered, Elizabeth looked herself up and down and asked, hands outstretched, “What gave me away?”

“Well, you see, whenever we travel to workshop destinations we play this gate-waiting game for fun, and to kill time before the flight,” Patricia said. “So, we have become very good at picking out passengers like us. Come and meet the others.”

What a hoot these women are, Elizabeth thought. She had always felt a kinship with fellow artists, and it occurred to her now that she would not be traveling alone, at least not on the first leg of her trip. She joined the others, four in all, to get acquainted. She wasn’t even off the ground, yet her adventure had begun.

Air travel had always been exciting for Elizabeth. This flight would be the next most exciting since her very first to Fort Lauderdale on her honeymoon four decades ago. Even picking up or dropping someone else at an airport stirred a romantic urge in her. During their child-raising years, her husband had made sure that they flew away together every winter to some tropical paradise. Those beautiful memories combined with the adventure of discovering places altogether new thrilled her. 

Traveling on her own internationally would be a unique experience. However, at her first destination she would join a workshop group to study under a renowned water media painter and would be in the company of about fifteen other artists. The other unique factor was this trip’s destination, which would be far from tropical. She would visit Ireland, England and Scotland tracing her heritage, and treading the soil of her ancestors. This was the most romantic and adventurous thing she had done in years. 

Elizabeth and her companions spilled out of the Delta aircraft at JFK in New York in search of the gate for their connection to Shannon. She had never been in a New York airport and was astounded at the noise and congestion. 

To add further confusion, there was construction, which required her fellow passengers and herself to follow signs which led them to an exit, downstairs, onto the tarmac to take a bus coded to their terminal. After dragging their carry-on luggage off the bus, they were then required to climb two flights of stairs to reach the designated terminal wing. This was a long walk with carry-on luggage, and stressful due to the time constraints. The aisles and waiting areas were chaotic with a plethora of nationalities pushing past one another. 

She was separated from her companions in the mash but, finding the designated gate her anxiety ebbed and she sat to wait. She dismissed her irritation at the cacophonous din and tried to appreciate it as a bizarre art form. Like theater, it was a musical of humanity hustling through life. A limping woman groaned, leaning on a cart, a frustrated mother corralled her impatient children with hissed warnings, a businessman sat, immune, absorbed in the Wall Street Journal, people were speaking in tongues, and a baby cried as the loudspeaker blared above them all.

Everyone is talking, everyone straining to hear. Voices rose to be heard over the thrum of humans incoming and outgoing, focused on their own destination. Elizabeth sat, as if outside looking in, and observed this phenomenon of mankind pressed in time and space. Had she been unaware of this in the past or had she, like so many travelers caught up in her own drama, simply not noticed? Perhaps now, at this stage of her life, she was allowed the time to observe life in more detail.

A hand touched her shoulder. Her companions had found her in the throng of travelers standing, sitting, and waiting at their gate. Brought into their company again, Elizabeth relaxed and enjoyed the tales of their adventures to date. After she had settled a few minutes she said to her companions, “Shall we play?” They looked at her unsure. “Shall we see if we can identify more artists?” They laughed with wicked glee and did indeed make two more positive contacts and introductions. They were a coven of seven and growing!

Journal entry: April 2, 2017, 8:40 pm, CST.  I’m in a window seat on the port side of the plane that will provide a spectacular view of the cloud formations as well as the sunrise over Shannon when we arrive. Dinner will be served soon and then I hope I can sleep so I will be rested when we land. I will never understand why travel is so exhausting, it just is. The laptops are up and going, the kids have plugged into music and movies and the beverage carts are in the aisle. Later!

9:45 p.m., CST I’m back. Dinner consisted of green salad, cheese and crackers, with chicken pasta, and sweet biscuits for dessert. The lad next to me (I call him a lad because he is a very Irish young man), returned his tray to the steward with his salad uneaten. With a grandmother’s privilege, I asked him, “What would your mam say if she knew you hadn’t eaten your greens?” In an ever so charming brogue he explained, “I don’t eat grass, and she knows it.” I prayed that he’d keep his pretty teeth. Though my efforts to influence the young man had failed, I was consoled knowing that I was not, after all, on a mission, but on a vacation! The next day I see will be an Irish one.
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In the Beginning
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The lights in the cabin flickered and went to sleep mode. Elizabeth relaxed in her seat hoping to drift off. In her drowsy state, the memory of a similar semi-dark atmosphere pulled her back to a night nearly fourteen months ago.

It was, as it was in the beginning, the two of them alone. It was a serene, almost intimate space she recalled, despite its size. The tall, mullioned windows, blackened by night, reflected the flickering light from within.

In a slow scanning motion, she took in the space, as if collecting every detail for her memory, until at last it rested on the pedestal bearing the handsome urn. The strength of its steel, burnished to a warm patina, so perfectly representing this man’s persona. He preferred simple elegance. Her impulse was to approach and caress one last time the strong sleek shape which represented her husband of nearly forty years. Instead, she stood, hands clasped at her midsection before the altar and let every tender memory spill in silent tears.

Her visions faded as the chapel lights came up. She turned to see her twelve-year-old grandson carrying a huge spray of mixed white flowers. She thought of taking the burden from him, but she knew by his face, so reverent and brave, that if she did, it would deny him the privilege of contributing something. Everyone wanted to do something to help. Now, there was nothing left to be done. The presence of friends and family offering the comfort of their kind words would be enough to support her for now. 

“Where would you like this, Grandma?” Trevor asked in a quiet voice.  

“Thank you, Trev, I think it would be perfect, right there,” Elizabeth pointed, “on the floor in front of the altar.” He laid the broad bouquet gently and precisely in the center, not too far or too close, creating a perfect floral background for the steel gray urn. A simple, elegant focal point for the service. Trevor came back to stand at her side and whispered, “That makes a nice background for...” he hesitated, “for the urn, I think,” nodding his head in confirming approval.  

“Yes, it does indeed,” she replied, “well done.”

They returned to the vestibule where friends and family continued to gather, greeting one another and signing the guest book. Elizabeth wanted to know who had sent that extravagant and tasteful spray of flowers. Kevin, the son of an old and dear friend, sent them. Kevin’s mom died just three weeks before and Elizabeth knew he must still feel raw with the loss of her. She was touched and still in shock herself at the sudden tragic death of her friend. When she received the news, she decided not to convey it to her husband in his condition. 

Several plants had been delivered to the church also, but she thought them inappropriate for the altar. She touched each one tenderly and read each card feeling the wishes of the senders. She would enjoy them later at home.

Elizabeth felt a sense of peace flow over her when the service was about to begin. She floated in an aura of love and support generated by her children and grandchildren as they gathered around her for the six-p.m. requiem Mass. Harmonious renditions of hymns sung by the funeral choir greeted friends and family. Elizabeth had chosen a liturgy and music that would best represent her husband’s life. She smiled with pride as the sweet strings of her granddaughter’s viola cried out “Amazing Grace.”  

Though others around her sobbed and sniffled, she sat in a non-drug induced, peaceful haze. It was as if the Holy Spirit had cloaked her in a protective shield. She felt neither joy nor sadness, just peace until her eldest daughter and her siblings took the dais. While she watched them struggle to maintain dignity while lauding the fun loving and supportive man who was their father, she was at once proud and pierced. What mother does not feel her children’s pain? She fought back her tears and rewarded their courage with a proud smile.

Final blessings were given, and an invitation extended to all to attend a celebration of life gathering at their community golf club. She stayed behind visiting with and thanking those who had come to the church but would not be at the club house. 

Everyone was taking care of everything. She had nothing at all to worry about. Her responsibilities as a wife had come abruptly to an end. The novice widow wrapped in her gray wool cape stepped out into the biting wind of that bitter February night, feeling stripped of her identity and purpose.

The club house was packed. Voices and glasses lifted. Dan would have been pleased, she mused. Images of him and his accomplishments were everywhere, along with people sharing unforgettable memories of him. Elizabeth was pleasantly calm but wondered when this out-of-body experience was going to end. In the hum of voices and her husband’s favorite music, she made her way through the crowd receiving hugs and distributing thanks. 

A strong gentle arm came around her shoulder, “How are you doing, Mom?” 

“Oh, just fine, Patrick, thank you.” 

Gesturing to the buffet he said, “Did you try the food? It’s great.” 

“No, but I’m just about to. Would you get me a drink, darling?” 

“An adult beverage?” he asked with his father’s devilish crooked smile. 

“It’s an Irish funeral, isn’t it?” she responded with a sardonic grin. 

How had I missed the buffet? she wondered. Under any other circumstance she would have been one of the first to enjoy the spread. Apparently, no one else had missed out, it was ravaged. She made a small plate and found herself alone for the first time, watching the world go on.

There was their eldest son Dan Jr., the family ambassador, remembering and greeting all the old townsfolk from years ago. Christine and Kate stood together reacquainted themselves with second cousins from Wisconsin. The good Deacon, married to her niece, visited with Simon while Ellie and Nora caught up.

“Where’s Michael?” she asked Patrick when he returned with her drink, “I haven’t seen him or Adrian?” 

“Michael is at home in bed, Mother, where a fifteen-month-old should be. Believe me, you wouldn’t like him nearly as well when he hasn’t had his proper sleep. Adrian’s in the ladies’ room, again.” 

“Is she feeling all right?” she asked concerned.

“Adrian? Yes. Healthy as a horse and never better than when she’s pregnant,” he confided with a roguish lift of his brows. “No need to worry about the horse getting out of the barn now.”

She couldn’t help but grin at his youthful, carefree take on life despite his rapidly growing family responsibilities.

Christine squeezed through the crowd and whispered to her mom, “I think some people may be leaving soon. Should I continue to replenish the trays?”

“Whatever you think, dolly,” she said, appreciating that they all still came to her for approval even though they were fully capable of making those decisions on their own. Tonight, she would leave it to everyone else to make the decisions. Tomorrow she might wake and find her feet finally on the ground and the harsh realities of life greeting her. 

Then the thrumming engines carried her off to sleep.
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The Irish Experience
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A brilliant light streaming through the window woke Elizabeth. She scrambled for her camera and threw open the sunshade to start shooting the sunrise breaching the eastern horizon. The varied textured cloud cover below created fantastical scenes of windswept deserts, forest rooftops and icy blue glaciers. She continued to shoot the extraordinary scenery until the plane became engulfed in the clouds on its descent. 

Oh, Ireland! She had returned to her roots. Her great grandfather, John McCloud, had emigrated from County Cork, Ireland, during the potato famine in 1846. He had taken a chance at life in a new world and survived when tens of thousands had perished. It was a thrilling realization that this was the ground her ancestors walked upon. Elizabeth felt that she was sharing some of the excitement her ancestor must have felt when he set foot on American soil.

Journal entry: April 3, 2017, 9:30 a.m. Shannon, Ireland.

On the ground in Shannon the sky is overcast but not rainy, the air mild and humid. I took in a deep breath of air to get a taste of Ireland and found it was indeed unique. Green, if one can taste green. What a difference a flight can make. There is no chaos here, except for that which we bring. Clean open space where polite attendants greeted us to the soft lilt of Irish folk music. We, the coven, as I referred to them, gathered again in yet another terminal to await the arrival of flights carrying more artists who would join our workshop group.

Elizabeth sat in the café with a few hungry friends enjoying tea and a pastry when they heard uplifted voices and noticed a surge of movement toward the exiting doors. Their transportation had finally arrived, and their group coordinator began directing the artists to the bus. They were nineteen in all, including, she realized, a few spouses of artists along for sightseeing, golf, and the Irish experience. 

On board they were officially welcomed, introductions were made, and attendance taken. Elizabeth was impressed that their illustrious instructor had accompanied the coordinator to greet them at the airport. Steven Quiller was charming as well as talented. In his warm easy manner, he spoke to them about their itinerary during the forty-five-minute drive to Lisdoonvarna. She thought of him as good looking, if not more so, than his younger photos. He was what you might call Gaelic-like handsome, she thought, somewhere between a gnome and a knight. There was an alluring twinkle in his brilliant blue eyes when he talked of his passion. She was eager to know the man and see him in action at his easel. 

Apologies were made in advance by the coordinator who said it was her job to be tough one and keep us on schedule during our demanding itinerary over the next nine days. As a result of her instruction, when they arrived at Burren Castle, everything went like clockwork. 

A cold buffet lunch awaited them in the dining room at their castle/hotel. The abundant supplies provided were distributed after lunch, including brushes, paints, and watercolor pads, all fitted into a sturdy canvas backpack. 

Elizabeth lifted the bag to carry to her room and found it weighing nearly 25 pounds including the elaborate easel. “I’m exhausted,” she murmured. “I wonder if it is jet lag?” 

She climbed the narrow stairs to the second floor and found her room in this converted castle was in the middle of farmland. It was a private room, ensuite, with a huge picture window overlooking a pasture grazed by the largest cows she’d ever seen. “I’m in Irish heaven,” she sighed, mesmerized by the moody, misty sky changing, bringing a different picture into view each time she looked.

The travelers were encouraged not to nap so she decided to bathe and rest before changing for dinner. She stretched out on her bed anticipating her first authentic Irish dinner.

When Elizabeth made her appearance in the lounge, it was packed with travelers grateful to have reached their destination. Everyone had a drink in hand and a smile on their face. There was one bartender tapping beer and another pouring wine. Elizabeth wasn’t in the mood for either so ordered her cocktail of choice, Tanqueray and seven. She carried her drink with her to the dining room which offered random seating. Of the main course options, she chose the salmon. Excellent choice, as she would come to find in the coming weeks, that you can’t go wrong with Irish salmon or lamb. The salmon was incredibly flavorful, perfectly prepared and served plated with roasted root vegetables. During the pudding (dessert), a lunch menu was provided from which to choose the fare for the following day’s excursion. The evening closed with further instructions regarding breakfast and the importance of being on time. Elizabeth, too tired to pick up her novel, set the alarm and crashed.

Breakfast was from 7:30 to 8:30, allowing plenty of time to order hot dishes from the kitchen or select from a sideboard of porridge, breads, oatcakes, yogurt, fruit and juice. She was welcomed at any table where there was seating which would allow her to sit with different artists each day. Tea and coffee were served. Elizabeth felt very well cared for, even spoiled. She wondered if this is what it’s like to be among the idle rich. She filed through the lobby, dropped off her key and collected her bagged lunch while her supplies were being loaded into the cargo hold of the tour bus. 

It was what they call in Ireland, a soft day. Yellow light filtered through an overcast morning. It wasn’t raining but the humid air condensed, moisturizing and cooling the flesh. She felt a little congested and a bit dreamy when she emerged from the castle to the front patio where Steven’s easel was erected.

She focused on his demonstration of color theory and the explanation of his own color pallet. Elizabeth was thrilled to discover that Steven Quiller was not only a uniquely talented painter but a skilled instructor as well. She was mesmerized when he moved on to do a quick demo on the use of his pigments and watery technique. 

She watched with fascination as the intellectual instructor seemed to shed his skin allowing the naked artist to emerge. He was soon lost in his creative craft though still able to spout a phrase now and then to draw our attention to a vital point.

He found his rhythm and literally swayed with the anticipated strokes as if the brush was pulling him. When caught up in his frenzy of control, he would fling his wet brush away to release excess water. Bystanders soon discovered a safe range from which to observe. There seemed to be no safe range for Steven however, who managed to come away from his easel looking splattered, stained and sated.  

Back on board the bus, a head count was taken and then their attention was directed to Brian, the bus driver, who began to share his vast knowledge of County Clare’s history and Irish culture, as well as sharing his ancestry and many wonderful stories. The Irish are gifted storytellers with a rich sense of humor. She would not refer to Brian again as the bus driver, but as an Irish Ambassador and tour guide, par-excellence. The tour of County Clare included the historic estate of Cornelius O’Brian where the Catholic nun, St. Bridget, earned her Sainthood and fame by miraculously acquiring land from the stingy landlord on which to build a church.

How Steven looked after a day on the moors! Ruddy cheeks, sandy hair windblown, this talented, passionate man was very appealing. She was smitten. His charisma had captured her heart and made her aware that she was indeed capable of love again. As she dwelt on that thought, her many conditions began to mount. Age, fitness, intelligence, and financial stability were just the few which flew immediately to mind. It was probably just a dream that she would ever meet a man who could meet her requirements. He would have to be quite an extraordinary man. Elizabeth left that thought for another time, feeling proud of her independence and lofty standards.

Journal Entry: Day Two, Lisdoonvarna  

What a great day. Steven is amazing! His colors brilliant, his brave wet strokes stunning. I painted but I couldn’t finish anything. I took photos so I can finish them later. He said I made a good start but that I needed to work more quickly and loosely. I’m so tired and congested that I can’t focus for very long. There is a tea set-up in my room of which I am taking full advantage. I’ll read a little “Shades of Gray,” sleep and pray I feel better tomorrow.

The heavy head and exhaustion she woke with the next morning, suddenly became something she recognized. It wasn’t jet lag at all, but a sinus infection. Panic struck. Help - where to get help? She would skip today’s trip and attend to her condition because it would only grow worse. She approached the hotel desk completely at the mercy of Irish hospitality and inquired after a doctor. A European-accented young woman, Swiss she said, who assured her that she would contact the local physician for an appointment. Elizabeth sat in the lobby to wait. 

A cab arrived twenty minutes later to escort Elizabeth to the village of Lisdoonvarna. Friendly and politely, the driver ushered her into the passenger seat on the left side of his van and compassionately inquired about her comfort. Ten minutes later she stood before the doctor’s reception desk, fog-headed and weary as she relayed her symptoms. She was shown a seat in the tiny waiting area and told that Doctor Collins had just two patients before her. 

Despite her growing discomfort and creeping temperature, she enjoyed the friendly exchange between other patients who all seem to be related somehow. Once their tongues began to roll, only a native could understand what they were saying, but Elizabeth thought that the lovely lilt of their language was like poetry.

She reached for her purse to retrieve her insurance card and have cash ready but was horrified to find she didn’t have it. Had she left it in the taxi van or the hotel lobby? Sheepishly she confronted the receptionist once more, explaining her dilemma. The two receptionists looked at one another and one said, “You call Michael and I’ll call the Burren.” Elizabeth held her breath listening to their inquiries until Fran smiled up at her and informed her that her purse had been found on the lobby sofa and that someone was on the way with it presently. At that, she released her breath and thanked them both profusely. She returned to her seat thinking what a wonderful, accommodating place Ireland is, and felt well looked after by its compassionate, honest residents. 

Two hours later she was tucked up in her cozy room, dosed with antibiotics, sipping hot chicken soup. While resting and willing herself to heal, poignant memories of her year-long healing process rewound before her. 
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A Time to Heal
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February 2016

Elizabeth woke the morning after the funeral thinking, this is the first day of the rest of my life. Now there’s a cliche. Would the rest of her life be a series of cliches? She rolled over to check the time, 7:22 a.m., chuckled at herself and closed her eyes while she waited for her 7:30 alarm. She put her feet on the floor but, before rising, gave thanks to a merciful God who had released her husband from his long suffering. She gave thanks also that He had sustained her through these last five grueling years.

With further gratitude she reflected on the intervention of the hospice team to convince her that her loved one would be better cared for in a nursing home. They also shared with her the alarming statistics about failing health and even death to caregivers. She couldn’t bring herself to put him in a nursing home, but a higher power intervened.

It took Elizabeth three months to regain her strength after her husband’s seizure prompted an early admittance to the nursing home. The decision she had dreaded making had mercifully been taken from her. Thereafter, she visited him daily to monitor his care but, mostly, to reassure him of her love and devotion.

Today, devotion to her husband would no longer claim her time, but the demands of her immediate future would be all-consuming for a while. Now, she must take care of business before she could move on.

She would have to deal with Social Security, county governmental agencies, financial institutions, and insurance companies, all of whom would require death certificates. How grim it all sounded.

She surprised herself at how confident she felt about taking on all these new challenges. She realized that over the years, as her husband’s abilities declined, she had taken on more and more responsibility. It was about eight years ago that she began managing the business of their lives, one aspect at a time, beginning with their joint checking account when his handwriting became illegible. Without noticing, that slow transition had prepared her to be self-reliant.  

She was as prepared as she would ever be, and these things had to be done. The only pressure facing her now was the repeated calls from her eldest daughter Ellie, encouraging her to come down to Florida for some rest and relaxation. It wasn’t a pressure as much as an incentive to complete and put behind her these necessary and time-sensitive tasks.  

In her attempt to regain her physical and emotional strength, she enrolled in an exercise class three days a week and rejoined her fiction book discussion group at the library. She found her fellow readers most supportive and her reading experiences much richer now that she could give herself to it more completely. During Mass, when it came to pray for the faithful departed, she would bow her head and the tears would flow uncontrolled. They were not bitter or painful ones, but those shed in a simple healing release followed by a soothing comfort.  

She felt no bitterness or anger at being cheated as she had witnessed so often in surviving spouses. There was however, a lingering sadness for the loss of love and the physical touch of him. She knew she was healing and that his love would be with her forever. She said fervent prayers of gratitude for God’s mercy and the support of her family.

On weekday mornings, she sat with her coffee and open journal to record the events and emotions that filled her days and searched for the spirited woman she once had been. Day by day, entry by entry, she pursued that woman. 

Journal Entry, Memorial Day, 2016

I had a most extraordinary experience today. My niece and her deacon husband invited me to join them at an outdoor Memorial Day mass at Ascension Cemetery. This was the cemetery in whose mausoleum the remains of my husband had been entombed just four months earlier. I found them there standing behind the last row of folding chairs just as the procession of Knights of Columbus made their way up the makeshift aisle to stand guard at the altar.

I looked up after my communion prayers to find someone looking at me from the reflection of a window behind the temporary outdoor altar. I stood transfixed in the warmth of his serene expression. Fearful of losing the familiar face with his signature aviator sunglasses, I nudged my niece and gestured to the window. Four seconds later she gasped and whirled, wonder stricken and took me into a tight embrace. She too was convinced that Dan had appeared to us that day so we might know that he was present.

The crowd shifted as the Mass ended and the Knights of Columbus prepared to recess. The image was obscured. We searched the congregation for anyone resembling what we had both seen, to no avail. He was gone, but that image of his visitation will remain warm in my mind forever. 

Four months after burying her husband, Elizabeth finally checked off the last of her obligations. With thank you notes sent, government agencies satisfied, and finances in order she could now look to the future and plan that restorative trip to Tampa. 

A summer full of birthday parties, baseball games and family cookouts soon brought Elizabeth to October and her long-awaited visit with Ellie and Simon.

Elizabeth loved spending time with her children. The two sons and two daughters who lived near her had been more than attentive to her, however, spending time in Florida with her eldest daughter and husband would be a retreat. She would have all day to seek inspiration for her painting and writing but at night and on weekends she would have the benefit of family and their active social life. 

She packed swimsuits, sun dresses, art supplies, her camera and her laptop. One large bag held all she needed for a month.

It was her greatest hope that while there, her watercolors would again start to flow, and her writing would once more find its poetic tempo. 

She studied poetry texts and read wonderful English literature from her son-in-law’s library. Nature was beautiful, the ocean medicinal, while exercise and yoga made her feel physically fit... still, no artistic inspiration came.

Two and a half weeks after arriving, Elizabeth received a call offering her an opportunity to attend a watercolor workshop in Ireland in the Spring. It was as if a lifeline had been thrown to her pulling her from a stagnant present toward a flowing future. She immediately began to make plans.

For the remainder of her stay Elizabeth walked every day, drinking in nature, sketching, floating in the pool, studying the clouds and basking in the Florida sun. Eventually, her poetry began to spring from her morning journal. Her painting was more spontaneous, and less restricted. The days were flying by as she filled them with everything she loved. She began piecing together a future, one in which she could pursue the dreams of her youth.

Annie called from school in England, so excited to hear of her grandmother’s trip to Great Britain. Elizabeth spent hours looking through albums and reminiscing about the delights Annie had brought to her and her husband’s lives. She had read to her, rocked her to sleep for unwanted naps, and pushed her in her stroller until she insisted on walking. She recalled the Irish dance classes and fêtes she attended later and the art and sewing projects they did together. She was proud of Annie and pleased to have been part of her early learning years. This trip would give her a chance to see Annie again. Looking forward to these events sent her spirits soaring.

Socializing outdoors with friends and neighbors was a weekly event in the lifestyle of those who live in eternal summer. Elizabeth had always taken pleasure in watching her children interact socially. Now she found herself avidly drinking in this new generation of virile young husbands and multi-tasking wives. 

She scrutinized the women who seemed so focused on their own careers and children that they gave little attention to their men. How could they pay so little attention to them? she thought. 

When had she become a voyeuristic couple watcher? This was a whole new generation of marital behavior she decided. She had better seek company her own age or drown in frustration.

Her daughter’s neighbors invited them all to a cookout pool party on the Saturday before she was due to return home. She enjoyed being with young people and watching the kids play in the pool. She was having a great time, sipping her second drink, and feeling no pain. Then, when bowls of sides and salads hit the table and the meat came sizzling off the grill, there was a defined change in the group dynamics. Individual guests reformed into couple units as they prepared to dine. She saw them seek each other out and come together to feed their children. Suddenly Elizabeth was stricken with her singleness, tears welled in her eyes, she turned and walked away to let the emotion pass in private. That was the first of many times that she would feel this pain in the coming months. 
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Medicinal Coffee
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April, Lisdoonvarna, Ireland 

Elizabeth woke the next morning feeling the healing effects of the drugs and a solid night’s sleep. Determined not to miss another moment of this experience, she swallowed her antibiotics and went to breakfast. She wondered why Steven, Colleen and Brian had their heads together in discussion while the artists focused on camaraderie over their bountiful Irish breakfast. She soon found out when Colleen announced that due to today’s harsh weather, their itinerary had been rearranged. The bus would be taking us to a nearby location today with the option for those less-hearty artists to spend the morning at a local pub. 

Though the heavy humidity might be good for her congestion, she thought shelter from the cold wind would be preferable. The pub it is! She was accompanied by three of her Chicago companions and six more. Chiding remarks were lightly hurled by their heartier fellows, calling them wimps and tourists as the ten clambered off the bus in the driving rain to find shelter in the quaint roadside establishment.

Elizabeth thought, “What does one order in an Irish pub at 10:00 a.m.? We can’t just occupy this business‘ space and not order.” Someone asked for coffee. The bar tender asked if they wanted Irish or American coffee. The room lightened just a few kilowatts when the thought of Irish coffee illuminated each brain. Orders of coffee all around sent the proprietress scurrying to make several pots of fresh coffee. Steaming mugs, not all Irish, some Italian, and some Mexican were held up to toast a harsh Irish day. It was a happy gathering of contented souls. All that was needed to make it a real party would be a bodhran player and a few Irish songs.

In the following days, she and her fellow artists endured rainy, as well as fair days to capture the beauty of this historic marked ancient land. Elizabeth liked it here and loved the people. She felt a definite ancestral tie to this green land, if only it could be a bit dryer.

The days flew by filled with inspiring instruction, amazing scenery, and crammed full of fascinating Irish history and culture. Before she knew it, her wonderful Irish experience was coming to an end. It was the last day of the workshop. After breakfast they each scheduled time to meet in the shed to pack their paintings and supplies to be shipped home. In the afternoon, the bus would take them into the village for one last opportunity for souvenir shopping and lunch.

Tired, but driven to capture the last bit of culture before she left this magical land, she boarded the bus, embraced the chill and horizontal rain to visit everything of cultural interest on this last day. She battled the whipping wind as she ran from shop to shop, imagining what life must have been like for her ancestors not so many generations past. She visited the wool center and understood the value of a good wool garment against this harsh environment and appreciated the amount of work it required to produce. For her ancestors in a small dirt floored stone structure, a brick of peat and a few yards of wool was all that lay between them and the frigid damp. Elizabeth sampled their staple foods and imagined suppers of brown bread, cheese and ale consumed in the darkness of a stone croft while huddled near an aromatic peat fire. She had learned about, and had come to admire the hearty stock from which she had come. These were the treasures she would carry away from Ireland. 

On the return to the hotel, their coordinator invited each artist to bring a piece of work or share a special story of their experience with the group at the farewell dinner that night. None of her paintings, she felt, were significant enough to share but she had so much to say about her experience. Physically spent, she took a bath and rested before dinner. Her head spun as she recalled days saturated with rich lore, verdant landscapes, pure food, generous camaraderie, artists, amazing instruction, and she was moved with emotion. With a hot cup of tea, she sat at the tiny desk in her room, and poured out her feelings in a poem.

***
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Ode to a Painter

SHADES OF GRAY  by Elizabeth Dare

Ireland is alive with shades of gray

When it comes to shapes, values, and play

Our artist Steven has something to say

With rhythmic dance and passionate strokes

The magic he attempts to invoke

Juicy brushes and paper wet, wet

(Irish) If ner’ you’ve seen ‘im you’ve seen nothin’ yet

He sways to a rhythm, laying in blues

While spattering innocent by-standing shoes

With brushes wide, and keen blue eyes

He renders the wind and captures the sky

Deftly lifting with a flick of a brush

Even a man’s man has cause to flush

Then laying in a sweet Violet Rose

He leaves the rest of us curling our toes

No signature needed; He has his own look

The grays he creates surpass the book!

***
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Elizabeth read it aloud after dinner, receiving rave applause from the affirming group of artists. Her biggest compliment came with a request for a copy from Steven himself.

Tonight, she would pack for her next destination, England, and parts north. 

How could anything compare to Ireland? she wondered.
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Bleary-eyed after waking at four thirty, Elizabeth climbed aboard the bus that would return her to Shannon Airport. This flight was called a jumper, from Shannon across Ireland, then over the English Channel to Birmingham, England, in just under an hour. Simon’s sons were expecting her and would meet her at Birmingham Airport, so she texted them with her arrival time. 

Simon, her son-in-law, was a widower who brought to the family two young boys when he married Elizabeth’s eldest daughter, Ellie. Matthew and James had trained Elizabeth in her grand-mothering skills, so she was well prepared when sister Annie and all their cousins came along. She dearly loved her grandchildren, all eleven of them and counting.

Elizabeth had been granny/nanny to Annie until she began nursery school at age three and a unique bond was formed as a result. In a few days Elizabeth would see her as a full grown female academic, working towards her degree in Environmental Science at Warwick University.

When Elizabeth stepped off the plane in Birmingham, she found that England could indeed compete with Ireland, at least in the weather category. It was overcast with the chill of early Spring in the air.

Matthew and James greeted her with grins and hugs, telling her how well she looked. She fluffed her hair and thanked them for their kind lies, knowing their flattery was from love’s blind eyes. They collected her bags, stuffed them into the boot of the sedan and wheeled away asking, “Are you hungry, Gran?” 

“I’m starving! I haven’t had anything since a cold breakfast on the bus at five this morning and coffee at the airport.”

“Splendid,” said Matthew from behind the wheel, “We promised you a proper English fish and chips on your next trip, so that is what you’ll have.” Soon off the highway and onto narrow, curving country lanes through Midland farmlands, they were spinning around round-abouts, and all on the wrong side of the road. 

James asked, “How was the food in Ireland?” 

She remembered what good little eaters they were when they were boys. Apparently, their interest in food had not waned as adults. Elizabeth replied, “I must admit surprise at how wonderful the meals were, after your dad warned me to expect nothing more than cabbage and potatoes.” The boys laughed. She went on, “I was delighted with the fresh greens and rich flavors of the salmon and lamb, not to mention Ireland’s delicious dairy products. I’ve even written a rebuttal poem for your dad, regarding the fare of Galway and Clare.”
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