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I FEEL STRANGE, DISCONNECTED—PRESENT IN this familiar, well-loved place but agitated under my skin. The kitchen is just as it was left a month ago: a few dishes drying on the wooden rack over a towel, an empty, rinsed coffee carafe turned upside down on the counter to drain. A half bottle of red wine, cork in place, is waiting to be poured into glasses. The bed is neatly made, books on the bedside tables, one with a marker placed at page 123. In the bathroom, the electric toothbrush is sitting in its cradle next to the sink, all charged up, ready to clean teeth and refresh breath. Two sets of towels hang in their designated places, waiting to absorb the moisture from just-washed skin and hair.


I walk out into the short hallway, through the kitchen, and down the three steps onto the heart-pine floor. Its amber colors warm a living room that soars fourteen feet at its core above the fireplace, each stone hand-selected from somewhere on the property and fitted together like a quilt. We loved the way the stone looked like the lichen-covered rocks beyond the large, glass sliding doors.


I open one of those doors and step out onto the deck. Twelve feet of narrow boards lead to four steps that take me down to the lower deck, cantilevered over rocks to provide the best vantage. I sit on one of the built-in benches and look out at the view. This is what drew us to this place; this is why we bought the property and why we sacrificed to build the house—the spectacular view of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Layers of rolling green hills rise gradually until they meld with the more distant, blue mountains stretched across the horizon. This always brought a quiet peace to our souls; we never tired of it and never failed to comment to each other, “Oh, look at that—so beautiful!”


Will I ever feel that way again, say those words?


I hear birds singing. It’s May, and this is their time. They show off their voices, their best songs, to attract a mate and defend territory. I love this nature show and like to test my skills at identifying them, but on this day I barely listen. I don’t even recognize which bird is making which sound. Will I ever again be enchanted by bird-song?


And the wildflowers? I fell in love with wildflowers when I stumbled on them while walking in the leafless woods of early spring. They seemed miraculous, these striking, yellow-centered white blooms just above the brown leaf duff when everything else was dormant. They were everywhere! Will I ever be able to summon the energy it takes to battle their mortal enemies, myriad invasive species, spending many hours doing backbreaking work in the heat of Virginia summers? Will I any longer care?


Back in the house, I have work to do. I pull out albums and boxes and sift through hundreds of photos to find just the right ones to tell the story of a life. I open one album and see that the first set of pictures is of a trip taken ten years ago. I worried this task might be too painful, but it seems not to be. Instead, it draws me into times of happiness exploring the world. There are other pictures of family and, in the old shoebox, pictures of childhood. I always loved looking at these: the pride and inventiveness expressed through hand-built projects; funny, wizard-like hats; the confidence of teenage swagger that the camera somehow captures. I even smile, I think.


I pull out the ones I think are the best and place them in a small folio I have purchased, putting them in chronological order. When I am finished, I am pleased with the result. I carefully place the folio in a large envelope to keep it safe for travel. It is precious—it holds the story of a life—and I want it near me. I put it next to the place setting where I usually sit for breakfast and lunch, and then prepare a simple meal. Just for me.


After dinner, eaten but with little appetite, I clear away the few dishes and wash them. I take the envelope to the living room, where I search for the right CD and find it. I know listening to this will be extremely painful, but I slip the disc into the player anyway. On the couch, I take out the picture folio and open it as the first strains of the music pierce the silence. It hits me hard, like a powerful wind. I begin to weep, then give in to heaving, racking sobs.


Exhausted, I go to bed after taking a sleeping pill. I know I won’t sleep without it, and I need my rest. It was windy last night, so there may be trees down somewhere along the two-and-a-half-mile gravel road that has been a part of this property for at least 150 years. If I get partway down and am blocked, I will have to hike to my neighbor’s house two miles away and hope he’s available to come back with a chain saw to cut up the tree. Then I will drive 130 miles back to our small, two-bedroom townhouse.


I have much to do to get ready.
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ON A FINE, SUNNY OCTOBER DAY IN 1987, THE leaves on the trees burnished red and gold, my fiancé, Timothy Bell, and I took a ride from his modest townhouse in busy northern Virginia deep into rural central Virginia, for a pleasant weekend outing in the country—a lark. Engaged for a year, we had postponed wedding plans to let our relationship “ripen.” Tim was recently divorced and still a little skittish about entering into a second marriage. So when we discussed getting married, he wanted a longer-than-usual engagement.


The trip to central Virginia was sparked by a serious conversation about our future together. “I have an important question to ask you,” Tim said. “I need to know if you can live in this townhouse—forever.”


Puzzled, I could see the concern in his handsome face and thought carefully before answering. I had lived in a rented studio or one-bedroom apartment for the last seventeen years.


“Why are you asking me this?”


“Because we can be financially secure by just staying here. A lot of women push for larger houses, and since my business is still getting off the ground, that could cause us financial stress.”


I took in what Tim said and appreciated his concern. He also had a young daughter, Susan, to care for. Although he was doing well, I recognized that starting a business is a difficult, anxious process. I said, “It’s more house than I’ve lived in since I was a kid, and I’m very content here. It’s nice, with the lake and walking trails. I think I could do that.”


“Okay,” he said. “Your answer makes me comfortable. We can go ahead and start plans for our wedding, if you like.”


“Really?”


“We can shoot for next spring. I’ll leave the details up to you.”


Hearing my commitment to living in a modest home seemed to have freed Tim from his worries about our financial future enough that he felt ready to move ahead with plans for our life together. We began discussing possible dates and venues. But his question about the house continued to reverberate inside me, especially the word “forever.”


I told him, “I think that sometime, maybe when we’re retired, I’d like to live in the country.”


I wasn’t sure what prompted me to say this. Reston offered pleasant artificial lakes and fifty miles of biking trails, but the northern Virginia area was a traffic-choked commuting nightmare. I think my answer came from a yearning deep inside me that this issue forced into the open, a yearning for more contact with the natural world. This had probably been nurtured by my mother, who was always pointing out flowers, birds, and butterflies during my childhood summertime visits to Martha’s Vineyard and her family homestead in Franklin, Maine. She sent her four children to Scout camps, which I had adored. While I had paid little attention to the nature lessons they offered, I loved sleeping in tents by Lake Winnipe-saukee, surrounded by the smell and whisper of pine trees and the soothing lapping of gentle lake waves against the shore.


I also remembered Tim’s having talked about a rural property he and his first wife, Helen, had owned and sold as part of their divorce agreement, though neither of them had wanted to sell it. It was twelve acres on a hillside surrounded by beautiful views of the Blue Ridge Mountains. They used to camp there on weekends. I could picture the spot in my mind and savored his descriptions of the views.


“So, let’s go for a weekend trip out in the country—take a ride down to Nelson County and look for land to buy,” he said.


“I would love that!”


I wondered whether we should be land shopping several decades before we were ready for retirement and even before we were actually married, especially given what Tim had said about not wanting pressure to buy a larger house. But then I considered, I’m overthinking this. Tim seemed ebullient about getting out into the country, and he wanted very much to please me. We had, after all, fallen in love during a ride through Middleburg, which contains some of Virginia’s loveliest countryside.


We headed down to Nelson County to stay at Trillium House, a bed-and-breakfast on Black Rock Mountain, part of the Wintergreen Resort. On the delightful drive to Wintergreen, we drove by pretty farms on rolling hills, grazing livestock, and attractive stone farmhouses, all framed by views of the Blue Ridge Mountains in the distance. I fantasized about living in serene surroundings like those passing outside the car window.


At Wintergreen we met a realtor, Cathy, a local Nelson County woman, who first took us to see mountaintop homes for sale at the resort. They were attractive moderate-sized, single-family, contemporary houses with granite countertops and open floor plans. They were not outside our price range, but they were on small lots surrounded by trees and had no views—one of our requirements. And the amount of development at the resort—town-houses, condominiums—made us feel as if we were still in Reston.


We drove down the mountain and into the heart of the county, where Cathy showed us three properties. Two were just acreage without existing dwellings; one had a charming, small house occupied by a single woman artist. All were under twenty acres, not large enough for what we dreamed about—a private, rural retreat with unobstructed views.


We were nearing the end of our disappointing day when Cathy said, “There is one more property I can show you. There’s a mountain for sale.” We glanced at each other, eyebrows raised—a mountain? “Sounds intriguing,” Tim replied. We followed her along Route 639, a secondary road that cuts through the center of the county. It had rained earlier that day, and the sky was gray, thick with clouds, but beginning to clear. We stopped along the road to look at a slope that disappeared into the mist yet promised a summit that would dominate the westward view across a quarter-mile stretch of grazing fields dotted with simple farmhouses. Then, while we gazed at the scene, the misty cloud lifted and the round, forested peak of Naked Mountain revealed itself. I turned to Tim and said, “Now, that’s more like it.” He smiled and nodded in agreement. From what we could tell from the bottom, the summit probably offered good views of the Blue Ridge Mountains. We were impatient to get to the top, but time had run out and we had to return to Reston and our busy work lives.
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A FEW WEEKENDS LATER, WE HEADED BACK TO NELSON County. I booked a bed-and-breakfast, Ingleside B&B, in southern Albemarle County, about fifteen miles from Naked Mountain. We drove up a long, gently curved gravel road to a large, porticoed brick house. Before we could get our car doors open, three baying basset hounds surrounded us. I laughed and greeted them back: “Hello there, yourselves, you noisy creatures!” We had left our own basset hound, Winston, at home in Reston. Wouldn’t Winston love to live here—no leashes, rabbits galore, wide-open spaces, fellow basset hounds to play and hunt with?


The B and B’s proprietors, Will and Ti Hoare, hurried out, apologizing for the dogs’ noise. We told them about Winston and assured them that their bassets made us feel right at home. Later, when I knew her better, Ti said to me, “When you arrived at the house, you paid no attention to us—you just talked to the dogs!”


Will and Ti turned out to be very charming and eventually became good friends of ours. They were an attractive couple about our age, and very friendly and warm. Will was British, a landscape architect. Ti’s family had owned and raised cattle on Ingleside Farm since about 1800. The property was stunning—1,200 acres of gently rolling, mowed and grazed fields with copses of mature trees, framed on all sides by mountains.


The next day, we had a date to drive up Naked Mountain with the property owner. We were very excited about seeing the land up close, and especially to see whether the views met our hopes and expectations. At the juncture of Routes 639 and 641, we met John Plummer. A tall, heavyset man with silver hair, he greeted us heartily. Plummer had owned the 283.7-acre property that encompassed most of the mountain and summit for ten years. He was a Washington federal employee and used it as a hunting preserve. “I really enjoyed owning this property. Did a lot of good hunting here, but mainly I just liked getting out into the woods. My wife and daughters, they’re fifteen and seventeen, don’t like it down here. Nothing for them to do. They like to go to the beach. So I’m ready to sell.”


We transferred to his jeep and drove along Route 641, a winding state gravel road flanked at first by hay fields, then by mature forest. The road followed Dutch Creek, a narrow stream of falling white water that we could glimpse down the steep hillside far below. The area was a tucked-away corner of the world whose few residents, Plummer told us, still did not have electricity.


After driving a mile along its base, we turned off to go up the mountain. The road suddenly became more like a trail. The jeep rocked and bucked its way up through deep ruts and nearly sank into scoured-out spots where rainwater had formed small ponds. After two miles, the road ended abruptly at an elevation of 1,900 feet. We got out of the jeep and continued the climb through the forest on foot. After scrambling over rocks and logs for three hundred more feet, we began to wonder where we were headed and whether we would ever be able to see anything.


Finally, we emerged from the woods into a small clearing. There, at last, the view revealed itself, and it did not disappoint. It was a feast of beauty—layer upon layer of green and then blue hills becoming progressively higher, until they merged with the horizon about twenty miles in the distance. The whole vista was about forty miles across to our left and right, the foreground lush with still-green hardwoods, the farthest mountains nearly sky blue in color.


I was especially struck by how remote from human activity this mountaintop view made me feel—not a farm or structure in sight all the way to the higher peaks of the Blue Ridge. We would truly be immersed in nature in this place, an experience I was just beginning to realize I craved.


Tim said just one word—“beautiful”—as he reached for me. I replied, “Yes, I thought there would be views, given how the mountain is situated. But this is better than I could have imagined.” With our arms around each other, we knew we had found what we were seeking.


A few weeks later, Naked Mountain was ours. It actually cost less than any of the Wintergreen resort homes we had seen a few weeks earlier, probably because it had no structures and did not appear to have commercial value. We were now the owners of property that afforded stunning views of one of the oldest mountain ranges on the planet. Right away, it began to redefine how we thought of ourselves. I loved the realization I own a mountain! I felt as if there was more to me and my life now, more than just my career. It was as if another sentence had been added to my internal bio: “Marcia S. Mabee, PhD, is a consultant to public health organizations seeking Washington, DC representation before Congress and the Executive Branch. She is engaged to be married to Timothy Bell and will soon be a stepmother to his daughter, Susan. She and Mr. Bell own Naked Mountain in Nelson County, Virginia.”


And Tim, for his part, liked watching people’s reactions when he began telling them, “I bought a mountain for Marcia.”
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I HAD PUT MY PERSONAL LIFE ON HOLD FOR OVER a decade while educating myself for what I hoped would be an interesting and meaningful career. When I finally arrived in Washington to work as professional staff for a committee of Congress, I was already thirty-five. It was time, really past time, to find a suitable partner and start a family. Feeling a little desperate, I launched an all-out search, beginning with clueing in my work colleagues. These being pre-Internet days, I also advertised in the back of Washingtonian magazine—a little dicey, but I hoped my basic female instincts, plus my discerning social-work skills from an earlier career phase, would help me avoid trouble. Despite being a beginner, I even joined the local ski club, which had more of a reputation for social events than for skiing activities. Finally, I paid a significant fee to a matchmaking service called Georgetown Connection, for a more structured approach.


All of this activity led to dates with literally fifty different men over the course of three years. Most were just coffee or lunch, usually ending with my quick determination that this was not going anywhere. A number were with men who had recently been dumped by someone they’d loved very much, often a wife. In some cases, I had the feeling that they were disappointed when we met, because, while I thought of myself as attractive, I didn’t measure up to the person they had just lost. Often the connection failed because I could tell the men weren’t ready to invest in someone. Others simply weren’t interested in me at all. I wondered if this was because I had been so focused on my career that I lacked experience in the social give-and-take that the initial phase of a relationship requires. And, inevitably, quite a few of the men were simply unattractive to me or too old.


Occasionally, I had three dates with someone before we both decided we were not compatible. A few times, there were months-long relationships. One of these was with a White House correspondent with a major news service whom I met at a party. We were the same age, and he had never been married. We had a lot in common, including a deep interest in politics and policy and the way things work in the complex, powerful world of Washington. But I wasn’t physically attracted to his sloppy bachelor habits and lack of romantic skills. I realized that I was a bit of a princess about that sort of thing. I wanted to be attracted to the man I was with, and I wanted to be wooed.


After three years, I was exhausted and discouraged that all the dating had led nowhere and decided to take a break. Nonetheless, Joan, the Georgetown Connection matchmaker, called me about someone she thought was special and a good fit. She urged me to come in to the office and see this man’s file—his photo, video, and personal write-up. She said he was a solid, quality person who had grown up in McLean, Virginia, a nice suburb of Washington, and had graduated from Harvard. Most important, she said, “When he saw your video, he told me he didn’t want to meet anyone else.”


Reluctantly, I went to the Georgetown Connection office, located in a converted townhouse in the Georgetown section of Washington. Joan plucked Timothy Bell’s folder out of a steel file cabinet and motioned to a desk and chair where I could sit comfortably to read through its contents while she busied herself setting up the video in another room. The photo clipped to the completed questionnaire showed an attractive, trim, mustached man. The written information he supplied stated his age as thirty-six—eighteen months younger than I was. He was separated and about to be divorced from his wife of ten years. He had one child, a four-year-old girl. He had his own health communications company and lived in Reston, a suburb of Washington about twenty miles from Capitol Hill, where I lived.


I went into the living room, which Joan had furnished with a comfortable couch, and watched Tim’s video. He was appealing, had a pleasant, energetic voice, and responded confidently to the standard series of questions that Joan asked him about his background, work, interests, and dating aspirations. Everything I saw looked good to me, so I agreed to meet him, but I was not overly hopeful after so many disappointments.
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TIMOTHY HARWELL BELL CALLED ME THE NEXT DAY and proposed a lunch date. I liked the sound of his voice on the phone: almost lilting, energetic. We agreed to meet at the National Press Club Building. I traveled by metro, Tim drove in from Reston. When we met in the lobby, I recognized him right away from his Georgetown Connection photo and video. He was as attractive in person as I had hoped; he had a nice, open smile, and his full, bushy mustache suited him. His generous head of salt-and-pepper hair was cut in a longish but traditional style. He was trim and conservatively dressed in a jacket and silk tie and was about four inches taller than I.


He approached me. “Marcia?” When I answered yes, he said, “I recognized you right away from your photo.”


Tim didn’t tell me where he was taking me as we walked over to Seventeenth Street along the west side of the White House complex. We turned into an open courtyard area that contained one of Washington’s best-known restaurants, Maison Blanche, a haunt for the likes of Henry Kissinger and other noted figures. I was a little titillated by Tim’s attention to me, curious about the restaurant, but mildly intimidated as well. I had been around many famous people, but as working staff, not as an equal in a social setting. The maître d’ greeted us graciously, as though we were important, which we certainly were not in this land of the eminent and powerful. We passed humorist Art Buchwald on the way to our table. He was holding court in an alcove with a bevy of people, including Ben Bradlee, the editor of the Washington Post, whom I recognized from Watergate coverage. We were seated at a small table for two, beautifully laid with white linen and shining silverware. We quickly settled on our respective meal choices: I ordered chicken; Tim chose fish. Then he asked for the wine list. It was Veterans’ Day, a holiday for many in Washington. Although it was a workday for me, the committee was quiet and I didn’t feel too time-constrained or reluctant to drink.


“I liked your video very much,” Tim said. “I told Joan I didn’t want to meet anyone else.” When I asked him why, he replied, “It was when you said your ideal way to spend time on a date was sitting on a couch together, listening to classical music. Why did you say that?”


I told him I had grown up in a music-loving family. My parents had belonged to the local choral society in Lexington, a suburb of Boston, and we all had sung in our church choir. I told him I had studied the flute in grammar school and had gone on to take private lessons in junior high school but then dropped it by the time I was about fifteen. I didn’t practice very much and just wasn’t truly invested in becoming a musician. But I said this exposure and learning to play an instrument had sharpened my appreciation for classical music, which offered, for me at least, a rich and satisfying listening experience.


Tim then told me that he had also studied the flute, very seriously, and had wanted to perform professionally. I thought that was an interesting coincidence. But then, he said, when he compared his talent with that of others at his conservatory, his confidence wavered and he gave up that dream. Although he was deeply disappointed, he made the most of the situation and transferred to Harvard, where he majored in English literature, and ultimately pursued a career in communications. He had recently started his own business with a health-based clientele, mostly managed-care companies.


He told me all this with a gentle smile on his face, but his slightly lowered voice and downcast eyes told me that having lost the possibility of a music career had indeed been painful for him. Then, as he talked about his new company, his voice regained energy and that lilting pitch signaling pride in his recovery and ability to move on to another field.


The conversation continued to flow easily. The discovery of our common interests and backgrounds felt very comforting after all the dating I’d done with people I didn’t connect with. He had a kind manner, respectful and pleasant, interested but not probing. Since we had both been students in Boston, we compared notes and very quickly stumbled on an amazing connection: Tim knew the building on Beacon Street where I had lived during my first job, as a social worker, because his first wife, Helen, had lived in the basement apartment there. He described her to me, but it didn’t ring a bell until he said she had a little white Highland terrier. I remembered the dog but not its owner. That just helped cement the feeling that we were already tied together.


Our first date lasted three hours. When we parted, Tim said he was going on a solo Club Med vacation to Martinique for a week but asked if he could call me when he got back. I assented with enthusiasm.


I didn’t hear from Tim for a couple of weeks. I thought about him a number of times but was also busy with my committee work. When he called and spoke in that appealing, bright, friendly voice, I felt a smile break out on my face. We made a date for later in the week, a work night.


Our second date took place on a snowy December evening. Tim pulled up in front of my congressional office building in a sporty 1981 Toyota Supra. When I got to the door, he greeted me warmly with his nice smile; he had perfect teeth. He was dressed in a traditionally styled, long navy wool coat with a black velvet collar and looked handsome in it, with his full head of graying hair and his matching mustache. He held the passenger door open for me and explained we would need to make a brief stop at a gas station to deal with a radiator problem. We drove a short distance to a garage on the Senate side of the Capitol, where Tim got his radiator fluids refreshed, and then proceeded to a restaurant in downtown Washington.


I was impressed with how calm and self-assured Tim was dealing with the car problem. He didn’t seem embarrassed or impatient in any way. I thought this was a good sign. He seemed to be someone who could roll with the punches.


Our dinner was in a cozy restaurant that was a converted carriage house on N Street, NW. I can no longer remember its name, but the best thing about it was its blazing fireplace. It was a lovely choice for a dinner date on a snowy evening in Washington, and very romantic, all of which Tim seemed to have considered carefully.


We fell easily into conversation. I asked him about his trip to Martinique. He told me the island was beautiful, with wide, white-sand beaches lined with palm trees, and water the color of turquoise. He described buffet tables bursting with colorful fresh fruits and delectable prepared foods, for which Club Med was noted. The group activities included beach volleyball and evening luaus. He told me he had enjoyed taking daily morning runs on the beach. Then he said, “The whole time, I was thinking about the nice woman from Boston I had just met back in Washington. I enjoyed Martinique, but I was looking forward to seeing you again.” He uttered this looking directly into my eyes. My heart skipped a little, and I smiled shyly, unable to think of an equally ardent reply.


We drifted onto other topics. He talked about his daughter, Susan, and mentioned that she appeared to have some neurological problems evidenced by developmental delays, like walking and speech. She had undergone evaluation at the suggestion of her day care center. He showed me a picture; she was adorable and looked like Tim.


We ate a Middle Eastern meal of spiced lentils and rice and then lingered, sipping wine by the fire. When it was time to go, we were the only customers left. We stepped out into thickly falling snow onto a nearly deserted street. Tim opened the car door for me, and once he was settled into his seat, he reached over to kiss me. I was a little surprised—it seemed too soon. Then I realized I was not unhappy about it. I received the kiss but didn’t respond fervently. I was still evaluating, still assessing my feelings, but was pleased and encouraged that this relationship might develop into something good and lasting.


Tim called me a few days later and proposed a daylong date on a Saturday: a drive into the Virginia countryside. I accepted eagerly and looked forward to it all week. This time, he picked me up at my apartment building in a long red Jaguar, not the sporty Toyota. I climbed into a luxurious beige leather seat. Tim explained that his parents owned a similar car; he admired it and had just found this one secondhand. He planned to use it to transport his business clients. I admit that his effort to impress me was another plus, but had he not been attractive and comfortable to be with, it would not have mattered a whit what sort of car he drove.


During the ride to Middleburg, Tim talked about his family and upbringing, and I learned that he and his older brother and sister were adopted. I asked Tim how old he had been when he was adopted, and a few questions about his early memories. He responded without hesitation that he understood from his adoptive parents that his birth mother had been an opera singer and his birth father had been a diplomat stationed somewhere in the Middle East, where he was killed. His mother gave him up for adoption at six months. His parents, Tartt and Adele, adopted him from the Children’s Home in North Carolina when he was about eleven months old. Tim remembered that Adele was warm and enveloping from the moment she became his mother, and said he felt enormous gratitude to his parents for giving him the opportunity to have a good life. His appreciation of his adoptive parents appealed to me, as sad as this story was.


I did a lot of careful listening as we rode through the surrounding suburbs and on to the more rural communities beyond. Tim inquired about my upbringing as well. I talked about my parents, who had met at Bates College in Maine. They married in 1942, at the start of US involvement in World War II. My dad’s parents were strict Baptists and were missionaries in China, where he was born. They were also strong pacifists, and my dad’s older brother was a conscientious objector during the war— like Tim’s dad. But my father believed the only way to deal with Hitler was to go to war, so he joined the army.


My parents had four children. They felt strongly about education and gave us a good start, sacrificing financially to send all of us through four years of college. My dad was an electrical engineer and headed an office that consulted with factories on pollution control. He had a charismatic personality and entered local politics, serving on the Lexington Board of Supervisors and many other community boards. He was loved and respected by his family and his community, but he was a lifelong, three-pack-a-day smoker, and he died in 1983, at the age of sixty-two, from complications of bladder cancer—a less-well-known consequence of long-term cigarette smoking.


My mother mostly stayed home, raising her children and tending to house and pets. As a family, we had many happy summers on Martha’s Vineyard, where my father’s parents had a modest retirement home, and in Maine, where my mother’s retired parents lived in an old farmhouse on a property that had been in her family since 1790.


Tim had spent a few weeks on Martha’s Vineyard as well, staying with a family his father knew. We compared notes and continued to find more connections. Another one was that his flute teacher at Boston University sat next to my flute teacher in the first and second chairs of the Boston Symphony, and Tim had heard him perform.


We drove along rural roadways into Middleburg, Virginia, which was horse territory for wealthy landowners. It was beautiful country—rolling fields hemmed by neat black creosote fencing showcasing graceful old homes. We stopped at the historic Red Fox Inn & Tavern in the middle of town for a late lunch. We each ordered lobster salad, and Tim ordered a half bottle of champagne—a nice, celebratory touch. Then he said, “I am feeling a certain kind of love for you.”


I responded, “I am feeling very fond of you. You’re so comfortable and familiar to me. I like being with you.”


From that moment on, Tim and I never dated anyone else. We saw each other as often as our work and his family obligations allowed. We were “in love” the way more life-experienced couples are—more reserved than younger couples but happy to be around each other.


I continued to bask in Tim’s attentive warmth and his infectiously engaging demeanor. Most people, especially men, don’t smile at strangers while walking down a sidewalk, but Tim did. I didn’t quite believe him when he said he was frequently approached by people who were sure they knew him, until once, when we were riding an elevator to catch a speaker on the top floor of the National Press Club Building, a tall, distinguished gentleman stepped on with us. He looked at Tim, smiled at him, and then reached out his hand and said, “Hi. How’ve you been? Haven’t seen you in a while.”


Tim shook his hand and said, “How’re you doing?”


The man got off at the next floor and said good-bye. When I asked Tim who the man was, he said, “I have no idea.” People just wanted to talk to him.
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ABOUT TWO MONTHS INTO OUR RELATIONSHIP, TIM took me to Reston to meet Susan, who was then splitting her time between her mother and father. She was an adorable, lively, brown-eyed four-year-old with pretty, wavy black hair, very friendly and outgoing, not at all shy. I hoped to have at least one child of my own, but that opportunity was closing fast. I had just turned thirty-eight and had developed benign fibroid tumors, which were beginning to crowd my uterus and could interfere with pregnancy. Meeting Susan, I couldn’t help but think that if Tim and I were to marry, I would have the opportunity to help raise a young child. That was appealing, especially if it became impossible for me ever to become pregnant or, more precisely, to be able to carry a baby to full term.


Susan seemed to be a fairly typical four-year-old, except for her marked mood swings. I soon experienced that she could be excited one minute and then collapse into tears or a temper tantrum moments later. She also had pronounced distractibility. These factors made it hard for her to focus on tasks.


None of that deterred me or my interest in Susan. Most of all, I was impressed with Tim’s sweet, gentle interactions with her. Susan clearly adored her dad, and that made me love him all the more.
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TEN MONTHS INTO OUR RELATIONSHIP, I SUGGESTED that I move into Tim’s townhouse from my Capitol Hill apartment. While the primary reason was to be closer to him, I was also concerned about Susan. During the weeks when she stayed with her father, Tim was so busy with his new company that all he had time for were TV dinners. A number of Friday evenings, I arrived at about seven-thirty to find Tim sitting with Susan at the kitchen table, trying to entice her to take one more bite of unpalatable, microwaved frozen food. I decided I could be a big help to this little family if I were there to cook nutritious meals. Tim was pleased with my suggestion, so I moved in a couple of weeks later. Susan’s appetite improved once she began eating my home cooking, and she no longer needed much coaxing; Tim was appreciative and praised my efforts. It was satisfying to be able to make this simple contribution, and I was happy to be part of a family after years of living by myself.


Within a few weeks, we were talking about getting married. Tim wanted a long engagement, to allow more time to let our relationship develop. I was okay with that, except for my ticking biological clock. I asked him if he was interested in having another child. To my deep disappointment, he replied that he didn’t want any more children. He said, “Although I know you would do everything you could to keep this from happening, you might favor your child over Susan, especially if it was born totally healthy, without any deficits. I really wouldn’t want that to happen.” My protestations made no difference—he held firmly to his decision.


I realized I would have to decide if I wanted to marry this man, whom I now loved, or give him up and resume the hunt for someone who would be willing to have at least one child.


Meanwhile, a consultation with my gynecologist revealed I probably was not a good candidate for pregnancy in any case, because of the fibroid tumors that were growing in my uterus. He could clean them out in a surgical procedure, but he said they would probably grow back again, so I would have only a short window of time to have a child.


I weighed this information and determined that it was unlikely, at age thirty-eight, that I would have time to find someone else as compatible with me as Tim was, get married, have the surgery, and then hope for a quick pregnancy. I had waited too long by putting my personal life on hold, and this was the sad outcome. I began to accept that I was never going to have my own child and sank into a depression that lasted for months. Eventually, I sought help from a psychiatrist. In our sessions, I talked out my sense of loss about the fact that I was never going to feel the joy of a baby kicking in my abdomen, that I was never going to hold my own newborn. I was grieving for a baby I was never going to know.


The psychiatrist held one session with Tim and me and then a final session with just me. Tim explained his feelings very directly in the joint session and didn’t say anything I hadn’t heard. The psychiatrist responded that if we were married, he needed to understand that not having a baby was deeply disappointing to me and that it might have some repercussions later. She also told me I needed to be alert to that possibility. In my final private session, she shared that Tim seemed to be a very stable person. That was my sense as well, and I knew it was admirable that he was sharing his decision with me so clearly before our marriage. I resolved that Tim was a good partner for me and that I would at least have the opportunity to help him raise Susan, so I would marry him and accept my childless fate.


A day before a Christmas party we were giving for friends and our work colleagues, Tim surprised me with a diamond ring. He said, “I knew you’d enjoy flashing it around at the party tomorrow.” He was right. It was a good way to announce that we were getting married. I loved the ring, a medium-sized solitary diamond of high quality, set on a simple gold band, but I especially loved the meaning it held—that I was intimately connected to a wonderful man who wanted to marry me.





[image: images] CHAPTER THREE



SHORTLY AFTER WE PURCHASED NAKED Mountain, we bought a slide-on camper so we could camp out on the mountain in reasonable comfort. We slid it onto the back of an old jeep and traveled to the mountain a few times, until the jeep began, as Tim said, “leaking oil from every orifice.” Then we moved up to a muscular, used Dodge Ram pickup. Except during the winter months, every three weeks we drove the truck with the camper on its back up the deeply pitted, narrow dirt road to a spot we carved out of the woods near the natural clearing. The camper had a stove with an oven, a small refrigerator, a table with upholstered benches that could fold down into an additional bed, a separate bathroom, and a double bed tucked into a space above the cab. I put glasses, china, pots, and pans in the cupboards above the stove, and we bought a small generator for our electrical needs. The camper was great, except for one major inconvenience: there was no water hookup on Naked Mountain. While Tim put a portable toilet in the bathroom and emptied it when we returned to Reston, the absence of a shower meant we never stayed more than one night.


Susan enjoyed coming with us in the early years, when she was age six to about ten, as long as we provided entertainment. This meant packing toys, games, and books to read to her. She especially enjoyed visiting Will and Ti on our way to the mountain or on our way back to Reston. Ever since I had met them and watched their happy trio of bassets, I had dreamed about our own basset, Winston, romping on Ingleside Farm. After I talked it over with Tim, we decided to ask Will and Ti if they would let Winston live with them. I told them that Winston spent most of every day in a crate, and they took pity on him. Not long after, we brought him to see how he fit in with the others. We let him out of the car without a leash, and then all of us, four humans and four basset hounds, went for a walk. Unrestrained, Winston immediately bounded off, racing to the front of the group. But Nelson, the lead basset, would have none of this impertinent behavior. He lunged at Winston, growling a dire warning for him to go to the back of the group, where he belonged. Winston immediately got the message. Head drooping and tail lowered, he retreated to our side.
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