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WINDS OF CHANGE



 

At midnight on August 2, the wind slackened, then stirred. Gusts sent leaves scurrying. A tiny spark from a cigarette, casually tossed by eighteen-year-old Brad Herrill returning home from a party, flared to life among dry leaves and snaked toward the woods. In the farmhouses fronting the woods on Cove Road, men, women, and children slept.

By two A.M., a necklace of gold edged the outer fringe of trees, and by three A.M. it had crawled into the woods. Heat from the fire sucked moisture from tree trunks. Bursts of wind stirred the flames, causing widening bands of them to veer across pastures, toward barns and farmhouses. In their stalls, cows and horses snorted and pawed the earth, and still the occupants of the houses slept.

In the farmhouse, Amelia Declose awakened. Through her front window George Maxwell’s dairy farm across the road shimmered in an eerie, golden glow in a moonless night. When she raised her window, the caustic smell of smoke filled her nostrils. Smoke drifted into her room and set the battery-powered alarm on her wall jangling. From Elk Road, the main road through the hamlet of Covington, fire trucks rounded the corner and tore down Cove Road, their sirens wailing. With increasing panic, Amelia watched the line of trucks: four, five, six. Lights came on in Maxwell’s farmhouse.

Amelia screamed.

Within seconds her housemates, Grace Singleton and Hannah Parrish, were at her side.

“A fire, where?” Grace asked, suddenly fully awake.

Clutching her neck and shoulder as if feeling the searing pain of burns inflicted by another fire on another night long ago, Amelia stared wild-eyed and pointed toward the window.

“I’m going outside, see where it is,” Hannah declared. When Amelia screamed, Hannah had immediately pulled on slacks, shirt, and shoes. Moments later, from the middle of their front lawn, she saw that one of the other farmhouses was ablaze and another spitting flames. Upstairs her housemates were huddled at Amelia’s window. “The Herrills’ place is on fire, and looks like the Craines’ is also,” Hannah called.

“What should we do?” Grace shouted to Hannah, though her voice blanched in the roar of a helicopter passing overhead.

“Get dressed,” Laura said. Hannah’s forty-one-year-old daughter Laura, who had been living with them for a year, stood in the doorway. Her eyes were absent of emotion. Last July, a year ago, she had survived a hurricane in the Caribbean that had destroyed her home, a charter boat, and everything she owned, and killed Marvin, the man she loved. It was déjà vu.

Hannah dashed back upstairs. “Huge blaze. More fire trucks down there than there are people on Cove Road.”

“Let’s go.” Amelia’s voice rose shrilly. “Get the car, Grace. Get the car.”

Grace put her arm about Amelia’s shoulder. Amelia’s body quivered like waves stirred by a rising wind. “It’s okay, Amelia. They’ll have the fire out in no time, I’m sure.”

Pulling away from Grace, Amelia fled the house. Halfway down the porch steps, it struck her that she wore only a satin nightgown. The night was delirious with the sounds of shouted orders, revving engines, and low-flying helicopters. A brisk wind wrapped the ends of Amelia’s nightgown about her legs, nearly tripping her. Yanking open the door of her car, she stared inside. She had no keys, and Hannah’s station wagon blocked her Taurus. Slamming the door, she began to weep. Fifteen feet from the porch, Amelia’s legs buckled, and she lay for a time on the grass, grass that was dry and brittle from the summer’s drought. Here I am, she thought, barefoot, and barely dressed, sixty-nine years old, and behaving like a hysterical five-year-old.

* * *

The Craines’ and Herrills’ homes and barns were ablaze. Numb and bewildered, the families huddled outside of Cove Road Church with their neighbors the Lunds, the Tates, and Pastor Johnson on the other side of the road. Heat assailed their arms and faces. Acrid smoke stung their eyes as they watched firemen from Madison and Buncombe counties fight a desperate and losing battle to save their homes. On the hills behind the houses arrowheads of flame marked the tree line where helicopters had dumped their vital cargo of fire retardants.

 

At the ladies’ farmhouse everyone was now dressed. Hannah had brought black plastic trash bags upstairs. These she now distributed, one to each of them. “I expect they’ll have this fire under control long before it reaches our house, but we can’t stay here—the smell of smoke and charred wood will be suffocating. We’ll go to Loring Valley and use our children’s apartment. Put whatever you think you’ll need for a few days, maybe a week, into these bags.”

Hiccuping and crying, frantic to flee yet terrified to be alone, Amelia attempted to follow instructions. But when she entered her bedroom, her mind fogged. Everything in the room was the same, yet nothing seemed real. Frenetically she dumped everything on top of her dressing table—brush, comb, cosmetics—into the black plastic bag, and then every pair of shoes she owned.

Hannah and Grace tossed shirts, and slacks, and lingerie, and other bits and pieces of clothing into their bags, and Hannah, ever practical, emptied the file under her desk of papers: the deed to the property, their tax records, wills, birth certificates, and other documents. No one thought of taking Amelia’s photographs or antique fan collection, or Grace’s treasured clowns or collection of treasured cookbooks, or Hannah’s gardening tools and books. Finally, clutching their bags, they stood in the hall. Laura pulled her mother aside.

“Come, look out my window,” she whispered.

“Go on down, put your bags in my station wagon—it’s last in line. We’ll be right down,” Hannah said to Grace and Amelia. “Laura’s asked me to help her with something.” Turning, she followed Laura down the hall.

Laura’s window offered a view of the woods and hillsides. Fire raged on the slope behind the Herrills’ and marched inexorably across the woods behind the Craines’, their closest neighbor. Above the hills a helicopter released its load of fire-retardant liquid.

“Still think they can put it out before it gets to us?” Laura asked.

“With the helicopters helping, yes, certainly. They’ll have it under control in no time,” Hannah said, feigning optimism while her heart plummeted. Thank God she’d packed their papers, but what else should she, should they, have taken?

 

Horses neighed fear and protest as men led them across the road, away from their barns. Flames crackled and roared. Roof beams thundered as they toppled. Hoses stretched across Cove Road in order to drench the roofs and walls of the Lunds’ and Tates’ homes and barns. Standing on a fire truck, the chief yelled orders and demanded that residents evacuate the area. As firefighters turned their hoses on the church, families clambered into vehicles lined up along the road.

The rear of Ted Lund’s pickup brimmed with sacks of clothing. A rocking chair leaned against a grandfather clock, and Pastor Johnson, clutching a suitcase, sat on a sack next to the Lund boys, Rick and Alex. Molly, Ted’s wife, and her mother, Brenda Tate, squeezed into the front seat. Behind them, water cascaded from the roof of the church.

Suffering from a hangover, and unaware of his role in the destruction, Brad Herrill groaned and held his head as he hunched in the back of his father’s big truck. They pulled away and headed for Elk Road. Piled with furniture and clothing, the Craines’ two vehicles followed. As the small caravan started up, the chief waved them on. “Get a move on!” he yelled.

In the cul-de-sac, the office and newly constructed living museum sites at the Bella Maxwell Park and Preserve had been thoroughly drenched, although the chief believed that the winds would hold steady, and the park was not in danger. Still, one never knew.

 

Across from the ladies, at George (Max) Maxwell’s dairy farm, a congregation of cows, darkly etched against the orange glare, were being herded high onto the hills behind the barns. Men with hoses pelted Maxwell’s lawn, windmill, house, and barns with torrents of water. As the vehicles passed his property, Max broke from among the fire fighters and ran across the road to the ladies, who stood as if frozen on their porch.

“God, Hannah.” He grasped her. “They’re evacuating everyone. Damn. I thought they’d have it under control by now. Are you all right?”

Terror reigned in Amelia’s eyes, numb bewilderment in Grace’s. Unwittingly, Hannah slumped against Max for a moment. The relief in her eyes was transitory, and turned to despair. After tossing their bags into Hannah’s wagon, Max shepherded them across the road to his lawn, then raced back to move the station wagon from their driveway. And just in time, for shortly after he rejoined them, they stared in disbelief as fire trucks trammeled Hannah’s rosebushes, as more lengths of hose were unfurled, as great bursts of water struck their home and showered down windowpanes.

Perhaps it was the proximity, perhaps the sheer irrationality of the moment, but Grace broke from them and dashed back to their farmhouse. “I’m going after our things!”

Amelia cringed. Her pupils dilated with fear. “No!” she screamed. “Grace. No. No.”

Before Max could stop her, Hannah raced after Grace.

Max said, “I’ll get them. Stay with Amelia, Laura.”

Laura drew closer to the older woman, who slumped against her. The world glowed red.

Dashing past firefighters, Max snatched the women about their waists and struggled to pull them back. With amazing strength, Grace broke loose. Max raced after her, Hannah following across the lawn, up the slippery steps, and into the farmhouse. The wood floors inside were slick. The rug in the foyer and the carpeted stairs oozed water. A caustic layer of smoke hunkered about them.

Grace was already upstairs, coughing. They followed. In the hallway, smoke darkened the space.

Max hastened to wet towels. “Cover your mouths and noses. Let’s get out of here.”

By then, Grace had disappeared into Amelia’s room, where the battery-powered fire alarm sounded a faint, intermittent beep. Tearing a pillow from its case, she headed for the dresser, pulled the collection of antique fans from the wall above it, and stuffed them into the pillowcase along with silk and cashmere scarves from a drawer. She couldn’t reach the top shelf of the closet, couldn’t save Amelia’s straw hat, a treasured gift from her husband, Thomas.

Steps thudded on the stairs. A fireman yelled, “You people crazy? Out of here. Out. Now!”

Max yanked Grace’s arm. “You heard him. Let’s go.”

Hannah called to Grace. “Come on. Hurry.”

“I want my clown that Bob gave me,” Grace called back

“No time.” Max held the towel to his mouth and coughed.

They pulled Grace toward the steps.

“My diabetes medication.” Possessed by a rush of strength, Grace tore free of Max and Hannah, brushed away the young fireman, and darted into the smoky, water-drenched kitchen. Looking wildly about, she felt her way, grabbed the bottle of pills from a straw basket on the counter and a cookbook—not a particular cookbook, but the first to touch her fingers. She lurched forward, held her chest, and gasped for air.

Wayne Reynolds, a close friend and volunteer fireman, was beside her. “Outta here, Miss Grace. Back of your house is burning.” His strong arms wrested her out onto the lawn and thrust her, stumbling and coughing, toward Hannah, who shuddered when she saw the greenhouse she had sold to Wayne already consumed by flames.

Grace heard a man say, “This house is gone, too.” Exhausted, and bent nearly double from choking and coughing, Grace managed to glance at his face. Under the yellow parka, his eyes were red and his tired face damp. A long dark smudge ran down his cheek. He pointed to the ladies’ farmhouse just as a paramedic ran up to Grace with an oxygen mask and tank. She held the mask tight and breathed, short gasping breaths and then more deeply.

“Let’s get them outta here!” the paramedic shouted to Max above the din as he pressed them away from the house.

Moments later they stood alongside Hannah’s station wagon on the road in front of Max’s house and watched with horror as flames danced triumphantly on the roof of the farmhouse they had so lovingly renovated and moved into three years ago. Thick gray smoke billowed from its windows and poured from every nook and cranny of the old homestead. Firefighters staggered back.

“Damned fool people running into that house. Risk their lives and ours. Place is dry as tinder,” Grace heard someone say. But she’d had to go, didn’t they understand? For Amelia, she’d had to go.

A young fireman from Mars Hill, ten miles away, dashed up and demanded, in no uncertain terms, that they leave Cove Road.

“Go to Bob’s place!” Maxwell yelled above the din.

Hannah nodded. Four dispirited women, one nearly hysterical, climbed into Hannah’s old station wagon and drove, ever so cautiously, toward Elk Road.
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SHOCK



 

Hannah’s insides quivered. With trembling hands she gripped the wheel and steered her station wagon down Elk Road, then left onto Loring Valley Road. Her own shock, and its concomitant stress, was amplified by Grace and Amelia’s weeping, and her daughter’s stone-faced silence.

The headlights of the car, as it rounded curve after curve, cast an eerie glow on newly grassed banks which were covered by a blanket of straw to prevent seed erosion. Grace sat beside Hannah in the front, her face mottled with tears and soot. “What are we going to do? What are we going to do?” She twisted her bandanna in and about her fingers, then wound it around her hands.

In a voice hoarse from crying, Amelia said, “We’re homeless, out in the street.”

“Not out in the street,” Hannah said. “Our children’s condo is sitting there empty, and we have good friends. That’s important at a time like this. Carrying on the way you and Grace are isn’t helping anything.” Hannah rounded the last curve and headed up the hill to Bob’s apartment. “Laura, are you all right?”

“That’s a ridiculous question, Mother. Are you all right? Are any of us all right? Our lives are shattered, shattered I tell you, shattered again.”

Hannah wished she hadn’t asked,

“We’ve lost everything,” Amelia wailed.

“We have each other,” Hannah said. In a minute she was going to explode or break into sobs. Fortunately, they had arrived at Bob’s condo. Light streamed from the glass panel in the front door, and the exterior floodlight burned bright as if to welcome them. Bob knows, she thought.

 

Bob knew. At three A.M. the phone had jolted him awake. Annoyance shifted to disbelief and then fear for Grace’s safety when Russell barked into the phone, “Dad. There’s a major fire over in Cove Road.”

“What the hell are you saying?”

“I got up with the baby and couldn’t go back to sleep,” Russell said, “so I turned on the TV in the den. They interrupted a rerun of Matlock with breaking news.”

Phone in hand, Bob jumped from bed, strode from his bedroom, crossed the living room, and yanked open the sliding-glass door to the terrace.

His apartment was among those in the highest tier of condominiums in Loring Valley, and the terrace faced towering mountains. Silence dominated the muggy August night. The fire in Cove Road, although separated by acres and acres of steep forested hills and mountains, had dyed the sky brick-red, and the smoke of a thousand woodstoves filled the air. Coughing, Bob hastened inside and slammed the door shut. “My God, the smell’s awful. I’ve heard nothing. Grace, Hannah, the others?” he asked.

“Not sure. I’m coming over,” Russell said.

“Wait to hear from me, Russell. I’m going over there soon as I get some clothes on. Hold on, son. Someone’s banging on the door.” When Bob opened the front door, Grace, smelling for all the world like a smoldering charcoal fire, flung herself into his arms, causing him to stagger back. He held Grace’s shaking body. Huddled behind her were Hannah, Laura, and Amelia in various states of rumpled disarray. Reaching beyond Grace, he urged them inside, and as he did so, his hand lost its hold on the phone, which hit the carpet with a soft thud. “Get it for me, will you, Hannah? It’s Russell,” Bob said.

Hannah bent to retrieve it. “Russell. We’re all here. Yes, we’re safe. Our home’s lost, gone up in flames, the Craines’ and Herrills’ places, too, and the woods behind the houses.” She couldn’t go on.

Yet to Bob, Hannah, though drenched and disheveled, seemed oddly calm. Too calm. Putting an arm about Grace’s shoulders, he guided her, with the others following, into the kitchen, where he turned a flame under the kettle, opened a box of tea bags, and removed the top of the coffee jar. Bob set mugs on the kitchen table as Hannah dragged chairs from the dining area, and he watched the women huddle about the round table meant for two like puppies in a basket, their shoulders, arms, and legs touching.

Tears trailed down Amelia’s cheeks, yet no sound issued from her lips. No one moved to dunk a tea bag or spoon the coffee. Bob placed a teaspoon of strong coffee in one of the mugs, filled it to the brim with water, and eased it toward Hannah. He dunked tea bags, added cream for Grace, sugar and lemon for Amelia. He had no idea what Laura drank, so he made her coffee like her mother’s.

They did not touch the drinks, but sat staring vacantly at nothing. Grace and Hannah’s hair, though short, hung in wet, ash-streaked clumps. Smudges of soot blotched their arms. Bob realized they were waiting for him to take charge, to determine their next move. So many questions he wanted to ask, but later. “You’ll stay here, of course,” he said. “You have things in the car?”

“Yes, in the car,” Hannah replied. “Black plastic bags in the car. Grace stays here, the rest of us will go to our children’s apartment.” Like Bob’s apartment, that apartment had two bedrooms, each furnished with one king-size bed.

“The three of you won’t be comfortable over there,” Grace said. “Amelia, you stay here with Bob and me.” She stroked Amelia’s hand. “You’ll have your own room and bath.”

It wasn’t what Bob wanted. He welcomed the opportunity to live with Grace, just the two of them, and had longed for this ever since Grace turned down his proposal of marriage several years ago. “I adore you,” she’d said, “but, please, don’t ask me to marry or change the way I live with my friends. We can spend as much time as you’d like together.” But Bob knew better. He’d never get enough of Grace. Still, he smiled. “You’re welcome here, Amelia. Look, I’ll bring all the bags in, and you can tell me which stay, which go.”

“I’m so tired,” Amelia said. “May I lie down?” She was slight of build, and when she stood, she staggered and nearly fell. Hannah, tall and sturdy, caught her and held her upright. “I must lie down,” Amelia whispered.

Slipping their arms about Amelia’s waist to steady her, Hannah and Grace led the fragile woman to the guest bedroom. Dark contemporary-style twin beds and a dresser with rounded edges stood out against pale yellow walls. Perhaps, Grace thought, we should have bought something lighter, like maple furniture. But Bob had liked this set, and Tyler, his young grandson who spent many weekends there, loved it, too. Amelia doesn’t even know what the room looks like, Grace thought. And that was true, for still in her clothes, shoes and all, Amelia collapsed onto one of the beds, turned on her side, and closed her eyes. Gently Grace removed her shoes, set them neatly on the floor near the end table, and threw a light flannel blanket that had been folded at the bottom of the bed over her. Then she and Hannah tiptoed from the room.

 

“Amelia’s asleep,” Grace reported to Bob, who stood in the foyer surrounded by black plastic bags. The smell of smoke hung in the air, and Bob desperately wanted to slide open the terrace door, but Laura and Hannah were kneeling and opening each bag. They set to one side the bags containing their clothing, the financial and other records. Three bags remained: Grace’s clothes, Amelia’s bag crammed with shoes and cosmetics, and the one that Grace had hastily filled with Amelia’s fans and scarves.

“That’s it?” Bob asked.

A great weariness sounded in Hannah’s voice. “That’s all we managed to get out. It happened so fast. We thought the fire would be out long before it reached our house. We expected we’d be gone from home maybe a week, until things settled down. But the fire literally ate the houses, and the trees.”

It was clear to Bob that Hannah and Laura needed rest. Picking up their bags, he followed them outside, and piled the two bags back into the station wagon. “Shall I drive you, Hannah?”

She shook her head. “I made it over here. I can get us down the road to a building close to Bob’s condo.”

“Call me when you get there,” Grace said.

Hannah nodded, but she did not call, and it fell to Bob to assure Grace that Hannah was fine and probably didn’t remember to phone. “They’re fine. They’re exhausted, as you must be.”

 

“I am exhausted.” Grace stretched out on the couch, her head in Bob’s lap. Bob had covered over the ordinary plaster ceiling with a composite, which simulated a fine, early twentieth-century traditional ceiling in a waffle design, and added a deeper crown molding around the walls. The charm of the room was further enhanced by a stunning Oriental rug with bold, clear reds and blues. Everything about Bob’s living room pleased Grace, and as her eyes moved from square to square on the ceiling, she could feel herself beginning to relax.

Bob smoothed the hair about her face. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Who would imagine such a thing could happen. How did the fire start, I wonder?”

Grace shuddered. Fiery images hovered a moment, then swooped to consume the pithy center of her mind: scarlet flames devouring their farmhouse; intense heat sucking her into its bowels; the smell of burning wood that nauseated her. She gasped, buried her face in Bob’s chest.

Bob held her close, smoothed the damp, sticky hair about her forehead.

When she could talk, Grace murmured, “Bob, love, don’t let’s talk about it now. My brain’s exhausted, more so even than my body.”

“Come to bed.”

“I wonder if I can sleep?”

“I’ll lie right next to you.”

Eyes closed, Grace lay awake a long time, seeking something, a word, a vision, a meaning for it all, which would not come to her. Finally she slept, how long she did not know, only that she awakened to Amelia’s screams, and the awareness that Bob no longer lay beside her.
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COMING TO TERMS



 

When Grace reached Amelia’s room, she found her huddled against the headboard, looking worn and faded as beached driftwood against a dark boulder. Bob stood on the far side of the bed looking helpless. “I ran to her when she screamed,” he said. “I thought perhaps she had fallen.”

In an instant Grace was beside Amelia, holding her.

Amelia’s body shook. “Fire, I dreamed of fire.” She looked about her. Her lovely blue eyes were glazed. “Where am I?”

“In Bob’s guest bedroom. Remember, we decided last night that you’d be more comfortable if you stayed with us. Hannah and Laura are at the apartment our kids bought. It’s just a short walk down the hill.”

“I vaguely remember,” Amelia said softly. She eyed Bob. “I’m sorry for all the fuss.”

Bob’s eyes sought Grace’s. “Shall I put the kettle on?”

“That would be nice, dear.” As he started from the room, Grace called, “Bob, wait a second. Look in your room, in that plastic sack of mine, will you? Bring me a bathrobe for Amelia. I think there’s one in there.”

He pointed to Amelia’s bag in the corner. “Her things are here.”

“There’s no clothing in there, trust me.”

“There really was a fire, Grace?” Amelia asked.

“A huge fire. The Herrills’ place burned, and the Craines’.”

“And our house, Grace?”

“Our house, too, Amelia. I’m sorry.”

Amelia gasped, covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, no! Mon Dieu. I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it.”

“You know how dry it’s been all summer. The woods are like tinder, and the fire spread fast, too fast for the firemen to control it.”

“Cousin Arthur’s farmhouse that he left to me, it’s gone?”

Tears formed in the corners of Grace’s eyes. “I’m afraid so.”

Amelia scanned every corner of the room. “My cameras. Where are my cameras?”

Grace shook her head. “They can be replaced.”

Amelia caved against the pillows.

Then Grace remembered the fans. “But your antique fans are safe.” Jumping from the bed, she brought the lighter of the two bags to Amelia. One by one, Grace removed the fans and lay them in front of Amelia, who reached forward and touched each lovingly.

“These you couldn’t replace, Amelia. You can replace your cameras and equipment, and Mike has the negatives of all your work in his studio in Weaverville.” Deeply aware of the losses they had all sustained, Grace’s heart tweaked. The fire had changed their world, vanquished their sense of safety, and she saw that in the foreseeable future, one thing was certain. Each of them would reach for something, search for something that had been lost, and regret and grief would visit them again and again.

“I saved my fans,” Amelia muttered in a tone of bewilderment.

Grace did not contradict her.

 

Months ago, Hannah’s older daughter, Miranda, and her husband, Paul, and Grace’s son, Roger, and his companion, Charles, partners in a successful party-planning business in Branston, Pennsylvania, had purchased a vacation apartment in a building down the hill from Bob. Due to time limitations, they had not fully furnished the living room. Now, without washing their hands or faces, without checking to see if the beds were made up, Hannah and Laura collapsed into the two recliners in the living room and waited out what was left of the night. The room was empty save for the recliners, an armoire, which housed the television and other electronic equipment, and several of Amelia’s recent color photographs, which brightened the walls.

“At least we have someplace to sit,” Laura said. “How long do you think we’ll have to live here?”

“Six, eight months, maybe.”

“That long?”

“Did you get most of your clothes, Laura?”

“I don’t have many clothes, remember?” She didn’t tell her mother that she had saved the music box Hannah had given her last Christmas.

“Of course.” Hannah was at a loss for words. From the time, a year ago, when Laura, weighted with grief and with her leg in a cast, had reluctantly arrived to stay with them, Hannah worried about her. How would this fire, the loss of their home, affect Laura, who was just recovering from her own devastating losses?

“Maybe this is meant to remind me how impermanent things are, how I can’t put my faith in things,” Laura said. “I was just starting to feel hopeful about my future. Now I feel defeated, and the whole idea of rebuilding my life seems formidable.”

“There are natural disasters, floods, volcanoes. People rebuild their lives.”

“Please, Mother, don’t tell me about other disasters, or what other people do. Can’t you understand how I feel? Aren’t you incensed at what’s happened? Don’t you want to rail against fate, to demand to know why?”

“There are no answers to why,” Hannah replied. “Events we see as tragic are merely events, arbitrary. It’s the picking up of your life and moving on that matters.”

“I can’t buy that,” Laura said. “I can’t live in a world that makes no sense.”

Hannah was silent. Usually confident and certain of her ability to handle things, Hannah felt humbled, and small, and inadequate, and the enormity of their loss, not just their home, but the loss of their way of life, swept over her. For a moment she covered her face with her hands. Through the sliding-glass doors an indifferent dawn peered in at them.

 

Back on Cove Road, in the murky light of a new morning, exhausted firefighters doused the last of the smoldering embers, folded their hoses, and with a shifting of gears and a revving of engines roared away. A great hush fell. Feeling as if he were the last man on earth, Max lingered at the edge of his ash-sodden lawn and surveyed the damage across the road. The fire had bequeathed to the ladies a profusion of charred rubble, scorched earth, and ash, and halfway up their hillside it had denuded and blackened once lovely woods. It was the same for the Craines, but at the Herrills the fire had raged higher up their hillside, devouring vegetation to the crest of the hill behind their barn.

To the south, the Bella Maxwell Park and Preserve, land bought with funds from his deceased wife Bella’s trust, had been spared by winds that continued to blow from the south and west. Not a tree or building on that property had been singed, and the intact, vacant homes and the church on his side of Cove Road glistened wet in the morning sunlight. Soon his herd of cows, sent scurrying last night, would swagger down the hillside to the barn for milking. Maxwell heaved a sigh of relief.

Not a religious man, Max said a silent prayer of thanks, and thought of Hannah and the ladies. Grace was probably at Bob’s, and the others must be at Hannah and Grace’s children’s apartment.

Max headed for his truck, then realized that the acrid stench of smoke claimed every crease of his face, every strand of his hair, every fiber of his clothing. Anna, his housekeeper and wife of José, his foreman, met him at the door with a mug of steaming coffee. She followed him to the kitchen, and while he drank, she fingered her rosary beads and repeated Hail Marys in a hushed and anxious voice.

“It’s okay, Anna. The fire’s out. José and the men will be returning with the cows soon.”

“Ah, but Señor Max, nothing be the same. First Missy Bella gone, now the señoras across the road gone. You gonna go, too, yes?”

“Sit down, Anna.” He pointed to a chair at the kitchen table. She hesitated a moment, then sat. “The fire’s over. Three houses burned. We’re here in this house, right?”

“Yes, Señor Max.” Her fingers continued to work the beads, though her lips did not move.

“Nothing on our side of the road was touched except by water. The ladies aren’t going anywhere.” He hoped that was true. “They’ll rebuild. So will the others.”

“You sure, señor?”

“You’re scared, Anna. You remember the fire that burned your village in Ecuador, when you were a child. This fire last night has picked the lock of your memory, allowed in the old fears.” Did she even understand him? Why did he feel he had to explain this to her, talk about picking locks? With her limited grasp of English, she probably wasn’t following him at all, so he was surprised when Anna’s dark eyes found his. She nodded.

“I get it, Señor Max. I not so much scared for now, but for what happen in my village long ago. I forget. Now I remember. I no like remember.”

“That’s right,” Max replied, thinking that Bella had always said that Anna was very bright, and knew more than she admitted. He appreciated Anna’s help, her care of Bella, but he’d never really talked to her. It was José who had told him about the fire of Anna’s childhood, how she’d lost her father and three siblings, and how she and her mother had been left destitute. American aid had saved them, José said, for which Anna remained forever grateful.

“I strong,” Anna said. “I help the señoras make a new house.”

He started to say that builders would do that job, then said, “I know they’ll appreciate your help, Anna.” He drained the cup and set the mug down.

Anna sprang to her feet and reached for the coffeepot. “More coffee?”

Max waved his hand to indicate no. “I’m going to shower, wash this stink off of me, then I’m going to get some sleep.”

“Señora Hannah is fine lady, very strong. Missy Bella, she love her.”

Max knew what Anna meant. Bella had urged him not to remain alone. Well, he didn’t want any wife but Bella. He heaved himself up. Every muscle ached. He had helped with one of the hoses, which, when distended with water, had been powerful and difficult to manage. A long hot shower would refresh him. “Thanks for the coffee, Anna. Keep an eye out for José. He and the men will be hungry as bears in the spring when they get back.”

Anna moved her fingers along the rosary beads. She said, “I pray for señoras rebuild their house.”






4

REALITY CHECK



 

The stunning volatility of the fire, the profundity of the devastation left Hannah, Grace, Amelia, and Laura in a state of disorientation and disbelief. Coming to terms with the ephemeral nature of their safety and way of life would take many months. For now, Amelia buried herself in sleep, while Hannah, unable to sleep, lost herself in crossword puzzles. For long periods of time Grace stared without seeing and seemed barely to understand when Bob spoke to her. Laura, when she was around them, rarely spoke.

Mike, professional photographer and Amelia’s former instructor, and now good friend, hastened to be with her, but found himself at a loss when confronted with Amelia’s morose silence and withdrawal.

News of the fire made local headlines; it became the lead story on the morning-after news. Brenda Tate, who had fled her smoke-filled house, called from her mother’s home in South Carolina.

“We’ll be back in a week or so, Grace. As soon as that horrible smell of smoke is gone,” Brenda said, after assuring herself that they were all right.

Lurina phoned. “Trouble with bein’ so darn old is, Joseph Elisha and me, we’re plumb deaf. We never did hear no sirens. Didn’t hear nothin’ till Joseph Elisha took hisself down to Prancer’s Hardware for his mornin’ cider and chat with the boys.”

Everyone but Lurina called Joseph Elisha Old Man, and Grace smiled hearing Lurina call the old men “boys.”

“I near to died till I heard no one was hurt. I figured you’d gone to Bob’s place. You okay, Grace, and the others?”

“We’re holding up as well as can be expected,” Grace said. “We’re grateful no one got hurt.”

“That’s the best way to think on it. People’s what counts. Old days, there weren’t no fire trucks with sirens to wake folks. One time we had six families who all lost someone. They died in their beds. Buried ten of ’em, women, children, and men folk, all on the same day. Biggest funeral ever ’round these parts.”

Lurina loved to tell stories about how folks had died, and the details of their funerals. Grace usually found such stories of the old days and old ways interesting, but not today.

“As I said, we’re thankful we’re all safe. Thanks for calling, Lurina. Soon as we get out, we’ll stop over,” Grace said. “Bob’s calling me now. I have to go.”

“Wait on up a bit,” Lurina said. “Want to say, I love you, Grace. You been so good to me, standin’ up with me when I married up with Joseph Elisha.”

More than a year ago the eighty-one-year-old Lurina had wed Old Man, ten years her senior. That event and all the worrying they had all done about the millennium seemed like so long ago. “I love you, too, Lurina,” Grace said.

That same afternoon Wayne, Old Man’s grandson, arrived on Bob’s doorstep. Grace drew Wayne into Bob’s living room, where Hannah, who had come over earlier, sat. Hannah’s shoulders sagged. Sadness clouded her eyes.

Wayne shook his head. “I been over to the place. Tried to save your house. Thought we had it there until the wind took to gusting, and those flames went outta control. I was sure scared when Miss Grace ran back into the place. How you ladies doing?”

Hannah looked up at him. “Oh, Wayne. Our greenhouse is gone.” Hannah had sold the greenhouse to him, yet she couldn’t say “your greenhouse.” Wayne didn’t seem to mind. She had become, over time, like a mother to him.

“I got it insured just like you told me to,” Wayne said. “I can get me another greenhouse, or maybe use the money to get me an education.”

Hannah grasped his rough, callused hands. “That would be fine, Wayne. Just fine.”

In those first days the phone rang off the hook: teachers from Caster Elementary School, where Grace and Hannah volunteered, and where Brenda Tate was the principal; people whom they knew casually from shopping or doing business. Margaret Olsen, the owner of the Hillside Bed and Breakfast in Mars Hill, where they had stayed when they first came to the area, cried when she called. Mary and Jim Amsterdam, the new owners of Bob and Grace’s former Cottage Tearoom, sent over trays of sandwiches with a note that read, We are so sorry! We’re glad no one was hurt.

The outpouring of concern touched Grace’s and Hannah’s hearts. Amelia appeared indifferent, and Laura drifted away from them, into a world of her own. Grace phoned to relay the news to her son, Roger, and his companion, Charles.

“You’re alive,” Roger said. “That’s what matters.” His was a practical view. “Now you can build a nice new house with modern conveniences.”

Charles cried when he heard the news. “Mother Singleton,” he said, using the name he always called her. “Dear God, you could have been hurt or killed. What a terrible shock you’ve had. Are you sure you’re all right? The others, too?”

Grace assured Charles that they were all fine. She refrained from telling them about her own role as rescuer of Amelia’s antique fans and scarves. They would think her a fool.

“Now, you eat well, and rest, you hear me?” Charles said.

 

Hannah phoned her daughter Miranda.

“I’m taking the next plane down,” Miranda said.

“Not yet,” Hannah said. “We’re staying in your condo, Laura and I.”

“Mother, are you sure you’re telling it to me straight? I know you’ll put the best face on it.”

“We are fine, Miranda, really. Shaken up but fine.”

“How is Laura? My Lord, first a hurricane, now a fire.”

“She’s going to be fine—we all are. Now, Miranda, I’m getting off the phone. I’ll let you know what the insurance people say.”

That afternoon Russell, Emily, Tyler, and baby Melissa Grace arrived with a casserole for dinner. The moment they entered, Grace took the baby from Emily. With her blue eyes and long lashes, the five-month-old child strongly favored her mother, but Bob said that with her blue eyes and sturdy little body, the baby resembled Grace, who, of course, was not related by blood. Blood kin or not, Grace could not have loved Tyler or his little sister more. There was something grounding about holding the baby, who looked at Grace with serious eyes as if she knew the way Grace felt.

Questions spilled from eleven-year-old Tyler. “Were you scared? Did the firemen come and wake you up? Did you have to climb out a window on a fireman’s ladder? Did the fire burn up all your furniture? What about your clowns, Granny Grace, and Aunt Amelia’s pictures?”

Grace stifled tears, and as she answered his questions, Tyler studied her with a look of deep concern. “We’ll build you back a nice house, nicer even than the one you had. Every day after school I’ll come over and help.” Tyler kissed her cheek. “I love you so much, Granny Grace. I’m so glad you’re safe here with Grandpa.”

 

Four days after the fire Bob drove Grace, Hannah, and Laura to Cove Road, where reality pounced on them like a fox on a chicken. The eastern side of Cove Road lay charred and abandoned. Three chimneys rose above black and crumbled foundation walls. Burned cars hunkered in driveways, and twisted appliances lay beneath scorched and splintered beams.

With a sinking heart Hannah left the car and walked with hesitant steps toward the site where their home had stood. From the rubble a blistered shoe protruded. Whose shoe was it? Hers? Grace’s? Laura’s? Even in its distorted form, she could tell that it was too large to be Amelia’s. Alongside it lay a slice of mirror reflecting sunlight. Grace’s wrought-iron headboard slanted crazily among charred beams.

Like knots on a rope, the loss and grief sustained in her lifetime joined, twisted, and tightened to squeeze Hannah’s heart. Her breathing felt labored. Involuntarily Hannah wrapped her hands about her shoulders as if to protect herself from a bludgeoning wind, only no wind raged except in her mind.

Hannah stared for a long time at the soot-covered chimney. Over the last few years the ladies had explored the countryside and occasionally come upon a solitary chimney and foundation long abandoned and smothered with vines. Who had lived there? Why hadn’t the owners rebuilt? Now Hannah understood why they had not; sometimes life beat you down so hard that rebuilding seemed too formidable a task.

Hannah’s eyes skipped past the soot-stained and blackened stack of their chimney. The apple orchard was gone. Slowly she turned. All of her gardens, so lovingly laid out, were gone. She had invested more of herself here than in all the houses she had ever lived in anywhere. Now the despoilment of all she cherished threatened to crush her. She hadn’t the energy, the gumption to begin again. Closing her eyes, Hannah fought the urge to turn and run, and never look back.

And then Hannah noticed the great oak that had welcomed them into the shade of its branches their first day in Covington. It was intact, alive, green, its leaves fluttering in the summer breeze. “Oh,” she cried, hastening toward it, and stopped short, stunned to see the opposite side of the trunk leafless, blistered, and blackened.

“Our tree. It survived,” Grace said as she came to stand beside her friend.

Hannah lowered her eyes, which fell on their sneakers, stained gray by the ash that powdered the earth. “Only one side of it survived, Grace.”

“Will it live?” Grace whispered, looking up at the swaying branches. She clutched Hannah’s arm.

“Yes, I think it will. We’ll cut away the dead parts. In time it’ll fill out.” Hannah wasn’t sure just what the shape of their oak would be, or how much growth would take place on the charred side, but she hoped for a return of sturdy stems and branches. Suddenly the heavy yoke lightened, and Hannah knew that she would not, could not abandon this place, this land she had come to love and cherish as her home.

“But the hills, Hannah, look at the hills.” Grace began to cry.

Bob strode to them and placed a protective arm about Grace’s shoulder. “Forests burn all the time. They come back. Look, only half of your hillside’s been burned. Lots of trees higher up survived. A few years, you’ll never know there was a fire here.” He held Grace. “It’s going to be all right, you’ll see.”

Laura stood back, away from the other three, her arms folded tightly across her chest, her jaw set, her eyes angry, yet the look she fastened on Bob at that moment told Hannah that her daughter was certain that nothing would ever be all right. Hannah understood. What she didn’t understand was why terrible things happened, loss upon loss: Laura’s home and Captain Marvin gone, her broken leg needing to be operated on a second time. Her daughter was just settling down to her new job at Bella’s Park, where she researched and recreated the original homestead way of life of the first white settlers, the Covingtons, Harold Tate’s ancestors. And now, this fire. It wasn’t Laura’s house, of course, but it had become her home, for however long she chose to stay with them.

Quietly Laura returned to the car. Moments later the front door of Maxwell’s farmhouse flew open, and Max bounded down the steps, raced down his driveway, and across the road. “I know it’s devastating,” he began as he joined them.

“Hush!” Hannah said. “We know.”

“Like you asked, I’ve arranged for a bulldozer and a truck to get rid of the debris. I’ll send over my man with a tiller to turn over the soil.”

“Have them take down the chimney,” Hannah said. “We start fresh.”

“Start what?” Grace asked. Ash in the air mingled with her tears and streaked her face.

“Start rebuilding. We have insurance.”

“But the land’s destroyed, the woods are gone.”

“Look! Not all of our woods and not forever.” Hannah took Grace by the shoulders. Her voice choked, and then grew firm. “Listen, my friend. We know about starting over. We’ve done it. We can do it again.”

The sadness and the doubt in Grace’s eyes reflected her own, but Hannah could not succumb to either emotion, or she, and Grace, and Amelia would separate. Grace would marry, or, at least, move in with Bob. Amelia would relocate to Asheville, closer to the clubs and theaters she frequented with Mike. Laura? Hannah drew a blank as she considered her own potentially solitary future.

 

“Can we?” Grace asked feebly, remembering her misery when Roger had insisted that she uproot herself, sell her furniture, rent her home in Dentry, Ohio, and move to Olive Pruitt’s boardinghouse for retired ladies in Branston, Pennsylvania. She brightened, then, remembering that she had met Hannah and Amelia at Olive’s place, and that it was Amelia who had inherited this property. In time Amelia had changed the deed into all their names, and the three of them built a hope and life together. Grace smiled, and her eyes sought Bob’s. It was here in Covington that dear, kind Bob had entered her life and her heart. There was much, still, to be thankful for.

“Of course we can,” Hannah was saying as she turned Grace to face Maxwell’s property. Hannah needed to remind herself as well as Grace. “Look. Look at Maxwell’s hills. In a year or so ours will be green again—not the trees directly next to the pasture, of course, but with ground cover and small shrubs. Nature’s wonderful that way. Life springs back. We can spring back. Don’t give up, Grace. We can rebuild. A house with every nook and cranny just the way we want it.” She spoke quickly, painting pictures, seeking to ignite a spark in Grace’s soul, in Grace’s eyes. “You’ve always wanted a galley kitchen, and how many times have we talked about bathrooms of our own, your own deep bathtub?”

“Amelia’s going to be devastated when she sees this,” Grace said.

“Yes, she is. That’s why you and I must be united in our resolve.”

Hannah waited as Grace, a good foot shorter than Bob, looked up at him. Grace squared her shoulders and took a small step away from Bob. Turning slowly, her eyes scanned Maxwell’s hills, low, then rolling higher and taller up to Snowman’s Cap, four thousand feet high. Grace’s eyes traveled down to the scorched earth beneath her feet, and up to the charred stubble on their once lovely hills. Then she lifted her head, and her eyes, at first questioning, turned hopeful.

“I think maybe we can do it,” Grace said. She moved to the living, vibrant side of the oak and touched the bark with her fingertips. “How anyone survives tragedy or manages in this world without supportive family or good friends, I have no idea.” She half-circled the tree and tentatively rested the palm of her hand on its black and sooty bark. “Please, come back, tree. We need you.” Then she returned to where Bob stood watching her and raised up on her toes to kiss his chin. “You think it’s a good idea to rebuild, don’t you, Bob?”

Hannah held her breath. This was probably the last thing Bob wanted. Marrying Grace had always been his goal, or at least taking up permanent residence with her. He chewed his lower lip. Flecks of ash had settled in his thick white hair. Conflict was clearly visible on his face. For a moment he closed his dark deep-set eyes, then he said, “I’ll help you do whatever you want.”

Grace threw her arms about his neck, and Hannah exhaled, knowing that her ideal life, sharing a home with Amelia and Grace, would continue.

 

Later that day Amelia listened to their plans without enthusiasm. No spark of interest lit her eyes, and it was two weeks before she allowed them to drive her past their former home, and when they did, she hid her face in her hands and cried.
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RESILIENCE



 

“You’re a resilient woman,” Max said to Hannah. “You have a resilience born of experience. You escaped with your daughters from an abusive husband. You struggled to support yourself and them. You started over, and you succeeded, and there are probably other traumas I don’t know about that you’ve risen above.”

“True, but right now I’m feeling wiped out,” Hannah replied. “The old punch comes and goes, like a faucet, on–off, on–off. I’m constantly having to bolster myself and the others, too.”

“Time,” he assured her. “Take a step back from the drama of the fire. Sure, it was a disaster, but no one was killed or maimed, and you don’t have to solve everyone’s problems, especially not in three weeks.”

“Three weeks? It’s only three weeks? It seems eons ago. Every day I reach for something that’s no longer there, or I remember something else I lost in that fire.”

“What do you really want, Hannah?” Max asked. They sat in her office at the Bella Maxwell Park and Preserve, affectionately called Bella’s Park. The seven-hundred-acre preserve had been purchased by Max in honor of his wife after her death. The old farmhouse that stood on the land had been renovated into modern offices for the staff who would manage the park development. Historic recreations were planned, and a series of demonstration gardens had already been built, with more to come. Director of Gardens, the plaque on the front door of Hannah’s office stated.

Max sat on one of the two small couches in the office, and Hannah sat on the other facing him. Max’s heart ached for Hannah, for her stunning loss, and there were moments when he had to resist the urge to sit alongside her and hold her hand. If he did, he thought, she might misunderstand the gesture, and he would do nothing to hurt their friendship. “It takes time. Have you heard from the insurance agent?” he asked.

Hannah nodded. “He’s been out to see the place. We’ll hear from him this week.”

“Damned red tape,” Max said. “Your place is a total loss—any idiot can see that.”

“I’m sure we’ll get the insurance money.” Hannah was silent for a time, a faraway look in her eyes. “Grace will be fine. It’s Amelia I’m worried about. Amelia’s been through so much, her nine-year-old daughter dying in her arms from some tropical disease, her husband killed in that fiery crash, her burns. She had a nervous breakdown, you know. It took her years to recover. This fire, losing our home, has really set her back.”

“Has she been down to see the place?”

“We drove her by. She hid her face. Mostly she stays in her room, and she hardly leaves Bob’s apartment. Keeps saying, ‘I can’t believe it.’ ”

“You’d think, having survived all those tragedies, she’d have learned to cope.”

“I doubt if resilience is Amelia’s strongest suit.” Hannah shifted, crossed her legs. “Everyone’s different. Amelia’s never had much self-confidence, and this has renewed her sense of helplessness, especially after the devastating experience she had last year with that bastard, Lance.”

“That was quite something, the way he treated her. Couldn’t she see how arrogant and self-centered the man was? I recognized it that first night she met him, when his car struck hers in the fog and I drove by and gave her a ride home.”

“What do they say, love is blind?”

Max studied Hannah. She’s tall, angular, not beautiful, he thought, not even what he’d term pretty, just, well, a damned good person, clear, honest blue eyes, intelligent, capable, and, well, he had to admit, somehow attractive. He stopped himself. “Cruel as fire is, it sweeps everything clean, and gives you the opportunity to get things right, get what you want,” Max said. “What do you want, Hannah?”

“What do I want? Tell you the truth, Max, except for our house, my gardens, and the greenhouse, I pretty much have everything I want. I love my work here at Bella’s Park. I’m thrilled to be able to create gardens from scratch, and teach children. I’d like to see Laura settled. Eager for our lives to get back to normal.”

He pressed her. “Once you’re back in a house with your friends, you’ll have all you desire?”

“Yes, essentially.” She laughed lightly. “I even have a stack of crossword puzzle books that I work at night when I can’t sleep.”

His eyes scanned her office: corkboard plastered neatly with drawings of the children’s garden, umbrellas in a stand by the door, everything on her desk neat and in place, two of Amelia’s lovely photographs on a wall across from her desk. She’s self-contained, Max thought. She doesn’t need me. Good thing!

 

Grace wondered at how easily she grew agitated these days. And it scared her that her throat tightened whenever she drank or ate anything, making it hard to swallow. Frightened, she ate only soft foods and sipped drinks though a straw.

Her doctor could find nothing wrong. With the medication she took daily, her blood sugar was under control. He did an EKG and a stress test. Her heart was fine. Her blood pressure and cholesterol were a bit high, but that, he said, was normal considering the fire. “Stress can do that. It’ll manifest in all kinds of ways, some physical,” her doctor said. “Just eat slowly, small amounts at a time, and go on drinking through a straw. I’m sure it will pass.”

Grace hated cold food, and had always been a fast eater. Now she reduced her portions and cut her meat or chicken or fish into fingernailsize bites, which she chewed until they had no taste. Cooking lost its appeal. Still, she struggled against a full-blown hankering for sweet things and dreamed about foot-high Black Forest cake, Vienna cake, and fresh-baked sugar cookies. More and more often she found herself turning to Bob for sex, and for his life-affirming affection. Unwittingly, Grace’s weight had begun to come off, and Bob’s continual encouragement, and his lovemaking, helped sate her various appetites.

 

On a Saturday afternoon, several weeks after the fire, Hannah, Grace, and Laura sat in folding chairs under the green side of the great oak. The day was still but for intermittent birdcalls and squirrels rustling leaves above them. The house site had been raked clean of debris, the ash turned under, the chimney and old foundation walls dismantled and removed. During the past two weeks, early-morning sprinkles had nudged irrepressible seeds to life, and tiny green sprouts clustered in spots about their yard. Still, the absence of habitat and the blackened stumps of trees on the hillside spoke of the debacle. A great silent wail of pain hung about the land, and this noiseless wail found its way into their hearts and doubled their pain.

The hush was broken when Grace asked a practical question. “Have we enough money to rebuild?”

Hannah cracked her knuckles, a habit acquired since the fire. “I really don’t know. We didn’t have replacement-cost insurance,” she replied.

“What did you have?” Laura asked.

“Flat amount, a hundred and fifty thousand, and they’re prepared to give us that,” her mother replied. “We have to have plans drawn, of course, and get building permits, and estimates.”

“A hundred and fifty thousand dollars sounds like a lot. Won’t that do it?” Grace asked.

“Get us fifteen hundred square feet with building costs at one hundred dollars a square foot,” Hannah said.

“Who gave you those figures?” Grace wanted to know.

This was tiresome. Hannah was weary with always having to be in charge, and now to have to answer dumb questions. “Who do you think?” she replied. “Who did the repairs for us when we first came here? Who built yours and Bob’s tearoom?”

“Tom Findley,” Grace said. “You don’t have to be so snappy, Hannah.”

“Sorry, I’m out of sorts,” Hannah said. “I’m expected to make all the decisions, do all the follow-up, call the insurance agent, buy Amelia clothes, help you find a new car, everything.” She held her head with her hands. “Well, I’m human, too, I worry, and fret, and feel at a loss just like you do.”

“Take it easy, Mother,” Laura said.

Hannah scowled at her daughter. “Don’t tell me what to do.” Hannah rose and stomped away, and within moments drove away from them toward Bella’s Park, leaving them without transportation.

“What Hannah says is true,” Grace said. “We do turn to her for everything. Amelia and I have dumped all our stuff on her. I even want her to decide what kind of car to replace mine with. I can hardly think straight, and we all expect her to think for us.”

“It’s what she gets for wanting people to see her as strong,” Laura replied.

“Your mother’s tough and resourceful most of the time. She’s buoyed us all up, you know that. She’s suffered as much as any of us from this fire. Even Hannah’s got a breaking point.”

Laura sighed. “I may not have owned the house or anything much in it, but the fire’s been incredibly traumatic for me, too. I’m having nightmares again.”

Leaves fell from the tree. They landed on Laura’s arm. Grace brushed them off gently, then said, “I am sorry, Laura. Of course you’ve suffered. It’s your loss, too. This is, was, your home, also.”

“Mostly I’m numb. I go about my work at Bella’s Park. I stand on the site where the log cabin replications are being built, and I forget why I’m there. My head’s a sieve, the way it was after the hurricane took everything away from me. I ache for Marvin as much as I did those first new months.”

“It’s opened painful wounds.”

Laura nodded. “My mother and I were never close, especially during my teen years, but over this last year, I thought we’d come a long way toward mending our relationship.” She chewed her lip. “Stress, and living together just the two of us in that apartment. There’s no buffer.” She fell silent. “But you’re right. Everything has fallen on Mother’s shoulders, and I haven’t been very helpful.”

“I know you and your mom have old stuff that gets in the way of your relationship at times. Forgiveness comes into play here, and acceptance. Hannah’s not going to change much, Laura, and neither are you, so why not just accept the way she is, and overlook things, especially now, when all our emotions are so raw and exaggerated.”

“Why can’t she just listen and not always have to fix things?”

“Hannah tries. All her life, she’s been the one expected to fix things.”

“Mother starts giving me advice, and I feel the blood racing to my head, and my gut starts churning. How do I stop that?”

Grace was silent a moment. “Drop your expectations about how she ought to be. Keep in mind that you don’t have to take her advice. You and Hannah have a pattern of acting and reacting to each other, and it hurts you both. You can break that pattern.”

“How?”

“Try using your mind and not your emotions. Stay in your head. Remind yourself that she wants only good for you. She’d bear your pain if she could. And remember, you’re not sixteen. You’re a capable adult. Hannah loves you. She means well. It’s hard to change, especially for take-charge people.”

Laura pulled back. “Don’t react, is that what you’re saying? Talk to myself? Stop myself from reacting the way I did when I was sixteen?” Laura heaved a deep sigh. “That’s a tough order.”

“But it works. It starts in the head, and it does take some time to get the right mind-set, but it just might make things easier, at least for now.”

“I’ll think about that,” Laura said. “I’ll try.” She studied Grace with curiosity. “Where’d you learn all this?”

“Oddly enough, much of it from your mother.”

“From my mother?”

“Sometimes it’s hard to live the theories we teach, especially when we’re deeply emotionally involved.”

 

At that moment Hannah’s station wagon drove up Cove Road and turned into what had been their driveway. With her head bent, Hannah hurried from the car to the place where the greenhouse had stood. She moved in a rectangle, measuring her steps to frame the site. Slowly she walked to where her Chrysler Imperial red rosebushes had graced their driveway. Kneeling, Hannah dug her hands deep into the earth. Soil and ash drizzled from her hands and arms as she lifted a long blackened stem. Then Hannah dropped the stem, lowered her head into her hands, and wept.

 

Mike, his long brown hair tied back in a ponytail and looking distraught, visited Amelia daily. He brought Amelia a Nikon, a Canon, and a Pentax camera to choose from. She waved them away. “I don’t care. You decide,” she said.

He brought contact sheets developed from negatives of her work just prior to the fire so that she could choose which shots to send to the New York City gallery that sold her photographs.

“You choose,” she said, refusing to look at them. And every now and then, she muttered, “I can’t believe our house burned.”
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