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The Retreat




A man walked with long strides over the crest of the hill, and Claire Bennett gasped. He was solidly built and tall, and something—the way his long arms swung by his sides or his close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair?—reminded her of her husband, Phillip, gone these last eighteen months. Claire’s heart hammered.

“Sir,” she called, rising from the stone bench. “Wait a moment, please.”

He turned his head toward her, his face inscrutable, then moved quickly away, crunching autumn leaves beneath his boots. His seeming rejection of her stung like a slap across her face, and she brought her hand to her cheek.

The monastery bell rang, its peals rising over the thick stone walls of the cloistered garden, the rich and vibrant sound sweeping across the open lawn. In years past, this bell had called monks to prayer. Now it summoned her and the others to dinner.

Claire started across the grass to the arched gateway. Inside the garden, brick pathways formed a complex pattern of flower beds. Those who came on retreat were welcome to silently assist with the raking of leaves, weeding, or planting, depending on the time of year. The leaves of young maple trees along the walls held the promise of rich fall color. Clouds had dominated the sky earlier, then raced away to the east and now the sun slipped into the horizon.

Claire’s pace accelerated. She was late for the evening meal again. Dinner was probably another vegetarian’s delight: a nondescript vegetable casserole, brown bread, unsalted butter, and fruit of the season. She eased the heavy wooden door open and slipped into the wood-paneled dining room. No one looked up or acknowledged her arrival; no one beckoned her with a hand or a look. Self-conscious and feeling a fool for calling to the stranger, Claire took a seat at the end of the table, far from where he sat. His head down, intent on consuming every last bean on his plate, the stranger who reminded her of Phillip ignored her.

Each time the swinging doors opened, the smell of fresh-baked bread wafted from the kitchen. A water pitcher traveled the length of the table and back. Claire cleared her throat. A woman alongside her did the same. Farther down the table, a man coughed. Others coughed. Occasionally someone smiled at someone else, though not at her.

This food is awful, it needs seasoning, Claire thought. Yet several people served themselves to second helpings.

 

The gray-white walls of the cubicle assigned to her oppressed Claire. On her arrival she had removed the crucifix hanging above the narrow bed and replaced it with a Connecticut Scenic Highways calendar, thrown into her suitcase at the last minute. Were the former occupants of this cell midgets? The tiny mirror was hung so low that at five feet six inches, she stooped to put on her makeup.

Why had her therapist, Dr. Mary Delanny, suggested this place? It wasn’t silence she needed. Having spent her adult life cultivating the art of conversation, a cruise, with its glamour, activity, and gregarious strangers, would have been preferable. She languished here, her vivacity stifled among drab folk who strolled the grounds with their heads down, hands locked behind their backs, or sat and stared into space. Three days of it were enough.

“Were you ever content?” Dr. Delanny had asked at their previous session.

A ridiculous question! Of course she had been content, what with going to business every day, exercising at the gym twice a week, her weekly bridge game at the club, and volunteer work raising funds for the local library. Working behind the scenes, she had been the steel in Phillip’s backbone, the drive behind his rise to prominence in the community, his success in their business, Antiques Unlimited, an international purchasing service for select customers.

On her initial visit, Dr. Delanny had asked, “How did you feel about working behind the scenes?”

Claire laughed. “Powerful. I thrived on it.”

Now, Claire shifted in the hard, narrow bed and thought of her son, Paul, a naval officer. What had he been thinking, running off and enlisting in the navy directly after high school? Perhaps it was time to discuss her relationship—or the lack of it—with her children. She had avoided it so far; their discussions so often felt like a game of chess, with her dodging those calculated, clever questions from the therapist.

She kept going due to sheer, utter loneliness, loneliness so deep and bitter that many nights she cried herself to sleep. She had wrapped her personal life completely around Phillip, and with him gone she desperately needed someone to talk to.

Claire finally drifted off to sleep, and dreamed that she was in a shipwreck. As she struggled to tread water, Phillip, her daughter, Amanda, and Paul stood unconcerned on a rock-strewn coast. A rowboat appeared. Ignoring her, her family climbed into it, and though she called to them for help, they rowed away and vanished in the mist. Claire jerked awake, her heart pounding, perspiration coating her face. The dream, so clearly about abandonment and betrayal, terrified her.

It’s this place—this creepy place. Hastening to the tiny bathroom, she splashed water on her face and neck, then read a romance novel until dawn arrived.
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Back Home




B ehind a tall wrought-iron gate, the Bennetts’ English Tudor home in the village of East Hampton, New York, sat two blocks from the ocean. From the attic window, the long, thin line of the horizon was visible. When he was a boy, Paul practically lived at that window with his telescope. The sea and ships had fascinated him. After high school, he had rejected the higher education his parents valued and joined the navy. It nearly broke Phillip’s heart. And hers, too.

Where was Paul now? He had come home when his father left eighteen months ago, and had been as cool and distant toward her as he had been since he was twelve. Since…No! She would not think about that. Three days later, when Paul departed, they had not exchanged a meaningful word.

 

When Claire returned from St. Dunstan’s retreat, she immediately climbed the stairs to the attic. Coated with dust, Paul’s telescope lay on a small table near the window. Claire wiped its length, cleaned its lens with her shirttail, and lifted it to her eye. Ships in full sail, part of the regatta she had helped organize as a fund-raiser for the library, crowded the horizon. It was the second weekend of October and cold out on that water.

Would Phillip’s yacht, the Crescendo, which she had sold to his friend Charlie Millikin, win this year without Phillip at the helm? Her eyes misted. No one sailed with the adroitness of her husband.

Claire returned the telescope to its place on the table. To her left, a square brown box sat on top of an old trunk. As she lifted its dusty lid, the scent of cedar rose to greet her. Inside lay Terrance’s sneaker, a bag of marbles, and a photo of his smiling seven-year-old face. Pain, as stunningly sharp as the day it happened, pierced her heart, and Claire slammed the box shut. He had been seven, only seven, her precious child, her pet, her favorite. The hit-and-run driver who slammed into Terrance’s bike had flung him twenty feet into the air, a ferocious and fatal blow. Claire dropped the box and hurried down the stairs.

On a tray in her den, her housekeeper had placed a letter. She recognized her daughter’s handwriting on the lavender envelope. Claire set it aside and checked her phone messages. Could they count on her for a fourth at bridge next Friday? Why not? She absolutely must come to the award dinner for the Friends of the Library this Saturday evening. Certainly! Would she chair a fund-raiser for the YWCA? No. Her Volvo was ready to be picked up. Thank goodness. Claire carried Amanda’s letter to her desk and slid the fine point of her letter opener along the top.


Mother

Tom and I have moved to Tom’s hometown, Weaverville, just north of Asheville in North Carolina. Tom is converting his dad’s old barn into a house for us. No, we’re not living with cows or anything like that. The area is gorgeous, with hills, valleys, and waterfalls.

We plan to be married in the spring. Will you come? Tom’s dad says you’re welcome to stay in his farmhouse. It’s a real farmhouse with a wraparound porch, Mother, or if you prefer a motel, there’s one about fifteen minutes away. Call me. Our number is 828-646-2601.

Mandy



Claire hated it that her daughter preferred Mandy, such a common name, to Amanda. And now Amanda was going to marry a farmer’s son. Maybe she would go to the wedding or maybe not.

The phone rang. “Hello, Mrs. Bennett. This is Louann, Dr. Delanny’s secretary. Doctor asks if you can come in this afternoon instead of tomorrow? She’s had a death in her family and is leaving tonight for Arizona.”

“This afternoon?” The immediacy of it jarred Claire. She needed time, time for…what? To reply to her messages and have her hair done? But she needed to tell her therapist what she thought of St. Dunstan’s retreat center. She needed to talk to someone. “I’ll be there,” Claire replied. “What time?”

“Four o’clock, Mrs. Bennett.”

Claire hung up and dialed the beauty parlor. “Angie, can I get an appointment with Tonio before three this afternoon?”

There was a pause while Angie checked. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Bennett, but Tonio’s booked solid. Marty’s available and Tonio recommends him highly.”

Claire sighed. She’d have to take what she could get. “Marty will be fine. Thanks.”

 

Mary Delanny sat behind her desk, her chestnut hair secured in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She looked at Claire through oversized round glasses that framed her dark eyes. “Please come in, Claire.”

Claire settled into one of the mauve wing chairs that faced each other before the rosewood desk. Photographs of children were displayed on a bookcase behind the desk, and on cream-colored walls hung a series of photographs of shiny red-, cinnamon-, ochre-, and rust-colored stones, clearly visible beneath placid shallow water. Sometimes, to collect her thoughts, Claire focused on these stones. Something about them soothed her, gave her breathing space, and a moment to delay answering whatever Dr. Delanny had asked.

“You left St. Dunstan’s early?”

“Yes, I did. I hated it.”

“What about it did you hate?”

“Everything.”

“Can you be more specific, Claire?”

“My room was dreadful, small and musty.”

“And?”

“The food was absolutely awful.”

“You didn’t go there for the food or the accommodations, did you?” Mary Delanny asked.

“Well, no…”

The therapist leaned forward. “Can you speak a little louder, Claire? I can hardly hear you. So you left early.”

Claire’s eyes sought the stones, then she said, “The silence. I simply had to get out of there.”

“The silence bothered you?”

“It certainly did. That’s not what I needed.”

“If you felt that you didn’t need or want silence, why did you go to a silent retreat?”

“You wanted me to go.”

“You went because you thought I wanted you to go? I recall listing it among a series of places.”

“So, I made a mistake. Is there any reason why I can’t prefer conversation to silence? I’m alone in my big house. No one understands what I’ve gone through since Phillip left.”

Mary Delanny’s mouth tightened. “Phillip did not leave, Claire. Leaving is an act of volition. Phillip became ill and died. We’ve talked about this for several months now.”

Her words impacted Claire like a hammer striking an anvil, and she flinched. Tears formed in her eyes and she dabbed them with a tissue from a box Mary extended to her. “We always worked together, Phillip and I. I was so happy. Now God’s punished me for being too happy. You can’t be too happy or love someone too much, or you’ll lose him.” The dusty box in the attic rose before her. Terrance, her baby, and now Phillip.

“Why do you think that?” Dr. Delanny asked.

“My grandmother always said so. If I heard it once, I heard it a hundred times. And it’s true. I’ve been thinking about my son Paul—about how much I miss him.”

“You haven’t said much about Paul. Tell me about him.”

“He was a beautiful boy, with curly brown hair and blue eyes like his father. He loved the ocean like Phillip did, and when he was ten Phillip taught him to sail. I worried so each time they went out to sea. We were so close, Paul and I. And then, just like that”—she snapped her fingers—“everything changed when he was twelve.” When Terrance died.

“How did it change?”

Claire shrugged. “We were close, and then we weren’t.”

“Why? Did something happen?”

Why does she always have to pry? I’ll tell her what I want when I’m good and ready, and not before. Claire felt herself closing down. She keeps asking about my own childhood, too, and it’s just too painful to go there. To remember my mother, how sick she was, how crazy she was, how she messed with our heads, shredded my father’s heart…

They sat in silence for a time. Mary Delanny did that, let them sit there without saying anything. Is this what she was paying the woman for?

Claire studied the photos of stones. That’s how her heart felt—hard and cold, like a stone. “Paul and I laughed a lot, we had our own secret little jokes.”

“You had a closeness with your son that was special, and it ended just like that, in a snap?”

“That’s right. Overnight. No more jokes, no more special times. He closed down and nothing I said or did reached him.”

Grief probably, but I’m not ready to talk about that.

There was another long silence in which Mary jotted things in her small blue notebook. “Claire, would you do a bit of homework?”

Claire blew her nose and nodded. She wanted to weep, to have this woman hold and comfort her, but that wasn’t what therapy was about.

“I’d like you to draw two lines down a sheet of paper, making three columns. In the first column, list the things you’ve really wanted. Start way back when you were a child, go through high school and your college years, and up to the present. In the second column, indicate if you got it or not. For each no, note in the third column if it was taken from you and how. I think you’ll find the results surprising. Sometimes it helps to see things in writing.”

“I can do that,” Claire said.

“I’ll be gone for a week. Louann will make an appointment for you the first day I’m back.”

Claire stood. “I’m sorry about your loss.”

“Thank you. My grandfather was a hundred years old. He had a good life.”

“Phillip was just fifty-nine when he left. I’m only fifty-five. I’m still attractive, aren’t I? I’m much too young to be alone. Why did he leave me?”

“Phillip died, Claire.” She placed a hand on Claire’s arm. “And we aren’t finished talking about your experience at the retreat.”

“I figured as much.” Clutching her handbag, Claire walked from the office thinking about lists. It seemed she was never finished with lists: grocery lists, to-do lists, the lists of over-the-counter medications Phillip insisted on bringing when they traveled, and so on. She must stop and get a yellow pad on the way home.
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The Award




W omen in bright, fashionable cocktail dresses floated like flowers in a sea of black tuxedos. Laughter rose and fell. Crystal glasses clinked. Claire mingled, smiled, and chatted about the weather and the regatta, which had been won by Thomas Franco, a newcomer.

Margaret Verey, a local self-styled matron of the arts, sidled up to her. “We’ve missed you at bridge, darling. You’ve been away?”

“To a spa. It was marvelous.” Claire turned her attention to Jane Thick, a former customer of Phillip’s. They leaned toward one another and kissed the air alongside each other’s cheeks. Jane looks like an elephant in that gray dress, despite the designer label. “You look wonderful,” Claire said.

“Thank you, it’s one of a kind. Lucille Kiplet is the designer these days. Darling, we’ve missed you at the club,” Jane said. “Where have you been?”

Just then, Jerry Turner, president of the library board, took Claire’s arm and guided her toward a seat at the head table between Olden Riverdale, the president of the Friends of the Library and president of the most prestigious bank in town, and the librarian, Rhonda Saunders.

Years ago, on her first day in the village of East Hampton, Olden had stepped out of the bank onto New Town Lane, waved down their car, poked his head inside to greet Phillip, and welcomed Phillip’s bride with a quick kiss on the lips. Then he’d dashed away and vanished behind the imposing, carved wooden doors of his bank.

“I do prefer Cornish hens and wild rice stuffing to plain roasted chicken,” Olden said, indicating the plates being set before them.

Claire nodded her agreement.

“You had a good rest?” he asked. “You needed a little time away. Where did you go?”

“It was good to get away. A much-needed rest.” She diverted the talk to his daughter, Francine, and two grandsons who were staying with him. “How are the little fellows?”

Pride filled his voice and it softened. “They’re scamps, those boys. We wouldn’t want it any other way, though, would we now?” He laughed and spoke of the latest escapade involving a water hose and a neighbor’s dog.

Claire smiled. “Boys will be boys.”

Once dessert had been placed before them, Olden pushed back his chair and went to the podium. He adjusted the microphone down to a comfortable height and began to speak in a deep voice that seemed incongruous from this slender, balding man with glasses.

“Never judge a book by its cover,” Phillip used to say when she poked fun at Olden’s early baldness or his five-foot-eight-inch height. “He’s a powerhouse in banking on Long Island.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we honor our volunteer of the year.” Olden turned and beamed at her. “Claire Bennett. Her untiring efforts have raised over two hundred and fifty thousand dollars for the new children’s wing of our library, for who among our business community can resist her charm and persistence? It is with great pleasure that we honor Claire and name the new wing of our library the Claire and Phillip Bennett Children’s Library,” Olden boomed.

As everyone clapped, Olden offered Claire his hand and conducted her to the podium, where he presented her with an engraved silver plaque.

Claire smiled. “On behalf of Phillip and myself, I thank you. We are deeply honored. The library is very dear to our hearts, and I pledge that we shall continue to work on its behalf.”

A soft murmur rose from the audience, and Claire bit her lip, embarrassed. She had done exactly what Dr. Delanny insisted she must not do, speak of Phillip as if he were merely out of town, and everyone here was laughing at her.

“You’re denying reality,” Mary Delanny had said again and again.

Now, standing before her so-called friends and business associates, she felt a perfect fool. Her eyes found Margaret Verey’s. They were rivals at the bridge table, and those steely blue eyes mocked her. Claire reminded herself that she was the benefactor of the library, and that it was she and not Margaret Verey who had received recognition tonight.

Claire had little regard for most of the women she played bridge with. She only continued to do so for the social contact. Few of them had ever worked, not even in their homes, and she found them especially contemptible when they whined about their husbands. Did she complain? Never! Her life, her marriage, had its flaws. Whose life didn’t?

But she and Phillip had been a team, she dreaming big dreams, Phillip implementing the dreams. They had enjoyed traveling and working together. It was much, much harder on her to lose Phillip than it would be for any of those empty-headed women to lose their husbands.

 

Later that night, in the quiet of home, Claire picked up the yellow pad and settled into an armchair. She drew uneven vertical lines creating three columns, then her teeth fastened on the end of the pencil and sank into the soft wood. What had she really wanted? At first she couldn’t remember; then she recalled wanting a car when she was sixteen. She noted “car” in the first column, and moved to the second column where she wrote “yes.” It had been an old but reliable vehicle and had served her well through high school. Her senior prom! Yes, she had desperately wanted a new and expensive dress for the prom, and she’d gotten that, too. She bit into the pencil. She’d looked gorgeous that evening, her long dark hair trailing across her shoulders, her dark eyes gleaming under the seldom-used mascara. She had danced all night with Hugh Tupperfeld, the handsomest boy in high school. They’d gone steady for a while and she’d worn his school ring, but they hadn’t had a thing in common, and in time they had drifted apart. Did that count as something lost? No. When their relationship ended, they parted as friends.

She had attended the college of her choice, where she aced a major in art history, and seduced every boy she wanted. Maybe Granny had been wrong. After all, she had wanted and gotten Phillip Bennett—but now she had lost him. Tears came, marring the lines when she rubbed them with the ball of her hand.

With a degree in art history, an interest in interior design, and butterflies fluttering in her stomach, she had talked Alfred Thomas into hiring her at his antiques store not far down the coast from home. Phillip Bennett, tall with curly brown hair and blue eyes, one of the young buyers who frequented the store, attracted her immediately. Phillip recognized and loved antiques; what he lacked was vision and drive. Claire possessed enough ambition for them both, and Phillip, emboldened by her faith in him and her encouragement, had been successful beyond his wildest expectations.

Her list went halfway down the page now, with no indication that she had lost anything she had desired and obtained. Until Terrance, of course. And now Phillip. Then Claire remembered her puppy, Claudius, named for the Emperor Claudius of ancient Rome. She had treasured that little dog, slept with him, shared her secret thoughts with him, and taken him everywhere. Then one day, he disappeared. She had shed copious tears, scoured the neighborhood, slapped posters on electric poles and taped them to storefronts, but Claudius was never found. She’d believed someone had stolen him, and even now, so many years later, the memory caused her pain.

“Claudius,” she wrote on the left side of the page. Hesitantly, with trembling hands, Claire then wrote “Terrance” under Claudius. Tears brimmed and spilled from her eyes. Terrance. Claire pressed the pencil hard against the paper. “Terrance. Terrance. Terrance,” filling line after line to the bottom of the page. Then she wrote “lost, lost, lost” down to the bottom of the page, thinking how one loss built on another and how the pain never completely left one’s heart. Claudius. Terrance. Phillip. Many pains; one enormous ache; like a snowball growing with every turn.

For weeks after Claudius vanished, Claire had hardly eaten. She had phoned her older sister, Marian, and sobbed long distance. She wept on the shoulder of anyone who would stand still long enough.

“Why are you going on and on like this about a dog?” her younger sister, Marjorie, asked.

“Because I loved him!”

Remembering, Claire hunched in her chair and rocked, wishing she could grow a callus, hard and tough, over each scar to stop the pain.

The following morning, Claire pulled herself from bed and dragged her heart up from her toes. She showered and dressed, plastered the obligatory smile on her lips, and drove to the club to play bridge. She couldn’t concentrate, though, and bid carelessly and ruined her partner’s game.

Susan Pelitzer, the only woman she considered a real friend, asked, “What’s the matter with you, Claire? You’re not yourself.”

In a fit of pique, Claire laid her cards face up on the table. Shocked, the others stared at her. “I don’t feel well,” she said. “I have to leave.”

Claire drove to the beach, where she stripped off her shoes and stockings and walked along the firm, damp sand. Lacy fringes of foam lapped the shoreline, and driftwood, disgorged from the sea, lay scattered on the sand. The wind tousled her hair and slapped her skirt against her legs.

Out on the foreboding gray ocean, freighters steamed past. A navy vessel, perhaps a cruiser, overtook and outdistanced a smaller ship. Claire stood on a rocky outcropping and waved at a freighter, closer to land than the others. She thought she saw a hand raised in greeting.

Gradually her mind stilled, and the heaviness that burdened her heart eased. Would it be easier if she believed in God? In her sane periods, her mother vowed disbelief in God, yet in the throes of her illness she could be heard muttering, arguing with God. Her father was an atheist.

Most of the people at the retreat had believed in God, judging by their reverent manner and frequent visits to the church. She had been left alone, the outsider once again.

The receding tide deposited small, shallow pools between the rocks, and a round, red stone, clearly visible beneath the still water, attracted Claire’s attention. It reminded her of the stones in the photographs at Dr. Delanny’s office, and she dipped her hand into the pool to pick it up. It felt good in her hand, cool and smooth, hard yet soft. She slipped it into her pocket, then started back down the beach.

Dr. Delanny had suggested that Claire was in a state of transition. “Fear and possibilities lie at the heart of every transition,” the therapist had said. “Understand that and go easy on yourself.”
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Longing




W hen Claire awakened the next morning, soft light spread like melted butter along the horizon. Pillows lay helter-skelter on the bed and floor, the sheets tangled her legs, and sweat moistened her face and the valley between her breasts. Exhausted, she marveled at the intensity of her dream, and for a moment she felt again the faceless, heaving body above her, the passion that had elevated her to bliss. Why had she had such a dream? Why now, and why had it never been like that with Phillip?

That was the torment of it. With all his virtues, Phillip lacked sexual passion and had failed to match her fierce intensity in bed. This had been the millstone privately weighing down their marriage, the issue around which most of their arguments centered. Yet she had been faithful to him. Tempted, yes, but unyielding and virtuous. Her hand stretched across the big empty bed. She would still choose a lackluster Phillip over this crushing loneliness.

Claire shoved a pillow under her head and stared at the ceiling, contemplating her life. Her shapely figure and the combination of her dark chestnut hair and blue eyes still turned heads when she entered a room. So why had no one, no friend or associate, introduced her to another man? Why had none of the dissatisfied spouses at the country club, men who had flirted with her when Phillip was alive, approached her? Not that she would have anything to do with them, but the flattery would be welcome.

Phillip used to say, “You’re so beautiful. If you were a showgirl, you’d be a showstopper.”

Claire imagined herself onstage: minimally covered, high kicks exposing well-shaped legs, the smooth long line of her neck as she tossed her head, and the thundering applause following her performance.

When Claire was a teenager, her grandmother had warned, “With your imagination and your good looks, you’ll get yourself in trouble one day.”

Grandma had worried a lot. But then, if she had had a daughter like Grandma’s, whose behavior had been incomprehensible and unpredictable—no one had heard of bipolar disorder in those days—she would worry, also.

Claire had had a vivid imagination, but with time she had become increasingly pragmatic, modeling her behavior after her father’s restraint, his control, his avoidance of emotion.

“Don’t give ’em the satisfaction of seeing your disappointment,” he’d said when, in high school, she had not been invited to be a cheerleader. “Lift that pretty head of yours high, and act as if you don’t give a hoot. Set your sights on the future and move on to bigger and better things.”

She had graduated as valedictorian of her class.

Claire had groomed herself impeccably, had faked self-assurance, and had faced the world with bravado, albeit with a lump in her throat. Her demeanor had served her well, and Phillip, too.

But now he was gone, and life seemed meaningless without a companion. Where and how would she find a man, especially in this small community? Then there were STDs to be concerned about. Yet the thought of sleeping alone, of living alone for the rest of her life anguished her deeply, and at moments, even brought thoughts of suicide—which because of her mother, terrified her.

 

On her next visit, Dr. Delanny leaned toward Claire. “Did you make that list I suggested?”

Claire nodded. “I started it.”

“May I see it?”

“I forgot it at home. But the list hardly matters; I know why I left the retreat.”

Dr. Delanny’s eyebrows rose.

“It’s so simple, really. All the other people at the retreat believed in God. That’s why they were at a retreat in a former monastery. I don’t believe in God.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

Dr. Delanny made no comment.

“Don’t you see?” Claire leaned forward. “I was the only one without a religious belief in a religious setting.”

“Are you sure it was a religious setting? The way I understand it, a silent retreat means silence, and can be held anywhere quiet. You weren’t encouraged to participate in church services, were you?”

Claire crossed her arms again. “No, but it felt religious. There was a crucifix hanging on the wall of my room. I removed it and stuck it in a drawer. How could I be comfortable in a place like that? I felt like an outsider.”

“Were your parents religious? Did you go to a church when you were young?”

Claire shrugged. “Now and then. They didn’t go often.”

Patients who avoided issues, who clung to denial, resisted assignments, wasted her time with platitudes, and were uninterested in growing and changing, were patients whom Mary Delanny eliminated from her practice. Claire Bennett’s superficiality annoyed and bored Mary, yet she had continued seeing the woman. Was it pity, or a challenge? But they were getting nowhere.

“Your coming here is a waste of your money and my time,” Mary said abruptly.

Claire recoiled in her chair. “What?”

“There are people in genuine distress who want desperately to understand and grow past their pain.”

“I’m in pain,” Claire said. “What do you think I come here for? I’m in terrible pain! Phillip is gone—”

“The man is dead,” Mary said sharply. She leaned forward. “Your husband is not gone. He is dead. Say it: dead.”

Claire buried her face in her hands, then dropped them and lifted her chin. “I know that.”

“Then say it.”

“I don’t choose to do so.”

Dr. Delanny lifted her hands in exasperation and let them fall. “Look, Claire, I am here to help my patients ask and answer the hard questions: who they are, what they want, and help them cope with the reality of their lives. I consider your unwillingness to acknowledge your husband’s death dangerous for your mental health. There’s a normal process to grieving. After the initial shock, there’s denial, anger, depression, and in time, acceptance and moving on with life. You are stuck in denial.” She looked at Claire with intensity. “And you like it there.”

Red-faced, Claire said, “I am not stuck in denial. I’m angry with Phillip every day of my life.”

“Then express your anger.”

“I do. At home, I kick things.”

Dr. Delanny sighed. “What things do you kick, Claire?”

“The hassock in my bedroom.”

The therapist leaned across her desk again. “I’m sorry for your loss, Claire. Where have your children been all these months?”

“Paul’s in the navy, stationed on an aircraft carrier in the Mediterranean. He flew in for a few days for his father’s…” She paused, then swallowed hard.

“His father’s what, Claire?”

“Damn it, his funeral! Okay?”

“And your daughter?”

Claire waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “Amanda came, of course, but we’ve always seemed to rub each other the wrong way. She adored her father. She stayed a week, sorted his things, chose what she wanted, and shipped them home. Then she went back to California.”

“I’m sorry.” Silence filled the room. “Who are you, Claire Bennett?

Claire gasped. “What do you mean, who am I? I’m Mrs. Phillip Bennett. Everyone in the village knows that. Why, they’ve named the children’s library after me and Phillip.”

“I know you’ve been the primary fund-raiser for the library. Why did you do all that work? Was it because you’re essentially generous of spirit? Did you do it for the glory of it, for praise and recognition, to prove to the world that you’re tough and smart and don’t have to grieve? Do you love learning or children with a passion?” The therapist came around her desk and sat in the chair across from Claire.

“Understand me; none of these reasons is wrong—but the answer might offer a clue as to who Claire Bennett really is. In these last several months, you’ve evaded every serious question I’ve asked. You give me platitudes. You avoid looking at me. You change the subject and ignore the work I suggest might be helpful to you.”

“I didn’t ignore it. I made a list.”

“Why isn’t it here?”

“I told you, I forgot it.” Claire averted her eyes and studied the photographs of stones.

“We forget what we want to forget, Claire.”

Claire looked back at Dr. Delanny. “It didn’t seem important, once I knew why I hated that retreat.”

“Silent retreats are meant to be introspective. I explained that to you when I mentioned it as a possibility. I warned you that in those first few days the silence might be difficult, but that if you stuck it out, you might come to a place of peace. Things of great import could rise to the surface—like maybe an understanding of why you won’t acknowledge that your husband is dead, or consider your future without him.”

Claire hesitated, then said, “A man there reminded me of Phillip. I called out to him once, but he ignored me. I felt humiliated. How could I stay there after that?”

“Is that why you left? A man ignored you?”

Claire dropped her gaze. “I don’t know.”

“Didn’t you just tell me you left because everyone else was religious and you weren’t?” One last try, and then I’m finished.

Hands clasped in her lap, Claire stared at the floor. Then her shoulders slumped, and her chin quivered. “I don’t know what to do,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “I’m so afraid. I have no friends. My children hate me; they stay as far away as possible. I’ve made a mess of my life. After all these years living here, I feel as if I’m a stranger. I’m so afraid.”

Mary asked gently, “What are you afraid of?”

After a long silence, Claire looked at her. “I am afraid that I’m not strong enough to cope with life by myself. I’m afraid of living the rest of my life without a man to share it with.” Claire pulled a wad of tissues from her purse, and wiped her eyes. “Every day when I wake up, I fight off fear. My heart is so heavy, I don’t know if I’m going to make it through the day.”

“You’re a strong woman, Claire, stronger than you imagine. You act with assurance, as if you’re completely in control of your life. That in itself takes courage.”

Claire gave a watery laugh. “You think that because I get up, get dressed, plaster a smile on my face, and proceed with the routines of my life, I’m brave?”

“Yes, I do. I believe you’re strong and capable. The routines you mention keep you going. Some people can’t even get out of bed. You do. Think of what you’ve done: you continue to run your business, and carry on with volunteer work. I’d say you haven’t taken the time to mourn, or to consider what you might want.”

Claire’s shoulders rose, then fell. “I want a husband. I want a man in my life.”

“Nothing else?”

Claire shook her head. “Nothing else. If I had a husband, I’d wrap myself in whatever he wanted.”

“Are you saying that if he were a birdwatcher you’d become a birdwatcher, and if he liked jazz you’d go to jazz concerts, whether you liked them or not?”

“Certainly. I know how to please a man. I can make a man happy.”

“Can a man make you happy?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Did Phillip?”

The room grew silent. “I saw Phillip’s potential when he was just a salesman. I know how to draw out a man’s potential.”

“Did your husband make you happy?”

“Yes. Most of the time, he did. He used to say, ‘I’m a better man because of you, Claire.’ That made me very happy.”

Mary Delanny persisted. “So you would choose a man in whom you recognized unfulfilled potential, someone you thought could be better, richer, more famous, whatever, than he was because of your encouragement? And you find that role satisfying?”

“Yes. Don’t you see? I’d be identified with his success, like a doctor’s wife. I felt important being married to Phillip. He was an internationally respected antiques dealer. We’d arrive at a hotel in Paris or London, and everyone scrambled to make us welcome and comfortable.”

“So you’ll keep the business?”

“No. I’m selling it. It’s nothing without Phillip. I can’t go on trying to run it by myself.” Claire’s voice dropped. “I feel invisible with Phillip gone. It’s humiliating walking into a room without a male escort. I can’t go to a movie alone, or out for lunch—and certainly not for dinner, where I’m a fifth wheel.”

“What about Claire’s potential, Claire’s latent talents, gifts, skills?” Mary asked gently.

Claire lifted her chin. “My gift is to be a muse, to inspire.” Her head dropped. “You don’t understand. I’m…well, I’m nothing alone.”

“I reject the idea that you’re nothing alone,” Mary said. “You’re a woman with great organizational skills. You could run your business alone if you chose to.”

Claire shook her head. “I can’t. “

Mary sighed. “Unfortunately, our time is up. Let’s talk about this again next week.”

Claire rose from her chair. “You’ll see me again?”

“Yes. Next week, same time.”
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