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ONE YEAR AGO

Prologue




IT WAS THE LIGHT THAT FIRST CAPTURED HER.

It was said the quality of light on Cape Cod could be seen only in a few other places in the world. Venice, perhaps; the Greek Islands. Some called it a magical radiance, others a pure, mystical glow that emanated from sea and sand. One thing was certain, the light on Cape Cod had been luring artists for more than a hundred years.

More than anything, Claire Noble wanted to see the famous Cape Cod light. Sitting in her eighth-period Honors History class, she stared at the brochure and application for the Cape Cod Arts Center while her students completed their final exams. She reread the workshop description, glancing up every few moments to check for straying eyes, carefully hidden cheat sheets. Only ten would be chosen to participate in the photography workshop. They would study with one of the best photographers in the country. In a place that could transform an idea; where one’s vision might transcend the ordinary.

She was disappointed there were no photos on the brochure. She wondered if it was a lack of funds, or if they chose to leave the light to the reader’s imagination.

Nearly every quote on the brochure was about the light: “legendary,” “alive,” a “supernal glow.” Claire grabbed her dictionary, wondering if supernal was a typo. No, it had to do with the heavens, she read, therefore a “heavenly glow.” What more could she ask for?

And then, a few paragraphs down she read: “This curling finger of sand jutting into the sea at the tip of Cape Cod has beckoned artists and writers for over a century.” Followed by a quote from Thoreau: A man may stand there and put all America behind him. And she felt like everything she’d once wanted was finally there before her. She simply had to reach out and grab for it.

She stared out the classroom windows. Sloped green fields surrounded the high school, and a ring of blazing pink azaleas lined the parking lot. With all the windows open, the drone of honeybees seemed to fill the warm air. Already she saw students slipping out to their cars, intent on enjoying the glorious day.

Claire felt it, too, as she did each June. The end of the term. The seductive weather. Maybe it was being surrounded by teenagers each day, the contagion of raging hormones. Or perhaps it was the thought of not being touched in more years than she could count. A longing she hadn’t felt in months suddenly ignited again like sap runing through her body after a hard winter. As always, her thoughts turned to Liam.

She heard the scrape of a chair and looked up. Daniel Stout brought his test up and laid it on her desk. She gave him a smile and turned the brochure over to the blank application page.

She’d first read about the Cape Cod light in an Art History class she’d taken at the local college, just after Amy left home. Devastated, she knew she had to keep busy or she’d lose her mind with worry. Then when her daughter still hadn’t come back, Claire had moved on to a photography course. Suddenly, it was as if she’d found herself again, after all these years.

She was tired of teaching. Twenty years of trying to coax lazy or apathetic students into a love of learning had exhausted her. But every once in a while there was a student or two who felt the excitement of history, the relevance of the past. Those were the students she couldn’t cheat. The last thing she wanted was to be deadwood in the classroom. Those students deserved better. And the apathetic ones deserved someone who was still willing to give them a fighting chance.

Sometimes she felt alone in this belief. Her teaching friends were hardly secretive about riding out their last five or ten years to catch the brass ring of their profession: an early pension at fifty or fifty-five. It was what had lured them into teaching fresh out of college. That and the safety net of tenure. A life of security.


Not Claire. Maybe security had lured her in the beginning, when she didn’t really have a choice. But she wasn’t going to coast through her last years, no matter how crazy people might think she was to walk away from a pension that was just a little over ten years off. Besides, although she loved history, teaching hadn’t been her original goal. She’d had bigger ideas in college, bolder dreams. But then again, little in her life had turned out as she’d thought it would back then.

Looking at the application, anticipation hummed within her like an electric current she could barely contain. She was wired, a term her students used when they were so excited they felt like they were jumping out of their skin.

She picked up her pen and began filling out the application as one student after another laid a completed test on her desk. She would have most of the summer to compile a portfolio of photographs. The chances she’d be chosen were slim, she knew, but she would give it her best shot. Because after a twenty-five-year detour, Claire Noble was ready to go after one of her dreams again.










PART ONE


Secrets & Dreams
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IT WAS BARELY DAWN WHEN RICK LEFT HER BED, THE SKY STILL DARK GRAY. HE TIPTOED INTO THE bathroom, so quietly, trying not to waken her. As the water ran, Claire stretched her hand across the bed. The sheet was still warm where he’d slept. She wondered how long his warmth would continue to hold there. She was missing him already. In just a few days, he would be leaving for Colorado to meet his brothers for an early bachelor celebration. Although their wedding wasn’t until September, finding two weeks that would suit all the men had been a feat. June was the best they could manage. But to Claire, it was perfect. She would be leaving for Cape Cod a few days after Rick, so they’d both be away at the same time, although her trip would be longer.

Altogether they would be apart for two months. An entire summer. She wondered again about the Cape Cod light, if it could possibly live up to her expectations now. A year ago, it had been nothing but a dream. Now it was about to happen. Her entire life had changed, it seemed, in the past year. But the best change of all was Rick, no doubt about it.

At first, he’d offered to come up to Cape Cod in the middle of her stay, after he returned from Colorado. No, she decided. She’d be consumed; they had warned her about the intensity of the work. Besides, it would be so much more exciting when they finally saw each other again. There was a thrill in longing like that, anticipating that first moment again in each other’s arms. And then Rick had smiled and agreed. “You’re right,” he joked, “abstinence makes the heart grow fonder.”

As she lay there, her mind thick with sleep and scattered thoughts of their reunion, and then their wedding in September, the bathroom door opened. He came out quietly, a towel wrapped around his waist. In the softening light, she could see beads of water clinging to the dark hair across his wide chest. With her eyes half-closed, she watched him slip on his shirt, the first rosy rays of dawn beginning to come through her sheer curtains. It could have been a dream. Or a lovely photograph. She imagined, then, capturing him at that moment, in the soft shaft of light, part of him in shadow. His face perhaps. Yes, she thought, his face half in shadow, the other half illuminated.

“Hey, I know that look.”

She smiled. “Oh, really?” she asked, suggestively.

He turned and slipped off his shirt, dropped the towel. A moment later, he was lifting the sheet, and then her white muslin nightgown. His skin was damp and warm as he lay on top of her.

She didn’t tell him he was wrong about the look. He pressed into her and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him inside, wondering again about the beauty of the light; and how she’d go a summer without Rick.

Marveling at how lucky she was. She, Claire Noble, who’d resigned herself long ago that luck was something that came to other people.

 

THIS WAS ANOTHER ONE THIS WAS ANOTHER ONE of Claire’s bright ideas. Fanny stood near the ladies’ room door of the senior center, trying to decide what to do. If she could drive, she’d just leave. But after a few terrifying attempts years ago, she’d given up trying to learn. Besides, Joe had argued, more nervous at the thought of her behind the wheel than even she was, he took her everywhere, anyway.

Joe was parked in front of the big-screen TV. He didn’t seem to mind coming—she deduced that from his lack of complaining. Joe had never been a talker, but as the years of their marriage grew, his conversational skills seemed to wane further. Unless he was unhappy about something. Then he made it perfectly clear what he thought.

Fanny actually didn’t mind so much that Joe was in front of the TV. At least he’d rest for a while. He tired so easily lately with the effort of trying to do everyday things that used to keep him busy. Just this morning he’d tried to change the oil in their car, something he’d been doing their entire marriage. He loved to tinker with cars. But after a while, he’d come inside, exhausted and shaking. Defeated. Here at least he was forced to relax.

Fanny had tried to approach this ordeal with a positive attitude, as Claire had instructed her that first day a week ago. It was true, as her daughter pointed out, that all of their friends were either dead or in Florida. Or, worst of all, in a nursing home. Yes, she’d agreed with Claire, they really didn’t have much of a social life anymore, except for Claire’s comings and goings, church once a week, and yearly visits from Eugene and his family. But this was Claire’s way of assuaging her guilt at being gone for the summer, shuttling them off to this senior center five days a week. How could a mother not see that?

Fanny had kept an open mind anyway. She walked into this place with her head and her hopes high last week. Just in time for lunch to be served. Joe, who never ate lunch, went right for the TV, where a few other old men sat mute and mesmerized by Judge Judy.

She’d walked over to the only chair at a table full of ladies waiting to be served. However, the closer she got, the more her heart seemed to go a little crazy in her chest, sputtering like a faulty motor. All the old women looked up at her. Her mouth went dry.

“Hello. I’m Fan—”

And before she could even finish her name, a white-haired pageboy cut in: “I’m sorry, this seat is taken.”

“Oh.” Fanny turned. The next table was completely empty, not a soul there. She turned back to the wrinkled pageboy to suggest she could just pull one of those chairs over and squeeze in. But the woman had already turned her back on Fanny and began chattering to a blue-haired prune who nodded vigorously at her every word.

Now, standing at the ladies’ room door a week later, Fanny knew the lay of the land as surely as she knew the age spots on her hands. Gladys, the white-haired pageboy, was the queen bee; Helen and the rest of the blue-gray brigade were the drones. Fanny put a hand to her own short curls, still more black than gray. A gift from Mama, who’d died without ever coloring her hair.


Fanny shook her head as she surveyed the scene. This was just how her granddaughter Amy had once described high school: bitchy girls who’d terrified her that first day as a freshman. Fanny now realized that bitchy girls apparently became witchy old women. People don’t change, Mama had often warned her.

She could go sit with the men at the TV. There were even a few of them playing Texas hold ’em. Maybe she could lure someone into a game of canasta; that would kill a few hours. She scanned the room and found not a single prospect.

She walked over, sat in a chair in the corner, and pulled a book out of her purse. In the middle of the book, she found the bookmark, a blank recipe sheet. She stared out the window. If she was going to make a meal for these old witches, what would it be?

She would start with a lovely bowl full of creamy white ricotta. Tender leaves of baby spinach. Smooth cloves of garlic, as slippery as pearls. Fresh plum tomatoes, red and firm. She would roll out the dough, cut the squares, fill them, and crimp the edges. Then she would spread the little raviolis like tiny pillows from heaven across her bed to dry on a clean white sheet.

That would impress them, she thought.

But it was years since she had made ravioli like that. Her energy was disappearing along with Mama’s old recipes. Not that anyone seemed to notice or care. Claire, it was obvious, had no interest in cooking. But Amy, she’d always thought Amy did. Amy, who’d loved to stand on a chair and watch her cook, whose smile when she tasted something seemed to light up the world. Who thought the sun rose and set in Meema’s kitchen. Meema. She hadn’t been called that in years. And Amy…It was what now? A year and a half? Maybe more.

Fanny clutched her book to her chest, staring out the window, wondering where her granddaughter could be. And what had really happened with Amy and Claire to make her disappear for so long.

 

EACH YEAR IT SEEMED as if the whole town turned out for graduation at Lincoln High School. The bleachers were full, and those who couldn’t find seats spilled around the fence lining the football field. Marching in with the procession of ninety-eight graduates, faculty, and administration, Claire gazed at the ring of mountains encircling Lincoln, holding all of them in this small green valley like protective arms. This was her twentieth graduation ceremony. Even though she was ready to leave teaching, she never failed to feel a tug of emotions at this moment.

She looked up into the stands for her friend Abbie and her daughter, Missy, who had Down’s syndrome. Tom wasn’t with them, and Claire knew that meant one thing: he’d been drinking again. Sitting with Abbie, instead, was Claire’s other good friend, Esther, the school nurse here, who knew everyone’s secrets and scandals. It was Esther who’d ripped the ad for the Cape Cod Arts Center out of one of the magazines in her office last year and given it to Claire.

The speeches began. First the superintendent of schools, who talked about the advantages of a small town high school like Lincoln’s in this day and age. Then the principal, highlighting the achievements of this class. No matter how she tried, Claire’s mind wandered. She and Rick had everything set for the wedding in September, just four weeks after she returned from Cape Cod. Fifty of their closest friends and family in her yard, surrounded by her beautiful pine trees. A modest affair because it made more sense to put that money toward their new town house in Arizona, where they would move next June. She thought about her dress, hanging in the spare bedroom closet, simple but elegant.

A sudden round of applause snapped her back to the football field. She looked up to see the Baker’s Dozen, the school’s elite all-girl choir, begin the first notes of “Climb Every Mountain.” Claire watched them now, looking so wholesome in their starched white blouses and long black skirts. And her thoughts turned to Amy.

Amy had tried out for the Baker’s Dozen when she was a freshman, and she’d been picked. Amy not only had a lovely second soprano’s voice, she could sing beautiful harmony, thanks to Fanny. But Amy had quit after a month, ranting to Claire that they were nothing but “militant Sound of Music wannabes.” Claire was heartbroken, and wondered after a while where Amy might end up in the difficult pecking order of high school. Amy had joined and quit a lot of things over the next two years. And like a lot of kids, she hadn’t quite fit in anywhere. Claire regretted, as she often did when thinking back over her mothering skills, not forcing Amy to stick to something like the Baker’s Dozen or the debate club. Yet she was unsure if it would have made any difference in the pattern that seemed to establish Amy’s future: bouncing around from school to school, without graduating college, and then from job to job.

She looked over at some of her Honors History students; bright, attentive overachievers with clear plans for their futures mapped out at just eighteen. Even she felt daunted by them, at times. But she knew, too, that kind of drive was sometimes unhealthy in someone who wasn’t quite an adult yet. Last year, she’d had to fail Sarah Keating for cheating on her final exam. Sarah had not only plummeted in class rank, she’d lost a basketball scholarship because of the F. Her father, an intimidating man who ran the butcher shop on Main Street, had come in to talk with Claire. But she stuck to her convictions. What kind of message would she send her students if a cheater was allowed to pass?

As her mind wandered, she remembered, ironically, that she’d been filling in the application for the Cape Cod Arts Center when she happened to look up and catch Sarah with a cheat sheet peeking out of her blouse sleeve. She’d felt sick, even hesitated, wondering if she’d be better off ignoring what she saw. But she couldn’t. And it seemed that everything went wrong after that. Her mother had fallen and broken her hip. Claire had spent last summer racing from the hospital and then the rehab out into the countryside to photograph for her portfolio. And then her father had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. Eugene, her brother, had offered to send enough money for her to put a first-floor bedroom on her house to take her parents in. She’d felt her life slipping away.

And then, suddenly, everything changed. Her mother recovered. Claire met Rick and they fell in love. Her father began a regimen of medications that seemed to halt the progress of the disease. Then, a month after sending in her portfolio, she’d been accepted to the Arts Center for this summer.


Claire looked up at the bleachers, filled with people she’d known for years. Friends and neighbors here to see their children graduate. She’d come to Lincoln by default all those years ago and built a good life all by herself. For her and Amy. But now it was her turn. In just a few days, she’d be leaving for the summer in Cape Cod. She was forty-five years old, and as Esther so aptly put it, it was about time she stopped living her life for everyone else and started putting herself first.
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EARLY SATURDAY, FANNY HEARD THE CAR OUTSIDE AND QUICKLY WIPED HER TEARS ON THE hem of her apron. She pulled it off and threw it in a kitchen drawer. Scattered across her counter were the ingredients for her mother’s braciole. She hadn’t made this dish in…actually she couldn’t remember the last time she’d really cooked. These days it seemed she fantasized more about cooking than she actually did it. Only lately Joe wasn’t eating enough and the braciole had always been one of his favorites.

But as she’d begun mixing the ingredients, she knew something was missing. What? She couldn’t remember. And that had set her heart firing away. Not remembering something terrified her. She’d read somewhere that Alzheimer’s might be genetic. Mama had had it. That made Fanny’s chances even greater. And Mama had never written down a recipe.

“Mom?” She heard Claire call out as the front door closed, and then, to Joe, who was in front of the TV, “Hi, Dad.”

A moment later, Claire was in the kitchen doorway and Fanny’s eyes filled with tears.

“Mom, what’s wrong?”

Fanny shook her head. “Nothing, nothing. Now, are you all packed? Do you have that spray I got you?”

“Mom, I think that stuff you got is illegal.”

“Slip it in your bra. That’s what Annie and I did years ago, when we worked in Greenwich Village. Hid our money in our brassieres.”

“Mom, Cape Cod is like Lincoln. People go to the beach and leave their doors unlocked. It’s nothing but artsy people and rich families.”

Then Claire took a deep breath. Guilt. Fanny recognized the sound.


“I don’t have a lot of time. I still have to finish putting a portfolio together.”

“Your pictures are beautiful. They’ll love them.” Fanny knew Claire didn’t believe that. That it was just a mother talking. But Claire’s photographs were special, even Fanny could see that. “Oh, before you go, I almost forgot. I have something for you,” she said. “Sit, have a cup of coffee.”

“What are you making?” she heard Claire ask, as she rooted through the hall closet.

“Oh, nothing,” she said, searching for the gift bag. “Joe? Joe?”

“What is it?”

“Where’s Claire’s gift? I put it in the hall closet.”

“I put it in the spare room.”

She wanted to go and smack him; it couldn’t have been in his way. Instead she trudged slowly up the flight of stairs without complaint because Claire would just launch into her favorite new subject: how they needed to move into a one-floor house. In Claire’s old bedroom, now filled with Fanny’s old sewing machine, an ironing board, and other odds and ends, she found the gift bag, sitting on the treadmill like an accusation. She hadn’t used the treadmill in what? Five, maybe six months? Eugene had sent it after she broke her hip, to make sure she strengthened it. Now Joe was after her to get rid of it. He would get rid of everything if she let him.

Slowly she went down the stairs, the ache in her left hip now a little knife slicing through her groin. In the kitchen she found her daughter sitting at the table, staring out the window with that look.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Claire said, with a shake.

She knew Claire didn’t like to bother her with her problems. Didn’t want her to worry. But Fanny knew that look. Claire was thinking of Amy.

“Wait until you see what I found!” she said, putting the gift bag on the table in front of Claire. “You won’t believe it!”

Claire opened the bag and Fanny had the pleasure of seeing first confusion and then astonishment cross her face.


“Where did you…I thought this was gone.”

“No, no. After you moved out that first time years ago, I shoved a few boxes of your things in the crawl space. Your father doesn’t go in there, the clutter would give him a stroke, so I knew it wouldn’t get thrown out. It’s been buried in there all these years.”

Claire held up the camera, an antique now perhaps, nearly thirty years old. She looked through the viewfinder, turned, focused on her mother, and clicked.

“There’s no film in it,” Fanny said.

“I know. I just wanted to feel it. I remember the last roll I shot with this camera, just before I left college and came home to live again.”

Fanny said nothing, hoping this wasn’t more sadness being dredged up.

“Well, now you can use it in Cape Cod.”

Claire smiled. “Thanks, Mom, this means a lot, it really does.” Then she stood. “Let’s do this quick. I don’t want to get all emotional.”

“No, we don’t want that.” Fanny stood there, took a step forward, put her hands on Claire’s shoulders. “Two months will be gone before you know it.”

“If you need anything, don’t forget my friend Esther, she’s a nurse and only fifteen minutes away. And there’s always Eugene, maybe he—”

“Eugene is too far, and too busy. We’ll see him in August; they’re coming for a long weekend. So don’t worry about us.”

Claire gave her a quick hug and then was gone. She heard her call out, “Bye, Dad,” and the front door closed. She sat looking at all the ingredients on the counter, her desire to cook, to fill a few empty hours, gone. She swallowed hard. Claire would be gone for ten weeks in total. If something happened to Joe, she could take care of him. But what if something happened to her? Fanny knew that Joe would be helpless.

But that wasn’t going to happen. Tomorrow she was going to start using that treadmill again and get her hip stronger. Use it or lose it, that’s what Mama used to say.

She began putting the items scattered across the counter back in the refrigerator. When she was putting the frying pan away, it hit her. Fennel. Just a pinch. That’s what she’d forgotten.


 

DRIVING AWAY FROM her parents’ house, Claire turned onto Route 75, which followed the Pohatcong River back to Lincoln, just a half hour north. She worried about being so far away from her parents, but they seemed to be doing okay. Thank God her father was still driving, so they could get to the store or the senior center on their own. One day she knew the Parkinson’s would progress and he would not be able to. She dreaded it. Because she and Rick would be living in Arizona by then.

But now she had to think about getting ready. The last weeks of school were so hectic, and she still had last minute packing to do. It was hard to plan for an entire summer when you could only take three bags. And one was filled with her camera and equipment.

The old Kalimar camera lay on the floor of her car, in its worn leather bag. She kept glancing at it, unable to believe it was there. She’d bought it in her freshman year of college, when taking an Intro to Photography course. Everyone else had had expensive Nikons or Minoltas. Claire had never heard of Kalimar, a Russian brand, but it was a single-lens reflex. And it was all she could afford then.

Now it was as if she were back in that second-floor apartment at college, a rat trap of a place where five girls pinched pennies and dreamed about their futures. It was a weekday afternoon in her junior year and the others were at class. Liam sat at the kitchen table, barely able to look up. She’d leaned against the chipped sink, quietly shooting pictures of a still life for her class. Secretly taking shots of him. Waiting for him to say something.

She was pregnant. She assumed they would get married.

It was what they planned when she graduated anyway. Not that her parents knew. They’d hated Liam since she’d first met him on a dance floor, her freshman year of high school. It was the old cliché: he wasn’t good enough. Especially when he began getting into trouble. But Liam had problems at home. His father had been killed in a car accident, leaving his mother with three boys to raise alone, and little insurance. She’d begun waitressing to make ends meet. Coming home later and later, drunker and drunker. Not exactly a role model for a grieving teenager.


Liam had been sent to live with his aunt Bonnie, his father’s sister, in Mechanicsburg. She’d enrolled him in Claire’s Catholic high school. He was tall, with long black hair that touched his shoulders, ivory skin, dark blue eyes. No one knew a thing about him as he shot brooding looks at the girls changing classes in the halls. When he walked over and asked Claire to dance in the sweltering, airless gym that last dance of their freshman year, she thought she would die. Everyone stared as he held her so close her breasts pressed against his beating heart. It wasn’t even like they were dancing. He was just holding her, their feet not leaving the floor, swaying to the music.

“Hey you’ve got nice eyes,” he said, looking down at her, his breath sweet and heavy.

“Really?” She was stunned. Her eyes were like her mother’s, everyone said so; dark brown, almond shaped.

“Yeah,” he said, his crooked smile growing. “Sexy eyes.”

As they danced, her head fit perfectly in the crook of his shoulder. He kept running his fingers through the long strands of her hair.

Later, sleeping over at her best friend Robin’s, they’d relived the night again and again. Robin told her that she’d overhead some guys saying Liam had been drunk. She didn’t care. Liam’s gaze was like the prince’s kiss in a fairy tale. She felt as if she’d finally woken up that night. As if someone had really seen her for the first time.

She looked over at the camera again, thinking about the girl she’d been. And wondering what had ever happened to that last roll of film, the pictures of Liam. That was the last time she’d ever used the Kalimar.

 

AT TEN O’CLOCK, just like every other night at that same time, Fanny slowly trudged up the long flight of stairs to go to bed, the throb in her hip like a toothache now. Joe was still watching TV, and, according to this ritual set into place when he’d had to quit his part-time job last year, he would stay there until nearly midnight. The diagnosis, she knew, had scared him. And he’d worried about making mistakes. It was just a few hours a week in the hardware store on Main Street, but still. It had given him some purpose.


Fanny had locked the doors, slid the deadbolts, and even turned the lock on the basement door, a new one she’d had installed a year ago when she read about a robbery in their neighborhood. In her nightstand, next to her book, lay a little can of hot pepper spray. Her husband, she knew, couldn’t protect her anymore. For years, the warm, solid shape of him beside her in bed was security enough that she slept like a baby. Not anymore. He was slower now, leaning forward, the Parkinson’s taking over his body bit by bit. He should have a cane, Fanny thought. Anyway, the pepper spray was just a little insurance.

She’d bought one for Claire, too, and made her put it into her purse. Not long ago a woman was carjacked in the Morris County Mall, a half hour east of Lincoln. The world was changing; she didn’t have to watch the news twice a day, like her husband, to see that.

Their own block was testament, too. Edie Dixon and maybe one or two others were the only old-timers left on Irwin Street. The neighborhood had become a mix of nationalities, like a little UN. Fanny tried to be friendly when they walked by as she swept her stoop, but they rarely looked at her. She still paid taxes, still shopped and contributed to the local economy. But she knew what it was. She was old. People’s eyes didn’t linger on you anymore. It was like you had one foot in the grave already. You barely counted.

She thought of Claire, so busy with her own life that she hardly had time for her anymore. Fanny washed her face, took out her teeth and set them into the plastic cup, and watched the liquid fizz. Claire had looked happy. But she also looked tired, as if there was worry in her eyes. Oh, Claire would tell her it was all the stress of this trip, but Fanny wasn’t a fool. It was Amy. How could Claire not worry about her? Not an hour went by that Fanny didn’t wonder where her granddaughter had gone.

She walked down the hall and into her bedroom, propped her three pillows, and sat down in bed with a moan, as her hip settled into place. She opened her nightstand drawer and reached for her book, Wild Montana Nights. Claire laughed at these books. “Bodice rippers,” she called them. Fanny looked at the cover, a chiseled cowboy holding a buxom blonde with, yes, a low-cut gown and long, flowing hair. In the background, the Montana mountains encircled them, jagged white peaks like she’d never seen in her life. Fanny hadn’t traveled much. Not like people today. She’d been to Florida a few times, a drive so long and torturous, she swore never again. Once, they’d gone to a cousin’s in Kentucky. No, she could probably count on two hands the number of times she’d left New Jersey since moving here from Brooklyn when Claire and Eugene were little.

But in her books, she lived in a way she never had. She traveled the world, without even leaving her house. And she lived and relived the romance that had eluded her all her life. As a girl in Brooklyn, she had waited breathlessly for romance to walk through her door. How, where, she wasn’t sure. But she was certain it would come. Everyone had one great love in their lives, even if it wasn’t the one that lasted. Now Fanny knew better. Look at her. She was seventy-seven years old and still waiting.

Once, long ago, when she wondered if she’d made a mistake marrying Joe, she’d asked Mama if Daddy had ever told her he loved her. She knew Daddy had, but they weren’t outwardly demonstrative. Pretty words mean nothing, Mama had told her. It’s what a man does for you that shows you how he really feels. Then Mama had said, Real love, and she’d emphasized the words, comes after marriage.

And then there was Claire. When Claire had gotten pregnant in college, when Fanny had voiced her doubts, Claire had told her that Liam was the love of her life. Fanny had said nothing after that. What could she say?

Fanny reached over to shut the nightstand drawer and spied her vial of pills. The doctor had given them to her at her last checkup when she admitted she didn’t sleep well, or much, anymore. It was common in seniors, he told her (she knew he meant elderly, but was being diplomatic). But why suffer? he’d coaxed. She’d never taken a single one. Because she knew how easy it was to get hooked on things like that.

What she hadn’t told him was the real reason she couldn’t sleep. Mama had died in her sleep, a few years younger than Fanny was now. A blessing, so many had said. That’s the way to go, she now heard people her age say. It made the nights a thing to dread, and getting into bed terrifying. She put off turning out the lights until she was dizzy with exhaustion. Fanny didn’t want to die in her sleep. She didn’t want to die at all. She was in good shape; better than most people a decade younger, her doctor had said, despite her broken hip last year. And Fanny didn’t feel her age, most times. Except now, at night, when all the terrors the dark held made her feel like a child. And she wished Mama could hold her hand, as she used to when she was sick. Or that Annie was still alive. They’d always talked about growing old together. Annie wasn’t just her sister, she was her best friend.

They would talk on the phone for hours. Fanny would tell her now that even though she was old, she still felt like she had living to do. Not that she knew what or how. But just that she wasn’t finished. Not yet.

Fanny opened the book finally. She had forty pages to go, the best part really. These books were all the same. Two people who wanted each other, who sometimes did or didn’t know it. And then there were a few hundred pages of keeping them apart. Predictable. In fact, Fanny sometimes thought she could write one herself. But they helped the hours go by. By the time she finished it, Joe would be making his way upstairs. She would turn on her side and curl an arm around his chest. Then she would pray, for everyone in her family, the dead and then the living, ending with a special prayer to Mama to watch over Amy.

Fanny prayed out of habit. She wasn’t sure she still believed in all those saints. After all, half of them had been…what was the word? She couldn’t remember, except that now many of the saints she’d learned about as a girl were no longer considered saints. And now you could eat meat on Fridays and go to church without a hat on, too. The rules had been changing for years. Fanny began to wonder what else the men in Rome were going to decide wasn’t valid anymore about it all. But still she prayed. It was hard to undo years of habit. Habit, she’d learned long ago, kept a rhythm to your life, and there was comfort in that. So she kept praying, just in case.

Somehow, during these long prayers, she would fall asleep.

 

IT WAS LATE when Claire left Rick’s and drove across town to her own house. His flight to Colorado for the bachelor celebration with his brothers was first thing in the morning, so he needed some sleep. If she stayed, he’d teased, he’d have a hard time getting any sleep at all, knowing they would be apart for two months. He was in high spirits after coming in second at his golf tournament. When she walked in, he’d picked her up and swung her around, hooting that he’d been invited to play a tournament at an exclusive country club near the city. The tournament was in September, just a week before their wedding, when they’d be knee-deep in last minute details. In his excitement, he didn’t seem to remember, and she didn’t want to burst his bubble. He’d already made reservations for them at a nearby Hilton. “You’ve got to think like a winner to be a winner,” he kept saying. “It’s all about positive thinking.” He planned to win.

They ate Chinese takeout while he finished packing, his bags neat and orderly, his backpack like something out of an L.L. Bean catalog. Claire thought of her own bags, and her haphazard packing, throwing this in, tossing that out. Rick was neater and more organized than any man she knew. Well, except for her father. But his was a different kind of tidy.

She cleaned up while Rick made his last minute real estate calls. He both loved and hated his job. It was a 24/7 commitment, and they were often interrupted on dates or during dinner by sellers or buyers who were frantic about a deal. But when he made a big sale, like the 150-acre farm that was now being developed for town houses and a country club on a mountain overlooking Lincoln, he thought there was no better way to make a living.

That sale had changed everything. With the land commission, and the hope of getting the listings on each home sold, he’d landed the wind-fall he’d always dreamed of. And golf became his new job. The dream of moving to Arizona became a reality. As she was scraping plates into the garbage, she heard Rick’s voice rise on the phone. “They’re nothing but tree huggers. Forget about them.”

Claire didn’t like it when he talked like that. In truth, she could probably be labeled a tree hugger herself, and would no doubt argue with him if he weren’t her fiancé. But she usually steered clear of topics that might cause them to argue, telling herself it was a small difference of opinion when you considered all the things she loved about Rick.


A moment later, as she was cleaning off the counter and loading the dishwasher, Rick came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her, then slowly unbuttoning her blouse. Even now, turning onto Linwood Street, she felt a blush of heat rise up from her middle, remembering. He’d turned her around, lifted her up onto the counter above the dishwasher. They’d done it right there, like two high school kids, crazy with desire. She missed him already.

As Claire turned into her driveway, she slammed on the brakes. She felt her entire body go still as her heart jumped into her throat. Sitting in her driveway was an old green Volkswagen Beetle. She hadn’t seen that car in nearly two years. Not since the day she told her daughter to get out and grow up. Words she regretted five minutes after Amy had driven off in that car.

She pulled in behind the Beetle and turned off her car. What was she walking into? The last time Amy had called, it had to be several months ago, her few words were a repeat of all the other times. She was fine; she wasn’t coming home anytime soon.

For the thousandth time, Claire wondered: how had things spiraled so out of control? Since Amy had graduated high school, it seemed one minute she was frantic with worry over her, how she was going to survive without a degree, what kind of future she would have. The next moment, Amy’s lack of responsibility and maturity would make her furious, and they’d fall into the same patterns of fighting all over again.

If Amy had struggled in high school, she seemed to blossom at first in college. Or that’s how it had seemed to Claire, who thought that getting out of Lincoln might be the answer for her daughter, after all. But then the grades came in. And Amy returned for weekend visits looking more tired each time. By the end of her freshman year, she’d gained the obligatory freshman fifteen. And she’d flunked a class and gotten Ds in two others. Claire put her foot down. She wasn’t paying for tuition when Amy was obviously at college to party. Amy came home, and the next few years were a roller coaster of community colleges, part-time jobs, more weight gain, more partying.

The day she threw Amy out, she’d just discovered that her daughter had stopped going to classes mid-semester. Arriving home to confront her, Claire walked in to find her daughter smoking pot with a new friend, Tish something or other. She’d lost it. Thousands of dollars in tuition thrown down the drain. Her daughter throwing her life away. Claire exhausted from taking on after-school tutoring jobs to make more money.

That day Amy drove away, Claire assumed she’d be back by nightfall. She’d waited up until eleven, but when the knock came and the door opened, it wasn’t Amy. It was Abbie, who’d been driving around, mad at Tom. Could she sleep on Claire’s couch again? she’d asked. This happened every three or four months. They sat at the kitchen table drinking tea, as Abbie told her how she came back from showing houses that evening to find Tom unconscious on the couch. For once, Claire couldn’t concentrate on Abbie’s saga with her alcoholic husband. When she interrupted and told Abbie that she’d thrown her daughter out, Abbie covered her face with her hands.

“Oh, my God, I should have told you,” she said. “I knew I should have told you.”

“What? Told me what?” Claire asked frantically.

The week before she left, Amy had gone to Abbie’s house to see Missy. “She’s the only normal friend Missy has, you know,” Abbie reminded her. Missy, who was working the carts at the local ShopRite since graduating high school, told Amy she hated her job. Abbie was in the kitchen with them, fixing dinner, and heard Amy say that she hated college. A minute later, Amy was sobbing, and when Abbie sat down with them, she confessed to her that she couldn’t go to her classes. Now that she finally really wanted to finish school, she couldn’t. It started one day a month ago, she told Abbie, as she’d sat in her car in the school parking lot, frozen with panic, her heart hammering in her chest. She felt like she would die if she had to step into that classroom. She made Abbie swear she wouldn’t tell Claire. And Abbie agreed, on the condition that Amy would tell her mother herself and get some help.

“She kept saying, I gotta get out of here. I hate Lincoln,” Abbie told Claire as Claire sat at her kitchen table, sobbing. “I think she wanted to leave, but she didn’t really know how to do it. Or was too scared. So she made you do it for her.” All of which made Claire feel even worse. Her daughter had serious problems, and she hadn’t even realized it. She was a failure as both a mother and a teacher.

“I’m sure she’ll be back in a day or two,” Claire had told Abbie that night, with more certainty than she felt. “I’m sure she just wants to punish me.”

But it was a month before the first phone call came. Claire begged Amy to come home. How could she be surviving? Claire’s imagination ran wild, picturing her daughter preyed upon, a victim of white slavery, or even homeless, living on the streets somewhere, begging for quarters.

Walking from the driveway now into the back kitchen door, she saw no lights on except the one in the kitchen. She called out as she walked through the downstairs rooms, but there was no answer. She found Amy upstairs in her bedroom, asleep under a mountain of covers, despite the warm night. Her bags and things were strewn across the floor. Already Amy was taking over. And not for the first time since she’d pulled in did Claire think about the uncanny timing of her daughter’s arrival just before her own big trip.

She flipped on the overhead light and Amy sat up as if a rifle had been shot.

“Mom?” She looked startled, as if she forgot where she was, looking so much like the little girl she’d once been.

Claire went over and sat on the bed, staring at her daughter, unable to believe she was really here. She put her arms around her and pulled her close. Amy looked awful; puffy-faced, black circles under her eyes. And as Claire held her, she realized she’d gained even more weight.

“Oh, Amy, how I’ve missed you,” she whispered, hearing her voice crack with emotion. Seeing her, all the anger, animosity, everything slid away.

“I missed you, too, Mom.”

Claire was surprised to feel her cheeks grow wet against her daughter’s. Amy rarely ever cried.

Pulling away, she looked at her. “Are you okay? You’re not sick, are you?” She put a hand to Amy’s forehead, which felt cool, but clammy.


Amy shook her head. “I’m fine, just exhausted. Can we save all the questions for tomorrow? I just want to sleep. I’ve been on the road all day.”

“Where did you come from?”

Amy gave her that look, the one that said, Didn’t I just ask for no questions until tomorrow? Then she shrugged. “Okay, just one. I came from North Carolina.”

Claire got up and walked to the door. As she reached for the light, Amy spoke again.

“I saw suitcases and things all over the place. You going somewhere?”

Claire nodded. “I’m going to Cape Cod in a few days. To study photography.”

Amy’s eyebrows went up. “Photography? Since when?”

Claire switched off the light. Before closing the door, she said, “Since I was losing my mind worrying about you and had to fill it with something.”

“Thanks a lot,” she heard, as she shut the door.

She shouldn’t have done that. She should have kept her mouth shut.

Already the old patterns were surfacing.
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AMY SLEPT LATE. CLAIRE WASHED CLOTHES AND PACKED, WORRYING ALREADY THAT SHE WASN’T taking enough cool weather clothes. Cape Cod was seven to eight hours north, jutting far out into the Atlantic. She threw in a hooded sweatshirt and a fleece jacket for good measure. The house looked messy even though she’d just cleaned it. She’d have to give it a thorough going over before leaving, especially with Amy here. But she couldn’t think about that now; she had to prioritize. Rick always told her that was her downfall, flitting from one project to another and not staying focused. Now she would tackle the bills and finish them before starting something else. The final packing, the last clean sweep, could be done Monday morning.

She was paying everything ahead for the ten weeks she’d be gone, because she didn’t want to think about mail or bills or checkbooks while she was on the Cape. She was so looking forward to those two months of freedom.

As she sat down at her desk in a corner of the kitchen, Amy walked in.

“Good morning,” she said, smiling, hardly able to believe Amy was here.

“Morning,” Amy mumbled.

“Did you sleep in your clothes?”

Amy was wearing a baggy purple muslin hippie dress, long and flowing, with an unzipped sweatshirt. Her long, black hair was pulled back in a sloppy ponytail. Claire hadn’t realized how much weight Amy had gained until she saw how bloated her face was now in the daylight.


“There’s coffee on the counter,” she said.

To her surprise, Amy took the teakettle and filled it.

“Listen,” she said, as Amy rooted in the refrigerator, “you need to go see Grandma and Grandpa today, they—”

“What!” Amy turned and glared at her. “Don’t tell me you already told them I’m here. Oh my God, I—”

“Stop it,” Claire interrupted, getting up from the desk. “Grandma called this morning to talk and I told her you were here, yes. She’s been frantic about you. We all have been.”

“I’ll bet,” Amy muttered. “Where’s the toaster?”

“In the cabinet under the cutting board. I hardly use it, and it was cluttering up the counter.” Rick had surprised her one day while she was in the shower, clearing her counters and reorganizing what remained on them. He’d teased her, calling her a “borderline slob.” Next to him, she sometimes felt like one.

She sat back down at the desk, finishing the bills, then opened her bank statement.

“You have to come with me,” she heard Amy say.

“Come with you?”

“To Grandma’s. Come on, you know how Grandpa’s gonna give me the look. Like I’m such a letdown. A loser.”

“That is not true,” Claire said, but she knew the look. Hadn’t she felt it herself often enough over the years? “Anyway, I’m swamped with everything I have to do before leaving.”

“Oh, right, Cape Cod. And when are you leaving again?”

She stood up and walked over to the table. Amy was nibbling on a piece of toast, crumbs settling like snow on the table. “The day after tomorrow. Listen, we have to talk about a lot of things. So much has changed—”

“Not now, okay?” Amy interrupted. “Come with me to Grandma’s, please? I promise, we’ll talk after that. I just want to get it over with. This’ll be like going to the dentist.”

 


IT WAS WORSE THAN THE DENTIST IT WAS WORSE THAN THE DENTIST, Claire thought, as they were driving back three hours later. Amy sat beside her, sniffling, looking out the passenger window as she tried so hard not to cry.

“He looks so old, he doesn’t even stand up straight anymore,” she said. “I can remember him carrying me on his shoulders around the yard while he cut the grass. He was so strong.”

“That’s the Parkinson’s,” Claire said.

“And when did he get it?”

Claire sighed. “He’s had it for a while, probably, but they finally diagnosed it last fall. Sometimes it goes undetected for a long time. But his handwriting was getting smaller and smaller. Their bills were getting sent back and a few checks were returned. Turns out, that’s one of the early signs.”

“Why didn’t you tell me when I called?”

“I didn’t want to worry you, honey. What could you do? And he’s been doing okay. They put him right on medications that can halt the progress for a long time, hopefully.”

“At least he doesn’t shake so bad, although his head wobbled, did you notice? I remember that priest we had, his hand just shook so hard, like his whole arm was gonna fall off.”

“The doctor said it’s different for different people.”

“That’s why you didn’t want them to drive to Lincoln? I can’t believe he still drives.”

“Not far. And probably not for much longer.”

“God, that’ll suck,” Amy said. “They’ll be trapped then.”

Claire turned onto Route 75. “I know. That’s going to be the worst. I can’t even imagine it. He’s always been so strong.” She felt her own throat clog with sadness. “I told your uncle Eugene a few months ago, we have to start thinking about the future.”

“Oh my God, not one of those homes!”

“They’re not like that anymore. Some of them are pretty nice, actually, like little country clubs.”

“Yeah, right, like Grandma would fit in with that.”

Claire couldn’t take much more, and decided to change the subject. “All right, enough. So, how about we talk now.”


“You first,” Amy said, flashing her a challenging smile. She’d beat her to the punch, as usual.

“Okay,” Claire said, and took a deep breath. “Do you remember I told you I was seeing someone? Rick Saunders? Well, we’re getting married in September.”

Amy looked at her like she’d turned into an alien. “You’re getting married?”

She nodded, unable to help the big grin that made her feel like a fool sometimes. Just saying it made her feel so happy.

“You like him?”

She laughed. “I love him, honey, or I wouldn’t be marrying him. He’s a great guy.”

“Wow, that’s fantastic, Mom. See, me leaving was probably the best thing that could have happened to you. You’re a photographer now, you’re getting married…”

Claire heard the hitch in Amy’s voice.

“Honey, do you think I could be happy with any of that without you? My heart was torn in half, I was trying to survive, and things just happened—”

“Right, everything in your life happened to get better after you threw me out.”

Claire bit her lip. She didn’t want to do this. Their time was too short, too precious.

“I think you wanted me to throw you out, Amy. Looking back, I think you sat in this house smoking pot with that friend of yours just so I’d come home and go ballistic.”

“I wasn’t smoking pot,” Amy said. “Tish was. I told her not to. I told her to stop, but she just kept going with it.”

Claire pulled the car over onto the shoulder of the road and turned to her daughter. “Why didn’t you tell me all of this then?”

Amy shrugged, looking out the window at the river. Refusing to look at her. “It doesn’t matter, Mom. It’s water over the bridge, or under the dam, or whatever the fuck that saying is.”

Claire leaned over and cupped Amy’s face, making her look at her. “Amy, I love you, why can’t you see that? I’ve only ever wanted the best for you.”

Amy said nothing for a moment, staring at her with a stony face. “Let’s just go home, Mom. You have to get ready for your big trip and I’ve gotta hit the road.”

They drove the rest of the way home in silence.

 

WHEN THEY GOT HOME, Claire went back to finishing the checkbook finally, canceling the paper and the mail, pointedly wiping the crumbs from the kitchen table. Amy disappeared into her room again.

A few hours later, Claire went upstairs, hoping Amy was in a better mood. It was time to get some answers about where she’d been, where she was going.

Amy sat on the radiator, twisting a strand of her long hair around her finger again and again.

“I’m going back to North Carolina, okay?”

“To do what? To stay where?”

“Doesn’t matter, I’ll be out of your hair in plenty of time.”

“Look, I’d like to explain about this trip and why you can’t stay here, because—”

“Mom, stop,” Amy cut in. “I just told you it doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me. I want you to understand that there’s someone—”

“Mom! I told you, I was just passing through. I’m leaving first thing Monday morning, so your big plans won’t be ruined.”

“Don’t say that!” Claire shouted. “You know that’s not how I feel.”

Neither of them spoke for a long moment.

“Look, you don’t have to leave. Go and stay at Grandma’s. They’d love it, you know that. You saw how much they missed you.”

Amy shot her a look, the one that said, Don’t you ever get it?

“If you’re trying to punish me for what I did, you’re too late,” Claire said, walking to the bedroom door and then turning one last time. “I’ve been punished for a year and a half with worry and lost sleep. I regretted doing what I did five minutes after you left. But I don’t suppose you’ll ever understand.”

She slammed Amy’s door shut.

As angry as she was, she couldn’t help lying awake that night, tears streaming down her face onto her pillow. She’d spent nearly twenty-four years trying to make up for a father who for all intents and purposes had abandoned Amy. But to Amy, it seemed even that was Claire’s fault.

 

FANNY TURNED OFF THE FAUCET and began taking off her clothes. It was still light out, barely seven o’clock, but every bone in her body was aching. Maybe it was a summer storm rolling in later that night, but something was brewing in her joints.

All afternoon Fanny wanted to call Claire. To tell her there was something about Amy—not that she could put her finger on it, but…it didn’t matter. Claire wouldn’t listen to her, she knew. Claire was preoccupied, Fanny could tell, with getting ready for her trip and her fiancé being so far away. Lowering her body into the old claw-foot tub, she moaned with pleasure. And pain. Her hip was killing her. Claire didn’t believe in her intuitions anyway. But sometimes—not every time—Fanny had a way of knowing such things.

The whole time Fanny had kept company with Joe, she had an odd feeling, similar to this; something she couldn’t quite identify. Not that she’d voiced those feelings to either Annie or Mama, both of whom couldn’t stop raving at how handsome Joe was, what a catch—especially for someone who was practically an old maid. So she kept her feelings to herself, only to find out her suspicions were right.

It was at her own wedding party when Charlie Hoffman, an old friend of Joe’s who’d been in the service with him, had too much to drink and began teasing Joe about the one who got away. Standing there in Mama’s lace wedding dress, that Mama’s own mother, Nana, had brought from Italy, Fanny had felt her stomach pitch and her face flame and go numb with embarrassment. And stupidity. She thanked God it was just her, Joe, and Charlie in the little hallway of the restaurant; no one else had heard.


What made her think of Charlie Hoffman now? He’d died more than five years ago, so his phone calls each New Year’s, the ones that were a reminder to her that her husband loved someone else, had disappeared with him. In the beginning those yearly calls were torture, and ruined more than one New Year’s celebration. Then, about ten years or so after they’d married, when the children were still little, Charlie had actually shown up on their doorstep early on a Saturday morning, weeks before the holidays even started. When Fanny answered the door, he saluted, asking for PFC Joseph M. Noble. He’d lost his hair and gained some weight; Fanny didn’t recognize him at first. He explained that he was driving through on his way to Buffalo.

Claire and Eugene were stretched out on the living room floor watching Lassie. Fanny had been doing laundry. At first Joe looked startled when he came up from the basement, where he’d been tinkering with the boiler, almost alarmed when he saw Charlie standing in the kitchen.

“Hey, Joey Boy,” Charlie laughed, and then gave Joe a hearty handshake.

“Charlie Hoffman, I’ll be damned,” Joe said.

They sat at the kitchen table, and though it wasn’t noon yet, Joe got the old bottle of Four Roses whiskey from the cabinet high over the refrigerator. They drank several shots, Charlie smoking one Chesterfield after another. She’d sent the kids out to play without doing their Saturday chores and she quietly polished the dining room furniture, where she couldn’t be seen, but could overhear their conversation.

Joe had never talked much of his time in the service, before he’d met her. Most of Charlie’s loud babbling was about a “mean old son-of-a-bitch sergeant” they all hated.

“Yeah, but looking back, he doesn’t seem so bad anymore,” Joe said. “We turned out all right, didn’t we?”

“That’s for sure,” Charlie said. “We were nothing but kids, far from home and lonely as hell.” Fanny heard another match strike. “Hey, remember that pretty little thing you spent all your time with? What was her name, Anna? No, Ava, that’s it.”

And there it was, what she’d been waiting to hear about all these years. There was a long silence.


“You couldn’t have forgotten, Joey Boy. Christ, you spent every moment of leave with her.”

“I remember,” she heard her husband say quietly.

“She was some looker, with that long, wavy dark hair. We used to call her Ava Gardner, remember?”

In the dining room mirror, from the corner of her eye, Fanny could see Joe nod his head.

“Yeah, we all thought you were a goner, pal, you had it bad.”

“Nah,” Joe said.

“And then when we thought you went AWOL, there was talk you’d eloped.”

“No, I wasn’t AWOL, I was sick in the infirmary with that nasty flu we all got.”

“Whatever happened to her, you remember?”

“She married that Portuguese guy her family had picked for her,” Joe said. “So what about you, why aren’t you settled down yet?” Conveniently changing the subject, Fanny thought.

She sat quietly then in one of the dining room chairs. Knowing in that moment what she’d long suspected, that something had been missing from her marriage all along: her husband’s heart. It wasn’t that he was cold, or undemonstrative, as Mama said most men were. It was that his heart had been captured by another woman. The love of his life, from the way it sounded. Her intuition all those years ago had been right.

That night Charlie left before they went to the Prudential awards dinner. Joe received a citation for sales in his territory in town and Fanny applauded with everyone else, watching this handsome man in the new navy suit that she’d picked out for him just the week before at Sears and Roebuck, to highlight his blue eyes. This man who was a stranger to her at times.

Charlie had never visited again. And Fanny had never once brought up the name of Ava. Not once in all the years they’d been married. Lying in the tub now, she wondered what had made her think of Charlie. Because of Amy? Because the uneasiness she felt about Amy was the same unsettled feeling she’d once felt with Joe?

No, it was his balance. Joe’s wide shoulders now drooped, his back was curling forward. He probably could use a cane now. But he refused. Maybe that was it; Amy had asked if they couldn’t do something to help him stand straighter. And after they left, Fanny envisioned his perfect posture when she first met him. Her brother Anthony telling her it was from being in the service. And that must have brought the thoughts of Charlie.

Slowly she stretched out and leaned her head against the sloped back of the tub. Everything she did in this tub was slow, after the horror of falling in it last year and breaking her hip. But she wasn’t going to think about that now. Or Charlie Hoffman. Her mind seemed to ramble lately, skittering across thoughts and memories that were a lifetime ago, but seemed like just yesterday.

It was Amy who needed her thoughts and prayers now. Amy, sitting in the living room with Joe, trying to make conversation, looking lost. When Amy went to the bathroom and Fanny voiced her fears, Claire said Amy was just doing what a lot of kids her age did: party too much, sleep too little, eat fast food. But it wouldn’t be the first time they’d had a difference of opinion over Amy. No, that struggle for control swayed many times in the early years, as Fanny cared for Amy while Claire finished college and began taking teaching jobs, hoping to land one with tenure to secure her future. For a time, Amy had seemed like her own child, and after a while, the poor girl cried that she didn’t want to go home when Claire would come to pick her up. Then Claire took the teaching job in Lincoln, when she could just as easily have gotten one here in Mechanicsburg. It was obvious she was trying to break Amy away from her.

The first week she didn’t have Amy, Fanny felt as if someone had jabbed a hot poker in her heart. It hurt so badly she almost couldn’t take a breath. She imagined her little sweet pea with a sitter, a stranger really. Someone who wouldn’t love and care for her the way Fanny did. After that, she’d stopped being Meema, which sometimes, when she was excited and talking fast, came out of Amy’s little mouth as Mama. After their move to Lincoln, Fanny became Grandma.

She could worry all she wanted, torture Claire all she wanted. Just like back then, it would do no good. Amy was her child, Claire would say. And she would decide what was best.
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BY ONE O’CLOCK, CLAIRE WAS READY, HER RED BAGS LINED UP IN THE LIVING ROOM, HER SPARE key for Abbie under the doormat, all the planning of the past months finally down to this moment. Her flight to Boston was at four, with a switch to a tiny prop plane for Provincetown which would get her there at five-thirty. She was told it was just five minutes from there to the Arts Center, where she could unload her bags in a dorm room and change for the welcome reception. She didn’t know what made her more nervous, the split-second timing of the trip or the thought of a tiny plane crossing Cape Cod Bay. Claire was a reluctant flyer.

The butterflies that had swooped through her stomach each time she woke during the night—which was frequently—were back now, nibbling at her gut. It reminded her of class trips back in her grade school days, waking at dawn, waiting for the yellow buses, so excited you thought you might throw up. Once, her best friend Robin did, and no one had ever let her forget it.

She paced in front of the window, waiting for her cab, wondering if Amy had really gone back to North Carolina. She was gone before Claire got up this morning, her room cleaned out, the bed unmade, a dirty towel on the floor. There was nothing she could do for her daughter, if Amy refused to let her in. She had to focus on the trip, on her work; otherwise she’d make herself crazy. It was ironic, because that had been her mind-set a year and a half ago when she’d rediscovered photography.

She wondered what Rick was doing at that moment in Colorado. Were they riding rapids or having a campfire on the banks of the river? Two months was a long time to be away from the man you were about to marry, her mother had said when she first told her about this trip. It was also a long time to be away from a bored mother who called you three times a day, and that was closer to the truth. Her friend Abbie, who was a part-time Realtor with Rick’s office, had teased her that every single woman within fifty miles would be swarming around him, decked out in thongs and Wonderbras.

But Claire trusted Rick. He might not be mysterious or full of twists and turns, but Claire had had her fill of that with Liam. Rick was good, honest, and dependable. Claire loved the life they were building.

Her parents still didn’t know that she and Rick were moving to Arizona next year. Every time she thought about telling them, her stomach clenched. Rick suggested waiting until she returned, which seemed like the wise thing to do.

The phone rang and Claire went to get it.

“I just wanted to remind you to bring your phone charger,” her mother said.

She knew her mother was terrified she wouldn’t be able to reach her in an emergency.

“I have it, Mom.”

Then she heard the front door.

“I gotta run, Mom, the cab is here.”

She hung up and walked quickly toward the front door, startled when it opened before she got there.

Amy stood before her, seeming just as stunned as she was to see her.

“I thought you left,” her daughter said. “Where’s your car?”

“I put it in the garage while I’ll be away,” she said. “I thought you left for North Carolina.”

“I…forgot something,” Amy said.

Just then they heard the cab pull up and beep.

“It’s okay, Mom, I’ll be out of here in a minute. Go ahead.”

Claire watched Amy walk across the living room and start up the stairs. And then she turned.

“What? Don’t you trust me?” And then her daughter made a face, like a grimace. “I promise, I’m gonna get my stuff and hit the road. I’ll lock the door on my way out.”


Claire looked out the window again. As the driver got out of the car, she heard the bathroom door slam. A moment later the driver was at her door. It was Ray Kohler, who lived down the street, apparently moonlighting again.

“Can I get your bags for you, Claire?”

Claire turned and looked at the red suitcases, a gift from her parents. She’d been arranging and rearranging things all morning, afraid of missing something. And afraid of having so much she wouldn’t be able to put it all on the plane.

She took a deep breath. “Yes, you can take them. I’ll be right out.”

As he wheeled the bags out the door, she heard a noise upstairs.

“Amy?” she called.

She looked at the brass clock on the mantel. She needed to leave now. There would be traffic. Security, she’d heard, was awful at Newark Airport.

She heard the noise again. It sounded like a moan.

“Amy, are you okay?”

A moment later the bathroom door opened. Amy came down slowly. Her face was white and Claire could see a sheen of sweat on her cheeks. Claire wondered for a moment if her daughter had been taking drugs upstairs.

“Go ahead, don’t miss your flight,” Amy said, nodding at the front door.

“Honey, there’s someone—”

But before she could finish the sentence, her daughter doubled over with a moan. Claire froze as Amy sank to her knees on the wood floor. A strange, guttural scream tore through the house as Amy rolled onto her back. Claire’s hand flew to her mouth when she saw the blood trickling down her daughter’s leg.

“I think…I’m having…a baby,” Amy whimpered between gasps.

Her legs fell apart and her baggy dress rode up, enough for Claire to see her daughter’s thighs streaked with pink mucous.

Claire sank to the floor as if in a daze beside her daughter. She was dreaming, this couldn’t be…With a mighty grunt, Amy’s face screwed up, as every nerve in her body began to push, her legs spreading, and Claire saw the slick black head crowning at the same moment she heard the cab beeping for her to leave.

 

CLAIRE TRIED TO DRIVE FASTER, but her legs were trembling so badly she had a hard time keeping her foot on the gas pedal. The ambulance had sped away as she stood on her porch, Ray Kohler looking at her questioningly. It seemed just a moment later that she was backing out of her driveway, pulling away, watching him carry her bags onto the porch in her rearview mirror.

Turning onto Route 75, all she could think of was how tiny the baby was. When the medic had wiped her quickly and whisked her away, Claire saw that her hair wasn’t dark, like Amy’s, but long strands of reddish gold. Her tiny fists had pumped at the air, as if she were fighting someone. This new world, perhaps. Just like Amy, Claire thought.

Amy had been silent and still afterward, staring at the ceiling as if she were hypnotized. Claire knelt at her side as the medic attended to her, a small white blanket now covering her lower half. Claire took her daughter’s hand and squeezed it reassuringly.

“Amy, honey?”

A tear slid down the side of Amy’s face.

Claire reached with her other hand and gently brushed the tear.

“She’s…” Claire tried to say something. What could she say? How could this be real? She? Who was she, this baby? “Amy, she’s so beautiful.”

Her daughter just stared at the ceiling, and a moment later, she and the baby were taken away. The baby had barely made a sound, Claire just realized. That couldn’t be good.

She began to pray, for the baby, and for her daughter. As she drove, her prayers were interrupted by images of Amy screaming, the baby with the blue, pulsing cord still attached, and then Ray Kohler’s horrified face as he came in for the last suitcase. Twenty minutes later, those images were pierced by the acrid smell of the foundry, an odor she’d hated for more years than she cared to remember. She was almost back to Mechanicsburg. The rolling fields soon gave way to a gas station, an old strip mall, and houses that had seen better days. On the outskirts of Mechanicsburg, just before the road merged with Route 32, on the edge of the dreary industrial city, she turned into the entrance for Jefferson County Hospital, just two miles from her parents’ house.

Her parents. What would she, could she, possibly tell them to explain this? They would no doubt see it as another failure on Claire’s part as a mother. As she searched for a parking spot, Claire realized that she wasn’t just a mother anymore. She was now a grandmother.
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"The characters in So Happy Together
will speak to you, and the best ones......
all have the ocean in their voices."
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