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        Swansea, Massachusetts

      

      

      Time slowed as I watched my wedding rings tumble downward, bouncing a couple times off the rock. I fell to my knees and a pathetic whimper escaped my mouth as I heard the first clink against the stone.

      I had slipped the two rings off my finger to cradle them in my palm. Warm and bright, no one would guess they taunted echoes of a failed marriage. When I stretched out my left hand, glaring at my naked fingers, I couldn’t imagine my hand without them, couldn’t imagine who I was without Matt to define me. Sudden anger had made me tremble. I’d been faithful. I’d held up my end of the wedding vows. This was not how things were supposed to be.

      Fumbling with the rings, I’d gripped them tight with my right hand, prepared to shove them back on my ring finger with force, but they’d slipped from my quaking fingers.

      I remembered what Dad taught me to do when I dropped something.

      Don’t lunge after it. Stop, think. Let your eyes follow what you’ve lost. You’ll see where it’s gone. Then, Sarah, you’ll be able to get it back.

      Strange how when I told my parents Matt was leaving me, Dad hadn’t encouraged me to stop and think. He’d told me to fight for my husband. He wanted to know if I planned to live on alimony for the rest of my life.

      My blood ran like ice. I caught a glimpse of platinum, then nothing. I’d have to search on my knees for hours if I expected to find them.

      I sighed heavily and stood to take in the scene I’d come for in the first place. The massive boulder stood solid beneath my feet. Like an ancient warrior, it offered majestic security, and I gleaned comfort from it. This rock wouldn’t betray me. It wouldn’t crumble beneath me as my marriage had.

      Maybe that’s why I came here whenever problems encroached upon my life, pressing in, squeezing tight. My neighbor, Barb, had first introduced me to these hiking paths, and to this rock. Abram’s Rock. She told me stories of the boulder—legends, really—and though I wrote them off as fictional, I found myself returning here in times of need over the past eleven years, bonding with the sensation that another had indeed suffered in this place too.

      Much older now, Barb hadn’t been able to make the trip here in years. But that didn’t change my attachment to this place.

      I looked down to where jagged rocks and hard earth met, swaying before me until I grew dizzy—though likely more from my circumstances than the incredible height of the rock. The scent of pine and warm earth wafted through the air. Bright sunshine pooled around me.

      I hadn’t seen it coming. My husband of seventeen years wanted a separation and I couldn’t fathom why.

      Or so I told myself. Yet was that really true? Matt and I had been distant of late, though I chalked it up to busyness—a mere ebb in the many up-and-down waves of any normal marriage.

      I thought of Kyle. How would such a break affect our son?

      As I started down the gentle slope of the opposite side of the boulder, my cell phone vibrated in my pocket. Its upbeat tone rattled the peaceful quiet of the forest.

      My heart ricocheted inside my chest at the thought of hearing Matt’s voice on the other end of the line. Maybe he’d realized his mistake. Maybe⁠—

      I fumbled to see the screen and gulped down the bubble lodged in my throat. My sister, Essie.

      “Hey.”

      “I thought you’d be at the hospital. Where are you?”

      I groaned. What with calling out of my shift two days in a row, I wouldn’t be on the director’s good list, that was for sure.

      I picked my way toward the base of the rock, to where I thought the rings had fallen. “I’m in the woods, trying to find the lost symbols of my marriage.”

      “I take it you won’t be done in another hour or so, then?”

      “Ha. Ha.” My sarcasm fell flat when I told my sister what I’d done with my wedding rings.

      “Your marriage can’t be hopeless, Sarah.”

      I leaned over a hollow area between two rocks. Dead leaves cradled the middle. No rings.

      “What’s Matt’s deal anyway? Did you two talk anymore last night?” Essie’s assertive voice knocked against my eardrum.

      I knew what she was thinking. Another woman. I’d already entertained the thought. It was one of the many reasons I found myself seeking the solitude of the woods.

      “No, and he left before I got up this morning.” I’d made sure of it.

      “Well maybe you two can work through this. Lots of couples go through slumps.”

      Was “taking a break,” as Matt put it, a slump? I grabbed hold of a tree branch and pulled myself up the first part of the steep slope, on top of a massive rock that created a small cave. “Working through a marriage requires two people. Matt doesn’t want to work. He wants out.”

      “Come out with me and the girls tonight. Get your mind off things.”

      I scrambled for an excuse. “Kyle has a track meet.”

      “Come after.”

      “I planned on taking Kyle out. You know, talk things over.”

      Essie snorted. “The person you need to talk to is Matt.”

      “I—I’m not ready.” This could be worse than a simple “break.” There could be another woman. Matt could insist on divorce. My chest began to quake. “I have to go.”

      “Call if you change your mind.”

      I hung up the phone, shoved it in the pocket of my jeans, and resumed searching for my wedding rings with newfound exuberance. For what must have been an hour I pushed aside leaves, scraped crevices with my fingernails, stepped back to search for a glint of platinum beneath the sun’s waning rays. Nothing. I sat at the base of the rock and let the tears come.

      In the aftermath of my quaking sobs, a numbing quiet overtook my soul.

      This place seemed timeless, as though here the channels of time sometimes overflowed their banks. It reminded me that many other women had walked these very trails, and I felt certain some of them must have known a pain similar to mine.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with Matthew James Rodrigues. Not according to my parents, anyway.

      The first time Matt showed up on my doorstep, Dad took one look at his rumpled hair, his Elvis tattoo, and his idling jalopy and told him he could take a long hike off a short pier if he thought he’d get anywhere near his daughter.

      Back then, Matt had been nothing more than a teenager with a lawnmower, a shovel, and a good tan. But he had something else—business smarts. He knew how to work people.

      He knew how to work me.

      He used to visit me at the high school lunch table while all my friends tittered not-so-conspicuously. I still didn’t know why he approached me that first time to introduce himself. I wasn’t anything to look at. Matt smelled like fresh wood shavings from the vocational shop. His rugged dark looks and persistence caught me off guard.

      Before long, I was begging Daddy to change his mind about Matt. He didn’t budge.

      “Do you think I worked hard all these years to have my oldest daughter marry some trailer trash? And a Catholic at that?”

      He said Catholic as if the devil himself had spawned the religion. As if half the boys I went to school with weren’t Catholic. As if it were some pagan religion requiring child sacrifice.

      “I don’t want to marry him, Daddy. I just want to get to know him.”

      “No. End of conversation.” He went away mumbling about how he should have never taken the pastorate position in New England all those years ago.

      I snuck off to meet Matt that night. It was the first time I’d disobeyed my parents.

      Matt was a year older than me and had a Volkswagen with a tape deck. That first night we drove to Newport, listening to Elvis tapes. Matt wasn’t like other boys I knew, listening to Pearl Jam or Billy Joel. He liked what he liked, whether it was popular or not.

      He liked me.

      I’d never known such attention before and I fell. Hard. Every night I snuck out my bedroom window to the end of the long drive where Matt’s car waited. We went everywhere the water was, but that summer our favorite place was Newport. We shared our dreams beneath a vast sky. Matt told me about his fatherless childhood, how he avoided his trailer park home—and his mother—whenever he could. He hated being poor and vowed that someday he’d be successful.

      My dreams seemed less important beside his. More than anything, I wanted to see him succeed. And I wanted to be by his side when he did.

      I lost my virginity in a fold of earth alongside the flat rocks of Newport one warm August night. I still remember the crash of the waves, the spray of the surf, Matt’s arms around me, his heart beating heavy against mine.

      The night I told my parents I was pregnant was the worst night of my seventeen years.

      Mom cried. Daddy got so red in the face I thought he’d split open and burst like one of the overripe tomatoes in Mom’s garden. He said God would curse me for my sin and if I didn’t repent I was on the road to hell. Then he left the house—Mom, in tears, calling out after him.

      I felt sure my father went to find Matt and kill him. Instead, he dragged him back to our house, and inside for the first time. I could scarcely look at him from my petrified spot on the bottom of the red-carpet steps.

      “You will marry my daughter.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And you will provide for her if it takes every ounce of your strength. Is that understood?”

      I felt Matt’s gaze on me and I looked at him, telling him with my eyes I was sorry. I knew he wished it wasn’t this way.

      “Yes, sir.”

      And that was as close to a proposal as I’d ever gotten.

      Matt quit school to mow lawns and landscape yards full time. Three months later we’d both turned eighteen. I graduated and Matt saved up enough money to rent us a room at the Holiday Inn on the night of our wedding. It was a simple affair, with only my parents and Essie and Lorna, Matt’s mother, at the ceremony.

      When I lay with him that night, Kyle already grew strong within my womb. I nestled my head in the crook of Matt’s shoulder, felt a tear on his cheek.

      “Are you sorry you married me, Matthew Rodrigues?” I asked, scared to death of the answer.

      He grabbed my wrists and pulled me on top of him. Shook me slightly. “I never want to hear you say that again, you understand me Sarah Rodrigues? I love you. I will always love you.” He crushed me to his chest. “You saved me, Sarah. You saved me.”

      I never asked what exactly it was I saved him from. Now I wonder—if I’d saved him so good back then, why was he so eager to get rid of me now?
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      I stared at the pristine quartz countertop of my kitchen. Atop the perfect marbled specks of black and green sat a loaf of bread. I’d taken it from the breadbox without thinking.

      I shoved the loaf back into the box with a bit more force than necessary. Matt could make his own stupid lunch. I opened the refrigerator, searching for comfort food.

      The front door opened and I straightened so fast I slammed my head on the inside of the fridge. Stifling a yelp, I rubbed my head and closed the refrigerator door too hard.

      Kyle walked into the kitchen, dumped his backpack on a stool, then sat at the breakfast bar. “Hey Mom. You okay?”

      Oh, how to answer that question.

      I released a frustrated sigh and shook off the hurt. “I’m fine. I thought you had a meet this afternoon. I was going to head out in a few minutes.”

      “Dad called, said he’d take me. He wants to ask me something.”

      Ask him? More like tell him his decision to leave his wife and son.

      I looked at Kyle, nearly an adult. Lucky for him, he’d inherited both his father’s height and looks. More and more lately, I noticed a younger version of Matt in our son. Those brown eyes, so like his father’s until . . . until when? Until he’d married me? Until the combination of stress and success had rubbed the shine from them? When had my husband stopped being happy?

      I blew a strand of hair from my face. “I guess I’ll meet you two there, then.”

      Kyle grinned, a shadow of guilt playing on his dark features. “Dad said something about us catching up. Mine is one of the first races, so even though Coach’ll kill me, I’m going to skip the rest. Dad has a meeting tonight so it’s the only time we can talk.”

      Behind Kyle, the grandfather clock my great-aunt handed down to us called out the hour with four simple chimes. I loved that clock. Always steady, always persistent, even through the night while we slept and didn’t pay it any attention.

      If only husbands could be counted on half as well.

      “I thought this was a big meet.”

      Kyle shrugged. “Aren’t you the one always telling me family’s more important?”

      “Okay . . . I guess I’ll meet you guys there, then.”

      “Don’t even bother, Mom. D-R has the top sprinter in the state. Enjoy the rest of your day off. I can hang with Dad.”

      Did he not want me there?

      “I don’t care if you come in last. I love watching you run.”

      He shrugged. “Whatever makes you happy.”

      But I had a terrible sense he really didn’t want me to come. Had Matt said something to him? We should all talk together, shouldn’t we, as a family?

      I brushed off the feeling, tried to convince myself it was only my imagination.

      A warm arm came around me and I gave my son a hug, grateful he still let me. When we parted, I tapped him on the top of his chest, and when he looked down I chucked him on the chin. “No worries, kiddo. Go out there and whip those Falcons, okay?”

      He kissed my cheek and ran upstairs to change. Ten minutes later he was out the door, his father’s shiny Rodrigues Landscaping truck waiting in the drive.

      I headed upstairs to the master bathroom, peeled off my clothes, and pulled on some jeans. Who was Matt to dictate me missing my son’s race?
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        * * *

      

      I checked my makeup in the rearview mirror and grabbed my purse from the passenger seat. Just before my fingers pulled the handle of the door, I thought of my husband, certainly in the bleachers, ballcap on, watching our son complete warm-ups.

      Something like a lead weight settled in my stomach. I remembered the last time I’d seen him—night before last. The way he’d stood at the mantel, one hand on it, facing the window. Telling me he needed a break. He didn’t want to be with me.

      Bitter bile gathered in the back of my throat. I thought of Kyle’s not-so-subtle persuasion that I not come to his race, and quite suddenly my hand felt too heavy to pull open the door.

      I grabbed my keys back up and started the Mercedes. Half an hour later I walked into Chardonnays, glanced around the posh room. A squeal from a corner booth caught my attention. Essie—dark blond hair primped and large silver hoops dangling at her ears—waved from the center of the group of women.

      I greeted the ladies and squeezed in next to Jen, Essie’s friend from college and now my coworker at the hospital. She gave me a sideways hug, a thousand unspoken words in the action.

      My sister always did have a big mouth.

      “So she told you guys, huh?” I ordered a chardonnay from the waitress.

      Across from me, Mariah reached out a perfectly-manicured hand. “I’ve been there, honey. I know it hurts like hell now, but when he’s dishing out those alimony checks, he’s the one who’s gonna be groaning.”

      Essie slapped Mariah’s arm. “I didn’t say they were getting a divorce, stupid.”

      Mariah stared blankly between Essie and me. “I thought you said⁠—”

      “A break. I said he wanted a break.”

      Mariah raised her eyebrows and grimaced, as if to say, What’s the difference?

      Indeed. Besides a few signatures, what was the difference?

      “My friend and her husband split apart for a time and it did wonders for their marriage,” Katie said from where she sat on the other side of my sister. “Maybe good will come of this yet, Sarah.”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Listen, I appreciate you all trying to make me feel better, but I didn’t come here for sympathy. I just want to get my mind off things.”

      They nodded their heads. An awkward silence filled the table as the waitress brought my wine.

      “How are the boys?” I asked Jen.

      She sipped her drink. “Let’s just say I needed this night out more than any of you. Would you believe I left those boys alone for ten minutes outside and next thing I know they’re making our shed into their own personal bathroom? Complete with a beach pail urinal.” She stuck her tongue out. “I’m lucky I got to it before they decided to do more than pee in it because believe me, that was coming next.”

      Katie laughed. “At least your kids are old enough to be alone for a few minutes. I got in an argument with my trash man today. He refused to take my trash because it was too heavy. I told him three infants in diapers don’t make light trash. He told me I should try cloth diapers.”

      Mariah wrinkled her nose. “You all are sure making me want to pop out a few. Rick’s been hounding me. I can’t imagine. I told him no ring, no babies. And truth is, I’m not even sure I want a ring that badly after all I went through with mistake number one.”

      Essie breathed in deeply, then out. Then again, with dramatic flair. I stifled a laugh. “What’s she doing?” I mouthed to Mariah.

      “It’s some yoga-Buddha technique she’s learning.”

      Essie, with much show, continued her breathing. “T’ai chi. I’m learning a calming technique. When I’m tempted to contribute to the complaints and negative thoughts of those around me, I try to center myself into a state of peace. You guys should try it. It works.”

      While I embraced—or rather, never contended—my parents’ faith, Essie had done everything to avoid it. Whether through self-help books, t’ai chi classes, a study on transcendentalism, or many hours on a shrink’s couch, she tried everything, drinking in each new venture with wholehearted enthusiasm.

      “Well I don’t know about the rest of you, but I didn’t come out tonight to center myself. I came to get a buzz and complain about life.” Mariah tipped back her gin and tonic.

      Jen flagged down the waitress and ordered nachos for the group. “I’m just happy to go back to work tomorrow and get a break from their shenanigans. We’re still short on CNAs though, so chances are I’ll be bleaching out bedpans anyway. Beach pails, bedpans . . . I suppose I’m destined to clean urine.”

      “‘The only person you’re destined to become is the person you decide to be.’ Ralph Waldo Emerson.” Essie tossed her honey-colored hair over her shoulder.

      “Will someone shut her up?” Mariah rolled her eyes.

      “Speaking of making your own destiny . . . Sarah, maybe now’s the time for you to do something more than bleaching out bedpans yourself. You’ve always talked about going back to school, becoming a nurse practitioner. Maybe now’s the time, sis.”

      I’d learned long ago not to be offended by Essie’s offhand comments. Still, I loved my part-time job as an RN. I didn’t even mind cleaning out the occasional bedpan. Besides, now was not the time to find my wings. Now was the time to stay grounded, to fight for my marriage, fight for my family. “I’m still processing the fact that my husband’s leaving me. I don’t think I’m ready to hurl myself into school just yet.”

      “Why not? Maybe now’s the perfect time. What else are you going to do when you’re not at the hospital your twenty hours a week?”

      “Remind me why I came tonight?” I said. Yes, I knew I had no life outside of work and my family, but it never mattered to me. Even now, I didn’t need anything else. Didn’t want anything else. What I needed was Matt, Kyle, and my part-time job.

      Essie crossed her arms and rested them on the table. “Sorry. Didn’t mean it like that. It’s just . . . you’ve been living for Matt and Kyle all these years, even for your patients. Maybe it’s time you did something for yourself.”

      Maybe she was right. I thought of the other night, of Matt standing at the mantel of our spacious living room, his hand rubbing the back of his neck, his soft yet piercing words.

      “I need some time, Sarah. Some time away to think. We need a break.”

      Suddenly all I’d worked for, all I put my hope in, unraveled before my eyes. Essie was right. What did I have to show for my thirty-five years? An outgoing, handsome son, yes. But what else? A broken marriage? A boxy, three-story colonial? A part-time job I’d originally taken as a step toward my true dream?

      I wanted to go back home, climb into bed, pull the covers over my head, and not come out again until God realized I did nothing to deserve this disorderly bump in my otherwise smooth life.

      Mariah’s face blurred before me. The room swayed. I fumbled for my purse and keys, throwing a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “I need some air.”

      I stumbled toward the door, my chest tight and my stomach queasy. My life was not supposed to fall apart like this.

      I pushed open the heavy black doors. The cool night air washed over me in swift waves. I sat on a bench and breathed deep. In and out. In and out.

      “Hey, that’s some good t’ai chi.”

      I looked at Essie, rubbing her sleeveless arms against the chill. She slapped my leg to signal me to move over before she sat. “I’m sorry, Sarah. I didn’t mean anything by it. I get it, and you’re right—it’s too soon to start rearranging your life. You haven’t even talked things through with Matt.”

      I nodded. Ground my teeth.

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “No. I think I am going to head home, though. I shouldn’t be out tonight. I should be home, trying to fix things.”

      Essie gave me a hug and walked me to my car. I slid into the silver Mercedes Matt bought me on my thirtieth birthday and lowered the window.

      “Sometimes things need to break,” Essie said. “That way they’re stronger when they’re put back together.”

      I forced a smile. “Who’s that, Henry David Thoreau?”

      “No, that’s an Essie Special.”

      I wagged my fingers at her and pulled onto Route 44.

      I didn’t want a broken marriage, a broken anything. After I married Matt, I’d worked hard to have my life—our lives—neat and orderly. Essie was wrong. Broken things never became stronger. They weakened, were more susceptible to damage. That’s why I kept Grandma Martha’s teacup on the top of my hutch where no one could see. If I ever dropped it again, it wouldn’t be a single crack.

      It’d be an unfixable mess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      I turned off Netflix when I heard the truck pull in the drive. I pushed my hair out of my face, stuffed the remote in the couch, stood, sat, then finally stood again as the door opened.

      Kyle entered first, his track bag and cleats slung over his shoulder.

      “Hey, how was the meet?”

      He shrugged. “Second place.” For one heart-wrenching moment when he looked at me I thought he’d burst into tears as if he were seven years old again and finding out the truth about Santa. Instead, he booked it up the stairs just as Matt crossed the threshold.

      My bottom lip quivered along with my stomach.

      My husband threw his keys in the woven basket atop the pine entry table, purchased from a top-end furniture store. I’d wanted to refurnish a table I found on the side of the road. Matt wouldn’t hear of it. “Hey.”

      I didn’t respond.

      He walked into the living room, sat in his La-Z-Boy, and splayed his fingers over the tops of his legs, as if poised for battle.

      I wanted to give him one. Either that, or a two-year-old’s tantrum. He had started it, after all.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      Yes, we did.

      “I told Kyle.”

      “And?”

      “He was upset.”

      “You don’t say?” I didn’t care that my sarcasm was ugly, I didn’t care that it certainly wouldn’t win him back. All I wanted to do was hurt him like he’d hurt me. Like he’d hurt our son.

      “No one’s saying this is for good, Sarah. Let’s get through the summer. I need some time to think, to get away.”

      To get away from me.

      “Why, Matt? Why all of a sudden do you need this?” I didn’t have the guts to ask if there was another woman.

      “We’ve been together for seventeen years, every day. Don’t you ever want some time to yourself?”

      No, I didn’t. I wanted to be with him. My husband, my best friend.

      Silence ate up the space between us. I studied his profile, the slight crook in his nose he’d incurred at the age of fifteen from one of his mother’s many boyfriends.

      His gaze fell to my left hand. “Made meatballs tonight?”

      Making meatballs. The only time I took off my rings. I didn’t want to lie to him, but I didn’t want to tell him I’d lost my wedding bands either. He’d know something was up when he didn’t find meatballs simmering on the stove.

      He shook his head, released a long sigh, letting the question drop. “Do you ever think that Kyle’s as old as we were that night your dad dragged me to your house?”

      The back of my eyelids burned. I swallowed down hot emotion. “Is that it, then?” Was our entire marriage only obligation to him? “You’ve done your time, now you want out?”

      He stood, fists clenched. “I didn’t say that. But that’s just like you to twist my words around, isn’t it? All I want is some time away, but you have me lining up lawyers.”

      I grabbed on to the hope that it could be so simple. Just some time away.

      I pressed my lips together. Arguing wouldn’t get us anywhere. “I’m sorry.” I stood, placed a hesitant hand on the tight muscles of his forearm. He’d worked hard all these years. For me, for Kyle. Maybe he did just need a break. “D-do you think we should see a counselor?” He turned toward me and I buried my face in his neck, inhaling the smoky scent of his cologne. The stubble beneath his chin brushed my forehead as I leaned in farther. “I don’t want to lose you,” I whispered.

      “You’re not losing me.” But his return embrace felt halfhearted, as though he offered it out of obligation. “And I’m not ready to do the counseling thing. Let’s just see where the summer takes us.”

      I wondered if this was his way of easing out of our marriage. I clung to him tighter, breathed him in, not caring how pathetic I looked.

      “There’s one more thing.” He dropped his arms and I concentrated all my efforts on restraining myself from seeking them again. “I’ve asked Kyle if he wants to spend the summer with me in Newport. He can work for the company and⁠—”

      I reeled back as if physically struck. “What?”

      “We have a couple big jobs in Newport. You know, the Waterman mansion and the new golf course going in. There’ll be plenty of work and it’ll give us some time together.”

      “It’s his last summer before graduation.”

      It seemed Matt was trying to pull every tangible thing that held me from beneath my feet.

      “He’d be at work all day anyway and out with his friends at night. I’ve been too busy this spring. This’ll give me some time with him. We can work together, catch up, play a few rounds of golf.”

      I couldn’t fault Matt for wanting to spend time with our son. Besides, if there was another woman, surely he wouldn’t want his son so close by.

      “Listen, I gotta run to the office for a few things. I’ll be home later, okay?” He gave me an awkward peck on the cheek. “I do love you, Sarah.”

      I forced a smile onto my lips, but it fell as soon as he left. He loved me, but clearly it wasn’t just our home or work or our family he needed a break from.

      It was me.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Matt’s suitcase sat on the bed in the guest bedroom. I called in sick again to work, for quite suddenly I did feel sick. I didn’t bother with my hair or makeup but took up residence on the couch with a box of tissues and the NBC website open on my laptop to catch up on This is Us. Several times the messy heap of dishes in the sink called to me, but each time I attempted to load the dishwasher another wave of nausea would send me to either the bathroom or the couch.

      Kyle came home after track practice and sat on the coffee table. I closed my laptop. I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t drown in pity. I should have at least checked in on Barb today—my elderly neighbor probably could have even put a smile on my face.

      I missed her. I’d go over as soon as I spoke to Kyle. It had been too long.

      “Hey honey. How was your day?” I said.

      “I’ve had better.”

      I sniffed. “So have I.” I put a hand on his knee. “You okay?”

      He shrugged. “I guess. Dad just said he needs some time . . .”

      “So he’s been feeding you the same lines too, huh?” I laughed, but the words reeked of bitterness.

      “Are you mad I’m going to stay with him for the summer?”

      I dragged in a deep breath, not wanting to let a lie escape and yet not wanting to hurt my son’s bruised feelings any further. “It’s good for you to be with your father. I’ll sure miss you though. You’re growing up so fast.” My voice cracked, betraying my emotion.

      Kyle’s mouth pulled into a straight line before he gave me a rare peck on the cheek. In it, I felt all he wanted to say, all the pity he felt for me. “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too, kid.”

      Except he wasn’t really a kid anymore. He went upstairs to his room, and though I told myself I’d get up and check on Barb in a few minutes, time passed and I couldn’t summon the strength to move. Instead, I curled into a tight ball.

      The day Kyle was born was the happiest of my life. Funny how just seven months earlier, sitting on my parents’ red-carpet stairs had been the absolute worst. Matt’s grin couldn’t have been wider as he held our squalling newborn son in his arms. He didn’t stop kissing him, kissing me. When we finally came back home to our small apartment with our bundle, no more than kids ourselves, I remember passing Kyle’s room where Matt rocked him. I didn’t miss my husband’s whispered words. “Thank you, God, for all of this.”

      Matt never spoke of God, especially not to me. Faith—religion—was the one thing we simply couldn’t find common ground on. So we’d just stopped talking about it altogether. It worked for us.

      But standing at the threshold of Kyle’s bedroom, staring at the back of my husband’s head and seeing my son’s puff of dark hair in the crook of his elbow, I too was overcome with gratitude. Surely Matt and I could find common ground in this, being thankful for our precious son. Conceived in a place of secret and passion, God had nevertheless shown us favor, brought good out of a mess.

      Four years later, when Matt and I were ready to have more children, God’s favor didn’t prove so tangible.

      “Sarah?”

      I sat up on the couch, rubbed my sleepy eyes, and swiped at a wet spot on the side of my mouth. I’d fallen asleep, and now before me stood my husband, suitcase in hand.

      “I just wanted to say good-bye.”

      It would have been easier if he had let me sleep.

      I slung my legs onto the floor. I wanted to yell at him for leaving, I wanted to clasp my arms around his legs and demand he stay.

      “Are you going to tell me where you’re staying—in case I need to get ahold of you?”

      “You have my cell. I left the address on the counter.”

      I nodded and tried to quell the burning sensation working up my throat.

      “I just paid the mortgage and the electric bill, so you should be good for a while. I’ll be by a week from Saturday to pick up the mail, and Kyle.”

      We were really having this conversation.

      I lifted my arms to him, then let them drop. He put a hand on the back of my head and leaned down to kiss my forehead. I regretted not doing my hair and makeup that morning. I regretted that my wedding rings were lost in the woods. I regretted falling asleep on the couch, waking up with bad breath. His last picture of me would surely not make him hesitate to leave.

      “Bye, honey,” he said, as if he were just leaving for a short business trip. My stomach twisted as he scooped up his keys and left. I opened my mouth to call out to him, but no sound came forth.

      Quiet filled the house, the grandfather clock eerily silent of its normal comforting ticks. Nausea climbed my insides.

      Matt and Kyle, they were what was truly important. They were my all. Without them, my life threatened to be swallowed up into a black hole of failure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you kidding me?”

      I tossed the bag of Reese’s Pieces I’d been nibbling onto the coffee table and craned my neck toward the door. “Nice of you to knock.”

      “Nice of you to return my phone calls.” Essie waltzed into my living room and turned off Downton Abbey. “Is this what you’ve been too busy doing—stuffing your face and watching addictive dramas?”

      I groaned. “I’ve been throwing up a lot, but my nausea cleared yesterday, so yes, since then that’s exactly what I’ve been doing.”

      Essie looked in disgust at the used tissues crumpled in a scattered pile on the coffee table—the uncharacteristic disorder of my entire house. “Get up and shower. We’re going out.”

      “Don’t want to.”

      “Tough cookies. You need to get out of the house.”

      Before I could form a counterargument, my phone jingled where it lay on the coffee table.

      I groaned at the sight of the hospital number. I’d called out sick four days in a row. Truthfully, I just didn’t want to deal with the call, even if it was just one of the other nurses calling to show concern, but responsibility bade me answer. I could at least promise to be in tomorrow.

      I slid the answer button and put the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Sarah, hey . . . how you doing?”

      I let out a sigh. “Glad it’s you, Jen. I’m okay. Listen, sorry I called out again. I’ll be back tomorrow. Promise.”

      “Actually, I’m not calling about that. It’s something else. . . . Do you know a Barbara Lyne?”

      I lowered myself to the couch. “Yeah . . . sure, she’s my neighbor.”

      “She’s at the hospital, suffered two heart attacks last night.”

      “Oh no.” I stood, already looking for my keys. I should have checked in on Barb last night. I’d intended to. How could I have been so careless?

      “I usually go over there every couple of days. With everything happening⁠—”

      “It’s okay, Sarah. But you might want to come down.”

      I moved to the foyer, grabbed my purse, and slid on my flip-flops. “Of course. How’s she doing?”

      “Not well, I’m afraid. And you’re her only listed contact.”

      Huh. Strange. I thought Barb had a daughter—it was why I didn’t check up on her more than a few times a week. She loved her independence, and in my mind her daughter was keeping an eye on her as well.

      I scooped up my purse. “No proxy?”

      “I know—practically unheard of for someone her age, but no. Just you.”

      I hung up with Jen and quickly explained to Essie the situation before heading to the hospital, popping a mint into my mouth along the way.

      I drove onto the highway, my mind on overload. Matt was gone. Barb had a heart attack. I was her only contact.

      Someone should find her daughter. She had a daughter, right? I’d been so certain . . . Mary, that was her name.

      I sank into the many memories I’d shared with my neighbor—how Barb had babysat Kyle more than once when he was small, insisting Matt and I have date time. Barb was the one who had shown me the walking paths in our town, including Abram’s Rock, telling me legends dating back to colonial times. I thought of the fierce love she held for the dog she’d recently lost—Howie, who never left her side. I thought of the many quilting projects scattered around her old home, of how she often comforted with a cool hand and soft words when I was upset. I pressed the gas pedal harder.

      “Hang in there, Barb. I’m coming.”
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        * * *

      

      My flip-flops slapped against the linoleum of the long hospital corridor—a much different sound than the crocs I usually wore. I breathed in the scent of disinfectant, comforting after so many years.

      When I entered the geriatric ward, the nurse at the desk greeted me by name. I ignored the need to explain why I was here when I had called out and instead headed to the room number Jen had given me over the phone.

      I knocked on the partially open door, hoping that Barb’s cheerful “Come in!” would greet me.

      Nothing.

      I pushed open the door.

      My neighbor lay on the hospital bed, looking especially small and frail. Amazing how such a strong-willed woman could wither to such slight existence.

      I moved closer, listening to the rattling breaths coming from her body. I lowered myself to the chair beside the bed, wondered if I should try to wake her.

      Jen came in a minute later. She put a hand on my shoulder. “Dr. Wyczyk doesn’t think she’ll last much longer. She called the ambulance after her first heart attack, but she had a second after she was brought in. She’s too weak for surgery. I’m sorry, Sarah.”

      I pressed my lips together, nodded. “I meant to check on her last night. I should have.”

      “There’s nothing you could have done, girl.”

      Truth or not, it was what I needed to hear, even as I struggled to believe the words. Maybe I couldn’t have done anything medically, but I could have been there for my friend. She shouldn’t have been alone. “No one else is listed? What about her daughter?”

      Jen scooped out Barb’s chart, examining it, shaking her head. “Just you.”

      Barb and I were close, but not that close. I nearly said as much, but I didn’t know if Barb could hear me and I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. Apparently she thought differently.

      After Jen left, I slid my hand into Barb’s. It was cold, and the skin on her bones lay limp and wrinkled. I squeezed. “Hey, Barb. It’s me, Sarah. I’d really like to talk to you.”

      No movement.

      I spoke again, about anything and everything. I told her how Matt left, how Kyle was taking his finals this week, how I’d lost my wedding rings at her rock.

      “I wish we could go for another hike . . .” I’d been rambling too long, was probably saying things I shouldn’t say to someone on the brink of death, but somehow I felt that Barb, if conscious, would understand.

      From beneath the covers, her toe twitched. She moved her head back and forth, as if in a restless sleep. Her eyelids fluttered.

      “Hey, neighbor,” I said gently.

      She blinked again, her breath coming forth raspy.

      “Take it slow.”

      “Sarah . . .”

      “What are you thinking, giving me such a scare?” I arranged the blankets around her and counted it a victory when she smiled.

      All too quickly it vanished.

      “Barb, shouldn’t we call your daughter to let her know . . . you’re here?”

      She gave a short, humorless laugh. “To let her know I’m dying, you mean?”

      “Barb . . .”

      “She wouldn’t care. Told me as much last time we saw one another.”

      I tried to hide my surprise. True, I didn’t know my neighbor that well, but I also couldn’t imagine anyone harboring such bitter resentment toward her, especially her daughter. “People say things when they’re angry. I’m sure your daughter would want to know you’re in the hospital.” I took out my phone. “Do you know her number? Or maybe I can find it if you tell me her name and where she lives.”

      Barb stared at the empty wall as if she stopped hearing my words. Something foreign surrounded her and it reeked of loneliness. I found myself searching beneath the covers for her hand again.

      “It’s never too late . . .” My words sounded desperate even to me. I thought of the brokenness between me and Matt. Was there truth to my words? Or did there come a time when such a flimsy thing as hope was no longer viable, no longer worth investing in?

      My neighbor slapped her lips together and I scooped up a cup of water and lifted it to her lips. After she’d drunk, she leaned back on the pillow, exhausted, and dragged in a deep breath. “Mary . . . she blames me for her father’s death. She blames me for our family falling apart.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t need to, honey. I should have loved better, is all. Worried more about loving than judging . . . especially my family. But I never lost hope . . . Elizabeth—you know, my ancestor? She taught me that. I’m still clinging to it now.”

      She wasn’t making sense. “Elizabeth?”

      Barb shook her head back and forth, as if uncomfortable or in pain. “The rock. Abram’s. She was there that day. I wish I could have shown Mary. But she’d left by then, wanted nothing to do with me. Then you and that precious baby showed up next door. Thank you, Sarah. I’m leaving it all to you. You’ll know . . . what to do with it.”

      I inched so close to the edge of my seat, I almost fell off the end. I grabbed for Barb’s other hand. The heart rate monitor beside her beeped in quick succession, rattling my nerves. I knew another nurse would come any minute. “Do with what? Barb, what do you want me to do?”

      “Tell Mary . . . Tell her I’m sorry and that I love her.”

      “You can tell her yourself. Do you know her number? Do you⁠—?”

      The monitor flat-lined. A rattle sounded in my neighbor’s throat and I stood, squeezing her hand.

      I could accept that Barb was dying, but not that she should die like this, with her daughter just a phone call away and a mountain of regrets between them.

      “Barb, no. Barb.”

      Jen entered the room. Her gaze landed on my elderly friend and she slid past me, positioning her stethoscope in her ears.

      I knew what would come next.

      “She’s a DNR.” Jen placed her fingers on Barb’s wrist and nodded. “I’m so sorry, Sarah.”

      I stepped back, tried to gather my thoughts. “I—I wish we had just a few more minutes.”

      I wish I had paid more attention to her, I wish I had known about the rift between her and her daughter, wish I could have done something to help before . . . this.

      Jen patted my arm. “Why don’t you go home and get some rest, honey? I can call you when my shift’s over.”

      I nodded, numb from the events of the last couple of days. I went to leave the room, then stopped. “I was her only contact? What about the arrangements . . . a service . . . ?”

      “I’ll look into it, okay?”

      I forced a tight smile and a nod.

      I made my way down the hall, past a vaguely familiar doctor who gave me a peculiar look, past the nurses’ desk, and into the elevator. I gasped for breath when I reached the first floor and stumbled down another hall.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more I could have done, more I could have said. I couldn’t shake the guilt that I had chosen wallowing in my own problems over the well-being of an elderly woman who depended on me more than I knew. Without warning, a fresh burst of anger toward Matt erupted in my chest. If he hadn’t left, I would have been paying more attention. Maybe I could have seen early signs of Barb’s attack, maybe I could have prevented it.

      I slid back into my car and turned the key, loneliness near swallowing me up. I needed to find Barb’s daughter, give her my neighbor’s message. She was sorry. She loved her.

      And something about a woman named Elizabeth and the rock—Abram’s Rock . . . the one Barb had showed me, the one I went to often, especially when troubles haunted me.
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