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To my family, more precious to me
 than anything in this world.


For my parents, Jack and Angie Abromitis, who gave me
 the confidence to believe that anything I reach for is possible.


For my children, Patrick and Marisa, who inspire me
 and make me long, always, to be the best person I can be.


For my children-in-law, Karen and Michael.
 You are now like my own.


For Alice and Lily, my beautiful baby granddaughters.
 You have brought me love and joy that is beyond words.


For Betty, the best mother-in-law in the world.
 And Aunt Margie, who we’ll always miss.
 Pawleys Island won’t be the same without her.


And for my husband, Pat.
 Here’s to new beginnings.












What Nature did


was remind her that ripeness


is all, that autumn is the richest


season, that preparing for snow means


building a shelter, that warmth within


withstands whatever winter howls without.


—From the poem “Ripening” by Joanne McCarthy
















I


RUNNING AWAY



































































1






THE SKY WAS STILL DARK, AS IT WAS EVERY MORNING when Joanna Harrison began walking the two-mile route that serpentined through the development where she lived. The icy air hit her face, the only part of her uncovered, numbing her skin to a dull ache as she walked past massive houses majestically situated on two-acre lots. But unlike other mornings, she wasn’t thinking about her day at work, errands afterward, or her children thousands of miles away. She was seeing the weeks unfolding before her in her mind, and she shuddered, not from the cold, but because she knew everything was about to change. And she simply couldn’t do it again.


She’d never been a fighter. Years ago, Joanna had learned it was better to keep her feelings under control. And resentments? Well, growing up in her mother’s house, she’d discovered how to keep them buried deep inside. The only problem she found was the occasional bout of breathlessness as something vague or long forgotten seemed to bubble to the surface, like a voice struggling to be heard. As it did on that bitter morning in March. Just before dawn, as her sneakers hit the ground again and again with a soft crunching of frozen, dead leaves, following a routine she’d clung to like a lifeline, that voice rose to the edge of Joanna Harrison’s consciousness like the quiet crackling of lake ice about to thaw.


Leave.


Pumping her arms, she picked up the pace, her sleep-stiff muscles finally warming up. She stopped briefly, bending her left leg a few times until the knee clicked into place. A little arthritis, the harbinger of middle age. She thought of Sharon and how they would have laughed over this. Sharon was the only real friend she’d made when they moved to New Jersey three years ago. They had jokingly referred to each other as their “surrogate spouses,” going to soccer games and movies together while their husbands, more married to their careers, traveled the country. Months ago Sharon had relocated to Texas. She missed her terribly.


The sun was just peeking over the barren hills to the east as she left the sidewalk and headed into the wooded trail that looped behind the houses. Within moments, pale winter sunlight flickered, illuminating the bare trees and the snow-splotched fields in the distance. A glimmer of something ignited inside of Joanna. It had been days since she’d seen the sun, and she could not recall a winter as bitter or endless as this one.


The first snow had come before Halloween, a brief flash of white that was gone within hours as the warm earth soaked it up. By Christmas, life as she knew it had come to a virtual standstill under the weight of nearly thirty inches of powder. She’d stood at the picture window, the cordless phone in her hand, waiting to hear from her children, stranded at different airports. The holiday she’d waited for was cut to a frantic forty-eight-hour visit, as Sarah and Tim rushed back to their own busy lives. And the following day her husband, Paul, was gone on another business trip. Life as she knew it had fallen back into its old routine. Now as she walked through the woods and the world came quietly back to life, longing for her children filled her with an ache.


Just leave.


She was a corporate wife, though. She was used to being alone. Corporate wives were like another breed of single parent. Joanna was always busy, and once the kids were gone, she’d managed to fill the solitary hours with books and videos, or an occasional adult-ed class. In fact, it was the last course she took, in computers, just after moving to Sparta, that led to the job she now had at a local candy company. It was mindless work, punching data into a computer all day, surrounded by buckets of chocolates and the sickening aroma of cocoa beans roasting. Her career, really, had been her family. She didn’t mind. As a motherless child, she wanted nothing more than to raise her children herself and give them the love and security she’d never had. They’d followed Paul on his transfers and promotions all over the country, moves that took him higher in the company, like a real-life game of Chutes and Ladders. In twenty-six years of marriage, they’d moved more than a dozen times. As Paul kept scaling that corporate ladder, Joanna’s job was to keep the rest of the family from sliding down the chutes.


And now she and Paul would be moving again.


She thought about Paul’s big surprise last night. He had told her it was just a business dinner. She’d stood in the atrium of V.I.C.’s northeast headquarters, just forty minutes from their home, in front of the large crowd of coworkers and even some of Paul’s clients. Ted, Paul’s boss and friend, saluted him for his hard work and sacrifice. And then with great fanfare, Ted announced that Paul was the new vice president of national sales. Cheers erupted and her husband headed for the podium.


Tiny white lights twinkled in the trees, a fountain roared, and then her husband’s voice began to fill the atrium with thanks and praise for his company. It was as if his words, echoing off the rising tile walls, had lifted her up, high above the room. She’d watched it all, like a spectator floating above the crowd, and saw the other Joanna far below, smiling, clapping, operating on automatic pilot. After the applause, as Paul walked toward her, she’d plummeted back to earth, breathless. I can’t do this again, she’d thought. Because she knew what would come next: another house, another town; Paul would be away even more. And she would know no one.


And then she’d begun to hyperventilate. The breath left her lungs as quickly as if it had been sucked out by a vacuum. And she couldn’t seem to pull another breath in. She was going to cause a scene. Turning to escape to the ladies’ room, she was suddenly stopped by a hand gripping her arm. She turned back and there was Paul, beaming. He must have seen the panic in her eyes because suddenly he pulled her to him and kissed her hard. As the crowd cheered, he whispered in her ear, “I need you here right now, Joanna.”


And then they were off, working the room, her husband accepting handshakes and backslaps of congratulations, as she was pulled along beside him.


Now she looked up as a low-flying plane droned through the quiet morning. Through the leafless treetops she saw a jet heading west across the brightening sky and wondered if it was her husband’s plane. She remembered Paul telling her he could see their neighborhood on this flight path. She imagined him up there, sitting in business class, his laptop opened, his mind already geared for the meeting he’d be having in California, in spite of their late night. He would be gone for a week or more, again. Did he even glance down or wonder about her, thousands of feet below? Was she anything to him or those he worked with, other than Paul’s wife?


As she left the woods, crossing the cul-de-sac behind her house, the newly risen sun flashed off the windows of the houses facing east. Cars sat warming in a few driveways, their exhausts billowing great puffs of steam on this frigid morning. In an hour and fifteen minutes she would be at work, sitting in her cubicle, a poster of Monet’s water lilies staring at her from one carpeted wall, pictures of her children at various ages smiling on her from another. After eight hours, she would come home to an empty house, hit the answering machine, and pour a glass of wine as she listened to the endless beeps from endless telemarketers or Gabrielle, their errant cleaning lady, with another excuse. She would turn on the television for company as she ate dinner alone. And tomorrow it would all begin again.


Or would it?


As Joanna walked up her driveway, her own voice suddenly broke the quiet morning. “I’ll leave,” she said out loud, as she opened the front door.


 


SHE DROVE LIKE AN AUTOMATON, her mind frozen to thought. Before she knew it, a hundred, then two hundred miles went by. By noon she was on Route 95 South, somewhere in Virginia, and the wall of brown woods that lined the roadside began to soften with new leaf buds. Soon it stretched solid and green. Then there was the first purple splash of wisteria, just before the North Carolina border. At the Welcome Center, where she stopped briefly to pick up a map, yellow daffodils smiled up at her. As she walked back to the car, a silky wind brushed her face, softer and sweeter than she’d felt in a long time.




A short while later, her mood began to sink with the sun. As she followed a detour on a flat, winding back road, dusk settled and lights clicked on in the little houses she passed like beacons in the gray gauze of early night, as families came together for dinner. She felt so utterly alone. A lump of grief swelled in her throat, cutting off her breath, and she veered into a diner parking lot. Frantically, she dumped the remains of her lunch from a McDonald’s bag and pulled it to her lips, breathing into it slowly, again and again.


Twelve hours after driving away from her home in New Jersey, Joanna pulled into a motel off Route 95, just before the South Carolina border. Her entire body trembled with exhaustion. Never in her life had she driven alone so long or so far. Hunching her shoulders, she stretched her aching arms high overhead, loosening the muscles in her stiff back. Then she squatted a few times, bending her legs until her knee clicked into place.


She’d never stayed in a motel alone before, and was a little nervous. She took a room near the lobby with an inside corridor. It was stale and airless, and she immediately turned on the vent until cool air gushed in. Dropping her bag on the floor, she collapsed on the bed and closed her eyes. The room began to spin and she felt slightly nauseous. Oh God, what had she done? This was insane. She had no real plan. She was simply driving to Pawleys Island. She’d told herself that morning, as she got in the car and a moment of panic seized her, that she’d figure the rest out when she got there.


She got up and tore the wrapper off a plastic bathroom cup and poured herself a brandy from the small bottle she’d stuffed into her suitcase. Pulling that first sip to her mouth, hands shaking so that the golden liquid trembled in the cup, she thought of her mother for an instant and stopped, picturing the coffee cup that had never left her side. Her mother had fooled no one. Joanna swallowed a big sip, nearly choking as the brandy scorched a fiery trail in her chest that burned even after it was gone. Within moments, the trembling began to ease.


Then she took a hot bath, settling into the shallow tub with a moan of pleasure. After the bath, she poured another brandy, and lay on the bed and turned on the TV looking for the Weather Channel. She had just a few hours driving left in the morning. The weather map for the west lit up the screen instead, forecasting snow up and down the Rockies. She imagined Sarah, up early to clean off her car, wearing some stylish, impractical shoes and no hat, and then driving to her job at the art gallery in Denver. Timmy would probably cram in a few hours of snowboarding between classes, one of the perks of going to college in Montana. She took another swallow of brandy. God, how she missed them. What would they think when they found out she’d left? She wondered if Paul knew yet.


When she was closing the door for the last time that morning, she’d stopped, realizing she’d left no note. And then the absurdity of it hit her. Paul wouldn’t be home for days. The note would sit on the counter untouched. So she went in and picked up the phone and left him a voice mail at work, as she’d done earlier with her boss when she quit her job. I’m leaving, she’d told her husband. I’ve been lonely and unhappy for a long time. Shame crawled up her skin like a slow heat as she imagined him hearing those words, sounding so banal and ridiculous now.


Joanna got up from the bed and made her way unsteadily to the door and slid the chain across. Then she turned on the bathroom light, leaving the door cracked, and turned off the rest of the lights as she made her way back to the bed. The motel room flickered with the blue light of the mute TV and she reached for a pillow, burying her face, catching the clean scent of bleach just before she muffled the first sob. She was leaving everything she’d ever wanted.















2






FROM THE MOMENT SHE LEFT THE MAINLAND, DRIVING over the small causeway that separated Pawleys Island from the rest of the world, hope washed over Joanna. She saw splashes of snowy white in the wide carpet of green marsh, where egrets nudged in the mudflats for food. A heron lifted suddenly and her eyes followed it up to blue sky, vast bright stretches of it into the flat distance, across the island and to the sea. On the bridge, crabbers dropped their cages over the sides, and she felt as if she were entering another world. A slower place where life is simpler and days revolve around the tides and weather. A three-mile spit of sand, just a half mile at its widest, Pawleys Island was home to nothing but dunes, houses, and beach. Old-timers had wisely kept the hands of developers off the island so it was not marred by hotels or high-rises. Midway up the island sat a cluster of historic homes with low cedar roofs, dense shrubs, and old plantation-style porches that overlooked the sea.


Joanna parked her Jeep beside one of the historic markers and got out of the car. Surrounded by green marsh glittering in the sunshine, she took a deep breath of salty air and relief flooded through her. This was how it looked and this was how she’d felt years ago when she’d first seen it. She was right to come here.


It had been ten years ago, maybe more, when Paul had taken her and the kids to Myrtle Beach for the Easter break. The kids, teenagers then, were bored, and each day was a struggle to find some common ground. Finally on the last day, Paul announced he was going golfing. The kids wanted to go to the Pavilion for the rides and games, alone. Joanna took the car and went exploring, heading for Brookgreen Gardens, but passing it somehow and then seeing the sign for Pawleys Island. She’d turned off Route 17, and minutes later, the world opened up before her—marsh, sea, and sky. The same feeling of peace. And the same wistful longing. Here was a simple place to live.


Getting back in the car now, she followed the single road on the island south to its end and pulled into a sandy parking area. It was late morning, just two hours since she’d left the motel in North Carolina. She got out of the car, followed a boardwalk around a dune, and suddenly the ocean was rolling and shimmering in front of her. A channel that separated Pawleys from the next tiny island washed beside and behind her in a gush of green water as it carried the tide into the marsh. She was nearly surrounded with water. For the first time in a long, long time, real joy bubbled up inside Joanna. Perhaps, she thought, it would all be okay.


 


JOANNA CHECKED INTO the small Holiday Inn Express out on Route 17, and early the next morning, and each thereafter, she was back on the beach, walking and planning her day. And before she knew it, a week had gone by and she’d established a new routine, although she was no closer to a new life. After her walk, she’d go back to the motel, heat something in the microwave, shower, and dress. Then she would go to the library.


It was nearly impossible for Joanna to enter a library and not think about her childhood. The library had been a sanctuary for her, surrounded by stillness and calm in the after-school hours when her mother had already spent too many hours battling the bottle. Away from her mother’s sharp tongue, she would lose herself in books that would take her away to other places, other lives, and for a while she lived vicariously, imagining she was Nancy Drew, pretty and popular, with a dead mother, a fabulous father, and a housekeeper who doted on her. The summer between fifth and sixth grades she’d read the entire series, a book a day, practically living at the library. Or occasionally taking her book to the Sand Bar, the local beach on a stretch of river that meandered through their small Pennsylvania town, reading under a tree far from the laughing families.


Once again she basked in the quiet, the smell of old books and lemon polish. She read the papers, looking for jobs, places to live. The librarian was kind and issued her a temporary card, although she had no local address yet. She even jotted down some places that might have rentals available, but Joanna was determined to get a job before looking for a real place to stay. She’d taken five thousand dollars in cash the morning she left home, but had been using her credit card to pay for almost everything, hoping to stretch the cash. Each morning she left the library with a new stack of things to read in the quiet of the motel at night. And then she spent the afternoons looking for work.


She’d been to most of the restaurants, even many of the stores, including the Harris Teeter grocery she thought would be a sure thing. But it was the slow season, the quiet time between winter and spring, and the answer was the same everywhere: Come back in a month or two when things pick up. Then before dusk settled she’d walk the beach again, eating up the empty hours before dark. It began to seem that walking had become her job.


And soon her joy at first coming here was gone.


 


PAUL HARRISON WALKED INTO his new office at V.I.C. feeling like a warrior returned from battle. He’d landed that morning after nine grueling days away on business, starting in California. He’d driven straight to V.I.C., assuming he’d be going back to his old office until he could get maintenance to move his things. But his secretary, Diane, was waiting for him and she escorted him with a smile to the corner office on the fourth floor. On the door a new bronze plaque shone: Paul Harrison, Vice President of National Sales. He felt his heart expand with pride.


“Congratulations, boss. You deserve it.”


“Thanks, Diane.”


He closed the door behind him, walked around the massive cherry desk, and sat down. He did deserve this. He’d worked his ass off for years and now, finally, he could relax a little. He swiveled in his chair, looking out the wall of glass. The rolling hills of north Jersey surrounded him. It wasn’t officially spring yet, but despite a winter chill still lingering in the air, the world was beginning to thaw.




And soon his wife would thaw, if she hadn’t already. When he’d first gotten her message, her trembling voice saying that she was leaving him, he’d been standing in the airport in California, having just arrived. Furious and frustrated, thirty minutes late for his first meeting due to the flight delay, he’d listened to the message three times. On the limo ride from the airport, he’d convinced himself not to worry. He didn’t have time to worry. And Joanna would get over it. She always did.


His intercom buzzed. “Ted’s on line one,” Diane said.


He picked up. “Ted, how’s it going?”


“Paulie, my boy, welcome back. What do you think of the new digs?”


“Are you kidding? What’s not to like? It was a nice surprise to come in this morning and not have to move.”


“Only the best for you, Paulie.” Then Ted’s voice turned serious. “I need to talk to you later. We just got the figures for the Landmark account and you should look at them. You free for lunch?”


“Sure, as long as it’s quick. I’ve got a doctor’s appointment at two. I had to beg to get them to squeeze me in.”


“You okay?”


“Sure, it’s all this flying, I think. It’s killing my sinuses.”


“Okay, meet you at noon.”


Paul hung up. Then he carefully pulled a small cotton ball from his ear. The flight attendant on last night’s redeye had given him a baggie full of them, after the first two had soaked through. This one was clean, not even a spot of pink. And the searing pain had dulled to a tolerable ache. Good. He didn’t have time for problems.


He dialed his house then. After four rings, Joanna’s voice came on the answering machine. He hung up. She was probably at the store or out walking. There was a quick knock on his door, and before he could reply, it opened. Diane led in a deliveryman with a huge vase of exotic-looking flowers and the biggest basket of fruit he’d ever seen.


“Now that you’re back, I’m sure this is just the first of many congratulations.” Diane beamed, handing him the cards as the deliveryman carefully set the gifts on the cherry credenza.


When they left, he opened the cards. The first was from the legal department downstairs: Only the best for the best! Your Personal Legal Eagles. The second card was from his predecessor, who now headed the international sales division: Here’s to a record-breaking year! Dwight Hobson.


Of course the previous year had been good. But now, with the shift in management, everyone was predicting big things for V.I.C. He picked up the phone and on a whim dialed his wife’s number at work. Her extension bounced him to the switchboard. He hung up. If she had a damn cell phone, like everyone else, he wouldn’t have to wonder where she was. But she’d refused to get one, insisting that she was always home or at work anyway. Obviously she was wrong.


Another quick knock and the door opened. Again Diane led in a deliveryman, with more flowers and a bottle of champagne. Paul smiled as she handed him the cards.


“By the way, Diane, I’ve got a suitcase full of dry cleaning, and a meeting—”


“Of course, don’t even think about it,” she said, with a wave of her hand. “I’ll have your clothes back by the end of the day.”


“Good. Can you get me the Landmark file right away? Oh, and call my doctor and cancel the appointment at two.”


“Sure, anything else?”


“No…not just yet.”


“Listen, Paul, why don’t you relax. You must be exhausted after flying all night. Whatever comes up, I’ll handle it.”


“Thanks, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


“Just enjoy this moment,” she said, closing the door.


He intended to. Not even his wife’s little hysterics could ruin this for him.















3






TEN DAYS AFTER ARRIVING ON PAWLEYS ISLAND, JOANNA stood at the same spot on the south end of the island as that very first day, when she’d felt such hope. It was late morning, the sun high and bright, the tide rushing out as water sluiced by her in channels that had worked their way into the sand. She began walking up the beach, trying to relax. There was an old woman on the island looking for live-in help in exchange for a small apartment. Joanna had seen the flier at the library. It seemed too good to be true, and she wondered what the catch would be. But she was desperate.


She began walking up the deserted beach, past the line of oceanfront houses. Although it wasn’t April yet, it felt as warm as early summer back home. She continued walking, three, four, five jetties up, until she saw the ocean side of the weathered cape she’d driven by yesterday, after she’d called for the appointment. Stopping suddenly, she turned toward the water, pulling in deep breaths of tangy ocean air, following the rhythm of the relaxation tapes she’d bought.


The house was built on pilings. Walking up the long flight of steps, she stood before a wall of sliding glass doors as her stomach did a little flip. She turned to see the beach spread out below, the light green sea swells shifting and sparkling in the sunlight. And she imagined waking up early in the morning in this house, pulling on sweats and walking the beach as the dune grasses rippled in the ocean breeze.


“You must be Joanna Harrison.”


Joanna turned to find a small, gray-haired woman standing at the open slider.




“I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed. She hadn’t even knocked. “I was just admiring the view.”


“It’s lovely, isn’t it?” the old woman asked, and then smiled, sunlight flashing off the frames of her wire glasses. There was nothing stooped or frail about her, Joanna thought, despite the fact that she barely reached her shoulder.


“I’m Grace Finelli,” she said then, holding out her hand. “Please come inside.”


Joanna stepped through the open glass doors into a great room that was surrounded by windows on all sides. Everywhere she looked there was sea and sand. To the far right was a kitchen, a wall of light oak cabinets and a countertop with stools. The dining table sat in front of one set of glass doors. The living area filled the entire left side of the room, with a sofa, chairs, and rocker strategically arranged in front of the other set of sliders. Behind the sofa, more windows offered views of the nearby marsh.


“What a wonderful home,” Joanna said, forgetting her nervousness for the moment. “You sit so close to the water.”


“That’s what I wanted. Most of the houses to the north sit much farther back, with long walkways over the dunes,” the old woman said. “That was too far for me. As you can see, the ocean is here, whenever I want to see it. I don’t even have to leave the house.”


“How long have you lived here?” she asked, following her into the kitchen.


“A month or so,” Grace said. “I’ve always dreamed of living near the ocean, ever since I was a girl. After my husband died last year, I began to think about it again. Anyway,” she said, pausing near the stove, “here I am. Would you like some tea?”


“Yes, Mrs. Finelli, I would.”


“Call me Grace,” she said over her shoulder, filling the kettle at the sink.


Grace set the kettle on the gas stove and motioned for Joanna to sit at the table. Joanna guessed she was in her seventies and must have been very pretty once. Her gray curls were cropped short and the skin on her face was fairly smooth. Her eyes were a vivid blue behind the wire-framed glasses that sat deeply on her nose. Joanna watched those eyes now, assessing her with quick glances. Even in a casual flowered housedress, she could see the erect back and squared shoulders, and thought: this is a woman with a strong will.


“As I mentioned on the phone, I need someone to run errands, shop, drive me occasionally, clean once a week, and perhaps help with some odds and ends around the house,” Grace began, as she spooned loose tea into a ceramic pot. “In exchange, I have a little efficiency apartment upstairs free of charge. It isn’t much, really, but the view can’t be beat.”


“I’ve had twenty-five years’ experience taking care of a home,” Joanna assured her. “And I do have a reliable car.”


The old woman sat quietly. “You’re not from around here,” she said. “You have no accent.”


“No, I’m from New Jersey. Sparta, in the northwest.”


“Pretty country,” Grace said, and then rose again, placing mugs and a sugar bowl on the table. “I’m from New Jersey myself, actually. Glen Rock, just a stone’s throw from Manhattan, and a world from here.” She paused as she sat. “What brings you all the way to Pawleys Island, Joanna?”


“I was here on vacation once and thought it would be a wonderful place to settle. And like you, I’ve always had a longing to live near the sea.”


“I’ll be honest with you, I’ve been interviewing nothing but college girls for a week now and I don’t think I can deal with blasting stereos and boyfriend problems,” Grace said. “But you’re a bit of a surprise, I must admit.”


She didn’t know what to say to that.


“Is there a Mr. Harrison?” Grace asked then, looking plainly at Joanna’s wedding ring.


She couldn’t help it. Joanna’s eyes drifted down to the circle of diamonds on her left hand, a twentieth anniversary gift from Paul that replaced the simple gold band. She looked up. “My husband and I have separated, Grace. I need a job and a place to live.”


There was no reply, and then the shrill whistle of the kettle broke the silence.


“Why don’t you take a look upstairs, see what you think of the place,” Grace said as she got up. “Just through that door. I’ll fix the tea.”


Joanna stepped through a door in the back of the living room and found herself in a common foyer. As she climbed the stairs, she was certain Grace had doubts about her. She was an oddity, a forty-six-year-old woman who suddenly moved nearly a thousand miles with no job, no place to live. At the top of the steps she walked into a room that was all windows and sunshine, the ocean sparkling below.


A small kitchen and bathroom took up the back of the room. The remainder, facing one oversized sliding glass door to her own deck high over the beach, was a living room with a sofa, rocker, and small desk in one corner, and a futon and dresser in the other. Grace was right; it was small. But it was enough. She imagined waking up in this room each morning to the calling of the gulls, the rhythmic lapping of the tide in the early quiet, and then rising and watching the pink finger of the sun peek over the horizon. At night she could leave the doors open and fall asleep high above the ocean, like a child rocked by the waves. Longing hit her in the knees and she sank to a kitchen chair. This could be home. Here she could learn to survive without the security of her husband. And perhaps discover what she would do with the rest of her life.


If Grace wanted her.


Joanna thought about the old woman, up and down, her hands constantly busy, her eyes darting, then staring with shrewd intelligence. She couldn’t sit still. She seemed to have enough energy for both of them; it was hard to imagine doing anything for her. But perhaps this was a good day.


Moments later, Joanna sat before her again, smiling brightly. The old woman said nothing as she filled the ceramic pot with steaming water from the kettle.


“You’re right about the view,” Joanna said. “The water’s so close it’s like looking out the window of a ship.”


Grace set the kettle down. “I need someone reliable.”


“I am reliable,” she answered. “If you’d like references…”


She waved a hand in the air, as if that was ridiculous. “At my age I don’t need references. I can judge a person’s character before they’ve said a hundred words.”


Grace’s words hung in the air like a challenge. Before Joanna could reply, Grace picked up the teapot and began pouring hot tea into the cups. And then she was looking straight into Joanna’s eyes. “I need a commitment of six months,” she said. “Until fall. And I want you to be honest with me if you’re not able to make that kind of commitment.”


Joanna opened her mouth to speak. And then stopped, her eyes drifting to the waves beyond the glass doors. Could she do this? She wasn’t certain she even liked Grace.


“I’ll stay for six months,” she said. “If you want me.”
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AFTER A WEEKLONG STRETCH OF GRAY WET DAYS, Grace sat on her deck in the April sunshine, closing her eyes and sighing as the warmth baked her joints and muscles. She could hear the crash of the waves as they hit the surf not more than thirty feet from her deck at high tide, and the soft wash as they spilled across the sand. And then the pause, that moment of silence before it all began again. At such moments in the warm, yellow light of the late morning sun, Grace could almost forget about her illness.


Her house at the beach was the remnant of a girlhood dream—to live near the sea. A longing she’d let drift and then float away on the fast current of her life, like the Evening in Paris perfume she once wore in a simple lifetime that existed before marriage and motherhood. Opening her eyes now, she took in the beach, the clean stretch of almost white sand, and the sea swells, rising and settling as if breathing in and out. It was hard to believe, sometimes, that she was really here. The decision to come had not been easy.


Last year she had watched as her husband, Frank, disappeared before her own eyes. One morning he’d woken with a lump on his neck that she’d been certain was nothing more than an inflamed gland. A few weeks later, the small bulge had grown, like a fertile mound of dough rising with a life of its own. She knew the prognosis before the word was even uttered. Cancer.


Her middle-aged children, Frankie, Sean, and Marie, who lived in Japan, had abandoned their own hectic lives, and suddenly come back under her roof again, like the family they once were. But for Grace, watching them suffer as Frank slowly died was almost as unbearable as losing her husband.




When it was over, when he was gone, her children returned to the busy lives they’d abandoned, furiously trying to catch up on jobs, housework, responsibilities that stopped for nothing, not even death. Grace, numb to the bone with exhaustion, could do nothing but sleep, floating for months in a world of grief as life continued around her. Finally at Christmas, surrounded again with family, she felt herself coming back. Tears filled her eyes now as she unbuttoned her sweater, the morning breeze gone, and she remembered that holiday, already three months past. It was just a week after Christmas, when, unable to shake the exhaustion, she’d finally gone to the doctor. But it was already too late.


“I’m sorry, Grace,” her doctor had told her, his voice heavy with emotion, as she sat across from him alone. “It’s pancreatic cancer.”


His words had hit her like a fist to the stomach. “How long?”


“Six months. Nine at best.”


“That quick,” she’d whispered, unable to believe it.


“But kinder, Grace, than what Frank endured,” he’d said, trying to give her something to hold on to.


As she stared at the ocean now, an old photograph clutched in her hand, loneliness threatened to swallow her. She watched wave after wave crest, curl, then crash onto the sand before her, washing it clean of shells and debris left with the tide. Each day her body weakened a little more, the energy seeping out of her like gray dishwater trickling quietly down a sink. Shopping for food was an ordeal that often drained her for the rest of the day. And simply getting dressed was something she did now to force a semblance of normalcy into her life.


She thought about the woman she’d hired, Joanna Harrison, whose main redeeming feature was her maturity. Joanna rarely talked about herself or her family, and Grace sensed she was trying to escape something. Getting up now, the blood flowing back into her legs after sitting so long, Grace hoped she hadn’t made a mistake there. She stepped inside then and found Joanna cleaning up the clutter around her chair.


“No, leave it,” she called out.


“But Grace, it’s dusty under here,” Joanna said, on her knees at the coffee table.


“Really, Joanna, I’m not compulsive. I don’t mind a little dust,” she said, walking over and seeing her things organized now in piles. Grace liked her little messes. Surrounded by her books, puzzles, letters, and magazines, she saw them as proof of a purpose to her days.


She picked up the pile of Easter cards she’d started that morning and sat in the rocker as Joanna moved to the kitchen, where she began loading the dishwasher. Grace searched the table beside her for stamps.


“Joanna, where did you put the stamps?”


“I didn’t see any stamps, Grace.”


“But I asked you to get me stamps yesterday, remember? The new ones with the Easter lilies for these cards.”


Joanna stood at the counter shaking her head. “No, Grace, you didn’t ask me to get stamps.”


“I distinctly remember. You were taking those bills to the post office.”


Joanna looked at her with a puzzled frown. “Yes, I took the bills, but you never—”


“Oh, never mind, then. Just add them to the list there.”


“Whatever you say, Grace,” Joanna said, and Grace could hear her annoyance. “I’ll just go now.”


Joanna took the grocery list from the counter and left without a word.


Grace sat there staring out the sliders at the sparkling ocean, the cards to her children and grandchildren forgotten in her lap. Was it possible she’d never asked for the stamps out loud? So much of her life, her conversations, now took place in her mind. No, not possible, she decided. Joanna was probably just daydreaming and didn’t hear her. That was certainly more likely, since Joanna often had a faraway look when she was doing chores.


Just then the dishwasher clicked on, the noisy whirring drowning out all sound of the waves. Grace shook her head. Then she stood, walked slowly to the kitchen, and turned it off.


How many times had she told Joanna she did not like the dishwasher run during the day?


 


PAUL COULDN’T BELIEVE he’d been sitting in the waiting room for more than an hour and still hadn’t been seen by the doctor. He should have gone to the damned emergency room. He’d just assumed this would be quicker.


Five days ago, he’d flown to Cleveland to salvage the Landmark account. He shouldn’t have flown again. The pain in his ear was worse than on the flight back from California. To top it all, he still couldn’t get them to extend their contract. What did he expect, though? He wasn’t exactly in top form. Then he was forced to take a train back from Cleveland, too drained to consider driving. When he got home, Joanna still hadn’t returned.


He checked the date on his watch and counted back to the morning after his promotion. How was it possible? It was exactly three weeks since Joanna ran away. But he knew. His already hectic life had kicked into overdrive with the promotion. Christ, he barely had time to sleep since he’d returned from California. And now it seemed there were problems everywhere he turned. At first he hadn’t worried about his wife. He’d have bet the house she’d be home before he even returned from California. When she hadn’t, he took a chance and called her friend, Sharon, in Texas, who seemed stunned when he asked if she’d spoken to Joanna lately. Forcing a chuckle, he tried to make light of their busy schedules, how they were like ships passing in the night. He hung up mortified.


He drove by her old job three or four times, at random hours, looking for her car. But it was never there. A few times he picked up the phone to call her old boss, but couldn’t seem to come up with a plausible excuse as to why he had no idea where his wife was. He thought of the kids and then dismissed that idea, knowing she’d never burden them with her problems. He couldn’t imagine where she could be or how she was surviving. The Joanna he knew approached each of their moves in a state of barely veiled dread.


But Joanna was also stubborn. Maybe she didn’t like to fight, but she was a master at putting up a wall and keeping it there for days and weeks. Sometimes even months. Punishing him for her unhappiness. Somehow they’d always made peace, though. This time instead of a wall, she’d put distance between them. And the only way to make peace, he realized on the long ride back from Cleveland, was to find her.




He had nothing to go on but a phone number on the caller ID, which could’ve been just a telemarketer. But the call had come after eleven o’clock a few nights ago while he was away. Telemarketers didn’t call that late.


“Mr. Harrison?”


He looked up as a nurse stood in the waiting room with a chart in her hand.


“The doctor will see you shortly, Mr. Harrison. Mrs. Kamaris, you can come with me now.”


He looked at his watch again. He’d been waiting now almost an hour and a half. And he’d been forced to turn off his phone when he arrived. He wondered if Bethany, his relocation counselor in Human Resources, had returned his call yet. She’d been expecting him to have the house on the market by tomorrow. Obviously, that wasn’t going to happen with his wife still gone. Not that anyone knew about that.


When he canceled a business dinner with Dwight Hobson and his wife last week, he’d simply said Joanna was down with the flu. He hadn’t even told Ted yet, and if anyone would sympathize he would. Not that Ted’s ex-wife had pulled anything like this. On top of his humiliation was a nagging worry that Joanna might be someplace unsafe. Or worse, in some kind of trouble. And there was nothing he could do.


No, he had to stop thinking like that. Things would work out, they always did. He just needed to buy more time. He would find Joanna somehow and bring her home. Then, in a few weeks, he would tell her about the move to Indiana.


But above all, he needed to focus again. Between the pain in his ear and his missing wife, it was no wonder his business was suffering.


 


PULLIN G OUT OF THE DRIVEWAY too quickly, Joanna sent a little spray of gravel behind her. She had nowhere to go. And no one to talk to.


She followed the island road, glittering green marsh to her left, the row of beach houses to her right. Blue sky stretched to the horizon, dotted with white clouds. It was a perfect day. She turned and a moment later crossed the small causeway, empty of crabbers in the late morning heat. The peace that usually came upon her during this drive was nowhere to be found.


What was she doing here?


Driving up Route 17, she took a few deep breaths, telling herself to relax. It was just three weeks, after all, and hadn’t she made progress? She had a job with Grace; an unbelievable place to live right on the beach, where each morning she simply had to open her eyes and there was another glorious sunrise, like a rosy beacon of hope. She had to calm down. And give it a little more time.


But she was starting to think that perhaps moving in with Grace had been a mistake, despite the wonderful house. Grace had never asked for stamps, Joanna was certain of that, despite the old woman’s accusatory glare. And last week, when she’d stripped her bed, washed the sheets, and then was remaking it, Grace had come into the room just as she was arranging the comforter on top. Grace had lifted a corner of the comforter, tugged, and the top sheet came undone. Grace had looked at her, shaking her head.


“These aren’t hospital corners,” she’d reprimanded her. “Here,” she said then, demonstrating, “this is how you make a proper corner so the sheets don’t come apart at night.”


Joanna said nothing, although she was simmering inside. She’d been making beds for more than twenty-five years. Few people kept a house as clean and tidy as hers.


Then Grace, who was obviously a fanatic about her bed, showed her exactly how she liked her comforter turned under and her pillows arranged just so. This from a woman who’d just ordered her to leave the dust under her chair!


Maybe the mistake wasn’t really with Grace, though. Maybe it was leaving her home in the first place.


In the parking lot of Harris Teeter’s, she grabbed a shopping cart. As she pushed it toward the store, she passed a pay phone and stopped. She could call Sharon in Texas. She could tell Sharon everything now, unburden herself, and hopefully feel that boulder of guilt slide off her back.


How many times had they fantasized on their morning walks about running away or reinventing themselves? Sharon, who laughed that her mind was mush after four kids, swore that one day she was going to backpack across Europe, a chance she’d missed by marrying right out of college. She’d visit the Louvre and the Sistine Chapel and the Acropolis in Greece. She’d finally make some use of that art history degree. Joanna’s fantasies were more vague. A little house, a simple life, a beach. And here she was. She’d done it. But reality was far different from fantasy. You didn’t just walk away from a lifetime of responsibility and obligation without carrying a fair share of guilt in that backpack full of dreams.


Unzipping her purse, she pulled her calling card out of her wallet. Then she searched the rest of her purse for her little phone book that held Sharon’s new number in Texas. She found it, opened it to the page, then stared at the number. Sharon had moved away months ago. They’d only spoken a few times since then. And when she left, Sharon had gushed about her new five-thousand-square-foot house with the media room. Would she really understand?


She put the phone book back in her purse and pushed the cart into the store. Don’t overreact, she told herself. This was just a little moment of panic, like the one she’d had the second night after she moved into Grace’s house. Walking to the produce aisle, she remembered that night, lying in the dark, unable to sleep. She had seen day after lonely day unfolding before her in this strange place where she still knew no one. Maybe years. An emptiness engulfed her, worse than anything she’d felt before. And a noose of fear began to tighten around her throat, cutting off her air. She’d picked up the phone and called home. After the fourth ring, she heard her own voice and quickly hung up.


She’d flung open the slider and sat on the tiny deck in the dark with a blanket wrapped around her, high over the ocean, longing for home. And finally, she’d calmed down. She’d gotten past the panic that night. She could do it again. She just needed to stay busy.


She pulled out Grace’s list, her comments underlined as if Joanna were a child. Tomatoes, make sure they’re ripe. French vanilla ice cream, French underlined three times, as if she didn’t know the difference. She spent the next half hour carefully choosing the items Grace wanted. Then she stopped at the post office and picked up Grace’s stamps, with the Easter lilies. Driving back, she got into the left lane to turn off onto the south causeway. But at the last moment, she turned her blinker off and kept going. She just wasn’t ready to go back to Grace yet.


She continued down Route 17 and saw the sign for Georgetown, nine miles. She hadn’t been there yet. Maybe she’d just drive around the city for a while, have a quick lunch. The store was out of Grace’s French vanilla ice cream, so there was nothing frozen in the bags. And there was little for her to do back at the house, now that it was cleaned.


She passed signs for a new plantation of Southern-style luxury homes, a golf course, and a Mexican restaurant. After a few miles, the signs began to disappear, replaced by a solid wall of green pines on either side of the road. Then a burst of color caught her eye on the other side of the highway. At the next break in the median, she turned and drove back toward it. Southern Plants & Horticulture. She pulled in under a canopy of towering live oaks dripping with Spanish moss. Mulched paths led in all directions, lined with gorgeous flowers and climbing plants. It was a gardener’s paradise. Joanna got out of her car and smiled for the first time that day. She chose a path and began walking slowly, feeling like a child on Christmas morning.


All around her, shoppers loaded wagons with flowers she could only dream of planting up north. If she were home, she’d be out weeding her beds already, pruning her roses and butterfly bush, even if it was still cold. Her windowsills would be filled with egg cartons where her seedlings would be sprouting by now. She’d be perusing Donaldson’s for the clematis she’d hoped to plant this year.


In the greenhouse, she stroked the silky white petal of an angel trumpet, a plant she’d never seen before. Then she knelt, inhaling the sweet fragrance of a potted confederate jasmine. She picked it up and smelled it again. It was heaven.


“Do you need a cart?”


She turned and one of the workers wheeled a cart beside her.


“We do have bigger ones if you’re getting a lot of plants.”


She smiled. “No, this will be fine.”


Loading the jasmine, angel flower, some primrose and Black-eyed Susans and even some fall flowering bulbs onto the cart, she pictured Grace’s barren flower beds. Except for a sparse patch of grass that fronted the road, little attention had been given to softening the look of the house. This would transform it. Even Grace should be pleased.


As she loaded the plants into her trunk, from the corner of her eye she noticed a man approaching her. He was tall, light haired, and wearing a suit. Her heart nearly stopped. She leaned further into the open trunk as he came closer. Then he walked behind her and continued toward the greenhouse.


She straightened and quickly glanced over. He was younger than Paul; his hair was lighter. In fact, he was nothing like her husband.


Pulling back onto Route 17, she assured herself there was no way Paul could possibly know where she was. How could he?
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WHEN HE REALIZED A FEW DAYS AGO THAT HE WAS going to have to make a road trip down the east coast, Paul had bristled at the thought. He’d left that kind of travel behind years ago—budget motels, rest stops, fast-food joints, whatever kept you close to the highway. But his burst eardrum, in addition to half a dozen meetings with his regional sales managers, left him no choice. The doctor had forbidden him to fly again until the tiny hole healed. And then he realized it might all work to his benefit, anyway. Joanna was somewhere in South Carolina. Of that he was almost certain.


Paul put his bags in the trunk of his BMW and hoped he hadn’t forgotten anything. Joanna always packed for him. Years ago she’d insisted, and often he’d find a little note tucked into a shirt pocket or a shoe. Miss you already or I’ll be waiting! He would pull the note to his nose and inhale her soft floral perfume. It had been years since she’d done anything like that. Now packing for him was just another chore.


Each night as sleep eluded him and his mind swam with problems at work and thoughts of what his wife might be doing, where she was sleeping, he’d thought of calling that number in South Carolina. But much as he wanted to vent his frustrations and demand she come home, he knew now that wouldn’t work. Too much time had gone by. And he knew he’d have to approach her with finesse. He hadn’t gotten as far as he had in sales on luck alone. He knew how to read people, gauge a situation, and do what was necessary to close a deal.


Walking around the car, he spotted the small cooler on the floor in the corner of the garage and went to get it. Joanna used to send him off with a cooler full of healthy food—fruit and yogurt and low-fat cheese—warning him about too much fast food on the road. Well, he’d stop at a deli and pick up bottled water and some sandwiches; that was about all he’d have time for. As he reached for the cooler, his foot hit the old metal shelving next to it. The shelf swayed and came at him, Joanna’s gardening tools sliding off and crashing at his feet before he caught and righted it.


“God damn it!”


He limped over to the car, his left foot throbbing. Then he heard his cell phone ringing and opened the car door.


“Paulie, I’ve got good news and bad news,” he heard Ted say.


He sighed. “Give me the bad news first.”


“That rumor I told you about, when you first got back from Cleveland? Seems there’s some meat to it.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Let’s not press the panic button yet. There might be nothing for either of us to worry about. I’ll keep you posted while you’re on the road, I promise.”


“All right, give me some good news.”


“I got that info you needed on that phone number.”


Paul hesitated, still embarrassed at having to tell Ted. “Listen. I owe you one big time.”


“Just go get her and make things right. Don’t be stupid like I was. Now, got a pen?”


Paul sat in the car, wrote down the address in South Carolina, then hung up. With everything else going wrong in his life, he wasn’t putting up with this little tantrum of his wife’s any longer. He needed her to fly to Indiana in a few weeks and find them a new house. She had to call Dwight Hobson’s wife to reschedule that business dinner he’d already canceled twice. And she was going to have to get this house ready to put on the market.


Limping into the house for the bottle of Advil, he told himself he’d make her see how selfish this escapade of hers was. And that it had gone on long enough.


Besides, she had to be more than ready to come home. She was just too stubborn to admit it.
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AS SHE STARED AT THE CROSSWORD PUZZLE, THE PAGE seemed to blur. Grace blamed it on the brightness of the room now that it was sunny again. It had rained for days, beginning with thunderstorms last week, the afternoon Joanna had left without a word. She’d returned with not just groceries, but a trunk full of flowers, which Grace preferred not to dwell on. After she’d unloaded all the plants, the sky had opened up, and her disappointment was obvious. Since then, Joanna had been cleaning or pacing in her room upstairs as she waited for the rain to stop, and her impatience had taken on a life of its own.


Grace, on the other hand, knew that she was already letting herself go. The house, her appearance, the pleasure of food. Even her mind, as her thoughts bounced across decades, landing on distant memories, vague faces, like the game of Giant Step her mother had taught her a lifetime ago.


The screen door slammed and Grace looked up. Joanna was gone, probably prowling around the front of the house now that the rain had stopped last night and the ground was drying. To Grace, Joanna seemed lost, as if the precious minutes of the life Joanna took for granted, as everyone who isn’t dying does, must be filled to overflowing with busyness. Joanna had washed every window, buffed the floors, scrubbed down the porch. Observing her for weeks now since she’d moved upstairs, it appeared to Grace that Joanna was more relaxed when she was busy. Or perhaps less lonely. Or maybe it was just a convenient way to avoid talking because she knew Grace was still annoyed about the flowers.


Grace had been sitting in a chair out front, watching the tide drain from the marsh, when Joanna arrived home last week from grocery shopping.




Grace could see that the back of the Jeep was loaded with plants. She got up and walked over as Joanna opened the trunk.


“What’s all this for?” she asked.


“They’re flowers for the front of the house,” Joanna answered and picked up a small box. “And these are bulbs that will flower in the fall.”


Bulbs…that will flower in the fall.


Joanna set the box back in the trunk. “Don’t you like flowers, Grace?”


“Of course I like flowers,” Grace said. But it was awfully presumptuous of her to buy flowers to plant in front of Grace’s house without even asking.


“But do you want me to return them?” There was an edge to her voice that Grace had never heard before.


An awkward silence grew.


“It’s fine. Plant them where you like,” she’d finally said, deciding at that moment it would be good to give Joanna something else to do. She was underfoot too much in the house anyway.


Getting up now and looking out a window, Grace saw that indeed Joanna was kneeling on the tiny lawn that fronted the road, gardening tools at her side. Although it was just midmorning, the air was thick and steamy and Grace’s face was damp with perspiration. Was she becoming a cranky old woman? She had to try harder. She needed Joanna. She would need her even more in the months to come. She went to the refrigerator and got a bottle of cold water. Then she went out the screen door herself. She pulled up a beach chair in the shade and Joanna looked up.


“I thought you could use this,” Grace said, handing her the bottle.


“Thanks,” Joanna said, twisting off the cap and taking a long swallow. She smiled briefly, then went back to scooping out hole after hole in the empty flower bed that lined the front of the house.


“What are you planting?” Grace asked, attempting to strike up a conversation.


“I’m planting the jasmine here to climb the railing,” Joanna said, sitting back on her heels and tucking a stray hair behind her ear. “I thought I’d line the driveway with Black-eyed Susans. They tolerate the heat well and don’t need watering often.” She turned from Grace, ending the conversation, and went back to her task.




As Joanna worked, Grace’s mind drifted again. She wasn’t unreasonable and she liked flowers, who didn’t? But flowers had never occurred to her. It would have been one more thing she wasn’t certain she had energy for. Like cleaning her own house and shopping for her own things. It was ironic that as her body deteriorated, year by year, cell by cell, her mind grew wiser. How unfair.


After seventy-five years on earth, she knew now that there were stages in life and each one was difficult, laden with decisions. She pictured herself at the precipice of each new phase, shoes glued with the sticky fear of change as she was about to leap into the unknown, the future. Joanna was there, somewhere in that midlife stage. And Grace knew that she herself was at the last stage—cloudy vision, sagging breasts, hair gray and wiry, pains that pulsed a little deeper each day.


Yet here she sat in the glory of another spring warming into summer, knowing each day was a gift. She looked back now, as Joanna gently separated the roots of the jasmine, on the miseries of her youth and saw them as so many wasted moments. She’s just about figured it all out, and soon it would be taken away.


She remembered turning thirteen as if it were yesterday, when life stretched out before her like a blank canvas of endless possibilities. By fifteen, she’d convinced herself she was a budding artist and would go to Paris one day. She smiled now, her eyes still on Joanna, her mind years away, remembering how she’d given up her dreams when her heart was captured by a boy in the next phase of her life.


Then motherhood. Nothing prepared her for that ultimate drain on her self. Yet nothing could pull her away from it. She thought of the first moment her son was placed in her arms, tiny furred head turning toward her breast, rooting for its lifeline. Her reason for existing. Even now her heart swelled with tenderness. For three decades she’d devoted all of herself to her three children, who were more precious to her than her own life. And then one day, they were all gone.


A trickle of sweat ran down her chest, bringing her back to the present. Joanna still knelt in the hot sun, wiping at her forehead, her hair curling wildly. Across the road the marsh shimmered in the intense heat, rising with the incoming tide.




One by one, Grace’s children had married and left home. Nothing had prepared her for the emptiness in her life. That sudden shift into middle age where everything seemed to come into question. That seemed to be where Joanna was now, on that slippery edge of existence, after motherhood, before old age. It was a dangerous point, she knew, that change of life. She’d seen people sometimes turn their backs on all they’d worked for, even those they loved, in a midlife quest to find themselves. Or some sort of happiness to get them through the second half of their lives. Others puttered on slowly, glued to the same track until they died quietly. I guess I’m one of them, Grace thought.


“I’ll get us some cold lemonade,” she heard then and looked back at Joanna, who must have been talking to her.


And then they both turned as a silver car, foreign and expensive-looking, pulled into the driveway. Joanna stood up and Grace noticed the New Jersey plates. A man got out of the car, tall and nice-looking, squinting in the afternoon sun. Then he turned to them with a puzzled look. Grace glanced at Joanna and saw panic on her face. In that moment, the mystery of Joanna became obvious. She hadn’t separated from her husband. She’d run away from him.


And he was here to take her home.
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