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    Whatever it Takes




    by Sarah M. Glover




    “DID YOU PACK the suntan lotion?”




    “Oh hell,” he said.




    I stared at Graham over the rim of my sunglasses. He glanced at me from the driver’s seat of my station wagon, fighting back a smile.




    “What’s happened to you? You’re usually better organized.”




    “Than you, definitely. Did you bring your bathing suit this time?” he countered.




    “Yes—yeah, I think so. Ah, I don’t know. Oh hell.”




    He laughed as he watched me bury my face in my hands. “It wouldn’t be the first time, Jen. Never got you to go skinny dipping, though. I swore I’d do whatever it takes to get you in that ocean this year,” he added and grinned subtly, staring at the road ahead.




    “Whatever it takes?”




    The face that I knew so well smiled in full now, though his eyes were darker blue than I remembered, even if laughter was never far from them—laughter that softened his strong jaw and the dimple in his chin. He was Graham, after all, the same man who fell asleep on my couch after pulling a double shift at the animal hospital, wearing a Portland Lobster Dip t-shirt and scrubs, and his hand bandaged from a pit bull bite. The same man who climbed around my roof in the snow making sure my Christmas lights didn’t look “for shit.”




    Behind us, Graham’s son and mine made no protest and remained conspiratorial and quiet. Before us, the Maine highway had finally given way to remote, sandy roads. Roads that would take us to the ferry that would steal us to the island, and ultimately to the beach house we had rented with friends for the past few years. Our private oasis, our summer hideaway—if being inundated with hoards of neighborhood children and their hovering parents could count as such.




    The first summer we had stayed at the rambling old house, alone on its long expanse of isolated shore, we had been set up by such parents. Graham and I, the divorcee and the widow, respectively, were at sea amidst our more grounded friends who couldn’t bear to see our solitariness—or worse, our strange ability to cope in the face of so much loss. Unfortunately (or fortunately) there had been no spark between us, or perhaps we were too reticent to attempt to light one, or maybe we were too busy laughing over the fact that we had both made it all the way from home, car stuffed with luggage, while neither one of us had remembered to pack a bathing suit.




    “You did pack enough wine, though?” I asked, more to the point.




    “Oh hell.”




    “Please be serious.”




    “There’s new blood this year, of course I brought alcohol. Potential anesthesia. I’m sure you’re going to tell me why I agreed to spend five days with what’s his name?”




    “Adrian Bonair. He’s a writer.”




    “Ah, a writer.”




    “What’s that supposed to mean?”




    “Only that you said it like ‘writah.’ You usually grrr your r’s.”




    I repeated the word silently, thinking of Adrian when I did so. How could one not? Our neighborhood cabal was a tight knit bunch of families, all inhabiting grand old houses on the Western Promenade in Portland, drawn together by our faltering renovations, our love of art and architecture, and the fact that our children all attended the same elementary school. Adrian Bonair, the bestselling novelist, creator of Detective Steven Wallace, had caused quite a stir in our small enclave when he purchased the grandest house in the neighborhood for the purpose of setting his next series in Maine. My friends immediately reasoned that an intelligent man with a literary fortune must be in want of a literary wife. I argued against this universal truth, adding that he would certainly have no desire for a fifth grader (not to mention the Scottish deerhound named Grendel currently snoring in the back seat, having fallen asleep somewhere past Camden). But they insisted we would be perfect together. Everyone saw it as fate, except Graham, who had remained strangely mute on the subject. “It’s your headache,” was his only comment at an impromptu cocktail party the previous month. But he was the world’s greatest cynic on such matters, and I expected nothing less.




    Adrian Bonair, tall, black haired, and notoriously French, whose only flaw appeared to be that he did not deign to come down from Mount Olympus and visit us mortals often enough, or perhaps that he only had visitation of his son for a few weeks in the summer. I could picture him traveling to the island in his sleek, red sports car, chatting about the decline of the Euro to his eleven-year-old. Meanwhile, my ten-year-old, Michael, and Graham’s son, Charlie, continued their scheming in the back seat behind us while Grendel snored.




    Night had fallen. The trees stood like black silhouettes against the long, dusky pink blue of the summer sky, the air redolent with salt. I let my hand dance in the wind out the window and took a deep breath. Graham glanced at me, his eyes roving over my hair, which was already curling in the sea air. By the end of the week it would be a never-ending riot of red spirals, and I could feel the freckles on my nose already. At thirty-two, I thought they would fade, but the summer night made me feel like a teenager again, and I ached to run on the beach, feel the sand between my toes, and throw my arms open wide. One night last summer, after far too much to drink, he had told me I looked like I should live in a Maxfield Parrish painting, all shadow and flame. I had been so taken aback by the comment that he had wandered halfway down the beach before I began to laugh.




    If Graham saw anything now, he didn’t say a word; one hand lay laconically on the wheel, the cuff of his worn oxford pushed up to reveal his watchband on his tanned wrist. The vintage Elgin I had helped him find a Christmas ago glinted in the light of a passing street lamp. We were getting closer now, and I could see a trace of a smile curve his mouth. His tousled blond hair, in desperate need of a cut, hung over his glasses. I was not used to seeing him wearing the slight round frames, but I supposed doctoring at the animal hospital all hours had taken its toll. And Grendel was by far his favorite patient, the big mythical beast; my dog followed him around with an unseemly devotion, preferring to lounge on his wraparound porch versus mine.




    That was how we had met, before the set up at the beach house that is, me lugging my beast off my new next door neighbor’s front porch—or to be more precise, off my new next door neighbor. Sitting in a weathered Adirondack chair, he appeared an older version of the boys I taught at Prentiss Preparatory Academy, except he was far too tall and broad in the shoulders, unshaven, and reading Ulysses willingly. I tried to apologize, but by then Grendel had curled at his feet, and I was handed a beer from a nearby ice chest. We sat in silence until he finished the chapter, holding up his bottle with one hand as though he were commanding me not to move.




    “I can never get through the damn thing. I try every year,” he said and tossed the book onto a stack of others, worn paperbacks and dog-eared hardcovers. “Want another?”



OEBPS/Images/WhateverItTakes_opt.jpeg
ommﬁg

Guvect Ginglls





