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IN THE BEGINNING


Low-angling light shrouded the room in soft shadows. Soon the sun would set—not only on the world beyond her walls, but on the way of life Zoe Parker cherished. Standing at the sink in the large, rustic kitchen of her home on Amorey Lane, she lifted and lowered her shoulders in an effort to release the tightness. Her foot tapped an agitated rhythm on the scrubbed wood floor. Her hair, mingled shades of brown and silver, hung over her shoulder in a long braid, and she absentmindedly twirled the end between her fingers. If I keep my eyes on the clock, maybe time will slow.



The tall, silver-haired woman appeared calm, her face composed. Only the tremor in her hand as she clutched the handle of the Amtrak train’s door betrayed the strain of the journey and her agitation.

The porter set her two brown suitcases on the wooden platform, then flexed his fingers, making the joints pop. “Mighty heavy, lady. Whatcha carryin’ in there, stones?”

Winifred Parker stiffened. She now regretted refusing her daughter-in-law’s offer to pick her up, telling Zoe she was perfectly capable of getting there by herself. But the ride from Goose Island to Portland, Maine, followed by the long train trip to Philadelphia, and then Amtrak’s East West Express to Westminster, South Carolina, had sapped her physically.

The porter stood immobile, waiting for a tip.

“Call me a taxi, young man.”

“I ain’t got no phone.” He lifted his hands in a helpless gesture and shrugged. “Gotta get you inside for that, lady.”

Extracting her change purse from her deep leather pocketbook, Winifred counted out a dollar in quarters. The porter scowled, pocketed the money, shook his head, turned on his heel and moved away, abandoning her with bags too heavy for her to handle. Already she regretted coming.



Zoe stared through the bow window over her sink into the darkening evening and thought about her parents. They had bought these forty-eight acres of woods and pasture outside Salem in Oconee County when land cost one hundred dollars an acre, and taxes on the entire property were two hundred sixty-seven dollars a year. Located in the Golden Corner, as locals called the westernmost tip of South Carolina, Salem could be driven through in the time it took to speak a seven-word sentence.

Her father had built the rambling ranch house of stone, wood, and glass on a rise overlooking the pasture with a view of the distant mountains of North Carolina. He laid the flagstone patio outside the living room, and installed the lights surrounding the patio and running along the steps leading down the hillside, across the narrow stone bridge spanning the stream, and through the pasture to the summerhouse adjoining the pond. Zoe loved that moment each evening when day and night fused and the lights came alive with a radiance and sense of celebration that thrilled her.

It was silly, frivolous, and perhaps inappropriate for a fifty-two-year-old woman, but it lightened Zoe’s heart, on warm nights when the moon was full, to slip into a white cotton shift, descend the steps, and cross the bridge to the summerhouse. From there the lights gamboled on the surface of the pond, and Zoe would lie in the hammock, relax, and release her mind to conjure up Steven, his red hair burnished by moonbeams. As in her memories of their too-short marriage, he would extend his hand to her, and they would dance. These moments brought the realization that she was perhaps too much alone, even though she worked with a local theater group and was helping to write a grant proposal to fund the renovation of an old theater, a home for their amateur company. It was a change from her usual work for environmental causes, but she’d needed a change, and she enjoyed working with the artistic director and the company’s manager.

The kitchen phone jolted Zoe from her reverie.

“Zoe, I am at your railroad station, which is hot and full of flies, an utterly dreadful place. Come pick me up. Hurry.” Winifred’s voice was crisp and curt.

“It’ll take me three-quarters of an hour to get there,” Zoe said. “Is there someplace you can get something to eat, or a place to rest?”

“I’ll be fine. Just hurry.” The phone clicked and went dead.

The streamers of fog settling on Salem’s dark country roads vanished when Zoe reached the lights, restaurants, and gas stations that flanked the four-lane roadway to Westminster. A truck jackknifed across one lane of the highway slowed traffic to a crawl, and Zoe’s already-tight stomach tightened further. She was going to be late. Winifred would probably be quite out of sorts by the time she got there.



Winifred slumped back on the uncomfortable wood bench outside the Westminster train station, raised her feet, and set them on one of the suitcases. It was over an hour since she had talked to Zoe, and she needed desperately to lie down. She clutched the edge of the bench and closed her eyes to stave off the dizziness. Good Lord, not now. With trembling hands, she rummaged in her purse and extracted a small flask of water and a bottle of tiny pills. She swiftly swallowed a pill, leveled her shoulders, and focused on a window of a building across the street. “I may be seventy-five years old, but I’m not done with life yet,” she muttered. After all, her ancestors were long-lived folk: hardy men who had fished the harsh Atlantic off the coast of Maine and stoic women with few comforts in their lives.

But this journey had been interminable and exhausting. And although she hated to admit it, she had again been her own worst enemy. Her heavy twill slacks and long-sleeved silk blouse were totally inappropriate for the South Carolina summer. Winifred shifted her jacket from her lap to the bench beside her. Her hand went to her throat, confirming that her pearls—fine, delicate pearls appraised at ten thousand dollars, a fortieth wedding anniversary gift from her deceased husband, Theodore—were safe.



Zoe rounded the corner and the Westminster train station loomed ahead. Winifred Parker’s fine-boned, aristocratic face was all angles and shadows, her blush and lipstick mauve in the harsh light. Her hair, which Zoe recalled always being impeccably coifed, lay flattened about her forehead and temples.

The old harridan’s dressed for fall, not for eighty-eight degrees at night in July, Zoe thought. By refusing to fly and refusing to let Zoe meet her, Winifred had obviously endured a needless and exhausting ordeal.

Winifred glared at Zoe with indignant emerald green eyes. “Those horrid taxi drivers. One wanted to charge me a hundred dollars to take me to Salem. Another laughed when I told him my destination and drove away.”

“It’s a long drive.” Zoe forced a smile. “And it’s hard for someone unfamiliar with the area to find the place in the dark.” She wrestled the heavy suitcases into the rear of her van, while Winifred stood frowning at her. As always, this woman had the power to make Zoe feel inadequate, as if she, not Winifred, had made a fool of herself.



Thick fog lay across long stretches of Highway 11, and Zoe held her speed to thirty-five. They hardly spoke except about the weather. Winifred perched on the edge of her seat, one hand on the dashboard, and declared unequivocally that of all the places she had ever lived, the weather was the most predictable and pleasant in Philadelphia. Then silence, self-conscious and thick as the fog, settled over them.

Miles later, Winifred asked, “How is Kathryn?” On the rare occasions over the years that she had had any contact with Zoe, Winifred had always called her granddaughter Kathryn instead of Katie.

“She’s fine,” Zoe replied, and crossed her fingers on the underside of the steering wheel. It wrenched her heart to see what was happening to her Katie. At thirty, her daughter’s lovely red hair was already white, and each year, it seemed, lines burrowed more deeply across her forehead. She rarely smiled these days, and the Parker eyes, those stunning green eyes, were often joyless and dull.

“How is that child of Kathryn’s, what is her name? Laura May?”

“Laurie Ann. She’s older, bigger,” Zoe said.

“What is the longevity of a severely brain-damaged child like that?”

“No one really knows,” Zoe replied. “Some live to be twenty or more.”

“Well! Your daughter has certainly wasted her life. In my day, that kind of a child would have been put in an institution. How old is she now?”

“Nine.” Zoe tightened her grip on the wheel. “Hank wanted to institutionalize Laurie Ann, but Katie insisted on caring for her at home. They were divorced, you know that.”

Winifred shook her head. “I’m not surprised. No man is going to stay with a wife who makes a child like that her whole life.”

The cold, disdainful way Winifred said child like that infuriated Zoe. Her head throbbed, and her foot pressed down on the accelerator as if by driving faster, she could leave Winifred’s unpleasantness behind.



In the long silence, the dark seemed darker and the drive longer. Zoe’s mind drifted back to when she was still Zoe Amorey, age twenty-one, and wildly enthusiastic about being instrumental in saving a stand of old-growth trees from a developer’s bulldozers. She and fellow students had tied themselves to the trees, taking turns around the clock, attracting the attention of the media and putting pressure on the environmental education department of the university to join with legislators on behalf of the trees. She was also about to receive her master’s degree in education.

Steven Parker’s fire-red hair, long and wild about his square, honest face, and those amazingly intense green eyes had startled her when she looked up from a game of checkers at an off-campus pub. He had stood to her right, his eyes warm and seductive. In that moment, Zoe had lost both the game and her heart.

Their attraction had been immediate and their romance fiery, and when she started down the aisle—two months pregnant, to her mother’s chagrin and his mother’s horror—Zoe had glided on air, the universe trembling in the palms of her hands.

After weeks of trying to prevent their marriage, Steven’s parents had presented him an ultimatum: Zoe, or his law education and his place in his father’s law firm. Steven chose Zoe, then enlisted in the air force and was stationed at Caswell Air Force Base in Fort Worth, Texas. There Kathryn was born with her father’s hair and eyes, and Zoe embraced the role of wife and mother. Those had been the happiest years of her life. Then on a cloudless afternoon, as Zoe shaded her eyes from the glare of the setting sun, she saw Steven’s plane become a speck on the horizon. The gusto, the intellect, the passion that was Steven Parker vanished on a routine training mission. And Zoe, after months of immobilizing depression, managed to pack their few belongings and returned with her two-year-old daughter to her parents’ home in Greenville, South Carolina.



Zoe turned off the highway onto a dark, winding country road. Within minutes a hillside sign, “Alexander Cemetery,” spectral in the fog, loomed on a rise to their left. Just beyond, Zoe turned the car onto yet another dark two-lane. Moments later a white sign with deep-cut black letters, “Amorey Lane,” sprang to life in the headlights.

“In order for 911 to respond to an emergency, they mandated that every road in the county have a name,” Zoe said. “Most people named their roads after themselves, thus, Amorey Lane.”

Winifred did not comment, but when the house came into view, she said, “My God, how can you tolerate living way out here?”

Zoe’s stomach knotted. “I love it here.” Already it was clear to her that their arrangement, negotiated by phone, would never work. Winifred Parker, imperious and willful, a woman of means, could never adjust to rural South Carolina, and Zoe dreaded losing her privacy. Her heart plummeted as she considered certain of her personal habits: a trail of shoes left here, there, and anywhere, the unwashed dishes piled in the sink all day, books and papers strewn haphazardly on tables, laundry lifted from the dryer and left unfolded. Every habit, every move she made, would be subject to the scrutiny of Winifred’s censorious eyes.

Living with her mother-in-law, whom she had not seen or heard from in years, would be untenable. How could she have imagined otherwise? How could she share her home with a woman she disliked and who disliked her?

But so much was at stake. She’d lived through tough times before; she could again. She would swallow her pride, adjust, and adapt to her mother-in-law and the situation. After all, Winifred wouldn’t be here very long.

“The house is very comfortable, and we have neighbors now. See those lights?” Zoe waved in the direction of the pasture and pond. In the distance, tiny lights played hide and seek among trees on the far hillside.

“Where?”

“Over there, on the hill across the river.”

“What kind of people would move way out here?” The scorn in Winifred’s voice was unmistakable.

“There are two retired couples and a family with children. Nice people.”



Winifred ran trembling fingers along her strand of pearls. She had never trusted this unwanted daughter-in-law. In those first months after Steven died, she had expected every letter to contain a demand for money from his widow. None ever had. But for a very long time she had needed a scapegoat, someone it was safe to hate and to blame for the loss of her only child. She understood that now.

Winifred squinted into the darkness. The unending chatter of insects grated on her nerves. She dreaded the isolation, and worried about the distance from a hospital. Already she loathed the house on Amorey Lane. She loathed the whole area. Damn life’s capriciousness. Damn growing old.
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KATIE


Katie hunched over a pew in the rear of the hospital chapel.

“Why, God?” she demanded for the hundredth time. “Why?” Laurie Ann was dead. Katie relived the anguish of a day long ago in another hospital with her husband, Hank, whom she had loved and trusted, and with Laurie Ann only three days old.

Hank had stood at the foot of the hospital bed, one hand clenched about the cold metal railing, the other hand slicing the air with crisp gestures. Usually fastidious in his appearance, he wore his tie limp and loose about his neck. His suit was crumpled, and he needed a shave after a night spent in a chair. “We can’t take her home. There are places for children like this.”

Uncomprehending, Katie had stared at him. “Places?”

He leaned forward, his dark eyes determined. “Where they’ll look after her.”

Bands of fear fettered Katie’s chest and she held the infant close. “She’s ours, Hank. What you’re proposing is unthinkable. We’ve got to take her home.” Her eyes pleaded with him. “You won’t have to do anything. I’ll take care of her.”

“She’ll devour your time, Katie. We’ll have no life. Don’t you understand? She isn’t normal. Nothing will be normal for us, for other children we might have, for our folks. Listen to me, Katie.” Hank clenched his fist, raised it, then dropped his hand in an exasperated gesture. “Life sucks if you’re taking care of a severely brain-damaged child.”

Hank couldn’t be saying these things. He was upset. He would feel differently tomorrow. “Can we talk about this to-morrow?” Katie wanted nothing more than to sleep and sleep.

He shook his head. “I can’t do it. I’m just not noble enough to make this kind of sacrifice.”

The whole bed trembled as he pushed himself away from the railing, and when it did not stop, Katie knew it was her body trembling.

“We’ve got to walk out of here without her and put this disaster behind us, or …” Hank looked away from Katie, then back again, and his eyes were determined. “Or you walk out with her alone.”

Pain, wide and deep, assailed Katie, and for a moment she could not breathe. She looked down at the infant in her arms. “I’ll have to walk out alone with her,” she said. At that instant, their marriage ended.



Voices in the hospital hallway outside snapped Katie back to the small chapel, but the pain of that day, nine years ago, spilled into the present.

She slowly rose and walked up the aisle to the altar. The simple chapel was warmed by a large, round stained-glass window behind the altar, which was bare but for a green velvet cover that hung to the wood floor. Pleasant organ music filled the space but couldn’t soothe Katie’s anguish.

“I believed in you. I trusted you,” she charged angrily. “You, my Father in heaven, my hope.” Katie raised a fist. Her face crumpled into a mask of pain. “Laurie Ann’s dead. My child is dead. How could you do this to me?” Raw and frightening, a howl of pain tore from her throat.

“Kathryn? Ms. Parker?” an Irish voice asked as the chapel door closed. “I’m Maudie O’Hara. I’m the nurse who tended your wee one, and I came to say how sorry I am. Is there anything I can do for you?” Tall, with rounded hips, full bosom, and auburn hair curling softly about her face, Maudie O’Hara leaned over the stricken woman. Tiny freckles danced across the nurse’s nose, and empathetic violet eyes met Katie’s. “Ms. Parker. ’Tis hard, I know.”

Maudie’s strong arms caught Katie as she crumbled. She helped her to a seat in a front pew, and Katie leaned into her and sobbed.

“I loved Laurie Ann so much. She was my whole life.” She clutched her arms tight across her stomach. “I took care of her by myself—I pureed fresh food, fruit, vegetables, whatever she could digest. She couldn’t feed herself, sit up, crawl, or talk. I’d take her outside strapped into her chair, and every single day I’d carry her to the bathroom and bathe her while she lay in a canvas sling. I’d talk to her.” Katie clutched Maudie’s hand and sought affirmation in Maudie’s eyes. “Her eyes didn’t focus. But I’m sure she knew what I was saying.”

Maudie nodded sagely. “Wee ones understand more than most folks think they do, lass.”

“Every morning, I’d meditate to stay calm and centered. I tried, God how I tried, to stay positive.” Katie rocked back and forth against Maudie, and Maudie’s soft body swayed with her. “Laurie Ann, my baby. What will I do now?” Tears dripped from her chin. Maudie handed her a handkerchief and Katie wiped her face.

“She’d been sleeping through the night since she was four, but then tonight …” Racking sobs came, and Maudie held and rocked her the way Zoe had soothed her long ago when she was a child and had bruised her leg or cut her finger. In the confines of the small chapel, it seemed to Katie that she and this comforting nurse were the only people on earth, and she wished never to reenter the world beyond.

“Earlier today, Laurie Ann had horrible seizures. Her back arched like a bridge, and she couldn’t breathe. I could almost see her heart thudding in her chest. It was terrible. I tried everything I knew, but nothing worked. Why didn’t the medics who came when I called nine-one-one save her or the doctors here? Why?” She looked at Maudie, the question huge in her eyes. Then her body went limp. “I’ve been so tired. I’m still so tired.”

“And understandably so, love. ’Tis a lonely road, being a caretaker. People don’t realize.”

Katie sniffled and nodded.

“My Granny back in Ireland used to say, ‘In all matters, God decides, we abide.’ It’s easier if we believe there’s a purpose in it all.”

“Is there?”

“I would rather believe there is.”

Katie sighed. “Sometimes I feel there’s no purpose in anything.”

“Whatever one believes, ’tis easier if we believe in some-thing.” Maudie glanced at her watch. “Come now, lass, we best be going.”

Katie dreaded setting foot on the floor where Laurie Ann had lived her last day. “Where are we going?”

“I need to get back to the floor. I’ll be taking you to the lounge near my station. You can rest a bit and call your family.”

“There’s only my mother, and she lives about an hour and a half away, in Salem.”

“You can call her, or I’ll call her for you. Why don’t you come along with me.”

Maudie put an arm about Katie as they walked down the hall and onto the elevator. Katie shivered as they exited on the pediatric floor, but Maudie kept a supportive grip on her arm and led her to the long, narrow lounge with tan leather furniture and tables strewn with magazines. Katie fished in her purse for pen and paper, then handed the nurse Zoe’s number. “Please, will you call my mother?”

“Right away.” She squeezed Katie’s hand gently. “You rest now.”

Exhausted, Katie removed her shoes and stretched out on the leather sofa. A moment later she fell into a deep sleep.



Zoe awakened to the harsh jangle of the phone on her bedside table.

“Mrs. Parker?” The voice was soft, with an Irish brogue. It confused Zoe.

“Yes, this is Zoe Parker.”

“Nurse O’Hara here from St. Francis Hospital.”

Zoe snapped awake. Sheet clutched tightly in her fist, knuckles pressed against her heart, she sat bolt upright in her bed. “What is it?”

“I’m calling for your daughter, Katie—”

“Oh God, oh my God, something’s happened to Katie?”

“No. No. Katie’s fine. ’Tis the wee lass, Laurie Ann. They admitted her last night, and I’m sorry to tell you that she’s passed on.”

“Laurie Ann’s passed on. You mean she’s dead? Where’s Katie? I want to talk to my daughter, please.”

“She’s asleep in the lounge. The poor lass was exhausted. I’ll go wake her and she’ll phone you back.” The phone went dead.

Slowly the door to Zoe’s bedroom opened. Winifred Parker stuck her head into the room. “Is something wrong?”

“Yes. Katie had to take Laurie Ann to the hospital last night. The child didn’t make it.”

“It’s just as well,” Winifred muttered, then she disappeared from view.

Anger welled, but before she could reply, the phone rang. Zoe grabbed it. “Katie! Laurie Ann—I’m so sorry, darling.”

As Katie spoke, Zoe slipped off her nightgown, grabbed her jeans from the floor near the chaise, and yanked them on. Shifting the portable phone from hand to hand, she shoved her arms into a blue-and-white-checkered blouse. Rummaging in a dresser drawer, she located two socks of the same color, then plopped on the end of the chaise, pulled them on, and slid her feet into scuffed brown loafers. “I’m on my way,” Zoe told her daughter. “Meet you at the house. I love you.”

Giving her tangled hair a quick brush, Zoe braided it, wound it about her head, and pinned it in place. She slapped water on her face and perfunctorily brushed her teeth, then headed for the kitchen.

Winifred set her half-empty glass of orange juice on the kitchen table. Her short silver hair, damp from a shower, was slicked back from her high forehead. She wore dark blue cotton slacks and a white, high-buttoned blouse on which rested the ubiquitous pearls; she held a dark blue jacket. “I am going with you. I am not staying here alone,” she said, her hand fidgeting with the pearls.

Zoe downed a glass of juice. “Let’s go, then.”
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WINIFRED REMEMBERS


Katie and Zoe sat alone in Katie’s bedroom. Zoe had asked Winifred to make herself comfortable in the living room of Katie’s small home. “I want Laurie Ann cremated and buried alongside Grandpa Zak and Grandma Ida,” Katie told her mother. “I’ll close up the house here and bring her urn to Salem by the end of the week. Can we have a memorial service for her at the graves?”

“Whatever you want, my love,” Zoe replied.

Tears spilled from Katie’s eyes and she hugged her mother. “Thanks, Mom, for everything, for all the years you stood by me and Laurie Ann.”



When Zoe’s parents had each died, their cremated remains had been placed in marble urns and buried on a small knoll near the pond on the land in Salem that they had both loved so deeply. Zoe had prepared the epitaphs for her parents’ headstones, and the pink granite markers had been reverently placed above their respective graves. Today Katie would arrive with the remains of her daughter, and one day Zoe too, and perhaps Katie, would lie in this small family cemetery.

A redwood bench, a few feet back from the graves, was framed by a trellis upon which fragrant old-world roses bloomed in pink profusion all summer long. As Zoe sat there waiting for her daughter to arrive, she thought of how Katie had devoted herself to her own daughter. Nothing was too good or too much for Laurie Ann. Zoe was not sure she could have handled the lack of sleep, the endless lifting and bending and tending that Katie had done. Every week Katie had taken the child to a chiropractor, and a massage therapist came to the house every two weeks. Having had no life outside of Laurie Ann, no time for other interests all these years, Katie would find the adjustment extra hard.

Winifred’s voice jolted Zoe from her musing. “So you intend to bury that child here?”

Looking down at Zoe from the other end of the bench, Winifred appeared as austere and unapproachable as she always had. Instinctively, Zoe pulled back. Ever since Steven had died, Zoe had sought to avoid confrontation and controversy with the woman. But the look of contempt on Winifred’s face couldn’t go unanswered. Zoe planted her feet solidly on the grass, turned, and concentrated on outstaring her mother-in-law.

“Winifred, that child’s name was Laurie Ann. You negate her as if she were a nonperson. She was a person, and my daughter loved her. After the funeral, Katie’s going to be staying here for a while. I’m not asking you to be warm or caring, but if you can’t treat her kindly and respect her grief, I’ll have to ask you to leave.” Her fingers hurt from squeezing them together.

Winifred swayed a little. “Leave? But our arrangement—”

“I’ll have to find a way without our arrangement. It’ll be hard, but Katie’s more important to me than any arrangement. Somehow I’ll manage.”

Winifred tilted her chin up. An ultimatum? From Zoe of all people? “Well, I will certainly make it my business to avoid her.”

Zoe felt herself shaking with the effort it took to stand up to her mother-in-law, but a crow flew by as it might on any ordinary day, and the fragrance of old-fashioned roses filled the air. The world did not crumble about her. Emboldened, Zoe said, “That’s not good enough. This isn’t an armed truce. I won’t have Katie walking on eggs in my home. It’s her home too.” Her eyes held a demand and a plea, and her voice softened. “Katie’s all the family I have. And, well, we’re all the family you have.”

“I have other family. My cousin Emily.”

“Then perhaps you’d find it pleasanter to be with your cousin.” Zoe swallowed hard. “If you decide to leave, I’ll take you to the train or to the airport right after the funeral.” Trembling at her audacity, Zoe rose to her feet and walked away.



The sky was a cloudless indigo blue; the grass in the pasture was deep green and smooth as velvet. A small insect lighted on Winifred’s hand. She flicked it away and sat down on the bench. No one had spoken to her as Zoe just had since she was a girl. No one had dared. Her throat knotted, and she fought back tears as she watched the younger woman hasten across the bridge and take the steps up to the house two at a time. The buzzing in her ears grew louder. Next would come swirling bands of dizziness to plunder her of vitality and hope.

Gripping the wooden slats of the bench, Winifred closed her eyes. She must fight off this marauder that threatened to bring her down. She breathed slowly and deeply. This time the world did not spin, and when she opened her eyes, they lighted on the pink granite stones.


IDA CANNON AMOREY, 1920-1987


Wise and kind, a woman who accepted others


and saw the best in them. She is missed.


ZACHARY FRANKLIN AMOREY 1918-1986


A man among men, a tower of strength.


His passing is a loss to many.



Ida had been only sixty-seven years old when she died. Much too young. Winifred had always scorned Ida’s docility, her “live and let live” attitude, yet she remembered Ida as having the calmest face, the most serene eyes she had ever seen.

“I bet you weren’t afraid to die,” Winifred said, addressing the headstone. Was she? Yes, she was afraid—not so much of dying, but of how she would die. Wasn’t that why she was here?

She thought of Zoe. Zoe possessed her mother’s oval face and her clear, amber-tinged brown eyes, and she was as quiet as her mother had been. Never, before today, had she seen Zoe express anger. Winifred recalled a conversation with her cousin and confidante, Emily, the day after Steven had brought Zoe home to meet his parents.

“Nice girl? Pretty?” Emily asked over lunch.

“Pretty in an ordinary sort of way. Unsophisticated. A different class of people from us.”

“What class is that?” Emily asked.

“Her father’s only a bank teller. Steven’s sowing his oats. When my son marries, it will be to someone of our own kind, not some rabble-rouser who tied herself to a tree.” Winifred’s carefully plucked and penciled eyebrows lifted.

Emily laughed. “Tied herself to a tree? Why?”

“To stop progress, development.”

“That was gutsy of her,” Emily replied.

“She’s a stupid and misguided hippie.”

“I guess you want Steven’s wife to be someone from a rich, prominent family, preferably with a mother who boasts of membership in the DAR.”

“Of course,” Winifred said.

Emily snickered. “Still social climbing, eh, Winnie? I’m surprised you even talk to me. I’m a very ordinary, working-class relative.”

No one else dared call her Winnie or remind her of her humble roots. Winifred’s eyes grew stormy. In stony silence, they finished lunch. She and Emily had never again talked in any meaningful way, and in the last seven years they had not even seen one another. Lately she had found herself thinking about her cousin, missing her, and wondering where she was.

The day when Steven announced that he and Zoe were going to be married, they had talked in the sitting room, her favorite room in the stately Georgian house with its cool blue walls, gem-toned Persian rugs, overstuffed sofas, and mahogany tables polished so smartly you could see your face in their surfaces. On one wall, a china cabinet brimmed with crystal pieces of great beauty: vases, bowls, and pitchers Winifred had collected over time and planned to pass on to her eventual daughter-in-law.

The events of that day changed her feelings for that room, and after Steven married Zoe, she never used the room for relaxation or personal pleasure. Winifred squeezed her eyes tight, recalling how she had wanted to scream in rage and frustration, but she had smiled and offered Steven a splendid Episcopal church wedding and a European honeymoon if they would wait a year. So much could happen in a year; she intended to make sure of that.

Then Steven delivered the blow that almost sent her tumbling to the floor. “We’re going to have a baby.”

“What in heaven’s name did you just say?”

“Zoe’s pregnant.”

“Impossible.”

“We love one another. Zoe’s being pregnant has nothing to do with our getting married.”

“Oh, my God. Steven, no. You’re throwing away your life.” If she could, she would have vaporized Zoe with a wave of her hand; the little vamp using her body to trap her son. Even now, thinking about it made Winifred’s mouth and her entire body tighten. With smiling reserve, she had masked her anger at her son’s wedding. Her husband, Theodore, had kept a secure grip on her arm, anchoring her body against the strong keel of his own when the young couple said, “I do,” in a simple ceremony in a small, unassuming white church in Greenville, South Carolina.

Later, when she demanded that Steven come home to visit his parents without Zoe, he refused, and Winifred had raged to her husband. “It’s that little hippie tramp. She’s turned our son against us.”

Steven and Zoe had a baby girl, and she and Theodore never saw their only son again. Winifred’s eyes glistened with tears. How could she ever admit to anyone that she was a pretender to the blue-blooded lifestyle she had embraced? She was not proud that she had banished the most important people, Steven and Emily, from her life.

The irony of it all was that now, due to odious circumstances, she was in Salem, South Carolina, a place she hated, with the woman she resented and had for a long time held responsible for the loss of her son.
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IT’S OKAY TO CRY


Sleep was impossible. There was no surcease from the weight on Katie’s heart, the crushing loneliness, or the uncontrollable tears. This afternoon they had buried Laurie Ann’s ashes on the knoll alongside her great-grandparents. The short service had been conducted by a Unitarian minister, the father of one of Katie’s students at the Faraday School, where for many years she had been responsible for the after-school kindergarten program.

“Laurie Ann was a soul come to earth to teach patience, love, and dedication,” the minister said in his eulogy.

When the marble urn was placed into the earth and covered with soil, Katie sobbed. Now, at four in the morning, she sat in the comfortable living room, her favorite room in the house. Katie had always loved to sink into the overstuffed sofa, turn up the fire in the tall stone fireplace, and read, or listen to the music of Vivaldi, Beethoven, or Bach. But the room offered no solace now. Nothing did. Not her mother’s understanding or kindness, not the cards and sympathetic phone calls from teachers and staff at her school.

Zoe stood in the doorway of the dark living room. “Katie, you in here?”

“I can’t sleep, Mommy.”

“Neither can I, darling. Shall I fix us some hot milk with honey or a cup of herbal tea?”

Katie shook her head and hiccuped. Tears trailed along both cheeks and pooled near her mouth.

“It’s okay to cry. How can you not cry for Laurie Ann?”

Katie’s eyes drowned in despair. “I killed Laurie Ann.”

“Good heavens, you did no such thing.” Zoe crossed the room and sat by Katie on the sofa. “What’s this all about?”

“She was very sick with terrible seizures, and the doctor wanted me to bring her to the hospital. I refused until it was too late. Did I want her to die?” Bursting into tears, Katie buried her face in one of the large, soft pillows.

“Darling, Laurie Ann thrived with homeopathic remedies all those years. You loved your daughter. No one could have done more for a child or loved a child more than you did.”

“Did I refuse to take her to the hospital because on some deep, unconscious level I hoped she’d die?”

Zoe took her daughter’s face in both her hands and lifted it so that their eyes met. “Do you really think that, Katie?”

Slowly the anguish faded from Katie’s face and eyes. She shook her head. “I feel uncertain about so many things.” She fidgeted a bit, then asked, “How did you survive when my father died?”

The old ache squeezed Zoe’s heart even after all these years. She sighed and took Katie’s hands in hers. “I felt like you do now. Devastated. For a long time I lived in shadows, like being in a cave. You learn to take it one day at a time, and somehow you get through it. I had your grandparents.”

“And I have you.”

“Always.” Zoe dabbed Katie’s cheeks with a wad of Kleenex from her bathrobe pocket. “Your grandparents went through many hard times with me. I’m sure at times they worried that I might end my life.”

“You thought about that? That’s exactly how I feel.”

“I know, darling, I know. When we lose someone we love, nothing makes sense. Life feels meaningless for a very long time.” Her eyes held Katie’s. “But we go on putting one foot ahead of the other. We get up in the morning, get dressed, brush our teeth and hair, go to work, and of course we hurt, and we cry. And then quite unexpectedly, one day we hear a robin sing, or we notice that the moon is full, or we have the urge to see some silly movie, and we’ve begun to heal.” Zoe rose. “Come. Katie, I’ll make some tea.”

Katie pushed herself up. Zoe took her arm, and they made their way from the living room into the foyer, which was lit by a small nightlight. “Be careful,” Zoe said, from habit. “The edge of that wall table is sharp.”

“You’ve been reminding me of that since I was little.”

“You’re right. Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. It’s familiar, comfortable. It’s home.”

As they sat side by side at the kitchen table waiting for the water to boil, Katie said, “So many people from my school came all the way out here for the funeral.”

“You have many caring friends.” Zoe pushed back her chair, walked over to the stove, and lifted the lid from the pot.

“You always peek, Mom. It never boils until you go away and forget about it.” There was a hint of humor in Katie’s voice.

Zoe smiled, glad that she had helped to lighten Katie’s pain. It would return, of course, but for this brief moment the ache in her daughter’s heart had eased a little.
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WINIFRED


While Katie and Zoe sat in the kitchen and talked, Winifred lay awake reading in the mahogany four-poster bed in the room Zoe called the Caribbean room. She found the lemon yellow walls cloying, and especially distasteful were those clichéd coral and turquoise tropical fish prints that hung between the windows.

Winifred tucked the white lace-trimmed sheet close about her, set the book on her lap, and closed her eyes. The years rolled away, and once again she lay in the cramped bed with her two younger sisters, Mary and Bethany, staring up at the cobwebs on the low ceiling of her childhood. Six of them had lived in four rooms: her grim-faced parents, her ancient grandfather with his gnarled hands, her two sisters, and herself.

Grandfather spent most days hunched in his chair by the fireplace, muttering rebukes to his daughter-in-law for producing no sons to carry on the lobster business he had passed on to his son, Jacob Oxnaur. Winifred, or Winnie as they called her then, had been even more repulsed by the old man than by the smell of fish that permeated the house and lingered in her clothes and hair. The way the old man looked at her when they were alone frightened her, long before she understood his insinuation.

The tiny, storm-battered house was one of six built on a promontory above a pebble-strewn cove, above a fierce ocean too frigid for swimming. Each day powerful tides sucked the steel gray water from the cove, exposing sandbars and boulders that extended out two hundred feet or more. Though often reprimanded and sometimes spanked by their mother for venturing there, Mary and Bethany were drawn to the cove the way the tide responds to the pull of the moon. One fall afternoon, with a northeaster predicted, her sisters walked out to the rocky point where sea and sandbars met and were swept away by the grasping, snarling ocean. Their bodies were never recovered.

Remembering it chilled Winifred, and she shivered. It had been a cold, foreboding day when her father planted the homemade crosses with her sisters’ names alongside their grandmother’s grave in the unkempt Goose Cove cemetery. It was her birthday. She was fourteen. No one remembered. Above the crosses, her grandfather shot suggestive glances at her. Winifred remembered feeling confused and ashamed of her budding breasts and hips. On that day, she determined to leave this impoverished and desolate place as soon as possible.

From then on, Winifred avoided being alone with her grandfather. The old man hardly left the house, but neither did her mother. Had her mother seen his greedy eyes following her daughter? They never spoke of it. At night Winifred kept her bedroom door bolted shut and a chair shoved under the doorknob. There were nights when she heard the shuffling of his feet back and forth in the hallway outside her room, and she would cover her head with a pillow.

During her last year in high school she had been encouraged by her teacher to enroll in a typing class, which led to her first job, in the office of a rapidly expanding trucking company in Portland. When the opportunity arose, she gladly transferred to Philadelphia, far from the inhospitable coast of Maine. Six months later, she resigned from the trucking firm for a position that advertised training as a legal secretary.

She had been beautiful then, people said, with her smooth, pale skin, long raven hair, and spectacular green eyes. And Winifred seemed instinctively to know the right blend of boldness and coyness needed to attract the attention of Theodore Samuel Parker Jr., the son and heir of the law firm. Against his family’s wishes, their courtship progressed rapidly. Six months later they were married. Her snooty mother-in law, finally resigned to the situation, had remarked to a friend, “Wait and see. I’ll make a silk purse out of this sow’s ear.” Like Professor Henry Higgins with Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady, she set about to transform her daughter-in-law.

Winifred had proved to be an apt pupil, watching, listening, and learning to hold her shoulders and head in a reserved yet gracious manner. Imitating her mother-in-law, she assumed an air of confidence. She mastered small things and large: how to set an elegant table; which fork and spoon to use with which dish; how to dress demurely but with style; how to employ, address, and dismiss servants. For a time she exceeded her mother-in-law in savoir faire when it came to organizing lavish and successful charity balls, and outdid her in strict observance of social protocol.

Once Steven started elementary school, Winifred did less socially and assumed the responsibility for her family’s personal investments. Instinctively she understood money, and thrived in her own corner office on the third floor of the building owned by the law firm of Parker and Parker. What exciting and stimulating years they had been. In her blue business suit, shoulders erect, briefcase at her side, she would step off the elevator and stride purposefully down the hall. The secretaries and other staff members looked at her with respect and visible awe. In those heady days, Winifred felt like royalty as she greeted and nodded to everyone as she strode by them. Then, three years ago, Theodore died suddenly, and with no son taking over the business, protecting her interests, his cheating, lying partners took it all away from her.

“We’re expanding. The workload dictates taking in new partners and creating a new board,” said Tom Dockery, the senior partner and her husband’s trusted friend, with false regret. All three of the partners came into her office two days later, their faces solemn, their voices embarrassed but unyielding. “Our bylaws limit the period of time anyone can serve as a board member.”

“Why did this never come up before?” she asked.

“Ted insisted that the rules be bent for you.”

In a moment she lost her office, her purpose, for by then, like most men, Winifred had filled her social needs at the office and at the firm’s business and political functions.

When the book slipped from her lap and onto the floor, Winifred awoke and swiftly reached for it. Dizziness and nausea propelled her back onto her pillows, where she lay struggling to bring her body under control by breathing slowly and deeply, as her doctor had instructed. As the room stopped spinning, she saw that the bedside clock read six thirty a.m. She’d actually slept through the night.
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